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Benefits Planning, Morality,  
And The Financial Crisis 

Every now and then, we run across people who doubt or question the “morality” of 
seniors engaging in legal and financial planning directed toward establishing eligibil-
ity for Medicaid nursing home or VA aid and attendance benefits.  Maybe you’ve 

heard that, too, or maybe you’ve even felt that way yourself. 
 
From our perspective, events surrounding the current financial crisis make a con-

vincing argument that those doubts and questions are misplaced. 
 
First, let’s compare our typical clients to those whose actions caused or contributed 

to the meltdown of our economy. 
 

Our clients typically grew up during the Great 
Depression, at a time when the word “bailout” 
had not yet entered our lexicon.  They had no un-
employment, Social Security, Medicare or Medi-
caid to fall back on. Many of them later gave their 
all in defense of our nation during World War II.  
Across the board, they’re good citizens who have 
earned the distinction of being called “our great-
est generation.”  If you want to take out a balance 

sheet and compare how much they have paid in to the government in taxes to how 
much they have taken out in benefits, I think you already know how that would 

come out. 
 
When they apply for government assistance, it’s not because they have done any-
thing wrong or have made bad choices and gotten themselves into a fix as a result.  
The only thing they’re “guilty” of, and that threatens their life savings, is contract-
ing some disease, or having their body wear out, such that they now need a type of 

care that falls outside the “safety net” of Medicare. 
 
The reason seniors need to (and can) engage in planning is because they have assets 
left to protect.  The reason they have assets left to protect is because they worked 
hard, paid their bills on time, and saved most of what was left over, instead of blow-

“The reason seniors 
need to (and can) en-
gage in planning is 
because they have   
assets left to protect” 



Medicaid-Qualified Annuities: 
An Old Planning Friend is Alive and Well in Illinois 
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It turns out there's a scientific reason why older people tend to see the past through rose-colored 
glasses.  
 
A University of Alberta medical researcher, in collaboration with colleagues at Duke University, identi-
fied brain activity that causes older adults to remember fewer negative events than their younger 
counterparts.  

 
The study, published online in December in the U.S.-based journal Psycho-
logical Science, found age-related changes in brain activity when participants 
with an average age of 70 were shown standardized images that depicted 
either neutral or strongly negative events.  
 
The research team asked older and younger participants to rate the emo-
tional content of these pictures along a pleasantness scale, while their brain 
activity was monitored with a magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) machine, a 
high-tech device that uses a large magnet to take pictures inside the brain. 
Thirty minutes later, participants were unexpectedly asked to recall these im-
ages. The older participants remembered fewer negative images than the 
younger participants.  

 
Brain scans showed that although both groups 
had similar activity levels in the emotional cen-
ters of the brain, they differed when it came to 
how these centers interacted with the rest of 
the brain.  
 
"Seniors' brains actually work differently than younger individuals - they have somehow trained their 
brain so that they're less affected both during and after an upsetting event," said Dr. Florin Dolcos, a 
member of the Alberta Cognitive Neuroscience Group, a University of Alberta research team that ex-
plores how the brain works in human thought, including issues like perception, memory and emotion.  
 
This research may improve understanding of mental health issues like depression and anxiety, where 
patients have trouble coping with emotionally challenging situations, and suffer from intrusive recollec-
tion of upsetting memories. These findings may also help to enhance memory in older adults with 
memory deficits, and assist with research related to dementia, including Alzheimer's disease, in which 
patients have difficulty with remembering personal events. 
 

On a Different Wavelength: 
Why Seniors Handle Negative Events Better 

"Seniors actually use their brain differ-
ently than younger people when it 

comes to storing memory, especially if 

that memory is a negative one."  

A recent German survey found that most seniors feel 

about 13 years younger than their chronological age.  
The study group consisted of more than 500 men and 
women age 70 and older. 

How Young  
Do  

You Feel? 
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ing their money buying a new this or a new that and run-
ning up debts on credit cards.  Most live in older, modest 

homes. 
 
By contrast, most of the businesses and people who caused 
the current financial mess could learn some serious lessons 
from our elders.  Wall Street financiers engaged in high-
risk financial transactions because however many millions 

or billions of dollars they were making already was somehow not quite enough.  The “Big Three” and 
other companies mismanaged their businesses and didn’t do much to change even after they lost more 
and more money.  And folks all around the country got themselves into financial trouble because they 
bought more than they could afford to pay for, just to keep up with the Joneses, and took out mortgages 

to pay for bigger, newer houses than they could reasonably afford. 
 
And now all of us are suffering the consequences, 
and we will for years to come.  Younger folks will 
make it through and many of them will later pros-
per, especially the ones who work hard and spend 
and save wisely, just like their elders who made it 

through the Great Depression. 
 
The brutal irony is that the group of people who 
will be among the worst hurt are the ones who 
didn’t do anything to cause the problem: our sen-
iors.  Every time they open a statement and look 
at the value of their life savings, it’s more bad 
news.  When you’re 70 or 80 years old, being told 
that things will get better again “in the long run” 

isn’t of much consolation. 
 
Not only that, the fear that motivated their lifelong habits of saving and their desire to leave a financial 
legacy for their loved ones – that their children or grandchildren might have to some day live through the 
brutal financial hardship they did – is, in too many instances, coming to fruition.  They are watching their 
children and grandchildren get downsized out of jobs, and fall behind on their bills, often with no savings 

to fall back on. 
 
So when older folks decide that it’s okay for them to look out for themselves, and for their family, and 
engage in planning, within the law, to protect some of the life savings they worked hard to get and saved 
well to keep, we shouldn’t criticize them.  Instead, we should commend them for doing, once more, the 
right and best thing, and acknowledge that they’ve certainly earned the privilege of protecting their 

money. 

The Morality of  
Benefits Planning 
(continued from page 1) 

We all can take a number of steps to help make sure older residents are protected from the harsh St. Louis area winter. Among 

other things, they should make sure older residents are: 
 

-- Warm and safe indoors and outdoors 
-- In good health 
-- Able to go out safely when needed 
-- Prepared for emergencies 
 

Winter can’t be avoided.  Be sure to check in on loved-ones and neighbors often, especially seniors who live alone 
or those who have mobility problems.  In the event of severe winter weather make a communications plan which 

includes phone numbers for neighbors. 

Ready For the Cold Weather? 
A Few Common Sense Tips for Seniors 
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Scheduled for Tuesday, January 27th at 12 noon, this half-hour tele-

seminar will be of great interest and practical importance to anyone, 

from financial advisors and attorneys to home care providers and as-

sisted living and nursing home personnel, who deals with veterans 

and widowed spouses of veterans who face the challenge of paying 

for medical and care expenses.   
 

Don’s miss the Tuesday, January 27th Teleseminar!! Reserve your 
space NOW by calling Steve Held at (314) 567-9292, (618) 659-9292, 

or email him at steve@coulsonlawgroup.com. 

January 2009 Teleseminar 
Calculating Income in Determining Eligibility for 

VA Aid and Attendance Benefits  
(Why a Lot More People Can Qualify Than 

You Probably Imagine) 


