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Abstract

Financial exploitation (FE) of older adults results in devastating consequences. Studies have
highlighted social and cognitive factors as separate risk factors of FE, but few have consid-
ered their interactive effect on FE risk. This study examines whether social relationships,
cognitive functioning and their interactions are associated with FE experiences in a nation-
ally representative sample of 704 community-dwelling Israeli adults aged 50 or older who
were part of the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE-Israel) Wave
8. Participants self-reported whether or not they experienced FE over the past 12 months
and completed assessments of cognition and social networks. Cognitive tests (word list
learning, word list delay, animal fluency, and serial 7s) were z-transformed and combined
into a composite score of global cognition. A logistic regression model regressed FE on the
presence/absence of children, spouses, other family and friends in networks, global cogni-
tion and covariates. Interactions between global cognition and each of the four relationship
types were also tested. The presence of children and that of friends in network were associ-
ated with lower likelihood of FE group membership. The effect of having friends in network
on FE was significant for those with average or above-average global cognition, but not for
those with below-average global cognition. Findings suggest that the presence of friends in
social networks should not be overlooked as a potentially protective factor for adults aged
50+, especially for those who are cognitively healthy. Preventative programmes may focus
on strengthening friendships among older adults at higher FE risk.
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Introduction

Financial exploitation (FE) of older adults is defined as the improper or illegal use of an
older person’s funds, properties or assets (Wood and Lichtenberg 2017). Approximately
1 in 20 older adults will experience FE each year (Burnes et al. 2017), though higher
estimates have been suggested more recently (e.g. 15 per cent according toa 2021 AARP
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report; Shadel et al. 2021). Such estimates are likely to be conservative as many cases
go unreported for various reasons, including reluctance to report (Spreng et al. 2016)
and recent technological shifts (e.g. the rise of artificial intelligence, online banking)
having created many new fraud and scam modalities.

Financial exploitation is a serious event that results in devastating consequences.
Beyond the significant financial impact of FE (Gunther 2023), the literature has docu-
mented negative social (Lowenstein et al. 2009; Nguyen et al. 2021), physical (Dong and
Simon 2013; Burnett et al. 2016) and mental health consequences (Lavery et al. 2020;
Wau et al. 2013; see Folorunsho and Okyere 2025 for review). In an effort to under-
stand how to prevent FE in older adulthood, a growing body of work over recent years
has identified various psychosocial, cognitive and behavioural risk factors of FE (see
Spreng et al. 2021 for review). In this study, we examined the interactive role of differ-
ent types of social relationships and cognitive functioning in predicting FE experiences
in a nationally representative sample of older adults living in the Israeli community.

Literature review

The experience of FE usually involves a social transaction between the victim and the
exploiter (Spreng et al. 2016). Thus, it stands to reason that social factors may play an
important role in modifying FE risk. Consistent with this, social network size, lone-
liness and reduced social support have been identified as correlates of FE or FE risk
(Lichtenberg et al. 2013; Liu et al. 2017; Beach et al. 2018; Lim et al. 2023; DeLiema
et al. 2024; Weissberger 2024). While the exact reason why certain social factors mod-
ity FE risk remains unclear, it has been suggested that the presence of close others in
supportive roles may help safeguard individuals who face the malicious intentions of
exploiters (DeLiema et al. 2024). This idea is consistent with routine activity theory
(Cohen and Felson 1979), adapted by DeLiema (2018) to explain FE of older adults.
Routine activity theory posits that for criminal acts to occur, there must be a motivated
offender, a suitable target and the absence of capable guardians (Cohen and Felson
1979). In DeLiema’s (2018) application of the theory, suitable targets of fraud (FE by
someone unknown to the victim) or financial abuse (FE by someone known to the
victim; termed FE in her study) are those who carry certain vulnerabilities such as
being cognitively impaired and/or socially isolated. In examining records of forensic
center elder mistreatment cases, DeLiema found that fraud victims were more likely
to be childless and financial abuse victims were more likely to be widowed, suggesting
that their family structures may have increased their suitability as targets of FE and
reduced the likelihood that social safeguards (i.e. capable guardians) were in place to
help prevent the FE from occurring (DeLiema 2018). These findings underscore the
importance of a thorough investigation of social network compositions in a large and
representative sample of older adults with experienced FE.

Cognitive functioning may also play an important role in the degree to which
someone is a suitable target of FE. Research has demonstrated that poor cognitive func-
tioning can negatively impact financial decision-making (Boyle et al. 2012; Han et al.
2015; James et al. 2015), thereby increasing susceptibility to FE (Fenton et al. 2022).
Cognitive functioning may also play a role in the degree to which social safeguards
are needed (DeLiema 2018). In this regard, DeLiema (2018) posits that older adults
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without significant or obvious cognitive impairments are less likely to rely on others
within their social circle for help with financial decisions. In contrast, those with cog-
nitive impairment will be more likely to need dependable guardians to help safeguard
their financial decisions. A number of studies have shown that victims of FE, or those
at greater risk of FE, have lower cognitive functioning (Boyle et al. 2013; Wood et al.
2014; Lim et al. 2025), though other studies have not (Spreng et al. 2017; Ueno et al.
2021; see Fenton et al. 2022 for a review). These contradictions indeed raise the pos-
sibility that impaired cognitive functioning is an important risk factor of FE when it
co-occurs with other vulnerabilities, such as a lack of dependable and/or trustworthy
guardians within one’s social network. Thus, examining whether cognitive functioning
interacts with the presence of certain social network relationships to predict FE may
shed light on the nuances of these separate risk factors and their relationships to FE.

The present cross-sectional study aimed to examine the social network composi-
tions of older adults who self-reported (versus those who did not report) an experience
of FE in the Israeli component of the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in
Europe (SHARE-Israel), a nationally representative survey of community living older
adults. As a first aim, we examined whether the presence of specific relationship types
(children, spouses, other family or friends) within a person’s social network predicts
FE group membership. As a second aim, we examined whether the presence or absence
of these different relationship types interacted with a composite score of cognitive
functioning (comprising word list learning and recall, animal fluency, and serial 7s)
to predict FE group membership. Exploratory follow-up models examined cognitive
tests separately. First, we hypothesized that a lack of children and spouses in partic-
ular would predict FE group membership, consistent with previous studies that have
shown that not being in a relationship (Podnieks 1992; Laumann et al. 2008; DeLiema
2018) or being childless (DeLiema 2018; though see Parti 2023) is associated with FE or
risk of FE. Second, we hypothesized that lower cognitive functioning would be associ-
ated with FE group membership. Finally, we hypothesized that the association between
each relationship type and FE group membership would be strongest for those with
lower cognitive functioning, as these may be the individuals in most need of social
safeguards.

Method
Participants and procedure

Participants were part of SHARE-Israel Wave 8 (Bergmann and Boérsch-Supan 2021;
Borsch-Supan et al. 2013; SHARE-ERIC 2024), which represents a national sample of
community-dwelling Israelis aged 50 or older. Data for this wave were collected during
2019/2020 but, due to the outbreak of Coronavirus in March 2020, only 70 per cent of
data collection for Wave 8 had been completed prior to the outbreak (SHARE-ERIC
2024). Data were collected via computer-assisted personal interviews. A supplemen-
tary paper drop-off questionnaire, which includes questions unique to each country,
was also completed and returned. All respondents provided their informed consent
prior to beginning the interview. SHARE-Israel received ethical approval from the
Institutional Review Board of Hebrew University (for more on SHARE-Israel, see
Shrira et al. 2012).
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Our focus in this study was on the question regarding FE, which was included
within the Israeli drop-off questionnaire. Thus, our sample was limited to those indi-
viduals who answered this question. Of the 936 participants who participated in the
Israeli Wave 8 sample and had social network data available, 774 responded to the
drop-oft questionnaire. These participants were younger (p < 0.001), more educated
(p < 0.001), reported fewer chronic diseases (p = 0.005), self-reported being healthier
(p < 0.001), and reported less financial strain (p < 0.001) compared to the group that
did not complete the drop-oft questionnaire. Groups did not differ in gender distribu-
tion (p = 0.189). Of the 774 participants who completed the drop-off questionnaire,
5 participants did not respond to the question regarding FE. Two additional partici-
pants were under the age of 50 and thus excluded from the analyses. Due to the fact
that cognitively impaired individuals in the SHARE do not complete the full cogni-
tive assessment, we also excluded participants who indicated ever having received or
currently having a diagnosis of ‘Alzheimer’s disease, dementia, senility’ There were 21
participants (2 with FE, 19 without FE) who were excluded for responding affirmatively
to this question. Two did not respond to the question and were also excluded. An addi-
tional 25 participants were missing at least two of the four cognitive test scores. Finally,
we excluded participants with orientation scores of 0 or 1. On this item, participants
are asked to indicate the date, month, day of the week and year. The score falls on a
scale of 0 ‘not oriented’ to 4 ‘fully oriented’ There were 15 participants who received a
score of 0 or 1 on this item, leaving a total sample of 704 participants (76.8 per cent of
the total Israeli sample who participated in Wave 8 prior to the Covid-19 outbreak; M
age = 71.90, SD = 8.08, range = 53-103; 58.8 per cent female).

Measures

Financial exploitation (FE)

In Israel’s drop oft questionnaire, participants are asked to indicate the number of
times (once, more than once) they have experienced certain situations over the past
12 months. The item referring to FE (‘T have experienced financial harm or exploita-
tion because of my age’) was used in the present study. Of the 704 participants, 124
participants (17.6%) answered affirmatively to this question. Of those who responded
positively, 78 (62.9%) indicated experiencing FE ‘once’ and 47 (37.1%) indicated ‘more
than once’ There were 580 participants who answered ‘never’ For the purposes of the
present study, this variable was dichotomized such that those who indicated at least
one FE experience (n = 124) were included in the FE group (coded as 1) while those
who denied an experience (n = 580) were included in the non-FE group (coded as 0).

Social networks

In this survey module, participants are asked to name up to a maximum of seven people
whom they consider to be confidants. Then, participants are queried regarding their
relationship to each social network member and other characteristics. In this inves-
tigation, we focused on the presence (1) or absence (0) of relationship types within
participants’ social networks, with specific focus on the following relationship types:
children, spouses, other family (i.e. not children or spouses) and friends. Responses of
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‘does not apply’ were treated as 0 for each relationship type. Other response options of
‘don’t know’ and ‘refusal’ were treated as missing.

Cognitive functioning

A global cognitive score was calculated for each participant based on four cognitive
tests administered during Wave 8. These tests included word list total learning, word
list total delayed recall, verbal animal fluency, and serial 7s (referred to as numeracy
within the survey; subtracting backwards from 100 in increments of 7). With regards
to the word list, participants were presented with a list of ten words and asked to imme-
diately recall the list, and to recall the list after a delay during which they performed
other cognitive tests. In order to calculate the global cognition score for each partici-
pant, each cognitive test score was z-transformed based on the test’s sample mean and
standard deviation. The average of the z-scores across the four cognitive tests was then
calculated to extract a global cognition score for each participant. Participants missing
two or more test scores were excluded from the analyses. In follow-up analyses, each
individual test’s z-score was considered separately in statistical models.

Covariates

Age at the time of the interview, gender (male = 0, female = 1) and education level
were considered as covariates in all models. Education ranged on a scale of 1 to 6 and
was based on the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED-97) codes.
Health status was also considered in all models using both self-reported health, ranging
on ascale from 1 ‘poor’ to 5 ‘excellent, and number of chronic diseases (ranging from 0
to 10). Self-rated financial status (“To what degree is your household able to make ends
meet?’) was also entered as a covariate in all models. This variable ranged on a scale of
1 (‘with great difficulty’) to 4 (‘easily’).

Statistical analyses

All statistical analyses were conducted in R Statistical Software (v4.3.2; R Core Team
2021). Prior to testing study hypotheses, bivariate analyses were performed to exam-
ine differences between FE and non-FE groups across all other study variables. Then,
to examine main effects and interaction effects of different social network relationship
types and global cognition on FE group status, we ran a hierarchical logistic regression
model. Covariates of age, gender, education, number of chronic diseases, self-rated
health and self-rated financial status were included and entered as the first step. In
the second step, we entered the main effects of global cognition and the four rela-
tionship types. Following this step, we added the interaction of global cognition and a
social network relationship type. This third step was repeated for each of the four rela-
tionship types. Significant interactions were probed using the PROCESS Macro for R
(Hayes 2018). Follow-up logistic regression analyses considered interactions with each
cognitive test separately for only those relationship types that interacted significantly
with the global cognition score in predicting FE status. Multicollinearity between study
variables was rejected as variance inflation factors ranged between 1.05 and 1.62.
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Results
Differences between FE and non-FE groups across study variables

There were 124 participants (M age = 70.27, SD = 7.45, range = 54-92, 58.1 per cent
female) included within the FE group for responding affirmatively to the FE question,
and 580 participants included in the non-FE group for denying an FE experience (M
age = 72.25, SD = 8.17, range = 53-103; 59.0 per cent female). Participant charac-
teristics and descriptive statistics, as well as group differences across study variables,
are presented in Table 1. The FE group was significantly younger (p = 0.013) than the
non-FE group. With regards to health status, the FE group self-rated their health as sig-
nificantly better (p = 0.007) and reported fewer chronic diseases (p = 0.001) than the
non-FE group. Groups did not differ with regards to reported education level, gender
or self-rated financial status (all ps >0.176).

With regards to cognition, global cognition composite scores were significantly
higher in the FE group (p < 0.001). Examining each cognitive test separately revealed
that the FE group obtained higher scores on all cognitive tests (verbal fluency, word list
learning, and word list delay; all ps < 0.001) with the exception of serial 7s in which
they did not differ from non-FE participants (p = 0.115).

With regards to social network variables, the FE group had on average one fewer
social network member than the non-FE group (mean social network size: FE,
M = 1.88, SD = 1.27; non-FE, M = 2.95, SD = 1.87), a statistically significant differ-
ence (p < 0.001). Chi-square tests of independence revealed that a smaller percentage
of FE participants reported having a child in their network (40.3%) compared to the
non-FE group (59.0%), a statistically significant difference (p < 0.001). In contrast, the
FE group was more likely to report a spouse in network (70.2%) compared to the non-
FE group (56.4%; p = 0.005). A smaller percentage of FE participants reported having
other family (non-children, non-spouses) in their network (27.4%) compared to the
non-FE group (38.6%; p = 0.019). Finally, the FE group was less likely to report the
presence of friends in their networks (12.9%) compared to the non-FE group (30.7%;
p <0.001).

Logistic regression models examining main effects of relationship types within
social networks and interactions with global cognition on FE group status

Results of the logistic regression models are summarized in Table 2. In the first step,
covariates of age, education, gender, number of chronic diseases, self-rated health sta-
tus and self-rated financial status were entered into the model. This revealed a main
effect of education such that higher education was associated with a lower likelihood
of FE group membership (OR = 0.87, 95% CI [0.76-1.00], p = 0.049). In the second
step, we found a main effect of global cognition, such that having higher global cog-
nition was associated with a higher likelihood of FE group membership (OR = 2.84,
95% CI [1.90-4.35], p < 0.001). With regards to the social network relationship types,
the presence of children or friends in network were associated with lower likelihood of
FE group membership (children: OR = 0.57, 95% CI [0.36-0.88], p = 0.011; friends:
OR = 0.30, 95% CI [0.16-0.54], p < 0.001). Main effects of spouse and other family
were not found (both p = 0.140).
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Table 1. Participant characteristics, scores on cognitive tests, and composition of social networks separately for FE (n = 124) and non-FE (n = 580) participants. Differences
between FE and non-FE participants were tested using independent samples t-tests or chi-square tests of independence

Non-FE (n = 580) FE (n = 124) Group differences
n M SD Range n M SD Range statistic p-value

Covariates

Age 580 72.25 8.17 53-103 124 70.27 7.45 54-92 t=2.48 0.013

Education 574 3.24 1.57 0-5 124 3.03 1.60 0-5 t=1.35 0.176

Gender! (% female) 580 59.0% = = 124 58.1% = = x*=0.034 0.853

Number of chronic diseases 580 1.92 1.72 0-10 124 1.37 1.50 0-8 t=3.30 0.001

Self-rated health 580 2.84 1.08 1-5 124 3.14 1.12 1-5 t=-2.72 0.007

Self-rated financial status 567 2.87 0.94 1-4 120 2.94 1.06 1-4 t=-0.71 0.478
Cognitive variables

Global cognition score 580 -0.01 0.71 -2.30-1.62 124 0.33 0.68 -1.70-1.89 t=-4.88 <0.001

Word list learning 579 5.12 1.67 0-9 124 5.83 1.40 2-9 t=-5.46 <0.001

Word list delay 577 3.56 2.04 0-9 123 4.75 1.70 0-8 =-4.43 <0.001

Verbal fluency 576 18.31 7.22 3-45 122 22.26 7.46 7-45 t=-6.05 <0.001

Serial 7s 580 3.93 1.59 0-5 124 3.68 1.70 0-5 t=1.58 0.115
Social network variables

Number of social network members 580 2.95 1.87 0-7 124 1.88 1.27 0-7 t=6.08 <0.001

Children in network (% yes) 580 59.0% — — 124 40.3% — — x> =14.39 <0.001

Spouse in network (% yes) 580 56.4% — — 124 70.2% — — x*=8.01 0.005

Other family in network (% yes) 580 38.6% — — 124 27.4% — — x*=5.52 0.019

Friends in network (% yes) 580 30.7% — — 124 12.9% — — x*=16.19 <0.001

Notes:

IMale = 0; female = 1; FE = financially exploited group; non-FE = non-financially exploited group; M = mean; SD = standard deviation; education was based on the ISCED-97 codes (1 = primary
education or first stage basic education; 2 = lower secondary or second stage basic education; 3 = upper secondary education; 4 = post-secondary non-tertiary education; 5 = first stage tertiary
education; 6 = second stage tertiary education).
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Table 2. Results of the logistic regression analyses which regressed FE group (1 = yes; 0 = no) on covariates (step 1), social network relationship types and global cognition
(step 2) and interactions between relationship types and global cognition (steps 3a-3d)

95% ClI (log likelihood)

Estimate SIEICEICICTS CLLBIEED 2.50% 97.50% Wald Z-statistic p-value

Step 1 Nagelkerke’s R? = 0.040
Age -0.026 0.014 0.974 0.947 1.001 -1.834 0.067
Gender (females = 1) -0.088 0.209 0.915 0.609 1.382 -0.423 0.672
Education -0.137 0.070 0.872 0.760 0.999 -1.970 0.049
Number of chronic diseases -0.159 0.084 0.853 0.720 1.002 -1.885 0.060
Self-rated health 0.066 0.117 1.069 0.849 1.344 0.567 0.571
Self-rated financial status 0.079 0.115 1.082 0.865 1.359 0.686 0.493

Step 2 Nagelkerke’s R? = 0.179
Global cognition 1.044 0.211 2.841 1.896 4.345 4.946 <0.001
Children in network -0.570 0.225 0.566 0.363 0.877 -2.535 0.011
Spouse in network 0.316 0.260 1.372 0.829 2.300 1.219 0.223
Other family in network -0.351 0.238 0.704 0.438 1.114 -1.477 0.140
Friends in network -1.193 0.305 0.303 0.162 0.538 -3.911 <0.001

Step 3a Nagelkerke’s R? = 0.179
Global cognition * children 0.049 0.343 1.050 0.535 2.064 0.143 0.887

Step 3b Nagelkerke’s R? = 0.179
Global cognition * spouse 0.124 0.359 1.132 0.555 2.279 0.346 0.729

Step 3¢ Nagelkerke’s R? = 0.180
Global cognition * other family -0.247 0.370 0.781 0.382 1.635 -0.667 0.505

Step 3d Nagelkerke’s R? = 0.187
Global cognition * friends -0.889 0.442 0.411 0.176 1.002 -2.012 0.044

Note: For all dichotomous social network variables, presence of the relationship type was coded as 1 and absence was coded as 0.
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Figure 1. Probability of being in the FE group for those with and without friends in network at three
different levels of global cognition: (1) global cognition scores below one standard deviation of the mean
(-1SD); (2) global cognition scores within one standard deviation of the mean (within 1SD); (3) global
cognition scores above one standard deviation of the mean (+15D).

Step 3 of the model tested the interaction between global cognition and relationship
types. This step was repeated four times, once for each relationship type. This revealed
that the interaction between global cognition and the presence of friends in network
was significant (OR = 0.41, 95% CI [0.18-1.00], p = 0.044). The interactions between
global cognition and children, spouses and other family were not significant (all p=
0.505).

The significant interaction was probed in PROCESS. In this regard, the conditional
effect of having friends in network was examined at three different levels of global cog-
nition composite scores: scores falling below one standard deviation (SD) of the mean
(—18D), scores within one SD of the mean (within 1SD) and scores above one SD of the
mean (418D). Having friends in network was associated with a lower probability of FE
for those with average global cognition (within 1SD; B = -0.91, SE = 0.31, p = 0.004)
and for those with high global cognition (4-1SD; B = -1.53, SE = 0.37, p < 0.001).
The effect was not significant for those with low global cognition (p = 0.568). Figure 1
displays this interaction effect.

Of note, we conducted a supplementary analysis to examine whether associations
differed between younger and older participants in the sample, defined using a median
split at age 71. Specifically, we tested interactions between age groups and the main
predictor variables (main effects and two-way interactions). None of the interactions
with age group were significant and patterns of results remained the same. This sug-
gests that findings were not driven primarily by younger or older participants in the
sample.
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Exploratory logistic regression models examining interactions between social
network variables and specific cognitive domains

We considered the interactive effect of each cognitive test separately in a series of
exploratory logistic regression models to examine whether specific cognitive functions
were driving the effects observed. To this end, four models, one for each cognitive test,
were run to test interactions with friends in network as this was the only social network
variable found to interact significantly with global cognition in the main analyses. In
the first step, covariates were entered into the model along with the other social network
relationship types (children, spouse, other family). In the second step, main effects of
friends in network and the cognitive test were examined. Finally, a third step added the
friends by cognitive test interaction term. Steps 2 and 3 were repeated for each cogni-
tive test. Results are presented in Supplementary Table 1. The interaction effect was
significant for word list delay (OR = 0.54; 95% CI [0.30-0.98], p = 0.040). A marginal
effect was found for verbal fluency (OR = 0.56; 95% CI [0.30-1.01], p = 0.057) and
word list learning (OR = 0.56; 95% CI [0.30-1.06], p = 0.070). The interaction effect
was not significant for serial 7s (p = 0.399).

The significant interaction effect was probed with PROCESS. A pattern similar
to that observed with global cognition was found; the effect of friends in network
on FE group membership was significant for those with average and high word list
delay scores (within 1SD, B = -0.81, SE = 0.32, p = 0.010; +1SD, B = -1.44,
SE = 0.35, p < 0.001), but not for those with low word list delay scores (p = 0.707). See
Supplementary Figure 1 for a visualization of this interaction.

Discussion

In this study, we examined which social network relationship types are associated with
FE group membership and whether cognitive functioning moderates these relation-
ships. Our hypotheses were partially confirmed. We found that the absence of children
and friends, but not spouses, was associated with FE group membership. Contrary to
our expectations, higher global cognitive functioning was associated with FE, and the
absence of friends in network increased the likelihood of belonging to the FE group
specifically for those with average or above-average levels of global cognition. Follow-
up analyses showed that this was largely driven by word list delay, a measure of episodic
memory.

A handful of other studies have found that older adults who experienced FE were
more likely to be childless (Jackson and Hafemeister 2011; DeLiema 2018). In inter-
preting these findings through the lens of routine activity theory (Cohen and Felson
1979; DeLiema 2018), which posits that crimes occur when there is a suitable target,
lack of capable guardians and a motivated offender, children and friends may fill in
roles of capable guardians in that they may help safeguard older adults who come into
contact with exploiters (DeLiema et al. 2024).

Contrary to past studies (e.g. Podnieks 1992; Laumann et al. 2008; DeLiema 2018),
the absence of a spouse in network did not predict FE group membership. In fact,
when examining bivariate analyses, a higher percentage of the FE group had a spouse
(70.2%) compared to the non-FE group (56.4%). Differences between studies may lie
in the fact that other contextual and psychosocial factors determine the degree to

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X26100804 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X26100804

Ageing & Society 11

which certain relationship types are protective against FE. For example, Weissberger
and Bergman (2025) similarly did not find a main effect of being in a relationship
(marriage or long-term partnership) and FE vulnerability. However, the authors found
that being in a relationship mitigated FE vulnerability specifically for those who had
poor reflective functioning (i.e. mentalization) abilities. Future research may focus on
further elucidating the ways in which different relationship types interact with other
risk factors to modify FE vulnerability, and why certain relationship types may be more
protective than others.

While we hypothesized that relationship types would be most predictive of FE group
membership for those with lower levels of cognitive functioning, as these would be the
individuals in most need of social safeguards (i.e. capable guardians), we found the
opposite to be the case in regards to friends in network. According to DeLiema (2018),
when cognitive decline is subtle or unobservable, capable guardians may remain unin-
volved in the financial decisions of the older adult; this may consequently increase
the individual’s vulnerability to FE by those outside of their social network, such as
strangers (i.e. frauds and scams). In these types of circumstances, it may be that friends
are most protective. Highlighting the importance of friends in protecting against fraud,
one study found that the most common source of informal advice regarding frauds
and scams was provided by friends and family, and that this source of advice was
regarded as the most useful and of the highest quality among older adults (Button et al.
2024). It may also be the case that the extent to which advice is optimally followed may
depend on a higher level of cognitive functioning. Thus, friends may play a particularly
important role in safeguarding cognitively healthy older adults from FE.

In contrast to previous studies demonstrating a relationship between poorer cog-
nitive functioning and FE (Boyle et al. 2013; Wood et al. 2014; Lim et al. 2025),
higher global cognition was associated with a greater likelihood of belonging to the
FE group in this study. While a vast majority of the studies that have shown a relation-
ship between poorer cognitive functioning and FE utilized risk measures of FE (e.g.
Boyle et al. 2013; Lim et al. 2025), a study by Wood et al. (2014) retrospectively com-
pared forensic center cases of FE to matched controls. In their study, the FE cases had
lower cognitive performances as well as scores on the Mini-Mental State Examination
(MMSE) that fell in the range of mild to moderate dementia (Wood et al. 2014). It
is important to note that these were cases of FE referred to the forensic center, and
may reflect a particularly vulnerable group of older adults with experienced FE, some
of whom were already cognitively impaired. In contrast, a study examining cognitive
differences between FE and non-FE participants in a community-based sample of cog-
nitively healthy older adults did not find differences between the groups (Spreng et al.
2017).

The differences between these two studies and the present study highlight the
importance of considering how FE is assessed across studies. Accordingly, several non-
mutually exclusive possibilities may explain the cognitive differences observed in this
study. A first possibility relates to the fact that participants in this study self-reported
whether or not they experienced FE. Self-reported instances of FE may be prone to
recall bias such that those with poorer cognitive functioning may have a more difficult
time recalling FE experiences. A second possibility may relate to the types of FE that
participants in this study experienced. Risk factors and consequences of FE may indeed
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differ based on different FE subtypes (e.g. fraud/scams versus financial abuse), though
few research studies have actually examined subtypes of FE separately (for exceptions,
see DeLiema 2018; Burnes et al. 2020; DeLiema et al. 2020; Hall et al. 2023). The FE
question in the SHARE-Israel drop-off questionnaire is very general and may elicit
an inherent response bias such that one type of FE is captured more than others. For
example, participants who experienced FE at the hands of someone in their inner circle
(i.e. financial abuse) may be less likely to respond to this question for fear of retaliation
by the perpetrator, fear of harm to the perpetrator, shame and/or guilt (Acierno et al.
2020; Dow et al. 2020; Fraga Dominguez et al. 2021). Working oft of the idea that vic-
tims of fraud/scams (i.e. FE by strangers) may have better cognitive functioning (see
DeLiema 2018), this may explain why FE participants had higher scores on tests of
cognition. Of course, this is speculative and future studies should focus on delineating
risk factors of FE separately by its subtypes.

Follow-up exploratory analyses showed that the interaction between friends in the
network and word list delay, a measure of episodic memory, was significant. The inter-
actions with verbal animal fluency, a measure of semantic memory, and word list
learning trended towards significance. Importantly, these tests measure cognitive abili-
ties that are particularly vulnerable to early changes associated with Alzheimer’s disease
(Mortamais et al. 2017). It is possible that these types of cognitive difficulty are more
observable to capable guardians, thereby warranting their desire to step in and help
safeguard the older adult’s financial transactions. When these functions appear intact,
capable guardians may be less involved and friends may be the first line of protection
against FE.

Although this study was conducted in Israel, findings have broader relevance for
understanding FE in ageing societies globally. Cross-national differences in degree of
social and familial embeddedness, formal and informal supports available to older
society members and financial and welfare systems may shape the extent to which
certain social relationships are associated with FE and how they interact with cog-
nitive functioning to predict FE. In this regard, Israel is a highly socially embedded
nation, with its small size facilitating close and frequent contact with family and friends
(Schwartz et al. 2019). Social relationships may play a particularly important protec-
tive role within these contexts. In societies and cultures in which there is less of an
emphasis on remaining near ageing family members, friends may play an even more
prominently protective role in the face of FE. Future cross-national research using har-
monized measures of FE will clarify how social and cognitive risk factors operate across
diverse socio-cultural contexts.

The present study has several noteworthy limitations. First, Wave 8 of SHARE-Israel
was interrupted by Covid-19. Thus, not all Wave 8 participants were included in the
present analysis since some received an adapted questionnaire following the outbreak.
Second, data on social networks were limited to seven members and this may miss
some important relationship types for participants with larger networks. Similarly,
our measure of FE was limited in that it did not detail the types of FE experienced.
Thus, while we speculate that the question may have had inherent biases in terms of
the types of FE it captured among participants, this notion cannot be verified with
the present dataset. Relatedly, the FE question includes within it a causal attribution
of the FE experience to age (‘because of my age’) which arguably invokes ageism as
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part of the FE experience. This may have biased some individuals who experienced
FE to answer ‘no’ to the question, specifically if they did not perceive the FE to have
occurred due to their age. This framing may have also unintentionally introduced an
age-related reporting bias, whereby younger participants (those in their 50s and early
60s) may have under-reported exploitation as they do not self-identify as ‘older’ and
therefore do not attribute their own FE experiences to age-specific causes. Conversely,
older participants for whom ageism may be more salient may be more likely to respond
affirmatively to this question. However, examination of age means for the FE and the
non-FE groups (see Table 1) reveals that the FE group was significantly younger than
the non-FE group, making it less likely that a potential age bias affected the entire sam-
ple as a whole. An additional limitation relates to the limited cognitive assessment. It
may be that certain cognitive functions not measured in the SHARE study (e.g. exec-
utive functions) are especially relevant in predicting FE. Relatedly, participants with
cognitive impairment were excluded from the analyses due to missing cognitive assess-
ment data. As a result, reported findings may not be generalizable to some of the most
cognitively vulnerable older adults who are often the most affected by FE. Accordingly,
findings should be interpreted to reflect social and cognitive correlates of FE among
cognitively intact or higher-functioning older adults. Finally, given strong relationships
between income and FE (Aslan and Erci 2020; Peterson et al. 2014), income would be
an ideal measure to include as a covariate in our models. However, 241 participants in
our sample (34.2%) did not respond to the SHARE income question, which led us to
instead use financial strain. Future studies should consider a more direct measure of
financial status, such as income, in addition to the more subjective measure utilized in
the present study.

Nevertheless, this study illuminated components of social networks that are associ-
ated with FE in a nationally representative sample of older adults living in Israel. The
findings of this study have noteworthy practical implications. Specifically, they suggest
that the presence of friends in social networks should not be overlooked as a poten-
tially protective factor for older adults aged 50 and older, especially for those who are
cognitively healthy. Through the lens of routine activity theory, friends may serve as
capable guardians, safeguarding older adults who are functioning well from experi-
encing FE. Research aimed at developing prevention models of FE may consider and
test this possibility. Preventative programmes may focus on strengthening friendships
among older adults at higher risk of FE. Finally, future research may focus on clarify-
ing the mechanisms that may explain the relationships observed in the present study
among social relationship types, cognitive functioning and experiences of FE.
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