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Summary of Research

Elder abuse victimization is increasingly recognized as a pressing public health concern. However, few
empirical studies have investigated whether early life course adversities and midlife sequelae heighten
risks for abuse in late life. Guided by cumulative disadvantage theory, our study examined whether
compromised health in middle adulthood (physical, psychological, cognitive) mediates the association
between childhood adversity and elder abuse. This secondary analysis was based on data from the
Wisconsin Longitudinal Study, a population-based, multi-wave dataset. We analyzed responses from
5,968 participants (mean age = 71 years; 54% female). Rates for any elder abuse and child adversities
were, respectively, 16.34% and 47.98%. Multivariate analyses supported the cumulative disadvantage
hypothesis. We found that childhood adversities and poor physical and psychological health in midlife
were associated with greater elder abuse victimization. This innovative study represents one of the only
longitudinal investigation of elder abuse, thereby advancing our understanding of mechanisms through
which childhood trauma influences abuse in late life. Boosting health in middle adulthood could help
prevent elder abuse.
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Practice & Policy Implications

Our study results underscore the importance of expanded, comprehensive approaches to elder abuse that
takes account of lifetime violence exposure or poly-victimization across the life course. Our findings also
highlight the merits of incorporating a cumulative disadvantage perspective to examine violence and health
at different life stages. These theoretical and empirical advances should be included in clinical assessment
of and treatment resources for elder abuse. Finally, our results emphasize the importance of a trauma-
informed approach in elder abuse prevention, treatment, and recovery.
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