
95Acta Paul Enferm. 2019; 32(1):95-100.

Most prevalent type of elder abuse and its correlation with elder depression
Tipo mais prevalente de abuso aos idosos e sua correlação com depressão do idoso

Tipo más prevalente de abuso a los ancianos y su correlación con depresión del anciano

Esther Ockjae Park1

Corresponding author
Esther Ockjae Park
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6884-4195
E-mail: visionaryesther@gmail.com

DOI 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/1982-
0194201900013

1Daegu University, Daegu, S. Korea.  
Confl icts to interest: none to declare. 

Abstract
Objective: The purpose of this study was to identify the most prevalent type of elder abuse in S. Korea. This study also examined which 
type of elder abuse most affected elder depression and then discussed social countermeasures toward the prevalent types of elder abuse. 
Methods: This was a descriptive study and the data were collected via a convenience sampling method. Seventy-seven study participants were 60 years 
old or above and did not have mental disabilities or depression disorder. Five different types of elder abuse (verbal, emotional, physical, fi nancial, and 
neglect) were measured along with their depressive symptoms. Descriptive statistics were used to determine the most prevalent type of elder abuse in S. 
Korea. Also, bivariate correlation and multiple regression were utilized to understand the relationship between types of elder abuse and elder depression. 
Results: Among the fi ve types of elder abuse, verbal, emotional, and neglect abuse were more prevalent than physical and fi nancial 
abuse. According to the bivariate analysis, emotional abuse and verbal abuse were signifi cantly related with elder depression. 
Conclusion: Invisible types of elder abuse such as emotional, verbal, and neglect abuse were more prevalent than visible types such as fi nancial 
and physical abuse. These abuse types were also signifi cantly correlated with elder depression. This study warrants future interventional studies 
to improve elders’ perception of elder abuse and thus prevent the development of elder depression.

Resumo
Objetivo: O objetivo deste estudo foi identifi car o tipo mais prevalente de abuso aos idosos na Coréia do Sul. Este estudo também analisou que 
tipo de abuso aos idosos mais afetou a depressão e depois discutiu contramedidas sociais em relação aos tipos prevalentes de abuso aos idosos.
Métodos: Trata-se de um estudo descritivo e os dados foram coletados por meio de amostragem por conveniência. Setenta e sete participantes 
tinham 60 anos ou mais e não tinham defi ciência mental ou transtorno depressivo. Cinco tipos diferentes de abuso aos idosos (verbal, emocional, 
físico, fi nanceiro e negligência) foram medidos, bem como sintomas depressivos. Foi utilizada estatística descritiva para determinar o tipo mais 
prevalente de abuso aos idosos na Coréia do Sul. Além disso, utilizaram-se testes de correlação bivariada e regressão múltipla para entender a 
relação entre os tipos de abuso aos idosos e depressão do idoso.
Resultados: Entre os cinco tipos de abuso aos idosos, o abuso verbal, emocional e negligência foram mais prevalentes do que os abusos físicos e 
fi nanceiros. De acordo com a análise bivariada, o abuso emocional e o abuso verbal foram signifi cativamente relacionados à depressão do idoso.
Conclusão Os tipos invisíveis de abuso aos idosos, como abuso emocional, verbal e negligência, foram mais prevalentes do que os tipos 
visíveis, como abuso físico e fi nanceiro. Esses tipos de abuso também foram signifi cativamente correlacionados com a depressão do 
idoso. Este estudo permite futuros estudos intervencionais para melhorar a percepção dos idosos sobre o abuso e, assim, prevenir o 
desenvolvimento da depressão dos idosos.

Resumen
Objetivo: El objetivo de este estudio fue identifi car el tipo más prevalente de abuso a los ancianos en Corea del Sur. Este estudio también analizó 
qué tipo de abuso a los ancianos más afectó la depresión y después discutió contramedidas sociales con relación a los tipos prevalentes de 
abuso a los ancianos.
Métodos: Se trata de un estudio descriptivo y los datos fueron recolectados a través de muestreo por conveniencia. Setenta y siete participantes 
tenían 60 años o más y no tenían defi ciencia mental o trastorno depresivo. Cinco tipos diferentes de abuso a los ancianos (verbal, emocional, 
físico, fi nanciero y negligencia) se midieron, así como síntomas depresivos. Se utilizó la estadística descriptiva para determinar el tipo más 
prevalente de abuso a los ancianos en Corea del Sur. Además, se utilizaron pruebas de correlación bivariada y regresión múltiple para entender 
la relación entre los tipos de abuso a los ancianos y la depresión del anciano.
Resultados: Entre los cinco tipos de abuso a los ancianos, el abuso verbal, emocional y la negligencia fueron más prevalentes que los abusos 
físicos y fi nancieros. De acuerdo con el análisis bivariado, el abuso emocional y el abuso verbal fueron signifi cativamente relacionados con la 
depresión del anciano.
Conclusión: Los tipos invisibles de abuso a los ancianos, como abuso emocional, verbal y negligencia, fueron más prevalentes que los tipos 
visibles, como abuso físico y fi nanciero. Estos tipos de abuso también se correlacionaron signifi cativamente con la depresión del anciano. Este 
estudio permite futuros estudios intervencionistas para mejorar la percepción de los ancianos sobre el abuso y así evitar el desarrollo de la 
depresión de los ancianos.
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Introduction 

The worldwide elderly population has been increas-
ing rapidly and the population of elderly people 
over 60 is expected to rise by up to 24% by 2050.
(1)  Understandably, some medical and social issues 
for the elderly have increased along with the popu-
lation.(2) Among the issues, elder mistreatment and 
depression have frequently been studied: the results 
indicate that gender, age, level of education, pres-
ence of a spouse, and residential type are sociode-
mographic correlates to elder abuse and depression.
(1,3-7) Specifically, elder depression has been often 
discussed internationally as a leading correlate to 
elder abuse.(5,8,9) In addition, the current state of 
knowledge in nursing science suggests that about 
10% of the elderly population are victims of elder 
abuse annually.(3,10,11)

Much attention has been given to depression 
among the elderly in terms of their health status 
and their quality of life. Depression can contrib-
ute to many physical problems in the aged pop-
ulation and can limit their daily activities.(12) In 
addition, elderly with depressive symptoms may 
attempt suicide.(7) Some previous studies exam-
ined elderly depression due to abuse and some 
reported it as a moderator between elder abuse 
and suicidal thoughts.(7,13) In this study, however, 
various types of elder abuse were examined to de-
termine which specific type of abuse most affects 
elder depression. 

To my knowledge, no study has been conduct-
ed to compare elder abuse by type in South Korea, 
although there are a few international studies re-
lated to types of elder abuse.(10,14,15)  However, one 
was a study constructing a measurement tool,(10) 
and the other two were studies on types of preva-
lent elder abuse in western countries.(14,15) Hence, 
the current study fills a gap in our knowledge. 
Given the findings from the literature review, the 
purpose of this study was threefold: first, to iden-
tify the most prevalent type of elder abuse in this 
country; second, to examine which type of elder 
abuse most affects elder depression; and third, to 
discuss social countermeasures for the types of 
prevalent elder abuse. 

Methods 

This was a descriptive study in which data were col-
lected via a convenience sampling method. Study 
participants were recruited from various venues, 
such as senior community centers, subway stations, 
seniors’ parks, and/or traditional market places, in 
a province located the southern part of S. Korea. 
Sample size was justified using G*Power Analysis 
version 3.1.9.2 and a priori analysis: input determi-
nants were medium effect size (.20), p = 0.05 sig-
nificance level, and study power of 0.80. The anal-
ysis indicated that a sample size of 71 subjects was 
needed. 135 survey questionnaire packages were 
distributed to account for the attrition rate and the 
survey proceeded for a month. Seventy-seven sub-
jects agreed to participate and answered the ques-
tionnaire. This sample size met the sample size justi-
fication. The inclusion criteria were elders who were 
60 or older and who agreed to be in the study after 
receiving detailed study information. The study par-
ticipants also had to be able to understand the study 
requirements and have no limitations in cognitive 
ability. The exclusion criteria were cognitive disabil-
ities such as dementia and psychological diagnoses 
such as depression as diagnosed by Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM)-V 
(2013, May). This study was approved by the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the institution 
where the author serves as an assistant professor 
(IRB approval number: 1040621-201809-HR-
028-02). Before the survey began, all participants 
were informed that they had the right not to partic-
ipate to this study or the right to withdraw in the 
middle of the survey process. Confidentiality was 
also emphasized due to the sensitivity of the study 
topic. Once the data were collected, all identifica-
tions were removed and there was no way to retrieve 
the study participants. 

The conceptual definition of elder abuse was ‘a 
physical, emotional, verbal, and financial mistreat-
ment done by family members or close relatives to-
ward elderly population above 60 years old.’(16) The 
operational definition of elder abuse in the measure 
used in this study includes five types of elder abuse: 
verbal, emotional, physical, financial, and neglect 



97Acta Paul Enferm. 2019; 32(1):95-100.

Park EO

abuse. There were a total of 18 items for the entire 
measure. However, the five sub-concepts of elder 
abuse were measured by 3 items, 4 items, 4 items, 
4 items, and 3 items, respectively, for verbal, emo-
tional, physical, financial, and neglect abuse. The 
items were scored on a 5-point Likert Scale ranging 
from 1 point=not at all to 5 points=strongly agree; 
therefore, total scores ranged from 18 to 90, with 
higher scores indicating more elder abuse. In this 
measure, one point indicates that the respondent 
has never been mistreated and 2 points or more in-
dicates that they have been mistreated at least once. 
Kim (2007)(17) used this tool to measure elder abuse 
and reported that the Cronbach’s alpha of internal 
consistency was 0.897; the current study reported 
0.868 for internal consistency. 

Geriatric Depression Scale (GDS, 1983)(18) is 
one of the measures used worldwide to specifically 
measure depressive symptoms in the elderly popu-
lation. The original GDS included 30 items but a 
short-version was later developed that included 15 
items.(19)  This study used the short version. This 
scale is typically easy to administer in the aged 
population since it requires yes/no answers. The 
conceptual definition of depression in this scale 
was ‘whether or not existence of worries and one’s 
perception toward their quality of life.’ The answer 
‘yes’ was coded as 0 point while ‘no’ was coded as 
1 point. There were five reverse items and coding 
was flipped for these reverse items. In terms of op-
erational definition, the total score ranged from 0 
to 15 points, with lower scores representing less 
depression and higher scores, more depression. 
The short form suggests that 0~4 points is normal, 
5~10 points is intermediate depression, and 11 
points and above is severe depression. In addition, 

the original study(19) reported Cronbach’s alpha of 
internal consistency = 0.840. This study reported 
internal consistency of 0.774. 

	 The data were coded, cleaned, and analyzed 
using SPSS version 25.0.(20) Descriptive statistics 
such as frequencies, mean, median, standard devia-
tion, ranges, and dispersion were used to determine 
the most prevalent type of elder abuse in S. Korea. 
Bivariate correlation and multiple regressions were 
used to analyze the relationship between types of 
elder abuse and elder depression. Since the sample 
size justification was calculated using an appropriate 
statistical package and the study sample size satisfies 
that, parametric tests were implemented. To define 
the degree of significance, an alpha level of 0.05 was 
used. 

Results

The mean age of the study participants was 74.5 
years and 73% were female. One-third of them 
(32.5%) were living alone, 40.3% were living with 
their spouse, and 23.4% were living with their mar-
ried/unmarried child/children. Two-thirds (70.1%) 
were relatively healthy but the rest (29.9%) answered 
that they were unhealthy. Nine subjects (11.7%) 
reported that they had been abused. The majority 
(70.1%) of the abused did not have independent 
monthly incomes and were therefore dependent 
on their children and/or relatives (Table 1). These 
demographic characteristics explain 32.2% of the 
relationship with elder depression (F-value=6.759, 
p-value<0.001) while they explain 6.1% of the re-
lationship with elder abuse (F-value=0.929, p-val-
ue=0.467) (Table 1). 

Table1. Demographic characteristics and model summary
Age Gender Abuse experience Living with

Mean (SD) Female Male Yes No Alone Spouse Children Etc.

74.35 (0.762) 56(72.7%) 21(27.3%) 9(11.7%) 68(88.3%) 25(32.5%) 31(40.3%) 18(23.4%) 3(3.8%)

Health status Independent Income

Excellent Good Moderate Bad Very bad Yes No

4(5.2%) 20(26%) 30(39%) 21(27.3%) 2(2.6%) 23(29.9%) 54(70.1%)

Model summary R R2 F variance Sig. F variance

Dependent variables Depression 0.568 0.322 6.759 0.000

Abuse 0.248 0.061 0.929 0.467

Predictor Demographic Variables
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The prevalent types of elder abuse in Korea
The potential total abuse score ranged from 18 to 
90. In our sample, the total score ranged from 22 to 
59 points and the mean score was 34.17 [Standard 
Deviation (SD): 8.95]. Each question is scored from 
1 to 5 points: 1 point indicates that the subject had 
never been abused while 5 point indicates that the 
subject strongly felt that they were abused all the 
time. Hence, if a subject had never been abused, 
the total abuse score should not be over 18. If the 
score was above 18, the subject had been mistreat-
ed somehow and she/he scored some item(s) greater 
than 1 point (Table 2).  

The measure included five subscales for verbal, 
emotional, physical, financial, and neglect abuse. 
Among the five types of elder abuse, verbal (mean 
7.34 out of maximum score of 15), emotion-
al (mean 8.88 out of maximum score of 20), and 
neglect abuse (mean 6.31 out of maximum score 
of 15) were relatively more prevalent than physical 
(mean 6.19 out of maximum score of 20) and fi-
nancial abuse (mean 5.44 out of maximum score of 
20) (Table 2). In summary, invisible types of elder 
abuse were more prevalent than visible types. 

Looking at the scale, item by item, the mean 
score for items 1 through 5 and 16 through 17 was 
greater than 2.0 (from time to time abused/mis-
treated): 2.84, 2.47, 2.03, 2.64, 2.44, 2.34, and 

2.05, respectively. Items 1 through 3 belong to the 
subscale of verbal abuse and 4 through 8 belong to 
the subscale of emotional abuse. Items 16 through 
18 belong to the subscale of neglect abuse (Table 
2). This result also indicated that invisible types of 
elder abuse are more prevalent in South Korea. 

Correlation between elder depression and type of 
elder abuse
Elder depression was correlated with elder abuse. 
From bivariate analysis, specifically emotional 
abuse (Pearson’s correlation coefficient= .305, p-val-
ue=0.007) and verbal abuse (Pearson’s correlation 
coefficient= .340, p-value=0.002) were significantly 
related with elder depression. To confirm these re-
sults, multiple regression analysis was implement-
ed to control other variables: the five types of elder 
abuse explained about 15.3% of elder depression 
(p-value=0.034, F value=2.565). The Pearson’s cor-
relation coefficient values for the two independent 
variables (verbal and emotional abuse) were calcu-
lated and similar correlations were shown: signif-
icance between elder depression and verbal abuse 
was p=0.001 while that of emotional abuse was 
p=0.004 (Table 3). In other words, elder depression 
is mostly influenced by verbal and emotional elder 
abuse rather than by physical, financial, and neglect 
elder abuse.  

Table 2. Types of elder abuse and its means by item
Types of 
Abuse

Total abuse Verbal Emotional Physical Economical Neglect

Mean(SD) 34.17(8.95) 7.34(2.13) 8.88(3.06) 6.19(2.52) 5.44(2.25) 6.31(2.68)

Minimum 22.00 3.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 3.00

Maximum 59.00 12.00 18.00 15.00 12.00 12.00

Abuse Mean for item by item

Item number 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18

Mean 2.84 2.47 2.03 2.64 2.44 1.90 1.91 1.74 1.36 1.51 1.58 1.34 1.29 1.45 1.36 2.34 2.05 1.92

SD 0.93 0.97 0.97 1.08 0.95 0.87 0.98 0.91 0.69 0.84 0.85 0.64 0.54 0.82 0.74 1.11 0.99 1.05

Table 3. Correlation between elder depression and type of elder abuse
Types Verbal

Abuse
Emotional

Abuse
Physical
Abuse

Economic
Abuse

Neglect
Abuse

Verbal
Abuse

Elder Depression Pearson correlation 0.340 0.305 0.181 0.053 0.088

Significance 0.002 0.007 0.115 0.650 0.448

Sum of squares 194.75 251.66 122.90 31.83 63.23

covariance 2.56 3.31 1.62 0.42 0.83

Model summary R R2 F variance Significance of F variance

0.391a 0.153 2.565 0.034

Predictors: Neglect Abuse, Verbal Abuse, Economic Abuse, Physical Abuse, Emotional Abuse; Dependent variable: Depression
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Discussion

Previous studies have been conducted to find correla-
tions between demographic characteristics and elder 
abuse and those studies commonly reported that fe-
males and those with a level of illness requiring assis-
tance for daily activities are more prone to experience 
elder abuse.(4,6,8,11,14) In contrast, the current study 
reported the demographic characteristics related to 
elder (geriatric) depression rather than elder abuse. 
In the current study, more demographic variables, 
such as details related to degree of illness and level of 
education, could be collected and tested to see cor-
relations with elder abuse, assuming the sample size 
was sufficient to include that many study variables in 
the analysis. In future research, those varied demo-
graphic variables can be retested in a bigger sample 
with randomized sampling method. 

Based on the results, obscure types of elder 
abuses are more prevalent than definite types in S. 
Korea. Previous evidence also reported that psy-
chological types of elder abuse were more prevalent 
than physical types.(14,15) However, Simone et al.(15) 
reported that neglect abuse was the most prevalent 
abuse and Ribot et al.(14) reported that psychological 
abuse was the leading type of abuse. It is difficult to 
compare the concepts exactly since previous stud-
ies used different measures of different study vari-
ables to explore elder abuse. But, the current study 
and previous studies have something in common: 
Verbal abuse and emotional abuse in the current 
study were invisible/indefinite to grasp as were psy-
chological abuse(14) and neglect abuse.(15)

Current elder abuse screening has been devel-
oped to detect more proof of abuse.(21) For example, 
questions on the tool ask for a specific event when 
the victim was mistreated or evidence left on their 
body due to the mistreatment. For instance, “has 
anyone prevented you from getting food, medica-
tion, glasses….” (Wang et al., P.578). Therefore, in-
visible and/or indefinite types of elder abuse such 
as verbal harassment and emotional suffering are 
covered by the screening process. The current study, 
however, informed us that elder victims suffered 
more from obscure types of abuse than visible types 
of abuse. This warrants future research and the de-

velopment of an elder-abuse-screening tool that ac-
curately reflects reality. In addition, a social welfare 
system should be constructed so that these victims 
can report whenever they suffer from abuse. In 
Korea, there is a social norm that familial problems 
are supposed to be covered up so that the family is 
well thought of. Due to this traditional norm, el-
ders are more prone to hide mistreatment and, thus, 
baring the whole picture on the status of elder abuse 
is quite unrealistic. In light of this, a well-developed 
social welfare system should enable and encourage 
elderly victims in the future to freely report abuse 
they have endured. 

On the one hand, this study found that the psy-
chological and invisible types of elder abuse (verbal 
and emotional abuse) more negatively affect elder 
depression than visible types of elder abuse (physical 
and financial abuse). Because of the explosive exten-
sion of life expectancy, attention has been given to 
the quality of the elderly life and depression is one 
of the frequently studied issues.(13,22) Previous evi-
dence suggests that elder abuse causes elder depres-
sion, thus decreasing their quality of life or provok-
ing suicidal thoughts. Clearly then, in this respect, 
a social security system that protects victims who 
have specifically suffered from verbal and emotional 
abuse should be established promptly. This will pre-
vent victims from getting geriatric depression and 
protect them from living with a low quality of life. 

In the current study, only nine out of 77 partici-
pants agreed that they have been abused. If these an-
swers were true, then the total score of abuse in the 
elder abuse scale for the rest (68 participants) should 
be 18 points. However, all 77 participants report-
ed an abuse score of greater than 22 points, which 
meant that they have somehow been mistreated. A 
recent study reported that elders are sensitive in their 
perception of their own experience of abuse,(23) but 
the current study suggests the opposite result. This 
phenomenon is probably related to the cultural cli-
mate in Korea: the elderly in Korea live without an 
appropriate perception of how they are treated. In 
other words, attention should be given to all subjects 
in this study beyond the reported 9 individuals. In 
the future, an interventional study is warranted to 
improve their perception of experiencing elder abuse. 
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Conclusion

This study was conducted to find the most preva-
lent types of elder abuse in Korea and to identify 
correlations between elder abuse and elder depres-
sion. In addition, thoughtful discussions should be-
gin regarding social interventions for various types 
of elder abuse and the correlating elder depression. 
This study fills gaps in our knowledge since no study 
has been conducted to compare elder abuse by type 
in South Korea, although a few studies have been 
performed in Western countries. Still, this study 
has certain limitations such as sampling bias (pur-
poseful and convenience sampling not collected na-
tionwide, and a relatively small sample size) but the 
innovativeness of this study to fill a knowledge gap 
far outweighs the study limitation. Future research 
should involve a study conducted on a broader, na-
tionwide, random sample and the development of 
a social welfare system that enables elderly victims 
to freely report their experiences. Also, an interven-
tional study is warranted to improve elders’ percep-
tion of their own experience of mistreatment. 
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