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VIOLENCE AGAINST ELDERLY WOMEN*

ABSTRACT
Objective: To analyze the understanding of older women about violence in this age group. 
Method: Qualitative research carried out between November 2021 and January 2022 with 
40 women over 60 years old, attended in the Primary Health Care Network, in a medium-
sized municipality in the interior of the state of São Paulo - Brazil. The data obtained were 
analyzed in the light of Hermeneutics-Dialectics. Results: Five analytical categories were 
identified: 1. Understanding of violence against the elderly woman; 2. Factors that trigger 
violence against the elderly woman; 3. Suggestions for actions to prevent violence against 
the elderly woman; 4. Resources that older women who are victims of violence can access; 
5. Nonconformity with violence against the elderly woman. Final Considerations: In the 
light of Hermeneutics-Dialectics, a series of perceived violence against the elderly woman 
in society was evidenced, with emphasis on physical, disrespect and financial abuse.

DESCRIPTORS: Women; Elder abuse; Violence against women; Primary Health Care; 
National Health Strategies.

HIGHLIGHTS
1.  The predominant violence against the elder woman is physical.
2. Violence is related to issues such as education and respect.
3. The fragility of elder women contributes to violence.
4. Elder women primarily refer to the police supporting violence.
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INTRODUCTION 

Since the 1970s, changes in Brazilian demographic behavior have been emerging 
due to the fall in births and mortality, which contributed to a significant growth in the aging 
population1. In the current context, the country has more than 30 million elderly people, a 
number that represents 16% of the population and according to the projection released by 
the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE, in Portuguese) the percentage of 
elderly people tends to double in the coming decades2.

Brazilian society is increasingly living with elderly people, and, on the other hand, this 
population is among the groups most vulnerable to violence in the country. It is noteworthy 
that in 2019, reports of violations against elderly people represented 30% of the total 
received by Dial 100, a figure that is second only to the group of children and adolescents. 
The incidence of such violence predominated among women aged between 70 and 79 
years3.

Violence against the elderly (“VCPI”, in Portuguese) can be presented in two forms: 
visible and invisible. In the first form, there are injuries and deaths; in the second, they 
occur without hurting the body, but cause suffering. Both can take various forms, in 
different situations, and the types of violence practiced against the elderly person are 
usually through physical, institutional, psychological, property, sexual violence; neglect; 
financial abuse and discrimination4.

The elderly women are doubly vulnerable, both due to age and gender issues. 
Oppression and domination due to gender inequality that is experienced at all ages 
increases in the elderly5.

A recent and significant law for the elderly women is No. 14,423, of July 22, 2022, in 
which the hitherto called Statute of the Elderly gained a new name, Statute of the Elderly 
Person. Throughout the Law, the expressions “elderly” and “elderly” were replaced by 
the expressions “elderly person” and “elderly people”, respectively6. The masculine word 
‘elderly’ was used to generically designate all elderly people, although women are the 
majority in the population over 60 years old, so by being renamed, the Statute recognized 
the demographic weight of women by ensuring their inclusion.

In 2001, when the Ministry of Health (MS) promulgated the National Policy for the 
Reduction of Morbidity and Mortality from Accidents and Violence (PNRMAV), violence 
officially entered the agenda of the sector in Brazil and the country began to have a health 
policy specifically aimed at this social problem7. In the historical path of insertion of the 
theme of violence in the field of public health, violence against the elderly has had priority 
on the health agenda8.

Violence against the elderly people is considered a public health problem, and the 
Primary Health Care Network, which is closest to people’s lives, and consequently to most 
of the elderly population, has the highest degree of decentralization and capillarity9. In this 
sense, this scenario is appropriate for the development of the research.

In Brazil, specific studies on violence against elderly adults are still scarce and when 
the cut is made in the scope of Primary Health Care and gender, the number is even less 
significant. In this light, the guiding assumption of this research is that violence against the 
elderly woman needs to be understood so that strategies can be devised to mitigate or 
prevent this type of violence. That said, its object was based on the lack of discussion about 
the phenomenon, based on the following concern: how do elderly woman understand 
violence against the elderly women? Thus, the objective of the research was to analyze the 
understanding of elderly women about violence in this age group.
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This is a qualitative field research based on the assumptions of Hermeneutics - 
Dialectics carried out in a medium-sized municipality in the interior of the state of São 
Paulo - Brazil, which has approximately 220,000 inhabitants. Data were collected between 
November 2021 and January 2022 in four units that constitute the Primary Health Care 
Network, one in each region of the municipality and which concentrated the highest 
percentage of the elderly women in relation to the total population.

Forty elderly women registered in the Primary Health Care Units, aged 60 years or 
older, participated. Ten elderly women per health unit were selected through intentional 
sampling, in which a subgroup that can be considered representative of the entire 
population is selected10. The women were approached by the interviewer while waiting for 
a consultation or procedure at the unit.

Inclusion criteria were elderly women aged 60 years or older, not institutionalized, 
assisted in the Health Care Network (RAS, in Portuguese), who were able to communicate 
verbally, preserved cognitive performance and score above 12 in the Mini Mental State 
Examination (MMSE) test, in the version with Brucki’s suggestions11.

All elderly women who agreed to participate in the study had preserved cognitive 
ability. For data collection, a semi-structured interview script was used, with identification 
data and six guiding questions on understanding, types, causes, prevention, and possible 
places of care for elderly women victims of violence.

The interviews were conducted in a reserved room at the Health Unit, maintaining 
the privacy of the participants and the required confidentiality, being recorded for later 
transcription in full, lasting around 30 minutes. All were conducted over a period of eight 
weeks. Participants received information on how to get help in situations of violence, 
and were offered the possibility of contacting the interviewer, who is an experienced 
psychologist and master’s student.

The collected data were systematized by NVivo 12 plus® software and analyzed in 
the light of Hermeneutic-Dialectics. This form of analysis demonstrates the potential to 
unveil meanings, comprehensively and critically analyze reality. It is developed through 
three stages, which are not necessarily sequential nor excluded12. Comprehensive reading 
of the selected material; Exploration of the material and Elaboration of interpretative 
synthesis:

The research was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Medicine of 
Marília, opinion number: 4,976,793. To ensure anonymity, participants were coded with the 
letter P and their respective numbers from one to 40.

METHOD

RESULTS

As shown in Table 1, the prevalence of: 60 to 69 years, with partner, elementary 
school, where 50% report receiving retirement.
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Table 1- Sociodemographic data of the 40 elderly women participating in the research. 
Marília, SP, Brazil, 2023

Variables n  %

Age group    

60-69 years old 23 57.5

70- 79 years old 13 32.5

80-89 years old 4 10

Reported color

White 16 40

Black 1 2.5

Brown 20 50

Others 3 7.5

Length of Education    

Not literate  1 2.5

Elementary school (1 to 8 years)  27 67.5

Secondary school (9 to 11 years) 10 25

Higher education completed 2 5

Marital Status    

With a partner  24 60

Without a partner 16 40

Current Income Situation    

Retired 20 50

In activity 7 17.5

None 12 30

Other benefits 1 2.5
Source: The authors (2023).

From the analysis made by the Nvivo 12 plus software, a word cloud was built 
according to Figure 1. The word frequency query allowed to summarize and visualize in a 
hierarchical way the main data obtained from the interviews.
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Figure 1 - Representation, word cloud, constructed from the frequency of words of all 
analytical categories. Marília, SP, Brazil, 2023
Source: The authors (2023).

 The analysis of the meanings of the answers to the guiding questions showed five 
analytical categories described below, with their respective meaning cores:

Understanding of violence against the elderly woman.	

Violence [...] is fighting, hitting, bullying. Harassing old people, anything like hitting, beating 
is violence to me. (P18)

Ah, I think it’s lack of respect, let’s say children sometimes don’t respect, grandchildren 
don’t respect, then I think it’s violence. (P40)

[...] taking her money and not giving it to her. (P39)

[...] rape, to me, is violence. (P4)

It can also be words, aggression. (P27)

Factors that trigger violence against the elderly woman.

I think it is a level of education that we are still at, on the planet like this. Morals [...] I see 
that science is advancing, but morals are not keeping up. (P19)

Then I think they are very defenseless, very defenseless [...] fragile. (P11)

It’s the foundation in the house, right, if the family has a good foundation, the family goes 
well [...] some families without a foundation like that, then it already starts [...] everything 
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goes bad. (P22)

This person to take care of the person must have patience and really like to take care of an 
elderly person; otherwise, it’s no use because they won’t have patience. (P16)

Oh, they [husband/partner] think they’re always able to, they’re so young, the woman is old 
and so on (laughs) there are these things, right? [...] they only see defects in women. (P18)

Suggested actions to prevent violence against the elderly woman.

I think what is really lacking is respect and education. (P34)

I don’t think I should go out in the street a lot, not carry money. (P14)

[...] not to find a partner to put inside the house. (P1)

The person who is conscious must be taking care of the elderly, especially a person who 
does not drink or use drugs. (P24)

Campaigns, because there are campaigns for everything, so there must be more campaigns 
in this direction. (P31)

Resources that elderly women who are victims of violence can access.

I think I need to look for the authorities, a police force that can help me with anything like 
that. (P9)

[...] she can go to a social worker, to guide her on how to do it. (P25)

Seek help [...] if you don’t have a relative, I think you would have to ask for help from 
someone closer, a neighbor or an acquaintance. (P2)

Yes, I think that if you are injured, you go to the health center or go to the hospital or seek 
help. (P26)

Non-conformity with violence against the elderly woman.

Ah, an absurdity, where have you seen doing some things like that. As they say, “the world 
is really ending”. (P29)

I think it’s the height of it. (P16)

Oh, I think that the elderly mother is a person who has fought so hard in life, has succeeded 
[...] having violence like this is not acceptable. (P11)

So, I think this is terrible, the person must respect the elderly woman. And that’s it. (P26)

I’m horrified. (P39)

DISCUSSION 

The interviewees understand violence against the elderly women in different ways, 
which includes physical violence such as beating, tying and hurting; disrespect; financial 
abuse because they take money from the elderly; sexual violence; discrimination, 
prejudice; neglect, abandonment when they do not take care of hygiene, do not offer food 
or medicines; verbal aggression, through cursing; not having rights met, such as health-
related; lack of patience; exploitation, when you are required to work. However, physical 
violence, disrespect and financial abuse were predominant. It is also emphasized that for 
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the elderly women interviewed, it is often their children or grandchildren who promote 
abuse.

Research in a state in the northern region of the country with elderly women who 
suffered violence showed an understanding of the phenomenon associated with physical 
violence predominantly, followed by verbal and moral violence and in the context of 
interpersonal relationships13. A study from Espírito Santo with data on violence against the 
elderly person, in which most of the victims were women, corroborates the participants’ 
discourse, and the most reported violence was physical, with a prevalence of 66.3%. It 
should be added that the occurrence often took place at the victims’ residence and was 
motivated by intolerance13.

The participants’ understanding of violence is corroborated by a Brazilian study with 
elderly women, in which they reported violence as a social issue permeated by economic, 
social, and family factors, with fear of being abandoned and disrespected, regarding their 
rights14.

Financial abuse was also very present in the narratives. It is a conduct also known as 
patrimonial or financial violence and is provided for in art. 102 of the Statute of the Elderly 
Person as a crime15. A study that analyzed the occurrences of financial violence against 
elderly adults revealed that it is mainly committed by strangers, in 85.6% of cases, and 
6.7% by family members of elderly people16.

The elderly women interviewed recognize that violence is related to: issues related 
to education, respect; fragility of older women; family structure; lack of patience; drug use 
by a family member; machismo; inefficient legislation. However, education/respect and the 
frailty of the elderly women are highlighted.

Aging is a natural and inevitable process for the human being, encompassing biological 
changes inherent to age, but also psychological and social. As for the social meaning of 
elderly, it is perceived that this is permeated by a historical construction with prejudices and 
stereotypes. The concept of elderly, therefore, goes beyond the merely biological aspect 
and reflects sociocultural aspects. And, because it is also a social construction, prejudice is 
present17.

The World Health Organization (WHO) World Report suggests that, for healthy aging, 
combating age-based stereotypes must be at the heart of any public health response to 
population aging18. In this line of thought, in the year 2022, the body launched a global 
campaign to combat ageism, which occurs when age is used to categorize and divide people 
by attributes that cause harm, disadvantage or injustice, and undermine intergenerational 
solidarity19.

Aging entails some fragilities, and, regarding elderly women, this theme is discussed 
in different studies in which it is evidenced that these women are in two groups of social 
vulnerability: women and elderly people; thus, violence is based on patriarchal and sexist 
aspects20. There is, therefore, an important inequality of power, which favors, from the social 
point of view, the even greater fragility of the elderly woman compared to the elderly man.

Among the suggestions presented by the women interviewed to avoid violence are 
those related to education, respect and patience; care for the elderly woman such as avoiding 
relationships, avoiding leaving the house at night, not approaching anyone, in addition to 
obeying and separating when the partner is aggressive; having a caregiver, which can be 
both professional and support network; the relevance of awareness campaigns; legislation, 
punishment; and interventions in the areas of social assistance would also be necessary.

Suggestions related to themes such as education, respect, patience, are some of 
the actions revealed by the discourse of the elderly and in the sense of preventing this 
problem. In the literature, a study suggests that through education it would be possible 
to create a preventive environment against various types of violence, including various 



Cogitare Enferm. 2023, v28:e92057

Violence against elderly women
Oliveira AA de, Lazarini CA, Marin MJS, Alarcon MFS, Moraes MAA de, Higa E de FR.

actions that would encourage openness to the other and the different21.

Thus, education to prevent violence revealed in the interviewees’ statements should 
also be understood in the context of health. In this sense, education should be included in 
training and maintained on an ongoing basis, with a view to preparing professionals8.

It is important to emphasize that there is no legislation or awareness-raising campaigns 
specific to this public regarding the fight against violence against the elderly woman. 
However, it is true that when we broaden the search to “the elderly”, there is legislation, 
such as the Action Plan for Combating Violence Against the Elderly22 and the Statute of the 
Elderly15, in addition to an awareness-raising action that is the World Day of Awareness of 
Violence Against the Elderly23.

Another fundamental point perceived in the discourse of the participants is that they 
convey the responsibility of violence to older women. If she did not leave the house, for 
example, she could avoid it. This context reflects the cultural construction experienced 
by society in which older women are subjected, experiencing cumulative inequalities. The 
concept that the man is superior, should subjugate the woman and not allow her to decide 
on her own life was built and solidified over the centuries and remains today, permeating 
the whole society24.

As for the resources that women indicated can be sought in case of violence, there 
is the police report; social assistance; help from known people, such as family, friend, or 
neighbor; services or professionals in the health area; Human Rights; and, those who report 
not having a place of help. The police was a widely cited body, demonstrating that older 
women are aware of such a relevant and present resource in society.

It is essential that the elderly women know the legal instruments for protecting victims 
of violence so that, in case of need, they can activate them and count on the respective 
interventions. In the participants’ discourse, the police was a widely cited body within the 
variety of locations. However, both victims and any whistleblower can turn to different 
places, such as: Dial 100 - Human Rights Dial, Dial 190 - Military Police, Specialized Police 
Stations for the Protection of the Elderly Person and Civil Police Stations, Public Defender’s 
Office, Public Prosecutor’s Office, Specialized Reference Center for Social Assistance 
(CREAS, in Portuguese), Basic Health Units (BHU), Municipal, State or National Councils for 
The Elderly Person15.

It is important to note that according to Art. 6th of the Statute of the Elderly Person: 
“Every citizen has the duty to report to the competent authority any form of violation of 
this Law that they have witnessed or of which they are aware”.   Health professionals in 
public or private institutions are also required by law to report all suspected or confirmed 
cases of violence against the elderly people15.

It is noteworthy that recently there has been an increase in the use of legal 
instruments to protect elderly women victims of violence, mainly with the aim of stopping 
the aggressions suffered, although it has often not met the expectations of the victims, in 
terms of punishment25.

This analytical category evidenced important discontent of the participants with 
situations of violence against the elderly women, with a discourse of non-acceptance of the 
problem. By using in their words or expressions such as absurd, “the height”, unacceptable, 
bad, wrong, worse, among others, it is demonstrated how talking about the subject causes 
discomfort to the participants.

The complexity of this phenomenon is portrayed when, for example, it is verified that 
in 2023 the bill PL 2325/2021 is still being discussed, which prohibits the use of the thesis 
of “legitimate defense of honor” as an argument for the acquittal of accused of femicide, 
in addition to excluding the mitigating and reducing penalties related to violent emotion 
and the defense of moral or social value in crimes of domestic and family violence26.
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Despite being considered outdated, contributing to the objectification of women 
and even though such a thesis is no longer considered valid by the Justice, according to 
the rapporteur of the project it is common that the defense of the accused of femicide 
seeks to lead the jury court to disregard the victim, vilifying her behavior, and use the 
argument of “violent emotion” to reduce the murderer’s sentence27.

The narrative of nonconformity is justified as violence compromises the right of older 
women to a life with dignity. The elderly woman remains a victim of gender violence and 
suffers from the same consequences as the young or adult woman living in a patriarchal 
society28.  Considering this, the complexity of the problem of violence against the elderly 
woman makes it imperative that it be discussed in the different spaces of society.

The analysis of meanings in the light of Dialectical Hermeneutics enabled a critical 
and comprehensive process of studying the social reality of the interviews, culminating in 
the apprehension of the results presented - the five analytical categories discussed12.

Hermeneutic-Dialectics facilitated the understanding of what the elderly women 
understand by violence against older women, making evident a definition based on the 
types of violence. It allowed reflection on the fragility of older women and about the 
vulnerability they are exposed to as a triggering factor for violence.

Still from the perspective of Hermeneutics-Dialectics and relating the interviewees’ 
statements, although there are resources that the elderly woman who are victims of violence 
can access, it was evident that there is a need to create strategies that favor actions to 
prevent the occurrence of violence, since the existence of this phenomenon is a repudiator.

Regarding limitations, the search for data in a specific context, restricted to the 
elderly women served in the Primary Health Care (PHC) network, stands out.

Considering the objectives of the research and the theoretical foundation supported 
by Hermeneutics-Dialectics, it was possible to interpret the understanding of the elderly 
women and welcome the different positions. A series of perceived violence against the 
elderly woman in society was evidenced, especially physical violence, disrespect, and 
financial abuse.

The elderly women pointed out that violence would be related to issues such as 
education and respect and, on the other hand, the fragility of the elderly women would 
also contribute to the state of vulnerability. They can identify resources to call in case of 
violence, especially the police, and the main suggestions for preventing the problem focus 
on areas such as education, patience, and respect.

The theme of sexism is evidenced when they suggest that older women avoid 
certain behaviors to prevent violence from happening and when they attribute to sexism a 
triggering factor of violence against the elderly woman.

Considering the results of this research, it is therefore suggested to promote scientific 
studies that investigate and bring breadth to the subject. Violence against the elderly 
woman needs to gain more space in the field of research. Such a public health problem 
needs to break taboos and have spaces that favor the recognition of victims and their 
protection.

It is believed that the results of this research can contribute to reflections on violence 
against the elderly woman and the importance of deepening this theme to improve health 
care.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS
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