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Good afternoon, Chairman Smith, Senator Kohl, and other members of the Committee.  
My name is Denise Park. I am a cognitive neuroscientist and professor at the Beckman 
Institute, which is part of the University of Illinois in Urbana-Champaign.  I direct the 
Roybal Center for Healthy Minds at the University of Illinois, a Center funded by the 
National Institute on Aging that is designed to take the results of basic laboratory 
research on aging and determine how these results can be used to improve function in 
older adults in their every day lives.  I have also been involved with the NIH by just 
completing a stint chairing an NIH Review Panel for the past several years and I also 
just completed a term on the Board of Directors of the American Psychological Society. 
 
Thank you for inviting me here. My research for the past two decades has focused on 
the aging mind.  Today, I would like to alert you to how changes in cognitive function 
with age make older adults particularly susceptible to being victimized by charlatans 
who exploit certain aspects of the aging cognitive system. 
 
Below is a figure based on data collected from my laboratory that has been published in 
scientific journals as well as USA Today and Newsweek.  I call this figure the “Aging 
Mind” slide. It represents data collected on many different cognitive tests from adults 
aged 20 to 90 selected from a group of exceptionally able and healthy older adults (Park 
et al., 2002).  What you will see in this figure is the focus of my first important take-away 
point.  Basic laboratory research demonstrates very clearly that as we age, beginning in 
our 20’s, like many other systems in the body, our cognitive system shows signs of 
gradual deterioration. With age, we become slower at processing information; our 
memory becomes somewhat less effective; and our ability to take in a large quantity of 
information at one time and reason about it decreases.  At the same time, these 
declines are not as important for function in everyday life as they might appear, because 
with age, as this figure shows, knowledge also increases, conferring a buffer against the 
impact of cognitive aging.  Nevertheless, we do become increasingly “cognitively frail,” 
and this frailty has the greatest impact when we cannot rely on our knowledge or 
experience to help us out.  Thus, when older adults are faced unexpectedly with offers 
to buy things or have repairs done, they have less ability than younger adults to process 
all aspects of the message that they are receiving.  This can result in them attending to 
the most attractive parts of  a message, or the simplest part of the message, and 
agreeing to purchase things they neither want or need, or worse yet, signing contracts 
for which they never receive any services or that they don’t understand. 
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A second take away point that will give you further insight into why older adults are 
more easily exploited by consumer scams is the following.  There is conclusive 
evidence that older adults have a bias towards the processing of positive information.  
Studies conducted by Laura Carstensen and her colleagues at Stanford University 
suggest that with age, we learn to ignore negative information and direct more of our 
attention and limited cognitive resources towards positive information. This is generally 
good news, suggesting the resilience that characterizes so many of our older citizens.  
But at the same time, the tendency to process positive information at the expense of 
negative can make older adults particularly vulnerable to unscrupulous characters.  
Research in my laboratory conducted with Oscar Ybarra has demonstrated the 
following.  We presented young and older adults with both positive and negative 
information about an individual and then tested memory for the traits we used to 
describe the individuals.  Older adults tended to recall more positive traits and less 
negative information, whereas younger adults were more balanced between both 
positive and negative information (Ybarra & Park, 2002).  These results suggest that 
when older adults meet a charming charlatan, they are going to be biased towards 
processing the positive information about the individual: his niceness, attractiveness, 
and warmth towards them, and be less likely to note the inconsistency of his story, or 
his tendency to gloss over specifics, which would make him seem untrustworthy to a 
younger adult. This problem is exacerbated by the more limited cognitive abilities of 
older adults (my first point), again resulting in increased vulnerability to exploitation and 
bad decisions about how to spend money. These types of effects will be particularly 
pronounced for our oldest citizens and those with less experience making financial 
decisions—for example, new widows over age 75. 
 
The third point I want to make is that with age, we tend to remember less explicit detail 
about events and more of the gist of what we hear. With age, individuals are particularly 
bad at remembering the details or context in which they learned something (Johnson, 
Hashtroudi, & Lindsay, 1993).  This point about gist memory will become particularly 
important when you consider my fourth point, and that is this:  information that feels 
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familiar to an individual seems like it must be true.  This is called the “illusion of truth 
effect” (Begg, Anas, & Farinacci, 1992).   Knowing that older adults remembered gist 
over detail, and that familiar information feels true, my colleagues Ian Skurnik, Norbert 
Schwarz, Carolyn Yoon, and I set up an experiment that was designed to demonstrate 
that information that individuals believe to be false at the time they learn it will later 
seem true.  Here is what we did. 
 
We had older adults (aged 60 and over) and young adults (ages 18-25) come into our 
lab and we presented them with a series of statement about health and told them 
whether the statements were true or false. For example, they would see statements like 
“Most cold medicines cause the eye’s pupil to dilate,” or “DHEA supplements can lead 
to liver damage, even when taken briefly.”  Some of the statements they saw only once 
and some they saw three times. Thus, all participants studied some statements that 
they were told three times were false. Now remember that older adults tend to 
remember gist but not the details of what they hear or see. And remember that familiar 
information seems true. So what did we predict?  We predicted that people would be 
more familiar with the statements that they heard three times were false than the 
statements that they heard one time were false.  And we also expected that older 
adults, because they forget details, would not remember whether the statements were 
true or false.   
 
So when we brought our participants back to our lab three days after they studied the 
statements, what did we find?  We showed people the statements they studied earlier 
as well as some new ones, and asked people to judge whether the statements were 
true, false, or new.  What we found was very surprising on the surface, but also exactly 
what we predicted.  We found that old, but not young, adults, were more likely to call a 
statement “true” that they had been told was “false” THREE times compared to a 
statement they had been told was false only once!  Thus, the more often participants 
had been told a medical statement was false, the more likely they were later to believe 
that it was true!  (Skurnik, Yoon, Park & Schwarz, 2005). This is because the 
statements they heard were false multiple times felt familiar, and information that feels 
familiar seems true. Young adults did not show these effects because they could rely on 
explicit memory rather than gist and retained the information that the statements were 
false. 
 
These findings explain how pernicious the effects of false claims can be for older adults.  
An older adult might not believe that “shark cartilage cures arthritis” if they read it as a 
headline in tabloid at the grocery store checkout.  But later, when they encounter the 
shark cartilage in the store, they might remember they heard “somewhere” that it was a 
cure for arthritis and decide to purchase it—not remembering that they disbelieved the 
information when they initially read it.  These findings provide insight again into not only 
how older adults might be exploited, but also provide guidelines for providing warnings 
to older adults.  When presenting information to older adults as a warning, it is very 
important to present information clearly and in a positive way (e.g., “Do this.” rather than 
“Never do this.”) if we want older adults to remember it accurately.  Here is an example 
of a way NOT to present older information to older adults taken from an actual pamphlet 
about “living trusts.” 
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THE CLAIM: A living trust will preserve your legacy to loved ones by 
helping you avoid probate costs and estate taxes. 
 
THE TRUTH: Most people don’t need to worry about probate or estate 
taxes.  Most living trusts aren’t designed to avoid estate taxes.  There are 
many easier, cheaper ways to avoid probate than a living trust. 

 
Older adults, a few days later, might only remember that they learned something about 
how living trusts are important for avoiding probate and think that they need one, even if 
they initially understood that living trusts are rarely needed to avoid probate. 
 
A better way to present this might be as follows: 

 
Living trusts are usually unnecessary and rarely save money for people.  If 
you think a living trust is for you, get advice from an estate planning 
attorney. 

 
Presenting false claims about health or taxes to older adults and then explaining why 
they are wrong is a dangerous business for helping older adults avoid fraud.  
 
What I would like to do now is to critique several public service ads intended to educate 
older Americans about consumer fraud from the point of view of a cognitive 
psychologist. I will be pointing out features that will make the materials more easily 
comprehended and remembered by older adults and also presenting some examples 
that have some significant problems that will likely limit their effectiveness.  As we look 
at these ads, keep in mind that designing materials for older adults can be particularly 
difficult, due to the range of cognitive ability present in this population. There are, of 
course, many older adults who are functioning at an extraordinarily high level and will be 
quite insulted by materials that are so simple that they appear to “talk down” to them. At 
the same time, there is a significant proportion of very old adults who are cognitively 
compromised and who also have a limited social network and may be those most 
susceptible to fraud.  It can be quite a challenge to design materials that speak to both 
groups.  Nevertheless, I will show you some materials that succeed for both groups, and 
others that are problematic in their design. 
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Example 1 

 
 
First, I will show you some examples of problems. The first example is material about 
Alzheimer’s disease designed by a nonprofit Alzheimer’s support organization. This 
particular brochure illustrates one of the points I made earlier: Remember that I 
mentioned that older adults tend to remember the gist of what they read rather than 
details and that information that is believed to be false at the time it is read may “feel” 
true later because it is familiar. Thus, when information is presented as a set of itemized 
“myths,” there is a good chance that that information will later be remembered as truth. 
For example, an older adult reads the statement, “MYTH: There is No Hope for an 

Older adults will later 
remember that this 
false information is 
true due to the finding 
that, later on, familiar 
information feels true.
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Alzheimer’s Person.” At the time he or she reads it, it is understood that this statement 
is false. Days later, however, all the individual remembers is that he or she once read 
somewhere that there is no hope for people with Alzheimer’s, completely forgetting the 
context in which it was read.  The older adult recalls the gist of the statement, but 
forgets that it was learned in the context of being told it was a false statement.  Had the 
information been presented in a straightforward and positive way (“FACT: There are 
things that can be done to help people with Alzheimer’s!”), such misunderstanding could 
have been avoided. 
 
Example 2 

 
 
This next example is a consumer fraud fact sheet published by the Federal Trade 
Commission that warns against “phishing” scams, a type of e-mail scam to which older 
adults, due to more limited experience with the Internet, may be especially vulnerable. 
The problem with this ad is that those individuals most likely to be taken in by a 
“phishing scam” are probably going to think it has something to do with the sale of 
seafood that doesn’t exist. So the people who most need to read this would be likely to 
pass by this information when encountered.  Perhaps a better headline would be “Have 
you been getting e-mail requests to update financial records or to help secure funds for 

The people most likely to be 
“hooked” by a phishing 
scam might not read this, as 
they won’t know what 
“phishing” is. 
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someone in another country?  It’s a SCAM!”  Then the next line might read, “How Not 
To Get Hooked by a ‘Phishing’ Scam.” 
 
Example 3 

 
 
This next excerpt is from a pamphlet on Medicare/Medicaid fraud put out by the 
Department of Health and Human Services and the Administration on Aging, and it’s 
another example of helpful information being presented in a difficult and inaccessible 
format. Here we see once again that the main title, “Be Informed, Be Aware, Be 
Involved,” does not convey any useful information about what the pamphlet is actually 
about. The section headings also give no sense of what the topic of the pamphlet is.  It 
is only upon careful scrutiny that one is able to notice that it is about health care and 
Medicare fraud. Finally, in small print, it indicates that if one suspects that fraudulent 
charges have been made to Medicare on their bill, they should call the number on the 
back of the pamphlet. But actually there is no number provided. The title of this 
pamphlet might instead read, “Check Your Medical Bills! Be Alert To Medicare 
Overcharges and Medicare Fraud!” 

What is this 
brochure about? 

Headers convey 
no information. 

No phone 
number given. 



 8

Example 4 

 
  
The next advertisement, developed by the Department of Health and Human Services, 
the American Hospital Association, and the American Medical Association, is a good 
example of a well-crafted message that is easily accessible to older adults at all levels 
of cognitive function. The text is simple and succinct. The title and headings are eye-
catching and easy to understand. It’s possible to gather the gist of the message simply 
by glancing at the bold text alone. However, anyone who is interested in more detail can 
choose to read the small print as well. The pictures, while adding to the overall 
attractiveness of the ad, also serve to reinforce the main points and make them more 
memorable and easier to process. 
 

Title conveys 
specific 
information. 

Headers 
recommend 
specific course 
of action.

Smaller print 
provides detail 
for those who 
are interested. 
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Example 5 

 
Continued… 

 

It’s clear what you 
can learn by 
reading further. 

Clear headers with 
details below. 
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This excerpt from the webpage of the National Fraud Information Center is another 
example of a well laid out public service message. The front page of the website grabs 
the attention and tells the reader exactly what information is coming. The main page is 
laid out simply and effectively, with headers that “signal” the content of each paragraph, 
allowing readers to direct their attention quickly to more detail on topics that interest 
them. 
 
Example 6 

 
 
Here is another simple and effective advertisement, this one from the F.D.A.  This is a 
magazine ad that immediately conveys the notion that it can be risky to purchase 
medical devices on the internet and warns the reader what to avoid.  Also, the F.D.A. 
logo is prominently displayed in this ad – a nice touch that serves to add legitimacy, 
since most seniors know the F.D.A. and are more likely to pay attention to information 
from a trusted source. 
 

Nice integration of 
visual and verbal 
information. 

Clear and simple 
message. 

Credible source 
clearly visible. 

Easy to get more 
info. 



 11

To conclude, I hope you remember the following. 
 
Normal aging is accompanied by declines in cognitive function that result in older adults 
remembering gist rather than details.  Never present older adults with false statements 
as examples, because later on, they will feel true to the older adult. 
 
Older adults have a bias to process positive information and this can lead to exploitation 
due to their tendency not to process negative information about shady characters and to 
focus on the positive. 
 
Finally, I would like to note that cognitive aging scientists can play an important role in 
designing effective and memorable materials for older adults that will help them be less 
vulnerable to fraud.  The work that I have presented today is only a small example of 
the help cognitive scientists can offer in designing effective materials for older adults to 
protect them against fraud, as well as to aid in designing materials that clarify 
information about taxes, forms, medical conditions, and social security.  The research I 
presented today was supported by the National Institute on Aging and is a good 
example of how basic laboratory research can result in important outcomes for 
understanding everyday behaviors.  It has been an honor and a pleasure to share with 
you the work conducted under the auspices of the National Institute on Aging Roybal 
Center for Healthy Minds. 
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