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Abstract
Objective: The current study aimed to examine how Asian
adults perceive the severity of elder financial abuse (EFA)
based on victim–perpetrator relationship and the explana-
tions they give for minimizing it when the perpetrator is a
close family member.
Background: Financial abuse, one of the fastest growing
forms of abuse in the elderly population, has remained
understudied, especially in Asian communities, due to cul-
tural variations in its definition and perception.
Method: A mixed-methods study design was utilized. One
hundred sixty-four participants responded to two vignettes
depicting EFA perpetrated by a close family member (son)
and nonfamily member (neighbor).
Results: Paired samples t test found significant differences
in severity ratings of EFA committed by son and neighbor
within Asian adults. The qualitative report explored par-
ticipants’ explanations for minimizing EFA perpetrated by
close family member using thematic analysis, which identi-
fied two major themes: (a) dismissal of severity and
responsibility and (2) justification of abuse.
Conclusion: This is one of the few studies to provide valu-
able insight into the influence of culture on perceptions of
elder abuse.
Implications: With the elderly population in Asia increas-
ing steadily, culturally relevant risk factors of abuse need
to be identified because this could guide legal provisions
that help protect the rights of older individuals.
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Domestic violence, a pattern of abusive behaviors used by an adult to exercise power and con-
trol over another, is a widespread problem (Johnson, 2017). According to the United Nations
(UN), domestic violence affects individuals in every community irrespective of nationality, age,
race, religion, and socioeconomic status (United Nations, 2022). Due to its widespread nature
and far-reaching effects on physical and mental health (Gibbons, 2011), domestic violence has
received a lot of attention over the years. However, one form of domestic violence that has been
understudied is financial abuse (Postmus et al., 2018).

Financial abuse, also commonly known as economic abuse, is defined as the improper or
illegal use of an individual’s money, funds, assets, or properties by another (Lowndes
et al., 2009). The dearth of research in the area of financial abuse can be attributed to the fact
that financial insecurity has long been seen as a consequence of domestic violence, and
researchers have only recently started addressing financial abuse directly and as a form of
domestic violence (Jackson & Hafemeister, 2012). Prevalence rates of financial abuse have been
difficult to estimate due to the paucity of research and difficulties in detecting it (Yon
et al., 2017).

Yi et al. (2015) estimated the global average prevalence rate of financial abuse to be around
18%. Outlaw’s (2009) study, on the other hand, claimed that financial abuse was a rare phe-
nomenon. However, the survey that was used by Outlaw (2009) focused predominantly on other
forms of abuse, and the researcher used a single dichotomous “Yes–No” item to measure finan-
cial abuse and disregarded another item, which might have resulted in underreporting. Thus,
further research is needed to determine the prevalence estimates of financial abuse.

Despite financial abuse having received less attention, there is considerable amount of evi-
dence to support that it is one of the most common types of elder abuse (World Helath Organi-
zation, 2017). There is no universally agreed upon definition of elder abuse; however, the
definition that is frequently and widely used both in research and practice states that it is the
deliberate mistreatment or exploitation of an older adult (aged 60 years and older, as defined
by the WHO and the UN; Fealy et al., 2012) by a caretaker or any individual within a relation-
ship involving an expectation of trust (Purser et al., 2018). A meta-analysis found that financial
abuse constitutes 34% of all elder abuse cases globally (Ho et al., 2017). However, it is likely
that current statistics underestimate the true scope of the problem of elder financial abuse
(EFA) because, unlike other violent forms of abuse (such as physical abuse), financial abuse is
not self-evident; it requires one to have considerable amount of knowledge about the victim’s
financial affairs, so it may go unnoticed and unreported due to its hidden nature (Naughton
et al., 2010). Despite not being as noticeable as other forms of abuse, Harries et al. (2014) found
that the impact of financial abuse on elders was as severe as other violent forms of abuse. Older
people are completely dependent on their savings for their expenses and, because of their age,
are unable to recoup their losses (Purser et al., 2018). Financial abuse results in loss of trust and
decline in quality of life for the victim, which can eventually result in isolation, hopelessness,
and depression (Park, 2014).

According to the political economic theory, older individuals become more marginalized
and increasingly dependent on others (especially family members) as they leave the workforce,
which is one of the major risk factors for EFA (Momtaz et al., 2013). Unsurprisingly, then, an
extensive review of the scholarly literature and an in-depth analysis of newsfeed articles on
EFA by Fealy et al. (2012) reported that the most common perpetrators of EFA are close rela-
tives of the victim, and almost 60% of them are the adult children of victims, followed by
spouses and other family members, and sons were 2.5 times more likely to be perpetrators of
EFA compared with daughters. Despite EFA having such a deeply negative impact on the vic-
tim, more than 80% of these cases go unreported precisely because perpetrators are close rela-
tives of the victim (Gibson & Greene, 2013) and both victims and observers are less likely to
perceive any form of domestic violence perpetrated by a close family member as abuse
(Gibson & Qualls, 2012). Several studies have found evidence that supports this finding
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(Gibson, 2013; Knight et al., 2016). Although family member abuse is perceived to be less
severe, research has shown that the trauma and psychological harm that victims experience as a
result of the abuse is as severe as that experienced due to abuse by nonfamily member abuse.
This abuse is further exacerbated by their attribution of self-blame for violence that was
inflicted on them and feelings of internalized shame and guilt (McMahon & McGorrery, 2020;
Raut et al., 2014).

Knight et al. (2016) surveyed a predominantly Caucasian sample of older adults living in
California using vignette methodology and reported that financial abuse committed by the vic-
tim’s children was perceived by participants to be 4 times less severe compared with abuse by a
paid caregiver. Similar findings were reported by Gibson (2013), who also used vignette meth-
odology to illustrate that the participants in their study, who were predominantly White, rated
financial abuse as highest when the perpetrator was a nonfamily member compared with when
the perpetrator was a close family member. Meanwhile, a study conducted in the Midwest
asked participants to read hypothetical scenarios of abuse and found that participants showed
no difference in perception of abuse based on nature of victim–perpetrator relationship
(Bornstein et al., 2007).

Further exploration into the underreporting of EFA cases reveals that individuals’ attitudes
toward financial abuse are very different compared with other forms of abuse. Researchers have
found that individuals fail to perceive EFA as abuse and, as a result, do not report it (Gupta &
Chaudhuri, 2008). There may be several reasons for this. One is that individuals perceive some
flow of financial assets from an older person to their family members (especially their children)
as expected or inevitable, and, because family members are perpetrators of EFA in most cases,
financial exploitation is seen as “normal” or at most a result of miscommunication between vic-
tim and perpetrator, but not abusive (Hafemeister, 2003). Moreover, the amount of money
taken plays an important role in individuals’ perceptions of financial abuse—if the monetary
loss incurred by the victim as a result of financial abuse is seemingly low, third parties tend to
easily dismiss or minimize it (Jackson & Hafemeister, 2012). However, research has shown that
there is no “minimum” threshold for monetary loss as older people can be significantly affected
by even minor amounts (Purser et al., 2018).

Individuals have also been shown to engage in justification of abuse, especially if the perpe-
trator is the offspring, by claiming that despite the loss of money, the victim’s life was not
majorly affected and that their children still took good care of them (Knight et al., 2016).
Financial abuse of older adults with sound cognitive health has shown to result in victim-
blaming because observers believe that the victim’s lack of vigilance caused them to be finan-
cially abused (Lee & Eaton, 2009). Studies have, however, found that although cognitive
impairment is a risk factor for EFA, cognitively intact older individuals are not immune to
financial abuse (Gibson, 2013). Another underpinning rationale that observers tend to have
about financial abuse taking place within families is trust that the abusive family member must
have done the right thing by extracting financial resources from the victim or that the abuser
must have had some financial need (Bagshaw et al., 2013).

Dismissive attitudes toward financial abuse only serve to keep it hidden and cause more
harm for victims (Wedge, 2014). Hence, there is a pressing need for more research on this topic
to further its understanding. Few studies have investigated EFA despite statistics showing that
it is the fastest growing form of elder abuse internationally (Mihaljcic & Lowndes, 2013). More-
over, it seems that observers’ ethnicity may be an important factor to consider (Hernandez-
Tejada et al., 2013). However, most studies have been conducted in the West (Gilbert
et al., 2013; Harries et al., 2014). Even if participants from Asian cultures were recruited, often
the studies looked at the differences between Asians and non-Asians (Gupta &
Chaudhuri, 2008). These studies have found that Asians are less likely to perceive an abusive
situation as such and are hence more likely to tolerate it (Lee & Eaton, 2009). This is even more
prominent if the perpetrator is a family member (Lowenthal, 2007; Lai et al., 2014). Thus, the
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scant research that has explored ethnicity in the field of EFA has focused on comparing differ-
ent ethnicities and has established that there are notable differences between Asians and non-
Asians in their perceptions of EFA based on victim–perpetrator relationship.

Importantly, Asia has the world’s largest elderly population at 53% (Patela &
Katariab, 2013). Moreover, financial abuse has been found to be higher in countries with
greater gender inequalities, with women more likely to be victims because they are usually
financially dependent on their husbands or sons in patriarchal societies (Fraga et al., 2014).
EFA has been found to have a higher prevalence rate among Asian elders compared with other
cultures (e.g., China and Japan have a prevalence rate of 13.6% and 35.7%, respectively); how-
ever, due to low level of awareness of elder abuse and magnified focus on collectivistic values
(such as dignity and respect), most cases of elder abuse go unreported (Yan et al., 2015; Yi
et al., 2015).

Among South Asian communities, however, elder abuse has been considered a foreign prob-
lem. This is likely because older people have always been venerated and respected in the culture
of South Asians (Chokkanathan & Lee, 2005). However, several studies have demonstrated that
recent societal and cultural changes, such as the decrease in the joint family, changes in familial
roles and expectations caused by recent occupational mobility, a possible shift in filial piety
values, and increasing life expectancy with greater chances of a prolonged old age characterized
by degeneration and dependency, have all added to the seriousness of the problem and made
older adults more susceptible to abusive treatment (Evandrou et al., 2017). In India, for exam-
ple, a study reported that approximately 10% (about 10 million) of the elderly population
reported elder abuse (Alam & Karan, 2014).

South Asian cultures such as India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh are rooted in patriarchal
value systems, and poorer health conditions, lower socioeconomic status, and decreased free-
dom and independence of women puts them at higher risk of being financially abused (Talpur
et al., 2018). A qualitative study done in Pakistan reported that women were more likely to be
victims of financial abuse because they held fewer economic assets and were considered physi-
cally weak (Dildar & Saeed, 2012). There is consistent evidence on the relationship between
gender and elder abuse in South Asian communities, which shows that older women are more
vulnerable (Rahman et al., 2010; Skirbekk & James, 2014). Therefore, EFA is a significant pub-
lic, social, and health problem of the growing aging population in South Asia.

Furthermore, a recent study by Du and Chen (2021) found that the prevalence of elder
abuse in China increased during the COVID-19 pandemic. More specifically, the prevalence of
financial abuse and neglect was significantly higher. Their results show that the lower the
income was, the greater the risk of abuse, and the greater the number of children was, the
greater the risk of EFA. Moreover, factors such as older age, being a woman, lower cognitive
ability, and not having a cohabiting spouse increased the possibility of abuse. Due to economic
instability caused by the pandemic, adult children’s needs for income increased while the finan-
cial support that elderly parents could provide was significantly reduced. Home isolation, how-
ever vital to the fight against the pandemic, increased the risk of elder abuse. Social distancing
measures also limited opportunities for elderly individuals to interact with friends and obtain
social support, which put them at a further disadvantage. This points toward a pressing need
for legal provisions to safeguard the elderly from exploitation and abuse.

Policymakers in some Asian countries have developed filial-support laws as a way of meet-
ing some of the needs of older people. In July 2013, the National People’s Congress passed the
Protection of the Rights and Interests of Elderly People (also known as the Filial Piety Law)
(Dong, 2016). The law mandates that adult children provide culturally expected support to their
parents 60 years or older, which includes frequent visits and sending greetings to attend to the
spiritual needs of the elderly (Chou, 2011). The reporting mechanism relies on parents filing
lawsuits against their children. Enforcement, however, has been difficult, because punishments
were not outlined in the national law. The policy also attempts to enforce a one-size-fits-all
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approach to intergenerational relationships without acknowledging that these relationships and
the needs of aging parents who perceive themselves as physically and emotionally neglected
may be more complex than frequent visits and phone calls (Dong, 2016).

In India, the Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior Citizens Act of 2007 was an
attempt to support the familial care of all old people, including those with no surviving chil-
dren, and to stipulate civil and criminal penalties for noncompliance (Serrano et al., 2017).
However, lack of mandatory reporting laws, which require certain individuals and professionals
to report instances of abuse to an official agency or to the police, add to a lack of clarity on an
acceptable and universal definition of elder abuse and neglect in the country
(Shankardass, 2018). Only 12% of the elderly are aware of the act even after more than a decade
of its implementation (Issac et al., 2021). Further, the reliance on parental reporting, along with
the relevance of saving face in the multigenerational family unit in Asian societies, and the
lengthy legal process may indicate that in practice the law and related regulatory measures are
more aspirational than punitive (Serrano et al., 2017).

Therefore, although there are some laws to protect the elderly, many of them have several
flaws that reduce their pragmatic value. Moreover, no laws specifically address EFA. Hence,
there is a need to develop a deeper understanding of how individuals belonging to a specific eth-
nicity, such as Asians, perceive EFA, which can aid in finding innovative and sustainable policy
solutions to meet the needs of older people. Thus, this study aims to (a) examine the differences
between the perceptions of EFA committed by close family members and nonfamily members
among Asian older adults and (b) explore how EFA perpetrated by close family member is
explained by Asian adults who minimize it.

It is hypothesized that there will be a significant difference between the ratings of severity of
EFA perpetrated by a close family member versus a nonfamily member among Asian adults.
The study further provides a qualitative report of perceptions of those who minimize the sever-
ity of EFA perpetrated by close family member.

METHODOLOGY

Design and participants

An explanatory sequential mixed-methods design was adopted (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018),
wherein quantitative analysis was followed by qualitative analysis. This method was adopted
because it allowed us to obtain the required sample (people who minimized EFA when the per-
petrator was a close family member) to address the second aim of this study.

A sample of 164 adult and young adult participants (age range 18–57 years; mean age
22.03 years; SD = 7.19) were recruited from Middlesex University Dubai campus through con-
venience sampling, which was considered suitable because it saves time, allowed for easy acces-
sibility, and is cost-effective (Bornstein et al., 2013). Of these, 75% were female (n = 123) and
25% were male (n = 41); 87% of participants were university students (n = 143), of which 89%
were psychology majors (n = 127) and the rest of (11%; n = 16) were majoring in courses such
as business management, law, media, tourism, and finance. All participants were Asian and
belonged to various nationalities: 68% Indian, 12% Middle Eastern, 10% Pakistani, 4% Fili-
pino, 4% Sri Lankan, 1% Bangladeshi, and 1% Japanese.

Quantitative and qualitative data were collected from all participants. A within-group study
design was chosen to test differences between the perceptions of EFA committed by close a
family member compared with a nonfamily member among Asians. However, although all par-
ticipants were included for final quantitative analysis, only a subset of the initial sample was
included for final qualitative analysis because this study aimed to explore only how those Asian
adults who minimized the severity of EFA perpetrated by a close family member explained this
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type of abuse. Twenty-five participants rated the severity of EFA perpetrated by close family
member as significantly less than EFA perpetrated by a nonfamily member; the difference
between their severity rating of EFA perpetrated by nonfamily member and that perpetrated by
close family member was 30 points or more. Thus, of these 25 participants, 11 were selected for
qualitative analysis for the richness, comprehensiveness, and integrity of their data. The qualita-
tive narration of experiences turned out to be exclusively South Asian. Demographic details of
the participants are provided in Table 1.

Materials

Participants were given two vignettes that were designed by the researchers for the purpose of
this study. Keeping all other information constant, the victim–perpetrator relationship was var-
ied in these vignettes by changing the information about the perpetrator, creating two vignettes
in total, one for EFA perpetrated by a close family member (son) and one for EFA perpetrated
by a nonfamily member (neighbor), both of which the participants were required to read. The
son was chosen to represent the close family member perpetrator because previous literature
has highlighted that majority of EFA perpetrators are the adult sons of victims (Fealy
et al., 2012).

Participants have been shown to identify with and hence be more protective of those with
culturally derived names (James et al., 2017). To control for this, the victim was named Mrs. X
in the vignettes. The victim was female because studies have shown that most elder victims of
financial abuse are women (Golding et al., 2013). The words abuse, victim, or perpetrator were
mentioned nowhere in the vignettes or in the questions that followed them, and no information
was provided about the level of violence or harm caused to elicit responses from participants
without priming them in any way. The word friend was also mentioned nowhere in the
nonfamily member vignette to ensure that the victim–perpetrator relationship seemed distant.

Each vignette was followed by one question that asked them to rate the severity of abuse
from 1 (not at all severe) to 100 (extremely severe) and four open-ended questions to understand
participants’ justifications for their severity rating and their perceptions of the amount of
responsibility and control that the victim and perpetrator had. The open-ended questions that
followed the vignette were as follows:

TABLE 1 Demographic details of participants

Name Gender Age (years) Nationality Student status

Clara Female 18 Indian Student

Sylvia Female 19 Indian Student

Viji Female 20 Indian Student

Jaya Female 20 Indian Student

Nisha Female 20 Indian Student

Bushra Female 21 Indian Student

Charlotte Female 34 Indian Nonstudent

Rakesh Male 36 Indian N/A

Aarti Female 46 Indian Nonstudent

Raheem Male 20 Pakistani Student

Maryam Female 20 Pakistani Student

Note: All participants have been given pseudonyms. N/A = not available.
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• “Please explain why you gave the rating that you did for the previous question.”
• “Who do you think is responsible for the situation? Why do you think so?”
• “How much control do you think Mrs. X had in this situation? Why do you think so?”
• “How much control do you think Mrs. X’s son/neighbour had in this situation? Why do you
think so?”

Procedure

The current research followed applicable ethical guidelines and was approved by the Ethics
Committee of Middlesex University Dubai. Participants were provided with necessary informa-
tion about the study after which they gave informed consent to participate in the study. They
were assured confidentiality of their data and informed of the right to withdraw their data from
the study at any time without having to provide any reason for withdrawal. Anonymity of par-
ticipants was maintained by assigning fictitious names while reporting qualitative findings.
Once participants agreed to take part, they were given demographic questions, as well as two
vignettes and follow up questions. Upon completion, participants were debriefed and given a
final opportunity to withdraw their data.

Data Analysis

Paired samples t test was administered to test differences between the perceptions of EFA com-
mitted by close family member and non-family member within Asians. In order to further
understand the perception of those participants who minimized the severity of EFA committed
by close family member, responses of 11 participants who rated the severity of EFA perpetrated
by close family member as largely lower than that of EFA perpetrated by non-family member
to open-ended questions were analyzed using thematic analysis (TA).

RESULTS

Differences in the ratings of EFA severity

A paired samples t test was administered to examine whether perception of severity of EFA per-
petrated by a close family member (son) will be lower than that of EFA perpetrated by a
nonfamily member (neighbor). Normality of data was confirmed using the Shapiro–Wilk test
(p > .05). The model was highly significant, t(163) = �7.13, p < .001, indicating that EFA per-
petrated by close family member was perceived as less severe (M = 67.06, SD = 23.46) com-
pared with EFA perpetrated by nonfamily member (M = 77.62, SD = 22.68).

The mean differences between the severity ratings of EFA committed by close family mem-
ber and nonfamily member within Asians are presented in Table 2.

TABLE 2 Means and standard deviations of ratings of severity of EFA perpetrated by close family member (son)
and nonfamily member (neighbor)

Rating of severity of EFA N M SD

Close family member (son) 164 67.06 23.46

Nonfamily member (neighbor) 164 77.62 22.68

Note: EFA = elder financial abuse.
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Perception of EFA perpetrated by close family member

The iterative coding and theme generation process was based on the recommendations of Braun
and Clarke (2006), which consisted of six steps outlined for TA: data familiarization, initial
codes generation, searching for themes, reviewing themes, generating theme names/definitions,
and producing the report. The analysis was conducted by both authors. Following transcription
and data familiarization, we blind coded the interviews and reached a shared understanding of
the constructs that would guide the initial coding, keeping in mind the purpose of the study.
Each transcript was read several times, and analysis commenced with line-by-line open coding,
followed by an examination of resulting initial codes, which led to the formulation of categories
and emergent themes were identified in participant narratives constituting the central organiz-
ing concepts (Flick, 1998). Themes were identified based on the frequency of their occurrence in
participant narratives. Once each theme was clearly defined and described, it needed to be illus-
trated with reference to the transcripts. This involved using quotes that capture the essence of
the theme (Crowe et al., 2015). Both authors agreed on coding and theme generation.

TA of qualitative data of participants who rated the severity of EFA perpetrated by close
family member as largely lower than that of EFA perpetrated by nonfamily member elicited
two main themes: dismissal of severity and responsibility and justification of abuse, both of
which have two subthemes. Each of their unique meanings and interpretations are discussed in
detail next.

Dismissal of severity and responsibility

This theme has two subthemes: misplaced attribution of severity to irrelevant factors and
defending the perpetrator. Participants’ responses reflected the different ways in which they
tended to dismiss the seriousness of the situation. Their understanding of the vignettes showed
that they perceived the abuse perpetrated by the son in ways that made it less likely for them to
assign responsibility to him for his actions. This, in turn, made them more inclined to defend his
actions and minimize the severity of the problem. These aspects are explored further in the fol-
lowing subthemes.

Misplaced attribution of severity to irrelevant factors
Participants viewed the EFA situation in different ways but never saw it as abusive. They
tended to dismiss the seriousness of the abuse by attributing severity to various irrelevant
aspects of the situation, such as amount of money withdrawn, explicit harm caused to Mrs. X,
and miscommunication between Mrs. X and her son.

Participants explained that the severity of the situation was attributed to the fact that a large
amount of money was withdrawn by the son. The following quotes exemplify this:

“The main issue is the amount that has been spent” (Bushra).

“It is severe as Dhs. 5000 (US$1,361) is not a small amount” (Nisha).

Hence, the act of money being withdrawn by the son from Mrs. X’s account was not considered
as concerning by most participants. However, the money being withdrawn being of a seemingly
large amount was worrying as participants believed that this would cause harm to Mrs. X
because she was retired and did not earn money. This illustrates that if the amount of money
withdrawn was not as large, the participants would have dismissed the severity of abuse. In fact,
Raheem’s quote exemplifies it:
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“It is somewhat severe because he withdrew almost 2 months of pension funds”
(Raheem).

This rationale that harm must be caused and be self-evident for the scenario to be considered
severe was also expressed by another participant who downplays the severity by saying:

“Mrs. X is happy and comfortable in life other than having money taken from her
account” (Jaya).

Another participant believed that the situation was a result of miscommunication and stated
that it would affect Mrs. X if it became worse, believing that Mrs. X is currently not affected by
it and so it was not a cause for worry, minimizing the severity and seriousness of the situation.
This is exemplified in the following quote:

“I feel it talks about miscommunication between the son and parents. And if it
becomes even worse, then it may impact” (Viji).

Defend perpetrator
Participants’ perceptions of severity were clouded because they depended heavily on the rela-
tionship shared between the victim and perpetrator. They tended to show awareness of the fact
that money being withdrawn without Mrs. X’s knowledge was serious, yet they tended to dis-
miss responsibility by defending the son’s abusive actions and normalizing the situation as they
viewed the son as entitled to Mrs. X’s money. The participants’ normalization of abuse is exem-
plified in the following quotes:

“Didn’t really get what is severe in this situation. Seems quite normal to me”
(Aarti).

“First, Mrs. X needs to know if her son withdrew it. If yes, then it is not at all
severe” (Rakesh).

The second participant’s quote highlights a theme that could be seen in many participants’
responses. That is, although it was clear from the vignette that the son had withdrawn the
money from Mrs. X, many participants tended to be doubtful about whether it was the son or
whether the withdrawal could be attributed to other factors such as theft or bank error. In other
words, participants defended the son by refusing to assign responsibility of abuse to him, which
can be seen in the following quote:

“I do not know the complete situation that is if it’s son who withdrew the money …

or if there was any cybercrime and someone else took the money” (Viji).

However, some participants highlighted that the son’s withdrawal of money without Mrs. X’s
consent was wrong, which is illustrated in the following quotes:

“He withdrew … without informing [Mrs. X], which could raise alarms” (Raheem).

“He should have [gotten] permission before” (Charlotte).

Despite this understanding, the participants defended the perpetrator, refused to acknowledge
that the situation was severe, and normalized the abuse.
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Justification of abuse

This theme has two subthemes: rationalization and victim-blaming. The participants explained
their minimization of EFA by providing justification for the abuse taking place in many ways.
This theme highlights that when participants were justifying the financial abuse, they fully rec-
ognized that the son was solely responsible for the situation yet still thought the act was justi-
fied. They justified it by rationalizing the perpetrator’s actions and placing blame on the victim.
These aspects are explored further in the following subthemes.

Rationalization
Participants tended to rationalize the perpetrator’s wrongdoing by focusing less on their actions
and more on their intentions and reasons behind those actions. It is interesting to note that this
theme was seen only in scenarios where the son was the perpetrator.

Most participants believed that the son must have withdrawn the money with good inten-
tions or for a justifiable reason, exemplified in the following quotes:

“Might be Mrs. X’s son but maybe for good reasons” (Rakesh).

“If it was withdrawn by her husband or son, they must have a valid reason”
(Nisha).

Some participants justified the abuse by saying that the son must have had some financial need,
which can be seen in the following quotes:

“Her son who is the joint holder [and] probably needed the money” (Raheem).

“The son … doesn’t earn enough himself” (Jaya).

Even though participants tended to place less emphasis on the son’s abusive actions, they justi-
fied the abuse by placing more emphasis on actions that they believed the son was capable of
doing after the abuse to repair the damage that was done, which is illustrated in the following
quote:

“Mrs. X’s son will be able to solve this issue as he is educated and he is taking care
of most of the finances” (Maryam).

Victim-blaming
Despite the knowledge that the son was responsible for his actions and for what happened, most
participants assigned blame on Mrs. X for the abuse that took place by explicitly criticizing her
for what she did or failed to do, believing that Mrs. X had control over her son’s actions.

The majority of the participants stated that it was wrong of Mrs. X to have made her son
the joint-holder and believed what happened was a result of this decision. The following quotes
illustrate this:

“She could have kept the money under her control only, not made [her] son a joint
account holder” (Aarti).

“She could have not made her son a joint-holder” (Sylvia).

Despite believing that the son was capable of making sound decisions, most participants
believed that Mrs. X had control over what her son did. The following quote is an example:

10 FAMILY RELATIONS



“She has a certain amount of control … he’s grown up and he could make his own
decisions” (Bushra).

One participant also criticized Mrs. X’s parenting as she felt that this situation was a result of
Mrs. X’s failure to teach her son financial skills, which can be seen in the following quote:

“His mom is responsible because she did not teach him how to manage money”
(Bushra).

Finally, most participants believed that Mrs. X was facing the repercussions of her own actions
and that she could have easily stopped the abuse from happening. This is illustrated in the
following quotes:

“She had full control to decide who she should trust to handle her finances, I feel
this situation is the consequence of her decision” (Viji).

“Mrs. X could have prevented it by not sharing the account details” (Nisha).

DISCUSSION

The findings suggest that there is a significant difference between the ratings of severity of EFA
perpetrated by a close family member and a nonfamily member among Asian adults. The sever-
ity ratings of EFA perpetrated by a son was significantly lower compared with that of EFA per-
petrated by neighbor, which is consistent with previous literature (Gibson, 2013; Knight
et al., 2016). Although the quantitative results showed that participants gave a significantly
lower rating for EFA perpetrated by son, the qualitative findings expand on this by providing
insight into their explanations for minimizing the severity of EFA perpetrated by the son.

The findings suggest that the participants did not acknowledge the very act of money being
withdrawn by the son as serious but conditionally placed severity on the grounds that the
amount of money withdrawn was large. This is consistent with previous findings by Jackson
and Hafemeister (2012). However, they justified this with claims that explicit harm was not cau-
sed to Mrs. X and misattributing the situation to miscommunication between Mrs. X and her
son and as a result failed to recognize it as abuse. This supports the findings of Knight
et al. (2016). The diversity in perceptions resulted in participants’ explanations in defense of the
son. Participants perceived the son’s decision of withdrawing money without Mrs. X’s knowl-
edge as a form of wrongdoing, and they specifically emphasized on this aspect. Yet they def-
ended this by normalizing his action and refusing to assign responsibility to him, which
corroborates Hafemeister’s (2003) findings. Participants’ normalization of the son’s financial
abuse reflects their Asian cultural values because it is common for children in Asian families to
exercise ownership and control over their parents’ assets in advance as they stand to inherit
them (Hikoyeda et al., 2015).

The results also suggest that participants tended to progressively place less emphasis on
close family member’s wrongdoing, which is reflected through the justifications they give for
the same. They rationalized his actions by believing that he would be able to find solutions and
their belief that the current situation needed to be solved revealed their awareness of the son’s
wrongdoing and the damage caused by it. However, they chose not to explicitly emphasize his
wrongdoing. They also provided justification by trusting that his intentions were good, which
supported the findings of Bagshaw et al. (2013). By engaging in justification of abuse, partici-
pants gradually placed almost no emphasis on the son’s wrongdoing and shifted all their focus
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on rationalizing his action by assigning blame on Mrs. X, which is consistent with past findings
(Lee & Eaton, 2009). Highlighting Mrs. X’s poor parenting skills was one of the many forms of
victim-blaming that the participants engaged in. This can also be seen as a reflection of the
Asian participants’ cultural values because it is not unusual in Asian communities to attribute
children’s wrongdoing to poor parenting even in the case of adult children (Montemayor &
Ranganathan, 2012).

Many of the justifications given by participants for minimizing abuse might reflect their cul-
tural values and their experiences with older individuals from their culture. Research has shown
that South Asian communities in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), characterized by their col-
lectivistic culture, are close-knit and family oriented. Despite living in nuclear families in the
UAE, they place a lot of emphasis on having strong connections with their extended families in
their home countries (Lian et al., 2019). Hence, even though the young Asians in our study may
not have elderly parents, it is highly likely that their unique experiences with their older relatives
largely influenced their perceptions of EFA.

The South Asian participants’ perception and minimization of EFA perpetrated by a son
can be explained by symbolic interactionism theory, which suggests that individuals assign
meaning to behaviors based on their cultural values and norms, which influence what is per-
ceived as acceptable or abusive (LaRossa & Reitzes, 2009). Moreover, the process by which
participants explained their minimization of EFA perpetrated by the son could also be
explained by the neutralization theory (Sykes & Matza, 1957), which suggests that despite the
knowledge of an abuser’s wrongdoing, individuals refuse to admit it sometimes when they real-
ize that acknowledgment of the same would go against their values and beliefs. In this case, the
Asian participants’ cultural value of upholding family honor and harmony would be called into
question if they admitted that the son financially abused his mother (Dong et al., 2007). As a
result, they experience guilt and shame (Anisko, 2009). To neutralize these feelings, they engage
in various forms of justification. Hence, neutralization theory explains how and why Asian par-
ticipants minimize EFA perpetrated by the son, and symbolic interactionism theory explains
the kind of justifications they give for the same.

This is one of a few studies that explore the area of EFA. The findings of this research
enhance the literature on EFA and further its understanding by exploring the beliefs and atti-
tudes toward it from an Asian perspective, which may not be easily accessible. Moreover, most
research on EFA has been done on older adults with cognitive impairments. This study, on the
other hand, made use of vignettes to investigate EFA of a cognitively sound older individual in
a sample of young adult students, which helps bring a different perspective to the topic. Addi-
tionally, the current study offered valuable insights by combining quantitative and qualitative
data, which is a strength of this research because it improves the reliability and validity of find-
ings (Luči�c-�Cati�c, 2011).

This research also had some limitations, however. First, the sample size was small. The
majority of the sample comprised female participants. Although this is a limitation, it might be
argued that it is important to understand how females conceptualize and justify this type of
abuse because research has shown that most financial abuse victims are female (Golding
et al., 2013), and our predominantly female sample helped us in gaining that understanding.
Although the quantitative part discussed Asians in general, it turned out that the qualitative
narration of experiences was exclusively South Asian. All participants responded to both
vignettes in the same order and within a short period of time. Thus, it is possible that their
answers were affected by order effects. Moreover, only minor details about the victim–

perpetrator relationship were changed across the two vignettes, so it is possible that participants
were able to intuit the hypotheses, which could have resulted in their responses being influenced
by demand characteristics.

Although our qualitative sample of South Asians being expatriates in the UAE could be
perceived as a limitation because it raises questions about representativeness, according to the
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International Migrant Stock, a dataset released by the Population Division of the United
Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2019), the UAE comprises 88% expatri-
ates, of which 59% are South Asian. Regardless of the amount of time they spend in the coun-
try, Asians cannot gain citizenship in the UAE. In addition, children of Asians who are born in
the UAE retain the citizenship of their expatriate parents and thus cannot gain the privileges of
citizenship (Ali, 2011). Thus, South Asians in the UAE, due to the impermanent nature of their
residence, may have an even greater sense of identification with their home culture
(Mohammad & Sidaway, 2012). These findings suggest that our sample consisting of South
Asian students, despite being expatriates in the UAE, is a good representation of the percep-
tions and ideas in Asian culture.

Given the increasing rates of EFA and lack of in-depth research in this area, this is a subject
worth further investigation. Research could examine how EFA is perceived when perpetrated
by other family members, such as the husband of the victim. Studies could also investigate dif-
ferences in perception when the victim is male. Cultural differences based on EFA perpetrated
by son and daughter could be explored. Testing the current findings using participants from
various Asian cultures could provide a deeper understanding of how different Asian cultures
vary in their perceptions of abuse. The effect of ethnicity of perpetrator and victim on partici-
pants’ views of EFA could be studied. Researchers could examine the influence of other factors,
such as an individual’s personality, religious beliefs, gender, and socioeconomic status on their
conceptualizations of EFA. Lastly, individuals belonging to various age groups could be com-
pared to see whether there are any differences in their attitudes toward EFA.

With the population in Asia aging at an unprecedented pace, the elderly population is
expected to undergo a rapid increase in the coming years. Eleven percent of the Asian popula-
tion comprised adults aged 60 years and older in 2012, and this is expected to rise to 24% by
2050; as a result, the number of elders who may be abused is also expected to increase (Yan
et al., 2015). Hence, developing a deeper understanding of elder abuse and its culturally signifi-
cant meanings is imperative. The findings of this study highlight the key role that culture plays
in how individuals perceive EFA as the participants engaged in minimization of abuse and
expressed their Asian cultural values to justify it. It is important to understand that cultural
norms and values influence not only the meanings that people attach to abusive behaviours but
also their very experience of abuse.

With guilt and shame being associated with abuse, even more so in South Asian cultures,
older individuals are reluctant to report abusive experiences. Acknowledging that one has been
a victim of abuse, especially by their own adult children, would mean admitting that their chil-
dren have been unable to fulfill their filial obligations of caring for their parents, which is ironi-
cally shameful for the parents—who are the victims—to admit because it would be attributed to
poor parenting and hence result in loss of face in society (Cheng & Chan, 2006). Studies have
shown that with Asian cultures placing importance on honor, respect, and status in society, vic-
timized elders would rather remain silent about their abusive experience rather than seek help
from others (Lee & Eaton, 2009). This has important implications for policy and practice.

Implications

To provide effective care, psychologists and social workers need to develop cross-cultural
understanding of how abuse is conceptualized by individuals who require their care. It is also
worth noting that financial abuse, although perhaps self-evident, is one form of abuse that can
be readily measured and verified, unlike other forms of abuse, such as emotional or verbal. The
lack of valid and reliable screening tools for the identification and assessment of financial abuse
is one of the biggest barriers to help-seeking (Schofield, 2017). Culturally sensitive instruments
are needed to aid in detection of abuse. Lastly, and most important, an adequate understanding
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of EFA and its culturally relevant risk factors is needed because it could guide policy and legal
provisions that help protect the rights and dignity of older individuals.
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