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SCAMS AND FRAUD

It Can Be Agony When a Loved One Is a Scam Victim
— But Refuses to See It

Some chronic fraud victims deny that they’ve been targeted by scammers, frustrating the people who care about them

By Matt Alderton, AARP
Published August 20,2024 e EN ESPANOL
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Journalist April Helm, 49, makes her living reporting facts, but she had trouble
getting her late mother, Sherri Tyson, to see the truth. In 2018, the widowed
Tyson, who passed away in 2020 at age 72, met a much younger diamond
magnate named Gerald online and became convinced that they were in love.

She ended up losing $350,000 to the romance scammer, even as Helm tried her SPECIAL OFFER
hardest to make her mother see that Gerald was a fake. FOR AARP MEMBERS

Concierge Services on
Helm is savvy about scams. The news director and anchor at the AM radio Travel Insurance

station KRMG in Tulsa, Oklahoma, she’s the founder and host of the podcast Get a quote
Scammer Stories. That may have made it all the more excruciating to watch her

mother lose her savings to a criminal while Helm tried everything she could
think of to get Tyson to stop. Helm showed her evidence that Gerald was lying.
She asked other family members to intervene. She interviewed her mom on her
podcast. She even arranged a visit from federal law enforcement, so they could
explain the scam to Tyson.
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“None of that worked,” says Helm, who had never seen her mom so happy. “She
was giddy — just so in love.... She would not admit that she was being
scammed.”

When victims won’t accept the truth

Although most fraud victims eventually recognize when they have experienced
a scam, chronic victims like Tyson are often so invested in scammers’ lies that
they’re unable to reject them. They also may have been manipulated by the
criminals to distrust the people around them, which leaves them isolated. Any
of those factors can make someone extremely difficult to protect from fraud.

A chronic victim might be someone who loses money to the same or different
scams repeatedly, or is caught up in a single scam over an extended period of
time. In both cases, the person may be unable to see reality while being
targeted by sophisticated techniques designed to stimulate their emotions —
whether fear, anxiety or excitement — in ways that prevent rational thinking.
Many romance scams or investment scams (criminals often combine the two),
in particular, are played out over months or even years, with the victim
becoming increasingly enmeshed with the scammer. It’s hard to determine how
many people are chronic fraud victims, but certain characteristics and
situations can make someone more vulnerable to repeated or long-term scams,
according to the 2021 report “Addressing the Challenge of Chronic Fraud
Victimization,” commissioned by AARP and the FINRA Investor Education
Foundation. Interviews with victims and family members of victims found that
isolation, a history of abuse, depression, cognitive decline and a lack of a sense
of purpose are among the potential risk factors for chronic victimization.

Psychological manipulations

Like the “imagineers” who design immersive rides at Disney theme parks,
scammers create worlds so realistic that victims can easily lose themselves
inside them, says social psychologist Anthony Pratkanis, a professor emeritus
of psychology at the University of California, Santa Cruz. “It’s like being a
character in a novel. You're playing a role that the criminal has given you, and

you think the story is going to have a happy ending. But it doesn'’t. It has a very . o
sad ending.”
Many chronic victims fall into what’s known as a rationalization trap, Pratkanis HAVE YOU SEEN THIS SCAM?

adds. When people who believe they are smart or capable fall for a scam, it s CalltheAARP Erand Wateh Network

contradicts their perception of themselves, he explains. When that happens, Helpline at 877-908-3360 or report it
they can either admit the scam or ignore it. One path leads to feelings of shame with the AARP Scam Tracking Map.
and depression, while the other leads to feelings of affirmation and joy. When * Get Watchdog Alerts for tips on avoiding
victims choose the latter — rejecting reality — it’s a subconscious act of self- such scams.

preservation.

Some victims may be influenced by the “sunk-cost fallacy,” says gerontologist

Marti DeLiema, an assistant professor at the University of Minnesota in
C Sign Up for Watchdog Alerts )

Minneapolis, where she studies financial scams and older adults. “It’s the idea
that you've already invested so much time or so much money. Accepting that
it's a scam means all that is a loss.”
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Video: Warning Signs of Elder Financial Abuse
“It's almost akin to what a gambler experiences,” echoes geriatric

neuropsychologist Peter Lichtenberg, director of the Institute of Gerontology
at Detroit’s Wayne State University. “It doesn’t matter if it's an investment
scam, a romance scam or a lottery scam. Whatever it is, they believe that
despite losing lots of money, the payoff is still there.”

That was the case for the father of a Kansas man, Brad Simpson. In this two-
part episode of AARP’s The Perfect Scam podcast, he describes his failed
attempts to get his dad, Paul, to stop sending money to scammers who claimed
that he'd won $1 million — he just needed to keep sending them money to get

his winnings. Like Helm, Brad Simpson tried everything to get his dad to stop
paying, but he says, “at a certain point, it became a compulsion like gambling.”
Paul Simpson ended up sending nearly everything in his bank account to the
criminals.
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How to help chronic scam victims

Disentangling chronic victims from scams is often no easy task. But
approaching the situation with patience, care and caution can help you break
scammers’ spell over a loved one.

1. Be proactive. The best way to protect a loved one from a scam is to help
them avoid it in the first place. “As people get older, it's really important ... to
talk to them and say, ‘We know that people are going to be targeting you, so
before anything happens, let’s come up with a plan for how we might protect
you, ” explains Lichtenberg, who says proactive measures might include naming
a financial power of attorney or giving a trusted friend or relative access to

your account so they can monitor withdrawals.

Echoes Helm, “The biggest opportunity | missed is when my mom said that she
was going to start dating online. | should have sat down with her and gone in-
depth about the risks.”

2. Avoid victim blaming. Scammers are adept at driving wedges between
victims and their families. Blaming victims for their negligent behavior only AR RENLEETERE
deepens those wedges, DeLiema says. “You need to understand it’s not you
against the victim; it’s you against the criminal who's in the ear of the victim,”
she explains. “So start slow and build trust. Avoid making accusations and
placing blame. Otherwise, they're just going to shut you down and tune you
out”

3. Ask questions. Express genuine interest in the victim's life, initially just to

gather information and build trust. Eventually questions can become more Get expert money
ointed and probing. “Let the victim tell you the facts from their perspective, o o
P propine. et the ’ o el Perspecty tips with Money
and then you can highlight things that don’t add up,” DeLiema says. “You might
say, for example, ‘Don’t you think it's strange that someone you just met a Matters
couple weeks ago on the internet and have never met in person is asking you Manage your money confidently with
pn expert tips on spending, saving, and
for money? budgeting!
Hopefully, the victim will begin to ask themselves the same questions. “You m
want to plant seeds of doubt that ideally will help the person come to their own
conclusion about the fraud and quietly realize that it's a scam,” Pratkanis says. ( )
See All Newsletters
4. Find the root problem. “Victims often have some really intense, unmet
Privacy Hub

needs that the scammer is tapping into,’ Lichtenberg says. “Whether it’s

financial need ... or the desire to be loved in an intimate way, the rewards are so
enticing that the victim can't let go of them.”
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Video: 3 Ways to Protect Against Elder Financial Abuse
Amy Nofziger, director of fraud victim support at the AARP Fraud Watch

Network Helpline, agrees, pointing to the three elements of happiness that are
often attributed to philosopher Immanuel Kant: something to love, something
to do and something to hope for. “If they don’t have one of those three things,
scammers will give it to them,” Nofziger says. “So help your loved one find one
of those things to fulfill themselves in a healthy way.”

5. Call for backup. “Who's the best person to talk to the victim?” Pratkanis
asks. If your relationship with the victim isn’t as strong as you'd like it to be, it
might be better to outsource the conversation to a favored relative or trusted
adviser, like a church leader, a financial professional or the victim’s physician.
Local law enforcement might be willing to dispatch an officer to talk to the
victim, or you could even hire a professional interventionist.

6. If necessary, escalate. If all else fails, you might consider contacting adult
protective services or an elder law attorney who can help you file for
conservatorship. “The bar for that is really, really high,” DeLiema says of
conservatorship. “The person has to really demonstrate a lack of ability to
manage their money. And you're essentially getting into a legal battle with
someone you love, which is a horrible thing that can really fracture
relationships. So | always say that’s a last-resort option.”

Take care of yourself, too

Unfortunately, there’s no silver bullet. “At the end of the day, you have to
realize that you might not ever convince your loved one that they’re the victim
of ascam,” Nofziger says.

Helm agrees. After her mother’s death, she got involved with Advocating
Against Romance Scammers (AARS), a nonprofit whose goal is raising
awareness about romance scams. As an AARS board member, she has engaged
firsthand with families like her own that have lost loved ones irretrievably to
scams. “I've talked to family members who've taken their loved one to court.
They've gotten powers of attorney. They've found ways to monitor all of their
internet and activity. But it doesn’t matter,” Helm says. “Even if you have power
over their finances, even if you take away their phone, they will still find a way
to continue with the scam. It’s just like any other addiction. They will find a

”

way!

For that reason, it's as important to protect yourself as it is to protect your

loved one. “If you're so stressed that you can’t sleep and can’t eat and end up
losing your job, that’s not helping anybody,” concludes Nofziger, who | ¢ » \
recommends establishing healthy boundaries with scam victims and building a ' - Q
support network that includes trusted friends, family members and a therapist.

You also can call the AARP Fraud Watch Network Helpline, 877-908-3360, HAVE YOU SEEN THIS SCAM?
where trained fraud specialists offer free support. o Call the AARP Fraud Watch Network
Helpline at 877-908-3360 or report it

] >m AARP with the AARP Scam Tracking Map.
Post Scam Support | Family Care Tips 00:00:00 ¢ Get Watchdog Alerts for tips on avoiding
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such scams.

Matt Alderton is a contributing writer who specializes in health and wellness, travel and technology. His

work has also appeared in USA Today, Forbes and The Washington Post.

More From AARP

Are You a Scam Victim? You Might Get
Hit Again — by Taxes

Advocates are working to change federal laws to separate
fraud losses from taxable income

Drivers: Keep an Eye Out for New Toll
Road Scams

Criminals pretend to be highway officials requesting payment
after your trip

What to Do If You've Just Been
Scammed

How one woman worked quickly — with help — to avoid being
charged through PayPal

Recommended For You

States That Tax Estates: Know 11 Products Getting More 7 Tax Breaks After 50 You A Guide to Filing Your Taxes

the Details Expensive in 2026 Can't Afford to Miss Early

State inheritance taxes may Expect to pay more for groceries, Uncle Sam offers a handful of perks ~ There are reasons why you should

surprise you smartphones and a variety of other  to taxpayers of a certain age submit your return ASAP
products

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT

65+? Get Medigap coverage

Medigap insurance plans: no referrals, no networks.
Choose your own doctor who accepts Medicare
patients.

SMber ADVERTISEMENT

1+ Benefits Recommended For You See All>

EAARD

HOT DEALS &

SAVE MONEY WITH THESE LIMITED-TIME
OFFERS

Get a Free Month on the #1 Network
Consumer Cellular

50% + $36 off select warranty plans

of' MEMBERS ONLY
American Home Shield

GAS & AUTO SERVICES TRAVEL
AARP Auto AARP Travel Center Powered Auto Insurance as low as $87/mo.
The go-to resource for your auto needs by Expedia: Hotels & Resorts The Hartford

Up to 10% off select hotels

Save $1 on any ONE Dash™ Seasonings
Dash

Special 10% off 2026 LG OLED TVs

LG Electronics

Up to 35% Off Expedition Cruises
HX Expeditions
o' MEMBERS ONLY

MAGAZINES & RESOURCES RESTAURANTS See All Hot Deals >
AARP Rewards: Kickstart Chart House®
Your Career 10% off dine-in and to-go orders

Access resources, learn how to spot age
discrimination and earn points to help you sav...

MRP‘ About Us Advertise with AARP Newsletters AARP Foundation
AARP is a nonprofit, nonpartisan Donate Contact Us AARP Near You Wish of a Lifetime
organization that empowers people

to choose how they live as they age. Volunteer Careers at AARP AARP En Espafiol Senior Planet | OATS

Membership AARP Services Inc. AARPEIRE AgeTech Collaborative™

AARP Rewards Policy & Research Press Center Legal Counsel for the Elderly

Sitemap AARP Privacy Hub Terms of Service Accessibility Statement

AARP Rewards Terms & Conditions Copyright Information Vulnerability Disclosure Program

Ad Choices Your Privacy Choices Cobrowse




