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I had nine months to prepare for my baby, 
but nine minutes to plan for Mom’s stroke.

My siblings and I fought over everything, 
including the spoons and forks.

After Aunt Mary died, we had no clue where she 
wanted to be buried, or if she preferred cremation.

After Dad 
died, I had 

no idea 
where he kept 

his money, 
or how 

much money 
he had.

page 3-16

After Dad 
died, I had 

no idea 
where he kept 

his money, 
or how 

much money 
he had.

14-206



√
page 4-16

- They were recently ill

- You noticed changes in behavior

- You don’t know anything about their finances

- You’re not sure if they have a will, annuities, life insurance or who the beneficiaries are

- Not sure what their wishes are if they suffer an incapacitating injury

- You realized they’re not paying their bills when you see late and/or cut off notices

WHY HAve THe CONversATION:

Do any of these conversations sound familiar? 
Too often we’re in situations where we’re reacting 
to emergencies rather than pro-actively planning 
for the future. While few of us want to think about 
getting older, you’ll be so grateful you did. Have you 
recently gone home for a visit and noticed changes 
in behavior or health status of your loved ones, 
and “thought it’s time to have the conversation.” 
Or, you’ve just seen a friend go through a difficult 
experience with their family? 

Before we jump into strategies for starting these 
important conversations take some time to examine 
your own intentions first.  Maybe you just want to be 
pro-actively taking care of business for yourself and/or your family member.  
Or, someone close to your loved one (aunt, uncle or sibling) recently passed away 
and it’s made you realize that you don’t know enough about their financial situation.  
Maybe you just feel like it’s time. There are a number of possibilities, and for most 
there is a mix of intentions. 

WHY sHOULD I HAve THe CONversATION: 

14-206

New York Times, 2013

People 
want to get 
their affairs 
together, but 
don’t know 

where to start.

People 
want to get 
their affairs 
together, but 
don’t know 

where to start.
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7 in 10 adults say they
have difficulty talking to
their families about who

will make financial 
decisions on behalf of

an aging family member.

30% of adults with a 
parent over 65 say 

their parent needs help 
with their finances.

Daily Finance, 2013

PEW Social Trends, 2013
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If you’ve noticed physical or mental changes, 
this may be a good indicator that it’s time to 
have a discussion about the future. Sometimes 
changes in physical and mental health are indicators of other 
underlying issues. Professionals can conduct a thorough 
assessment to determine your loved one’s physical and 
environmental safety and well-being. Families can also conduct 
their own assessment. Depending upon the results you can use 
this as an opportunity to discuss future care issues.    

- Balance/vision/hearing/dental problems

- Fatigue, mood swings, sadness or loneliness

- Complaints of pain

- Diagnosis of depression, Alzheimer’s or other form of dementia

- Decreased interest in activities 

- FOrGeTFULNess

- INCreAsING PArANOIA  

WHeN TO HAve IT:

When should you have these conversations?  
Unfortunately there is no hard and fast rule, 
but a general rule of thumb is sooner rather than 
later is better.  If they’ve recently suffered the 
loss of a spouse, a good friend or a neighbor, 
it may be a good time to have “the talk” because 
they may already be thinking about their own 
situation. They may start wondering if they are 
financially stable enough, if they should create 
a will and if they’ve documented their wishes.   

The best time to start 
a conversation with your 

parents about future needs 
and wishes is when they 

are still relatively healthy.

√

The best time to start 
a conversation with your 

parents about future needs 
and wishes is when they 

are still relatively healthy.
American Institute of CPAS, 2011

WHAT TO LOOK FOr: 
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Drawing similarities with others may help your loved one start thinking about their own situation and whether or not their 
affairs are in order.  Having the talk this way helps them start thinking that this might happen to them, but does so more 
subtly.  You might say, “I’m not telling you what to do, but how can we work together so we can make sure your wishes 
are met.” Remember that your loved one still has the right to make their own decisions, but at some point, you may need 
to balance their need for independence with safety.

- It may help to bring up changes in the health or living arrangement of a friend or neighbor “What would you like to do if you
   were in a similar situation?”
- events in the news or with family and friends can provide an excellent opportunity as well. You could casually say, “Isn’t  
   it a shame that Pete is going through such a difficult time sorting out Uncle Dave’s financial situation because he didn’t know
   where anything was.”
- You could just say that you’d like to be in a position to help them, but you don’t know anything about their finances.
- Use any current health issues to inquire “What if your arthritis gets worse and you need help  at home?”
  

How you bring the subject up depends somewhat on 
your relationship. You may be able to jump right in there, 
or you may feel you have to tip-toe around it. No matter 
what the course or present state of your relationship with your loved ones, finding a way to speak and act from love or 
respect means the conversation has lasting benefit for all involved.  Most parents or loved ones do not want to be a 
burden to their children or family, and would probably welcome the discussion.   

How do you start to 
talk to elderly parents 

about the future? 
Nothing makes adult 

children more nervous.
Talk early, Talk open, 2012

sUGGesTIONs ON HOW TO HAve A CONversATION:

√
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How to have it:
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55% of adult children
are concerned about

their parents driving...

...but only 23% of 
them have had a dicussion 

with them about it.

USA Today, 2013
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are concerned about
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them have had a dicussion 

with them about it.
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documents still current and are the beneficiaries aware that they’re listed?  
Or, if the beneficiary is a trust or estate, is the paperwork in order to grant 
the appropriate person the authority to act on their behalf? Also, if you find 
out that there are documents they don’t have, but should (such as a living 
will) it’s a good time to contact a financial advisor or other professional to 
help them through the process.  After all of the important documents have 
been reviewed and/or updated they should be kept together in a safe 
place like a file cabinet. 

IMPOrTANT DOCUMeNTs: 

Organizing important documents:

Among the most important things to do when 
implementing a caregiving plan is to identify 
and organize important documents. While it might 
seem simple, the first thing to do is find out where 
your loved one keeps their important documents.  
They might have an accountant or lawyer who 
handles everything for them, but if not, it may be 
a long process finding out what they have and 
where it is. The next step is to make a checklist 
and sit down to find out exactly what they have. 

An original
will is the 

most important 
document to keep

  on file.

√

Once the checklist is complete, it’s time to review 
the documents with your loved one. For instance, 
are the beneficiaries listed on their financial 

The Wall Street Journal, 2013

- Annuities/retirement plans/life insurance policies/ long-term care insurance

- Will/living will

- Driver’s license and title to all vehicles, duplicate car keys

- Titles to all real-estate, duplicate house keys

- Auto, homeowners and health insurance policies 

An original
will is the 

most important 
document to keep

  on file.
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Most experts recommend 
creating a comprehensive folder

of documents that family
members can access in case

  of an emergency.

Find out as much as you
can about your parents’

finances now so that you’re
prepared to step in later

if necessary.

The Wall Street Journal, 2013

Kiplinger, 2011
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Some older adults have lost so much control over their 
lives that they may feel hesitant to relinquish this kind of 
personal information, but you and other family members 
are there to help. If they are getting confused by physically 
paying their bills, it may be time to add another relative 
to their bank account to do it for them. Most utility and life 
insurance companies also have the ability to notify next of 
kin or another party if bills have not been paid. This simple 
act can prevent cancellation of something as important as 
life insurance, or utility turn-off. 

- Names of all financial institutions

- Passwords for computers, bills and banking

- Location of safety deposit keys

- Previous tax records/social security numbers

- Name of financial advisor  

The money talk:

Families tend to be uncomfortable 
talking about money, so in addition 
to important documents, don’t be 
afraid to ask about the thing we 
almost never talk about: “Can you 
pay for what you need?” Are your 
loved ones still able to pay their 
household expenses? Do they 
need help managing their finances 
or physically paying their bills?  

Talking to your parents
about money is always 

difficult, especially when the 
money you are talking

 about is theirs.

√

American Institution CPA’s, 2013

IMPOrTANT INFOrMATION: 
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Every 
conversation
you have will
empower you 

and your loved 
ones to truly
understand
each others

wishes.

remember respect and love:
Whether someone’s health or mind is deteriorating, developing a plan for a 
crisis is critical, and the plan should be in writing. They may not need care 
now, but you’ll be in a better position to help them if you know what their 
wishes are and how their finances are.  If your loved ones don’t want to talk 
about planning now, know that you’ve planted a seed and it will be easier to 
have this conversation again in the future.

Your loved ones have lived a long time, and have learned a great deal during 
their lives.  They may have made great sacrifices to give you the life you 
have.  While old age can be a rewarding time, it is also a time of loss—of 
loved ones, of health, and of independence.  Treat your loved ones with love 
and respect, and reassure them that you will be there for them as they age.   

Eldercare Locator, 2011
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You’ve noticed behavioral changes.

You realized that you don’t know 
anything about their finances.

They’ve been diagnosed with MILD
COGNITIve IMPAIrMeNT Or DeMeNTIA.

They’ve started to have mood swings.

They’ve become forgetful.

They were recently ill.

You’re not sure what their wishes are.

 

 
They’ve recently suffered a life-changing experience - 
loss of spouse or family member.

You’ve noticed sudden fatigue.

They have decreased interest in activities.

They begin to complain of pain.

You noticed that they appear lonely.

They’ve been diagnosed with a chronic disease.

They have vision or hearing problems.

Why and when to have the conversation:
                    Signs of aging 

why: when:
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I was thinking about finally getting a will
put together, have you guys done that? 

I was thinking about what happened to
Uncle Joe and it made me realize I don’t
know your wishes.

I need YOUr help in planning for 
the future.

I love you, and want to make sure that
we take care of you as you age.

 

√
speak to your parents as peers,
think of them as your equal.

I’d like to help you organize your financial life,
so you can enjoy yourself.

You don’t have to do it alone - talk to siblings 
and family members for a group meeting.

Tell YOUr LOveD ONes that you can help them save 
money - for example, on their cable bill, and offer to
take a look at it.

set yourself up as a helper, not the authority,
so your parents maintain A sense of control.

How to have the conversation:
                    ... and talk about finances 
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sources of income/amount

      social security

      pensions

      annuitIes

list of monthly bills

      cable/internet

      phone

      heat/electric

      credit card(s)

      mortgage 

      health insurance 

      lawn care services

      water 

      hoa Fees 

√ Do you know your parents: 

 

life insurance/annuities

      beneficiaries up-to-date

      monthly or yearly premium payment amount

      are policies in good standing

      Completed and current authorization to release

      information (allows insurance company to disclose 

      policy-related information)

complete and UPDATe ALL ADvANCeD DOreCTIves
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Power of Attorney

Health insurance documents

Life insurance documents

Long term care insurance documents

Medicare numbers

retirement plans

Annuity information

Bank account numbers

Passwords for bank accounts

List of monthly bills 

Computer passwords 

√ Checklist of Important Document/Items: 

 

social security numbers

Tax returns

Title and real property, including cars

Living will

Current medication list

safety deposit box keys

Duplicate set of keys for house/cars

Attorney’s name

Doctor’s name

Do not resuscitate order  

Health care proxy
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