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Beware of Home Repairs Too Good to Be True
The headlines tell the story: “Pair targets elderly in home-repair scam,” ”Dallas police arrest man in
home-repair scams targeting the elderly” and “He lost more than $60,000 in home improvement
scam.”
In one case, an elderly woman in Lincoln County, Missouri, was approached by a man who said he
had done work for her late husband. After he told her the lightning rods on her house needed work,
she wrote a check to the man for $1,800, who took it and never returned. In Dallas, the con artist’s
line was that his “daddy” was working on a house behind the home of the person and saw a squirrel
come out of the attic.
In many cases, victims get in over their heads and don’t know how to get out. In Indianapolis, three
men knocked on the door of Bill Smiley, an elderly retiree, and told him that his gutters were leaking
and his roof was in bad shape. The first check was for $3,000, but, by the end, Smiley had shelled out
$65,000, plus he was missing a diamond ring and a Rolex watch.
"I had to rely on their honesty,” Smiley told the Indystar in explaining how the bills added up. “And
once I got into it, it was one of those deals where you can't just walk away from it. They had my roof
torn off, and the weather was bad. I needed them to get it fixed."
When the men left without finishing the work, Smiley had to spend thousands more to repair the
uncompleted and shoddy work left behind. "I have no one to blame but myself,” he says. “It's one of
those things I've criticized others for doing—for not investigating guys like that before doing business
with them."

Scammers Target Seniors

Seniors are more vulnerable to home repair scams for several reasons. They are more likely to be
home during the day when contractors come knocking on doors; old age infirmities may make it
harder to do repairs, so it is likely that the house may need work; older adults may have more
disposable cash, even stored in their homes; seniors tend to be more trusting than younger age
groups and those who live alone may welcome a friendly face.
When severe weather events, such as hailstorms or tornados, cause damage, out-of-state contractors
arrive in the hard-hit area, promising quick and cheap fixes. Although some are reputable, many are
not. After hailstorms hit parts of Texas in 2011-2012, the problem of unscrupulous fix-it companies
prompted one organization to start an awareness campaign, known as “Who’s on Your Roof?” to help
prevent home-repair scams, including asking the victim to pay the full amount upfront (after which
the contractor leaves and never completes the work), something a legitimate home-improvement
company would never ask.

Watch Out for These Signs

Common scams involve driveway paving, roof repair, gutter cleaning and mulching. (For a list of
other common home-repair scams, see the sidebar.) If the homeowner pays for the work upfront, the
con artists often do an inadequate job and leave the home in worse shape after completing their
“repairs” than it was before they started.

These other signs caution that a home repair outfit may not be legitimate (from the National
Consumers League). Beware if the contractor:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Appears uninvited at your doorstep or calls or emails you out of the blue
Says they are doing work in your neighborhood and claims to have “extra material” left over
Pressures you to make a decision and sign a contract for the work immediately
Offers a “special deal” available “today only”
Points out a “problem” with your home that you never noticed before. Some unscrupulous
scam artists have been known to offer “free” inspections and then break something on
purpose so they can be paid to “fix” the problem
Lacks identification, such as a permit from the city or locality.
Offers a discount so that your home can be used as a “model” or if you find additional
customers for them
Offers to help finance the project, either from their own funds or the funds of an associate,
especially if your home equity or home deed is involved
Insists you come and examine “damage” with him (while an associate steals valuables from
your home).

What You Can Do

If a contractor approaches you, take precautions before agreeing to any repairs (or paying any
money).
First, anyone who comes to your door to solicit work is not likely to be reputable. Competent roofers
usually have enough work without going door-to-door. Also, in the case of a hailstorm that ruined
your roof, for example, your insurance adjuster should be the first one to examine the damage. An
illegitimate roofer can do more damage, sometimes deliberately, to convince the homeowner that
work is necessary. You may also take these additional safeguards:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Get multiple estimates on any home repair job before signing a contract.
Check out the contractor’s references and visit the site to check out the quality of the work
itself, if possible.
Check for complaints with the Better Business Bureau and make sure the contractor is
registered with your state board of contractors and your local building inspection office.
Never pay in full upfront, especially if cash is the only payment accepted.
Make sure the contractor is insured and bonded.
Document in writing the scope of the work to be done, the complete cost and time necessary
to complete the job and how payment will be handled.
Remember that if a deal sounds too good to be true, it probably is.

(From National Consumers League and the National White Collar Crime Center.)
In addition, you can ask friends, neighbors or people you trust for recommendations for a good
contractor. Google the company to see if people have posted negative reviews. Check out the business
on Angie’s List, the paid-subscription online service that posts reviews of contractors and other
businesses.
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Reprinted by Always Best Care Senior Services with permission from the Society of Certified Senior Advisors.
The Certified Senior Advisor (CSA) program provides the advanced knowledge and practical tools to serve seniors at the
highest level possible while providing recipients a powerful credential that increases their competitive advantage over
other professionals. The CSA works closely with Always Best Care Senior Services to help ABC business owners
understand how to build effective relationships with seniors based on a broad-based knowledge of the health, social and
financial issues that are important to seniors, and the dynamics of how these factors work together in seniors’ lives. To be
a Certified Senior Advisor (CSA) means one willingly accepts and vigilantly upholds the standards in the CSA Code of
Professional Responsibility. These standards define the behavior that we owe to seniors, to ourselves, and to our fellow
CSAs. The reputation built over the years by the hard work and high standards of CSAs flows to everyone who adds the
designation to their name. For more information, visit www.society-csa.com.

Always Best Care Senior Services
Always Best Care Senior Services (www.alwaysbestcare.com) is based on the belief that having the right people for the
right level of care means peace of mind for the client and family. Always Best Care Senior Services has assisted over
25,000 seniors, representing a wide range of illnesses and personal needs. This has established the company as one of the
premier providers of in-home care, assisted living placement assistance, and skilled home health care.

