
Ethical concerns in dealing with elderly investors

S INGAPORE’S population is ageing rapidly. By 2030, 

the number of seniors aged 65 years and above 
will nearly double to over 900,000. Many people of-

ten find themselves only starting to save and plan for re-

tirement late in their working years. With a shorter run-
way to grow their retirement funds, some people may 
look to invest more aggressively, or worse, not do their 
homework when evaluating “too good to be true” invest-

ment opportunities from smooth-talking investment 
representatives or dubious operators. 

According to the Singapore Police Force, at least S$99 
million was lost to scammers through various forms of 

fraud in 2017. One group of investors continues to be 
targeted – elderly people – even as the police force and 
consumer advocacy groups issue warnings to be on the 
alert against financial crime. Elderly people are usually 

vulnerable targets of financial scams as they are invari-
ably thought to own significant sums of money, and 
have declining cognitive functions or poorer de-
cision-making skills. 

Readers may recall the case of the former China tour 
guide Yang Yin who had his jail term extended from six 
years to nine years in March 2017 for cheating wealthy 
widow Madam Chung Khin Chun, then living in a 

single-storey bungalow at Gerald Crescent. Yang acted 
as a private tour guide for Madam Chung and her friend 
when they went to Beijing for a holiday in 2008. Their re-

lationship grew closer and he moved into her home in 
2009. Yang succeeded in gaining her complete trust, 
claiming that Madam Chung regarded him as the “grand-
son” she never had. The following year in 2010, he was 

named as the sole beneficiary of her inheritance in a will 
and subsequently in 2012, was given a lasting power of 
attorney (LPA) by Madam Chung to manage her welfare 
and financial affairs. 

Yang failed in his fiduciary responsibilities towards 
Madam Chung. In late 2009, Yang was added as a joint 
account holder of Madam Chung's OCBC investment ac-
count. He told the bank in 2011 to redeem S$1.3 million 

worth of unit trusts the widow had entrusted to him. He 
later withdrew S$600,000 in cash from the account by 
requesting his personal banker at OCBC to give him the 
money in S$10,000 bank notes. 

In 2014, Madam Chung was diagnosed with demen-
tia and in the four years that Yang had moved in with 
her, her cash savings dwindled from S$2.7 million to 
just S$10,000.

While Yang’s case may be an extreme example, it 
serves as a cautionary tale that other service providers 
such as financial advisers could also gain the trust of vul-
nerable elderly clients and wield significant influence 

over their assets. There are thus regulations in place to 
protect vulnerable elderly investors from potential ab-
use. 

Under Singapore law, the Financial Advisers Act re-
quires adequate product suitability and information dis-
closure to be carried out by the financial adviser before 
any investment product can be recommended to a cli-

ent. For elderly clients and other vulnerable customers 
with limited knowledge of investment products, the fin-
ancial adviser is required to take additional steps. 

First, supervisors of financial advisory representat-

ives are required to call the customer before the transac-

tion can be executed. Second, financial advisers will en-

courage vulnerable customers to bring along a trusted 

relative or friend who is able to explain to them what the 

representative is presenting. Third, if the product is a 

complex one, senior management must confirm with 

the customer that the customer has been properly in-

formed of the risks of proceeding with the investment. 

Such follow-ups also serve as an additional opportunity 

for vulnerable customers to state if they wish to pro-

ceed with their transactions, having understood the 

risks of the products.

Case in point 
Today’s case is based on new guidance on providing ser-

vices to vulnerable clients under the CFA Institute Stand-

ard of Professional Conduct. 

Gloria Sng is an investment adviser with a number of 

elderly high-net-worth clients. One of her clients, 

Madam Tan Mei Mei, an 87-year-old globally well-known 

photographer, has been Gloria’s client for more than 30 

years. She visits Gloria’s offices regularly to discuss her 

investment portfolio. 

Over the past several visits, Gloria has noticed that 

Madam Tan has increasing difficulty communicating 

and seems to be confused about concepts and ideas that 

she had previously been able to understand and with 

which she had formerly been familiar. Madam Tan also 

appears significantly frail. Lately, she has been accom-

panied by her grandson who describes himself as 

Madam Tan’s caregiver. 

During her most recent visit, Madam Tan asks Gloria 

to move a portion of her assets into some speculative in-

vestments and to withdraw a significant amount of 

funds so that she can invest in a bakery that her grand-

son is opening. Madam Tan assures Gloria that these are 

her wishes, stating, “I have talked about these changes 

with my grandson, and we are sure these are good in-

vestments.”

Gloria is alarmed by Madam Tan’s new investment 
directives, believes Madam Tan’s physical and mental 
health may be declining, and suspects Madam Tan has 
been improperly influenced by her grandson, who is tak-
ing advantage of Madam Tan’s wealth. Gloria does not 
make the changes to Madam Tan’s portfolio that Madam 
Tan requested. Instead, Gloria reports her concerns to a 
government agency charged with administering assist-
ance to the elderly and infirm, as permitted by applic-
able law. Gloria’s actions are:
☛ A: inappropriate because Gloria should have con-

tacted a close family member or trusted professional, 
such as Madam Tan’s attorney or accountant, about her 
concerns regarding Madam Tan’s apparent decline;

☛ B: appropriate because Gloria is working to protect

Madam Tan’s interests and is following applicable law;
☛ C: inappropriate because Gloria is violating her duty 

of confidentiality under the CFA Institute Standards of 
Professional Conduct by discussing Madam Tan’s invest-
ments with the government agency;

☛ D:  appropriate  if  Gloria  speaks  separately  with

Madam Tan’s grandson in his role as Madam Tan’s care-
giver to advise against changing the investment direct-
ives.

Analysis
This case involves the CFA Institute Standard relating to 
Confidentiality, which requires CFA Institute members 
to keep information about clients confidential unless 
the information involves illegal activities, the client per-
mits disclosure, or disclosure is required by law. 

This requirement can become problematic if an in-
vestment professional suspects that a client’s mental 
faculties are failing and thus believes it is necessary to 
consult with outside parties. A best practice for invest-
ment advisers is to establish a secondary contact at the 
beginning  of  the  client  arrangement.  The  client  
provides permission for the investment professional to 
contact the designated person should concerns arise 
about the client’s ability to make informed financial de-
cisions.

In the absence of such an arrangement, investment 
professionals may make limited disclosures pertaining 
to the existence of a client account and concerns about 
the vulnerability of the client as directed by applicable 
law. Regulatory or government agencies often provide 
resources for intervening when such concerns arise. 
These entities have the authority to properly investigate 
the situation of the investor. 

CFA Institute members who are following applicable 
law regarding permitted disclosures are not in conflict 
with their obligations under the Standard. But speaking 
with other third parties, such as Madam Tan’s attorney, 
accountant, or grandson, about confidential informa-
tion in Madam Tan’s account would violate the Stand-
ard. Choice B is the best answer.

☛ This column has been adapted from content by 
CFA Institute and is printed here with permission 
from CFA Institute.

✑ The writers are CFA charterholders who 

volunteer with the Singapore society on advocacy 
issues with a view towards promoting financial 
literacy among retail investors and improving overall 
standards and integrity in the industry.
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The CFA Institute Standard helps 
enshrine privacy while allowing one
to raise the alarm to protect investors 
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