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Abstract

Purpose. Financial exploitation of elderly people is expected to proliferate over the next
decade as the elderly population continues to grow rapidly. This study examined
financial exploitation of elderly people compared to other forms of elder maltreatment
(physical abuse, neglect, and hybrid, i.e., financial exploitation and physical abuse
and/or neglect) that occurred in a domestic setting.

Method. Using semi-structured interviews, 71 adult protective services (APS)
caseworkers in Virginia and their elder client were interviewed separately about
incidents of maltreatment that came to the attention of APS. Elderly participants were
on average 76 years of age, 83% Caucasian, 76% female, and 84% were living in their
own home. Interviews lasting between one and three hours covered a number of
domains such as case characteristics, consequences, risk factors associated with the
elderly victims and their perpetrators, the nature of the interactions between them, the
APS investigation, the criminal justice response, and outcomes. In addition, data
derived from the Adult Services Adult Protective Services (ASAPS) database managed by
the Virginia Department of Social Services were used to in logistic regressions.

Results. Financial exploitation differed from other forms of elder maltreatment,
specifically, physical abuse, neglect by other, and hybrid financial exploitation, across a
number of important domains. Furthermore, financial exploitation is underreported,
underinvestigated and underprosecuted. However, important differences existed

among all four forms of elder abuse. An exploration of the dynamics of elder abuse
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facilitated a greater understanding of the different forms of elder abuse under
investigation. Results further revealed discrepancies between APS caseworkers’ and
elderly persons’ perceptions of the causes of the elder’s abuse. Furthermore, when
differences did persist to the close of the case, the abuse was significantly less likely to
cease.

Discussion. These findings indicate the critical need to separate theoretically and
practically different types of elder maltreatment. Additionally, critical to increasing our
understanding of elder maltreatment is the need to take into consideration perpetrators
when examining, predicting, and explaining elder maltreatment and related
interventions. An exclusive focus on elderly people will continue to undermine effective

interventions. Implications for theory, research, policy, and intervention are discussed.



This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not
been published by the Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s)
and do not necessarily reflect the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.

Table of Contents

ACKNOWIEAZEMENTS ..ceiie ittt e e e e e e st e e e e e eessabraereseeseeeeeeesssreeeeeeenns 2
ADSEIACT ..ttt e s b e e nane s 4
Table Of CONTENTS ....eiiiiieeee et s 6
EXECULIVE SUMMIAIY ..uuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiititttetieeeeeusreeeaeeererererereeereererererarerearereraaearessresrerrrrerssssernsnnes 9
Chapter 1: INtrodUCHION......ciii e e e e e e e ree e e e e e e eeanes 22
Chapter 2: MEtROG ... ... e e e e e e e e arae e e e e e e e eeanes 38
D] = o S PPPPPPPPRE 38
Agency PartiCipation ..., 40
Y A o1 o = ] 1 41
Instrument: Semi-Structured INtErVIEW .........cccocvieiiiiiieieeeeeeeee e 46
INTEIVIBWETS ...eiiiiiiiiiiiiiiie e aa e s 51
PrOCEAUIE ...t 51
Institutional Review Board Involvement.........c.cooceeiiinieiiienienececeeeceee 59

Methodology Employed in Examining the Database Obtained from the Virginia

Department of Social Services (VDSS) on All Adult Services/Adult Protective

Services Provided by VDSS Within the Commonwealth of Virginia...................... 61
Method for Interviews with Prosecutors in Four States........c.ccccevvivivieeniieenneen. 63
Chapter 3: RESUIS . e e e e et e e e e e e e e e s s e nnraaeeeeeeeennnnes 66
Results Section 1 of 13: Financial Loss Resulting from Financial Exploitation...... 68

Results Section 2 of 13: Pure Financial Exploitation vs. Hybrid Financial

0t o] (o] =1 [ o SR 71



This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not
been published by the Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s)
and do not necessarily reflect the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.

Results Section 3 of 13: Nature of Physical Abuse and Neglect .........ccccceuvveeeee... 84
Results Section 4 of 13: Case CharacteristiCs.......cccevvvieiiniiieeecciee e 87
Results Section 5 of 13: Interpersonal Dynamics of Elder Maltreatment ............ 98

Results Section 6 of 13: Presence or Absence of Risk Factors and Demographic

Characteristics Identified in the Literature Associated with Abused Elderly

Persons and Perpetrators.... ..ot 246
Results Section 7 of 13: Characterizing Elderly Persons and Perpetrators......... 287
Results Section 8 of 13: Theory Development.........ccccceeeeieicciiieeee e, 295
Results Section 9 of 13: CONSEQUENCES......eeviieeieicciiiieeee e ettt e e e e e eerraee e e e 323
Results Section 10 of 13: APS Investigation and Response.........cccccceevecvvveneennnn. 328
Results Section 11 of 13: Criminal Justice RESPONSE ....cceeevvcevviiieieeeeeccrieeeeee e, 349
Results Section 12 of 13: OULCOMES......cccueereeririenieeeeeee et 388
Results Section 13 of 13: Differences in Perceptions........cccecevuvveeeeeeeeeccinveeeeeeenn. 405
Chapter 4: SUMMArY Of RESUILS.....cuuiiiiieeeeecciireee e eeerrree e e e e e e nrrareeee e 422
Chapter 5: Implications and Recommendations for Policy and Practice........cccccuvueee.... 443
Chapter 6: FUTUIE RESEAICH ..cccoiiiiiieeeie ettt ree e e e e e e s e anraeeeeeeees 458
Chapter 7: Challenges ENCOUNTEIEMd .....oeiieeieiiiiiieeeee ettt e e eesnree e ee e 465
RETEIENCES ... et 470
AppendixX A INLEIVIEW FOIMS .oooiiiiieee et e e e e e e naaeeeeeeeas 500
Appendix B Lawyer Assessment of Capacity Used to Assess Competency .................... 564

Appendix C Letter of Support from Commissioner Conyers Provided to All Agencies...575

Appendix D Permission to Obtain Verbal Consent from Elders.........cccovvveeeiiiiccnninnnnnnn. 579



This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not
been published by the Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s)
and do not necessarily reflect the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.

Appendix E Informed CoNSENT FOIMS ..vuviviiiiiiiiiiiieeiee et e e eeenrreeeeaeeee s 580
Appendix F Description of Creation of ASAPS Variables.......cccccceevveciivveeeiei e, 590

Appendix G Elder & Perpetrator Demographic and Risk Factor Descriptive Statistics...593

AppendiX H ProSeCULOr INTEIVIEW ......uvvveieiieiiiiiiireeee et eeeeitrrre e e e e e e esnbrearaeeee e 598
Appendix | Supervisor’s Handout for Coordinator’'s Meetings.........cccovvvveeeeeeecciieeeeennn. 605
Appendix J References Used in the Instrument Development........ccccovvveeeiiiicciieneneenn. 606



This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not
been published by the Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s)
and do not necessarily reflect the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.

Executive Summary
Purpose

Financial exploitation of elderly people is expected to proliferate over the next
decade as this population and its vulnerability to exploitation continue to grow rapidly.
And yet is has received relatively little empirical attention. The purpose of this study
was to examine—in a domestic setting—pure financial exploitation (PFE) (i.e., financial
exploitation that did not co-occur with another form of abuse) of elderly people and
compare it in a number of ways to other forms of maltreatment of elderly persons,
including physical abuse, neglect, and hybrid financial exploitation (HFE) (i.e., financial
exploitation co-occurring with physical abuse and/or neglect).

Method

Using semi-structured interviews, 71 adult protective services (APS) caseworkers
in Virginia and an elderly abused client (under Virginia law, someone who was 60 years
of age or more at the time of abuse) and/or a third party (someone who knew the
elderly person well but was not involved in the abuse) were interviewed separately
about incidents of maltreatment that came to the attention of APS. The elderly clients
were on average 76 years of age, 83% Caucasian, 76% female, and 84% were living in
their own home. Interviews lasting between one and three hours addressed a number
of domains such as case characteristics, consequences, risk factors associated with
elderly victims of abuse and perpetrators, the nature of the interactions between them,
the APS investigation, the criminal justice response, and outcomes. In addition, data

derived from Virginia’s state-wide Adult Services Adult Protective Services (ASAPS)
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database managed by the Virginia Department of Social Services were used to
complement the interview data where applicable.
Results

We examined pure financial exploitation (PFE) by directly comparing these cases
to three other forms of elder maltreatment (physical abuse, neglect by other, and
hybrid financial exploitation (HFE), i.e., financial exploitation co-occurring with physical
abuse and/or neglect) across a range of domains including case characteristics (i.e., the
relationship between the elderly person and the perpetrator, the elder’s awareness of
their maltreatment, the number of times the elderly person was victimized by the
perpetrator, the duration of the victimization, whether the elderly person had been
previously reported to APS, and whether anyone had previously attempted to intervene
on behalf of the elder), 10 consequences (i.e., visit to a health care professional,
financial, health, psychological, emotional, social, family, autonomy, geographic, or
housing), 35 elder and 27 perpetrator risk factors (described below), and case outcomes
(i.e., whether abuse stopped, changes in living arrangements, whether there was
ongoing contact between the elder and perpetrator, appointment of guardian, financial
impact, perceptions of future risk, recovery of lost funds, new APS reports on the elder,
and perpetrator outcomes). In addition, we qualitatively assessed the interpersonal and
underlying dynamics involved in these cases. Finally, we examined society’s response to
elder maltreatment, both from the perspective of APS caseworkers and from the
perspective of prosecutors. We found that whether we were examining the various

domains, interpersonal dynamics, or society’s response, there were significant and
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compelling differences between the four types of maltreatment. These differences
support the contention that there is no one monolithic phenomenon referred to as
elder abuse. Rather, we are convinced of the importance of conceptualizing these
forms of elder maltreatment distinctly. Furthermore, even within the four broad
categories of elder maltreatment examined in this study, the behavior within categories
is far more nuanced than is generally recognized. For example, financial exploitation
should not be characterized merely as perpetrators methodically taking an unaware
elder’s goods or assets for their own gain, as it can also encompass a range of other
behaviors, motivations, and, importantly, relationships between the elder and the
perpetrator.

Underscoring this point is our important finding of the critical distinctions
between pure financial exploitation (PFE) and hybrid financial exploitation (HFE). We
sought to determine, in part, whether financial exploitation unaccompanied by other
forms of abuse (PFE) was different than when it co-occurred with other forms of elder
maltreatment (i.e., HFE). The findings demonstrated that there are significant and
meaningful differences between PFE and HFE across a range of domains that indicate
that these two forms of abuse need to be conceptualized distinctly.

While all forms of maltreatment of elderly persons have devastating
consequences for the elderly person involved, HFE is perhaps the most entrenched (e.g.,
it is generally the longest in duration) and intractable (because it is characterized by
mutual dependency between the elderly person and the perpetrator), the most difficult

for APS to investigate, and with the most draconian outcomes for the victims of this
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abuse (e.g., the victim is the most likely to be appointed a guardian). To best respond to
financial exploitation, a key is to avoid a reductionist tendency to conflate these two
very different types of financial abuse.

Two sets of analyses were conducted to examine risk factors associated with elderly
people and their perpetrators. Based on these two datasets, variables that were significantly
related to pure financial exploitation (PFE) included elder’s younger age, absence of
communication problems, absence on dependence on others, absence of confusion/dementia,
absence of childhood family violence, living alone, having no children, and a perceived good
relationship with the perpetrator, and perpetrator variables included an absence of a parasitic
abuser (e.g., easy access to elder, lives off the elder), nonrelative and relative relationship
status, having had children, and a trend toward an absence of intimate partner violence in their
current relationships.

Significant variables associated with elderly people experiencing physical abuse
included an absence of dependence on others, an absence of confusion/dementia,
some mental health problems, the presence of childhood family violence, widowed
status, ability to drive, cohabitation with the perpetrator, perpetrator not perceived by
the elder as a caretaker, aggression towards the perpetrator by the elderly person,
perceptions of a poor relationship with the perpetrator, and long history of abuse, while
perpetrator variables included being a parasitic abuser, unemployed, and having no
children.

Variables that were significantly related to elderly people experiencing neglect

by other included younger age, communication problems, dependence on others,
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medical problems, confusion/dementia, an absence of mental health problems, the
presence of childhood family violence, and an absence of fear towards the perpetrator,
while the perpetrator variables included an overburdened social support person, but the
absence of a parasitic abuser.

Finally, variables that were significantly related to hybrid financial exploitation
(HFE) included the presence of childhood family violence, cohabitation with the
perpetrator, widowed status, poor health, inability to drive, feelings of isolation (trend),
fear of the perpetrator, perceptions of the perpetrator as a caretaker, and long history
of abuse, whereas perpetrator variables included parasitic abuser, being a family
member, unemployed, inability to drive, and financially dependent upon the elder.

As evidenced by the description above, we found compelling and convincing
evidence of the importance of taking into consideration both the elder and the
perpetrator in identifying and responding to elder maltreatment. Our regression
analyses revealed that characteristics of both the elder and the perpetrator made
independent contributions to the variance accounted for in each type of maltreatment.
Furthermore, the qualitative interpersonal dynamics (contained in the report) revealed
the important role played by both the elder and the perpetrator. The elderly person is
not a passive actor in these incidents, but contributes to a dynamic that engulfs both the
elderly person and the perpetrator. Thus, there is a need to reconceptualize the
maltreatment of elderly persons away from something that “happens” to elderly
persons, towards increased understanding that the maltreatment of elderly persons

takes place within a dyadic relationship. By recognizing that abused elderly persons
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were active participants in the events that led up to their abuse (which is not to say they
should be viewed as having caused or be held “responsible” for the occurrence of the
abuse), efforts to prevent and redress this abuse can be more appropriately tailored. It
is important to understand the mindset of elderly persons that contributes to their
psychological vulnerability to being maltreated, particularly with regard to financial
exploitation, and to their willingness to assist efforts to remediate the abuse. An
exclusive focus on elderly persons or on perpetrators will continue to result in
ineffective interventions that leave many elderly people vulnerable. It should be noted
that a tendency to focus exclusively on the elderly person may be driven by statutory
codes that compel APS to focus exclusively on the needs and safety of the elderly
person. At the same time, when law enforcement and prosecution become involved,
their primary focus tends to be the perpetrator. Both perspectives miss critical details
needed to appropriately respond to elder abuse. Only by understanding the
perspectives and characteristics of each participant can we truly understand elder
maltreatment. Therefore, we strongly urge the research community and practitioners
to eschew the tendency to focus on the elderly victim and rather to view elder
maltreatment in terms of dyadic relationships.

Thus far, two important conclusions arise from these analyses. First, the maltreatment
of elderly persons differs by type of abuse, and second, the maltreatment of elderly persons
involves a relationship, the nature of which plays a critical role in the occurrence of the abuse.
These conclusions have important implications for theory development pertaining to the

maltreatment of elderly persons. Therefore, we have developed a theory for each type of
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maltreatment examined in this study that tries to account for the behavior of both the elder
and the perpetrator. These theories have yet to be tested, but their articulation is intended to
begin the process of improving our theory-based understanding of this behavior.

Elderly persons who experienced financial exploitation (both PFE and HFE) lost a
considerable amount of money and assets. In total, they lost $4.6 million, or an average
loss of $87,967 per elderly person. In 17% of these cases, a power of attorney was
misused to financially exploit the elderly person, resulting in a total loss of $432,000, or
an average loss of $48,000 per elderly person. Most (86%) of these elderly persons did
not recover any of their lost funds or assets.

We also found that victims and perpetrators involved in pure financial
exploitation (PFE) appear to be a more heterogeneous group compared to the elderly
victims of other forms of elder maltreatment, making identification and intervention
more challenging. We also learned that APS caseworkers perceive financial exploitation
cases as more difficult to investigate than physical abuse or neglect cases. Caseworkers
explained that financial exploitation cases take longer to investigate, require evidence
that is harder to produce, and the financial institutions and elderly victims involved are
often uncooperative. In addition, APS caseworkers perceived that officials in the
criminal justice system (law enforcement, prosecutors) were unhelpful to them in
investigating elder abuse, in general, and financial exploitation in particular. For
example, 72% of APS caseworkers believed prosecutors are even less helpful and willing
to take up their cases when financial exploitation is involved compared to physical

abuse or neglect cases. These expectations of a lack of response are likely to result in a
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vicious cycle of APS caseworkers referring even fewer of their cases to prosecutors,
particularly those involving financial exploitation. In turn, this is likely to result in
prosecutors concluding that the maltreatment of elderly persons, particularly financial
exploitation, is not an issue in their jurisdiction because they never receive referrals
involving these types of cases. A small pilot study of prosecutors revealed that indeed
many prosecutors find elder abuse cases more difficult to prosecute than other types of
crime, with financial exploitation being the second most difficult type of elder
maltreatment to prosecute (following neglect cases). The result of this
miscommunication between APS caseworkers and officials in the criminal justice system
is that financial exploitation cases are less likely to be vigorously pursued by APS. For
example, if both financial exploitation and physical abuse of an elderly person was
occurring, APS caseworkers might focus on physical abuse in their investigations and
base any determination of maltreatment on them instead of financial exploitation
knowing physical abuse is easier to investigate and confirm and that assistance from
criminal justice officials will be more forthcoming. If APS, the primary entity charged
with preventing, responding to, and remedying the abuse of elderly persons, does not
pursue a case, it is unlikely to receive attention from any other entity, particularly by
prosecutors. Thus, we concluded that financial exploitation is underinvestigated and
poorly redressed. One potential solution offered by prosecutors was the establishment
and use of multidisciplinary teams to promote and facilitate collaboration among APS
caseworkers, law enforcement officials, and prosecutors. Resulting improved

communication and coordination may also enhance the willingness of victims of elder
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maltreatment to cooperate with investigations and support the implementation of
remedial measures, including prosecution where appropriate.

However, most elderly persons did not want law enforcement or prosecutors
(63% and 74%, respectively) involved in their case. Physically abused elderly persons,
however, were more likely to call the police for assistance during an abusive situation,
although they often attempted to recant their complaint after the situation was
defused. Nevertheless, once contacted, police were reluctant to drop the charges. Even
though the elderly victims did not want their perpetrator prosecuted, the case was likely
to be prosecuted, with physical abuse cases significantly more likely to be prosecuted
than other types of abuse. Another dynamic playing a role in the occurrence of
prosecution was family or friend support, with prosecution more likely when the elderly
person had strong family or friend support to encourage the elderly person to pursue
prosecution. It was also found that an elderly person’s preference for prosecution was
associated with actual prosecution, suggesting that victim cooperation is a key factor in
prosecutors’ decisions to pursue these cases. This finding is consistent with our
prosecutor pilot results as well, indicating that a number of variables indicative of victim
cooperation (e.g., ability to testify, the elderly person pressed charges) were important
to prosecutors’ decisions regarding whether to pursue prosecution.

Finally, while the APS caseworkers we interviewed were clearly dedicated and
hard-working individuals who sincerely and in good faith wanted to improve the lives of
their clients, one of the apparent impediments to a better societal response to this

abuse is that the goals and perceptions of the elderly person may differ from that of the
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APS caseworker. Perceptions can differ regarding the elderly person’s initiative at
stopping their own abuse, the nature of the relationship between the perpetrator and
the elderly person, the causes of the abuse, and what constituted a satisfactory
outcome for the elderly person. We hypothesized that differences in perspective
between elderly victims and APS caseworkers might impact the outcome of the case. In
cases in which the perceptions of elderly persons and APS caseworkers diverged
regarding the causes of the perpetrator’s behavior (e.g., the perpetrator is a bum vs. the
perpetrator has a mental iliness), the resolution of a case was less likely to be successful
and ultimately the abuse continued. This suggests that differences in perceptions have
an impact on the ability of APS caseworkers to effectively intervene in elder abuse.
Reconciling these perceptions can enhance the likelihood of effective interventions.
Implications and Recommendations

Results of this study indicate the need for greater training for APS caseworkers,
law enforcement officials, and prosecutors, with implications for elderly victims.

Greater work is needed in the development of training tools for APS caseworkers
as many felt their ability to handle financial exploitation was inadequate (see also Choi
et al., 1999; Malks, Buckmaster & Cunningham, 2003; Price & Fox, 1997; Setterlund et
al., 2007). Furthermore, research on how to foster greater communication between
APS caseworkers and prosecutors would facilitate both investigation of financial
exploitation as well prosecution (Brandl, Dyer, Heisler, Otto, Stiegel & Thomas, 2007).

Additional work on prosecution also is desperately needed. Elder abuse is widely

believed to be underprosecuted, and yet little is known about this phenomenon.
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Research needs to better understand prosecution barriers and facilitators. As noted by
Ulrey (2010), there are always barriers to prosecuting elder maltreatment, but none
that education cannot correct. Research on the development and use of
multidisciplinary teams may prove very useful in this respect. While our results
indicated that prosecutors still rely on victim cooperation in deciding whether to pursue
prosecution, more education on evidence-based prosecution is needed.

Virginia recently enacted the Uniform Power of Attorney statute (Va Code § 26-
72 (2010)) as advocated by Stiegel and VanCleave Klem (2008). Law enforcement
training in understanding this statute will be necessary. In addition, it appears that law
enforcement training in interviewing and communicating with elderly people is also in
order (NDAA, 2003). Finally, law enforcement officials would likely benefit from
engaging in a multidisciplinary team approach to investigating elder maltreatment.

As we saw, victim’s desire for law enforcement and for prosecution was related
to actual prosecution, suggesting that victim cooperation is important in prosecutors’
decisions to pursue prosecution. While we are in favor of evidence-based prosecution,
methods designed to encourage elderly people to participate in prosecution also are
needed. Based loosely on our results, and the work of others, it may be that victim
cooperation can be enhanced through a multidisciplinary approach in which APS
caseworkers provide the social support elderly victims need while law enforcement
officials simultaneously gather evidence. While we are confident this approach holds
merit, it has yet to be empirically tested. Furthermore, limited research indicates that

approaching elderly victims about prosecution from the perspective of gaining access to

19



This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not
been published by the Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s)
and do not necessarily reflect the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.

services for perpetrators is a valuable approach and also deserving of empirical
attention (Bergeron, 2007; Brownell, 1998; Korbin, Anetzberger, Thomasson & Austin,
1991).

APS has a social services perspective and the criminal justice system has an
offender accountability focus. We would like to suggest that neither of these
approaches is satisfactory. Our results strongly indicate the need to respond differently
to different forms of abuse in order to effectively intervene, taking into consideration
both the elder and the perpetrator. Because our theories of maltreatment differ by
type of maltreatment, it naturally follows that the interventions (which should be built
on theories) should differ as well, taking into consideration the needs of both elderly
people and their perpetrators. Services for perpetrators must be part of any
intervention designed to stop elder maltreatment (Nordstrom, 2005). These
interventions must be subjected to evaluation, including an assessment of potentially
harmful consequences of interventions (Lithwick, Beaulieu, Gravel & Straka, 1999;
Wright, 2010). Currently, even rudimentary variables are not captured by APS
departments and there is no way to determine whether APS is effectively intervening in
the lives of elderly people (Wolfe, 2003; Teaster et al., 2006). Therefore, we also would
like to challenge adult protective services (and other governmental agencies) to develop
systems of data collection that accommodate the collection of outcome data (including
perpetrator outcomes) that would facilitate evaluations of APS - and other -

interventions. We are encouraged that the Bureau of Justice Statistics has recently
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released a solicitation to address this problem (see 2010 Assessment of Administrative
Data on Elder Abuse, Maltreatment, and Neglect Solicitation, OMB No. 1121-0329).
Future Research

To validate these findings, this research will need to be replicated. Several areas
of fruitful endeavor include greater theoretical development and testing of theories to
gain a better understanding of elder abuse. Furthermore, theory development should
form the foundation for the development of effective interventions (Ansello, 1996;
Lithwick, Beaulieu, Gravel & Straka, 1999) which should be subjected to evaluation.
There is an urgent need to study elderly victims and perpetrators more deeply and over
time to understand the development and life course of elder abuse. One of the most
interesting findings from the study was related to the distinction between pure financial
exploitation (PFE) and hybrid financial exploitation (HFE). While these findings are
promising, much greater development of this concept is needed. Much more work is
needed to understand how divergent perspectives impact case outcomes, and whether
there are methods APS caseworkers could use to persuade elderly people to change
their perspective without alienating them. As our study likely underestimated the
impact of dementia on elder maltreatment, we encourage more work in this arena to
understand this association. Although controversial, we encourage the field to
undertake the study the behavior and motivations of perpetrators of elder

maltreatment.

21



This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not
been published by the Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s)
and do not necessarily reflect the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.

Chapter 1

Introduction
Project Goals and Objectives

The purpose of this research was to explore, in comparison to other forms of
elder abuse, the nature and dynamics of financial exploitation of the elderly, associated
risk factors, and society’s responses to this abuse. To accomplish these goals, a series of
cases reported to Adult Protective Services (APS) were examined. These cases were
explored by triangulating the information obtained from interviewing three different
individuals about a given case: (1) the caseworker from APS that managed the reported
case, (2) the person who had been reported to have experienced elder abuse (pursuant
to Va. Code § 63.2-1605 (2005), to qualify for APS services, these victims had to be age
60 or older), and, (3) where they were available, a non-offending third party who knew
the elder at the time of the APS response to the report of elder abuse (e.g., the elder’s
domestic partner, care provider, friend, or family member).

To adequately assess the nature and dynamics of financial exploitation,
associated risk factors, and responses to elder abuse, four groups of reported victims of
elder abuse were compared: (1) elder persons whose abuse consisted solely of financial
abuse, (2) elder persons whose abuse consisted solely of physical abuse (excluding
sexual abuse), (3) elder persons whose abuse consisted solely of neglect by another
individual (excluding self-neglect), and (4) elder persons whose abuse consisted of co-
occurring financial exploitation and physical abuse and/or neglect (i.e., hybrid financial

exploitation (HFE)).
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The specific goals of this proposed research were to:

(1) Determine unique aspects of financial exploitation as compared to other
forms of elder maltreatment, including risk factors, reporting, investigation,
and case outcomes;

(2) Determine the degree of congruence between the perceptions of victims of
elder maltreatment and APS caseworkers regarding these cases;

(3) Develop recommendations based on these findings for addressing the
financial abuse of the elderly.

The objective of this research is to supply systematically-generated, reliable
empirical information regarding (1) factors that contribute to or are associated with the
financial abuse of people as opposed to other forms of elder abuse, (2) what triggers
and promotes the reporting of this abuse, (3) what facilitates and limits investigations of
this abuse, (4) what steps are taken in response to reports of this abuse and the
perceptions of the effectiveness of these responses, and (5) how society’s efforts to
prevent and ameliorate this abuse can be enhanced.

Societal awareness of financial exploitation of elderly people is a relatively
recent phenomenon and relevant empirical data are scarce. Because of the significant
number of elder persons in society and the expected continued dramatic increase in this
population, the anticipated continuing growth in the wealth of the elderly, their
potential vulnerability to financial abuse, and the devastating impact of financial abuse
on them, a greater understanding of and an improved societal response to the financial

abuse of elderly people is vital.
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Review of Relevant Literature

Elder abuse is “increasingly viewed as the least recognized, least understood,
and least addressed area of family violence in our society” (Rathbone-McCuan, 2000, p.
220). Elder abuse, at least to some degree, has probably always existed. Only in the
past few decades, however, has it been recognized as a major societal problem. Current
concern about elder abuse followed society’s “discovery” of child abuse in the ‘60s and
spouse abuse in the ‘70s (Hafemeister, 2003). Today, elder abuse is widely
characterized as both a pervasive problem and a growing concern (Bonnie & Wallace,
2003; Dessin, 2000; Heisler, 2000; Moskowitz, 1998b).

There is great variability in the definition of financial abuse of elderly people
employed by the various states and by researchers (Hafemeister, 2003; Moskowitz,
1998). The definition adopted for this study is derived from The National Center on
Elder Abuse in conjunction with its national elder abuse incidence study in which it
defined financial exploitation as the “illegal or improper use of an elder’s funds,
property, or assets” (NCEA, 1998, p. 3-3). Examples provided included cashing checks
without authorization or permission, forging an older person’s signature, misusing or
stealing an older persons money or possessions, coercing or deceiving an older person
into signing a document (e.g., a contract or a will), and the improper use of a
conservatorship or a guardianship, or a power of attorney. In this study we focus on
domestic elder abuse rather than institutional elder abuse in part because of its greater
prevalence, the lack of attention and research devoted to it, and the relatively unique

nature of its dynamics (Kosberg & Nahmiash, 1996; Marshall, Benton, & Brazier, 2000;
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Moskowitz, 1998b; Teaster et al., 2006). For example, it has been estimated that 80% of
the dependent elderly people in this country are cared for at home (NCEA, 1996) and,
further, it is believed that individuals who abuse elderly people are much more likely to
be family members (NCEA, 1996).

Estimates of the prevalence of elder abuse vary considerably (Dessin, 2000;
Marshall, Benton & Brazier, 2000; Coker & Little, 1997; U.S. Congress, 1991). The
National Research Council recently concluded that, based on the best available
estimates, between 1 and 2 million Americans 65 or older have been injured, exploited,
or otherwise mistreated by someone on whom they depended for care or protection
(Bonnie & Wallace, 2003). Another report estimates that nearly a half million persons
aged 60 and over in domestic settings are abused or neglected each year, with financial
abuse occurring in 30% of these cases (NCEA, 1998).

Despite wide-spread efforts by the states to mandate or encourage the reporting
of elder abuse, there is a broad consensus that elder abuse is underreported (Choi &
Mayer, 2000; Cohen, Levin, Gagin & Friedman, 2007; Dessin, 2000; GAO, 1991;
Kleinschmidt, 1997; Moskowitz, 1998b; NCEA, 1996, 1998). It has, however, been
concluded that state agencies established to receive reports of elder abuse—such as
Adult Protective Services (APS) agencies—receive reports of the most visible
occurrences of elder abuse and that the characteristics of victims reported to APS
generally resemble the characteristics of unreported victims (NCEA, 1998). The number
of APS elder abuse reports has substantially increased in recent years, an increase that

exceeded the growth in the elderly population during this period (NCEA, 1998).
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The prevalence of financial exploitation of the elderly. A frequent form of elder
abuse is financial abuse (Hafemeister, 2003). The prevalence of financial abuse of
elderly people (like elder abuse in general) is difficult to estimate because there is no
national reporting mechanism to record and analyze it, cases often are not reported,
definitions vary, and detection is difficult (Deem, 2000). Nevertheless, the consensus is
that it is a significant problem (Dessin, 2000) and is both sufficiently important to
necessitate its inclusion in studies of elder abuse in general and sufficiently distinct to
justify addressing it as a separate category of elder abuse (Choi & Mayer, 2000).

Estimates vary considerably regarding the incidence and prevalence of financial
exploitation. A recent nationally representative study found that 3.5% of the sample
studied experienced financial exploitation by a family member (Laumann, Leitsch, &
Waite, 2008). Another study found that financial abuse accounted nationally for about
12% of all substantiated elder abuse reports (NCEA, 2000; Zimka, 1997). However, a
comprehensive 1996 study found that, financial abuse appeared in 30% of the
substantiated elder abuse reports (excluding reports of self-neglect) submitted to APS
agencies nationwide (NCEA, 1998). This represented the third largest category of
reports, less than neglect (49%) and emotional or psychological abuse (35%), but more
than physical abuse (26%). A national survey in Canada found that financial abuse was
the most common type of elder abuse in that country (Podnieks, 1992). Research has
also found that financial exploitation was the most commonly reported abuse in
samples of Korean immigrant and Black elderly people in the United States (Hall, 1999;

Moon, 1999).
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Some parts of the country report an even greater prevalence of financial abuse
(although this may be due in part to the employment of different definitions and
assessments of financial exploitation) (Lavrisha, 1997). Financial exploitation has been
reported to be the most frequent form of perpetrator-related elder abuse in lllinois
(Neale et al., 1996) and Oregon (U.S. Congress, 2000). It has been asserted that half of
all abuse cases in New York State include financial exploitation and that in New York City
63% of abuse cases involve financial exploitation (DOL, 2000), while a study of APS
reports in up-state New York (1992 to 1997) that led to state intervention found that
financial exploitation was present in 38% of the cases (Choi & Mayer, 2000). A study in
Massachusetts found that almost one-half of the cases of elder abuse serious enough to
require reporting to a district attorney involved financial exploitation (Dessin, 2000). A
review of California reports from 1987 found that fiduciary abuse was the most
prevalent type of exploitation and appeared in 42% of the cases, with the next most
prevalent type of exploitation being physical abuse, which appeared in 33% of the cases
(County Welfare Directors Association, 1988). In their review of older studies, Wilber
and Reynolds (1996) determined that between 33% and 53% of elder abuse victims
experienced financial abuse. At the same time, it is generally believed that financial
abuse is particularly likely to be underreported (Coker & Little, 1997; Hwang, 1996;
Wilber & Reynolds, 1996).

It has been asserted that financial abuse often occurs in conjunction with other
forms of elder abuse (Choi, Kulick & Mayer, 1999; County Welfare Directors Association,

1988; NCFV, 2001; Paris et al., 1995; US Congress, 1981). Choi, Kulick and Mayer (1999),
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in a study of one county’s investigated APS reports found that caregiver neglect also
occurred in 12% of the financial exploitation cases, self-neglect in 6%, physical abuse in
5%, and psychological abuse in 4%. In a later analysis, Choi and Mayer (2000) found that
34% of a county’s investigated reports involved financial exploitation plus either neglect
or physical abuse, while 38% of them involved solely financial exploitation. Bond,
Cuddy, Dixon, Duncan & Smith (1999) reported that at an Elder Abuse Resource Center,
59% of the cases had "elements" of financial exploitation. However, they found in their
sample of incompetent adults that 22% of the cases could be characterized as hybrid
(i.e., financial exploitation and another form of abuse). When the perpetrator was an
adult child, that number jumped to 36% (with 64% of the cases involving pure financial
exploitation).

The impact of financial exploitation on the elderly. One of the most frightening
scenarios for an elder person is the possibility of financial ruin (Dessin, 2000). Losing
assets accumulated over a lifetime, often through hard work and deprivation, can be
devastating, with significant practical and psychological consequences (Dessin, 2000;
Nerenberg, 2000b; Smith, 1999). Financial abuse can have as significant an adverse
impact for an elder person as a violent crime (Deem, 2000) or physical abuse (Dessin,
2000).

Replacing lost assets is generally not a viable option for retired individuals or
individuals with physical or mental disabilities (Coker & Little, 1997; Dessin, 2000;
Moskowitz, 1998b; Nerenberg, 2000b). Because of their age, elderly people will have

less time to recoup their losses and often are dependent upon their savings to meet
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their expenses and needs (Smith, 1999). Further, a depletion of assets may result in a
loss of independence and security for the elder person (Choi, Kulick, & Mayer, 1999;
Nerenberg, 2000b), which can have significant symbolic and practical ramifications.
Such abuse may necessitate that the elder person become dependent upon family
members, inducing or adding to the financial burden and stress experienced by these
family members (Coker & Little, 1997). Alternatively, financial abuse may result in elder
persons becoming dependent on social welfare agencies and result in a decline in their
quality of life (Coker & Little, 1997).

From a psychological perspective, a loss of trust in others may be the most
common consequence of financial abuse (Deem, 2000). Moreover, victims may become
very fearful, both of crime and of their vulnerability to crime, which in turn may lead to
dramatic changes in lifestyle and emotional well-being (Fielo, 1987). Victims may also
experience a loss of confidence in their own financial abilities, stress, and isolation from
family or friends (Deem, 2000), as well as depression or even suicide (Nerenberg, 2000b;
Podnieks, 1992).

Why elder persons are targets for financial exploitation. Although empirical
support is often not provided, many reasons have been identified as to why elderly
people are targeted for financial abuse. One widely cited factor is that elder persons
possess a large proportion of the nation's wealth (CCLS, 2001; NCPEA, 2001), with 70%
of all funds deposited in financial institutions controlled by persons age 65 and older
(Dessin, 2000). Other explanations given are that older people may be more trusting

than their younger counterparts (CCLS, 2001) or may be relatively unsophisticated about
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financial matters, particularly when they are unfamiliar with advances in technology
that have made managing finances more complicated (NCPEA, 2001; Martin, ). Also,
they may not realize the value of their assets—particularly homes that have appreciated
greatly in value (CCLS, 2001; NCPEA, 2001).

Another explanation given is that elder persons may be easily identifiable and
are presumed vulnerable (CCLS, 2001). Additionally, elder persons may be more likely
to have conditions or disabilities that make them easy targets for financial abuse
including forgetfulness or other cognitive impairments (CCLS, 2001; Choi & Mayer,
2000). Elder persons may also have a diminished capacity to rationally evaluate
proposed courses of action (Dessin, 2000).

A third set of factors focuses on the social isolation that elderly people may
experience (Quinn, 2000). For example, elder persons may be more likely to have
disabilities that make them dependent on others for help. These "helpers" may have
ready access to elder persons’ assets, documents, or financial information or be able to
exercise significant influence over the elder person (NCPEA, 2001; Nerenberg, 2000b;
Quinn, 2000). Additionally, seniors may be isolated due to their lack of mobility or
because they live alone, which shields perpetrators from scrutiny and insulates victims
from those who can help (Dessin, 2000; Nerenberg, 2000b). Also, elderly people may be
lonely and desire companionship and thus be susceptible to persons seeking to take
advantage of them (Hwang, 1996).

A fourth group of reasons suggests that perpetrators of financial exploitation

assume that financial abuse of elderly people is unlikely to result in apprehension or
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repercussions. They may believe that elder persons are less likely to report abuse or
take action against perpetrators, particularly if the perpetrators are family members or
other trusted individuals (CCLS, 2001; Hwang, 1996; NCPEA, 2001). Also, the elder
person may be afraid or embarrassed to ask for help or be intimidated by the abuser
(Hwang, 1996). Perpetrators may also surmise that older people in very poor health
may not be capable of or survive long enough to pursue or assist lengthy legal
interventions (CCLS, 2001; NCPEA, 2001) or that they will not make convincing witnesses
(NCPEA, 2001).

A fifth set of explanations focuses on the nature of the relationship between the
elder person and the perpetrator. The perpetrator, and sometimes the elder person,
may feel that the perpetrator has some entitlement to the elder person's assets (Dessin,
2000). Elder persons may want to benefit their heirs or compensate those who
provided them with care, affection, or attention, while perpetrators may feel their
actions are justified because they are entitled to compensation for their efforts on
behalf of the elder person or believe that they will ultimately inherit or otherwise
receive these assets anyway (Dessin, 2000; Langan & Means, 1996).

Also, conduct that began as a good faith effort to promote the elder person’s
best interests may become abusive over time. For example, perpetrators may have
initially provided helpful advice regarding financial investments but took on greater
control and ultimately misappropriated funds for themselves as the elder person’s
cognitive abilities declined (Dessin, 2000). Indeed, typically financial abuse in a

domestic setting reflects a pattern of behavior rather than a single event and occurs
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over a lengthy period of time (NCFV, 2001; Wilber & Reynolds, 1996).

Finally, the cultural context may play a role (Hudson & Carlson, 1999; Moon,
2000; Nerenberg, 2000a; Sanchez, 1996; Tatara, 1999; Wolf, 2000). For example, within
a given culture there may be expectations that elderly people will share their resources
with family members in need even though the elder person has not authorized or
otherwise acknowledged this allocation of resources (Brown, 1999; Moon, 2000;
Nerenberg, 2000a).

Risk factors and characteristics of victims of financial exploitation. A number of
conditions or factors have been identified as increasing the likelihood that an older
person will be the victim of financial abuse in a domestic setting. However, there has
also been limited systematic research on this issue. The widely cited profile of a
“target” for financial abuse is generally a white woman over 75 who is living alone
(Bernatz, Aziz, & Mosqueda, 2001; Choi, Kulick, & Mayer, 1999; Coker & Little, 1997;
Rush & Lank, 2000; Tueth, 2000). A national study found that 63% of the APS reports
from 1996 involved victims that were women, which was somewhat more than their
proportion of the elder population at that time (58%) (NCEA, 1998). However, when
relying on the reports of the study’s “sentinels,” which were asserted to be more
comprehensive in part because they encompassed unreported incidents, this study
concluded that 92% of the victims of financial abuse of elderly people were women, the
highest percentage for any form of elder abuse (the next highest was 83% of the victims
of physical abuse) (NCEA, 1998). This study also found that the targets of financial

abuse tended to be the oldest of the elderly, with 48% of the substantiated APS reports
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and 25% of the sentinel reports involving victims 80 years of age or older, even though
they only comprised 19% of the total elder population (NCEA, 1998). Finally, the report
found that 83% of the substantiated APS reports and 92% of the sentinel reports of
financial abuse involved white victims, with white elderly people comprising 84% of the
national population of older persons in 1996 when the study was conducted (NCEA,
1998).

Another set of identified risk factors focuses on the social status of the elder
person. These risk factors include an elder person’s social isolation, loneliness, and
recent loss of loved ones (Bernatz, Aziz, & Mosqueda, 2001; Choi & Mayer, 2000; Hwang,
1996; NCPEA, 2001; Podnieks, 1992; Quinn, 2000; Tueth, 2000; Wilber & Reynolds,
1996). Having family members who are unemployed or who have substance abuse
problems have also been identified as likely to increase the risk of elder financial abuse
(NCPEA, 2001).

Alzheimer’s affects over 5 million Americans and individuals with dementia are
predicted to grow over the coming decades, with one in eight individuals ages 65 to 85
having a diagnosis Alzheimer’s while that number jumps to one in two for elderly people
ages 85 and older (Gingrich & Kerrey, 2009). Indeed, physical or mental disabilities of
elderly persons have also been suggested as risk factors, including medical problems
that limit their ability to understand and comprehend financial issues, as well as
impairments that create dependency on others (Bernatz, Aziz, & Mosqueda, 2001; Choi,
Kulick, & Mayer, 1999; Giordana et al., 1992; Hwang, 1996; NCPEA, 2001; Podnieks,

1992; Tueth, 2000; Wilber & Reynolds, 1996). However, it has been argued that the
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extent to which older persons are vulnerable to financial abuse is more directly related
to the circumstances in which they live than advanced age per se (Smith, 1999) and that
age alone should not lead to a presumption of incapacity (Wilber & Reynolds, 1996).

Divergent models for addressing financial exploitation of the elderly. Societal
attention to child abuse and intimate partner violence predated the increased attention
given to elder abuse. The rising awareness of child abuse in the ‘60s and intimate
partner violence in the ‘70s have been cited as triggering greater societal awareness of
the existence of elder abuse (Dessin, 2000).

Preventive measures, systems to facilitate, process, and respond to reports of
child abuse, and interventions intended to curtail or remedy child abuse provided
frequent models for efforts to address elder abuse (Capezuti, Brush, & Lawson, 1997;
Gilbert, 1986; Kapp, 1995; Macolini, 1995; Nerenberg, 2000a; Wolf, 2000). As statutes
were already in place that mandated child abuse reports and established service
systems to redress such abuse when the occurrence of elder abuse was confirmed,
many states found it expedient to apply the same model to elder abuse as well
(Anetzberger, 2000). One reason for using the same model is that child and elder abuse,
whether physical or financial in nature, are difficult to detect because the victim may be
reluctant or unable to report the abuse (Dessin, 2000), in part because the perpetrator
is likely to be a family member (NCEA, 1996). Also, the victims of both forms of abuse
are frequently perceived as particularly vulnerable or sympathetic and in need of
society’s protection (Wolf, 2000; Anetzberger, 2000). Nevertheless, although a state

may achieve a certain degree of efficiency when it builds upon preexisting models and
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service delivery systems there are important distinctions that may caution against a
whole-scale adoption of a child abuse model (AARP, 1993; Anetzberger, 2000; Brandl|,
2000; Hafemeister, 2003; Kapp, 1995; Kleinschmidt, 1997; Macolini, 1995; Vinton, 1991;
Wolf, 2000), particularly when addressing the financial abuse of the elderly.

Some commentators argue that an intimate partner violence model is better
suited for crafting responses to elder abuse (Bergeron, 2001; Macolini, 1995; Pillemer,
2005; Pillemer & Finkelhor, 1988). However, financial abuse of elderly people may
represent a sufficiently distinct form of abuse that caution should likewise be exercised
before applying an intimate partner violence model to address it (Hafemeister, 2003;
Kleinschmidt, 1997). Virtually no empirical exploration has been conducted of whether
a child abuse model, an intimate partner violence model, or some other model best
describes elder abuse in general and financial abuse of elderly people in particular, and
provides the best foundation for crafting society’s response. For a description of various
theoretical models used to understand elder abuse, see Ansello (2001) and Wilber and
McNeilly (2001).

The role of adult protective services agencies. All states have enacted elder
abuse prevention laws and have established systems for the reporting and investigation
of elder abuse, and for responding to confirmed cases of elder abuse. Generally APS
agencies are responsible for these activities (AoA, 2004). At same time, although
virtually all states specifically mention financial abuse in their reporting statutes
(Moskowitz, 1998b; Roby & Sullivan, 2000), they often do not establish special

procedures for reporting and responding to reports of financial abuse.
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States typically provide good faith immunity to the reporter of elder abuse,
regardless of whether the occurrence of abuse is confirmed (Capezuti, Brush, & Lawson,
1997; Moskowitz, 1998a; Roby & Sullivan, 2000). In most states, professionals who are
required by law to file such reports when abuse is suspected (and as a result, are
typically referred to as “mandated” reporters), and other reporters of abuse are also
protected by “disclosure confidentiality” laws that prohibit the disclosure of the identity
of the person who provided the report without that person’s written consent (Marshall,
Benton, & Brazier, 2000; Moskowitz, 1998a). States vary as to when a report is
required, with most states having a more stringent reporting standard for individuals
having contact with elderly people in their professional capacity and a less stringent
standard for everyone else (Roby & Sullivan, 2000).

Reports are generally routed to an agency authorized to initiate an investigation,
with this investigation to be started and oftentimes concluded within a specified time
period (Moskowitz, 1998b; Roby & Sullivan, 2000). If the agency that received the
report is not a law enforcement agency, it may be required to turn the matter over to a
criminal justice agency under specified circumstances (e.g., if it determines that a crime
might have been committed, a death or serious bodily harm resulted), although some
states require that a competent victim must authorize referral to a law enforcement
agency (Henningsen, 2001; Roby & Sullivan, 2000).

In addition, typically an agency is empowered to coordinate the provision of
services for elderly people determined to be at risk and to intervene to protect

endangered individuals (Moskowitz, 1998b). All states have adopted some form of
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"adult protective services law" that enables state agencies to offer remedies to victims
of elder abuse (AARP, 2001) and each state generally has an APS agency charged with
preventing and addressing problems elderly people may face (Dessin, 2000). These
agencies focus on maintaining a system for receiving reports of maltreatment,
investigating cases, and providing protection or assistance to the elder person rather
than punishing the perpetrator (Moskowitz, 1998b; Otto, 2000; Roby & Sullivan, 2000).
They generally can take steps to protect the elder person from further abuse, including
obtaining protective orders or initiating guardianship or conservatorship proceedings to
protect the elder person or place the elder person’s assets in the hands of a guardian or
conservator (Capezuti, Brush, & Lawson, 1997; Dessin, 2000; Karp & Wood, 2007).

A number of potential impediments to responding to reported financial abuse of
elderly people have been identified. They include the reluctance of elder victims to
report abuse, assist investigations, or provide testimony against perpetrators;
difficulties in determining whether financial transactions were conducted with the
consent of the elder person or reflected misrepresentation, coercion, or duress; a lack
of education and training for agency staff to enable them to competently and effectively
pursue reports of financial abuse; and an inability, including a lack of resources, to
promote a coordinated and timely response to such abuse (Beck & Phillips, 1984;

Hafemeister, 2003).
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Chapter 2

Method

Design

This study examined four forms of elder abuse by using a series of triangulated
semi-structured interviews with arguably the most germane, pivotal, and
knowledgeable key informants regarding elder abuse in general and financial abuse of
elderly people in particular, namely, 1) the APS caseworker charged with investigating
this abuse, 2) the victim of this abuse (i.e., the elder), and, 3) where available, a third
person unrelated to the incident of abuse who knows the elder relatively well (referred
to hereafter as a “third party observer”). What little research that has been conducted
on elder abuse has tended to rely on reviews of a relatively small sample of APS case
files, but it has been recognized that these files tend to provide an unreliable and
incomplete information source that is often not responsive to many related research
guestions (Hafemeister, 2003; Langan & Means, 1996). The triangulated interviews of
multiple key informants used in this study remedies this deficiency.

Another relatively unique aspect of this study is that information about the
abuse and the APS response to the abuse was obtained directly from the victimized
elder person. There have been occasional studies that have interviewed elder persons
about whether they have experienced elder abuse (see Comijis et al., 1998; Hightower,
Hightower, & Smith, 2006; Walsh, Ploeg, Lohfeld, Horne, MacMillan & Lai, 2007; Zink,
Regan, Jacobson, & Pabst, 2003), affirming that such interviews can be conducted. In

general, it is particularly important to learn about the elderly persons’ perceptions of
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the abuse, the investigation of this abuse, and the APS interventions undertaken on
their behalf.

Because a significant percentage of the elderly population, particularly elderly
persons who have experienced elder abuse, suffer from cognitive deficits such as
forgetfulness (Choi & Mayer, 2000), it is also important to corroborate and sometimes
supplement the information provided by the elder person. The APS caseworker charged
with investigating a report of elder abuse and providing needed assistance to the elder
can provide unique and valuable insights into the incident and subsequent events. But
the caseworkers’ opportunities to gain these insights may be limited, either because of
their own busy schedule or their limited access to the elder. To supplement the
caseworkers’ insights, efforts were made in this study to also conduct a semi-structured
interview with a relatively neutral third-party (i.e., the third party observer) who knew
the elder and had at least some knowledge of the target incident, albeit not someone
engaging in or associated with the abusive behavior. Contacting individuals who were in
some way responsible for the abuse was deemed to carry with it an unacceptable risk
for the elder.

Each set of interviews was linked to one report of elder abuse. Although in some
cases the related “incident” occurred over a period of time, the abuse was part of an
ongoing, relatively persistent pattern of conduct and was thus characterized by APS as
involving a single “incident.”

These triangulated interviews provided convergent and although sometimes

contrasting perspectives on the dynamics of elder abuse in general and financial abuse
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of elderly people in particular, the risk factors associated with this abuse, what
facilitates and impedes the reporting of this abuse, and the nature of the investigations
into and perceptions of the effectiveness of the responses to this abuse by APS and any
other societal representatives involved (e.g., law enforcement officials and prosecutors).
Agency Participation

Subjects were recruited by contacting all APS agencies in Virginia and inviting
them to participate in this study. Virginia employs a decentralized approach to the
delivery of social services in general and thus there are 123 local social service agencies,
each of which are responsible for fielding reports of elder abuse in their jurisdictions
and generating an appropriate response. The overall response rate for agencies was
31% (see Table 1). Efforts to recruit APS caseworkers from within the various agencies
involved an initial two-step process. First the Directors of each of the agencies were
contacted. When Agency Directors granted their permission to conduct this research
within their jurisdiction (five out of 123 Agency Directors expressly declined to
participate citing that caseworkers were too busy to participate), then the APS
caseworker supervisors within that jurisdiction were contacted and their support for this
research project solicited. If an APS supervisor agreed to participate, the supervisor
would contact the APS caseworkers under his or her purview to determine whether
they, in turn, were willing to participate in this study. Because of their frequently heavy

caseloads, APS caseworkers were not contacted directly, but rather participating APS
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supervisors probed their availability and interest in participating. The most common

reason cited for nonparticipation by caseworkers was “No cases that fit the criteria.”

Table 1. Agency Participation by Region

Number of Number of Agencies Number of Cases
Region Agencies Per Participating from Region
Region (participation rate)
Eastern Region 23 6 (26%) 11
Western Region 23 12 (52%) 20
Piedmont Region | 25 7 (28%) 19
Northern Region | 25 8 (32%) 14
Central Region 27 5(19%) 13
Total 123 38 (31%) 76

Participants

The participants in this study, drawn from across the Commonwealth of Virginia,
were 1) 71 APS caseworkers (while 76 cases were referred to us, five cases were
unfounded and dropped from further analyses), 2) 55 victims of elder abuse, and 3) 35
third-party observers. Demographic information regarding the study participants is

presented in Table 2.

! According to Bonnie and Wallace (2003), APS has been characteristically reluctant to engage in research
studies, especially those that involve interviews with elder victims and their families (p. 27). The concerns
typically expressed are that such interviews will violate privacy rights, reservations regarding evaluation
research, and a shortage of staff time to devote to research.
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The interviewed APS caseworkers were on average 43 years of age (22 - 70
years), the majority being female (92%), had worked an average of 9 years as an APS
caseworker, were relatively well educated, with 54% holding a college degree and 42%
having a masters’ degree (50% had a degree in social work), and were relatively
experienced (holding their current position an average of 9 years (less than 1 year to 32
years). The only study with comparable data reported that caseworkers were on
average 46.4 years of age (22 — 75 years), mostly female (76%), relatively well educated
(49% held a BA degree), and relatively experienced (holding their current position an
average of 9 years (1 mo — 35 years)) (Jogerst, Daly & Ingram, 2001), suggesting that the
sample studied as part of this project was relatively representational of APS caseworkers
in general with the exception of gender of caseworker.

To determine APS caseworkers’ experience and familiarity with financial
exploitation compared to the other types of elder abuse they frequently handle,
caseworkers were asked what percentage of their elder abuse investigations consist of:
(1) financial exploitation, (2) physical abuse, (3) neglect by another individual, or (4) self-
neglect. As shown in Figure 1, self-neglect cases comprised just over half (58%) of their
caseloads, followed by neglect (19%), financial exploitation (12%), and physical abuse
(11%).% The relatively few cases involving financial exploitation suggest that
caseworkers may have limited opportunity to develop substantial on-the-job expertise

regarding financial exploitation. Furthermore, caseworkers estimated that about one

2 We were only interested in cases relevant to our study (physical abuse, financial exploitation, and
neglect) and therefore did not explore any cases involving sexual abuse, which comprised 1% of all
substantiated APS cases in Virginia, psychological abuse (5%), or other non-financial forms of exploitation
(2%) (VDSS, 2008).
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half (49%) of their financial exploitation cases also involved neglect or physical abuse,
which likely further limited their exposure to and expertise regarding financial
exploitation as even in those cases where financial exploitation was raised, the

caseworkers had to simultaneously deal with either neglect or physical abuse.

Financial Exploitation
12%

Physical Abuse
11%

Self-Neglect
58%

Neglect by Other
19%

Figure 1. Percent of caseworker’s caseload by type of abuse (excluding sexual abuse).

Elderly participants were on average 76 years of age, most (74%) were female,
81% were Caucasian, 56% had not graduated from high school, and 53% were a

widow/widower. Demographic comparisons between our cases and data from the
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Virginia Department of Social Services 2008 Report (VDSS, 2008) indicate that there
were slightly more females and Caucasians in our study than in the state APS system. In
the state APS system, 73% of elderly persons were Caucasian and 62% were female.
However, statewide among all individuals 65 and older in the state of Virginia (12% of
the population), 61.53% are female, 21% are in a minority category, 30% did not
graduate from high school, and 33% are widowed (Perrone, 2008).

Finally, third-party observers were on average 55 years of age, about half were

male (54%), and 64% were a relative of the elder. On average, third-party observers had

known the elder for 43 years (range 1 — 72 years).

Table 2. Respondent Demographics
Respondent Demographic Frequency/Percent/Mean
N 71
Age 43 yrs (range 22-70 yrs)
APS Education
Caseworkers No college 4%
College degree 54%
Masters/graduate 42%
Years as an APS M =9 yrs (range less than
caseworker a year (6%) to 32 years)
N 55
Age 76 yrs (range 60 — 94 yrs)
Race/Ethnicity
Elderly Caucasian 81%
Persons African American 19%
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Education
No high school degree | 56%
High school degree 23%
Some college 9%
College degree 12%
Gender
Male 26%
Female 74%

Marital Status

Yes 21%
No (divorced) 17%
Widow/widower 53%
Never married 9%
N 35
Third Party Age 55 yrs (range 28 — 72 yrs)
Observers
Gender
Male 56%
Female 44%

Relationship to Elder
Relative® 64%
Non-Relative® 36%

In 46% of the cases we were able to interview the caseworker and the elder but
not a third-party observer and in 30% of the cases we were able to obtain an interview
with all three of these parties.

As summarized in Table 3, 38 confirmed cases of “pure” financial exploitation

were studied, 8 cases of “pure” physical abuse, 9 cases of “pure” neglect (by other), and

® Elder relatives included the elder’s brother, sister, cousin, daughter, granddaughter, grandson, nephew,
niece, grand-nephew, and nonoffending son.

* The elder’s nonrelatives included conservator, guardian, nanny when the adult was a child, PACT nurse,
and professional caretaker.
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16 hybrid financial exploitation cases, for a total of 71 cases.” Regarding the make up of
the 16 hybrid financial exploitation cases, there were 9 cases where financial
exploitation plus neglect occurred, 6 cases where financial exploitation plus physical
abuse occurred, and 1 case where financial exploitation, physical abuse, and neglect all
occurred. In all of these confirmed cases the initial report of elder abuse had been

determined to be founded.®

Table 3. Frequency of Type of Maltreatment
Type of Maltreatment Frequency
Financial Exploitation 38
Physical Abuse 8
Neglect by Other 9
Hybrid Financial Exploitation 16
Total Substantiated Cases 71
Unfounded Cases (excluded from analyses) | 5
Total Sample 76

Instrument: Semi-Structured Interview

Based on a review of the literature, a semi-structured interview instrument was
developed specifically for this study (see Appendix J). The semi-structured interview
was divided into five sections (Appendix A). The interview began with a request for a

narrative about the target incident.” This section was used to capture and explore the

3 We received 76 cases in total, but five cases were unfounded (3 HFE and 2 PFE). Because there are a
variety of reasons for a finding of unfounded, these cases were excluded from all analyses.

® After investigating a report of elder abuse, an APS caseworker must classify the report as either
“founded” (i.e., that there was reliable evidence indicating that abuse had occurred) or “unfounded.” A
finding that a report was “unfounded” does not necessarily mean that abuse had not occurred, only that
there was insufficient evidence available to the caseworker to reach a “founded” determination.

” Mullan, Ficklen and Rubin (2006) describe the importance of capturing narratives in the health care
arena. We incorporated this concept in our study of elder abuse.
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dynamics of the abuse and to examine qualitatively the differences in perceptions
between APS caseworkers and elderly participants. In the second section, specific
follow-up questions were asked about the case (e.g., case characteristics such as
duration of abuse, relationship of the elder to the perpetrator, what caused the
behavior). This section was used to identify the key characteristics of each case. In the
third section of the interview, demographic and risk factor questions were asked
regarding the elder, followed by similar questions addressing the abusive individual. In
the fourth section, questions were asked about the APS investigation and response (e.g.,
Did the elder want APS to investigate the case? What services were offered to the
elder? What was the disposition in the case?). And finally, questions were asked about
the outcome of the case (e.g., Did the elder’s living arrangement change? How did
things turn out overall for the elder?).

Twelve comparable survey instruments were developed (4 types of abuse x 3
categories of informants). Because we wanted to compare the perceptions of APS
caseworkers, elderly victims, and, when available, an uninvolved third-party observer,
parallel interviews were conducted with each of these three categories of informants.
Thus, the primary differences among the survey instruments were in the specific
perspective explored (case worker vs. elder vs. third-party observer) and the type of
abuse examined (financial exploitation vs. physical abuse vs. neglect vs. hybrid financial
exploitation).

For example, when interviewing the elder person a question would read “Did

you cooperate with the APS investigation?”, but when interviewing the APS caseworker
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or the third party observer the question would read “Did [name of elder person]
cooperate with the APS investigation?”. Likewise, when the target incident was
financial exploitation, questions were worded to specifically address financial
exploitation, such as, “Did you know you were being financially exploited?” But when
the target incident was physical abuse the comparable question would read “Did you
know you were being physically abused?” With regard to response categories, when
the target incident involved financial exploitation, the categories of possible financial
exploitation posed to the interviewee included forgery, extortion, theft, etc. However,
when the target incident was physical abuse, the categories of possible physical abuse
posed to the informant included hitting with an object, burning, etc.

The instrument contained both closed questions and open-ended questions. The
guestions contained in the instruments did not exceed a sixth grade reading level (as
indicated by the Microsoft Word software available for this task). A coding scheme for
open-ended questions was devised post hoc by the principal investigators to capture in
a systematic fashion the answers provided. To ensure uniformity, this coding scheme
was employed by a single member of the project staff for all interviews. A master’s
level research assistance was trained in the coding scheme and independently coded all
interviews. Coding was then compared across coders, and the 8 instances of
disagreement (10%) were resolved through re-review of the interview, conversation
between the principal coders, and clarification of the coding scheme, until all

discrepancies were reconciled.
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Because elderly people may experience cognitive impairments®, to ensure the
reliability of the information obtained from elderly participants, the elderly person’s
cognitive capacity was assessed in three ways. First, APS caseworkers were asked
whether the elderly person had any cognitive impairments, with potential subjects
eliminated if their capacity was impaired to such an extent that information provided
should be considered unreliable. Second, the Assessment of Older Adults with
Diminished Capacity instrument, developed by the American Bar Association and the
American Psychological Association (American Bar Association Commission on Law and
Aging and American Psychological Association, 2005; see also Appendix B) was
employed. This measure assesses which of four levels of cognitive capacity are present,
ranging from completely intact to completely impaired. The purpose of this assessment
tool is to help lawyer’s determine whether a person is able to make binding legal
decisions. This form was completed for each elder interviewed (see Figure 2). Finally, a
dementia variable was created based on the responses of the caseworker, the elder, or
the third party observer that indicated whether the elder had received a diagnosis of
dementia from a physician or the elder was taking medication to address dementia (see

Figure 3).

& Alzheimer’s affects over 5 million Americans and individuals with dementia are predicted to grow over
the coming decades (Gingrich & Kerrey, 2009). Currently, one in eight individuals ages 65 to 85 has
Alzheimer’s, while that number jumps to one in two ages 85 and older (Gingrich & Kerrey, 2009). Family
care remains the most common method of eldercare, even for those with severe disabilities such as
Alzheimer’s disease. Elders suffer from difficult conditions and then are cared for by undtrained, unskilled
family members who cannot provide the care to adequately meet their loved one’s needs. At least 70%
of Alzheimer’s sufferers live at home, with 75% of them receiving care from a family member, friend or
neighbor (He, Sengupta, Velkoff, & DeBarros, 2005). Family members may simply lack the skills necessary
to care for an elderly person, for example, elders with Alzheimer’s (Coyne, 2001; Fryling, Summers &
Hoffman, 2006; Given, Sherwood, & Given, 2008; Gordon & Brill, 2001). Educating caregivers about the
course of dementia is essential to increasing their ability to cope with the disease (Hansberry, Chen &
Gorbien, 2005).
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Figure 2. Capacity of victims by type of maltreatment.
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Figure 3. Dementia diagnosis by type of maltreatment.
Interviewers

Interviews were conducted by the two principal investigators (Pls). The two Pls
conducted three interviews together and all other interviews separately.
Procedure

The design of this study built upon the cooperation of individuals at several
levels. As an initial step, a letter of cooperation was obtained from the Virginia
Department of Social Services (VDSS) providing us access to APS supervisors and
caseworkers in each local social services agency across Virginia. Facilitated by the VDSS
Program Manager, a letter was obtained from the VDSS Commissioner supporting this

research, which in turn was used to encourage local agencies to participate in the study.
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At the beginning of the recruitment of research participants in a given region,
the project’s Principal Investigator attended an APS coordinator’s meetings to inform
APS supervisors about the research, to answer any questions they might have about the
project, and to seek their support. Rotating the 5 regions, a schedule was developed for
contacting the 123 local agencies across Virginia. Every three weeks Agency Directors
and APS caseworker supervisors in approximately 4 to 5 local offices would receive a
letter from the VDSS Commissioner notifying them of this research project and
encouraging their participation (see Appendix C). The project’s Principal Investigator
would then follow-up within a week, first contacting the Agency Directors to seek their
permission to contact their APS Supervisors. If permission was granted, the APS
supervisor was then contacted by the project’s Principal Investigator and invited to
participate. The APS supervisors in turn were asked to consult with their APS
caseworkers in an effort to identify one case per caseworker with which the caseworker
would assist us. Because of their heavy caseloads, caseworkers were only asked to
identify a single case; although this rarely occurred, a caseworker could volunteer to
identify and refer to us more than a single case.

The eligibility criteria for the selection of a case were as follows:

e The case involved one of the following types of abuse: a) financial exploitation; b)
physical abuse; c) neglect by another person, or d) a hybrid financial exploitation
case (i.e., financial exploitation and physical abuse, or financial exploitation and
neglect). Cases of self-neglect were excluded because the study’s focus was elder

abuse attributable to individuals other than the elder. Cases of sexual abuse were
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excluded because the literature indicates that such cases are relatively rare, unique,

and distinct from other types of elder abuse. The type of case was generally
determined by the APS caseworker’s a priori categorization of the case made in
conjunction with the caseworker’s investigation of the reported abuse.’

e Under Virginia law (§ 63.2-1603"°), “elder abuse” is limited to persons over the
age of 59 at the time of the incident; thus the victim of the abuse had to be 60 or
over when the abuse occurred to be included in this study.

e The elder person had to be living in his or her home or some other domestic
setting (i.e., not in an institutional setting) at the time of the incident(s), although

the elder could be living in an institutional setting at the time of the interview. Like

many other researchers, institutional abuse and domestic abuse were differentiated

because the dynamics in the two settings tend to be distinct, with our attention
focused on the latter. In addition, the majority of abuse takes place in domestic
settings (Teaster et al., 2006). In Virginia, 63% of elderly persons who were the

subject of a report of abuse were living in their own residence at the time of the

report (VDSS, 2008).

e The allegation(s) may or may not have been substantiated (i.e., determined to be
“founded”) following an investigation by an APS caseworker, but invalidated cases

were excluded. Based on a preliminary screening by the APS caseworker fielding the

° There were a small number of exceptions to this rule for hybrid cases because in some cases the APS
caseworker did not pursue the financial exploitation aspect of the case (focusing instead on either the
physical abuse or the neglect), but believed it had occurred and the elder or third-party observer
confirmed it occurred.

% Under this statute, a protected “’Adult’ means any person 60 years of age or older, or any person 18
years of age or older who is incapacitated and who resides in the Commonwealth .. .”
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initial report of elder abuse, a report in Virginia will be classified as “invalidated” if it
does not meet APS’ basic eligibility criteria (e.g., the purported victim was under 60
years of age or lived outside that jurisdiction). If so classified, no APS investigation
will ensue. Only cases in which there was an APS investigation were included
because part of the focus of this study was the APS investigation of these cases and
the outcomes following these investigations.

e The APS case had received a disposition (i.e., that the report of abuse had been
determined to be “founded” or “unfounded” by the investigating APS caseworker),
although the elder could still be receiving services from APS (i.e., the case was not
necessarily “closed”). There were two reasons for only studying cases in which a
disposition had been made. First, to avoid interfering with an ongoing investigation
and, second, because this study was intended to explore the nature of APS
interventions and the impact and outcome of these interventions. In Virginia, APS
investigations into reported elder abuse (including financial abuse of the elderly)
must be completed within 45 days of the initiating elder abuse report.

e It should be noted that initially the study criteria excluded cases where the elder
was incapacitated because of our desire to speak directly to elderly victims to learn
about their experiences. However, several months into the project we were
experiencing difficulty obtaining cases. We were hearing from APS caseworkers that
none of their cases fit our criteria (as listed above). When we probed further, we
learned that many of their cases involved incapacitated elderly persons, which we

had initially excluded from this study. As a result, in May, 2007, this exclusion was
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dropped and cases were included in which the elder person had dementia but an
appointed guardian could be interviewed in lieu of the elder.! However, as there
are varying degrees of dementia, it was agreed that we would ask guardians
whether we could also interview their wards if the dementia did not so affect the
elder as to make an interview ineffective or potentially harmful.*?

During case recruitment, guidance was given to caseworkers regarding how far
back in time they could go to identify a case for inclusion in the study. We had been
instructed by an APS supervisor that caseworkers can recall accurately details of a case
that had been investigated within the previous 18 months (J. Martin, personal
communication, Feb. 2005). However, we found instances where caseworkers, aided by
their case files, could remember the details of cases somewhat older than that. In our
study, the average length of time between disposition and our interview was 11.9
months (range from 1 to 48 months). Data were collected between November 2006
and November 2008.

Once a case that met the selection criteria was identified by the APS caseworker,

the APS caseworker would contact the elder. The APS caseworkers were instructed to

n According to Bonnie and Wallace (2003), most older adults are cognitively intact and should be
regarded as presumptively able to make informed decisions about research participation. The authors go
on to write that “a diagnosis of dementia is not congruent with decisional incapacity.” Instead, an
assessment of decisional capacity requires a highly contextualized judgment concerning a particular
person’s ability to perform ethnically relevant decision-making tasks in relation to a particular study (p.
141). They add that “even if an elderly person lacks the capacity to give informed consent for the
particular study, his or her participation may be authorized by a surrogate decision maker” (p. 142).

2 There were 16 cases in which the elder was diagnosed with dementia. In four cases, the elder was not
interviewed because of unavailability (e.g., incapacity to speak, death) and in three cases the guardian
refused permission to interview the elder (too upsetting, elder uncommunicative). However, in six cases
the guardian gave permission to interview the elder and in three cases a guardian had not been appointed
and the elders were interviewed. Note that new informed consent forms were created specifically for
these cases and approved by the University of Virginia Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the VDSS IRB
to accommodate this revised methodology.
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inform the elder that this study was examining the maltreatment of older persons and
sought ways to prevent this abuse. The elderly participants were also informed that
they would receive $75 for participating in the study. They were then asked whether a
researcher from the University of Virginia could contact them and tell them more about
the study. The VDSS and the UVA institutional review boards deemed verbal co