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Elderly Financial Abuse 
Financial exploitation of the elderly is very common.  Older individuals are perceived as financially stable and 
are, therefore, more likely to be victims of fraud than the general public.  Criminals steal billions of dollars from 
American seniors every year using a variety of scams.  Following are some steps that family members and 
caregivers can take to protect the elderly from being victims of this abuse:  

• Be involved in their life.  Being a part of an older adult’s life helps them feel less lonely and isolated. The 
bonds that form enhance their self-esteem and reduce the likelihood that they’ll be victimized by fraudsters.   

• Obtain a copy of their credit report.  An older adult’s credit report should be reviewed at least once a year.  
This establishes whether personal information was stolen and if accounts were fraudulently set up in their 
name.  Any errors found in the report should be corrected.  

• Shred sensitive documents.  To prevent the theft of personal information, older adults should purchase and 
learn how to use a cross-cut paper shredder. Unsolicited credit card offers, financial statements, paid bills, 
and summary notices from health insurance carriers should be shredded and discarded once they’re 
reviewed.   

• Be alert for signs of fraud and diversion of funds.  Watch for sudden changes in an older adult’s behavior.  
Large bank withdrawals, frequent ATM use, bank charges for NSF checks, unpaid bills, and calls from 
collection agencies are signs that the individual may be communicating with a scammer.   

• Be aware of individuals who get close to an older adult.  Watch for family members, hired caregivers, and 
new “friends” who exploit the trust placed in them.  They may insist on going to the bank with an elder or try 
to offer financial, legal, or estate planning advice when not qualified or licensed to do so.  They may 
pressure elders to give them “gifts” or “loans” or make changes in their will or power of attorney (POA).  

• Be aware of new “romantic” interests.  Older individuals often seek companionship from others and are 
easily targeted by criminals who sense their desperation.  Elders desiring romance are easily duped into 
sending large sums of money to fraudsters professing a romantic interest in them. These scammers often 
reside in other countries and are difficult to track.  New love relationships are not always obvious, as older 
adults may be reluctant to discuss romantic or sexual matters with others.     

• Educate them about online fraud.  Older adults should be made aware of the dangers of connecting with 
people on the internet.  They should know that online “relationships” are fraught with scammers residing in 
other countries pretending to be someone else. Requests for money by wire transfer, gift card, prepaid 
debit card, or other unconventional payment method are signs of scams.  Once such payments are 
remitted, the money is gone and cannot be recovered.  Online requests for credit card or other personal 
information should be thoroughly verified before complying.  Unsolicited emails with attachments and links 
should be immediately deleted and not opened.   

• Protect their medical identity. An elder’s health insurance and Medicare information can be used to 
fraudulently bill for medical services that were never rendered.  Criminals can also use this information to 
obtain services for which the elder is billed.  To minimize the risk of medical identity theft, elders should 
share health information only with providers who can be trusted.  Summary notices from insurance carriers 
should be reviewed when they’re received and then shredded and discarded.       

• Donate wisely to charities: Before sending money to a charitable organization, potential donors should 
confirm that the charity is registered with the Illinois Attorney General’s office and that the registration is 
current.  This information is available at https://illinoisattorneygeneral.gov/charities. 

• Remove their name from call lists (“Robocalls”). To stop receiving telemarketer calls and reduce their fraud 
risk, older adults should sign up for the Federal Trade Commission’s National Do Not Call Registry at: 
https://www.donotcall.gov. 

• Stop junk mail.  Older adults can reduce their fraud risk by stopping junk mail from being sent to their 
house.  They can opt out of receiving junk mail by registering with the National Do Not Mail List at: 
https://www.directmail.com/mail_preference. 

• Be supportive if they were victimized.  If an older adult is the victim of a scam, encourage them to discuss 
what transpired by reaching out in a warm and understanding way.  Realize that they’re apt to feel 
ashamed and embarrassed and may be reluctant to discuss the details of what occurred with you. 

• Report financial fraud.  If an older adult is the victim of financial abuse, the incident should be reported to     
      the local police department for possible criminal charges. 
                                                                                                                    [Resources: AAR, IL Attorney General, Stacey Wood, Ph.D.] 
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