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Background

Laibson, 2011;  FTC, 2025



Brain Structure Can Change With Age



Salthouse et al., 2015a



Cognitive Changes Are Not Inevitable With Age

Prevalence of Mild Cognitive 
Impairment by Age:
• 6.7% -- Age 60 to 64
• 8.4% -- Age 65 to 69
• 10.1% -- Age 70 to 74
• 14.8% -- Age 75 to 79
• 25.2% -- Age 80 to 84

Alzheimer’s Association, 2021; Petersen et al., 2018

Prevalence of Alzheimer’s Disease 
by Age:
• 5% -- Age 65 to 74
• 14% -- Age 75 to 84
• 35% -- Age 85-plus





Nicholas et al., 2021



N=730; MCI=144



N=301; MCI=28



Not Just About Cognitive Ability

• N=648 older adults without dementia

• Mean age=81.8, s.d.=7.6; mean number of years of education=15.2, s.d=3.1; 76.8% female





Rationale

If an older adult shows impaired financial decision making or becomes a 
victim of a scam, the burden is not only experienced by the older adult, but 
is often displaced upon family members, caregivers, or society.  

Reduced scam awareness and poor financial decision making may be early 
signs of Alzheimer’s Disease (Boyle et al., 2019; Stewart et al., 2019; Nicholas 
et al., 2021), but can occur without cognitive impairment. 

Ø How can we understand this?





Importance of Age-Associated Neuropathology

Wilson et al., 2020



Wilson et al., 2020



Age-Associated Alzheimer’s Neuropathology

Buckner et al., 2003; Buckner et al., 2005; Lustig et al., 2003



Age-Associated Alzheimer’s Neuropathology



Peters and Buchel, 2011 
+ Age-Associated Alzheimer’s Neuropathology

Peters and Buchel, 2011



Current Working Model

Han, S.D. Vulnerability to financial exploitation in older age: A 
neuropsychology perspective. A Fresh Look at Fraud: Theoretical and Applied 

Perspectives. Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, United Kingdom, 2022. 



Neuroimaging Work to Date



Susceptibility to Scams



Susceptibility to Scams



Susceptibility to Scams – Grey Matter Density



Susceptibility to Scams – White Matter Integrity

FA (age, education, sex)

FA (age, education, sex, global cognition)

Melissa Lamar et al., 2018





Some Thoughts…
• Very few behavioral economic or neuroimaging decision making studies have a 

diverse representation of participants.
– Racial differences in cognitive and affective factors have been suggested.
– Racial differences in decision making are suggested by a limited number of 

studies in financial planning and healthcare treatment options.

Ø However, whether (or the extent to which) decision making abilities, specifically, 
may vary by race is largely unknown.

Ø Contextual factors (e.g., literacy, socioeconomic status) may explain a significant 
portion of any racial differences observed due to historically documented 
unequal access to supportive resources.

Ferguson et al., 1998; Doescher et al., 2000; 
Gutter & Fontes, 2006; Li et al., 2009; Isamah et 

al., 2010, LaVeist, 2005



Racial Differences in Decision Making among 
Older Adults

(R01AG055430; PI: Han along with Co-I: Barnes)

















Physical Frailty and Reported Financial Exploitation in Older Adults

Axelrod et al. (2020)



Qualitative Interviews of Financial Exploitation in Older Adults

*Selected as Editor’s Choice



Interpersonal Relationships Predict Financial Exploitation Vulnerability 
in Older Adults

Lim et al., 2023



Brain Connectivity and Reported Financial Exploitation in Older Adults

Weissberger et al., 2020



Financial Altruism and Alzheimer’s Disease Neurocognitive Profile

Weissberger et al., 2022; caveat as of 2023





Social Connectedness and Financial Vulnerability in Older Age

Noriega-Makarskyy et al., 2025



Cognitive Reappraisal and Financial Vulnerability in Older Age

Leguizamon et al., in press





Main Points (So Far)
• Age-related cognitive decline could make an older adult more susceptible to scams and 

impact decision making.

• Although poor cognition is associated with poor decision making, poor decision 
making may not be solely due to poor cognition. 

• A complex network of brain regions susceptible to age-related AD neuropathology may 
be involved in poor decision making in older age.

• More research needs to be done with diverse samples and to better understand the 
contextual factors surrounding decisions. 

• Measures of financial exploitation vulnerability need to be developed that are sensitive 
to implicated brain networks as these may have relevance for AD detection as well as 
independence and wellbeing. 



Some Final Thoughts…



Some Final Thoughts…
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