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Beyond the Victimization:
Recovery – What will it take?

10/19/2022

The Coalition of Wisconsin Aging & Health 
Groups is a nonprofit, nonpartisan, 
statewide membership organization that 
was founded in 1977.

The Elder Financial Empowerment Project 
is here to assist victims of financial 
exploitation, fraud and scams regain 
control of their lives and recover.

We provide services statewide.  We are 
not a government agency but rather a 
non-profit that exists to help people to 
achieve their objectives.  Services are 
confidential.

Who are we?
Robert M. Gundermann
President and CEO 
rgundermann@cwag.org

Sonia Komisar
Victim Service Attorney 
skomisar@cwag.org

Jeanne Erickson
Elder Financial Empowerment 
Project Manager
jerickson@cwag.org
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Who do we serve?Direct Victim 
Centered 
Services

• Consulting
• Reviewing of documents
• Credit notifications
• Court interventions

Presentations

• Seminars
• Community Organizations
• Service providers
• Written and digital handouts

Referrals

No agency can address all 
the needs a victim of 
financial exploitation

Wisconsin residents statewide
Adults 60 years old and older
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 Safety planning

 Housing

 Independent living services
 meals on wheels
 lawn/snow removal services
 housekeeping
 grocery delivery

 Credit/financial review repair

 Legal assistance

No one agency/organization has the expertise or resources to be all things to all people. 
Collaboration and referral sources are vital to a victim’s recovery.

What could they need?

10/19/2022

Blaming the poor and/or the victim allows 

people to protect their self-esteem,  

control their fear and allows them to remain 
optimistic about the world.

“This could never happen to me.”

Coalition of Wisconsin Aging Groups
Financial	Empowerment Personal	Advocacy					Victim	Rights	
10/19/2022

The idea that people are poor because they are lazy, irresponsible, averse to work, sexually 
promiscuous, criminally inclined, or simply stupid. 

This explanation of poverty locates the causes of poverty in the indigent individual 

The simple idea that people are poor because there is something morally wrong with them. 

Implicit is the proposition that people are not poor because there is something morally right
with them.

Moral Construction of Poverty
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Individuals need to believe that the world is just and that most people get what they deserve 
to protect the idea that bad things will not happen to them. 

This notion is pervasive in the United States, anchored in “Americana” and the “American 
Dream,” ideas that we each control our own destinies.

Victim blaming emerges as an illusion of safety for non-victims. 

It can work to justify a lack of empathy, resources, time, or attention that would otherwise be 
provided.

Just World Theory

10/19/2022

Obstacles to reporting/seeking help

It’s my faultIt’s my fault

I want to be in a 
relationship 

I want to be in a 
relationship 

10/19/2022

Obstacles to reporting/seeking help
Fears of Aging

Loss of independence

Reliance on others

Physical limitations

Cognitive impairments

Loss of loved ones

Loss of identity/sense of 

purpose

Loss of financial security
10/19/2022
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Why it matters

A single episode of victimization can “tip over” 
an otherwise productive, self-sufficient older 

person's life. In other words, because older victims 
usually have fewer support systems and reserves—physical, psychological, and 

economic—the impact of abuse and neglect is magnified, and a single incident of 
mistreatment is more likely to trigger a downward spiral leading to loss of 

independence, serious complicating illness, and even death. 1.

10/19/2022

Psychological Consequences
Depression

Anxiety

Distress

Fear of retaliation

Fear of losing independence and living in a nursing home

Loneliness 

Loss of self-esteem and dignity due to feelings of shame and embarrassment

Sense of hopelessness, powerlessness and self-blame

Difficulties in decision making (self-doubt, not trust own judgment)

10/19/2022

Physical Harms
(Harms not as a result of physical or sexual abuse)

Emotional effects, including stress and 
trauma along with preexisting health 
problems, can result in an overall decline 
in physical health including:

 increased bone or joint problems

 digestive problems

 chronic pain

 high blood pressure

 heart problems

10/19/2022
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Damage to 
credit

Loss of 
personal 
funds, 

property, 
housing, 
and other 

valued 
assets

Lack time 
and/or 

employment 
to rebuild 

assets 

Increased 
likelihood of 

going on 
Medicaid as a 

direct result of 
abuse

Loss of 
independence

New 
reliance on 
other for 
financial 
support 
making 
more 

vulnerable 
to abuse

Financial Harms

10/19/2022

Quality of life harms
Loss of confidence and of trust; 

seconding guessing, self-doubt

Revictimization

Twice as likely to be 
hospitalized and four times as 
likely to go into nursing homes

More chronic diseases and 
access the health care system 
at higher rates

10/19/2022

Poverty, the 
elderly, and 
financial 
exploitation

The poverty rate (percentage of individuals living 
in poverty,  or economic hardship characterized by 
low income) has declined  over the last 50 years.

The number of aged poor, however, has increased 
since the mid-1970s as the total number of the 

aged population has grown.  

In 2019, 4.9 million people aged 65 and older lived 
in poverty.

10/19/2022
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Poverty 
makes
everything
worse 

Most disadvantaged older adults 
living at or below federal 

poverty level are significantly 
more likely to suffer out of 

pocket costs

Length of time information was 
misused experiencing 

subsequent financial problems 
with friends and family and 

hours spent resolving ID theft 
were associated with emotional 

distress

Older adults living in poverty 
need more resources to assist 
with recover and reporting to ID 
theft to law enforcement
• Limiting extent of losses and 

length of ID use may reduce 
emotional toll on older adults

7% of older adults are victims 
of ID theft each year; 10% of 

financial exploitation
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Poverty 
makes
everything
worse 

Pay special attention to 
groups/individuals who 

lack social capital to 
advocate for their 
financial recovery

Those that are better off 
suffer less than poorer 
victims in the aftermath 

of victimization

Those that live at or 
below poverty level are 
nearly 5Xs as likely to 
bear a financial burden 

following ID theft

May lack broadband, 
supportive ties that can 
advocate on behalf, or 

knowledge and 
wherewithal
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Poverty 
makes
everything
worse 

Perceptions of institutions to 
poor v. wealthier victims

Lack hearing aids or glasses 
due to out of pocket costs

Transportation issues to 
meet with advocates

Fewer agencies/resources 
available in rural areas

10/19/2022
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Poor are 
more likely to 
need the 
assistance of 
non-profit 
organizations

Less likely to know or know 
someone who knows 
professionals that can assist 
them

More likely to be leery of 
seeking assistance from 
governmental agencies due 
to past experiences

Less resources available to 
retain professional services

Attorneys to draft POA with limitations of powers 
and to advise of pros and cons

Attorneys to file restraining orders to stop use of 
POA

Attorneys to evict abuser that will not leave/or 
fight eviction

Accountants to deal with tax issues from 
distributions10/19/2022

Poor are more likely to need 

the assistance of non-profit organizations

Less likely to have internet access or computer, printer, 
scanners to obtain credit reports, financial statements and 
make requests to stop damage of ID theft or financial 
exploitation and document efforts

Less likely to be able to themselves or have family capable 
of assisting with obtaining documents, making requests and 
following up with steps needed to stop abuse

10/19/2022

How	is	recovery	possible?

Take Action

• Review to assess the damage
• Stop the abuse
• Assess for other abuse

• Inform to prevent 
revictimization

10/19/2022
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Intervention	– Do	No	Harm

10/19/2022

What to do

Do everything possible to give a victim a sense of 
hopeDo

Believing the account of the abuseBelieve

Sharing that abuse can happen to anyone and the victim is 
not aloneShare

Affirming that the victim is not to blame for the abuseAffirm

Planning for safety or finding someone who canPlan

Offering options and giving information about resources or 
finding someone who canOffer

Returning power to the victimReturn

Keep information shared by the victim confidentialKeep
10/19/2022

What not to do
DO NOT do anything that furth er isolates, 
blames, or discourages victims, such as:

Telling the victim what to do (ie “you should leave 
immediately)Telling

Judging a victim who returns to an abusive relationshipJudging

Ending, or threatening to end, services if a victim does 
not do what you wantEnding

Breaking confidentiality by sharing information with the 
abuser or other family membersBreaking

Blaming the victim for the abuse (“if only you had tried 
harder or done this, the abuse might not have 
happened”)

Blaming

Reporting abuse to the authorities without permission 
from the victim (unless mandated by lawReporting

Help the victim with safety planning or find someone 
who can.

Help

10/19/2022
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Polyvictimization

Persons already subject to one abuse are more 
vulnerable/isolated/dependent and thereby more 
likely to be the victim of another abuse.      

Someone physically or sexually 
abused may be to scared to stop a 
family member or caretaker from
financially exploiting them.                      

10/19/2022
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Educate to prevent revictimization

10/19/2022
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Re-Victimization Prevention
Strategies 

Guard personal financial information

Be aware of who initiated the conversation

It is ok to be rude to phone solicitors

Avoid making rushed financial decisions

Learn to use computers and mobile devices safely 
and securely (this is an ongoing learning  for 
everyone)
Mom was right. If it sounds too good to be true it is.

Research investments

Read documents thoroughly and make sure you 
understand them before signing

10/19/2022

What	to	look	for

 Financial Exploitation

 Scams

 Undue Influence

 Identity Theft

10/19/2022

Financial	
Abuse/Exploitation

The fraudulent or otherwise illegal, unauthorized, or improper act or
process of an individual, including a caregiver or fiduciary, that uses
the resources of an older individual for monetary or personal
benefit, profit or gain, or that results in depriving an older individual
of rightful access to, or use of, benefits, resources belongings, or
assets.
As defined by the Older Americans Act

10/19/2022
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FORMS OF FINANCIAL EXPLOITATION

Exploitation by an agent 
under a power of 

attorney or person in 
another type of fiduciary 

relationship

Theft of money or 
property, often by a 

family member, 
caregiver or in-home 

helper

Scams Identity Theft

10/19/2022

Undue Influence Theory of many financial exploitation/abuse cases:

Adult may have capacity (be 
competent) but a bad actor overcame 
their volition. Anyone can perpetrate 
and anyone can be a victim (not just an 
older adult issue)

Deceptive control and manipulation 
exerted through undue influence 
prevent subject from knowing true 
nature of act and from acting freely and 
voluntarily

10/19/2022
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Factors to assess

10/19/2022

Bereavement

Cognitive impairment

Dependence on others

Diminished capacity

Fearfulness 

Illness

Loneliness

Substance abuse

Vulnerability enhanced by:

10/19/2022

Older adults are increasingly the targets 
of scam artists on the telephone who 
use lies, deception, and fear tactics to 
convince older adults to send them 
money or provide personal account 
information

Scams

10/19/2022
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What is Identity Theft

Identity theft is a crime that involves the 
illegal access and use of an individual’s 
personal and/or financial information. 

• May affect credit, banking, taxes, financial obligations, health care, etc.

• This information can be obtained in many ways including: unauthorized 
use, theft, dumpster diving, credit card skimming, phishing, hacking 
and scams.

10/19/2022

Prevalence of Identity Theft
10/19/2022

Prevalence
FTC 2018

 Adults 60 and older 
filed 65,134 
identity theft 
complaints (15%) 
nationwide 

 Fraud loss for 
adults 60 and older 
was $393 million

 The average 
financial loss for 
adults 60 and older 
was $3,058 per 
person 

10/19/2022
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It’s not just 
the credit 

cards you have 
to worry about

Identity theft is not only unauthorized credit card charges but can 
also be tax related, child identity theft, or medical Identity theft.

Not only results in financial loss but also damaged credit which can 
lead to feeling of anger, fear and frustration as well as stress while 
dealing with the aftermath of the identity theft.

It is critical that you take immediate steps to stop and repair the 
damage caused by identity theft. 

Very often, perpetrators will dispose of the money immediately after 
taking it and may never be retrieved. 

Recovery is about more than lost money. It is about taking steps to 
minimize the harm, protect future financial health and assets, and 
emotional recovery.10/19/2022

Strategies to Avoid ID Theft

Protect

Your social 
security 
number, 
credit and 
debit card 
numbers, 
PINs, 
passwords, 
and other 
personal 
information

Protect

Incoming 
and 
outgoing 
mail. Do not 
let incoming 
mail sit in 
the mailbox 
for a long 
time.

Destroy

Documents 
containing 
personal or 
financial 
information 
before 
throwing it 
away

Direct

Have your 
income 
directly 
deposited 
into your 
account

Direct auto 
payments

Keep

Watch on 
bank 
account 
statements 
and credit 
card 
statements

Review

Credit 
report 
annually 
and report 
fraudulent 
activity

10/19/2022

Stop ongoing abuse

 Injunctive relief

 Credit freezes, corrections, notifications

 Safety planning

 Divorce/legal separation, temporary 
orders

 Chapter 128 or bankruptcy relief

Educate self to look for signs of 
polyvictimization

Educate to prevent re-victimization

10/19/2022
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• Properly drafted, limited Powers of Attorney
• Credit reviews, notifications, freezes and repair
• Injunctions (retraining orders) to remove abusers from 

homes, rescind POA
• Safety planning for those that reside with abuser
• Referrals for services to replace those provided by abusers
• Educate victims to protect against re-victimization

10/19/2022

Civil Litigation

• Breach of Fiduciary Duty
• Conversion
• Constructive Trust
• Oral Trust
• Convenience Accounts

10/19/2022

Self-Determination
• Respect

recovery
assistance
actions 

perpetrators
accountable

safety & quality of life

• Redefine success

cultural humility10/19/2022
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Help us 
help you 

help them 
stay safe to enjoy a 
happy and healthy 

later life!
10/19/2022

Sonia Komisar
Victim Service Attorney

skomisar@cwag.org
Elder Financial Empowerment Project

(800)488-2596

QUESTIONS?

10/19/2022
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Resources
Federal Trade Commission – IdentityTheft.gov, to report identity theft and get a personal recovery plan
FINRA and NCVC, An Advocate’s Guide to assisting Victims of Financial Fraud, https://victimsofcrime.org › 
taking‐action
FINRA and NCVC, Taking Action: Identity Theft Victim Recovery Checklist, https://victimsofcrime.org/wp‐
content/uploads/2020/08/FINRA‐Taking‐Action‐Checklist‐combined.pdf
CWAG, Action Plan for Victims of Identity Theft, cwag.org
CFPB, Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, Money Smart for Older Adults Resource Guide, 
https://www.fdic.gov/resources/consumers/money‐smart/teach‐money‐smart/money‐smart‐for‐older‐
adults.html

National Clearinghouse on Abuse in Later Life, https://www.ncall.us

10/19/2022

Resources
1. Dyer CB, Connolly MT, McFeeley P. The Clinical and Medical Forensics of Elder Abuse and Neglect. In: National Research 

Council (US) Panel to Review Risk and Prevalence of Elder Abuse and Neglect; Bonnie RJ, Wallace RB, editors. Elder 
Mistreatment: Abuse, Neglect, and Exploitation in an Aging America. Washington (DC): National Academies Press (US); 
2003. 12. Available from: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK98800/

2. Financial and Psychological Impact of Identity theft Among Older Adults (Marguerite DeLiema, David Burnes, Lyn 
Langten)Innovation in Aging, 2021, Vol. 5, No. 4, 1-11, https://doj.org/10.1093/geroni/gab043 Advance Access 
publication October 5, 2021, slide 16 - 18

3. (Undue Influence and Vulnerable Adults, Glazier, Sandra D., Dixon, Thomas A., Sweeney, Thomas F., American Bar 
Association, 2020)

4. Use of power and control (Bennett Blum, M.D. Undue Influence – Suspicious circumstances, www.bennettblummd.com)
5. (Undue Influence and Vulnerable Adults, Glazier, Sandra D., Dixon, Thomas A., Sweeney, Thomas F., American Bar 

Association, 2020 pg. 30-31, citing Bennett Blum, M.D. Undue Influence – Suspicious circumstances, 
www.bennettblummd.com)
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Resources

6. Andre, C. & Velasquez, M. (2015, November 15). The Just World Theory. Markkula Center for Applied Ethics at Santa 
Clara University. https://www.scu.edu/ethics/ethics-resources/ethical-decision-making/the-just-world-theory/, Slide 
7, 35

7. Center for Victim Research, Elder Abuse Victimization: What We Know from Research- and Practice- Based Evidence, 
September 2020, slide 11 -14

8. National Clearinghouse on Abuse in Later Life, slide 26
9. Money Smart for Older Adults, FDIC.gov slide 36
10. Consumer	Sentinel	Network	Data	Book	for	January‐December	2011, Federal Trade Commission, February 2012, p. 3; 

http://ftc.gov/sentinel/reports/sentinel-annual-reports/sentinel-cy2011.pdf. , slide 38
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