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Introduction and Background. In Italy, the phenomenon of domestic violence against women 
has increasingly emerged in public debate. Yet this discourse often overlooks the diverse 
sociodemographic profiles of victims, particularly older women, whose experiences remain largely 
invisible and under-problematized. This research addresses the gap by examining the specific nature 
of domestic violence against older women and analysing the institutional response to it in the Italian 
context. 

 

Methodology. The article presents findings from a policy-oriented exploratory qualitative 
study conducted in the Veneto region in early 2025 through semi-structured interviews with key 
informants and institutional actors, including social workers, general practitioners, emergency room 
staff, anti-violence centre (CAV) operators, lawyers, and providers of care services for older people.  

 

These interviews focused on professional perceptions, definitions of the phenomenon, and the 
effectiveness of existing prevention and management interventions. 

 

Findings. Based on the experiences of the interviewees, the research highlights that older 
women are rarely but increasingly approaching anti-violence centres and recognised as victims. The 
violence they face is often long-term, sometimes spanning 40 to 50 years. Perpetrators are typically 
husbands or adult sons. In cases involving sons, the violence is frequently linked to economic 
problems, psychiatric disorders, or substance abuse. While physical and sexual abuse emerge, 
intangible forms of violence—psychological and economic—predominate. These manifest through 
humiliation, isolation, and strict control over daily activities and finances.  

 

Many victims lack sufficient resources for independence, which, combined with the physical 
or cognitive decline of the perpetrator, leads many women to simply wait for the violence to end 
through the death or institutionalization of the abuser. 

 

Several factors contribute to the "normalization" of this violence. Culturally, many older 
women belong to a generation that internalized the "male breadwinner" model and "obligated 
caregiving". They often view themselves as designated caregivers whose duty is to protect the 
family's honour, leading them to minimize abuse or feel guilty about reporting a husband or son. 
Institutional barriers also exist.  

 

Professionals sometimes struggle to identify somatic symptoms or chronic ailments as signs 
of abuse. Furthermore, doctors may find it "uncomfortable" to intervene when the woman is the 
primary caregiver for her husband, as removing her from the home would disrupt the family's care 
system. 

 

A central contribution of this study is identifying familism, alongside sexism and ageism, as 
a critical third pillar that obscures violence in the Italian context. Italian welfare relies heavily on the 
family—and specifically women—to provide care.  
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This familialistic logic frames care as a private, natural matter, allowing family members to 

normalize abusive behaviour, and goes as far as labelling a lucid older woman as "incompetent" to 
hinder the emergence of violence and reproduce family relations. 

 

Policy Implications and Recommendations. The research concludes that standard anti-
violence measures are often ill-suited for older women.  

 

Traditional shelters require a level of physical autonomy and a long-term life-reconstruction 
project that may be daunting or impossible for older victims.  

 

Legal procedures are often too slow and removing an elderly or disabled perpetrator is 
frequently viewed by services as "impracticable".  

 

To address these challenges, the paper identifies a number of policy suggestions, which 
include: implementing flexible housing solutions, such as protected cohousing, as an alternative to 
traditional shelters or nursing homes; training general practitioners to recognize early warning signs; 
strengthening the network between social, health, and judicial services; shifting the policy focus from 
viewing older women as "objects of care" to "subjects with rights" who deserve a safe and 
autonomous life. 
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