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1.

Introduction

This submission will speak to the Inquiry into Homelessness Terms of Reference regarding the social,
economic and policy factors that impact on homelessness, particularly in regards to older people who are
at risk of or have experienced elder abuse.
People of any age have a right to safe and secure housing – but this basic human right is tenuous or
unachievable for some older Victorians, resulting in increasing numbers of people ageing without a place
to call home. The lack of a home impacts on a person’s health and wellbeing and their ability to enjoy
many other rights and freedoms. It affects their ability to receive proper health and aged care, and to
contribute to and participate in their communities.
Housing stress, low income, and age-related concerns all contribute to an increased vulnerability to
homelessness for many older people. This vulnerability can be heightened by family violence, including
elder abuse.
The consequences of elder abuse are far-reaching – for the individual, their family and society. Elder
abuse can result in family breakdown, poverty, financial stress and poor mental and physical health and
wellbeing – all circumstances which can be exacerbated by ageing. In addition, the potential impacts of
elder abuse are all factors that make a person more vulnerable to homelessness.
Just as importantly, homelessness can also lead to elder abuse occurring. It is often the homelessness of
an adult child who has returned to live with their ageing parent (or never left the family home) which can
act as a catalyst for elder abuse. This submission will therefore speak to elder abuse as both a cause and
consequence of homelessness, and highlight the need to consider the effects of relevant social, economic
or policy factors on older people who have experienced family violence.

1.1 Seniors Rights Victoria
Seniors Rights Victoria (SRV), a program of Council on the Ageing (COTA) Victoria, is a community legal
centre and state-wide service that works to prevent elder abuse and safeguard the rights, dignity and
independence of older people. SRV operates under the principles of empowerment of older people,
working with individuals to increase their degree of self-determination, enabling them to represent their
own interests and claim their rights.
Elder abuse is any act which causes harm to an older person and is carried out by someone they know
and trust such as a family member or friend. The abuse may be physical, social, financial, psychological or
sexual and can include mistreatment and neglect.
SRV is a community legal centre operating a helpline and a lawyer–social worker advice and casework
model to support older people who have experienced elder abuse. SRV provides information, advice,
education and support to older Victorians, their friends and family members, and service providers,
through:


helpline service including information and referral



specialist legal services



social work advocacy, including short-term individual support



policy and systemic change
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community and professional education.

SRV also has a role in policy and advocacy, capacity building, and working collaboratively with relevant
sectors to better identify, address and prevent elder abuse.
Operating since 2008, SRV is funded by the Community Legal Service Program through Victoria Legal Aid
and the Victorian Department of Health and Human Services.

2.

Ageing and homelessness

This section offers an overview of some factors related to homelessness that affect older people in a
particular way.

2.1 Ageing and age-related health concerns
Ageing, homelessness and elder abuse can each affect a person’s physical and mental health – the
combination of the three can have serious consequences.
Health problems can contribute to a person becoming homeless while, conversely, homelessness can
exacerbate poor health and contribute to premature ageing or the earlier onset of health problems more
commonly associated with later life.1 Evidence shows that homelessness can increase a person’s risk of
many health problems, including psychiatric illness, substance use, chronic disease, musculoskeletal
disorders, skin and foot problems, poor oral health, and infectious diseases such as tuberculosis, hepatitis
C and HIV infection.2 Elder abuse can also increase the risk of ill health, early admittance to residential
carer, and early death.3
While many people age without major illness or debilitation, the majority will be affected in some way by
age-related illnesses or disability. Poor health caused by elder abuse or homelessness can make it more
difficult for a person to attend to other challenges, or to remain in employment.
Age-related health concerns can affect a person’s housing needs (such as location relevant to health
services or modifications needed within the home itself), as well as their need for aged care and
community services. It is near impossible to provide adequate aged care or health services to a person
who does not have secure housing, making them more vulnerable to the challenges of ageing.

2.2 Housing stress
The links between housing pressures and homelessness are obvious and do not need to be restated here.
However, it is important to highlight the additional stresses and challenges experienced by older people
who are experiencing or facing homelessness. The latter parts of this submission will focus specifically on
the links between housing stress, homelessness and elder abuse.
In recent years there has been an increase in the numbers of older people who are homeless or who do
not have secure housing.4 This is partly a result of an ageing population where people are living much
longer after retirement age (and, in their later years, with additional age-related challenges) as well as an
ongoing housing shortage, with many Australians no longer able to afford a place to live.
It used to be the norm that most Australians would be able to purchase a home and pay it off during their
working life so that they were securely housed even if their only retirement income was the Age Pension.
Nowadays, as housing prices have increased much more rapidly than household income,5 more
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Australians are retiring with a mortgage, which can be a precarious situation on a limited income.6 In
addition, a growing number of older people are finding themselves homeless or at risk of being so, when
previously secure housing is lost to relationship breakdown, family violence or elder abuse as detailed in
this submission.
Homelessness of older people is often hidden with many older people who no longer have secure
housing living in overcrowded family situations, caravans, substandard family accommodation such as
converted garages or ‘granny flats’, or staying with a rotating roster of family and friends.7
The Productivity Commission report on Vulnerable Private Renters: Evidence and Options – Commission
Research Paper lays out the findings related to the difficulties faced by older renters: “Older households
are disproportionately low-income, and age is strongly associated with reliance on government
payments, disability and lower educational attainment.”8 In addition, the Productivity Commission
reported that insecure accommodation has been found to negatively impact on a person’s physical and
psychological wellbeing and often results in a reluctance to engage in the local community, leading to
isolation and loneliness which is a well-documented issue facing older Australians. Social isolation and a
lack of support are also considered key risk factors for elder abuse, and make it more difficult for older
people to seek help and successfully address the problem.
Rental stress is high amongst older people with the Productivity Commission finding that half of all
private renter households with a reference person aged 65 or older were in rental stress in 2017–18, and
that exiting rental stress is most often associated with an increase of income, which is unlikely for older
renters.9 Older renters tend to stay in private rentals for longer periods as they have fewer options to
move. This can lead to inaction from landlords who choose not to make the necessary improvements or
repairs that a new tenancy would demand. Many older tenants, aware of the precariousness of their
situation and the unlikelihood of finding anything better, hold off requesting repairs as they fear an
increase in rent or an eviction notice for causing trouble.

2.3 Limited income
Older people are often retired resulting in a limited income and with little opportunity to supplement
this. In turn, this means limited housing options. People with limited opportunity to earn an income also
have more difficulty maintaining independence as they recover from elder abuse.
Even those who would like – or find it economically necessary – to continue to work in their later years
are faced with ageism and age discrimination in the workplace, making it difficult to find or continue
work. The COTA Victoria submission to this inquiry details some of the ways people could be better
supported to continue working as they age, allowing better housing options.
Nearly two-thirds of older Australians receive the Age Pension, which provides their only income after the
age of 65, or supplements their savings, superannuation or investments. While the proportion of the
population receiving the Age Pension has remained relatively steady over the last two decades, the
number of people receiving it has increased in line with the ageing population.10
While the Age Pension is a serviceable amount to live off if a person owns their own home, it is unable to
properly provide for those who do not. The cost of private rental is prohibitive for those reliant on the
Age Pension: only 3 per cent of rentals in Australia are affordable for a couple on the pension, and less
than 1 per cent of listings are affordable for a single older person, and this does not take into
consideration whether the properties are suitable or available within a person’s own community.11
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2.4 Older women
Housing for the Aged Action Group (HAAG) has long worked to draw attention to the plight of older
people experiencing homelessness and insecure housing, and have noted the dramatic increase in older
women experiencing homelessness. HAAG notes that in Victoria, in the five years between 2011 and
2016, there was a 70.8 per cent increase in the number of women between 65–74 who reported being
homeless, and a 61 per cent increase in women aged 75 years and over.12
The Australian Association of Gerontology released a series of three papers in 2018 summarising research
evidence, service provider experiences and statistics to collate the reasons older women are at an
increased risk of homelessness:


lower socioeconomic status than men, including much less superannuation



living alone



intimate partner violence and relationships breakdown



exhausting social networks for housing support and being reluctant to seek formal support



providing housing to family, kin and friends,



trauma and poor mental health.13

Many of the above also indicate an increased risk of elder abuse. The papers includes case studies
describing common situations such as how an older women who worked her entire life was refused a
bank loan to buy a home because of her single status and income; an older woman who provides care for
grandchildren and other family members in a context of family violence which has affected her tenancy
history; a woman who was a homemaker unable to afford housing once her husband passed away; and
an older woman who experienced family breakdown after migrating to Australia.

Recommendations
Increased public housing options for older people
While older people can be prioritised on the public housing waiting list in consideration of their
circumstance, there is not enough housing available for those who need it. Considering the financial
circumstance of a person on the Age Pension is unlikely to change, more housing needs to be made
available for this cohort which will grow in line with the ageing population.

3.

Elder abuse and family violence

The main concerns of this submission are the various intersections between elder abuse and
homelessness and what this means for older people that experience these situations. The following
background information on elder abuse will assist in understanding its multifaceted relationship to
homelessness.
Elder abuse can take on many different forms and can have a vast array of consequences. The generally
agreed definition of elder abuse is any form of violence or mistreatment that causes harm to an older
person, and occurs within a relationship of trust. Elder abuse can include acts of psychological, financial,
physical, social and sexual abuse, as well as neglect.
Some examples of elder abuse include:
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aggressive, threatening and coercive behaviour



taking over decision-making and refusing a person’s autonomy



forcing an older person to hand over money or an asset, or misusing their funds



physical assault



preventing contact with family and friends



limiting a person’s choices or placing pressure on them regarding decisions they make



neglecting to provide a person with appropriate health or personal care



inheritance impatience – the misplaced sense of entitlement to an older person’s assets or
resources.

Some older people may describe this type of behaviour as disrespect or mistreatment, rather than abuse
or violence. Elder abuse can happen in many contexts, including the home and residential aged care.
Elder abuse is often intergenerational and perpetrated by an adult child against their parent. Of the older
people who contact Seniors Rights Victoria because they are experiencing abuse, over 90% are being
abused by a family member. Two-thirds of these family member perpetrators are sons or daughters of
the older person.14
As elder abuse most often occurs within the family or a domestic setting, it is recognised as a form of
family violence under the Family Violence Protection Act 2008 (Vic). The Victorian Government has also
recognised elder abuse as a form of family violence and included it as an area of particular interest within
the family violence reforms.
The nature of family violence means that it almost always results in a change in living arrangements for
some, if not all, of the people involved – as such family violence can increase a person’s risk of
homelessness or a shift to precarious housing. When the person involved is ageing, this risk can be
exacerbated.
Even family violence that does not directly involve an older person can have far-reaching consequences.
When a person leaves a relationship because of violence (either as a victim survivor or as a perpetrator
removed from their own home by an intervention order), returning to live in the family home with a
mother or father can be a short-term response to avoid homelessness. Housing pressures in Victoria are
resulting in the family home increasingly being used as stop-gap or refuge, and increasingly as a longterm solution. While a person’s ageing parents may be willing to accommodate them, this can have
unintended consequences in terms of relationship pressures, financial costs and caring responsibilities for
all involved.

4.

Ageism

As detailed above, for some people later life can result in age-related illnesses, increased care and
support needs and income limitations, which can all make it more difficult to cope with elder abuse or
homelessness. But it is also important to consider the many ways our society practices ageism on a daily
basis, and how this contributes to the difficulties we will all experience as we get older.
Ageism is the process of stereotyping and discriminating against a person or people, simply because they
are older.15 This manifests in many ways, which impact on our treatment of older people and our support
for them when they are affected by things such as family violence, homelessness and ill health. Ageism
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results in older people being marginalised and afforded less power and social status. This results in older
people receiving lower levels of care than they are entitled to and deserve, and having less opportunity
for redress when their rights are infringed. An older person’s problems are sometimes not seen to be as
pressing as a younger person’s, particularly when it does not affect their participation in the workforce,
resulting in a complacency towards the issues they face or the additional supports they may need.
The current Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety is focused on the most vulnerable
members of the ageing population, those who require aged care, but its interim report goes a long way to
highlight the ageism inherent in our society: “The language of public discourse is not respectful towards
older people. Rather, it is about burden, encumbrance, obligation and whether taxpayers can afford to
pay for the dependence of older people. As a nation, Australia has drifted into an ageist mindset that
undervalues older people and limits their possibilities.”16 Elder abuse is driven by ageism – perpetrators
often abuse as they perceive the older person to have less power and agency than themselves, and
sometimes they see their own needs as eclipsing the older person’s needs.
Some other examples of this ageist mindset include:


older people are often considered unable to make their own legal or financial decisions



older men have the highest suicide rate of any age group and yet little is done about it17



those over the age of 65 are not able to access assistive technology through the National
Disability Insurance Scheme



sexual assault of older women is under recognised18



healthcare benefits of interventions are often considered in terms of years of life gained, rather
than quality of life, to the detriment of older people



the high rate of depression in residential aged care goes unaddressed.19

SRV’s position is that old age is a natural part of the life course; it is not a deficit or failure. While people
may need extra supports as they age, this should be expected and supported by society, and efforts made
to ensure that older people are treated with dignity and respect.

5.

Intersection of elder abuse and homelessness

Elder abuse and homelessness intersect in a number of ways. This submission seeks to draw attention to
the complex nature of these issues and encourages the Victorian Government to properly consider the
needs of older people who have experienced family violence, or who are supporting their homeless
family members, when considering the factors that relate to homelessness in Victoria. This includes how
services are delivered to the homeless, including those who would be homeless if it were not for their
ageing parents who provide them with somewhere to live, sometimes to their own detriment.
In summary:


Elder abuse makes a person vulnerable to homelessness



Elder abuse often involves financial abuse, and can involve property as both an asset and a home
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Older people may endure elder abuse if addressing it will result in the loss of their home, their
relationship with the family member perpetrating the abuse, or if it will make the perpetrator
homeless



Older people may get into debt when assisting family members experiencing financial or housing
stress



Older people sometimes experience abuse when allowing family members to return or stay in
their home because of a lack of other housing options

5.1 Elder abuse makes a person vulnerable to homelessness
Elder abuse is complex and multifaceted and the results are often detrimental in a number of ways – one
of those is an increased risk of homelessness.
While financial abuse in the form of property or asset theft can be a direct cause of homelessness for
older people, elder abuse can also lead to homelessness in other ways. For example, often the only way
to resolve family violence is a change in living arrangements – for the victim or perpetrator to live
elsewhere. While stopping the violence this can lead to homelessness when either person’s options and
finances are limited.
Like other forms of family violence, elder abuse can have a profound effect on a person’s mental and
physical wellbeing, which can make it difficult for a person to cope and do everything necessary to
maintain their living situation.
All of this can be exacerbated by ageing as many people in later life have less potential to earn additional
income, less energy and resources to resolve the issues, and a higher likelihood of additional age- or
health-related challenges. As elder law specialist and academic Eileen Webb notes, “An older person is
unlikely to have the time or the physical, psychological and financial resolve to recover or recoup
losses,”20 which increases the older person’s likelihood of ending up homeless or experiencing housing
insecurity.
Some examples of how elder abuse can make a person vulnerable to homelessness include:


The psychological or physical abuse experienced by the older person may make it impossible for
them to remain at home and they need to find alternative accommodation.



The abuse may be financial and have involved taking the person’s property and assets, leaving
them destitute.



The abuse may involve an adult child taking the proceeds of sale from the older person’s home
with the promise of providing ongoing housing and care but not following through.



Abuse that involved loans or gifts given under coercion may affect the older person’s asset
testing and reduce their Age Pension.



The abuse may include taking control of an older person’s decision-making and forcing them into
residential aged care.



The abuse may undermine a person’s mental wellbeing and make it difficult to manage their
living or financial arrangements.
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Recommendations
Address family violence of older people
Through the family violence reforms the Victorian Government has shown it is committed to addressing
all forms of family violence, including elder abuse. SRV strongly encourages the continuation of this work
with the acknowledgement that elder abuse needs targeted response and prevention activities that are
suitable for older people. For example:


The provision of suitable crisis support and accommodation for older women, older men and
older couples.



Primary prevention activities aimed at stopping intergenerational abuse and the ageist norms
that support it.



Increased community awareness of elder abuse as a form of family violence, and continued work
to ensure health, legal, financial and specialist family violence services are able to properly
support older people.

Continue support of Housing for the Aged Action Group (HAAG)
For older people who do face homelessness, it is important that their unique needs are given proper
consideration. To this end we recommend the continuation of funding to Housing for the Aged Action
Group and the Home at Last program as a form of homelessness prevention and early intervention for
older people at risk of homelessness.

5.2 Elder abuse often involves financial abuse, and can
involve property as both an asset and a home
Financial abuse is a very common form of elder abuse. Approximately 37 per cent of the older people
who contact SRV for advice have experienced some form of financial abuse and this often involves
property.21 At the same time the older person is often subject to psychological, social or physical abuse.
The loss of property is distressing both in terms of not having a place to live, as well as the financial loss
and lack of security regarding the future.
Elder abuse can affect an older person’s housing security even if they are not a homeowner – financial
abuse may deplete them of their savings and ability to pay rent22, or emotional abuse might require them
to leave secure housing, including related supports such as aged care services or informal care provided
by an abusive family member.
For many older people their home is their major asset. Due to the nature of inflation and the pressures
on the housing market there is a high proportion of older people whose home has become significantly
more valuable over their lifetime. Difficulties can arise when people wish or need to access the value in
their home – or are pressured or deceived by family members to do so.
There is no excuse for elder abuse but it is important to consider the family context within which it
occurs. Many situations of financial abuse involve an adult child (or other family member) pressuring
their ageing parent to transfer the family home or sell it and pass on the proceeds. The added
complications of a lifetime of family conflict or tension can mean the ageing parent is put in a difficult
position – refuse and risk a relationship breakdown, or agree and trust that they will be looked after,
even in the absence of any evidence that this will happen.
Eileen Webb describes the behaviour that has come to be described as ‘inheritance impatience’:
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“In a time of decreasing housing affordability and income stagnation, the ‘nest eggs’ believed to
be held by older people may become attractive to family, associates or even strangers.
‘Inheritance Impatience’ is a term often used to describe the actions of adult children or
grandchildren who do not want to wait until an older person passes away to receive money or
property from the older person’s estate.
And, some people seek to access these funds through a variety of means such as abusing
enduring powers of attorney or dealing with an older person’s property without their knowledge
or consent. In an abundance of cases, the conduct is directed at land, particularly the family
home, or has consequences that impact upon the older person’s accommodation choices, for
example through loss of savings.”23
Financial abuse can be committed in a number of ways to deprive an older person of their assets and
home. Examples include:


Perpetrators who forge an older person’s signature on mortgage or transfer documents



Perpetrators who misuse their powers as an appointed attorney to transfer property and assets
to themselves or others



Perpetrators who are given access to an older person’s bank accounts for a specific reason (such
as to pay bills) but then use that access to transfer assets to themselves or others



Perpetrators who deceive older people into signing documents by concealing the true nature and
consequence of the documents



Perpetrators who pressure or emotionally blackmail older people to sign over property and
assets because they claim their need is greater than the older person’s



Perpetrators who convince the older person to sign over property or assets because they will
eventually inherit them so feel it is appropriate.



Older people who become guarantor on a family member’s home loan and lose their property or
assets.

The value of housing in Victoria has soared in recent decades so that those who entered the housing
market much earlier have reaped the benefits. While many older people plan to leave this windfall to
their children as an inheritance that does not give licence for financial abuse driven by impatience.
As the Victorian population ages the risk of inheritance impatience will increase as family members seek
to control their parents assets – assets that people should be able to make their own decisions about,
and which they may need to pay for their own aged and health care.

Recommendations
Address ageism
As a form of primary prevention of financial abuse of older people it is important that we work towards
dispelling the ageist thinking that allows inheritance impatience and limiting the decision-making rights of
older people.
Improve financial literacy
The Victorian Government should provide funding to lift the level of financial literacy of people as they
approach retirement to safeguard them against the pressure of unscrupulous family members. This
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should include encouraging all people to seek financial planning advice in well in advance of retirement
and major financial decisions.

Professional education regarding elder abuse
The Victorian Government should provide funding for professional education regarding financial abuse
for anyone involved in property and asset transfers (banking staff, financial advisors, lawyers, real estate
agents, financial counsellors, etc.) to ensure they are aware of the issue and signs to look for.
Registration and national consistency of power of attorney documents
Commonwealth and state governments should work together on the harmonisation of national decisionmaking laws and practices, including the creation of an online register of enduring power of attorney (and
similar) documents, as recommended by the Australian Law Reform Commission. In order to ensure
power of attorney documents are not misused to deprive older people of their assets, any enduring
power of attorney appointments that take effect upon loss of capacity should require a formal
assessment of capacity, and documentation of this assessment should be linked directly to the power of
attorney document.

Maree’s story
Maree’s story, told in her own words below, demonstrates how an older woman who was always
securely housed can end up financially destitute and homeless due to elder abuse. Please note, all names
have been changed.
Maree lived in Melbourne in a home she co-owned with her daughter Terri. Terri and her husband Steven
decided to move to regional Victoria. Maree was asked to go with them but she was reticent.
“We sold up and I moved up there. I didn’t really want to go, but there wasn’t really another way.”
Terri and Steven convinced Maree to move, encouraging her by saying that Maree would be looked after
for the rest of her life, and it would be good for Terri who would not have to work and could be a fulltime mother. So they sold the Melbourne property and used the proceeds towards a new house, which
would have separate living quarters for Maree.
Terri and Steven had two preschool age children. Once Terri started working five days a week, Maree
would look after the children and do the housework.
“From that day she started work I had house cleaning, cooking, ironing, looking after my
grandchildren, taking them to the bus for school, picking them up” said Maree. “I did it until they
were in high school, I’d walk down to the bus stop with them. Getting breakfast and lunch for them
and after that I did all the housework.”
Maree was happy with the arrangement.
“I didn’t mind that, I’ve got to say. I loved doing it.”
But things became difficult. Maree found Steven to be domineering and verbally abusive and the family
conflict escalated. Maree and Steven were barely speaking to one another, and Steven would not permit
her to use any heating or cooling if she were home alone, despite the extreme weather conditions in that
part of the state.
“It was like I wasn’t part of the family.”
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Steven was verbally abusive toward Maree, and accused her of complaining to people about how much
housework and childcare she was expected to do.
“If I’d see him in the corridor I’d say hello but if his family were visiting I felt I couldn’t sit with
them, I wasn’t treated as part of the family. Christmas Day I cooked my own dinner because I
wasn’t asked to join them.”
The conflict came to a head when the family planned a holiday. Maree was not invited and was told she
could not stay in her living quarters while they were away – she would have to go stay with her brother in
Melbourne.
Steven threatened her, making his intentions clear: “If you’re not ready in 5 minutes I’ll pick you up and
throw you in the car.”
After 12 years of this increasing conflict the arrangement ended when Terri told Maree she needed a
break and for Maree to go stay with her family for two weeks. Terri then told Maree she was not
welcome to come back, rendering her homeless.
Maree was forced to go and live with family in Melbourne. Soon after, Terri offered her a small amount
of money, minus the cost of what she said were unnecessary renovations, to buy her out of the property.
The amount did not reflect the financial contributions Maree had made to the initial property, or the
arrangement that had been made where Maree would be looked after into the future.
“I thought I was going to spend the rest of my life with them. From there, I’d go to the box, you
know?”
In her mid-seventies Maree was homeless for over eighteen months, staying with various family
members. As private rental is unaffordable on the Age Pension Maree was supported to find public
housing and is now housed in a one-bedroom unit. She has limited contact with her grandchildren and is
still trying to recover the financial contributions she made.

5.3 Older people may endure elder abuse
Older people may endure elder abuse if addressing it will result in the loss of their home, their
relationship with the family member perpetrating the abuse, or it will make the perpetrator homeless.
People who approach Seniors Rights Victoria often do so as a last resort after withstanding a long period
of abuse. The impetus for seeking help is often that the person is in financial stress, has lost their home,
or can no longer cope with the relentless nature of the abuse. That the circumstances which will lead
someone to contact SRV are so dire indicate that there are many people within the community enduring
abuse – and it is important that we reach out to support these people.
Previous research done by the National Ageing Research Institute and Seniors Rights Victoria that
involved interviewing past clients of SRV identified four key barriers to disclosing or taking action on elder
abuse:


Fear of negative consequences for the abuse, including homelessness



Fear of negative consequences to themselves
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Belief that the abuse was not the perpetrator’s fault



Stigma, the fear or experience of shame and embarrassment.24

Some of these barriers were also accompanied by self-blame for the abuse.
The authors go on to conclude that one of the major elements that distinguishes this kind of
intergenerational elder abuse from intimate partner violence is the parental bond. It is this bond and
sense of care, love and responsibility that often prevents an ageing parent from seeking help or taking
action. It was strongly demonstrated by the parents who were so concerned that their child would
become homeless that they endured the abuse perpetrated by the child.
An example from the research project included 71 year old Barbara who lived with her physically abusive
daughter for three and a half years because she worried that addressing the abuse would lead her
daughter to being “on the street”:
“I was put in contact with Seniors Rights… I took a lot of convincing… my sister talked me into doing
it because my daughter was very abusive… The doctors had advised me to move out of my home
and get away from her otherwise, they said you’d be across at (the cemetery)… So three years I
put up with (the abuse)… I was too frightened to (get help)…and if I decided to take the legal action
(to get my money back) she'll probably have to sell the house… I don't want to kick her out on the
street.”25

Recommendations
Recommendations made in 5.2 about financial literacy and planning would help to ensure that people are
better informed when they wish to assist family members, and that professionals involved in the process
are attuned to potential abuse.

Improve family violence and housing services knowledge of intergenerational violence
The Victorian Government needs to support family violence and housing services to properly understand
the dynamics of intergenerational abuse and how it differs from intimate partner violence. This will
encourage older people to see family violence services as an appropriate support and ensure that
housing services can properly assist older people who have experienced abuse from family members.

5.4 Older people may get into debt when assisting family
members experiencing financial or housing stress
Financial loss is sometimes the unfortunate consequence of an older person wanting to help their family
members cope with housing stress and increasingly expensive cost of living. This is an example of the way
that challenges faced by younger generations in regards to income, disadvantage, poverty and housing
may also have serious consequences for ageing parents.
Sometimes problems can arise from well-intentioned actions and a lack of formality to the agreement.
Families need to be encouraged to have conversations about these types of arrangements to ensure that
neither party is being taken advantage of and that there is an agreement about how problems can be
solved, or when and how the arrangement should end. People need to aware that gifting money, coownership arrangements, acting as guarantor and providing loans can all have ramifications for a
person’s own financial situation and eligibility for the Age Pension, and can have serious consequences,
including bankruptcy, if things go wrong.
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Resources such as Seniors Rights Victoria’s Care for Your Assets can help older people consider the
options available and measure their desire and ability to help against their own needs, both now and in
the future.26

Recommendations
Promote use of family arrangement resources
Promote the use of resources that encourage people to discuss, plan and document family arrangements
that might have financial or other major ramifications, such as Care for Your Assets.

Tricia’s story
Tricia’s story, told in her own words below, show how the actions of an ageing parent, desperate for her
grandchildren to be lifted out of housing insecurity, resulted in her own homelessness.
Tricia had long been supportive of her daughter Amanda. As a single parent of two children, Amanda
lived in Tricia’s small unit for five years.
“We were a happy little family. I was there when all of them were born; I have been there every
day of their lives. You wouldn’t believe how close I am to them ... I was the other parent. Amanda
and I had our differences in opinion as all mothers and daughters do. She would say, ‘I’m right’,
and I would say, ‘I’m right’, and somewhere in the middle is the truth. But eventually you get over
it, especially when you live together.”
When Amanda’s second child was three she and the children moved out. Tricia paid the deposit and first
month’s rent on a new unit for Amanda, and would often fill the fridge with food and provide items for
the grandchildren.
“I didn’t want my grandchildren to have my childhood, going from rental property to rental
property.”
Amanda’s new partner, Mark, soon moved in and Amanda had a third child. Tricia found she was under a
lot of pressure from her daughter to provide ongoing financial support, including a loan to help them buy
a new car.
“I never got the money back. My brother-in-law asked Mark, ‘When are you going to start paying
Tricia back the money?’ And he said, ‘No, that’s a gift, that’s Amanda’s inheritance.’ And I thought,
well, I’m not a fighter. And I was already tired and beaten, and I thought I’d just let it go.”
When Amanda and Mark were evicted from their property, Tricia suggested they all buy a property
together.
“It was an idea I had back when it was just Amanda and her children and I. And I thought we could
all live together in a house where there were bedrooms and a house for them and a separate part
for me. Because I was sitting there in a unit worth about $500,000 and my daughter had nothing.”
Tricia sold her house and together they bought a property. The agreement was that Tricia would pay the
deposit while Amanda and Mark paid the mortgage. Tricia found herself in the position of paying for most
of the household expenses, including paying for everyone to go on holiday together.
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“I worked hard and my husband worked hard to make sure we had a roof over our children's heads.
And then I worked to make sure my grandchildren had the same.”
With no help from Amanda and Mark, Tricia turned the garage of the house into a self-sufficient flat for
herself but still joined the family for meals.
Amanda and Mark began to pressure Tricia to pay the mortgage and continued to financially abuse her.
They became aggressive and threatening toward her and told her she was unwelcome in their home. The
experience had a huge toll on Tricia’s mental health and Tricia was eventually admitted to a hospital for
psychiatric support.
When Tricia left hospital she realised she was unable to continue living with Amanda. With no other
options she decided to permanently live with her sister. When her sister retired and moved to regional
Victoria, Tricia had to move too, leaving behind her friends and community.
“If I didn't have my sister it might have been a long drive off a short pier. I feel like a man without
a country - I've got no one and nowhere to go.”
While Tricia was very grateful for the support of her sister it was difficult not to have a place of her own.
“I have nowhere to call home. One of the things I miss is that I love working with wood and all my
tools are packed up. I haven't touched them in two years because I've got nowhere to set it up.”
With the assistance of SRV Tricia was able to recoup some of the money she had invested in the house
with her daughter. While it is not enough to return to her life in Melbourne she hopes to be able to buy a
house in regional Victoria.
“I was lucky to have my family otherwise I would have been on the street. And on the street you’re
totally alone.”

5.5 Older people sometimes experience abuse when
allowing family members to return or stay in their home
because of a lack of other housing options
As discussed above, the parental bond is strong and results in many ageing parents supporting their
children extensively over their lifetime. For some families, this support is complicated by additional
vulnerabilities such as mental illness, substance abuse or gambling addiction. These factors can result in a
person remaining at home well into adulthood, or returning to the family home when other options are
exhausted.
Seniors Rights Victoria have supported clients who have adult children living with them because of:


unemployment and a lack of housing



mental illness



disability
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gambling addiction



substance abuse



family violence.

In these instances, the ageing parent’s home (and the parent continuing to assume ultimate
responsibility for their adult child) often becomes the last buffer between a person and homelessness. As
such, there is undue pressure placed on the ageing parent to accept an adult child back into the home
and, in doing so, in some situations to accept an increased risk of elder abuse.
In addition, even in instances of abusive behaviour, this transpires to an added pressure not ask the adult
child or family member to leave if homelessness is a likely outcome.
In 2019, SRV made a submission to the Royal Commission into Victoria’s mental health system. It detailed
the example of a woman who allowed her adult daughter and grandchild to live with her after a
relationship breakdown. Despite the daughter’s deteriorating mental health she refused to engage with
any treatment, creating an untenable situation. Eventually the mother had to take out an intervention
order against the daughter to force her removal from the home. The daughter ended up homeless and
living in her car and hostels before receiving mental health treatment. Upon discharge from hospital the
social worker requested the mother to take her daughter in despite the intervention order and past
history of abuse. The mother refused and is now estranged from her daughter.
There has been substantial research done on the links between mental health and homelessness27 but an
under acknowledged issue is that ageing parents and the family home are often seen as the stop gap for
those with nowhere else to go. While parents are often willing – or resigned to their role – the system has
become too reliant on such informal care without providing any support or risk assessment that would
consider the short- and long-term consequences on the ageing parent.

Recommendations
Consider support for ageing parents who act as default carers
Seniors Rights Victoria made a number of recommendations to the Royal Commission into Victoria’s
mental health system that aimed to better support ageing parents who find themselves caring for a
family member with mental illness. These included:


The Victorian Government needs to ensure that mental health service providers assess the risk of
elder abuse when consumers are residing with, or discharged to, ageing parents.



The Victorian Government needs to ensure that older adults who become or remain carers of
their adult children with mental illness are given adequate support so that abuse is
prevented or early intervention occurs.



The Victorian Government needs to develop service pathways via which family members can
access mental health treatment for someone close to them, including an early intervention
mental health outreach team that could be invited into a person’s home to encourage mental
health help-seeking before a situation reaches crisis point.



The Victorian Government needs to ensure that carer-inclusive practice is mandated for all
mental health service providers to encourage recognition of the role of carers, and their needs.
In turn, carer support services need to be properly funded to ensure they are available and
accessible regardless of where the carer resides.

Victorian Government Inquiry into Homelessness
17

Seniors Rights Victoria at COTA Victoria
18 of 21

LC LSIC Inquiry into Homelessness
Submission 169

6.

Summary of recommendations

The aim of this submission is to draw attention to some of the specific issues that older people who are
vulnerable to homelessness might face, in particular, the ways that elder abuse can cause homelessness
and be a result of a perpetrator’s homelessness.
Seniors Rights Victoria calls on the Victorian Government to consider the issue of elder abuse and how its
differences from other forms of family violence means it needs a specific and nuanced response.

Increased public housing options for older people
While older people can be prioritised on the public housing waiting list in consideration of their
circumstance, there is not enough housing available for those who need it. Considering the financial
circumstance of a person on the Age Pension is unlikely to change, more housing needs to be made
available for this cohort which will grow in line with the ageing population.
Address family violence of older people
Through the family violence reforms the Victorian Government has shown it is committed to addressing
all forms of family violence, including elder abuse. SRV strongly encourages the continuation of this work
with the acknowledgement that elder abuse needs targeted response and prevention activities that are
suitable for older people. For example:


The provision of suitable crisis support and accommodation for older women, older men and
older couples.



Primary prevention activities aimed at stopping intergenerational abuse and the ageist norms
that support it.



Increased community awareness of elder abuse as a form of family violence, and continued work
to ensure health, legal, financial and specialist family violence services are able to properly
support older people.

Continue support of Housing for the Aged Action Group (HAAG)
For older people who do face homelessness, it is important that their unique needs are given proper
consideration. To this end we recommend the continuation of funding to Housing for the Aged Action
Group and the Home at Last program as a form of homelessness prevention and early intervention for
older people at risk of homelessness.
Address ageism
As a form of primary prevention of financial abuse of older people it is important that we work towards
dispelling the ageist thinking that allows inheritance impatience and limiting the decision-making rights of
older people.
Improve financial literacy
The Victorian Government should provide funding to lift the level of financial literacy of people as they
approach retirement to safeguard them against the pressure of unscrupulous family members. This
should include encouraging all people to seek financial planning advice in well in advance of retirement
and major financial decisions.
Professional education regarding elder abuse
The Victorian Government should provide funding for professional education regarding financial abuse
for anyone involved in property and asset transfers (banking staff, financial advisors, lawyers, real estate
agents, financial counsellors, etc.) to ensure they are aware of the issue and signs to look for.
Victorian Government Inquiry into Homelessness
18

Seniors Rights Victoria at COTA Victoria
19 of 21

LC LSIC Inquiry into Homelessness
Submission 169

Registration and national consistency of power of attorney documents
Commonwealth and state governments should work together on the harmonisation of national decisionmaking laws and practices, including the creation of an online register of enduring power of attorney (and
similar) documents, as recommended by the Australian Law Reform Commission. In order to ensure
power of attorney documents are not misused to deprive older people of their assets, any enduring
power of attorney appointments that take effect upon loss of capacity should require a formal
assessment of capacity, and documentation of this assessment should be linked directly to the power of
attorney document.
Improve family violence and housing services knowledge of intergenerational violence
The Victorian Government needs to support family violence and housing services to properly understand
the dynamics of intergenerational abuse and how it differs from intimate partner violence. This will
encourage older people to see family violence services as an appropriate support and ensure that
housing services can properly assist older people who have experienced abuse from family members.
Promote use of family arrangement resources
Promote the use of resources that encourage people to discuss, plan and document family arrangements
that might have financial or other major ramifications, such as Care for Your Assets.
Consider support for ageing parents who act as default carers
Seniors Rights Victoria made a number of recommendations to the Royal Commission into Victoria’s
mental health system that aimed to better support ageing parents who find themselves caring for a
family member with mental illness. These included:


The Victorian Government needs to ensure that mental health service providers assess the risk of
elder abuse when consumers are residing with, or discharged to, ageing parents.



The Victorian Government needs to ensure that older adults who become or remain carers of
their adult children with mental illness are given adequate support so that abuse is
prevented or early intervention occurs.



The Victorian Government needs to develop service pathways via which family members can
access mental health treatment for someone close to them, including an early intervention
mental health outreach team that could be invited into a person’s home to encourage mental
health help-seeking before a situation reaches crisis point.



The Victorian Government needs to ensure that carer-inclusive practice is mandated for all
mental health service providers to encourage recognition of the role of carers, and their needs.
In turn, carer support services need to be properly funded to ensure they are available and
accessible regardless of where the carer resides.
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