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GOLDEN YEARS

By Mutty Burstein 

Ten thousand Americans turn 
65 every day. 70% of the na-

tion’s wealth belongs to those 60 
years and older. Financial scams 
targeting seniors have become so 
prevalent that they’re now con-
sidered to be the crime of the 
21st century. Seniors are thought 
to have a significant amount of 
money sitting in their accounts 
and don’t follow those accounts 
too closely. According to FBI sta-
tistics, seniors lose more than $2.9 
billion annually to financial exploi-
tation. Financial scams also often 
go unreported or can be difficult 
to prosecute, so they’re considered 
a “low-risk” crime by authorities. 
Many elderly victims do not report 
fraud because they feel ashamed, 
or they fear others will think they 
cannot care for themselves, which 
may trigger placement in a nurs-
ing home or long-term care facil-
ity. However, these scams are dev-
astating to many older adults and 
can leave them in a very vulnerable 
position with little time to recoup 
their losses. It’s not just wealthy 
seniors who are targeted. Low-in-
come older adults are also at risk of 
financial abuse.
 Financial crimes against the 
elderly fall under two general 
categories: fraud committed by 
strangers, and financial exploita-
tion by relatives and caregivers. 
What’s shocking is that a majority 
of financial crime against the el-
derly is not done by strangers. FBI 
statistics show that over 90% of all 
reported elder abuse is committed 
by an elderly person’s own family 
members, most often their adult 
children, followed by grandchil-
dren, nieces, nephews, caretakers, 
and others.
 Fraud generally involves deliber-
ately deceiving the victim with the 
promise of goods, services, or other 
benefits that are nonexistent, un-
necessary, or never intended to be 
provided. The following are some 
of the types of fraud perpetrated 
mostly by strangers, but can also be 
committed by those close to them:

PRIZES AND SWEEPSTAKES 
 These frauds generally involve 
informing the victim that he or she 
could win, or has already won, a 
“valuable” prize or a lot of money. 
The victim is required to send in 
money to cover taxes, shipping, 
or processing fees. The prize may 
never be delivered or, if so, is usu-
ally costume jewelry or cheap 
electronic equipment worth 
less than the money paid 
to retrieve it.

INVESTMENTS
 Because many seniors live on 
fixed incomes, they often want to 
increase the value of their estate 
and ensure they have sufficient 
funds to meet basic needs. In in-
vestment scams, offenders per-
suade the elderly to invest in pre-
cious gems, real estate, annuities, 
or stocks and bonds by promising 
unrealistically high rates of return. 
The investments often consist of 
fake gemstones, uninhabitable 
property, or shares in a nonexis-
tent or unprofitable company.
CHARITY CONTRIBUTIONS

 Playing on some seniors’ desire 
to help others, offenders solicit do-
nations to nonexistent charities or 
religious organizations, often us-
ing sweepstakes or raffles to do so.

HOME AND
AUTOMOBILE REPAIRS

 Offenders may recommend an 
array of fraudulent “emergency” 
home repairs, often requiring an 

advance deposit. They may subse-
quently fail to do any work at all 
or start but not finish the work. 
Common frauds include roof and 
chimney repairs, driveway resur-
facing, waterproofing, and pest 
control. The offenders are often 
transient, moving among neigh-

borhoods, cities, and even states. 
Dishonest auto mechanics 

may falsely inform custom-
ers that certain repairs are 
needed, or they may bill for 

services or repairs that were not 
requested or were not completed.

LOANS AND MORTGAGES
 Seniors may experience cash 
flow shortages in the face of need-
ed medical care or home repairs. 
Predatory lenders may provide 
loans with exorbitant interest 
rates, hidden fees, and repayment 
schedules far exceeding the elderly 
person’s means, often at the risk of 
their home, which has been used 
as collateral.
 In addition to variations in the 
type of product or service offered, 
frauds vary widely in the means 
used to commit them.

TELEMARKETING
 Offenders call people at home, 
using high-pressure tactics to so-
licit money for fraudulent invest-
ments, insurance policies, travel 
packages, charities, and sweep-
stakes. Fraudulent telemarketing 
operations are designed to limit 
the benefit to the customer while 

maximizing the profit for the 
telemarketer and for the highly 
efficient contact of a lot of poten-
tial customers. 

MAIL
 Fraudulent prize and sweep-
stakes operations often mail ma-
terials to a wide audience, relying 
on potential victims to “self-select” 
by returning a postcard or call-
ing to indicate their interest. The 
mailings often look official, use 
extensive personalization (e.g., re-
peating the recipient’s name in the 
text), include claims of authentic-
ity, have contradictory content or 
“double-talk,” and make a seem-
ingly low-key request for the re-
cipient to submit a small fee. 

FACE-TO-FACE CONTACT
 Some frauds involving products 
and services (e.g., home and auto 
repairs) require face-to-face con-
tact at either the victim’s home or a 
business. Alternatively, a scammer 
gains entry to the victim’s home by 
posing as a utility worker and dis-
tracts the victim while an accom-
plice burglarizes the home.
 Successful frauds share common 
elements. The offenders gain trust 
and confidence through their cha-
risma, by using a business name 
similar to that of a well-established 
organization, or by communicating 
a concern for the elder’s wellbeing. 
They create the impression that the 
elder has been “chosen” or is “lucky” 
to receive the offer, and that such of-
fers are rare. They encourage their 
victims to make an immediate de-
cision or commitment to purchase 
products or services, which effec-
tively limits the opportunity for 
consultation with others and pre-
vents discovery by a family member, 
neighbor, or other concerned party. 
The frauds occur quickly, with little 
risk of exposure.
 Unlike strangers, relatives and 
caregivers often have a position 
of trust and an ongoing relation-
ship with the elderly. Financial 
exploitation occurs when the of-
fender steals, withholds, or other-
wise misuses their elderly victims’ 
money, property, or valuables for 
personal advantage or profit, to 
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the disadvantage of the elder. Their 
methods can include the following:
 • Simply taking the elder’s money, 
property, or valuables;
 • Borrowing money (sometimes 
repeatedly) and not paying it back;
 • Giving away or selling the elder’s 
possessions without permission;
 • Signing or cashing pension or 
social security checks without per-
mission;
 • Misusing ATM or credit cards, 
or using them without permission;
 • Doling out the elder’s money to 
family or friends; 
 • Forcing the elder to part with 
resources or to sign over property. 
 The tactics offenders use in-
clude: deceit, coercion, intimida-
tion, emotional abuse, or empty 
promises of lifelong care. Further, 
they usually try to isolate the 
victim from friends, family, and 
other concerned parties. By do-
ing so, they prevent others from 
asking about the elder’s wellbe-
ing or relationship with the of-
fender, prevent the elder from 
consulting with others on im-
portant financial decisions, and, 
perhaps most tragically, give the 
elder the impression that no one 
else cares about him or her. In 

addition, relatives and caregivers 
sometimes exploit the elderly by 
creating financial and legal ar-
rangements like joint bank ac-
counts and powers of attorney. 
These legal arrangements give a 
person the authority to manage 
the elder’s affairs on the elder’s 
behalf. When used properly, the 
legally appointed agent makes de-
cisions that are in the elder’s best 
interest. Misuse arises when the 
family member or agent induces 
the elder to sign the document; 
makes decisions or transactions 
that benefit the agent to the detri-
ment of the elder; uses the power 
after it has expired or terminated; 
or uses the power for purposes 
other than what is intended.
 Here are some tips and precau-
tions one can take to help prevent 
some of these frauds.
 It is never too early to learn the 
warning signs of scams:
 • Sounds too good to be true.
 • Pressure to act right away.
 • Guaranteed success. Promises 
unusually high returns.
 • Requires upfront investment — 
even for a free prize.
 • Doesn’t act like a real business.
 • Something doesn’t feel right.

 It is advised that credit cards 
should have some kind of cap on 
them and that checkbooks should 
be set up together with a family 
member, possibly needing a second 
signature. A third family member 
should review the bank statements. 
It is advisable to sign up for some 
type of fraud protection monitor-
ing service that would alert the 
family of a fraud attempt. The se-
nior’s phone number should be un-
listed. They should be coached to 
hang up the phone immediately if 
they receive any calls from strang-
ers. If they call back, they should 
let the answering machine record 
the call and family members can 
review it later. 
 Seniors who are isolated and 
have little contact with fam-
ily, friends, caseworkers, and 
other concerned parties may 
be at increased risk of being 
victimized by fraudulent busi-
nesses and criminals. Neighbor-
hood Adopt-a-Senior programs, 
in which volunteers regularly 
check on the wellbeing of seniors 
in their neighborhoods and in-
quire about unusual mail, phone 
calls, and financial transactions, 
have been effective in combat-

ing the isolation that places the 
elderly at risk and in identifying 
potentially abusive situations. Any 
increased contact with the elderly 
decreases the chances of them 
falling prey to the fraudsters. 
Let’s stay in touch with our 
seniors and be curious and 
cautious about who is con-
tacting them. It is in all of our 
best interests.
     
 Mutty Burstein is the Education Out-
reach Manager of the Patient Relations 
Department at Americare CSS, a Certi-
fied Home Health Agency. The Ameri-
careCompanies, founded in 1982, provide 
high quality home care services in the N.Y. 
metro area, including the 5 boroughs, 
Long Island, and Westchester, Rockland, 
Orange, Dutchess, Putnam, Sullivan, 
and Ulster counties. Americare integrates 
compassionate patient care with fam-
ily needs and is ready to serve 24/7 with 
registered nurses, home health aides, PT’s, 
OT’s, speech therapists, and social work-
ers. In addition to all the regular aspects of 
home care, Americare has a special license 
to work with patients with behavioral 
health issues and patients with dementia, 
Alzheimer’s, and/or depression, as well as 
the developmentally disabled. Mutty can 
be reached at 917.287.1636 ormburst-
ein@americareny.com for any questions 
regarding home care both private pay and 
insurance provided, eligibility for Medi-
care, Medicaid, and managed care.
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