Family Conversations
About Aging
A resource to assist adult children and parents as they navigate the
necessary conversations about aging
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This booklet is designed to help family members
begin the conversations about aging. Please share
this resource with your spouse, parents, siblings, and
others who might benefit from the discussion.
You may also send others to our website at
www.clearviewwealthmgmt.com
for more information
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CAREGIVING STATISTICS

As we age, it becomes more likely that at some point we will
need the assistance of a caregiver. Being put in the role of family
caregiver for another person is a huge responsibility and can
become an all-consuming labor of love. If you are thinking you will
never be put in the role of caregiver, consider that “of seniors age
60+, 61% plan to rely on family members for support in their senior
years.” 1 Even if you never thought this would be a possibility,
your family members may be making other assumptions.
When considering the future assistance needs of your parents or
others, it is important to understand how caregiving might affect
you and your own family.

1. United States on Aging Survey, 2014: National Council on Aging
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Before you make too many assumptions about what your parents
will need or what you will be able to assist with, you need to
consider the many aspects of family caregiving.
Ideally, your entire family should have open conversations about
aging well in advance of any issues developing. This will allow
those conversations to occur over time, in a non-confrontational
manner and without the necessity of making immediate
decisions. Having these conversations early will also give the
greatest chance of your parents being able to accomplish their
goals and meet their own visions of later life.
Although one family member may indeed bear the majority of the
responsibility for the care of a parent, there are typically others
involved. This may include another parent, your spouse, siblings,
other family members, or outside assistance. Therefore, because
there can be many people involved both inside and outside the
family, communication among everyone will be essential. We’ll
first discuss some family dynamics to consider.
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Changing Family Dynamics

Family dynamics are an interesting
phenomenon. Even when we have
the best relationships with our
family members, the stress and strain
caused by a significant care need of
a parent can test those relationships
to the breaking point. Our spouses,
siblings and others within our families
will always have their own idea of
what is the best course of action. It
may fall to us to help coordinate and
negotiate the care of our parents and
the relationships of the family.

It can be a real balancing act to negotiate changing
family dynamics as we go through life. We yearn
for independence as young adults, breaking free of
our parents and standing on our own two feet. We
become financially independent of them, find new
relationships and eventually start families of our own.
We try to communicate with our parents on an adult-toadult basis, although this is sometimes more difficult
than it seems. Then at some point down the road, we
begin to see chinks in our parents’ armor, moments
of indecision, scaled back activity levels, forgetfulness.
We begin to worry about their well-being and their
safety and for the first time in our lives we may begin
to consider their mortality. As we become aware of
the changes in our parents, we sometimes want to
step in and make changes to fix the problems we see
emerging. However, this may be the worst move we
could make.

7

CONSIDERATIONS BEFORE
CONVERSATION
Things to think about before stepping in to assist your parents.
The earlier you begin having conversations with your parents
about their later life goals, desires and needs, the easier it will
be to assist them in achieving their preferences. It is impossible
to predict what the future will hold for them, but proactive
conversations in advance of issues allow the discussions to
center on hypothetical scenarios, which can eliminate many of
the confrontational aspects of the discussions.
If you are at the beginning of this journey, you may be unaware
of any advance preparations your parents have made for their
future. Therefore, you cannot jump to conclusions without
understanding what has already been put into place. You will
need to consider both your parents’ point of view, as well as the
other potential players.

From your parents’ viewpoint, they are trying to stay in control
of their own future, as well as maintain their independence. As
they begin to experience physical declines, they may fear what
lies ahead for them. The prospects of significant change can be
overwhelming to consider and they may therefore choose to take
no action. They may also consider their health and their financials
to be private matters, not to be discussed with children.
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Who might the other potential players be in the care of your
parents?
While you may feel as though you are the only one who has
noticed changes in your parents, you may not be alone. Your
spouse or partner will become a key participant as your parents
assistance needs progress. This calls for critical conversations
so the two of you can find common ground and understanding
about roles to be undertaken. Additionally you may have siblings
(and their spouses) or other family members who will be a part of
your parents’ future care. Because everyone will have different
ideas about the situation, as well as the best courses of action,
proactive and ongoing conversations with these family members
will be of utmost importance.
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CONVERSATIONS WITH
YOUR SPOUSE

Before speaking with your parents, you
and your spouse need to understand
each other’s expectations for care of
parents.
For you and your spouse, care of a
parent or in-law can create conflict if not
discussed openly and with a search for
common ground. The two of you can be
worlds apart with regard to expectations
for care of a parent, due to your family
of origin, ethnic traditions, relationship
issues within the family, feelings of guilt
or responsibility or even birth order.
Because you may be coming at this
from entirely different viewpoints, it
is essential to your marriage and your
future to have conversations about the
potential for care of your parents well
in advance of any issues developing.

If you are married, you need to effectively
communicate with your spouse prior to
beginning discussions with parents.
It is important that everyone’s views are
acknowledged and considered, looking for
common ground to strengthen your marriage
relationship during what could be a trying
time.
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• You will want to hear each other out and understand the
expectations for care they bring to the table.
• You will want to understand the financial implications to your
family of any assistance you might offer and the limits on
decisions related to finances.
• You will need to be honest with each other and assess
relationship strengths, as well as pressure points. You must
also agree to be accountable to each other and not make
promises to parents without prior agreement.
• Most of all, you need to find common ground before you
proceed.

You and your spouse need to consider not only
immediate needs for parents, but also the long-term
implications that care of a parent could have on your
own family. These might include financial, emotional
and logistical impacts.
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CONVERSATIONS WITH
YOUR SIBLINGS

If you have siblings, there are many things to discuss with your family before
assistance for your parents is needed.
Siblings may have vastly different views on the parents’ status, the parents’ preferences,
and the approach that should be taken and by whom. These differences can be caused
by how infrequently they visit the parents, perceptions of unfair treatment as children,
greed, birth order, obligations and duty. How care is carried out can also be biased by
costs for care and the ultimate “inheritance” that will result. None of these things may
actually be valid, but there can be considerable angst caused by perceptions within a
family.
It is critical to first understand your parents wishes for their later life and how they prefer
them to be carried out. It may be that they have already made decisions to outsource
care as needs arise, or even to proactively move to a retirement community where care
would be available. It is likely they have a preference for which family members would
provide care, and who would act in their stead for decision-making.
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If these answers are unknowns to you and your siblings, you first need to have
conversations to let everyone’s concerns be voiced and their viewpoint s and preferences
heard. While it may be unlikely that you will all agree on all issues, here are some
helpful suggestions for easing the journey and maintaining the relationships with your
siblings:
If it is assumed that you will be the one actually providing care, is this something you
can physically and emotionally take on?
• Are you the person your parents would prefer to have assisting them?
• Will there be a financial cost for care and if so, who is responsible for
that?
• How do you keep everyone informed and involved as the needs change?
• How can you divide and conquer the duties so no one sibling is
overwhelmed?
• How do you encourage cooperation and emphasize relationships along
the way?
• How do you keep one sibling accountable to the others regarding
financials for your parents?
• Are you providing an outlet for the primary caregiver to voice concerns
regarding changes that may need to take place with care?
• How will you take care of your parent’s needs while still caring for your
own family and their needs?
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CONSIDER YOUR PARENTS’
PERSPECTIVE

Navigating later life
can be overwhelming.

“Walk a mile in their
shoes” and consider
their perspectives and
concerns.

Seek to help them
achieve their goals
and make their own
decisions whenever
possible.

Assist them in aging
gracefully and with
dignity.

It is important to understand that your parents may
not initially be open to your requests for conversation.
They may see your advances as meddling or attempts
at controlling.
Your parents may hold a deep belief that their future
plans, including estate goals, financial details and end
of life options are private matters which should not be
discussed with their children.
Older adults can experience a real fear over the loss of
their independence , which will sometimes cause them
to be stuck in inaction, rather than risk a wrong move.
The dynamics of the family can play a huge role in
whether conversations are helpful or not. Many parents
believe in being fair to all their children, therefore, not
choosing favorites, or not risking offending one of
their children. This can cause them to make decisions
based on obligation, duty, equality and even guilt. This
occurs even when their personal preferences would be
otherwise.
It is also possible that your parents may hold very
unrealistic expectations about their situation, making
the leap that because they are doing fine today, that
will continue into the future in the same manner. This
can hold them back from realistically assessing the
“what-ifs” which could force changes in their situation.
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CONVERSATIONAL APPROACHES

Some suggestions for ways to engage your
parents in initial conversations:
Use yourself as the subject material.
“Mom, our advisor recommended we have
Power of Attorney documents drafted to
protect us if we’re unable to make our own
decisions. How did you go about choosing
who was best to use as your POA?”
Make the topic under discussion about
goals and dreams. “Do you envision living at
the mountain house into later life? Are there
any aspects of that decision that would worry
you?” It is imperative that you remember your
role in assisting your parents, that of being a
fiduciary to them. This means you check your
preferences at the door and you do your best
to help them achieve their goals for later life,
acting in their best interest at all times. Your
primary role should be to help equip them,
guide them and encourage them, not control
them.
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Differentiate dangerous situations from convenience situations. This is
where it is important to take an objective assessment of the situation to evaluate
if your concerns about your parents are based more on your convenience or
their health and safety. Legitimate issues of risks to their well-being should hold
the highest priorities.
Test drive situations. If your parents are adamant about staying in their home,
or aging in place, use their next rehabilitation situation to try out the prospect
of bringing care into their home. Many older adults are undergoing knee
replacements, or other situations where limited term rehabilitation is needed.
This might mean providing round-the-clock care for a few weeks and will give
them a much more realistic view of this variety of care. Hypothetical discussions
about aging in place sometimes change drastically when the reality of 3 different
shifts of workers in and out of their home for weeks on end actually happens.
Talk about contingency, or back-up plans. While it is critical to understand
your parents goals for their aging, it is also important to know their preferences
if the ideal goal can’t be achieved. Therefore, you should include discussions
about contingencies, to help them work through the “what-ifs” of less than ideal
outcomes. Having these “what-if” discussions when everyone is still healthy and
in control can allow them to be carefully considered and lead to more acceptable
outcomes for your parents.

16

CONVERSATIONAL CHECKLIST
Conversa)ons	
  with	
  your	
  spouse	
  
• Expecta)ons,	
  ﬁnancial	
  implica)ons,	
  rela)onships,	
  
limits	
  

Conversa)ons	
  with	
  your	
  siblings	
  
• Geography,	
  ﬁnancials,	
  preferences,	
  abili)es	
  

Understanding	
  your	
  parents'	
  perspec)ves	
  
• Fears,	
  prepara)on,	
  independence,	
  privacy,	
  control	
  

Conversa)ons	
  with	
  your	
  parents	
  
• Proac)ve,	
  non-‐confronta)onal,	
  goals,	
  safety,	
  
con)ngencies	
  

Strengthened	
  family	
  rela)onships	
  
• Common	
  goals,	
  coordina)on,	
  coopera)on,	
  ﬂexibility,	
  
unity	
  

What’s Next
These conversations can be difficult under the best of circumstances. It is important
however, that you not lose sight of your relationship with your parents, your siblings
and your spouse as you navigate the aging process. Having conversations along the
way and in respectful and loving ways will enable your family to better weather the
storms of aging and form tighter bonds to carry you forward.
If you are having difficulty navigating these conversations in your family, you may
want to seek the assistance of a trusted third-party who can objectively and carefully
facilitate positive later life conversations.
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Give your family the gift of
conversation, to help you
navigate the issues of aging
within your family with
grace and dignity.

If you are navigating aging issues with your family and would like to discuss your situation with a caring
professional, contact Cheryl Sherrard, CFP® at Clearview Wealth Management (704) 837-4317.
We are experienced in partnering with families to provide a comprehensive view of their
financial situation, proactively discuss later life issues, and educate on the resources
available to assist in their care.
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