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Abstract: Intimate partner violence (IPV) causes severe physical and psychological damage to victims. Older IPV survi-
vors are increasing around the world with the rapidly growing older population. Little is known about the needs of older 
female IPV survivors in the Chinese cultural context; the aim of this study was to examine the needs of older female IPV 
survivors in Taiwan. A grounded theory approach was adopted. Individual in-depth interviews were utilized to collect da-
ta. First-level coding, constant comparison among coding, then grouping coding into higher levels of categories and iden-
tifying a central story were employed to analyze data. Findings were compared to literature for further verification. Eight 
Taiwanese older female IPV survivors aged 60 to 74 were interviewed. The findings revealed that the cultural premise 
emphasizing the importance of family was a major contributor to participants’ staying in abusive relationships. Four 
themes emerged in this study: 1) the marriage serving different purposes throughout the life course of the participants; 2) 
keeping the family whole enhances life satisfaction in older age; 3) working towards financial independence for lifetime 
security is an important goal; and 4) finding an independent space as a way of coping with the abusive relationship. 

Implications for social work practice, in particular incorporating the cultural premise into developing viable options for 
older female survivors, are discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Intimate partner violence (IPV) causes severe physical 
and psychological damage to victims [1]. Most IPV survi-
vors are female. In Taiwan, 88% are female [2]. As the typi-
cal image of an IPV survivor is that of a young or middle-
aged woman with young children, interventions for IPV sur-
vivors are tailored to the needs of this group [3]. However, 
elder IPV survivors are increasing around the world, as the 
population rapidly grows older [4]. Therefore, understanding 
the experiences of older female IPV survivors and respond-
ing to their needs is particularly important. 
 Wilke and Vinton indicated that there are differences 
across age cohorts of female IPV survivors [3]. For example, 
older IPV survivors tend to stay in abusive relationships 
whereas young and middle-aged IPV survivors are more 
willing to consider leaving, and older female IPV survivors 
make fewer reports to the police. In addition, research indi-
cates that for older female IPV survivors it is hard to differ-
entiate physical wounds caused by abuse from those caused 
by age-related weakness or illness; this increases the likeli-
hood that their IPV problems will be ignored by practitioners 
[5]. 
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 A search of the electronic databases such as SocIndex 
and ERIC, shows that research focusing on understanding 
the needs of older female IPV survivors is mainly conducted 
in the Western world, whereas little is known about their 
needs in the Chinese cultural context. Since the reported 
number of older female IPV survivors in Taiwan has been 
increasing [6], there is a need to focus on understanding 
them. The aim of this study is to examine their needs. 

BACKGROUND: TAIWAN’S RESPONSE TO INTI-
MATE PARTNER VIOLENCE 

 In recognition of the problem of violence against women, 
the Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault Act was enacted 
in Taiwan in 1998. The following year, services aimed at the 
protection of women and mediation of the effects of IPV 
were launched [7]. Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault 
Centers under the Department of Social Affairs of City Gov-
ernment were established with a mandate to help battered 
women and their children during crisis. Additionally, there is 
a network of “contracted out” social service agencies that are 
charged with the responsibility of assisting battered women 
in rebuilding their lives after the time of crisis. Cases of IPV 
are first reported to the Domestic Violence and Sexual As-
sault Centers, either by frontline social workers in agencies 
such as those in health settings or by police officers. Upon 
receiving the report, social workers with the city government 
are required to visit the women and collect data within 72 
hours, file the case before the court, and ensure the victim’s  
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safety. Battered women and their children are assisted in 
relocating to a women’s shelter if it is determined that they 
are subjected to threatening/unsafe situations. 
 Social workers subsequently assist IPV survivors in ob-
taining protective orders through the courts to keep the abus-
ers away from their workplace or to protect them should they 
decide to return to the abusers. Once free of immediate dan-
ger, the IPV survivors are referred to contracted-out social 
service agencies. The victimized women are helped to devel-
op plans to rebuild their lives and are provided with needed 
resources, such as temporary shelter, financial aid or job 
training, and referrals for legal services. 

THE CULTURAL CONTEXT OF OLDER FEMALE 
IPV SURVIVORS IN ASIA 

 Because there is an absence of literature on older female 
IPV survivors in Taiwan, we begin with a review of the liter-
ature in Asian cultures generally, to provide an understand-
ing of the concerns and issues that face older female IPV 
survivors in societies with similar cultural traditions. Asian 
cultures, in particular those of Taiwan, China, Korea, and 
Hong Kong, are predominantly imbued with Confucian ide-
ology, which emphasizes family-centered values and inter-
personal relationship rituals [8]. According to familial ritu-
als, men lead and represent the family whereas the virtue for 
women is to follow [9, 10]. Women are to be submissive 
wives, obedient daughters, and caring, self-sacrificing moth-
ers. The ideology dictates that married women regard their 
husband’s family as their first priority. When they have chil-
dren, being a parent becomes the most important priority 
[11]. Self-sacrifice is considered a virtue of women and a 
way of coping with difficulties. 
 In countries including Taiwan, China, Hong Kong, and 
Korea, these precepts influence attitudes towards abused 
women across all age groups in a number of ways that re-
main relevant in the Chinese context: entrenched views of 
male privilege and female submission [12]; the belief that 
women are responsible for their abuse [10, 13]; the im-
portance of honoring family and the primacy of family rela-
tionships, including the extended family [14]; wives’ conflict 
with in-laws (husbands’ family members), as such conflict 
implies disrespect by a wife of her husband’s family mem-
bers [15]; and barriers to publicly disclosing negative feel-
ings and events [16, 17, 18]. These beliefs lead to an overall 
culture of concealment of abuse and victim-blaming attitudes 
[18-20]. 
 A life course perspective is useful in exploring older fe-
males’ needs resulting from the cumulative effects of their 
vulnerability across the life span, their social location, and 
the social context in which they grew up [21]. Taiwanese 
women who are older than 60 were raised in an era charac-
terized by authority and militarization; martial law was im-
plemented from 1949 to 1989 and male domination was 
strict. The emphasis in this era was on women staying at 
home and taking care of their husbands [22, 23]. Although 
many women who are older than 60 participated in the labor 
market when they were young, they eventually followed this 
gender-specific path [24]. In addition, although they partici-
pated in the labor market and had income of their own, they 

were not considered equal breadwinners, but were subordi-
nated to their husbands [25]. 
 Many older female IPV survivors are reported by practi-
tioners to lack motivation to ask for help or leave the abusive 
relationship [26]. However, they indicated that the reason 
should be traced back to the context in which the survivors 
were socialized [26]. Older females in Asian cultures imbued 
with Confucian ideology were socialized to be economically 
dependent on their husbands, and thus were not able to sur-
vive or live independently if they left them. Patterson also 
indicated that because many older women in such Asian cul-
tures are not allowed to make decisions on their own, they 
are unfamiliar with the possibility; the idea that women 
should take family members’ views—in particular those of 
their parents and elder male siblings—into consideration 
when deciding whether to leave a marital relationship, also 
contributed to their difficulties or unwillingness to leave 
abusive relationships [27]. In addition, in such Asian cul-
tures, interpersonal violence is considered a shameful family 
event that should be hidden [14, 20, 28]. In these cultures, 
not only the survivors but other family members helped con-
ceal this secret [14, 20]. Such concealment was even stronger 
in the era when Asian women over 60 grew up, suggesting 
that it contributes to older female IPV survivors’ unwilling-
ness to leave abusive relationships because that might reveal 
the abuse to outsiders [20, 28]. Nevertheless, elders in Con-
fucian cultural contexts consider it a blessing that people 
have family around, including their adult children, to care for 
and respect them in their old age [29-31]. This cultural con-
cept of ideal aging may be an additional contributing factor 
to older female IPV survivors’ unwillingness to leave abu-
sive relationships. 
 Deciding to go to a women’s shelter is another issue for 
older female IPV survivors living in these cultures. Confu-
cian cultures emphasize the family as a whole, harmonious 
interpersonal relationships, and wives’ subordination to hus-
bands; they put the importance and honor of family before 
the individual [32]. Therefore, the act of moving to a wom-
an’s shelter signals the end of the relationship; it clearly 
breaks up the family as a whole. Moreover, being in a wom-
an’s shelter may bring shame to the family in countries with 
Confucian cultural backgrounds. Therefore, most older fe-
male IPV survivors with such backgrounds reject the idea of 
moving to a shelter even it is a way to improve their lives 
[28]. 
 The health condition of their husbands may also affect 
the decision and actions of older female IPV survivors. Car-
ing for an ill husband is often considered the wife’s respon-
sibility. Beaulauirer, Seff, Newman and Dunlop indicated 
that if an older female IPV survivor is the major caregiver 
for her abusive ill husband, it is even more complicated for 
her to decide whether to stay or leave [33]. 

METHODOLOGY 

 As the nature of the research is exploratory, a qualitative 
research method was adopted in this study. Research proce-
dures followed the paradigms of grounded theory. A ground-
ed theory approach is suitable when a theory or model is not 
available, is incomplete, or is based on populations other  
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than the sample in the study [34]. It is appropriate for this 
study because there is little to no literature on older female 
IPV survivors in Taiwan. 

Recruitment 

 Letters of introduction that included an explanation of the 
study, selection criteria for participants (female IPV survi-
vors who were 60 or older and were service recipients), and 
interview guidelines containing samples of interview ques-
tions were mailed to Domestic Violence Service Centers and 
to the social service agencies in Taiwan to seek their agree-
ment to participate in this study. After gaining agreement 
and ethics approval from these agencies and the University 
Ethics Review Committee of the first author, we distributed 
letters of introduction to social workers to recruit partici-
pants. Social workers who had worked with older female 
IPV survivors contacted them first to see if they agreed to 
participate in this study. Upon receiving survivors’ consent 
to take part, social workers arranged a time and a quiet room 
in the social work agencies for survivors and the first author 
to meet. This process was followed to ensure the confidenti-
ality of personal contact information. 

Sampling Method and Characteristics of Participants 

 Purposive and snowball sampling were employed to lo-
cate female IPV survivors aged 60 years or older who had 
been helped by social work practitioners. In Taiwan, indi-
viduals older than 65 are considered to be elders in official 
documents and policies. Since individuals who are 60 years 
old are considered elders in some other countries [35], we 
recruited female IPV survivors who were 60 or older from 
various cities and counties in Taiwan, including Taoyuan, 
Miaoli, Tainan and Kaoshiung, in order to maximize the 
range of experiences of participants to gather rich infor-
mation. There are fewer older female IPV survivors com-
pared to middle-aged and young survivors, although the 
number is increasing along with the ever-growing older pop-
ulation. The first author first contacted the Domestic Vio-
lence Prevention Centers and social service agencies in all 
cities in Taiwan to recruit participants; social workers in 
Taipei City, Taichung City, Yilan County, and Hwalien 
County in Taiwan reported that they did not have clients who 
met the selection criteria for this study. Only one county, 
Chunghwa, refused to participate in this study because social 
workers reported being too busy. Therefore, the author 
stopped recruiting participants and collecting data after in-
terviewing eight participants. 
 Eight female IPV survivors between the ages of 60 and 
74 were interviewed. Six of the participants were married, 
one was divorced, and one participant’s abusive male partner 
passed away during the time of the study. All of the partici-
pants have adult children. Three participants were from 
Kaoshiung City, a metropolitan city; two from Tainan City, a 
rural city; one from Miaoli County, a rural area; and two 
were from Taoyuan County, an urban county. The details of 
participants’ background are illustrated in Table 1. 
 
 

Data Collection 

 Data collection involved the use of the long interview 
method [36], an in-depth interview process that enabled the 
first author to explore participants’ reflections on the abuse 
they experienced by their male partners and on their needs. 
In-depth interviews lasting approximately two to three hours 
were conducted in Chinese by the first author, in a safe and 
quiet office in either a domestic violence center of city gov-
ernment or a “contracted out” social service agency, between 
November 2011 and June 2012. An interview guide included 
questions such as “Tell me about your experiences of being 
abused by your male partner” and “Tell me about your needs 
while encountering the abuse.” The first author wrote field 
notes after each interview to assist the data analysis. Since 
the interviews were conducted in Chinese, the transcripts 
were read and analyzed in Chinese in order not to lose any 
nuances of the dialogue. Only the quotes in this article have 
been translated into English. 

Data Analysis 

 Line-by-line review of the transcripts was conducted and 
first-level codes (descriptors of important components of the 
interviews), including in vivo codes (using the participants’ 
language), were noted in the margins [37, 38]. The next step 
comprised constant comparison [37, 39] and refining and 
organizing the first-level codes into categories. For example, 
a higher category—“marriage served different purposes 
throughout the life course of participants”—was adopted to 
organize participants’ various reasons for staying in the abu-
sive relationship such as escaping poverty while young, not 
wanting their children to grow up in a “broken” family, and 
the influence of karma for them as they aged. As another 
example, a higher category—“finding an independent space 
for herself in the abusive relationship”—was adopted to or-
ganize strategies participants mentioned strategies using to 
enable them to remain in the abusive relationship, such as 
staying in a separate room or in the staff’s room, hiding in 
the corn field, or talking to the priest to search for the mean-
ing of their suffering. Theoretical coding was undertaken to 
identify higher-level codes and relationships among catego-
ries in order to ensure saturation of categories [37], after 
which a central story emerged and was developed. The re-
sults correspond to the emergent categories. After four cate-
gories were identified, a central story line, “cultural premises 
that guide Taiwanese older female IPV survivors in abusive 
relationships,” was developed to organize categories. Find-
ings were compared to the literature for further verification. 

RESULTS 

 This study indicates that cultural premises that emphasize 
the importance of family contributed to participants’ staying 
in abusive relationships. Navigating to independence, in par-
ticular financial independence and an independent space, 
helped participants to psychologically detach somewhat from 
the abusers, repair dignity, and regain strength. Four themes 
emerged through analysis of the interview data: 1) the mar- 
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riage served different purposes throughout the life course of 
the participants; 2) keeping the family whole enhances life 
satisfaction in old age; 3) participants worked towards finan-
cial independence for lifetime security; and 4) they tried to 
find an independent space in the abusive relationship. 
The Marriage Served Different Purposes throughout the 
Life Course of Women 

 All of the participants grew up in an era in which Tai-
wan’s social context was conservative; marriage was wom-
en’s ultimate destiny, and women’s subordination to men 
was integral, and there was no discussion about human 
rights. The participants all reported that marriage was a way 
to realize their dreams, including escaping poverty and being 
able to enter the higher social class of which they dreamed. 
 Marriage seemed to make all of the participants’ dreams 
come true (P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, P6, P7, P8) when they were newly 
married. It became evident, however, that their relationships were 
abusive, and the women suffered throughout their lives. One par-
ticipant (P1) who was illiterate reported growing up in a very poor 
peasant family, working in the rice fields as a little girl, and 
dreaming of escaping her poor family of origin. 

I worked as a laborer since I was a little girl. I 
worked so hard and felt so tired, so I felt if I 
could marry someone like a businessman that 
would be absolutely great (P1) 

 One day her cousin introduced her to a man who was 
financially better off; she soon married him because it was 
the only legitimate way to escape her impoverished family. 
She has three daughters and one son. She said that though 
she was constantly beaten by her husband when her children 
were young, she worked hard to keep the marriage and never 
considered leaving, because she wanted her children to have 
their father present at their weddings. She did not want her 
children to be stigmatized as growing up in a “broken fami-
ly.” 

Maybe I am stupid to stay, I did not want to 
leave this abusive marital relationship, I can-
not leave my kids behind, alone, my kids were 
so young and they needed me. Also my kids de-
served to have a father (P1) 

 Several other participants (P4, P5, P6, P7, P8) who had 
impoverished childhoods reported comparable stories; mar-
riage helped them escape from poverty, and despite abuse 
they wanted to keep the marriage so that their children would 
not have broken families. 

I think that it is my fortune to be poor and that 
I am destined to sacrifice myself in this abu-
sive relationship, I have already accepted that. 
But my abusive partner is the father of my 
three kids; I could not leave this marriage. No 

Table 1. Participants’ background information. 
 

Participants Participants’ Age 
when Interviewed Participants’ Marital Status Number of Children Participants’ Current and Past Occupations 

P1 68 �Married  �Four adult daughters, 
one adult son 

�None while being interviewed 
�Working in the rice field when young 

P2 69 

�Married 
�Participant 
and her male 
partner both married others be-
fore  

�One son and one 
daughter from her first 
marriage 
 

�None while being interviewed 
�Working as a 
shop clerk 
when young  

P3 63 

�Divorced 
while being 
interviewed 
(forced to 
divorce by her 
male partner) 

�Two adult daughters  
�Retired 
�Working as a high school teacher when young 

P4 65 �Married  �One adult daughter 
and two adult sons 

�Working as a fruit vendor while being inter-
viewed 

P5 74 

�Married 
(her male 
partner was hospitalized while 
being interviewed, but passed 
away after being interviewed) 

�One adopted adult 
daughter 

�None while being interviewed 
�Working as a cleaning lady when young 
 

P6 69 �Her male partner had passed 
away while being interviewed 

�One adult daughter 
and one adult son 

�None 
�Housewife throughout her lifetime  

P7 69 �Married �Three adult sons (one 
died of cancer) �Growing and selling vegetables in the market 

P8 68 �Married �One adult son and 
one adult daughter �None 
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matter what he has done to me, he is my kids’ 
father. That is important (P7) 

 The partners continued to beat the participants after their 
adult children were married. Even though their reasons to 
stay in their abusive relationships no longer existed, the par-
ticipants still wanted to stay. Most participants (P1, P4, P5, 
P6, P7, P8) described their reason for staying in terms of 
“karma,” a popular Taiwanese folklore belief. They felt they 
were destined to marry their abusive partners and stay with 
them to the end due to deeds of theirs in a previous incarna-
tion. 

Maybe I owed my male partner a lot in my previ-
ous life, so I am meant to be tortured by him in 
this life in order to pay what I owed him (P7). 

 As one participant put it, 
I told myself that there is no need to figure out 
whether I should leave this relationship. I told 
myself probably I owed him too much in my pre-
vious life, so if being tortured by him is a way to 
pay him back, then it is ok, I will settle what I 
owe him in this life. I don’t want to carry it to my 
next life, it is karma. Then maybe I will have a 
happy relationship in my next life (P1) 

 They believed keeping the marriage was a way to over-
come karma that helped them wash away their sins and sym-
bolically pay their debts. 

Keeping the Family Whole Enhances Life Satisfaction in 
Old Age 

 Participants (P1, P2, P4, P5, P6, P7) in this study report-
ed that being alone in their old age is considered a misfor-
tune in the Taiwanese cultural context, whereas keeping the 
family together is thought to provide a sense of completeness 
to individuals in their old age, thus enhancing their life satis-
faction. In Taiwanese culture, the husband’s family is con-
sidered to be a woman’s ultimate refuge and the center of 
women’s lives. According to participants, “being alone” re-
fers to a woman who does not marry and therefore does not 
have an ultimate refuge. Participants who were able to keep 
the family whole in their old age are referred to as women 
with virtue. 
 One participant (P7) who was a vegetable farmer report-
ed that she had adopted a number of strategies to cope with 
the abusive relationship, including hiring Taiwanese folklore 
priests to host several worship ceremonies; she was given 
Chinese herbs by these priests to take home in order to rem-
edy her partner’s violent behavior and to give her the 
strength to work through the abuse. 

I took the herb home and let it stand for seven 
days, then soaked it in water, then poured the 
water on the tree in our yard. However, it did 
not work at all. My male partner beat me even 
more (P7) 

 She explained that such strategies were common in her 
village. Although these ceremonies did not appear effective, 
her action demonstrated this participant’s commitment to 
keep the family whole. She said it is a blessing for an aged 

person to have the family around and she therefore put all 
her efforts into keeping the family together. 

I am so happy I am able to see my kids grow 
up as good persons and that I have them 
around me. I feel satisfied that I belong to a 
family although I have been abused (P7) 
Keeping family together is my ultimate 
wish…divorce leads me to nowhere (P2) 

Looking for Financial Independence for Lifetime Security 

 The participants began to experience abuse soon after mar-
riage. They accumulated much suffering and traumatic experi-
ence throughout the course of their lives, struggled tremendous-
ly, and felt helpless and hopeless in the relationship. All partici-
pants reported that they had realized that their male partners 
were not reliable, so that they needed to look for another source 
of security—financial independence. 
 One participant (P5) who was in her 70s said her abuse by 
her partner made her realize quickly that only financial inde-
pendence could offer her lifetime security. 

Our marital relationship is not happy; we never 
celebrate our wedding anniversary, my male 
partner never buys gifts for me. If I need any-
thing, I buy it myself. My male partner only offers 
me food (P5) 

 As she received little formal education, she worked as a 
cleaning lady in a hotel and worked hard to learn to speak Japa-
nese after work. She was eventually promoted to chief of the 
cleaning staff because of her ability to communicate with Japa-
nese customers. 

I worked in a hotel. I was able to speak Japanese 
better than other cleaning staff and I seldom took 
sick leave, so I made lots of tips and saved them 
as my own money. I am thrifty. I also helped 
people clean their houses after work and saved 
the hourly wages as my own money (P5) 

 Having her own money made her feel self-reliant and fear-
less despite constant beatings by her partner. The money helped 
her rebuild the sense of autonomy that had been lost in the abu-
sive relationship. 
 Another participant (P3), who had been a high school teach-
er, conveyed a similar story. She added that while the marriage 
made her feel like a failure, having financial independence gave 
her a sense of accomplishment. 

I have a salary, my own income. The salary allows 
me to look after myself, for example, as a geogra-
phy teacher, I love traveling; my own income al-
lows me to travel during summer or winter break, 
which gives me a sense of accomplishment. My 
marriage gave me a sense of failure (P3) 

Looking for an Independent Space in the Abusive Rela-
tionship 

 The participants had all developed strategies to cope with 
their abusive relationships while keeping their family togeth-
er. Most participants (P1, P2, P3, P5, P6, P7, P8) utilized the 
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metaphor “creating an independent space” to describe this 
strategy. “Creating an independent space” referred to staying 
in a separate room in the same house, hiding in the cornfield, 
or joining church activities to search for spiritual explana-
tions for suffering. 

We live under the same roof, but my male 
partner has his own life. I have my own life; I 
stay in my own room, I lock the door when I 
am in my room; and sometimes I take a walk 
myself. These strategies gave me the strength 
to go on (P1) 
I hid in the cornfield when my male partner 
was drunk and beat me violently. It helped me 
escape from the beatings because he was too 
drunk to run after me (P7) 

 One participant (P2) was the caregiver for her abusive 
partner, who was diagnosed with dementia during the time 
she participated in the study. Her partner controlled every 
aspect of P2’s daily life and since their marriage had limited 
her contact with persons or events outside their family. 
When her partner became ill and was hospitalized, she at-
tended church activities and talked to the priest about her 
suffering. She described this as her own space that allowed 
her to search for meaning and to receive support from others. 
This metaphor of her own space helped the participant regain 
the psychological strength to maintain the marriage and to 
continue to care for her partner. 

I go to church when I have free time. Everyone 
there is nice and reads the Bible with me. The 
priest told me that the sin of everyone in my 
family was forgiven because I believe in God; 
this helps me to ease the pain of the abuse (P2) 

 She explained that on one occasion a social worker 
helped her to obtain a court order to protect her from being 
beaten by her partner, but that this was not useful, since she 
was the only person who could care for her partner and his 
cognitive limitations prevented him from understanding the 
meaning of a protective order. Thus, for this participant the 
legal service was not helpful but going to her own space 
(church) was. 

The protective order is not useful for me. My 
husband does not understand it and it breaks 
the harmony of my family, as our adult chil-
dren do not want to see me adopting this way 
to solve the problem (P2) 

 Similarly, the participant from a peasant village (P1) 
adopted a strategy whereby she would stay in a separate 
room in the house as a way of staying in the abusive rela-
tionship. This participant cooked and did all the housework 
for her partner and other family members, but did not share 
the master bedroom; rather she slept and stayed in a room of 
her own. This strategy allowed her to maintain physical dis-
tance from her partner, giving her some peace of mind in the 
midst of the abuse. This participant revealed that a social 
worker had once tried to place her in a woman’s shelter be-
cause her partner had broken her arm. She found it more 
helpful, however, to stay in her adult daughter’s house for a 
period of time. Going to a woman’s shelter complicated the 
situation with her adult children, whereas staying with her 

daughter seemed to serve this participant’s purpose of creat-
ing a space for herself. Another two participants, the vegeta-
ble farmer (P7) and the hotel cleaning lady (P5), reported 
similar stories; the only difference was that the vegetable 
farmer often stayed in the cornfield and the hotel cleaning 
lady stayed in the hotel staff room to escape from their vio-
lent situation. 
 Going to an independent space provided participants with 
temporary safe places in which to regain strength to stay in 
their abusive relationship. Going to a woman’s shelter or 
obtaining a court order did not seem viable options for par-
ticipants in this study. 

DISCUSSION 

 An important finding of this study is that deeply embed-
ded cultural premises guided participants in the midst of 
abusive relationships. The first theme that emerged— that 
marriage served different purposes throughout the life course 
of women—revealed that participants endured the abuse and 
sacrificed themselves to keep the marriage at all costs due to 
their belief it was good for their children and that this was a 
way of overcoming their karma. Participants in this study 
were all over 60 and grew up in Taiwan during an era (the 
1950s) when the cultural message was that women should 
marry, remain at home, and take care of their husbands and 
children; their subordination to men was much more strongly 
entrenched than it was for young and middle-aged women 
[22, 40]. According to this cultural message, virtuous women 
would do their best to maintain their marriage [23]. There-
fore, endeavoring to maintain the marriage at all costs repre-
sents older females’ most important goal. This largely ex-
plained why participants worked to keep the marriage de-
spite the chronic abuse by their partners. Additionally, to 
help them remain in the marriage participants utilized the 
concept of “karma”—a Taiwanese folklore belief that to the 
participants meant that they were destined to marry their 
abusive partners as a result of deeds in their previous incar-
nation [41]. 
 The second major theme that emerged was that of keep-
ing the family whole as a way of enhancing life satisfaction 
in their old age. In addition to the cultural premise regarding 
the importance of family, an important Taiwanese cultural 
belief is that it is a blessing when elders of both genders are 
surrounded by their family and respected by their children. 
This cultural premise implies another precept for women in 
particular—that having a husband and family around when a 
woman is older symbolically indicates that she has an ulti-
mate refuge [42], which is important for women in Taiwan. 
This premise increases understanding of why participants 
were satisfied to have the family around in their old age, 
which is supported by findings [9, 10, 29, 31], whereby 
wellbeing is considered by elders with backgrounds in Con-
fucian ideology to be primarily related to family. 
 The first theme—marriage served different purposes 
throughout the life course of women—and the second 
theme—keeping the family whole enhances life satisfaction 
in old age—revealed that participants stayed in abusive rela-
tionships largely due to cultural beliefs. This finding seems 
to be both somewhat in contrast to and consistent with the 
views of Patterson [27], who suggested that Asian women 
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were not allowed to make decisions on their own and they 
were therefore unfamiliar even with the possibility of doing 
so. In the current study, it seemed participants were familiar 
with the option of leaving or staying in their relationships. 
However, they had very limited choices and appeared to re-
main in their relationships in large part due to entrenched 
cultural beliefs and their own personal life histories. Harbi-
son posited that the reasons older female IPV survivors did 
not want to leave should be traced back to the contexts in 
which they were socialized [26], which supports the findings 
of this study. 
 The third and fourth emerging themes—looking for fi-
nancial independence for lifetime security and looking for an 
independent space in the abusive relationship—indicated two 
ways in which participants seemed to find some form of in-
dependence in the midst of their abusive relationships. Inde-
pendence, referring to financial independence and separate 
space, helped participants to psychologically detach some-
what from their abusers and repair themselves to some de-
gree, which helped them stay in the abusive relationships. 
Since leaving the abusive relationships did not feel feasible 
for the participants because of their cultural context and per-
sonal history, they were trapped in a familial relational sys-
tem that was dangerous for them, and in which they were 
devalued. Therefore even the very limited independence par-
ticipants found and carved out provided them with protection 
psychologically and physically. Paradoxically, the “inde-
pendence” participants endeavored to create in these chaotic 
abusive relationships helped them to stay. This ironic finding 
is not discussed in the current literature regarding Asian old-
er female IPV survivors. 
 Participants in this study are all long-term sufferers and 
realized early in their abuse experience that they could not 
rely on their partners. Reporting that money was the most 
important resource for their practical survival, participants 
worked towards gaining some financial independence for 
their lifetime security before entering into their old age. Par-
ticipants worked and saving their own money was a priority. 
Most of the participants worked in jobs in which they were 
paid by the hour; one was a farmer who sold vegetables in 
the farmers’ markets; thus, they did not have official income 
statements. Therefore participants were able to hide some of 
their income as their own money, which their partners never 
knew about. This financial independence provided them with 
concrete and psychological security in the midst of abusive 
relationships from that time on. 
 In addition to financial independence, most participants 
used the metaphor of creating an independent space; that 
included staying in a separate room, going to church, and 
hiding in the cornfield to cope. These spaces and activities 
that fit into the participants’ life arrangements provided them 
with a temporary safe place and protection away from their 
abusive partners. These spaces seemed to help participants 
repair themselves psychologically in the midst of the chronic 
abuse they endured. An additional finding to examine is that 
participants did not consider going to women’s shelters and 
obtaining court orders helpful or applicable to them. In large 
part due to their age, the participants had quite different ex-
periences and expectations from many young and middle-
aged females. Based on the results of this study, it may be 
important to expand options for older IPV survivors beyond 

women’s shelters and court orders. A challenge is finding 
options that offer safety. This supports the findings of Shim 
and Nelson-Becker [28]. An example that became evident in 
this study—that participants considered moving into their 
adult children’s houses—is more applicable to older IPV 
survivors. However, this alternative may not remove suffi-
cient danger. It is therefore critical in working with older 
female IPV survivors to explore and develop options that can 
minimize the complexity of moving them to women’s shel-
ters while ensuring their safety. This suggests that in devel-
oping feasible and safe options for elder survivors that offer 
safety it is necessary to take the embedded cultural beliefs 
and contexts of these women into account. 

LIMITATIONS 

 Due to the exploratory nature of this study, the findings 
cannot be generalized to other populations of survivors. The 
small sample size is a difficulty in developing a well-
saturated theory. Nevertheless, our findings elucidated spe-
cific elements of female older IPV survivors’ experiences 
[34, 43]. However, based on the descriptions and quotes de-
rived from interview transcripts, our study asserts it is rea-
sonable to utilize the findings in similar contexts [44]. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE 

 Based on the findings of this study, implications for so-
cial work practice with older female IPV survivors with a 
background of Confucian ideology are suggested as follows: 
1. Both age and cultural lenses should be adopted by 

social work practitioners to understand the unique 
needs of female IPV survivors. 

2. The unique strategies that older female IPV survivors 
adopt must be understood in the context in which they 
were socialized. 

3. Since keeping the family whole is considered fore-
most, in particular for older females with Confucian 
ideology backgrounds, it is critical to examine the vi-
ability of options such as placing survivors in a wom-
an’s shelter, obtaining legal services, or leaving the 
abusive relationship. Alternative intervention strate-
gies developed particularly for this group of older fe-
male IPV survivors (for example, temporarily staying 
with their adult children when applicable and safe) 
are suggested, in particular to examine viable options 
including working with current strategies in a differ-
ent way. 

4. The strategy of creating an independent space in the 
midst of chaotic relationships seemed to help partici-
pants who were long-term survivors and who held 
family-centered cultural values. This has important 
implications for working with female survivors who 
have Confucian backgrounds. It suggests that crea-
tively finding an independent, safe space is a possible 
intervention guideline to help survivors develop strat-
egies while their family-centered cultural values are 
so strong and leaving the marital relationship is so 
difficult. This may be a temporary intervention while 
other issues are explored. 
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5. The role of social work practitioners is to help older 
female IPV survivors develop coping strategies that 
include taking age and cultural lenses into account. 
While collecting information in the early stages of 
working with older female IPV survivors, social 
workers collect not only survivors’ experiences and 
their history of being abused, but also the cultural 
premises that they have internalized regarding their 
roles as wives and mothers and being elderly. Social 
workers make assessments and develop intervention 
strategies that take these internalized cultural re-
quirements into account. In addition, because older 
female IPV survivors often lack their own vehicles or 
have difficulties in using public transportation, the re-
sources that social workers refer survivors to should 
be accessible for the survivors. Home visitation is a 
more appropriate way to work with older female IPV 
survivors. 
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