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Being There When You’re Needed

Communication - Its Importance
Many families find it dif f icult  to talk about issues involved with aging.  Discussing personal family
business, such as one’s financial situation, plans for living arrangements, or health care, can be
uncomfortable for parent and child alike.  You may be concerned that your parents w ill think you are
prying and greedy w hen you ask them to discuss their finances.  They may fear they’ ll eventually become
dependent upon you.  It ’s painful to think about losing your parents to debilitating diseases which might
deprive them of  the ability to funct ion independent ly or cause a lengthy illness.

Yet learning about your parents’  legal and financial aff airs can help prevent serious problems later. 
Should terminal illness or incapacitation st rike them, you’ ll need to know  where their important
documents are located.  You’ ll also want to know where their important documents are located.  You’ ll
also want to know , and fully understand, their desires and concerns.  Talking w ith your parents now, and
putt ing a plan in place that addresses these issues head-on, can make everyone involved feel more
comfortable.

It Might be Easier Than You Think
Listen carefully to your parents.  Perhaps they have already mentioned some of the aging issues they are
thinking about, but you may have chosen to brush aside the discussion or reassure them that “ they’ ll live
forever.”   This might make you feel more comfortable, but  you are missing an important opening for
discussion.  You could be surprised to f ind that your parents have already given their future plenty of
thought.

Opening the Dialogue
There are many ways for you to st art  the discussion.  Think about  the issues you want  to talk over, then
add your own creativity to opening a dialogue.  The following suggestions may guide your thinking before
you init iate a conversation w ith your parents.

• Ask for their advice.  Say, “ I’ m putt ing my w ill together.  How  did you go about doing this?”  
Or, “ I’ ve been thinking about my ret irement plan.  What  do you suggest I do?”

• Listen.  Ask questions.  Express your concerns in ways that emphasize your respect  and
affection for your parents.  Tell them, “ I want to be sure we know w hat you want done.”

• Be specific rather than general and use statements that are not judgmental to help keep the
discussion going.  Tell your mother, “ I’m w orried about your driving late at night,”  rather than,
“ You are not a good driver anymore.”

• Bring their professional advisors into the discussion.  Say, “ Based on what the doctor says about
your eyesight, w hat is your plan Dad?  Would you like me to get some informat ion on opt ions to
provide some help around the house?”

• Use your own concerns as a way to begin.  Start w ith, “ I’m w orried about your losing so much
w eight.  You may not think it ’s important, but this is not normal and you doctor would want to
know.”

• Respect their decisions.  If  you don’ t  agree, don’ t  get into an argument.  Instead, ask questions
that  help them to decide if  their decision is best, such as, “ If  your plan doesn’ t  work out the w ay
you’d like, what  else might you do?”
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Regardless of the issue or your way of broaching the subject, your first attempt may not be successful. 
If t his happens, you may w ant to step back and approach the subject in another way, at a later date. 
Allow ing your parents time to react  and adjust to the seriousness of your concerns is important.  Major
issues are seldom resolved in a single discussion.

If there are some subjects you and your parents simply cannot discuss, suggest they talk w ith someone
w ho has fewer emot ional t ies, for instance, another family member or friend, their lawyer, accountant ,
f inancial planner or physician.

Gathering Information
One of the most important elements in helping you and your parents plan for the future is accumulating
and organizing information that pertains to their personal and financial affairs.  Accurate and readily
accessible data will help you understand the issues and be prepared to resolve a crisis, should one occur. 
In addit ion, the task of  collect ing and review ing information often is a catalyst  for discussing issues, as
w ell as for identifying act ions that need to be taken or plans that need to be updated. Keep the document
list in a safe but accessible place, and review  periodically (perhaps tax time) to be sure it is current. 
When recording information, be sure to include account  numbers, telephone numbers, addresses, and the
location of  all key documents.

Reprint ed w ith perm ission f rom  Child ren o f  A ging Parent s.

Children of Aging Parents (CAPS) is a national organization w hose mission is to assist the nation’s almost
23 million caregivers of  the elderly w ith reliable informat ion and referrals, a netw ork of support  groups,
and publications and programs promoting public awareness of the urgent needs and the profound value of
caregivers. 

Children of Aging Parents (CAPS)
1609  W oodbourne Road, Su it e 302A

Levit t ow n,  Pennsy lvania 1 9057

(800) 227-7294

w w w .caps4caregivers.org
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