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Australians are living longer and living richer than at any
time. While some older people are enjoying their wealth travelling the world, their luggage broadcasting that they are
''spending their children's inheritance'' - others live in aged
care facilities, with their children keeping their eyes peeled on
the ''Bank of Mum and Dad''.
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As economic conditions worsen, this second group is at greater
risk than ever of being financially abused. And research has
found that adult children, particularly sons, are the most
common perpetrators.
State Trustees Victoria has recorded a spike in the numbers of
older Victorians who are financially abused as well as the
amount of money involved. A research paper it commissioned,
For Love or Money: Intergenerational management of older
Victorians' assets, found that women over the age of 80 are
most at risk of financial elder abuse, often by someone in a position of trust - their children.
Children with ''early inheritance syndrome'' feel a sense of entitlement to their parents' assets. They are not
prepared to wait until their parents die. These impatient children seek ways for their parents to ''gift'' them money,
or interfere in the management of their parents' assets to protect what they see as their entitlement.
Financial elder abuse involves taking or misusing an older person's money, property or assets. It also includes
persuading an older person to change their will through deception or undue influence.
Financial elder abuse may begin with the best intentions - with an elderly parent asking a child to act as their power
of attorney and thereby manage their finances. This can quickly progress to a sense of entitlement, particularly
when adult children have mortgages or debts. They often justify their actions by saying: ''Mum doesn't need money
now, and it's going to be mine anyway.''
Studies confirm that financial abuse is the most common, and fastest-growing, type of abuse of older people. The
most vulnerable include those with diminished capacity due to dementia and depression, and older people who rely
on others to manage their finances. However, there is little reliable data on its extent. It is often a silent crime unreported, unacknowledged.
Earlier this year the banking industry tried to raise awareness of financial elder abuse by announcing initiatives to
help prevent this silent crime. But like all silent crimes perpetrated mostly on women - domestic violence, sexual
assault, bullying - financial abuse will be difficult to police.
Children with early inheritance syndrome often make ageist and sexist assumptions that devalue the rights of their
elderly parents. A common one is that older people, particularly women who have not been the family's
breadwinner, find discussions about financial issues complex and stressful. Not only is this patronising but also it
disempowers older women. Another is that having a large amount of money does not improve an older person's
quality of life. Most of us take comfort in the security of having savings. Why would older people be any different?
The generation that experienced the Depression may take even more comfort from having a safety net than their
children.
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The third assumption is that a parent is no worse off after gifting money to their children. This is absurd. The less
money they have, the less able they are to make decisions about how their money is spent.
Reducing an older person's income also reduces fees at an aged care facility - helpful for beneficiaries, but older
people may appreciate the care they receive from staff at the facility. They may feel an aged care facility that
provides daily care deserves their money more than children who visit infrequently with flowers and chocolates.
The final assumption is that an older person's current will is their final one. Most people change their wills
throughout their lives as circumstances change. Why would older people be different? After spending several years
in an aged care facility, parents may change their mind about who should receive their money. They may once have
wanted their assets shared equally among their children. But later in life, when their children are financially secure,
some older people may prefer to give money to Doctors without Borders, The Lost Dogs Home, or even a kind
nurse at the aged care facility. This is surely their decision, not their children's.
As the vulnerability of older people increases, their dependence on family members also increases. Often they do
not want to say ''No" to their children's requests for money or asset transfers for fear of upsetting these
relationships. Sadly, at a time when they most need their children's love and support, the love of money can trump
a person's love for mum or dad.
Dr Philomena Horsley is a research associate at Research Matters in Melbourne.
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