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• “Decision making capacity is 
the cornerstone assessment for 

many cases of elder abuse 
while balancing autonomy, 

beneficence and paternalism.”

The Gerontologist, 2014; vol. 54, p. 156



CIND (n=241)

Age 71-79 16%

Age 80-89 29%

Age 90+ 39%

Total 22%

AD (n=98)

Age 71-79 3.5%

Age 80-89 10.2%

Age 90+ 22.4%

Total 8%



Early 
Cognitive
Decline

Impaired 
Financial
Decisional Skills

Vulnerability to Financial 
Exploitation

(1) the potential loss of financial skills and financial judgment; 
and (2) the inability to detect and therefore prevent financial exploitation.

Stiegal 2012 (3) Susceptibility to undue influence



• Cognitively intact (n=157): 13.7% FE victims
• Cognitively impaired (n=43)
• Intact decision making: 4/31 (13%)  FE
• Impaired decision making: 9/12 (75%) FE

Impaired decision making and cognitive 
impairment most at risk for FE



• 58% somewhat or very worried about 
having enough money to pay for things

• 29% unsure or not confident about 
making big financial decisions

• 28.5% worried about financial decisions 
they recently made

• 45% financially helping someone



• 41% wish they had someone to talk to about 
finances

• 38.5% anxious about own finances
• 35% lost confidante in past 2 years
• 42.5% downhearted or blue about finances
• 35% state treated with less respect around 

financial transactions
• 14.5% rate self as having poorer memory, 

thinking skills than 1 year ago



• Formed 2 New Scales:

Lichtenberg Financial Decision 
Making Rating Scale (LFDRS)

Lichtenberg Financial Decision 
Screening Scale (LFDSS)



Overall Goal:
Assessment at Point of 

Decision



• People are more than the sum of their cognitive 
abilities: Context and psychological 
vulnerability are key aspects too

• Traditional approaches overemphasize deficits and 
under-emphasize strengths: Hypothetical Vignettes 

over-emphasize deficits

• Subjective experience of PWD remains important: 
Analyzing the actual decision is critical



• Originally for capacity for psychiatric 
treatment and guardianship, then health 
decisions

• ID 4 aspects of decision making: 
Communicating

1. Choice
2. Understanding
3. Appreciation
4. Reasoning



• 10 items: To be administered in an interview 
format

• Multiple choice
• Focuses on the 4 intellectual factors and 

potential for undue influence
• Professional does the rating on each item and 

does not just record older adult’s responses.
• Overall judgment score based in part on don’t 

know or inaccurate responses.











Reliability and Validity 
Estimates

• LFDSS administered to consecutive clients 
by APS workers, Attorneys, Financial 
Planners, Social Workers, CPAs and 
Physicians

• Professionals make final rating of decision 
making abilities and we compared their 
ratings to two risk scoring systems



N % Mean Standard   
Deviation  

Referral Source Adult Protective Services 80 37.6
Professionals 133 62.4

Age (years) 213 76.93 (10.10)
Age Categories (4) Below 65 26 12.2

65-74 yrs 56 26.3
75 - 84 yrs 74 34.7
85+ years 57 26.8

Gender female 121 56.8
male 92 43.2

Highest Grade of Education (years) 183 13.66 (2.87)
Category Education Less than High School 19 10.3

High School 80 43.5
Some college + 85 46.2
Missing Education 29 .0

Lichtenberg Financial Decision Screening Scale (dichotomous variables) 213 .98 (1.81)

Lichtenberg Financial Decision Screening Scale (ordinal variables) 213 4.50 (3.91)



Key Points

• Large sample size 213
• Good distribution of age and education
• Able to be used by Professionals of all 

backgrounds (APS, Financial, Legal)



Dichotomous Variablesa Ordinal Variablesb

N Alpha
McDonald's 

Omega 
Total

Explained 
Common 
Variance 

(ECV) 

Alpha
McDonald's 

Omega 
Total

Explained 
Common 
Variance 

(ECV) 
Total Sample 213 0.958 0.958 85.052 0.904 0.906 75.339
Male 92 0.973 0.977 78.605 0.929 0.941 54.747
Female 121 0.940 0.949 71.446 0.873 0.875 69.208
College and above 85 0.918 0.932 39.731 0.874 0.879 62.550
High school and below 99 0.944 0.950 72.605 0.858 0.863 55.205
Less than 75 years old 82 0.968 0.973 71.592 0.918 0.926 64.622
75 years old or greater 131 0.949 0.950 82.819 0.886 0.888 76.418
Adult Protective Services 80 0.942 0.943 70.302 0.912 0.914 73.326
Professionals 133 0.947 0.956 58.786 0.846 0.855 62.620

aAlpha, McDonald’s Omega Total and Explained Common Variance all calculated using tetrachoric correlations. Explained Common 
Variance was obtained from a bi-factor model.
bAlpha, McDonald’s Omega Total and Explained Common Variance all calculated using polychoric correlations. Explained Common 
Variance was obtained from a bi-factor model.



Key Points

• Excellent Internal Consistency of items
• One factor structure and holds across ages, 

education, gender





Cutoff Score: Ordinal Risk 
Scoring

• Cutoff score of 5 or greater

Sensitivity   Specificity   PPV   NPV
.88 .91 .84     .93



Decisional Ability 
Questions 1-2

1. What is the financial decision you are 
making?
a) Investment planning (retirement, 

insurance, portfolio balancing)
b) Estate planning (will, beneficiary, 

gifts)
c) Major purchase (home, car, 

renovations)
d) Don’t know/inaccurate

2. Was this your idea or did someone suggest it 
or accompany you?
a) My idea
b) Someone else suggested/drove me 

here
c) Don’t know/inaccurate

Questions 3-5
3.     What is the purpose of you decision?

a) Benefit self, plan, peace of 
mind

b) Benefit family (whom?)
c) Benefit charity (which?)
d) Benefit someone else 

(whom?)
e) Don’t know/inaccurate

4.    What is the primary financial goal?
a) Earn money through 

investment
b) Share wealth
c) Give someone access to my 

money
d) Gift someone or a charity 

(Which?)
e) Don’t know/inaccurate

5.    How will this decision impact you now 
and                  over time?

a) Improve financial position
b) No impact
c) Negative impact/debt
d) Don’t know/inaccurate

Scale cannot be used without 
permission of Dr. Lichtenberg



Questions 6-7
6.    How much risk is involved?

a) Low risk or none
b) Moderate risk
c) High risk
d) Don’t know/inaccurate

7.    How may someone else be negatively 
affected?

a) No one will be negatively affected
b) Family members (who and why?)
c) Someone else (who and why?)
d) Charity (which and why?)
e) Don’t know/inaccurate

Questions 8-10
8.    Who benefits most from this financial 

decision?
a) I do
b) Family
c) Friend
d) Caregiver
e) Charity/organization
f) Don’t know/inaccurate 

9.    Does this decision change previous planned 
gifts or bequests to family, friends, or 
organizations?

a) No
b) Yes (who and why?)
c) Don’t know/inaccurate

10.    To what extent did you talk with anyone 
regarding this decision?
a) Not at all
b) Mentioned it (to whom?)
c) Discussed in depth (with whom?)
d) Don’t know/inaccurate

Scale cannot be used without 
permission of Dr. Lichtenberg



• Financial 
Situational 
Awareness

• Psychological 
Vulnerability

• Undue Influence
• Past Financial 

Exploitation

• Express: 
- Choice
- Rationale
- Understanding
- Appreciation







 Five videotaped interviews were 
rated by five experts from each 
of the two expert groups for a 
total of 10 raters
 Used Marson’s inter-rater 

agreement metric
 94% agreement: 47/50 ratings 

among raters

















Key Points

• Good convergent validity for full scale and 
screening scale ratings—with MMSE and 
ILS money management

• Good divergent validity for financial 
awareness, psychological vulnerability, 
susceptibility to undue influence



A Look Inside:

Peter A. Lichtenberg, Ph.D, ABPP
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Lichtenberg 
Scales: The last 

collaboration 
with my late wife 

and colleague
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