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Executive Summary 

 Financial exploitation and fraud is a growing problem in the United States, Virginia, and 

Fairfax County.  Fraud or financial exploitation occurs when a person uses tactics such as 

trickery, undue influence, or a victim’s disability to build trust and gain access to a victim’s 

funds or valuables for their own use.  The older adult population is expected to increase due to 

advancements in medicine and healthcare, and concurrently, their needs and dependencies on 

others is also growing.  This creates the perfect storm for financial exploitation to flourish in the 

older adult community and often goes underreported and unnoticed until a significant loss 

occurs.  Older adults are a primary target for financial exploitation as this population is usually 

retired and home during the day which causes them to be more susceptible to receive scammers 

whether it by a contractor scam, phone scam, mail scam, or internet scam.  Financial exploitation 

and fraud can come in many forms which creates an environment where many different agencies 

are involved however, the representatives of the agencies do not necessarily communicate with 

one another.  Fairfax County observed an increase in these crimes and wanted to create a 

comprehensive multi-agency response.  The Department of Family Services and Fairfax County 

Police Department met in 2016 and discussed working collaboratively to develop better 

outcomes for older adult residents, which led to the creation of the Financial Exploitation 

Prevention Taskforce.  This taskforce is a multidisciplinary team comprised of over 30 members 

from private, local, state, and federal agencies that aim to address financial exploitation.  The 

Financial Exploitation Prevention Taskforce is a case review model where Adult Protective 

Services social workers present cases and receive guidance on these complex situations which in 

turn cultivates better outcomes for older adults (this includes prosecutions of the perpetrators).   
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Problem 

The older adult population is projected to grow as the Baby Boomer generation enters 

retirement.  The U.S. Census Bureau reported that people aged 65 and over made up 13% of the 

total population in 2010 and speculates that it will reach 20.9% by 2050.  The University of 

Virginia projects that by 2030, 1 in 5 Virginians will be 65 or older (Cai, 2017).  Fairfax County, 

Virginia is home to over 1,148,433 people, with 12.4% of the population being 65 and older 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2017).  Many of Fairfax County’s older residents are individuals who 

worked for the federal government in some capacity and have chosen to retire in this area.  The 

Virginia Department for Aging and Rehabilitative Services reported that financial exploitation of 

older adults results in losses of approximately $28.2 million each year (Herring, 2017).  Another 

troubling challenge is that financial exploitation and fraud is underreported, and it is estimated 

only 1 in 44 cases are reported to Adult Protective Services, law enforcement, or the Attorney 

General (Herring, 2017).  The older adult population is at an increased risk of vulnerability as 

cognitive decline and physical limitations can make older adults targets for financial 

exploitation.  Due to the advancements in medicine, people are living longer and with that comes 

an increase need for assistive services like home care, personal care, and home maintenance 

services.  As a result of these needs, there has been an increase in individuals taking advantage of 

this vulnerability and exploiting Fairfax County residents.  The Fairfax County Police 

Department reported that “between 2011 and 2015, there was a fifty-three percent increase in the 

amount of financial exploitation victims age fifty-five and above within Fairfax County” (Lt. 

Fairfax County Police Department, communication, January 12, 2017).  This is a staggering 
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statistic that illustrates an area of crime that needs further investigation and demonstrates the 

need for a community response. 

Challenge 

Fairfax County Police Department began noticing a trend of contractor scams occurring 

in the community and observed that similar case types were existing in Montgomery County, 

Maryland.  The Washington Post wrote an article in February of 2017 that described three 

elderly victims of contractor scams from the Washington region who lost more than $100,000. 

The impact of these crimes was more than financial and robbed these victims of their emotional 

wellbeing (Morse, 2017).  Older adults who experience financial exploitation are at increased 

risk for anxiety, worsening health conditions, and cognitive decline which in turn causes 

individuals to become more dependent on others and this vicious cycle continues. Financial 

Exploitation cases can become even more challenging as older adults carry the shame and guilt 

of knowing an adult child or beloved caregiver may have stolen from them and may not report it 

to Adult Protective Services or local law enforcement.  Often times when a report is made, it is 

after an individual has lost large amounts of money and they are no longer able to afford their 

mortgage or to buy groceries.  The romance scams are another area that is challenging because 

these perpetrators are able to build a strong emotional connection with their victims and become 

very controlling.  Furthermore, because many of the perpetrators of romance scams are in foreign 

countries it is difficult for local law enforcement attempts to intervene as these cases are out of 

their jurisdiction and must be referred to Federal law enforcement such as the FBI or ICE.  

Romance scam perpetrators build trust with their victims and it is very challenging for a social 

worker or law enforcement officer to engage with a victim and inform them that they have been 

scammed.  Sadly, many victims of romance scams deny that they have been scammed and 
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believe that they will receive the money they were promised or that they will end up in a 

relationship with their perpetrators.   

In an effort to engage older adult clients regarding their financial decisions, Adult 

Protective Services social workers in Fairfax County utilize two tools: The Lichtenberg Financial 

Decision Screening Scale and the California Undue Influence Screening Tool.  The Lichtenberg 

Financial Decision Screening Scale developed by Peter Lichtenberg in 2015 asks a series of 

questions related to the choice, appreciation, understanding, and rationale surrounding a financial 

transaction.  This tool has been effective in addressing some of the challenges related to financial 

exploitation and motivates older adults to truly consider the financial decisions they are making 

or have made.  The California Undue Influence Screening Tool assesses an older adult’s risk and 

vulnerability of experiencing undue influence. Undue Influence involves an individual using 

excessive persuasion that causes another person to act outside of their own free will.  This tactic 

can be seen through different forms of financial exploitation and fraud cases.  Fairfax County 

saw the complexities of financial exploitation and moved to create a comprehensive approach to 

address this ongoing problem affecting our community. 

Award Criteria  

 The Financial Exploitation Prevention Taskforce is an innovative approach to address 

financial exploitation and scams in the Fairfax County area.  Prior to its inception, there was not 

a collaborative method to address this growing problem in the community and different 

organizations were addressing the problem individually.  This silo approach led to residents 

speaking with multiple community partners regarding the same issue rather than a 

comprehensive response through a combined effort.  The Financial Exploitation Prevention 

Taskforce is a multidisciplinary team comprised of different County agencies in conjunction with 
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local community agencies and federal government.  Adult Protective Services, law enforcement, 

Dept. of Cable and Consumer Services, Office for Women & Domestic and Sexual Violence 

Services, and Land Development Services are the main County offices represented at the 

meetings.  Fairfax County’s taskforce was designed based off of the Philadelphia Financial 

Exploitation Prevention Taskforce that was led by Joseph Snyder as both groups are a case 

review model.  One aspect that makes Fairfax County’s taskforce unique is the inclusion of a 

“spotlight presentation” which allows a different member of the taskforce to present on their 

agency or department and share how they address financial exploitation.  This educational piece 

provides working professionals the ability to connect with other agencies that they may not 

normally encounter.  

Program Development 

The Director of the Department of Family Services in Fairfax County met with the Chief 

of Police with Fairfax County in 2016 to develop a collaborative effort between Adult Protective 

Services and Law Enforcement.  This proactive and collaborative approach to combat financial 

exploitation s necessary to prevent, detect, and respond to this growing problem and resulted in 

the creation of the Financial Exploitation Prevention Taskforce in Fairfax County.  The 

Department of Family Services secured funds for an Adult Protective Services position in 

August 2017 for a Financial Exploitation Coordinator who was tasked to establish, cultivate, and 

facilitate the Financial Exploitation Prevention Taskforce and their meetings.  The Financial 

Exploitation Coordinator reviewed the U.S. Department of Justice’s Elder Justice Initiative’s 

Multidisciplinary Team Technical Assistance Center for guidance when formulating the 

taskforce.  To build the team of experts, the Financial Exploitation Coordinator contacted 

different offices and agencies emphasizing the need for their profession to be represented at the 
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table.  Adult Protective Services social workers present three cases regarding financial 

exploitation and request feedback, guidance, and referrals to better address the concerns.  Upon 

completion of the meeting, networking among attendees occurs and interagency connections 

strengthen which promotes better service delivery to clients.  There have been nine taskforce 

meetings to date with an average of 30 attendees.  Due to the success of the taskforce 

partnerships, the Department of Family Services in conjunction with the Financial Industry 

Regulatory Authority developed a compressive training that was offered to taskforce participants 

and other local jurisdictions.  It covered an array of topics to include investigating, prosecuting, 

resource options, and navigating the complexities of financial exploitation.   

Program Results 

The Financial Exploitation Prevention Taskforce measures its success in part to the 

collaborations between different agencies and gaining the “buy-in” of other departments.  In one 

case, due to the collaboration between the Adult Protective Services social worker and local law 

enforcement detective a client was able to receive some funds back from a fraud scam which is 

very uncommon.  Contractor scams have grown in the area and due to the taskforce’s creation, 

there has been a better and more collaborative response from the County.  In a recent contractor 

scam case, the Adult Protective Services social worker reached out to a local law enforcement 

detective who has a specialty in contractor scams, Consumer Affairs division regarding bad 

business practice, Virginia Department of Professional and Occupational Regulation regarding 

the alleged perpetrator’s contractor license, Land Development Services and Urban Forestry to 

evaluate the quality of the work completed.  The client had the opportunity to meet different 

divisions within the County and see how their tax dollars are being used effectively.  One of the 

greatest outcomes from the taskforce was that the Office for Women and Domestic & Sexual 
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Violence Services is offering counseling services to romance scam victims as the victim profiles 

are very similar.  This is a new pilot program and one that may not have happened without 

supportive and innovative County staff.  The Financial Exploitation Prevention Taskforce will be 

an ongoing and initiative multidisciplinary team that aims to make an impact on the lives of older 

adults in Fairfax County to secure their financial wellbeing.  

Brief Overview 

 The older adult population is steadily increasing with the addition of the Baby Boomer 

population over the next thirty years.  As people age, the ability to complete day to day tasks like 

grocery shopping, self-care, or money management may be weakened and the need for assistance 

increases.  This dilemma is the perfect storm for scammers to come and exploit older adults for 

their retirement savings and other valuables.   

Cases of financial exploitation were handled in silos and what was found is that victims 

had to share their story multiple times with different professionals.  This led to stress on victims 

and many not wanting to pursue charges as it was too cumbersome. Fairfax County, Virginia 

noticed an increase of financial exploitation cases and desired to make a change. 

The Department of Family Services and Fairfax County Police Department agreed that a 

collaborative approach was necessary to address financial exploitation and fraud cases.  This 

discussion led to the development of the Financial Exploitation Prevention Taskforce and created 

a network of professionals.   

The Financial Exploitation Prevention Taskforce is a multidisciplinary team that is 

comprised of professionals from private, local, state, and federal agencies with a shared focus.  

The taskforce is a case review model where Adult Protective Services social workers present 



VACo Achievement Awards Submission   9 

cases and receive guidance on how to proceed which ultimately leads to better outcomes for 

victims.  The taskforce has also created an opportunity for agencies and departments that usually 

do not work together to have the chance to connect and learn from one another.  The taskforce 

has led to better service delivery for Fairfax County residents and enhanced inter and intra office 

coordination.  
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