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ABSTRACT 

 

ELDER ABUSE: MORE IS EXPECTED UNLESS SOCIETY AND NEWSPAPERS 

INTERVENE 

 

Betty Lou Guckian, M.A.    University of the Incarnate Word 

 

Elder abuse is a social illness of epidemic proportions in the United States and older 

Americans constitute one of the largest age groups in the nation. Ironically, there exists no 

comprehensive scientific study on the national incidence or prevalence of elder abuse in both 

institutional and domestic settings. However, state-based studies conducted over more than two 

decades show rampant elder abuse is a fact. Many factors contribute to the lack of research on a 

national scale including victims’ underreporting of abuse for fear of retaliation. Lack of strong 

federal oversight of inconsistent, state-based laws and investigative procedures as well as widely 

varying definitions of what constitutes abuse or neglect are other key factors. In addition, 

researchers report a youth-oriented American culture dangerously discriminates against the old 

and this attitude contributes to the dehumanizing of older people. Academic and professional 

journals discuss elder abuse from many angles, and elder advocates publish information about the 

abuse of elders and urge communities to prevent abuse, but few if any point to mass media’s role, 

particularly newspapers, in increasing public awareness of the problem. The purpose of this study 

is to attempt to explain the complex and pervasive phenomenon of elder abuse, to show 

newspapers in particular do little to expose it and thus contribute to it, and to suggest what society 

and newspapers should do to prevent elder abuse. Further, this study contributes to the body of 

research aimed at informing the public about elder abuse by explaining conditions in society that 

mitigate violence against old people, inspiring other researchers to accelerate investigations of it, 

and strongly suggesting newspapers expose and explain the daily reality and horror of elder abuse. 

 

Key Words and Phrases: abuse, aged person, ageism, caregiver, child abuse, elder, elderly 
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young-old 



 

iv 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

TITLE PAGE .............................................................................................................................. i 

SIGNATURE PAGE .................................................................................................................. ii 

ABSTRACT................................................................................................................................ iii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS............................................................................................................ iv 

LIST OF TABLES......................................................................................................................vi 

INTRODUCTION ......................................................................................................................1 

Purpose Statement..........................................................................................................4 

A “time bomb” looms in a “nation of 50 Floridas” .......................................................4 

Ageism: a murky motive behind mistreating and murdering elders..............................7 

Abuse has many faces, causes ......................................................................................13 

Abuse of old people expected to rise with elder population.........................................18 

Abuse routine in nursing homes ...................................................................................19 

Elder abuse as common in families as child abuse .......................................................23 

Underreporting stumps researchers, gives way to more abuse .....................................24 

Government, healthcare breed contempt for elders ......................................................26 

State laws only part of solution.....................................................................................32 

Public awareness: what newspapers have to do with it ................................................34 

Society plays key role in prevention and intervention..................................................40 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK.............................................................................................46 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE ...................................................................................................47 

 



 

v 

METHODOLOGY ...................................................................................................................52 

Significance of Study....................................................................................................54 

Limitations ....................................................................................................................56 

DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS.....................................................................................56 

Analysis of newspaper content .....................................................................................56 

Personal interviews .......................................................................................................72 

CONCLUSIONS.......................................................................................................................76 

Future possible directions for additional research ........................................................77 

LITERATURE CITED .............................................................................................................79 

LITERATURE CONSULTED.................................................................................................84 

APPENDICES...........................................................................................................................88  

A. Glossary..................................................................................................................88 

B. Personal Interviews.................................................................................................90 



 

vi 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table Page 

1. United States Projections Indicate People 65 and Older Will Account for 20% of the 

Population by 2050 .............................................................................................................5 

2. Total Occurrences of Elder Abuse, as Compared to Total Occurrences of Child 

Abuse, Published in Seven of the Top Ten Newspapers in the United States from 1 

Mar. 2005 Through 31 Aug. 2005 (1,288 Total Newspapers)..........................................57 

3. Details of the One Occurrence of Elder Abuse Published in the Chicago Tribune from 

1 Mar. 2005 Through 31 Aug. 2005 .................................................................................59 

4. Details of the Eight Occurrences of Elder Abuse Published in the Houston Chronicle 

from 1 Mar. 2005 Through 31 Aug. 2005.........................................................................60 

5. Details of the 28 Occurrences of Elder Abuse Published in the Los Angeles Times 

from 1 Mar. 2005 Through 31 Aug. 2005.........................................................................61 

6. Details of the 13 Occurrences of Elder Abuse Published in the New York Times from 

1 Mar. 2005 Through 31 Aug. 2005 .................................................................................65 

7. Details of the Six Occurrences of Elder Abuse Published in the USA Today from 1 

Mar. 2005 Through 31 Aug. 2005 ....................................................................................67 

8. Details of the Three Occurrences of Elder Abuse Published in the Wall Street Journal 

from 1 Mar. 2005 Through 31 Aug. 2005.........................................................................68 

9. Details of the Nine Occurrences of Elder Abuse Published in the Washington Post 

from 1 Mar. 2005 Through 31 Aug. 2005.........................................................................69 

 


