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Select Committee into Elder Abuse — Final Report — 
“‘I never thought it would happen to me’: When trust is broken” — Motion 

Resumed from 10 April on the following motion moved by Hon Nick Goiran — 
That the report be noted. 

Hon NICK GOIRAN: I am pleased to continue our consideration, as a chamber, of this important report, which 
was the final report of the Select Committee into Elder Abuse in this fortieth Parliament. I had the privilege of 
chairing this select committee. I have spoken on a few occasions about the report that is presently before the house. 
As I indicated to members previously, it is my intention to spend some time going through each of the 10 terms of 
reference given to the committee. As far as back as 7 November last year, I took the opportunity to look at the first 
two terms of reference. The first was to determine an appropriate definition of elder abuse, and the second was to 
identify the prevalence of elder abuse. A fortnight later, I had the opportunity to talk about the third term of 
reference, which was to identify the forms of elder abuse, including, but not limited to, neglect. However, I did 
not get an opportunity to conclude my remarks on that occasion. Then, of course, we had the long summer recess. 
When we next had an opportunity, on 13 February, I wanted to deal with an issue that had arisen, which is that, in 
my view, steering is the elephant in the room, particularly when it comes to elder abuse. This notion, concept or, 
I might say, technique of steering is an important consideration in other debates that we will have in this place. 
On 20 March this year, I had an opportunity to discuss the national plan on elder abuse. It was on or around that 
day that the national plan was released by the federal government. I noted on that occasion the great irony that the 
McGowan government would choose that same day to release a discussion paper from its Ministerial Expert Panel 
on Voluntary Assisted Dying. I drew to the attention of members at the time that that document, which is 
purportedly some 58 pages in length, does not once mention elder abuse. It beggars belief that one department can 
be commissioned or required to take on the lead role in tackling elder abuse, yet when another significant 
department, and perhaps the most expensive department of the McGowan government, the Department of Health, 
releases a ministerial expert panel discussion paper, it does not once mention the issue of elder abuse. That once 
again highlights how fatally flawed is the process that the McGowan government is undertaking. 
Having made those introductory remarks by way of background, I would now like to spend some time looking at 
the fourth term of reference that was entrusted to the committee by the chamber as far as back as 13 September 2017, 
when the Council ordered the establishment of the select committee. The fourth thing that the committee was asked 
to do was to identify the risk factors. We could say that there are a number of categories of risk factors. I will 
endeavour to give some examples. Indeed, one could say that certain characteristics place an individual at risk of 
elder abuse. The committee was able to identify some of those characteristics, including physical or cognitive 
impairment, social isolation, lack of support services, traumatic life events, low income, cultural beliefs and 
substance abuse. Those types of characteristics of individuals who might be at risk of elder abuse should be 
compared, or at the very least not conflated with, certain characteristics or risks that relate to the perpetrator. Those 
were found by the committee to include things such as a mental disorder; substance abuse; dependence on the 
abused; financial stress; a limited understanding or capacity to respond to an older person’s needs; and a history 
of being involved in other abuse, whether as a perpetrator or, indeed, as a victim. In addition to that, another 
category to be considered in the risk factors of elder abuse is the nature of the relationship between the victim and 
the perpetrator. For example, does the victim live alone with the perpetrator? 
The final category of risk factors that needs to be considered is the systems and services that monitor, prevent and 
respond to elder abuse. The committee identified seven major risk factors that increase the likelihood of elder abuse. 
These are being female, being Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander, having a cognitive impairment or disability, 
being a member of a culturally and linguistically diverse community, identifying as LGBTI, experiencing social 
isolation or loneliness, or being cared for by a person who is experiencing carer stress. The committee was able to 
identify those seven major risk factors as increasing the likelihood of elder abuse occurring. It is important to 
consider some of the reasons behind those seven categories being identified as risk factors. 
The major risk factor identified by the committee is being female. Why is that a major risk factor for elder abuse? 
The committee was able to identify, first, that there is a higher life expectancy for females, so statistically females 
are more at risk. Second, there is a higher risk of family violence and of that transitioning to elder family violence 
upon ageing. Third, there is a higher risk of sexual violence overall. Fourth, there are traditional gender roles 
whereby some men have financial control leaving some women without financial knowledge. Fifth, there are 
stereotypical assumptions towards women. Sixth, females are abused at 2.5 times the rate of men, with financial 
abuse the most common form. It is not to be interpreted that males are not subject to elder abuse. That is not what 
the committee is suggesting at this point in its report. The committee was asked by the chamber to identify risk 
factors and it has simply identified that one of the seven major risk factors that might increase the likelihood or 
the probability of a person being, or the propensity for a person to be, a victim of elder abuse is if one is female. It 
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does not mean that males are not subject to elder abuse. Indeed, the committee heard of several instances in which 
that was the case and I am familiar with some of those cases as well. 
The second major risk factor is whether a person is Aboriginal. It is clear to the committee that limited research exists; 
therefore, the committee expressly caveats its comments in the report by indicating that its observations are limited. 
Several reasons exist for finding 13 on page 30 of the committee’s report that older Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people face a greater risk of experiencing elder abuse and that it may occur at a younger age than other 
older people in the community. There are five reasons why that is the case. 
The CHAIR: Hon Nick Goiran. 
Hon NICK GOIRAN: The first is that there are very strong family ties and obligations among Aboriginal people. 
This may dissuade them from viewing certain behaviour as abuse. Second, any responses to elder abuse must be 
culturally safe or they will not access them. Third, there is a need for advice from respected community leaders 
and elders. Fourth, there are difficulties in accessing services when living in remote areas. Fifth, there is a concept 
or a notion of reciprocal rights and strong family obligations. This was categorised as humbugging. The committee 
obtained limited information about this, but again has underscored that there is only limited research and, therefore, 
its observations are restricted in that sense. 
The third type of major risk factor that might increase the likelihood of elder abuse occurring is cognitive 
impairment and disability. Increased cognitive impairment is associated with ageing and so there is increased 
vulnerability. Such individuals are less likely to assert themselves. They are less likely to be able to make sense of 
complex issues and make good decisions for themselves and this leaves it to other people to make decisions for 
them. This is one of the reasons they are more at risk. In addition, it places a strain on the relationship with carers. 
The committee notes that dementia is one of the largest causes of disability in older people and, therefore, they are 
at higher risk. Again, I hasten to remind members that this is simply the committee setting out some of the risk 
factors that increase the likelihood of a person suffering elder abuse. It does not mean that a person who has 
a cognitive impairment or a disability will be subjected to elder abuse. That is not what the committee has said. It 
sometimes is the case that stereotypical labels are placed upon people and it is assumed, therefore, that those people 
will be subject to elder abuse. No, it is simply that there is a higher likelihood that they would be subject to elder 
abuse. Of course, people without a cognitive impairment or disability also suffer from elder abuse. No person is 
immune from the potentiality of being a victim of elder abuse. 
The next category of risk is for culturally and linguistically diverse communities. Here I note that there has been 
a failure of existing systems to recognise the extra needs of people from those communities. Indeed, there can 
often be language barriers. The committee was told that as those individuals age, it is not uncommon for them to 
revert to their native language. When that happens, obviously that increases the language barriers when accessing 
systems in Western Australia. In addition, in culturally and linguistically diverse communities there can be social 
and cultural isolation. We were also informed that the beliefs of such communities can be a factor for them having 
an increased likelihood of elder abuse. One example is the belief that family is more important than an individual. 
I hasten to add there is nothing wrong with that belief in and of itself. Indeed, I subscribe to the belief that family 
is more important than the individual, but that belief can become distorted so a person’s safety is put at risk. 
Although it is true that family should be more important than an individual, it should not come at the expense of 
a person’s safety. If a family member creates a safety problem for an individual, the individual needs to be 
empowered to deal with and do something about that situation and not have that overarching belief somehow 
suppress their capacity to report or address the elder abuse that they are suffering. As a result of these various 
factors, culturally and linguistically diverse individuals can have a reluctance to report the abuse, partly because 
of the interdependence amongst the family and the quite understandable outworking of the belief that they would 
rather trust family members for support than the agencies to which they would otherwise report—strangers with 
whom they are not familiar. In addition, there can be some gender-cultural norms at play here—for example, 
a woman’s property may be seized in the event her husband dies. In addition, cultural values can influence how 
much a person will assert their needs. As I said earlier, such individuals could feel the need to suppress what is 
happening to them. 
Another major risk factor identified by the committee was for older lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex 
people. The committee noted that there is a greater likelihood of poor relationships of such individuals with their 
biological families. It is often accepted by such individuals that the abuse is just the way that it is. It is internalised 
as normal, so they do not report it. I note finding 16 of the committee on page 39 of the report, which says — 

Older people who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans or intersex are subject to the same type of abuse 
as the rest of the community but also can experience discrimination unique to their identity and, as a result 
of their life experience, are less likely to speak up and report elder abuse when it occurs to them. 

The committee has also identified social isolation as another major risk factor. Individuals subject to elder abuse 
might find that their lack of network to provide support when they are in difficulty exacerbates the problem for 
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them. The committee spent some time looking at the distinction between loneliness and isolation, noting that these 
are different concepts. In addition, the committee noted that good relationships help to build resilience and the 
ability to deal with adversity and stress, whereas loneliness can cause significant health impacts. I was not aware 
that loneliness can cause the same damage as smoking 15 cigarettes in a day. In addition, the committee was 
informed that social isolation can occur gradually due to lifestyle changes or, of course, can happen suddenly as 
a result of a health emergency. I draw members’ attention to finding 17 on page 40 of the report. It states — 

Experiencing social isolation and loneliness is one of the most significant risk factors for elder abuse and 
a source of vulnerability in older people. 

At this point, before I look at the final of the seven factors, I state that this issue of social isolation, loneliness and 
the likelihood of being steered by an abuser is something members need to keep in mind as we continue to debate 
more significant matters later in the year. 
Hon PIERRE YANG: I refer to the final report of the Select Committee into Elder Abuse, “‘I never thought it 
would happen to me’: When trust is broken”. I wish to make a few remarks about the perpetrators of elder abuse. 
Obviously, elder abuse is never acceptable in any way, shape or form. The report notes that the definition of 
“elder abuse”, which I have mentioned on previous occasions, is wide enough to include non-family members 
such as friends or individuals in a position of trust, but from the evidence heard by the committee, we know that 
the overwhelming majority of incidents of elder abuse are committed by members of the older person’s family. 
I wish to quote paragraph 2.41 of the report — 

Senior Rights Victoria found that over two thirds of elder abuse incidents that occurred in Victoria were 
perpetrated by a son or daughter of the older person, with over 92 per cent of the alleged perpetrators 
being related to the victim: 

Some disturbing statistics are listed in this paragraph, which I quote — 
• 40 per cent were sons and 26.8 per cent were daughters 
• 4.8 per cent were husbands, 3.3 per cent were wives and 3.1 per cent were de facto partners 
• 4.4 per cent were grandchildren 
• 3.3 per cent were sons-in-law and 3.1 per cent were daughters-in-law. 

These are troubling statistics. An older person can be in a very, very vulnerable position. They have spent their 
lives contributing to our community. It is very hard to imagine that when people get to old age, especially when 
they are in need of support for everyday activities, there are people who will take advantage of their vulnerability. 
I find it really disgusting to hear that there are people who take advantage of older people in vulnerable positions—
who do not have the human decency to look after their relatives and instead take advantage of them.  
I wish to note that the committee also looked at the huge amount of unpaid work that relatives do for their older 
relatives in providing care and support. From time to time, we hear on the radio, read in a newspaper or watch on 
the television good-news stories about a son, daughter or close relative looking after their elderly relative and 
spending an enormous amount of care, energy and effort in providing the care that the elderly person deserves, 
and it is very heartwarming to hear or see that. However, at the same time, the committee correctly noted that there 
are people who are committing elder abuse against their elderly parents. I think that one instance of elder abuse is 
one too many. I thank the committee members and the committee staff for their work in bringing hard evidence to 
light and putting it on the public record. With that, I would like to conclude my remarks today. 
Hon NICK GOIRAN: Like Hon Pierre Yang, I am appalled that elder abuse takes place in Western Australia. 
I agree with him that every episode or instance of elder abuse is unacceptable and, indeed, shameful. I would go so 
far as to say that we in Western Australia have lost a principle that I was told many, many times when I was growing 
up, which is to respect your elders. In fact, I would say that most young people in Western Australia today perhaps 
have never heard the phrase “respect your elders”. That is a lost value in Western Australia. I do not know how that 
has happened over the last couple of decades or what the cause was—maybe that is something for another inquiry 
on another day—but it is clear to me that there is a general lack of respect for older people in Western Australia. 
This is a problem, and in the most extreme cases it manifests itself in abuse. 
I remain of the view that one of the most serious and dangerous forms of elder abuse is emotional and psychological 
elder abuse, and I remain of the view that steering is the elephant in the room. I ask members to keep that issue 
top of mind as they contemplate other prospective legislation in this place in the remainder of this year and possibly 
into next year. It strikes me that if a person says that they are concerned about elder abuse in Western Australia, 
that elder abuse is prevalent in our state, that psychological and emotional elder abuse is taking place, that steering 
is a problem and that assailants try to steer people into making certain decisions, that person cannot then in the 
next breath say, “I support a regime for assisted suicide.” Those two things ought to be mutually exclusive. How 
can a person say in one breath that they recognise that we have an elder abuse problem in Western Australia, and 
then in the next breath say, “Yes, but we are going to put death on the table as a treatment option”? I will be so 
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frank as to say that legalising such a regime is a recipe for elder abuse. Therefore, I associate myself strongly with 
the remarks previously made that we ought to be concerned and appalled about every episode and instance of elder 
abuse, and we should be keeping that top of mind as we continue to debate other matters this year when they are 
brought to our attention in due course. Home Building Contracts Act 1991 
I will conclude my remarks today by simply saying that I would like to continue my assessment of the risk factors 
on elder abuse on another occasion. 
The CHAIR: Members, under temporary order 4, our consideration of that report is now deferred. 
Consideration of report postponed, pursuant to standing orders. 
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