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Elder Abuse: Fraud and Financial Abuse

What We Know
› Although no standard definition of elder abuse exists, the term is generally accepted

to refer to a one-time or repeated act that causes harm or distress to an older adult (i.e.,
someone aged 65 or older)(1,21)

• Elder abuse may consist of physical, emotional, or sexual abuse; neglect; self-neglect;
abandonment; or financial and material abuse/exploitation (1,21)

› Financial and/or material abuse, also referred to as fraud or exploitation,is the illegal and
improper use of an older adult’s property, assets, or funds. Examples include(17)

• taking property, material goods, and/or money from an older adult
• forging an older adult’s signature to take financial advantage of him or her
• having an older adult sign legal forms (e.g., deeds, wills, powers of attorney) using

dishonest practices, through force, or by exerting excessive influence
• utilizing the belongings or property of an older adult without permission
• making promises of care in return for money, possessions, or property but then not

providing the care as agreed
• defrauding older adults through confidence schemes (i.e., con games)

› Most acts of financial abuse or exploitation can be classified into one of three types
of offenses: crimes of occasion, crimes of desperation, and crimes of predation. These
classes are not mutually exclusive; instances of abuse can fit more than one category(14)

• Crimes of occasion take place when the older adult is an obstacle to something that the
abuser wants. The abuser then acts to commit a crime (e.g., forging checks, stealing
credit cards, taking cars) when the occasion presents itself. Perpetrators may be strangers
or trusted helpers, either related or unrelated to the older adult(13)

• Crimes of desperation take place when family or friends who are close to the older adult
are in a financial situation that to them is so desperate that they act upon the older adult
to get what they feel they need. These crimes are not perpetrated by strangers. Often
these family members or friends may be dependent on the older adult for housing and/or
financial support(14)

• Crimes of predation take place by establishing a trusting relationship with the older
adult with the purpose of financial exploitation. Often these crimes are referred to as con
games (14)

› Older adult clients in an institutional setting are also at risk for financial abuse. In this
setting, financial abuse may include theft of personal belongings, misappropriation of
the client’s funds, changes to legal documents, or transfer of funds in client’s accounts
without explanation(10)

› Elder abuse that is financial, exploitative, or fraudulent in nature can have significant
negative impacts for the older adult client. Restitution is often difficult to obtain, and the
older adult client may be unable to replace lost assets. Victims may experience losses
in security and independence as a result, as they may have to depend more on family
members or public agencies. There is frequently an increase in stress and a decrease in
quality of life(8)

• Financial abuse or exploitation often takes place concurrently with physical or emotional
abuse(9)



› Elder abuse is a global issue, and financial abuse and exploitation can occur in any community(5)

• Of the nations for which information on financial abuse of older adults is available, Israel had the highest reported
prevalence, at approximately 6.5% of the older adult population; the United Kingdom had the lowest, at approximately
0.5%(10)

• In the United States, the Federal Trade Commission determined that fraud complaints concerning adults aged 60 or older
increased 47% from 2012 to 2014 (5)

• In a study on elder financial abuse by the MetLife Mature Market Institute, in 2010 financial losses attributable to elder
financial abuse totaled $2.9 billion(14)

• Older adults in nursing homes and residential board and care facilities (i.e., small residential care homes) may be
vulnerable to financial abuse(16)

–In 2010, 7% of abuse complaints in nursing homes and 15% of complaints in board and care homes in the United States
concerned financial exploitation(16)

› Risk factors that increase the likelihood of financial abuse of older adults include those that raise the level of social
vulnerability and/or decrease the social support available to older adults. Often older adults may not be aware of an increase
in the value of their assets, may be overly trusting, may be dependent on others, and/or may have predictable financial
patterns (e.g., Social Security checks or pensions that arrive on the same day every month)(5,12,14,17)

• Women are as many as 2 times more likely to be victims of elder financial abuse than men(14)

• Needing help with maintaining a home or managing health needs, advanced age, and living alone increase an older adult’s
vulnerability to financial abuse(14)

• When older adults are socially isolated, they can be easier to take advantage of because any financial abuse is more likely
to escape notice(21)

• Dementia and any cognitive deficit increase an older adult’s risk for financial abuse(21)

› Abusers may be family members, unrelated predatory adults looking to carry out a scam, or unscrupulous professionals (e.g.,
healthcare workers, bankers, financial planners, hired caregivers) who take advantage of the older adult(4,17)

• Researchers in the United Kingdom who audited an elder abuse hotline found that 53% of the cases of fraud, theft, and
deception during the audit period were perpetrated by the victim’s adult children(4)

• Financial abuse of older adults may be facilitated by the Internet. The Department of Homeland Security publishes Internet
safety tips for older Americans, including(7)

–protecting personal information and not sharing too much personal information online, where an opportunistic criminal
can use it to perpetuate financial abuse

–avoiding contests, clubs, or sharing information on websites that are not known or trusted
–not opening attachments from unknown companies or individuals
–being wary of offers of free goods, vacations, etc.
–for online banking and shopping, looking for the padlock symbol to ensure there is proper security for one’s transactions

› Clinicians should continually assess for elder financial abuse by discussing with older adult clients whether they have been
overpaying for services (e.g., lawn care, home repair, nursing care) or goods; have made changes to legal documents without
explanation from the person requesting the change; are missing checks, cash, or funds from bank accounts; are missing
personal items (e.g., jewelry, electronics); or show any other signs of financial exploitation. Additional signs of financial
abuse include bills that have not been paid, eviction notices, and signatures on documents that seem suspicious.(17) There are
various screening tools that a clinician can utilize to help screen for the risk for or presence of financial abuse(1)

• The Hwalek-Sengstock Elder Abuse Screening Test is a 15-item tool that can be used with the older adult who lives in the
community and may be experiencing physical, emotional, or financial abuse. The clinician reads the questions aloud and
writes down and scores the client’s responses(1)

• The Elder Abuse Suspicion Index is a 5-item tool to assess for elder abuse in which the healthcare provider asks questions
verbally of the client; it typically takes less than 2 minutes to complete and includes a question related to financial abuse(19)

• The Brief Abuse Screen for the Elderly (BASE) is a 5-item tool that also takes only a few minutes to complete and includes
a question to assess for any financial exploitation. It is completed by the clinician based on observation and knowledge of
the client(11)



• The Older Adult Financial Exploitation Measure (OAFEM) is a 30-itemself-report instrument that measures financial abuse
and exploitation. It requires that the individual have cognitive capacity at the time of completion(11)

• Screening instruments that may be used to assess the client’s financial capacity and whether any cognitive deficits will
affect the client’s financial functioning include the Financial Capacity Instrument (FCI), the Financial Capacity Assessment
(FCA), and the Financial Competency Assessment Inventory (FCAI)(11)

› Most nations and all 50 U.S. states have laws related to elder abuse; whether a service provider is considered a mandated
reporter of abuse varies(3)

• As of 2014, four U.S. states do not mandate reporting of elder abuse by social workers: Colorado, New York, Pennsylvania,
and South Dakota(3)

› Underreporting of elder financial abuse is widespread and occurs for a variety of reasons(5)

• Older adult victims of financial abuse may not want to disclose the abuse because of embarrassment and shame. Older
adults often feel as though they will lose independence if they share that they were taken advantage of(5)

–Some populations are more vulnerable to potential emotional trauma if they disclose abuse. For lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender (LGBT) persons, disclosure of sexual orientation may be used as a threat or form of coercion; depending on
the laws of their state or nation, less legal protection may be available for them(10)

• Victims may refuse any interventions related to the financial abuse. If an older adult has cognitive capacity, he or she can
refuse any adult protective services investigation. The victim may also refuse to leave the care or home of the offending
person. Depending on their relationship, the victim may feel responsible for the perpetrator. In turn, the victim may be
physically dependent on the perpetrator to have his or her needs met(9)

• Detection of financial abuse can be difficult because often the abuse is not apparent until after the financial or property loss
has occurred. When the case involves family members, it can be difficult for investigators to establish whether abuse took
place or if instead what occurred was an appropriate sharing of resources between family members(8)

• Investigators in New York who studied the prevalence of elder abuse found that the self-reported incidence rate was almost
24 times higher than the total number of cases that were referred to social services, law enforcement, or legal authorities
who were in a position to help older adults(18)

–Specifically, financial abuse had a documented rate of 0.96 cases per 1,000 older adults but a self-reported rate of 42.1
cases per 1,000 older adults(18)

What We Can Do
› Learn about elder abuse that involves fraud, financial abuse, and exploitation so you can accurately assess your clients’

personal characteristics and health education needs; share this information with your colleagues
› Develop an awareness of your own cultural values, beliefs, and biases and develop knowledge about the histories, traditions,

and values of your clients. Adopt treatment methodologies that reflect the cultural needs of the client(2,13,20)

› Assess older adult clients for any signs of financial abuse or exploitation on an ongoing basis
› Ensure that clients are in a position to answer questions honestly, which may include questioning them without family and/or

caregivers present
› Educate clients on elder financial abuse and exploitation
› Follow any state or national guidelines regarding the reporting of suspected abuse
› Contribute to public and professional awareness campaigns(21)

› Encourage greater support for multidisciplinary teams to be involved in any reports or investigations of financial abuse. This
may include utilizing forensic accountants,who are trained to look for inappropriate and illegal activities in an individual’s
finances(15)

› When appropriate, provide clients with copies of the “Protect Yourself from Abuse, Neglect, and Exploitation!” fact sheet, at
http://nvsos.gov/Modules/ShowDocument.aspx?documentid=2376, and “10 Things Anyone Can Do to Protect Seniors,” at
http://www.ccgov.org/uploads/Aging/AoA-119%20YEAP%20InfoFact%20Sheets_10ThingsAnyoneCanDo%28nm%291.4d.508.pdf.Bothare
published by and available from the U.S. government’s Administration on Aging(6)

› Educate older adult clients on safe Internet use and how to keep information private to reduce the risk of confidence
scams(6,7)
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