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Introduction
Adults 65 and older are expected to be approximately 22% of the population by 2040, up from 14.5% today and 
compared to only about 5% one hundred years ago. Unfortunately, as the aging population grows, so do opportunities 
to take advantage of this vulnerable group.

One common method of elder abuse is to misuse a power of attorney that has been granted by an elder. Granting a 
power of attorney gives a specific person power to make decisions for the elder intended for the benefit of the elder. 
Elder financial abuse occurs when someone makes actions to disadvantage the elderly person. We generally think of 
elder family financial exploitation (EFFE) as “the illegal or improper use of the funds, property, or assets of people 60 
and older by family.”

The stakes are high for this issue since the impacts go beyond lost assets and/or debts that may result, and may include 
withholding of medical care to “save” money; feelings of shame, embarrassment, loneliness, stress, betrayal; isolation; 
loss of autonomy, and an earlier death.

Objectives
This research seeks to understand elder financial exploitation within families. Its aim is to identify risk and protective 
factors that might increase or decrease the likelihood of EFFE occurring. This information can then be used to help 
families avoid problems before an older relative becomes dependent and the power structure in the family shifts.

Materials and Methods
The research is in two phases. In Phase 1 the research team at UW and at other institutions conducted initial 
exploratory interviews. The target was family members with elder and family-member power of attorney agents as 
alleged perpetrators in a financial exploitation situation. This phase is now complete.

In Phase 2 the project moved to use mixed methods and featured a survey (delivered online, by phone, and in person) 
targeting two populations: the first is family-members from families with no problems. The second was those who 
have alleged EFFE, with follow-up interviews (in person or by phone). At this point the research is ongoing, and some 
findings are still being studied. Research began August 2016 and will continue through 2020. Dissemination of results 
has begun.

Results and Discussion
Perpetrators of elder abuse, including those who misuse powers of attorney, often share common characteristics. 
Frequently they are family members. They may have a history of substance abuse, mental health issues, or financial 
problems. They may have a fear of being deprived of an inheritance should the victim spend all their savings on care, 
or they may have a sense of entitlement and often live off the victim. They may seek to isolate the victim from the 
community or other family members to have more control over them. Below is a list of factors that may make an elder 
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more susceptible to abuse, and a list of factors that may contribute to a perpetrator’s inclination to abuse a power of 
attorney.

Elder Risk Factors Perpetrator Risk Factors

Increases with age, but depends on capacity Addictive behaviors

Cognitive impairment Relationship problems

Physical function impairment Lack of empathy, egotism

Lower education Pattern of blaming others, avoiding responsibility for own actions

Widowed Controlling/manipulative behaviors

Isolation physically and/or emotionally Lying or telling half truths

Weak self esteem Ageist attitude, devaluing elderly people, especially women

Psychological distress, depression Impulsiveness or self-control problems

Susceptibility to flattery and other means of undue influence Lack of clearly defined goals or self-centered goals

Loneliness and/or low levels of social support Identity tied to competitive values 

Past experiences of domination/acquiescence Self-esteem tied to possessions, prestige, status

Unreasonable/unfounded trust generally or in appointed agent(s) Money management problems, financial instability

Past abuse/financial exploitation Financial entitlement attitude possibly based on sense of earlier unfair 
treatment or indulgence

Addiction

Inadequate planning for late-life dependency

Lack of knowledge and experience with financial management

A screening tool of risk factors for families is being developed, and also suggested best practices that can be used when 
granting a power of attorney.
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