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Middle class Americans spend vast sums to keep their young dependants healthy, stimulated and happy, and participants in the 
adults’ recreational lives. There are fabulous day camps which send our little loved ones home tired and happy after a day romp-
ing with friends, bicycle trailers so that they can be pulled along while we take a ride, hotels and restaurants that cater to their 
needs, and floats that permit them to bob next to us as we swim in deep water. There are spa products and treatments designed 

with them in mind. There are treadmills scaled to their needs. Those are just a sampling of the amenities available for our dogs.  

In our fourth quarter 2009 newsletter, we had a brief article on the cost of owning* a dog or cat.  The focus of “Pricing the 
Pooch” was on the necessary expenses, the baseline of pet care. Today, just a few years later, both the general level and nature of 
those expenses has changed. It’s not that the Dining Dog Café (Puget Sound) was not offering 4 course meals, served over a linen 
tablecloth, to beloved canines back then. The change is in the number of pet owners who wouldn’t consider this downright nuts!  

So this article is an updated look at the baseline-to-slightly-indulgent costs of pet guardianship, not the mink doggie coats. 

More than 9 in 10 pet owners say that they consider their pets to be family members.1(guilty) Pet guardians reveal that attitude 
through their spending patterns. One million dogs are mentioned in wills as the primary beneficiary. Trends in pet products and 
services track human trends. As we demand countless diet choices, pet food has become age and breed specific, and customized 
to lifestyle (for indoor versus outdoor cats for instance). As human enjoyment of spa treatments to heal, pamper and beautify has 
skyrocketed, treatments for dogs have become widely available. The “vanilla-scented Paw Spa” includes “Nail Pawlish.” How 

about a blueberry-scented doggie facial?                                              BO OBAMA 

Our human children are delighted to dress up for “trick-or-treat.” In 2011, we spent $370 million to costume 
our canine kids as cheerleaders,  pirates or crayons (for example).  Boys and girls sit for school pictures, 
soccer team photos, and the family holiday shot. Local photography sessions for animals  by pet photogra-
phers may start at around $200 simply for the session, with the product packages from $150. How about 

DOGTV, a cable channel with pooch-friendly programming? 

Family vacations tend to be adapted to the interests and abilities of children. In recent years, families are less 
inclined to leave the furry family members behind. BringFido.com can help you locate pet-friendly lodging, 
transportation and activities. There are dog parks, leash-free beaches, hiking trails, “Six Legs walking tours”  

and pet-friendly cruises.          

Americans spent $55.7 billion in 2013 on their 95.6 million cats and 83.3 million dogs, up more than $34 billion from the first 
count in 19963.  Spending has increased not only because we have more pets but because of their elevated status in our homes.  

Why is this happening? 

A major factor is demographic. While empty nesters, a growing part of our population, miss the exchange of affection they 
shared with their now-grown children, young couples are delaying the start of a human family. Pets fill those gaps and others. 
Americans have a third fewer close friends than they did 20 years ago and online friends don’t suffice. Americans report greater 

levels of stress than in past years. Relating to pets boosts oxytocin, our feel-good hormone, and theirs as well.3   

That’s a healthy return on a big investment. 
         

*Today, politically correct animal lovers identify as Guardians or Parents, not Owners of their pets. 
1. K. Yarrow, “Millions on Pet Costumes? Why We Spend More and More on Pets,” www.Business.Time.com,10/4/2012, 2.  www.petursncremation.com , 3 S. 

Manning,“US : Spending on Pets All Time High,” ABCnews.go.com,3/13/14, www.frontgate.com, www.adogslifeBoston.com, www.bloomingtailsdogboutique.com, 

 www.petsugar.com, www.inthecompanyofdogs.com, www.diningdog.com, J. Sollisch, “Do Americans Love Their Dogs Too Much?” www.CSMonitor, 9/6/13, 
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Ours is a relatively pleasant and wholesome practice so the possibility of elder fi-
nancial abuse wasn’t a concern, not until it became real. In 2012, we spent a couple 
of frantic weeks trying to revoke  a caretaker’s access to an elderly client’s ac-
counts. (It’s more difficult than you might think.) And recently, another investment 
professional told us that his client is being intimidated by her son into draining her 
assets for his benefit. Unable to persuade the browbeaten woman to resist,  our col-

league watches in horror as the nest egg dwindles.  We have been enlightened! 

With the growth in the proportion of Americans in their senior years, elder abuse of 
all kinds is rising steeply, to an extent called “epidemic” by some commentators.  
Financial abuse is one of the most common types and is estimated at a loss of at 
least $2.6 billion annually.1 It isn’t mutually exclusive of other forms of abuse but 

may accompany neglect and emotional abuse.  

We are familiar with those who prey on seniors with fraudu-
lent sweepstakes and phony investments. Yet although statis-
tics vary, some claim that 60% - 90% of financial abuse isn’t 
perpetrated by snakeoil salespeople but by the victim’s own 
family members.2 It happens across the wealth spectrum. In 
2009, Anthony Marshall, son of Brooke Astor, was convicted 
of defrauding and stealing tens of millions of dollars from his 
mother. At the same time, elders in trailer parks have been 

impoverished by dishonest and greedy relatives. 

Financial abuse by family members sometimes starts with abuse and escalates into 
crime. Our advisor colleague’s client is being bullied by her son into lending him 
increasingly greater sums of money yet she refuses to say “no.” Why? Perhaps she 
was never good at saying no when he was a child and his intimidation still works. 
She may feel that he has real needs he can’t otherwise meet, a feeling that activates 
her nurturing instinct to provide and protect. When financial abuse becomes crimi-
nal, the relative might be diverting assets from shared accounts or at least ones for 
which the relative has Power of Attorney. The family member might sell the elder’s 

home and keep the money.  

Why does financial abuse by relatives happen so frequently and easily? Certainly 
people tend to be naïve about their loved ones and don’t build adequate protection. 
(“This could never happen to me.”) Seniors may be suffering from dementia. Rela-
tives are in a position to know about the wealth and where it is kept, and they may 
have some kind of access as financial caretakers. Frequently children feel entitled to 
their parents money. (“I’ll be getting it sooner or later anyway.”)  With families so 

scattered in our mobile society, a child may be able to conceal theft from siblings.   

Even where the elder is aware of the theft, reporting it may seem a poor option. 
There may be fears of retribution or even concerns that if the dishonest caretaker is 
restrained or jailed there will be no one to assume the care. It’s shameful to admit 

that you have been tricked but even more so to disclose betrayal by your own child.  

The potential for financial elder abuse is greater when the elder’s vulnerability is 
heightened by isolation or confusion. Adult children who rely on parents for support 
are more likely to commit financial abuse, as are children who suffer from addic-
tion. Some abusers may simply be unable to resist temptation, especially if they 
have acute financial need.  This problem often pertains to cases of financial abuse    
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Many commentators have blamed the first quarter econo-
my’s sluggish pace on the tough winter weather. Weak 
pending home sales may reflect those pressures, but also 
could result from the increase in home prices and interest 
rates relative to a year ago. Wage growth has been slow. 
Unemployment, although down to 6.6%, its lowest level 
since October of 2008, remains too high, according to Fed 
chief Yellen. Banks are still reluctant to offer credit to 
younger Americans so the number of first time home buy-

ers is limited.  

Consumer spending was up slightly through February, but 
sluggish overall in the first quarter. This also has been  
blamed on the harsh winter and associated higher heating 
expenses. However, consumer sentiment regarding the 
future has been positive. This is one factor contributing to 
many analysts’ forecast of stronger growth in the second 
quarter when pent-up demand may allow the economy to 
rebound. However, that is projection and not fully support-
ed by current economic data which includes weakness in 
retail sales, business activity, housing starts and home 

sales. 

Since the onset of the “Great Recession,” The Federal Re-
serve has supported the economy through its extremely 

Economic and Financial Overview 
 

bond purchases. The goal is to gradually reduce that support  
but only at the optimal speed so as to avoid a spike in infla-
tion on the one hand or a curtailment of growth on the other. 
Consumer inflation has been running below the Fed’s target 
of 2.0%. 
 
U.S. stock returns were negative in January, hit near record 
highs in February, but dropped again in March for a tepid 
+1.3% quarterly return for the S&P 500. Value stocks out-
performed growth while mid-caps exceeded small and large 
caps. After lagging U.S. markets for 4 years, international 
markets outperformed the U.S. in the last half of 2013 and 
the first quarter of 2014. Investors’ broader anxieties have 
been somewhat alleviated. European economies seem to be 
improving slowly, and fiscal uncertainty has been at least 
reduced by signs of greater accord in Washington. 
 
U.S. bond returns were positive in the period. Municipal 
bonds outperformed both highly-rated corporate and Treas-
ury issues. The yield on the 10 year Treasury on March 31 
(2.726%) was lower than at the end of 2013 but yields are 
expected to rise gradually now that “tapering” has begun. 
  

 

Financial Home-Schooling 

At a relative’s home one Sunday morning, I watched with interest as the father gathered my 3 nephews (ages 10, 12, 14) 
around the kitchen table to distribute their weekly allowance.  The boys divided their money into 3 categories in proportions 
ordained by the parents: spending money, savings and charitable giving.  As I understood it,  the boys were required to do 
household chores as a part of their obligation to the household. The allowance acknowledged the work, in a sense compen-

sating the boys for it. There also was an opportunity to earn more by doing additional posted household tasks. 

While there are many ways to establish a program of allowance, parents have in common the goal of teaching their children 
how to handle money with greater skill over time.  Without that income, all the children learn to do better over time is lean 
on the parents to buy things for them.  With an allowance, the kids have to say “no” to themselves. Without one, it’s up to the 

parents to say “no.” Key to any model is ensuring that there is never enough for the children to have everything they want.  

It’s important for parents to think through any plan before unveiling it so that they are offering just the right amount of con-
trol to the child but no more. Examples: The amount of allowance and the types of expenses for which you are transferring 
responsibility should increase with the child’s age. Make it clear that even though allowance may compensate for work, the 
chores are not a job the child can “quit” if he is willing to forego the allowance.  Anticipate the need to put boundaries 
around what the child may buy with the money.  (You may not want a huge snake or fireworks in your home.) Be very clear 
about what expenses the child will be required to cover. (A teenager on a clothing allowance must still meet the family stand-
ards of respectable appearance.) Be ready to let the errors of judgment be a learning experience. (When it’s spent, it’s gone, 
despite the tearful pleas.) Find ways to integrate gifts with the allowance program. (My husband told our 10 year old well in 

advance that while in Orlando, he would match whatever she chose to spend at the Disney store up to a limit of $30.)  

Over time, parents incrementally share more of the control, in hopes that there will be easy lessons early in life rather than 

really big and expensive ones in adulthood.   
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Janet Yellen and “Gravitas” 

Janet Yellen began her 4 year term as Chair of the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System this year. At 67 years of 
age, and both the wife and the mother of economists, Yellen has a remarkable long trail of credentials both in academia and in 

government service. If one were to design a career path to reach this lofty role, it might look a lot like Yellen’s curriculm vitae.   

One characteristic that doesn’t have “Fed Chair” written all over it is her gender. Yellen is the first woman to be nominated to 
the role. Typically, the Senate confirms a reasonable nominee easily, yet the vote spread in this case was unusually large. Be-
cause of her incontestable qualifications, it would have been hard to oppose her nomination on that score. Much of the opposi-
tion likely reflected differences in philosophy (Yellen is seen as a “dove” on inflation) and the political polarization in Washing-
ton (oppose Obama at every opportunity).  But a number of commentators identified sexism inherent in the undercurrent of re-
sistance to the nomination.  It wasn’t blatant, of course, but instead was couched in blurry concerns that Yellen was too “soft-

spoken,” lacking in “toughness,”  and might be unable to manage unavoidable confrontations with Congress.   

One theme was that she lacks “gravitas.” The dictionary defines gravitas as dignity or solemnity. (Were Greenspan or Volker 
“solemn?”) A current usage indicates high self-esteem and confidence, characteristics that reflect a male leadership model. These 
tend to be rewarded in men but penalized in women who must develop a less openly aggressive type of strength and resilience. 
So Yellen operates with her own leadership style, not with power-broking or table-pounding, but with persistence, a pleasant 

demeanor and a goal of consensus. She is likely to lead like, well, Bernanke. 

Yellen’s first press conference was on March 1. She has the pressure of having taken the reins at an inflection point in monetary 
policy, which works in large part by influencing expectations about upcoming shifts in policy. For the past 2 years at least, the 
markets have been anxiously expecting the Fed to “taper” out of the Quantitative Easing program (QE) that has kept the econo-
my ticking (and stock prices rising) for the past 5 years. In the course of the press conference, an audience already poised to react 
nervously, and listening to a new Fed Chair whose communication style was unfamiliar, interpreted an off-the-cuff statement  as 
signaling a possible increase in the Federal Funds rate as soon as next fall. Yellen hastened to temper the reaction with reasona-
ble caveats but it was out there. The bond market reacted nervously. Meanwhile, at 4 p.m. the day after the press conference, and 
lacking any breaking news, CNBC news was drilling down on whether or not Yellen committed a “rookie error.” By calling in a 

large number of expert commentators to opine on the topic, thus puffing up its significance, they could fill a lot of airtime.   

Does Yellen lack gravitas? No more than the mild-mannered Bernanke. Did she commit a “rookie error?” Perhaps, but only if 

Bernanke was a “rookie” just last summer (then in his 8th year) when he did the same thing.  

 

N. Resnikoff, “Senate Confirms Yellen,” www.msnbc.com, 1/16/14, T. Noah, “Why Janet Yellen is the Seixist—that is, the better—Choice,” www.msnbc.com. 
9/13/13, J. Cassidy, “Yellen’s Awkward Day,”New Yorker, 3/19/14, P. Coy, Janet Yellen’s Rookie Mistake,”www.businessweek.com, 3/19/14. T. Mullaney, 
“Janet Yellen’s Rookie Mistake?”www.marketwatch.com, 3/20/14, E. Klein, “The Subtle Sexist Whispering Campaign Against Janet Yelle,m,” washing-

tonpost.com, 7/10/13, “Stocks Slump on Yellen Remark,” CNNMoney.com,3/19/14 

by home caretakers who may never have had such easy 

access to money or belongings.   

Experts offer these signs of possible elder financial abuse: 
The elder has a “new best friend” and is difficult to reach 
without that friend present, there are changes in banks or 
attorneys or in spending habits, personal gifts to friends or 
caregivers become extravagant, there is a decline in person-
al amenities, the elder can’t explain missing checks or 

property, bills go unpaid. 

Experts also caution us to limit unexamined access to an 
elder’s finances by certain individuals. Automating bill 
payment or deposits can help. Duplicate account statements 
can be sent to an individual with no access to the accounts, 

for the purpose of monitoring. 

In 25 states financial institutions are required to report suspi-
cious withdrawals from a senior’s accounts. However, employ-
ees can be hesitant to make these reports for fear of violating 
privacy laws. The Elder Justice Act (part of the 2010 healthcare 
reform law) authorizes more than $700 million over four years 
to prevent elder abuse, neglect and exploitation, but Congress 

has yet to fund it.3  

With inadequate public safeguards, individuals need to be wary 

and watchful for themselves and for elders around them. 

1“Financial Exploitation of the Elderly,” www.azag.gov; 2“Would Your Adult 
Children Rip You Off?” Bankrate.com, 12/16/13; 3“Protecting Mom and Dad’s 
Money,” Consumer Reports Magazine, June, 2013, C. Moore, “Financial 
Abuse of Older Adults,: HealthLink BC, June, 2011; “Elder Justice,” 
www:ncoa.org/elder-justice: L. Kahlfani-Cox, “Are You a Victim of Financial 

Abuse?” AARP Magazine, January, 2013.  
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bond purchases. The goal is to gradually reduce that support  
but only at the optimal speed so as to avoid a spike in infla-
tion on the one hand or a curtailment of growth on the other. 
Consumer inflation has been running below the Fed’s target 
of 2.0%. 
 
U.S. stock returns were negative in January, hit near record 
highs in February, but dropped again in March for a tepid 
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(2.726%) was lower than at the end of 2013 but yields are 
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At a relative’s home one Sunday morning, I watched with interest as the father gathered my 3 nephews (ages 10, 12, 14) 
around the kitchen table to distribute their weekly allowance.  The boys divided their money into 3 categories in proportions 
ordained by the parents: spending money, savings and charitable giving.  As I understood it,  the boys were required to do 
household chores as a part of their obligation to the household. The allowance acknowledged the work, in a sense compen-

sating the boys for it. There also was an opportunity to earn more by doing additional posted household tasks. 

While there are many ways to establish a program of allowance, parents have in common the goal of teaching their children 
how to handle money with greater skill over time.  Without that income, all the children learn to do better over time is lean 
on the parents to buy things for them.  With an allowance, the kids have to say “no” to themselves. Without one, it’s up to the 

parents to say “no.” Key to any model is ensuring that there is never enough for the children to have everything they want.  

It’s important for parents to think through any plan before unveiling it so that they are offering just the right amount of con-
trol to the child but no more. Examples: The amount of allowance and the types of expenses for which you are transferring 
responsibility should increase with the child’s age. Make it clear that even though allowance may compensate for work, the 
chores are not a job the child can “quit” if he is willing to forego the allowance.  Anticipate the need to put boundaries 
around what the child may buy with the money.  (You may not want a huge snake or fireworks in your home.) Be very clear 
about what expenses the child will be required to cover. (A teenager on a clothing allowance must still meet the family stand-
ards of respectable appearance.) Be ready to let the errors of judgment be a learning experience. (When it’s spent, it’s gone, 
despite the tearful pleas.) Find ways to integrate gifts with the allowance program. (My husband told our 10 year old well in 

advance that while in Orlando, he would match whatever she chose to spend at the Disney store up to a limit of $30.)  

Over time, parents incrementally share more of the control, in hopes that there will be easy lessons early in life rather than 
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Middle class Americans spend vast sums to keep their young dependants healthy, stimulated and happy, and participants in the 
adults’ recreational lives. There are fabulous day camps which send our little loved ones home tired and happy after a day romp-
ing with friends, bicycle trailers so that they can be pulled along while we take a ride, hotels and restaurants that cater to their 
needs, and floats that permit them to bob next to us as we swim in deep water. There are spa products and treatments designed 

with them in mind. There are treadmills scaled to their needs. Those are just a sampling of the amenities available for our dogs.  

In our fourth quarter 2009 newsletter, we had a brief article on the cost of owning* a dog or cat.  The focus of “Pricing the 
Pooch” was on the necessary expenses, the baseline of pet care. Today, just a few years later, both the general level and nature of 
those expenses has changed. It’s not that the Dining Dog Café (Puget Sound) was not offering 4 course meals, served over a linen 
tablecloth, to beloved canines back then. The change is in the number of pet owners who wouldn’t consider this downright nuts!  

So this article is an updated look at the baseline-to-slightly-indulgent costs of pet guardianship, not the mink doggie coats. 

More than 9 in 10 pet owners say that they consider their pets to be family members.1(guilty) Pet guardians reveal that attitude 
through their spending patterns. One million dogs are mentioned in wills as the primary beneficiary. Trends in pet products and 
services track human trends. As we demand countless diet choices, pet food has become age and breed specific, and customized 
to lifestyle (for indoor versus outdoor cats for instance). As human enjoyment of spa treatments to heal, pamper and beautify has 
skyrocketed, treatments for dogs have become widely available. The “vanilla-scented Paw Spa” includes “Nail Pawlish.” How 

about a blueberry-scented doggie facial?                                              BO OBAMA 

Our human children are delighted to dress up for “trick-or-treat.” In 2011, we spent $370 million to costume 
our canine kids as cheerleaders,  pirates or crayons (for example).  Boys and girls sit for school pictures, 
soccer team photos, and the family holiday shot. Local photography sessions for animals  by pet photogra-
phers may start at around $200 simply for the session, with the product packages from $150. How about 

DOGTV, a cable channel with pooch-friendly programming? 

Family vacations tend to be adapted to the interests and abilities of children. In recent years, families are less 
inclined to leave the furry family members behind. BringFido.com can help you locate pet-friendly lodging, 
transportation and activities. There are dog parks, leash-free beaches, hiking trails, “Six Legs walking tours”  

and pet-friendly cruises.          

Americans spent $55.7 billion in 2013 on their 95.6 million cats and 83.3 million dogs, up more than $34 billion from the first 
count in 19963.  Spending has increased not only because we have more pets but because of their elevated status in our homes.  

Why is this happening? 

A major factor is demographic. While empty nesters, a growing part of our population, miss the exchange of affection they 
shared with their now-grown children, young couples are delaying the start of a human family. Pets fill those gaps and others. 
Americans have a third fewer close friends than they did 20 years ago and online friends don’t suffice. Americans report greater 

levels of stress than in past years. Relating to pets boosts oxytocin, our feel-good hormone, and theirs as well.3   

That’s a healthy return on a big investment. 
         

*Today, politically correct animal lovers identify as Guardians or Parents, not Owners of their pets. 
1. K. Yarrow, “Millions on Pet Costumes? Why We Spend More and More on Pets,” www.Business.Time.com,10/4/2012, 2.  www.petursncremation.com , 3 S. 

Manning,“US : Spending on Pets All Time High,” ABCnews.go.com,3/13/14, www.frontgate.com, www.adogslifeBoston.com, www.bloomingtailsdogboutique.com, 

 www.petsugar.com, www.inthecompanyofdogs.com, www.diningdog.com, J. Sollisch, “Do Americans Love Their Dogs Too Much?” www.CSMonitor, 9/6/13, 
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Ours is a relatively pleasant and wholesome practice so the possibility of elder fi-
nancial abuse wasn’t a concern, not until it became real. In 2012, we spent a couple 
of frantic weeks trying to revoke  a caretaker’s access to an elderly client’s ac-
counts. (It’s more difficult than you might think.) And recently, another investment 
professional told us that his client is being intimidated by her son into draining her 
assets for his benefit. Unable to persuade the browbeaten woman to resist,  our col-

league watches in horror as the nest egg dwindles.  We have been enlightened! 

With the growth in the proportion of Americans in their senior years, elder abuse of 
all kinds is rising steeply, to an extent called “epidemic” by some commentators.  
Financial abuse is one of the most common types and is estimated at a loss of at 
least $2.6 billion annually.1 It isn’t mutually exclusive of other forms of abuse but 

may accompany neglect and emotional abuse.  

We are familiar with those who prey on seniors with fraudu-
lent sweepstakes and phony investments. Yet although statis-
tics vary, some claim that 60% - 90% of financial abuse isn’t 
perpetrated by snakeoil salespeople but by the victim’s own 
family members.2 It happens across the wealth spectrum. In 
2009, Anthony Marshall, son of Brooke Astor, was convicted 
of defrauding and stealing tens of millions of dollars from his 
mother. At the same time, elders in trailer parks have been 

impoverished by dishonest and greedy relatives. 

Financial abuse by family members sometimes starts with abuse and escalates into 
crime. Our advisor colleague’s client is being bullied by her son into lending him 
increasingly greater sums of money yet she refuses to say “no.” Why? Perhaps she 
was never good at saying no when he was a child and his intimidation still works. 
She may feel that he has real needs he can’t otherwise meet, a feeling that activates 
her nurturing instinct to provide and protect. When financial abuse becomes crimi-
nal, the relative might be diverting assets from shared accounts or at least ones for 
which the relative has Power of Attorney. The family member might sell the elder’s 

home and keep the money.  

Why does financial abuse by relatives happen so frequently and easily? Certainly 
people tend to be naïve about their loved ones and don’t build adequate protection. 
(“This could never happen to me.”) Seniors may be suffering from dementia. Rela-
tives are in a position to know about the wealth and where it is kept, and they may 
have some kind of access as financial caretakers. Frequently children feel entitled to 
their parents money. (“I’ll be getting it sooner or later anyway.”)  With families so 

scattered in our mobile society, a child may be able to conceal theft from siblings.   

Even where the elder is aware of the theft, reporting it may seem a poor option. 
There may be fears of retribution or even concerns that if the dishonest caretaker is 
restrained or jailed there will be no one to assume the care. It’s shameful to admit 

that you have been tricked but even more so to disclose betrayal by your own child.  

The potential for financial elder abuse is greater when the elder’s vulnerability is 
heightened by isolation or confusion. Adult children who rely on parents for support 
are more likely to commit financial abuse, as are children who suffer from addic-
tion. Some abusers may simply be unable to resist temptation, especially if they 
have acute financial need.  This problem often pertains to cases of financial abuse    
               Continued on page 2 

First Quarter, 2014 

Copyright 2014 Assabet Advisors, LLC 

All in the Family 

Lisa Phelps  &  Wayne Ushman 

226718_AssabetAdvisors_NL  - Front 1 - 04/07/14 11:26:13 - Black


