
INTRODUCTION 

Conversations about aging, health care, and end-of-life planning are some of the most emotionally 

charged discussions families face. Yet they are also among the most important. Without clear plans in 

place, adult children may be forced to make difficult decisions under stress, with limited information, and 

without knowing what their parents truly want. Proactive conversations—approached with empathy, 

respect, and preparation—can prevent confusion and conflict later on. 

This article explores why these discussions are essential, how to approach them effectively, and the key 

topics to cover to ensure parents’ wishes are honored. 

WHY THESE CONVERSATIONS ARE IMPORTANT 

As people age, the likelihood of needing medical support, long-term care, or assistance with financial and 

legal matters increases. Without documented plans, families may face: 

1. Uncertainty about medical preferences during a health crisis. 

2. Financial strain from unexpected care costs. 

3. Legal complications related to wills, powers of attorney, or probate. 

4. Family disagreements about “what Mom/Dad would have wanted”. 

5. Delays in making decisions during emergencies. 

Having conversations early—long before health issues arise—creates clarity and ensures that parents 

maintain control over their own decisions. 

WHEN TO START THE CONVERSATION 

There’s rarely a “perfect” moment, but certain life events can help prompt these discussions: 

1. Retirement or major life transitions. 

2. Birth of a child or grandchild. 

3. Downsizing or relocation. 

4. Illness or loss of a relative or close family friend. 

5. Changes in parents’ mobility, memory, or independence. 

The key is to begin the conversation before a crisis forces it. 

HOW TO APPROACH THE TOPIC WITH PARENTS 

Starting the discussion can feel uncomfortable, but thoughtful preparation makes it much easier. If 

possible, a face-to-face discussion in your parent’s home during a low-key visit will allow your parents to 

be in a comfortable environment and have the ability to access their information and show you the 

location of key documents and other important possessions.  

Begin With Empathy, Not Urgency 

Frame the conversation as a way to honor their wishes—not as an attempt to take control.  You might 

begin with:  “I want to make sure that when the time comes, we can support your wishes and avoid 

putting stress on the family. Can we talk about your plans for the future?” 

Be Respectful and Patient 

These conversations touch on mortality, loss of independence, and private financial matters. Resist the 

urge to push or decide for them. Let discussions unfold over time. 

Share Your Own Planning Experience 



Sometimes discussing your own estate planning or health directives can make the topic more relatable. 

“I recently updated my will and health care directive. It made me think about whether you have 

everything you need in place too.” 

Use Real Examples 

Stories about relatives, neighbors, or public figures who faced challenges without a plan can illustrate the 

importance without sounding confrontational. 

Break the Conversation Into Steps 

Estate and health planning can feel overwhelming. Consider separate conversations on: 

• Wills and estate distribution 

• Health care preferences 

• Long-term care planning 

• Financial planning and insurance 

This prevents information overload and helps parents feel more comfortable. 

KEY TOPICS TO DISCUSS 

Estate planning isn’t just for wealthy families. It ensures that finances, assets, and health care decisions 

are handled according to your parents’ wishes. A meaningful conversation should address several 

essential areas. 

Wills and Trusts 

Key documents include: 

• Last Will and Testament: Outlines how property is to be distributed and designates an executor. 

• Trusts: Help manage assets, avoid probate, and provide privacy. 

• Beneficiary Designations: Ensure life insurance, retirement accounts, and bank accounts pass to 

the intended heirs as efficiently as possible. 

• Letter of Instruction: Nonlegal document that shares personal wishes or guidance for heirs. 

Durable Power of Attorney (POA) 

A POA designates someone to manage finances if a parent becomes unable to. Without one, courts may 

need to appoint a guardian, creating delays and expenses. Discuss: 

• Who they trust to manage finances. 

• How much authority that individual should have. 

• Whether co-agents or backups should be named. 

Health Care Directives 

Medical crises often require swift decisions. Two documents help ensure parents’ preferences are 

honored: 

• Health Care Proxy (or Medical POA): Names someone to make medical decisions if they cannot. 

• Living Will: Specifies treatment preferences—resuscitation, feeding tubes, ventilation, pain 

management, and end-of-life care. 

Encourage parents to discuss not just what they want, but why they want it, so loved ones understand 

the reasoning. 

Long-Term Health Care Planning 



Long-term care can include home health aides, assisted living, memory care, or skilled nursing. These 

services can be expensive, so proactive planning is critical. Discuss: 

• Where they wish to live if they need support. 

• What kind of care they’d prefer (in-home care, assisted living, etc.). 

• Existing medical conditions that may require future accommodation adjustments. 

• Financial strategies to pay for care without burdening the family.  This may define the need for 

Long-Term Care insurance if self-funding is not feasible. 

Key Information File  

This file will help caregivers and agents manage affairs on your parents behalf.   It should summarize 

where key legal and personal documents are kept, family information and personal obligations, key 

contacts related to employers, insurance and investment/tax advisors, health care services and legal 

support, how to access financial accounts and details on your insurance policies, how to ensure debts 

and bills are paid, and the location of valuables, collectibles, cash, guns, and jewelry.    

Encourage parents to review these documents regularly—especially after major life events.   

HOW TO KEEP THESE CONVERSATIONS PRODUCTIVE 

• Choose a calm, private setting without distractions. 

• Listen more than you talk—avoid making assumptions. 

• Take notes so decisions are documented clearly. 

• Involve siblings to avoid misunderstandings later. 

• Schedule follow-up conversations. 

• Encourage parents to meet with professionals (attorneys, financial planners, health care 

providers). 

COMMON CHALLENGES AND HOW TO ADDRESS THEM 

“I don’t want to talk about it.” 

Acknowledge their feelings but explain the importance gently. Offer to start with small steps. 

“We don’t have enough assets to plan for.” 

Explain that estate planning is about more than just wealth distribution.  It defines who will manage their 

affairs and their intentions regarding health care decisions and long-term care. 

Parents who disagree with each other 

Encourage them to discuss preferences privately or with a professional mediator. 

Unwillingness to share financial details 

Let them know they don’t need to provide account balances—only basic information about where 

documents are stored and how to access them. 

CONCLUSION 

Talking to parents about estate planning and long-term health care decisions is one of the most 

meaningful actions adult children can take on behalf of their families. These conversations reduce 

uncertainty, provide peace of mind, and ensure parents retain control over their care and legacy. While 



the discussions may feel uncomfortable at first, approaching them with empathy, patience, and 

preparedness helps families build a clearer, more secure future. 
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