Nine Tips for Seniors

To Avoid Financial Abuse:

A Guide for Seniors and Those Who Care for Them

[Click #1 – Title Slide]

Good evening ladies and gentlemen.  

My name is ___________________, and I’m a Certified Senior Advisor who works in_________________________.

Thanks for allowing me to share a few minutes with you today to talk about a problem that is growing in direct proportion to the growth of America’s population of seniors – and that problem is the financial exploitation of seniors.  

What do I mean by “financial exploitation?”


[Click #2 – Financial Exploitation Is…]
When I talk about a senior being exploited financially, I’m 

[Click #3 – Forcing a decision]


referring to any situation where someone causes a senior to 

[Click #4 – Made on threats]


make a financial decision that’s based on threats… 

[Click #5 – Pressure]


pressure… 

[Click #6 – Incomplete or misleading information]

or incomplete or misleading information…and a decision that leads them to do something with their assets that isn’t in their best interests.  

Seniors can be exploited by lots of people for lots of reasons…

Exploited not just by crooks or con men, but by family and friends, too.  

Exploited not because they’re in the wrong crowd, but because they’re apart from the crowd altogether.

Exploited not because they’re uneducated, but because they’re uninformed.

Exploited not because they’re greedy, but because they’re generous.  

And exploited not because they want someone to take care of them, but rather because they want to take care of themselves.

[Click #7 – How seniors are mistreated or cheated]
So in the next few minutes, I want to talk about how seniors are mistreated or cheated…

[Click #8 – Pitfalls]


pitfalls to be aware of…

[Click #9 – Steps to take]


what steps you can do to protect yourself… and how we can all help each other to do something to stop this problem that only promises to get worse as more of us get older.  

[Click #10 – Picture of Emma]


And I want to begin with a story about someone named Emma Byers.  I’ll bet you know someone just like her.

Can any of you remember what you were doing the night of January 31, 2001?  Emma Byers can, because that was 

the worst night of her life.   And it began that afternoon when her husband, Carl, lost the feeling in his feet.  
At first, he couldn’t feel anything.  No sensation at all.  By evening, he couldn’t walk.

So Emma called her son and asked him for help.  The son and his wife came over and drove Emma and Carl to the emergency room.  

By 10 that night, the doctors had diagnosed that Carl had aneurisms in both legs.  
They performed surgery immediately, but it wasn’t enough to save Carl’s life.


As the days after Carl’s funeral dissolved into weeks, and the weeks turned into months, Emma tried to displace her grief with a resolve to remain independent.  
[Click #11 – Picture of Emma with granddaughter]
The fears she had about losing Carl became new fears about losing her independence.  After all, macular degeneration was causing her eyesight to fail, and she knew her children worried for her well-being.  
[Click #12 – Emma with photo]


Their concern approached panic several months later, when she had a minor stroke. The stroke had little physical effect, but it sure played havoc with her memory.  

[Click #13 – Emma on patio]
Emma came to believe that only by convincing her children that she was capable would she overcome her children’s doubts about her ability to live by herself.  If she could do that, she would avoid her greatest fear in life – spending her last years in the care of someone else.


She became particularly concerned about having enough money to remain in her apartment.  
She equated money with independence.  
[Click #14 – Emma Reading]
And when she saw an ad in her local newspaper offering a free seminar about how she could invest her money so she would “never have to be in a nursing home,” she was ready to take first step to becoming a senior who was financially exploited.


I wish I could say that Emma’s experience is rare.  Unfortunately, it is all-too common.
[Click #15 – Prevalence of Elder Financial Abuse]

The Office of Community Oriented Policing Services says there are no crime statistics specific to elder financial abuse – but they also say there is widespread agreement that fraud is generally under-reported.  
[Click #16 – 20-60% adult Americans]
The few existing studies of consumer fraud show that between 20 and 60 percent of adult Americans report being a target of actual or attempted fraud.  
[Click #17 – One in three elder abuse cases]

Several years ago, the National Center on Elder Abuse estimated that nearly one out of every three elder abuse cases involved financial exploitation.
[Click #18 – Seniors targets of 40% of scams]
North Carolina and California conducted studies that showed that more than 40 percent of elder abuse cases in those states were cases of financial exploitation.

AARP says that seniors are the targets of 40 percent of all financial scams. 
[Click #19 – Why seniors?]

But why are seniors the targets of financial scams?

One reason is that unscrupulous people know that seniors dependent on investment income are looking for safe alternatives, 
[Click #20 – Look for financial security] 

so they portray the returns on their investments as secure and guaranteed  -- when in fact the investments are not secure and not guaranteed.  
[Click #21 – Live alone]
Another reason seniors are targets is that many seniors live alone.  

They have limited contact with family, friends and members of social or religious organizations – and that makes them particularly vulnerable to con artists.  
Isolation increases the potential for seniors to be exploited and lessens the possibility that no one will detect or report it.
[Click #22 – Poor Planning]
A third reason is that most of us have not taken the time or expended the energy to do a good job of financial planning. 

Do you know that the average middle-aged American has only about $2,600 in net financial assets? Baby boomers earning $100,000 a year are saving less than one-third the amount they will need to retire in comfort.

We get older, we retire, and we realize we aren’t sure whether we’ll outlive our resources.  And that makes us susceptible to those who promise easy solutions and big returns.

But whatever questions there might be about the prevalence of financial exploitation, there is no question that seniors believe it is a serious threat.  
A study by the Financial Freedom company asked Americans between the ages of 62 and 75 to rank a list of fears.  

What do you think was Number One?  If you guessed fraud, you’re right.  Seniors fear fraud ahead of health crises and terrorism.


So we know that fraud targeted toward seniors is real, and we know that seniors worry about it.  None of us would be here tonight if that weren’t true.  

[Click #23 – Guarding against financial fraud]

That brings me to my next subject:   What can we do to protect ourselves whether we’re seniors or those who care about them?


How do we make sure that we’re not the next fraud statistic?

[Click #24 – Recognize pitfalls]

First we recognize what the pitfalls are for seniors who invest.  And then we learn what we can do to protect ourselves.


Let’s start with the pitfalls.


They tend to fall into five basic categories… 
[Click #25 – Salespeople who misrepresent]

First are salespeople who misrepresent themselves.  They claim expertise they don’t have and credentials they haven’t earned.  

Sometimes you see people doing what is really legal work without a license to practice law.  

Sometimes you’ll see someone attempting to identify and move a senior’s assets under the guise of creating a living trust.  

But beware that just because someone claims a license or expertise, it doesn’t mean they have it.

[Click #26 – Uninsured products]

The second pitfall – that’s uninsured products.  

Not all financial products are insured.  There’s nothing wrong with that.  

Most people know that if you buy a stock or invest in a mutual fund, it can go up or down.  

The problem comes in if seniors aren’t made aware of whether a product is insured or not – and made aware in no uncertain terms.

[Click #27 – Inadequate disclosure]

The third pitfall is inadequate disclosure.  

Unprincipled people make unwarranted claims.  

Three centuries ago, Thomas Cooper said, “Fraud and falsehood only dread examination.  Truth invites it.”  

Complicated financial documents are difficult to understand and create misunderstanding about financial products.  And no one wants to appear that they don’t understand something.  

This is particularly true of people like our friend Emma who might be afraid to say “I don’t understand,” because she thinks someone might interpret that as an admission that she can’t take care of herself…that she’s not competent to handle her own affairs.

So seniors like Emma contribute to inadequate disclosure by the consent of their silence.  They don’t ask about sales charges, up-front fees and back-end charges.  

[Click #28 – Misleading fund names]
Our fourth pitfall is misleading fund names.

Unsophisticated seniors may be misled by terms such as income or government to believe that investments made in such products don’t carry any risk.  

But we know that the asset value of a mutual fund, for example, may go down as easily as it may go up because of changes in market conditions.

What something is called means nothing; what something does means everything.
[Click #29 – Unclear account statements]
The fifth and last pitfall is unclear account statements.  

Some brokerage and mutual fund account statements don’t reveal enough about investment performance and fees and commissions. 

A reputable financial planner or planning professional can provide valuable assistance to seniors by helping them calculate and evaluate these figures – and investigate when numbers appearing in statements don’t seem to make sense.

Those are the five pitfalls – salespeople who misrepresent themselves… uninsured products…inadequate disclosure… misleading fund names… and lack of clarity in account statements.

Now, I want to emphasize that these pitfalls are more things to be aware of and to watch out for than proof of fraud.  

Most financial professionals are truly that.  They realize that unethical, unscrupulous and unprofessional acts have no place in a legitimate business.

[Click #30 – CSA Code of Professional Responsibility]
Many of these professionals follow rigorous codes of professional responsibility.  

I can tell you from personal experience that as a Certified Senior Advisor, I’ve had to learn about ethical marketing to seniors and I’ve had to sign an agreement that I will uphold the Code of Professional Responsibility of Society of Certified Senior Advisors.  

And it’s because of that promise I make to the Society, to myself and to my clients that I’m here today.

[Click #31 – Guarding against financial fraud]
So with that as a prelude, I want now to share with you some things seniors should do to protect themselves.

[Click #32 – Take your time]
Number 1:  Take your time.  Don’t be pressured into making quick decisions such as wiring money or writing a check at a seminar.

[Click #33 – Beware of promise of big returns]
Number 2:  Be suspicious of anyone who promises you inflated returns on an investment.  Remember that if something sounds too good to be true, it probably is.

[Click #34 – Understand the risk]
Number 3:  Be sure to ask your advisor to be specific about the inherent risk in an investment.  Be wary if the advisor doesn’t talk about risk or says an investment carries no risk.  

[Click #35 – Involve others]
Number 4:  Involve others.  Take your time.  Resist pressure to act right away.

An unscrupulous operator will sometimes want a senior to act alone by saying something such as, “Can’t you make your own decisions?”  

Tell trusted friends about what you’re considering doing before you do it.  Also, before you sign legal documents, seek a second opinion from a trusted professional such as an attorney or accountant.

Never send money – cash, check or money order – by courier or overnight delivery or wire to anyone who insists on immediate payment.

[Click #36 – Check out financial professionals]
Number 5:  Check out financial professionals.  If you’re dealing with an investment professional, check with the National Association of Securities Dealers.  Ask if the investment professional is a member of the Financial Planning Association.  

Another organization that provides a similar check is the Certified Financial Planner Board of Standards.  

An organization I belong to – Society of Certified Senior Advisors – also can tell you if an advisor is a member in good standing.  

Legitimate professionals welcome your scrutiny.  Be wary of those who don’t encourage you to check.

[Click #37 – Beware of strangers]
Number 6:  Remember when you were a little kid and your parents told you to beware of strangers?  

It’s time to repeat their advice:  Beware of strangers.  

When strangers call promoting investments, you should determine how the caller obtained your name and number.  

Also ask if the caller would be willing to explain the investment proposal to an attorney, accountant or another family member.  If they won’t, hang up.

[Click #38 – Understand nature of investment]
Number 7:  Understand the nature of the investment.  

Seniors should never assume that investments are federally insured, low-risk or guaranteed to deliver a certain return.  

Before buying, investigate any potential investment by getting and reading a prospectus or similar offering document.  

Now anyone who has ever read a prospectus can tell you that they can be long, dry and intimidating documents. They are also extremely important documents.  Take the time to understand a prospectus. If you don’t understand it, ask a financial planner to help.

Your state securities department will also help you check out an investment.  They won’t make investment decisions for you, but they can tell you whether a particular investment is registered in your state.  

If a salesperson says that the investment doesn’t need to be registered in your state, that’s a red flag.

[Click #39 – Monitor account statements]
Number 8:  Monitor your account statements closely.

An account statement from an investment should show only the investing you authorized.  If you see a discrepancy, immediately raise the problem with the broker who sold you the investment, or the broker’s branch manager.

Include your financial planner in a review of account statements or other documents that show fees or commissions.  If your account documents don’t show fees or commissions, ask for those numbers.

And if something seems wrong with your account, and it’s not being quickly addressed by your broker, put your concerns in writing and contact either the National Association of Securities Dealers or your state securities department.  If your question concerns insurance, talk to the insurance company’s office or seek guidance from your state government’s insurance office.

[Click #40 – Have a plan]
Number 9:  I’ve saved the most important advice for last.  The single best way for you to avoid being exploited financially is to have a plan.

Remember earlier when I said that only ten percent of Americans had saved more than $100,000 for retirement?  Those are the people who have planned…and those are the people who stand the least chance of someone taking advantage of them.

No matter what your age, it is never too late to put together a financial plan.  

Enacting proactive health care, legal and financial planning is essential.  Programs that help you make health care and financial arrangements before they’re necessary ensure that these decisions are made thoughtfully – and made with your voluntary, knowledgeable and informed consent.

The best defense is the best offense. 

[Click #41 – Emma with photo]
You’re most susceptible to financial exploitation when you’re fearful…when you’re alone, like Emma…and when you’re concerned that you’ll outlive your assets.

People always want to know what happened with Emma.  

Well, Emma was lucky.  

She had a son and daughter-in-law who cared about her and talked to her daily.  Their objective was the same as hers – for Emma to remain independent as long as possible.  

She and Carl had the foresight to save and the wisdom to enlist professional help in planning for their retirements.  That served her well.

She had a strong circle of support from friends, from her church, from her neighbors.  That served her well, too.

Of course, her vision isn’t good because of the macular degeneration I mentioned, and that means her driving is restricted to short, daytime trips.  But her family helps her compensate for that by driving her when she needs to get somewhere.  

They help her with her bank statements, her pharmacy paperwork and with the upkeep of her apartment.

The pain of losing Carl has gradually been replaced with the memory of the love they shared and the laughter they engendered in each other.  

[Click #42 – Emma with granddaughters]
She loves ice cream, and her grand-daughters love having it with her.

Her life has meaning for her.  She cares about others…and that’s why she allowed us to use her story tonight.  

She said to tell you “hi.”  

Thank you, ladies and gentlemen.
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