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ABSTRACT

The increasing ageing population across the world has brought greater
attention to the issue of elder abuse as a significant social and legal concern.
Elder abuse encompasses various forms of physical, emotional, financial,
and psychological harm, as well as neglect and abandonment faced by senior
citizens. The present paper aims to conceptually examine the different forms
and dimensions of abuse experienced by elderly persons in contemporary
society. It analyses the socio-economic and familial factors contributing to
the vulnerability of senior citizens and highlights how changing family
structures, dependency, and social isolation have intensified the problem.
The study further explores the impact of elder abuse on the dignity, health,
and well-being of elderly individuals. The paper is primarily descriptive and
analytical in nature and is based on secondary sources such as books,
journals, reports, and legal materials. The study emphasizes the need for
greater social awareness, stronger institutional support, and effective legal
protection mechanisms to ensure the safety and dignity of senior citizens.
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Introduction

The phenomenon of elder abuse has emerged as a critical socio-legal issue in contemporary
societies due to the growing ageing population and the increasing vulnerability of elderly
persons within both familial and institutional settings. Traditionally, old age in many cultures,
particularly in India, was associated with wisdom, authority, and social respect. Elderly
individuals occupied a central position within family structures and were often viewed as
custodians of cultural and moral values. However, rapid socio-economic transformation,
urbanization, migration, weakening of joint family systems, and changing interpersonal
relationships have significantly altered the social status of older persons.? As a consequence,
incidents of neglect, abandonment, exploitation, and abuse against the elderly have become

increasingly visible, demanding serious legal, social, and academic attention.

Elder abuse is not merely an individual or domestic problem; it represents a complex
intersection of social inequality, dependency, power imbalance, and institutional failure. The
issue often remains hidden because abuse against older persons frequently occurs within
private spaces such as homes, care institutions, or relationships of trust. Unlike conventional
forms of violence, elder abuse is characterized by emotional dependency and silence. Many
elderly individuals hesitate to report abusive conduct due to fear of retaliation, social
humiliation, emotional attachment to family members, or economic dependence upon the
abuser. This concealed nature of abuse makes it particularly difficult to identify, regulate, and

legally address.

Conceptually, elder abuse cannot be restricted to physical violence alone. It encompasses a
broad range of harmful acts and omissions that adversely affect the dignity, security, autonomy,
and well-being of senior citizens. International discourse, including the understanding
developed by the World Health Organization, generally treats elder abuse as any act or failure
to act occurring within a relationship of trust that causes harm or distress to an older person.
This broader understanding is important because abuse in old age often manifests in subtle and
non-visible forms. Psychological intimidation, economic exploitation, social exclusion, and
intentional neglect may produce consequences as severe as physical violence. In many

instances, elderly persons are deprived of adequate healthcare, emotional support, or financial

2 Avanish Bhai Patel & Anindya J. Mishra, An Empirical Study of Elder Abuse in the State of Uttar Pradesh of
India, 19(2) Quality in Ageing and Older Adults 106-116 (2018).
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independence despite being legally entitled to such protection.’

The study of elder abuse requires a multidisciplinary and socio-legal approach because the
issue cannot be adequately understood through legal analysis alone. Sociological factors such
as family disintegration, generational conflict, economic insecurity, and changing social values
significantly contribute to the vulnerability of older persons. In societies undergoing rapid
modernization, elderly individuals frequently experience a decline in social relevance and
decision-making authority. Their dependency on younger family members for healthcare,
mobility, and financial assistance may create unequal power relations that facilitate abuse. The
commodification of property and inheritance has further intensified conflicts involving elderly
persons, especially in situations where aged parents transfer property to children or relatives

and are subsequently neglected or dispossessed.

The forms and types of elder abuse are diverse and often overlapping in nature. Physical abuse
includes assault, bodily harm, forceful confinement, or denial of basic necessities such as food
and medication. Psychological or emotional abuse involves verbal humiliation, intimidation,
threats, isolation, or behavior intended to undermine the self-worth of elderly individuals.
Financial abuse has become increasingly prevalent in contemporary society and includes
unlawful control over pensions, coercive transfer of property, misuse of bank accounts, and
fraudulent acquisition of assets. Neglect, another serious form of abuse, occurs when caregivers
intentionally or negligently fail to provide adequate care, healthcare, shelter, or emotional
support. In institutional settings such as old-age homes and care centers, abuse may also arise

through inadequate staffing, exploitative conditions, or denial of dignity and autonomy.

One of the most disturbing dimensions of elder abuse is that perpetrators are often family
members themselves. This reality challenges the romanticized assumption that family
structures naturally guarantee security for the elderly. While family remains an important
source of care and emotional support, it may simultaneously become a site of domination,
exploitation, and neglect. The contradiction between cultural ideals of filial responsibility and
the actual experiences of many elderly persons reveals the limitations of relying exclusively on
moral obligations without effective legal safeguards. The law therefore plays a significant role

in transforming ethical expectations into enforceable duties.

¥ Mala Kapur Shankardass, Critical Understanding of Prevalence of Elder Abuse and the Combating Strategies
with Specific Reference to India, 22(3/4) Indian Journal of Gerontology 422—446 (2008).
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In the Indian context, the issue of elder abuse has acquired increasing legal significance with
the enactment of the Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior Citizens Act, 2007. The
legislation recognizes the responsibility of children and relatives to maintain senior citizens
and attempts to provide legal remedies against neglect and abandonment. However, legal
measures alone cannot fully resolve the problem because elder abuse is deeply rooted in social
attitudes, economic dependency, and institutional inadequacies. Many elderly persons remain
unaware of their legal rights, while others are reluctant to seek legal remedies against their own
family members. Consequently, the effectiveness of legal intervention depends not only on

statutory provisions but also on awareness, accessibility, and social acceptance.*

The conceptual study of elder abuse also raises broader theoretical questions concerning
dignity, autonomy, and human rights. Older persons are frequently perceived as passive
dependents rather than individuals possessing independent rights and agency. Such perceptions
reinforce paternalistic attitudes that marginalize elderly voices in both family and public
decision-making. A rights-based perspective, however, recognizes elderly individuals as equal
members of society entitled to protection from violence, discrimination, and exploitation. This
perspective shifts the discourse from charity-oriented welfare to legally enforceable

entitlements grounded in constitutional values and human dignity.

The growing prevalence of elder abuse demonstrates that ageing is not solely a biological
process but also a socio-legal condition shaped by economic structures, family relations, and
public policy. The study of forms and types of elder abuse is therefore essential for
understanding the broader vulnerabilities associated with old age and for developing effective
legal and institutional responses. A comprehensive analysis of elder abuse requires attention
not only to visible acts of violence but also to structural neglect, emotional deprivation, and
systemic failures that undermine the dignity and security of elderly persons in contemporary

society.’
Meaning and Concept of Elder Abuse

The concept of elder abuse has gained considerable importance in contemporary legal and

social discourse due to the growing recognition of the vulnerabilities faced by ageing

4 A. M. Khan & Nasir Ahmad Bhat, Theorizing Elder Abuse in the Indian Context, in Abuse and Neglect of the
Elderly in India 29—43 (Springer Singapore 2018).

5 Priya Maurya et al., Understanding Elder Abuse in India: Contributing Factors and Policy Suggestions, 17(1)
Journal of Population Ageing 5-32 (2024).
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populations across the world. Although old age has traditionally been associated with respect,
care, and social authority, changing socio-economic conditions have altered the lived realities
of many elderly persons. Industrialization, urban migration, weakening of extended family
structures, and increasing economic pressures have contributed to situations in which older
individuals often experience neglect, dependency, and exploitation. In this context, elder abuse
has emerged not merely as a private family concern but as a significant human rights and socio-

legal issue requiring institutional and legal intervention.

At a conceptual level, elder abuse refers to acts or omissions that cause harm, suffering, or
distress to older persons, particularly within relationships where trust, dependence, or
responsibility exists. The meaning of elder abuse extends beyond visible physical violence and
includes psychological, emotional, financial, and social dimensions. The broad nature of the
concept reflects the understanding that harm in old age is not always physical or immediate; it
may occur gradually through humiliation, abandonment, deprivation of care, or economic
exploitation. Unlike conventional crimes where the offender and victim may not share close
relationships, elder abuse often takes place within domestic or caregiving environments,

making it more complex, concealed, and emotionally sensitive.

The World Health Organization has played a significant role in shaping the global
understanding of elder abuse. According to its widely accepted perspective, elder abuse refers
to a single or repeated act, or the absence of appropriate action, occurring within a relationship
where there is an expectation of trust, which causes harm or distress to an older person. This
understanding is important because it highlights three essential components of elder abuse: the
existence of a relationship of trust, the presence of harmful conduct or neglect, and the resulting
physical, emotional, or psychological injury to the elderly individual. The WHO perspective
also recognizes that abuse may occur not only through deliberate acts but also through neglect
or failure to fulfil caregiving obligations. Such an approach broadens the legal and social
interpretation of abuse and prevents the issue from being narrowly confined to criminal assault

alone.

The WHO framework further emphasizes that elder abuse is both a public health issue and a
violation of human rights. This perspective is analytically significant because it shifts the
discussion from individual misconduct to structural vulnerability. Elder abuse often arises from

unequal power relations between elderly persons and caregivers, family members, or
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institutions. Age-related dependency, physical frailty, cognitive decline, and economic
insecurity may reduce the capacity of older persons to resist abusive conduct or seek remedies.
Consequently, abuse in old age is closely connected to broader issues of social exclusion, age
discrimination, and weakening support systems. The elderly are frequently perceived as
economically unproductive or socially burdensome, and such perceptions contribute to their

marginalization within families and society.®

From a socio-legal perspective, elder abuse cannot be understood solely through statutory
definitions or criminal categories. The problem is deeply rooted in social attitudes, family
dynamics, and cultural transitions. In societies such as India, where family has traditionally
functioned as the primary institution of elderly care, the abuse of senior citizens presents a
contradiction between cultural ideals and social reality. Respect for elders continues to be
celebrated in moral and religious discourse, yet many elderly persons experience neglect,
verbal humiliation, coercive control over property, and emotional abandonment within their
own households. This contradiction reveals that social values alone are insufficient to ensure

protection unless supported by effective legal and institutional mechanisms.

The socio-legal understanding of elder abuse also requires recognition of its hidden and
underreported nature. Many elderly victims remain reluctant to complain against their children
or relatives because of emotional attachment, social shame, financial dependence, or fear of
retaliation. In some cases, older persons normalize abusive behavior due to internalized beliefs
that suffering in old age is inevitable or that family disputes should remain private. Such silence
contributes to the invisibility of elder abuse within legal systems and public discourse.

Consequently, statistical representations of abuse often fail to capture its actual extent.

Another important aspect of the socio-legal understanding of elder abuse concerns the role of
dependency and control. Elderly individuals who rely on caregivers for medical assistance,
mobility, shelter, or financial management are particularly vulnerable to manipulation and
exploitation. Financial abuse has become increasingly common in contemporary societies
where property ownership and inheritance play a central role in family relationships. Cases
involving coercive transfer of property, misuse of pensions, fraudulent control of bank

accounts, or eviction of elderly parents from their own homes demonstrate how economic

® Pradnya Chandanshive et al., Prevalence Patterns and Associated Factors of Elder Abuse in an Urban Slum of
Eastern India, 22(1) BMC Geriatrics 317 (2022).
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motives frequently intersect with elder abuse. Such incidents reveal that abuse is not merely a

product of personal cruelty but also a reflection of changing economic and social priorities.’

The legal understanding of elder abuse has gradually evolved from a welfare-oriented approach
toward a rights-based framework. Earlier approaches often viewed elderly persons as passive
recipients of charity and protection. Contemporary legal discourse increasingly recognizes
them as rights-bearing individuals entitled to dignity, autonomy, and security. This shift is
visible in legislative measures such as the Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior
Citizens Act, 2007, which imposes enforceable obligations upon children and relatives to
maintain senior citizens. The law also recognizes neglect and abandonment as actionable
concerns requiring state intervention. However, the existence of legislation alone does not
guarantee effective protection. Procedural delays, limited awareness, social stigma, and

inadequate institutional support continue to restrict access to justice for many elderly persons.

The concept of elder abuse also intersects with constitutional principles relating to dignity,
equality, and the right to life. Abuse against older persons undermines not only physical
security but also personal autonomy and human dignity. Emotional isolation, forced
dependency, and social exclusion may inflict psychological harm equivalent to physical
violence. Therefore, elder abuse must be understood as a violation of fundamental human rights
rather than merely a domestic or welfare issue. A rights-based socio-legal approach requires
the State to ensure accessible legal remedies, social security mechanisms, healthcare support,
and institutional safeguards capable of protecting elderly individuals from exploitation and

neglect.

In essence, the meaning and concept of elder abuse extend far beyond isolated acts of violence
against older persons. It represents a multidimensional social and legal problem shaped by
dependency, power imbalance, economic insecurity, and changing family structures. The
WHO perspective and socio-legal analysis together demonstrate that elder abuse is not merely
an issue of individual misconduct but a broader reflection of societal attitudes towards ageing,
dignity, and social responsibility. Understanding the conceptual foundations of elder abuse is

therefore essential for developing effective legal responses and ensuring meaningful protection

7 Avanish Bhai Patel, Verbal Elder Abuse in India: A Descriptive Phenomenological Study, 27(2) Working with
Older People 137-148 (2023).
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for elderly persons within contemporary society.®
Forms and Types of Elder Abuse

Elder abuse is a multidimensional phenomenon that manifests in several interconnected forms,
each affecting the physical, emotional, economic, and social well-being of older persons. The
classification of elder abuse into distinct categories is analytically significant because abuse in
old age is often complex, continuous, and hidden within relationships of dependency and trust.
Unlike ordinary criminal conduct, elder abuse frequently occurs in domestic environments,
caregiving arrangements, or institutional settings where elderly individuals rely upon others for
support, protection, and assistance. The different forms of abuse are rarely isolated from one
another; physical violence may coexist with emotional humiliation, financial exploitation may
lead to neglect, and psychological abuse may accompany social exclusion. Therefore,
understanding the various forms and types of elder abuse is essential for developing effective

legal, institutional, and social responses.

Physical abuse is one of the most visible and legally recognizable forms of elder abuse. It
involves the intentional use of force that causes bodily pain, injury, disability, or physical
suffering to an elderly person. Such abuse may include hitting, pushing, slapping, burning,
forceful confinement, or inappropriate administration of medication. In many cases, physical
abuse occurs within homes where elderly persons are dependent on family members or
caregivers for daily survival. The problem is particularly serious because older individuals
often possess limited physical capacity to defend themselves or seek help. Injuries caused by
abuse may also be disguised as accidental falls or age-related health complications, making
detection difficult. Physical abuse not only violates bodily integrity but also creates long-term
psychological trauma and fear. From a legal perspective, such conduct may attract criminal
liability under general penal laws relating to assault, hurt, or grievous injury, yet elderly victims
frequently hesitate to initiate legal proceedings against their own relatives due to emotional

attachment and social pressure.’

Psychological or emotional abuse represents another widespread yet less visible form of elder

abuse. This category includes verbal humiliation, intimidation, threats, insults, isolation,

8 Himanshu Chaurasia & Shobhit Srivastava, Abuse, Neglect, and Disrespect Against Older Adults in India,
13(4) Journal of Population Ageing 497-511 (2020).

° Yatish Kumar & Anita Bhargava, Elder Abuse in Indian Families: Problems and Preventive Actions, 4(10)
International Journal of Scientific and Research Publications 1-8 (2014).
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manipulation, and behavior intended to undermine the dignity or emotional stability of older
persons. Emotional abuse often leaves no visible evidence, but its consequences may be severe
and long-lasting. Elderly individual’s subjected to continuous humiliation or neglect frequently
experience depression, anxiety, fear, and loss of self-worth. In many families, older persons
are intentionally excluded from decision-making processes, treated as burdens, or subjected to
disrespectful behavior that gradually erodes their psychological well-being. Emotional abuse
also includes preventing elderly persons from meeting friends, relatives, or participating in
social activities, thereby creating conditions of forced isolation. The hidden nature of emotional
abuse makes legal intervention particularly challenging because the harm caused is difficult to
quantify in objective terms. Nevertheless, socio-legal analysis recognizes that dignity and

emotional security are integral components of the right to life and personal liberty.

Financial or economic abuse has emerged as one of the most rapidly increasing forms of elder
abuse in contemporary society. It involves the illegal, unauthorized, or exploitative use of an
elderly person’s property, income, savings, pension, or financial resources. This form of abuse
often arises within family relationships where older persons possess property or retirement
benefits that become objects of economic interest. Common examples include coercive transfer
of property, fraudulent acquisition of signatures, misuse of bank accounts, denial of access to
personal finances, and forced dependence upon family members after dispossession of assets.
In India, numerous instances have emerged where elderly parents transfer property to children
with the expectation of care and maintenance but are subsequently abandoned or mistreated.
Financial abuse demonstrates how economic motives frequently intersect with changing family
values and weakening moral obligations. The seriousness of this issue led to legal recognition
under the Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior Citizens Act, 2007, which permits
cancellation of property transfers where the transferee fails to provide promised care and

support.

Neglect is another major form of elder abuse and is often more difficult to identify because it
may occur through omission rather than direct harmful action. Neglect refers to the failure of
caregivers or responsible persons to provide necessary care, shelter, food, medical assistance,
emotional support, or protection to elderly individuals. Such neglect may be intentional or arise
from indifference, irresponsibility, or lack of awareness. Elderly persons suffering from illness,
disability, or reduced mobility are particularly vulnerable to neglect because they depend

heavily on others for survival. Inadequate nutrition, denial of medication, abandonment during
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illness, and refusal to provide emotional companionship are common manifestations of neglect.
In some cases, elderly individuals are left alone for extended periods without adequate
supervision or care, exposing them to physical and psychological risks. The socio-legal
significance of neglect lies in the fact that harm may arise not through active violence but

through deliberate indifference towards the needs and dignity of older persons.

Abandonment is closely related to neglect but constitutes a distinct form of abuse involving the
desertion of elderly individuals by family members or caregivers. Abandonment may occur
when older persons are left in hospitals, religious places, old-age homes, or public spaces
without arrangements for their care or return. Such conduct reflects a severe breakdown of
familial responsibility and social ethics. In societies where family-based care has traditionally
formed the foundation of elderly support, abandonment symbolizes not merely personal neglect
but also a broader crisis in social relationships. Elderly persons who are abandoned often
experience emotional trauma, economic insecurity, and social humiliation alongside physical
hardship. The increasing occurrence of abandonment in urban contexts reveals the impact of

migration, changing economic priorities, and weakening intergenerational bonds.

Sexual abuse against elderly persons remains one of the least discussed yet deeply disturbing
forms of elder abuse. It includes non-consensual sexual contact, harassment, coercion,
exposure to obscene behavior, or exploitation of elderly persons who may lack the capacity to
resist or report abuse. Elderly women, particularly those who are widowed, mentally ill, or
physically dependent, are disproportionately vulnerable to such abuse. Social stigma and
silence surrounding sexuality in old age contribute to severe underreporting of these offences.
The invisibility of sexual abuse reflects broader societal assumptions that older persons are
either asexual or socially irrelevant, thereby marginalizing their experiences within both legal

discourse and public policy.

Institutional abuse constitutes another important category within the broader framework of
elder abuse. This form of abuse occurs within nursing homes, hospitals, rehabilitation centers,
and old-age homes where elderly persons are dependent upon institutional authorities and staff.
Institutional abuse may include physical mistreatment, overmedication, and denial of privacy,
inadequate healthcare, humiliating treatment, or exploitative living conditions. In many
instances, understaffing, lack of accountability, and profit-driven management contribute to

neglect and abuse within care institutions. Elderly persons residing in such facilities may
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possess limited avenues for complaint or legal recourse, particularly when they lack family
support. Institutional abuse therefore raises important questions concerning state regulation,

accountability, and the quality of elderly care services.

Another emerging dimension is self-neglect, which refers to situations where elderly
individuals fail to care for their own basic needs, health, or safety. Although self-neglect may
not always involve an external abuser, it often arises from loneliness, mental illness,
depression, cognitive decline, or absence of social support systems. Elderly persons living
alone may neglect medication, hygiene, nutrition, or healthcare due to emotional isolation and
lack of assistance. The concept of self-neglect highlights the broader structural dimensions of
elder vulnerability and demonstrates that abuse may also result from systemic social neglect

rather than direct interpersonal violence.

The various forms and types of elder abuse collectively reveal that abuse in old age is not
limited to isolated criminal acts but represents a broader socio-legal issue linked to dependency,
inequality, and social transformation. Abuse against elderly persons frequently remains
concealed within family and institutional structures where power imbalances restrict the ability
of victims to seek justice. Effective protection therefore requires not only legal remedies but
also social awareness, institutional accountability, economic security, and recognition of
elderly persons as rights-bearing individuals entitled to dignity, autonomy, and protection from

exploitation.
Causes and contributing factors

The causes and contributing factors of elder abuse are multidimensional and deeply rooted in
social, economic, psychological, and institutional realities. Elder abuse does not arise from a
single isolated factor; rather, it emerges through the interaction of personal vulnerabilities,
changing family structures, economic dependency, social attitudes, and inadequate legal or
institutional safeguards. A socio-legal understanding of elder abuse requires recognition that
abuse against older persons is often a product of structural imbalance and social transformation
rather than merely individual misconduct. The growing prevalence of abuse in ageing societies
demonstrates that traditional assumptions regarding familial protection and social respect for

elders are increasingly insufficient in contemporary conditions.!?

10 Mala Kapur Shankardass, Addressing Elder Abuse: Review of Societal Responses in India and Selected Asian
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One of the most significant causes contributing to elder abuse is the transformation of family
structures. Traditionally, Indian society functioned through joint family arrangements in which
elderly individuals occupied positions of authority and emotional significance. Older persons
were integrated into household decision-making and received care through intergenerational
support systems. However, urbanization, industrialization, migration, and changing economic
aspirations have gradually weakened these traditional arrangements. Nuclear families have
become more common, particularly in urban areas, leading to reduced interaction between
generations and diminished caregiving capacity. Elderly individuals who once enjoyed
collective support frequently find themselves socially isolated or emotionally neglected within
modern family structures. This shift has not only altered living arrangements but has also

changed perceptions regarding the role and value of elderly persons within households.

Economic dependency constitutes another major factor underlying elder abuse. Many elderly
persons rely financially upon their children or relatives due to lack of independent income,
inadequate pensions, or absence of social security. Dependency may create unequal power
relationships where elderly individuals become vulnerable to exploitation, humiliation, or
coercion. In numerous cases, older persons are compelled to tolerate abusive behavior because
they fear abandonment or loss of financial support. Economic motives also play a crucial role
in property-related abuse. Disputes concerning inheritance, pension benefits, or ownership of
assets frequently become sources of conflict within families. Elderly parents who transfer
property to children in expectation of care may later face neglect, dispossession, or expulsion
from their own homes. Such incidents reveal how material interests increasingly influence

family relationships in contemporary society.

The growing commodification of social relations has intensified this problem further. In many
instances, elderly persons are valued primarily in terms of their economic utility or ownership
of assets rather than their social or emotional significance. Once financial resources are
exhausted or property is transferred, the elderly may be viewed as burdensome dependents.
This trend reflects broader social changes associated with consumerism and individualism,
where economic productivity often determines social relevance. Older persons who are
physically weak, retired, or economically dependent may therefore experience marginalization

within both family and community spaces.

Countries, 25(8) International Psychogeriatrics 1229-1234 (2013).

Page: 5286



Indian Journal of Law and Legal Research Volume VIII Issue III | ISSN: 2582-8878

Psychological stress and caregiver burden also contribute significantly to elder abuse. Caring
for elderly individuals suffering from chronic illness, disability, dementia, or reduced mobility
often requires continuous emotional, financial, and physical effort. In households lacking
adequate support systems, caregivers may experience frustration, exhaustion, or resentment,
which can eventually manifest in abusive behavior. Although caregiver stress does not justify
abuse, it highlights the importance of understanding elder abuse within broader contexts of
social pressure and institutional inadequacy. Families frequently receive little external
assistance in managing long-term elderly care, particularly in developing societies where
healthcare and support services remain limited. Consequently, caregiving responsibilities may

become sources of tension, conflict, and neglect.

Another important contributing factor is social isolation. Elderly individuals who live alone,
lack social interaction, or remain separated from family networks are particularly vulnerable to
abuse and neglect. Isolation reduces the possibility of external monitoring or intervention and
increases emotional dependency on caregivers or relatives. In many urban settings, migration
of younger family members for employment leaves older persons without adequate emotional
or practical support. Loneliness and social exclusion may also reduce the willingness of elderly
persons to report abuse because they fear losing the only available social connection, even if

that relationship is harmful.

Age-related physical and cognitive decline further intensifies vulnerability. Elderly persons
suffering from illnesses such as dementia, Alzheimer’s disease, visual impairment, or reduced
mobility may become dependent on others for basic survival needs. Such dependency can
create opportunities for physical, emotional, or financial exploitation. Cognitive impairment is
particularly significant because it may limit the ability of elderly persons to recognize abuse,
resist coercion, or seek legal assistance. Abusers may deliberately exploit confusion, memory
loss, or mental weakness to manipulate property transactions or gain control over financial
resources. The vulnerability created by declining health demonstrates the close relationship

between elder abuse and inadequate healthcare support systems.

Patriarchal social structures and gender inequality also influence the nature and extent of elder
abuse. Elderly women often face greater vulnerability than men due to lifelong economic
dependence, limited property ownership, widowhood, and social discrimination. Many older

women spend their lives engaged in unpaid domestic labor without acquiring financial security
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or legal awareness. Widowed women, in particular, may be subjected to neglect, abandonment,
or exclusion from family property rights. In some communities, widows continue to face social
stigma and emotional isolation, making them more susceptible to exploitation and abuse. The
intersection of age and gender therefore creates compounded vulnerabilities that require

specialized legal and policy responses.!!

Lack of awareness regarding legal rights and remedies is another major contributing factor.
Many elderly individuals remain unaware of the protections available under laws such as the
Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior Citizens Act, 2007. Even when legal remedies
exist, older persons may hesitate to approach authorities due to emotional attachment to family
members, fear of retaliation, or social stigma associated with family disputes. Illiteracy, limited
mobility, and lack of access to legal aid further reduce the ability of elderly persons to seek
justice. As a result, abuse often remains concealed within private domestic spaces without

effective legal intervention.

Institutional weaknesses also contribute to the persistence of elder abuse. Inadequate social
security schemes, insufficient healthcare infrastructure, lack of monitoring of old-age homes,
and procedural delays in legal systems weaken the protection available to elderly individuals.
Many welfare schemes fail to reach vulnerable populations because of bureaucratic
inefficiency or poor implementation. Institutional neglect is especially visible in care facilities
where elderly persons may experience overcrowding, poor medical treatment, humiliating
conditions, or denial of autonomy. The absence of strong accountability mechanisms within

such institutions creates environments where abuse can occur with minimal oversight.

Cultural attitudes toward ageing constitute another significant factor. In many societies, ageing
is associated with dependency, weakness, and declining relevance. Such perceptions may lead
to ageism, where elderly persons are treated as burdens rather than respected individuals
possessing rights and dignity. Negative stereotypes regarding old age often influence family
behavior, employment opportunities, healthcare access, and public policy priorities. Elder
abuse therefore cannot be separated from broader social attitudes that marginalize older persons

and reduce their participation in social life.

Alcoholism, substance abuse, and domestic violence within households further increase the

1 Vegard Skirbekk & K. S. James, Abuse Against Elderly in India—The Role of Education, 14(1) BMC Public
Health 336 (2014).
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risk of elder abuse. In homes characterized by conflict, economic instability, or violent
behavior, elderly persons often become secondary victims of aggression and neglect. Financial
pressures, unemployment, and interpersonal disputes may intensify abusive behavior towards
dependent family members, including older persons. Such situations reveal that elder abuse is

frequently linked with broader patterns of social and domestic dysfunction.

The causes of elder abuse ultimately reflect a combination of personal vulnerability and
structural failure. Abuse against elderly persons arises not only because of individual cruelty
but also due to weakening social support systems, economic insecurity, inadequate institutional
mechanisms, and changing social values. A socio-legal analysis demonstrates that effective
prevention of elder abuse requires more than punitive legal provisions. It demands stronger
social security measures, accessible healthcare, legal awareness, community support systems,
gender-sensitive protections, and societal recognition of elderly persons as autonomous

individuals entitled to dignity, safety, and meaningful participation in social life.

Impact of Elder Abuse

Elder abuse produces profound and far-reaching consequences that extend beyond immediate
physical harm and affect the psychological, social, economic, and legal well-being of elderly
individuals. The impact of abuse in old age is particularly severe because ageing itself is often
accompanied by declining health, emotional vulnerability, and increasing dependency. Abuse
occurring within relationships of trust, especially within families or caregiving environments,
creates not only personal suffering but also a deep sense of betrayal and insecurity. From a
socio-legal perspective, the effects of elder abuse reveal how violations against senior citizens
undermine constitutional values relating to dignity, equality, and the right to live with security

and respect.

One of the most visible consequences of elder abuse is physical harm. Elderly individuals
subjected to violence may suffer fractures, bruises, chronic pain, disability, malnutrition, or
deterioration of existing medical conditions. Due to reduced physical resilience associated with
ageing, even minor injuries may produce long-term health complications or increased mortality
risks. Neglect in the form of denial of medication, inadequate nutrition, or absence of medical
care may gradually weaken the physical condition of elderly persons and accelerate health
decline. In institutional settings, inadequate caregiving and poor living conditions can further

intensify vulnerability to illness and physical deterioration.
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The psychological impact of elder abuse is equally serious and often more enduring than
physical injury. Elderly victims commonly experience anxiety, depression, fear, helplessness,
and emotional trauma. Continuous humiliation, verbal insults, social isolation, or neglect may
destroy self-esteem and create feelings of worthlessness. Since abuse frequently occurs within
domestic relationships, victims often struggle with emotional conflict and loneliness. Many
elderly individuals internalize abusive behavior and begin to perceive themselves as burdens
upon their families, which further damages their mental well-being. In severe cases, prolonged
emotional abuse may contribute to suicidal tendencies, withdrawal from social interaction, or
psychological disorders. The hidden nature of emotional suffering makes it difficult for legal

systems and institutions to identify the true extent of harm caused by abuse.

Financial abuse also has devastating consequences for elderly persons because it directly
affects their autonomy and survival. Misappropriation of pensions, fraudulent transfer of
property, or coercive control over savings may leave older individuals economically dependent
and socially insecure. Financial exploitation often deprives elderly persons of access to
healthcare, nutrition, and basic necessities. In many instances, older persons who lose control
over their property or income become vulnerable to further neglect and abandonment.
Economic insecurity in old age carries particularly serious implications because opportunities

for employment and financial recovery are significantly limited.!?

The social impact of elder abuse extends beyond the individual victim and affects family
structures, community relationships, and societal values. Abuse against elderly persons
weakens intergenerational trust and reflects the erosion of traditional caregiving
responsibilities. In societies such as India, where respect for elders is culturally emphasized,
increasing incidents of abuse reveal a contradiction between moral ideals and lived social
realities. Elder abuse also contributes to social isolation, as victims often withdraw from
community participation due to fear, shame, or declining mental health. This isolation further

intensifies vulnerability and reduces access to emotional or institutional support.

From a legal perspective, elder abuse raises important concerns regarding access to justice and
enforcement of rights. Many elderly victims remain reluctant to report abuse because of

emotional attachment to family members, fear of retaliation, or lack of awareness regarding

12 Himanshu Chaurasia & Shobhit Srivastava, Abuse, Neglect, and Disrespect Against Older Adults in India,
13(4) Journal of Population Ageing 497-511 (2020).
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legal remedies. Consequently, abuse often remains concealed within private domestic spaces,
limiting the effectiveness of legal protections such as the Maintenance and Welfare of Parents
and Senior Citizens Act, 2007. The underreporting of abuse creates challenges for
policymakers, law enforcement agencies, and welfare institutions attempting to address the

problem effectively.

The impact of elder abuse ultimately extends to the broader moral and constitutional fabric of
society. Abuse against elderly persons represents not only a violation of individual rights but
also a failure of social responsibility and institutional protection. A society that neglects its
elderly population risks normalizing exclusion, dependency, and disrespect toward vulnerable
groups. The consequences of elder abuse therefore demand a comprehensive socio-legal
response that combines legal enforcement, healthcare support, social awareness, and
community-based protection mechanisms to ensure that elderly persons can live with dignity,

security, and meaningful social participation.
Legal and Social Response

The increasing prevalence of elder abuse has compelled both legal institutions and society to
recognize the need for comprehensive protective mechanisms aimed at safeguarding the
dignity, security, and well-being of senior citizens. Legal and social responses to elder abuse
are essential because the problem extends beyond private family disputes and reflects broader
concerns relating to human rights, social justice, and state responsibility. A purely punitive
approach is insufficient in addressing elder abuse since the issue is deeply connected with
emotional dependency, social isolation, economic insecurity, and changing family structures.
Effective responses therefore require a combination of legal protection, institutional support,

social awareness, and community participation.'?

In the Indian context, an important legislative response emerged through the enactment of the
Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior Citizens Act, 2007. The legislation imposes a
legal obligation upon children and relatives to maintain senior citizens and provides relatively
accessible remedies through Maintenance Tribunals. The Act also addresses property-related
exploitation by allowing cancellation of transfers where elderly persons are neglected after

transferring assets in expectation of care. Such provisions indicate a transition from purely

13 Pradeep Kumar Pandey & Preeti Misra, Legal Protection of Elderly Persons in India: An Overview, 4(1)
Vidhigya: The Journal of Legal Awareness (2009).
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moral expectations of filial responsibility toward enforceable legal duties. In addition to this
legislation, constitutional protections under Articles 14 and 21 of the Constitution indirectly
strengthen the rights of elderly persons by recognizing equality, dignity, and the right to live

with basic human decency.

Despite the existence of legal safeguards, significant challenges continue to limit effective
implementation. Many elderly persons remain unaware of their legal rights or hesitate to seek
legal remedies against family members due to emotional attachment and fear of social stigma.
Procedural delays, inadequate legal aid, and limited institutional infrastructure further weaken
the practical accessibility of justice. Elder abuse often remains hidden within domestic spaces,
making detection and intervention difficult for legal authorities. This demonstrates that legal
provisions alone cannot eradicate abuse unless supported by broader social and institutional

reforms.

The social response to elder abuse is equally important because legal mechanisms operate
effectively only when supported by social awareness and collective responsibility. Public
awareness campaigns, counselling services, community-based support systems, and elderly
helplines can help reduce isolation and encourage reporting of abuse. Civil society
organizations and welfare institutions also play a significant role in providing healthcare, legal
assistance, shelter, and emotional support to elderly victims. Educational initiatives aimed at
promoting intergenerational respect and ethical caregiving are necessary to counter the growing

normalization of neglect and abandonment.

A meaningful response to elder abuse ultimately requires a rights-based approach that
recognizes elderly person’s not as passive dependents but as individuals entitled to dignity,
autonomy, and social participation. Legal protection must therefore be accompanied by
stronger welfare policies, accessible healthcare, economic security measures, and institutional
accountability. The effectiveness of any response depends upon the willingness of society and
the State to acknowledge ageing not as a burden but as an integral part of human existence

deserving respect and protection.

Conclusion

The study of elder abuse reveals that violence and neglect against senior citizens are not

isolated personal incidents but manifestations of broader social, economic, and institutional
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transformations. Elder abuse emerges through multiple forms, including physical violence,
emotional humiliation, financial exploitation, neglect, abandonment, and institutional
mistreatment, each affecting the dignity and security of elderly persons in distinct yet
interconnected ways. The growing prevalence of such abuse demonstrates the weakening of
traditional support systems and the increasing vulnerability of older persons within changing

family and social structures.

A socio-legal analysis indicates that elder abuse is deeply linked with dependency, property
relations, social isolation, gender inequality, and inadequate welfare mechanisms. Elderly
individuals frequently experience abuse within relationships of trust, particularly in domestic
settings where emotional attachment and financial dependence discourage reporting and legal
intervention. This hidden nature of abuse creates significant challenges for legal systems,
policymakers, and welfare institutions attempting to provide effective protection. Although
legislative measures such as the Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior Citizens Act,
2007 represent important legal developments, the persistence of abuse reflects the limitations
of law in the absence of social awareness, institutional accountability, and accessible support

systems.

The issue of elder abuse ultimately raises fundamental questions concerning human dignity,
social responsibility, and constitutional justice. A society that fails to protect its elderly
population risks normalizing exclusion and neglect against vulnerable groups. Effective
prevention therefore requires a comprehensive approach combining legal enforcement, social
security, healthcare access, community support, and awareness regarding the rights of senior
citizens. Protecting elderly persons should not be viewed merely as an act of welfare or charity
but as an essential obligation of a democratic society committed to equality, dignity, and

humane social relations.
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