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Building Trust: 
Ethics and the Elderly
How can older adults know whom to trust? The author’s experience 
with her parents offers keen insight into preventing personal 
and financial tragedy at the hands of a “nice guy” criminal. 

BY PAMEL A S .  K .  GL ASNER, AUTHOR, F ILMMAKER, AND SOCIAL ADVOCATE



Legitimate professionals offering products and 
services to vulnerable and potentially vulnerable 
senior citizens are walking a precarious tightrope. 

Elders are being asked to trust providers, who are all 
strangers in the beginning, while concurrently being 
urged to be more discerning about the strangers they 
trust. An interesting and perplexing dichotomy. The 
heartbreaking experience of my own parents serves as 
a warning about the devastating effects of misplaced 
trust. Aging-industry professionals can learn from my 
family’s experience and offer appropriate resources to 
their clients.
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More and more often social media postings warn 
older adults: “Trust no one!” Imprudent advice on a 
number of levels. However, as Certified Elder Law 
Attorney Ira Wiesner of Sarasota, Florida, explains, 
“When asking the question of how do you ethically 
engage an elder in a trusting relationship, the best 
sources, unfortunately, are the exploiters — they are 
the best at it. The rest of us always seem to be swim-
ming upstream” (I. S. Wiesner, personal commu-
nication, February 4, 2021). This means legitimate 
providers must find a way to differentiate themselves 
from the smooth-talking snake oil peddlers who know 
all the right things to say and do. So how does one 
bridge the gap between those two goals? How does 
one build trust with a stranger in an untrustworthy 
world? Valid questions. 

Per the U.S. Census Bureau, there are presently 
about 96 million Americans over the age of sixty-five 
(73 million baby boomers and 23 million people born 
prior to 1946). These are the demographics most at 
risk, particularly now in the age of COVID-19, be-
cause so many of us are isolated.

Whom Can We Trust?
Speaking as the daughter of two victims, I can tell you 
that we (those who may need help but are wary of 
accepting it) are at a loss. We have no way of really 
knowing, do we? Articles like “TRUST: Its Critical 
Role in Senior Care” (Flores & Mendoza, 2020) tell us 
that caregivers outside the family need to prove their 
trustworthiness by showing “attentive interest in the 
senior” and by being “punctual, reliable, good commu-
nicators, and responsible.” Further, a good caregiver 
“must provide personalized services that meet all ex-
pectations set by the senior’s needs…” and that, “with 
time and patience and supervision,” we should be able 
to tell whether or not this person deserves our trust. 

Does that sound about right? When service/prod-
uct providers are sitting in a classroom getting their 
Continuing Education Units (CEU)s, listening to 
instructors, feverishly taking notes, and pouring over 
downloaded guidelines and textbooks about overcom-
ing or avoiding exploitation of the elderly, isn’t this 
what they are taught to convey to their new and pro-
spective clients? If anyone reading this article thinks 
for one minute that the perpetrator who emptied my 
parents’ savings, checking, and retirement accounts 
didn’t do exactly what is prescribed above, then they 
know nothing about financial exploitation. 

Fake Empathy
One of the most prevalent suggestions on websites 
and in articles that focus on the elderly is to show 

empathy. The Concise Medical Dictionary (2020) 
defines empathy as “the ability to imagine and un-
derstand the thoughts, perspective, and emotions of 
another person,” further indicating that psychothera-
pists consider it mandatory for a “successful therapeu-
tic relationship.” Even when therapy is not the goal, 
the message is clear: providers should use this tool to 
establish a trusting relationship with their potential 
clients if they are going to be of any help to them or 
their families. 

But relying on empathy can be dangerous. Accord-
ing to Psychology Today, “Although they lack empathy, 
psychopaths often have disarming or even charming 
personalities. They are manipulative and can easily 
gain people’s trust. They learn to mimic emotions, de-
spite their inability to actually feel them and will ap-
pear normal to unsuspecting people” (Bonn, 2018). I 
am no psychotherapist but I can state with confidence 
that anyone who would deliberately befriend a vulner-
able person for the sole purpose of emptying his or 
her bank accounts deserves the label of “psychopath.” 
It certainly did fit the description of my parents’ per-
petrator. In fact, I was so certain he could charm the 
scales off a fish, I even forewarned the Florida detec-
tive in charge of the case that this man “has charm-
ing down to a science,” and that she (the detective) 
should not be taken in. I could have saved my breath. 
It took her less than a week to come back to me with a 
mind-boggling decision: “He said he didn’t do it and 
he seems like a really nice guy....” And that was it — 
end of investigation.

Hitting Home
It all started when my parents were in their late eight-
ies, living in central Florida. My mom had to move my 
dad into a nursing home. She had no choice. Dad was 
a big man with Alzheimer’s and she could no longer 
safely and properly care for him. After she passed away, 
my brother called the nursing home where Dad was 
staying to let them know that he (my brother) would 
be taking over the responsibility of Dad’s care. It made 
sense: he lived in Florida, too, and even though he was 
a few hundred miles away, it was still closer than the 
1300 miles to central Connecticut where I reside. The 
social worker said, “Well, that’s very nice, Mr. Glasner, 
but you don’t have to worry. You dad is all set. Your 
brother is taking care of everything.” To which my 
brother responded, “I don’t have a brother.” That was 
the first we knew of the perpetrator’s involvement in 
our parents’ lives. 

Most people would be surprised to know just how 
easy it is for a vulture to ingratiate himself into the 
lives of senior citizens, particularly if, as in the case of 
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my parents, he’s doing it in a synagogue or a church. 
Houses of worship are perfect hunting grounds: peo-
ple generally expect that when a fellow congregant 
extends a hand in friendship, that hand is an hon-
est one. The problem worsens when the “target” is a 
woman on her own. According to the Illinois Depart-
ment on Aging, most elder exploitation victims are 
female, over the age of eighty, and recently separated 
from their spouse, either by death or because he has 
been moved into some sort of care facility. Women 
my mom’s age went from their fathers’ homes to their 
husbands’ homes. So at age eighty-nine she was liv-
ing alone for the first time in her life. The stress and 
solitude set her up to be taken in by a kind smile on a 
familiar face. The perp was used to seeing Mom and 
Dad attend synagogue together, so he knew imme-
diately that Dad was in the nursing home, that she 
was on her own and was therefore the perfect mark. 
“Let me drive you to the doctor,” he would offer. “Let 
me take you to the hairdresser.” Eventually that be-
came, “Why don’t you put my name on your checking 
account so you don’t have to worry about paying all 
those bills? I’ll take care of everything.” Of course, my 
brother and I only know this in retrospect — we had 
no idea at the time.

Warning Older Adults
The problem the legitimate professional faces when 
the thief is a “friend” is that he or she cannot advise 
the older adult to check this person out with the Bet-
ter Business Bureau or a local chamber of commerce. 

This person is not coming into their lives as a vendor 
— he’s a friend, a fellow parishioner, a nice guy who 
will tell the police he didn’t do it. But there are things 
the legitimate provider can do. 

First, ask the senior if he or she has an attorney — 
and not just any attorney, but a Certified Elder Law 
Attorney. Tell them it’s like the difference between 
discussing heart surgery with a cardiologist and a 
general practitioner. Elder law attorneys have experi-
ence and training specific to the needs of the elderly 
as well as the kinds of crimes faced by the elderly. They 
know the perpetrators’ tricks and can therefore plan in 
advance to avoid them. An easy way to find an elder 
law attorney in every state in the country is through 
an organization called National Academy of Elder 
Law Attorneys (NAELA), located at www.naela.org. 
Strongly encourage the senior to discuss any changes 
to their finances, even something as simple as his or 
her checkbook, with the attorney before making any 
decisions. This includes decisions involving you, the 
potential provider. 

Something else a legitimate provider can do if the 
advisor the older adult has settled on is not a creden-
tialed professional who can properly be vetted, is to 
ask the senior whether or not this person is willing to: 
1) commit whatever he/she has planned for the senior 
to paper, and 2) have it reviewed by the older adult’s 
attorney prior to putting any plan into action. Some-
one with ill will toward the older adult is not likely to 
agree to such precautions. A negative response on the 
part of the false advisor would be a sure signal this 
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is not a person to be trusted (R. Weinberg, personal 
communication, February 2, 2021).

Provide your potential client with information 
about the local Area Agency on Aging (AAA). 
These are quasi-municipal organizations located in 
counties and cities in all fifty states. Their sole mis-
sion is to protect the rights and well-being of senior 
citizens. A list of local agencies can be found at this 
address: www.n4a.org. Volunteering this informa-
tion can go a long way toward establishing trust — 
legitimate trust. A crook would not want seniors to 
avail themselves of the AAA’s knowledge base and 
services.

Of course, all this depends upon establishing a 
trusting relationship with the older adult in question. 
Experts (way too many to cite — they ALL say it!) list 
a litany of steps providers can take:

• Be patient with older adults
• Allow them plenty of time to feel comfortable
• Let them ask as many questions as they want
• Be an active listener
• Show compassion 
• Do activities the older adults like to do

In other words, everything the perpetrator did 
with my parents in order to gain their trust and then 
clean them out. That’s why a second pair of eyes — 
specifically the eyes of an attorney — is vital. If you’re 
not afraid of legal oversight, you’re probably not a 
threat to the older adult (R. Weinberg, personal com-
munication, February 2, 2021).

Reporting the Crime
If you find yourself entering a situation in which the 
senior is already in the process of being cheated, I 
strongly urge you to help the older adult report it to 
the police. Just be forewarned: the knee-jerk reaction 
of most police officers will be to tell your client, “Get 
a lawyer and sue.” (Ironically, it’s important to make 
a police report before filing a lawsuit.) Don’t let that 
deter you — it’s the WRONG ANSWER! Yes, get-
ting the stolen money back, if it’s even possible, is a 
civil matter. But the act itself of relieving a person of 
their savings, either because they are being pressured 
or because it’s being done without their knowledge, 
understanding, or consent, is a crime! 

The problem is the authorities really don’t want 
to deal with it. Why? Partly because financial crimes 
against the elderly are difficult to prosecute. The el-
derly make terrible witnesses. Seniors born prior to 
1945 are generally not litigious — they grew up doing 
business on a handshake. They are uncomfortable with 

courts and judges and many will be easily intimidated 
by an aggressive defense attorney trying to convince 
them they simply don’t remember voluntarily giving 
their money away. 

But there is something else to consider. On a very 
human level, the biggest problem is old age itself 
(Keilitz et al., 2012). In many cases, older adults are 
treated like pariahs. To be blunt, most people would 
rather ignore the plight of the elderly because they 
don’t like having to face that that’s where they’re 
headed, too. As long as I don’t have to look at you and 
your problems, which are a direct result of your age, I don’t 
have to think about the day I’ll be in your shoes. I can un-
derstand that. I’m a baby boomer. I freely admit it: the 
thought that I may only have another ten or twenty 
years left is unsettling. 

The current cohort of boomers and elders control 
about $68 trillion (Osterland, 2019). The money being 
passed from those born prior to 1964 to those born 
after is the largest transfer of wealth in the history of 
the world (Beckman, 2020). And there is absolutely 
no shortage of vultures out there planning every way 
possible, including murder (Keilitz et al., 2012), to get 
their hands on it. 

That is not hyperbole. According to the Bureau 
of Justice Assistance, in its report entitled “Prosecut-
ing Elder Abuse Cases – Basic Tools and Strategies,” 
murder cases involving older adults differ greatly 
from other murder cases. Juries often refuse to con-
vict despite the fact that the elements of the crime are 
proven beyond a reasonable doubt because the victim 
is older. “Such outcomes,” the report notes, “occur 
fairly frequently in…cases involving victims who are 
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elders.” The jurors’ reactions to the these victims are 
“expressed through statements such as, ‘He was going 
to die anyway,’ and ‘She had dementia so she didn’t 
feel any pain’” (Keilitz et al., 2012). This is precisely 
what the criminals count on: they know they can act 
with impunity because, more often than not, they will 
be able to walk away not only unscathed, but richer. 

So, after all this, how do legitimate vendors or ser-
vice providers demonstrate to their clients that they 
truly do have their best interest at heart and will never 
take advantage? One way would be with a written 
promise signed by the provider clearly stating that, 
beyond his or her standard fees and product pric-
ing, the provider will never, under any circumstances, 
accept (or take!) anything from the client that has a 
value of more than ten dollars. Not even in the client’s 
will. This means the provider can have coffee and cake 
at the client’s kitchen table, but nothing else. 

Whatever you do or say, the ONE THING you 
must impress upon your new or potential clients, more 
than anything else, is that hope is not a financial strat-
egy — or a life plan. You need to arm your clients, 
teach them to pay attention, ask them questions and 
initiate conversations that may well be uncomfortable. 
Your clients need to understand: It is imperative that 
they educate themselves and their loved ones. Noth-
ing is more selfless or ethical than truly doing the best 
you can for others. •CSA
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ABOUT CERTIFIED SENIOR ADVISORS 
(CSA)®

The Certified Senior Advisor (CSA)® is the 
leading certification for professionals serving 
older adults, and is a designation awarded 
to qualified individuals. Earning the CSA 
certification requires individuals to pass a 
rigorous exam and to uphold the highest 
ethical standards for the benefit and protection 
of the health and welfare of seniors. CSAs 
are multidisciplinary professionals who have 
demonstrated advanced knowledge in the 
multiple processes of aging.

The Certified Senior Advisor certification 
program is accredited by the American National 
Standards Institute (ANSI) and the National 
Commission for Certifying Agencies (NCCA). To 
qualify for the CSA certification, and to use the 
CSA designation, individuals must meet the 
following requirements:

• Complete the candidate information profile
• Complete the disclosure questionnaire
• Pass the CSA certification examination
• Pass a criminal background check
• Complete the Roles, Rules, and 

Responsibilities Ethics Module
• Complete and submit the signed Certified 

Senior Advisor (CSA) Application for 
Certification

 
For further information, contact the Society of 
Certified Senior Advisors at 303-757-2323 or 
www.csa.us
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