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1. Legal Aid NSW Elder Abuse Service 

(a) What is elder abuse? 

The World Health Organisation (WHO) definition of elder abuse is: 

“a single or repeated act, or lack of appropriate action, occurring within any relationship 

where there is an expectation of trust, which causes harm or distress to an older 

person”.  

The element of “an expectation of trust” is what differentiates elder abuse from other forms of 

abuse. This “expectation of trust” is often found in relationships with children, intimate partners, 

grandchildren, friends, acquaintances (such as work colleagues) and neighbours.1 

Elder abuse most commonly takes the form of psychological abuse, followed by neglect, 

financial abuse, physical abuse and sexual abuse.2 

 

(b) Legal Aid NSW Elder Abuse Service  

The Legal Aid Elder Abuse Service (EAS) was established in 2019 and was originally funded as 

a three-year pilot by the Commonwealth Attorney General’s Department under the Protecting 

the Rights of Older Australians program. The EAS supports older residents (over 65yo or over 

50 for our First Nations clients) who are at risk of or experiencing elder abuse.  In the 2021-22 

year the service assisted 196 clients.  

Additional temporary funding enabled the Service to extend its reach to eligible clients in the 

Lower Hunter area. 

The Lower Hunter area was identified as a high needs area informed by data3 provided by the 

Ageing and Disability Commission showing the high number of reports of elder abuse in the 

area. 

 

 

 

 

 
1 “Who commits elder abuse and neglect?”, National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study: Summary Report | Australian Institute of 

Family Studies (aifs.gov.au) 

2 National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study: Summary Report | Australian Institute of Family Studies (aifs.gov.au) 

3 Ageing and Disability Commission data January – March 2022 

https://aifs.gov.au/publications/national-elder-abuse-prevalence-study
https://aifs.gov.au/publications/national-elder-abuse-prevalence-study
https://aifs.gov.au/publications/national-elder-abuse-prevalence-study
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Figure 1: Location of person the subject of a report to the ADC by NSW region 2021-2022 

 

(c) Elder Abuse Service Model 

The EAS team employs both lawyers and social workers to support clients. It is a client-centric, 

inter disciplinary team that provides a holistic, wrap around service to older people identified as 

experiencing or at risk of elder abuse.  

The EAS has been established as a “tertiary service” primarily receiving referrals from key 

stakeholders in the community who work with older clients. This recognises the unique 

challenges an older person might have in accessing legal services without the support of a 

stakeholder.  

It is the combination of legal and social supports working together where the most benefits can 

be achieved for our clients.  

Client feedback: Is there anything else you would like to tell us about your experience with the Elder Abuse 

services? 

 

…the combination of a Solicitor and Social Worker worked well 

for me in my circumstance, and I strongly recommend that 

approach. It works really well – sometimes you need to talk, and 

the solicitor doesn’t need to hear it, but the SW is well placed to 

manage that. It was a nice balance….. So grateful to access 

your service at that particular time, my needs were treated with 

great seriousness. I felt seen and heard when I hadn’t been 

seen and heard anywhere else. 
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(d) Prevalence of Elder Abuse in Australia 

The Commonwealth Attorney-General commissioned an Elder Abuse Prevalence Study in 

2019. The study was undertaken by the Australian Institute of Family Studies and a report was 

released in December 2021.4 The release of the Elder Abuse Prevalence Study provides an 

opportunity to reflect on whether our data and services align with the findings of the report, and 

where we might need to focus our services. 

Some key points identified by the Prevalence Study were: 

• One in six older Australians reported experiencing abuse in the twelve months prior 

to being surveyed. 

• Perpetrators of elder abuse are often family members, mostly adult children. 

• Two thirds of older people don't seek help when they are abused (61%) 

 

• Elder abuse often remains hidden, with the most frequent action taken to stop the 

abuse involving the victim speaking directly to the perpetrator. 

• Family and friends are the most common source of support sought by older people who 

experience abuse, followed by GPs and nurses. 

• Rates of elder abuse are similar for men and women.5 

 

That only 1 in 3 people seek help when they are experiencing elder abuse demonstrates the 

importance of raising awareness of elder abuse and the support services available. What sits 

behind the failure to report elder abuse is unique challenges older people experience in 

speaking out about the conduct of their family.  

 
4 Elder Abuse Prevalence Study | Australian Institute of Family Studies (aifs.gov.au) 

5 National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study: Summary Report | Australian Institute of Family Studies (aifs.gov.au) 

https://aifs.gov.au/projects/national-elder-abuse-prevalence-study
https://aifs.gov.au/publications/national-elder-abuse-prevalence-study
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2. Our Service Data 

(a) Perpetrators of elder abuse  

The Prevalence Study found that the most common perpetrator of elder abuse was children of 

the older person and that: “Children are the biggest perpetrator group for all subtypes of elder 

abuse except sexual abuse”.  

The Study found that perpetrators were children of older person (18%), friends (12%), intimate 

partners (nearly 10%), acquaintances like co-workers (9%), neighbours (7%), partners of 

children of older person (7%) and grandchildren (4%).6  

This aligns with the experience of the EAS where 55% of perpetrators of elder abuse are adult 

children and/or grandchildren. It also highlights the complex tension an older person might face 

in prioritising their own safety over their desire to protect or maintain relationships with their 

adult children and/or grandchildren, especially where mental illness or addiction is involved.  

 

Client feedback: Is there anything the service could have done better? 

 

 

No. Though, I would have liked to point out to my son that what 

he did was abuse. In the first instance Mary provided this as an 

option but I did not pursue this at the time. I wanted to reconnect 

with my grandchildren. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

…I was given enough knowledge to know that the steps taken 

were necessary. I initially felt guilt as she is my daughter, but 

Richard assured me that I need to be strong. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6 National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study: Summary Report | Australian Institute of Family Studies (aifs.gov.au) 

https://aifs.gov.au/publications/national-elder-abuse-prevalence-study
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(b) Our clients for the last financial year 

 

    

71% are female 

 

76% receive the age 

pension 

29% live alone 45% have a 

disability 

 

 

 

 

 

   

4.7% identify as Aboriginal 

or Torres Strait Islander 

6.8% are culturally and 

linguistically diverse (CALD) 

22% are at risk of 

homelessness 

(c) What our clients reported 

 

  
 

 

61% reported 

financial abuse 

81% reported 

psychological 

abuse 

60% reported more 

than one type of 

abuse 

21% reported 

physical abuse 
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(d) Insights from data 

 

1. Based on our data, we had presumed that elder abuse was gendered along the same lines 

as domestic and family violence. However, the findings of the Elder Abuse Prevalence 

Study 2021 notes that: “Rates of elder abuse are similar for men and women”.7 Our Service 

is now focussing on different ways we can reach older men in the community who are 

experiencing or at risk of elder abuse, including delivering community legal education 

sessions to Men’s Sheds and creating communications that resonate with older men.  

 

2. Elder abuse presents a real risk of homelessness for older clients. The two most common 

scenarios are: 

 

• An abusive adult child who refuses to leave the family home creating a real safety risk 

for the older person. Addiction and mental illness are common themes. This can be 

complicated by the older person being dependent on the adult child as their carer. 

 

• A “granny flat” arrangement where the older person has contributed substantial funds to 

an adult child and the relationship has deteriorated.  

Both these presentations highlight the complexity of elder abuse where the older person is 

balancing the tension of their own safety and the relationships with their adult children.  

The “granny flat” scenario, which encompasses situations where, most commonly, the older 

person has provided funds to adult children, in return for a promise to care for them, has 

resulted in many clients losing large amounts of money, and having nowhere to live.  

These two issues remain a focus for law reform. 

3. Isolation remains a risk factor for elder abuse with 29% of our clients living alone. 

 

 

 

 

 
7 “Who experiences elder abuse and neglect?”, National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study: Summary report | Australian Institute 

of Family Studies (aifs.gov.au) 

https://aifs.gov.au/research/research-snapshots/national-elder-abuse-prevalence-study-summary-report
https://aifs.gov.au/research/research-snapshots/national-elder-abuse-prevalence-study-summary-report
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3. A Focus on Financial Abuse 

With temporary additional funding the Service focussed on supporting clients who were 

experiencing financial abuse. Financial abuse appeared across all socio-economic backgrounds 

and was coupled with psychological abuse in nearly 100% of all presentations.  

Financial abuse can have devastating consequences on older people who, due to age, have 

almost no opportunity to financially recover. 

 

 

I can’t afford to buy anything – can’t afford to purchase a 

newspaper, vehicle registration, had to sell my car unregistered 

or buy a headstone for my wife’s grave. Financially terrible the 

last few years. 

 

 

Types of financial abuse included: 

• Money misappropriated under Powers of Attorney 

• Unpaid loans 

• Property fraudulently transferred 

• Debts fraudulently created in the name of the older person 

• Moneys transferred under a “granny flat” arrangement  

• Money stolen from bank accounts or directly from the older person 

In this financial year the Service recovered or safeguarded $1,860,000 for older clients. Most of 

this involved money which was transferred to adult children under a “granny flat” or similar type 

arrangements where adult children agreed to provide care and a home for the older person. It 

also included money refunded by Banks who failed to identify the red flags of financial abuse 

which can include sudden, uncharacteristic, and erratic spending patterns - see Jane’s case 

Study. 

 

I spoke to Sasha, and she set up a phone conference with me 

and the bank. The problem was resolved, and I received all my 

money back 
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4. Legal Aid NSW Elder Abuse Strategy 
2021- 2022 

 

In 2021-2022 financial year, the EAS delivered the organisational wide Legal Aid NSW Elder 

Abuse Strategy 2021-22. The strategy had a focus on 5 actions to improve the awareness of, 

and response to elder abuse both internally across Legal Aid NSW and with strategic external 

partnerships.  

 

These objectives included: 

 

 

Provide people affected by elder abuse with high quality, targeted 

services 

 

Equip the Legal Aid NSW workforce to appropriately respond to 

clients affected by elder abuse 

 

Support others to provide services to people affected by elder 

abuse 

 

Develop partnerships that work collaboratively to support people 

affected by elder abuse 

 
Undertake strategic advocacy and law reform around elder abuse 

 

 

You can read the Legal Aid NSW Elder Abuse Strategy 2021-2022 here. 

 

https://www.legalaid.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/52908/210714-Elder-Abuse-Strategy.pdf
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5. Collaborations with Stakeholders 

The EAS has been established primarily a tertiary service, in recognition of the unique 

challenges many older clients face in self-identifying elder abuse and reaching out for support.   

We also know that elder abuse is a complex and confronting issue, and that collaborative 

approaches result in better outcomes for our clients. See our case studies for examples. 

(a) Working with NSW Health 

The EAS has developed strong referral pathways with several health services across the 

Central Coast and Lower Hunter including Dementia and Behaviour Support Services, hospital 

social work staff and transition to care teams. 

The EAS established a referral pathway with the Senior Clinician, Elder Abuse, Older Person 

Mental Health Service in the Central Coast Local Health District and developed and delivered 

community education in partnership.  

In 2022, the EAS also collaborated with Nunyara Aboriginal Health Service in Gosford by 

attending 2 Pre-NAIDOC Health Days where community members received a health check, 

enjoyed a free lunch, and spoke with the Elder Abuse Service. This engagement with Nunyara 

has led to further collaborations with the EAS including our service being involved in their 

Central Coast NAIDOC to be delivered in July 2022. 

 

 

 

(b) Working with Aboriginal Organisations 

The EAS collaborated with Mingaletta Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Corporation to 

coordinate an event to mark World Elder Abuse Awareness Day in June 2022 with the 

Aboriginal Health Service providing free health checks, and the EAS providing information and 

legal health checks. 
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This event was hosted by Mingaletta on a day when their Elders Group was meeting. Other 

community members also came along for the lunch and took advantage of the free health 

checks at the same time. 

 

This provided a perfect opportunity to introduce the EAS to some of the Aboriginal Elders in our 

community and provided an opportunity to build on relationships with other stakeholders 

including the newly appointed Aboriginal Client Liaison Officer with the Tuggerah Lakes and 

Brisbane Water Police Districts. 

The success of this community and stakeholder engagement has led to further collaborations 

with Mingaletta including involvement in the Mingaletta NAIDOC Community Day event to be 

held in July 2022. 
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(c) Working with Police 

 

On 26 May 2022, NSW Police and the Legal Aid NSW Elder Abuse Service co-delivered a 

training workshop to Police on elder abuse.  The session focused on improving the identification 

and response to elder abuse and building referral pathways.  

The training session was co-designed with Police over 6 months, with Mary Lovelock, EAS 

Senior Solicitor, Rana Al-Hinti, Senior Policy & Programs Officer-Ageing, Disability & 

Homelessness, Sergeant Daniel Stroud, Instructor, Crime Prevention Training Unit and the EAS 

team, all meeting regularly to develop training to support Police to better understand the 

complexities of elder abuse and promote referral pathways.   

The workshop was delivered to specialised Police who work with vulnerable clients including 

Age Crime Prevention Officers (ACPOs), from across the state. Attendees worked in groups 

and workshopped elder abuse case studies that encouraged discussion around barriers and 

challenges when working with older people, and to think about ways to reduce these barriers.   

The last session on the day included a consultation on actions to improve responses. This 

resulted in the establishment of a cross agency working group to work on identified issues.  
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Feedback on the session was overwhelmingly positive and the training package will be included 

in the training format to be delivered to Police staff over the next three years.  

The Elder Abuse Service is looking forward to further developing this positive and productive 

partnership with NSW Police and to future collaborations delivering training sessions to NSW 

Police officers.  
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6. Strategic Advocacy and Law Reform 

The EAS continues to undertake strategic casework and advocacy in response to public interest 

and systemic issues.  Informed by our casework the EAS is advocating for: 

• Improved remedies for older persons to remove unwanted (abusive) occupants from the 

family home 

• Improved remedies for older clients who have experienced financial abuse. 

The EAS works both internally with the Legal Aid NSW Strategic Law Reform Unit and 

externally on reference groups, committees, and makes contributions to submissions for law 

reform proposals.  

The EAS has contributed to: 

• Legal Aid NSW response to Crimes Legislation Amendment (Coercive Control) Bill 

2022 

• Legal Aid NSW’s submission to the statutory review of the Victims Rights and 

Support Act 2013 

• Legal Aid NSW’s response to the National Legal Aid Submission on the National 

Register of Enduring Powers of Attorney  
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7. Raising Awareness of Elder Abuse  

(a) Importance of Raising Awareness 

The Prevalence Study identified that only 1 in 3 people experiencing elder abuse seek help with 

their circumstances and when they do seek help it is most often from friends and family, 

followed by GPs and Nurses.8  
 

Figure 2: Most Common Sources of help and support for elder abuse overall9 

 

 

 

The EAS acknowledges the importance of raising awareness of elder abuse in supporting older 

people to identify and reach out for support. The Service delivered community legal education to 

health staff, home care services, and community groups to help identify and increase 

understanding about elder abuse. The EAS attended community events like the Seniors 

Festival and World Elder Abuse Action Awareness Day where they were able to speak directly 

to older clients This has led to a continuing trend of increased client numbers accessing our 

services and correlated to an increase in people self-referring to our Service. Clients self-

referring to the EAS rose to 20% in the 2021-2022 financial year. 

 

  

 
8 National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study: Summary Report | Australian Institute of Family Studies (aifs.gov.au) 

9  National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study: Summary Report | Australian Institute of Family Studies (aifs.gov.au) 

https://aifs.gov.au/publications/national-elder-abuse-prevalence-study
https://aifs.gov.au/publications/national-elder-abuse-prevalence-study
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(b) Social Media 

The EAS delivered a targeted social media campaign to support the expansion of the service 

into the Lower Hunter area which reached nearly 40,000 Facebook users in early 2022.  

 

The EAS, also featured in several publications including The Sydney Morning Herald and The 

Senior magazine. 

(c) Resource Packages 

Resource packs with EAS Information, brochures and postcards were sent to almost 100 

Medical Practices and Age Care facilities in the Central Coast and Lower Hunter regions. 

Resource “library” bags were also distributed through local libraries and at Seniors Festival 

events in the region. 
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(d) Community Legal Education 

From 1 July 2021 to 30 June 2022 the EAS delivered over 55 Community Legal Education 

sessions this year to  

community members and stakeholders. 

These sessions included: 

Library talks for Older People 

• Legal Issues for Seniors Thinking ahead and raising awareness about elder abuse - 

YouTube 

Webinars for Community Workers 

• Working with Seniors A practical guide to improved practice - YouTube 

• Understanding Elder Abuse June 2022 - YouTube 

Webinars for Legal Practitioners. 

• Working with Seniors A practical guide to improved practice - YouTube 

• “Who is your client? Capacity in older clients”. 

Podcasts for Community Members: 

Elder Abuse Podcasts in Assyrian: 

• SBS Language | Legal help for the elderly by Legal Aid NSW; Part 1 

• SBS Language | Legal help for the elderly by Legal Aid NSW; Part two 

   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=md6ePOYE0mE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=md6ePOYE0mE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vfr1Slb78-c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_wv8pH2Mlf8&list=PLApA5ctFL2pV-bMUR2vvHwj7O8QwyeMO_&index=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vfr1Slb78-c
https://www.sbs.com.au/language/english/audio/legal-help-for-the-elderly-by-legal-aid-nsw-part-1
https://www.sbs.com.au/language/english/audio/legal-help-for-the-elderly-by-legal-aid-nsw-part-two
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8. Client Case Studies and Feedback 

 

Case Study: Jane 

 

The EAS assisted Jane* a 95-year-old woman who came to the service through community 

workers when the rent on her retirement unit had fallen into arrears. She was also the carer 

for her terminally ill adult son. Her granddaughter had offered to help her. What her 

granddaughter actually did was to transfer Jane’s banking online, and then withdraw 

$21,000 leaving less than one dollar in the account. The granddaughter also spent an 

additional $8,000 on the credit card. While the granddaughter was unable to repay the 

funds, we argued that the bank failed in their responsibility to protect vulnerable clients, 

and they should have noticed the uncharacteristic and erratic spending pattern perpetrated 

over several months along with other red flags of financial abuse and reached out to the 

client. Through negotiation the Bank agreed to waive the credit card debt and refund the 

money taken from our client’s account. 

 

 
 
 

Case Study: John 

 

John is 84 years old and was supported by his grandson to contact the EAS after receiving a 

90-day termination notice on his rental property of 10 years. He had turned to the real 

estate agent for help after his daughter and son in law had moved into his house and 

wouldn’t leave.  They took over John’s small house and moved in with all their possessions 

including a caravan.  This spilled out into the small backyard. They were verbally and 

physically abusive to John who took refuge by staying in his small bedroom most of the 

time. John asked the real estate agent to help evict them. The agent came and inspected the 

property and saw the additional unregistered tenants, plus the state of the property with all 

their possessions and served John with a termination notice. The Elder Abuse Service 

worked with the agent to explain the full story and we were able to renegotiate the 

termination notice, evict his daughter and her partner, and find more suitable ongoing 

accommodation. It was the mix of both legal interventions and social supports that allowed 

for this positive outcome for John. 
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Client Feedback: Is there anything else you would like to tell us about your 
experience with the Elder Abuse services? 

 

 

“I would like to thank the team for what they did for Shirley, it is much appreciated and 

incredibly helpful for us. We’re happy that she could receive the money she lost and return 

to her original financial position”. 

 

“They were the right service because they dealt with the aspect of elder abuse which I had 

not even considered because it was a financial dispute with my daughter as she didn’t give 

money back that was owed to me. My friend suggested that I contact the EAS and my needs 

were met”. 

 

” Mary was a wonderful help. She was consistent and always checked if mum is ok. Even 

though she wasn’t here, it felt like she was right beside us”. 

 

“10 out of 10 for our client satisfaction both for the service provided, and the outcome 

achieved by Sasha for my grandmother”. 

 

“Highly recommend them – I wish that some of these people I see on television that have 

been ripped off by their own kids were able to access this service or had more knowledge 

about their situation”. 

 

“I’m glad the EAS is there, and I believe that there will be a tremendous need – there must 

be something there that people can come to. Happily, surprised to know that you exist. I will 

certainly be telling anyone experiencing elder abuse to come to your service” 

 

“Highly recommend them – I wish that some of these people I see on television that have 

been ripped off by their own kids were able to access this service or had more knowledge 

about their situation” 

 

“Only that it is important because it affects a lot of people and if anything, it should be more 

widely promoted”. 
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