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Recognizing
Cognitive
Impairment
and Financial
Scams

The gradual nature of cognitive
impairment onset and progression
can make it difficult to identify.
However, it’s imperative to watch for
signs that may compromise client
finances. BY G I D E O N Y. S C H E I N
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ore than six million Americans have Alzheimer’s disease or mild cognitive impairment, and that number is only expected to
increase as the large baby boomer generation ages,
according to a recent study by scientists at the UCLA
Fielding School of Public Health (2018). The trend
is both encouraging and frightening. On the one
hand, people are living longer due to better nutrition and medical advances. Some will continue to live
productive, meaningful lives. On the other hand, the
percentage of older adults suffering from cognitive
decline and/or full-blown dementia (Alzheimer’s or
other forms) is growing exponentially. The result is a
swelling population that is unable and/or unwilling to
handle their own finances and are far more susceptible
to financial fraud and scamming.

Cognition Affects Vulnerability

Memory loss is a common issue for older adults, especially people with conditions that affect mental clarity.
Recognizing the signs of memory loss can help families identify the need for support early on. Concerns
about bill payments, account management, and coordination of personal affairs are aspects of memory loss
that often lead families to engage professionals with
certification to work with older adults.
Memory loss and/or cognitive impairment should
not suddenly appear full-blown. As with most aging
processes, the loss grows gradually. The process often
leads to confusion as to cause and severity. It’s impossible to know the root cause without a medical
diagnosis. In fact, the cognitive impairment may due
to a physical impairment such as a urinary tract infection (UTI), or a prolonged hospital or rehabilitation
stay. As such, it may not be a permanent cognitive
loss at all.
However, cognitive loss and its effect on an older
adult’s ability to manage finances is a reality. There are
many signs family members and professionals should
look for to alert them to an impending decline. Failure
to pay bills is the most common early sign of memory loss or confusion, as is regularly lost mail, checks,
etc. The family or person holding power of attorney
should also monitor accounts for unusual or frequent
cash withdrawals, which may occur if the person forgets about previous withdrawals.
The longer the declining cognition goes unidentified, the more troublesome vendors, banks, and
credit card companies can be, as they may view erratic
payments as a sign of risk. These problems were bad
enough when record-keeping and transactions were
handled directly or in person. Today more and more
people, including older adults, use online banking to
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handle their financial affairs, resulting in an exponentially higher risk of mismanaged accounts. Consider
the following scenarios:
Janice had a favorite credit card which, because of
memory challenges, she did not always pay in a
timely way. When she finally brought her account
current, the card company summarily canceled
her card.
Mary, who uses online banking to manage her
affairs, had difficulty remembering and entering her online username and password because
she was in the early stages of memory loss. For
security, banks have strict limits on the number

WARNINGS OF POSSIBLE FRAUD
Professionals and family members alike need to
be vigilant for signs of fraud among older adults.
Following are some signs to watch for that may
warrant further investigation.
• A new power of attorney has been filed.
• Financial control has been transferred to
someone else.
• There’s an unexplained change of address for
mail.
• When called, someone other than client
answers all the time.
• The older adult has become secretive about
finances.
• There’s been a sudden change in the level of
investment strategy.
• The senior seems more isolated than before.
• Stacks of magazines, books or junk mail
appear.
• The person is spending more than usual.
• There is a lack of affordable amenities and
comforts at the person’s home.
• The older adult is giving uncharacteristically
excessive gifts or financial reimbursement.

of log-in errors they will allow, which has been
a big problem for Mary. She has learned that if
she enters incorrect information three times, her
bank, like most, will require her to call and verify
who she is in order to restart her online service.
Moreover, most banks will permanently cancel
the online service if a customer repeatedly calls to
reset information.
Ruth, age eighty-four, was a retired school teacher
residing in a one-bedroom apartment she had
lived in (originally with her parents) her entire
adult life. While in a nursing home, her neighbor, with Ruth’s permission, hired a daily money
manager (DMM) to protect her from a guardianship applied for illegally by the nursing home. In
addition, the nursing home declared itself to be
her representative payee for Social Security and
applied for Medicaid on her behalf. Since Ruth
could not remember anything about her finances
and had no family, she hired a DMM. The DMM
was instructed by the court to clean out her apartment before she was allowed to return home. As
a result, after a thorough search of all her books
(one hundred boxes of them!) the DMM found
sixteen thousand dollars in cash inside the books
and an old receipt for a safety deposit box that
contained seven hundred thousand dollars in
United States savings bonds. That is a lot to
forget!

MEMORY PROCESSING
Understanding how memory is processed can
assist us in caring for our loved ones. Here are
a few links to some programs that have been
beneficial for people with memory impairment
and their families:
• Music & Memory (www.musicandmemory.
org) “A non-profit organization that brings
personalized music into the lives of the elderly
or infirm through digital music technology,
vastly improving quality of life.”
• Water & Stone (www.creativelyhealing.com)
“A company focused on offering therapy to
individuals, bringing creative arts therapy into
the community and supporting professional
development.”
• Teepa Snow (www.teepasnow.com) One of
America’s leading educators on dementia

Frauds and Scams

Perhaps the greatest risk to older adults’ finances
when they suffer any kind of memory loss or cognitive impairment is the danger of financial fraud or
scam. Every year, one in five people over the age of
sixty will become a fraud victim. Financial abuse is
rampant, costing older adults more than thirty billion dollars annually. A little over half of this mayhem is perpetrated by complete strangers, while a
third are family members, friends, and neighbors. An
additional 12 percent of financial fraud against older
adults comes from the business sector, rounded out
by 4 percent through Medicare and Medicaid fraud
(Deane, 2018).
Anyone, even someone who seems as honest as
the day is long, could be running a scam. And every
older adult is a possible victim, with as many scams
out there as can be thought up. Treat every older
adult with care and concern, and always be looking
out for that person’s interests. Remember the line
about the main character in Arthur Miller’s classic
play, Death of a Salesman: “He’s a human being, and a
terrible thing is happening to him. So attention must
be paid.” •CSA
Gideon Y. Schein is the co-founder of the Eddy &
Schein Group. He has worked as a financial organizer and daily money manager for older adults,
high net worth individuals, and people going
through marital transition since 1998. Working patiently to reduce
the stress his clients often feel when confronted with today’s hightech, high-speed world, he helps his clients maintain a feeling of
independence in their personal affairs. He has extensive experience
and expertise on issues relating to financial elder abuse, Medicare,
and secondary insurance for older adults, and he has given numerous lectures and seminars at the national and local level on these
topics. Gideon has been interviewed on radio shows and quoted in
newspaper articles.
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