
What You Need To Know About Your Aging Parents That No One Wants To Talk About 
 
It's hard to think about, but one day your parents are going to get old. Some of you may be thinking, 
“My parents are already old!” What I mean is, not only will they get old in age, but possibly in mind 
and body, too. They may lose their memory as with Alzheimer's and dementia, or become disabled 
due to a heart attack, stroke or diabetes. Either way, it's likely that they will need your help in some 
way. Then one day, inevitably, they will pass on. 
 
No one wants to talk about their parents dying or the possibility of them being unable to care for 
themselves. But, there are perks with aging:  your investment in health insurance finally pays off; your 
eyes won't get too much worse; and no one expects you to run—anywhere! Plus, your parents just 
may forget about all the stuff you did to drive them crazy as a kid. But don't count on it. 
 
Don't get caught off guard 
What happens when your mom is sick in the hospital and your dad is left alone and isn't able to care 
for himself? What if your mom can no longer bathe, feed or dress herself? What happens when the 
doctor asks, “Should we put her on a respirator?” or “Should we place a feeding tube?” Are you really 
ready to answer these questions and deal with the level of care your parents need? 
 
Make a plan 
The first and most important thing you can do to make an unexpected situation manageable is to have 
a plan in place long before you think you need it. Without a plan that anticipates things to come, you 
will be left facing the inevitable crisis unprepared. When reacting to a difficult situation as opposed to 
carrying out a plan for it, your instincts will be dampened and your decision-making will not be at its 
best, leaving both you and your parents vulnerable. You can't plan for the future when the present is 
so demanding, so it's best to form a plan when there is no problem. This might require some difficult 
conversations. 
 
How do I start? 
So, how do you start such a conversation? Well, that depends on the situation at hand and the 
relationship you have with your parent. If your parent is already ill and the situation is serious, the 
best way may be the direct approach: “Mom, considering your state of health and what the doctors 
have told us, I think it's important that we talk about a few things.” 

 
If there are no urgent decisions to make and you have more time, you can be more subtle by asking 
your parent for advice: “Dad, Dave and I are setting up a plan for retirement and I was wondering how 
you and mom approached this. Do you feel like you've saved enough? Did you make arrangements for 
long-term care or buy long-term care insurance?” 
 
What should the plan include? 
Part of their plan should include 3 key documents:  an updated and valid will, a durable power of 
attorney, and advance directives. These documents can be done online at free websites like 
rocketlawyer.com, pay-per-form websites, or by lawyers and paralegals. 
 
Will: This document will make everything clear about what your parent's wishes are regarding her 
belongings no matter how extensive or meager.  You will also be able to avoid the long and confusing 



process of probate and save in taxes when there are large sums of money involved. 
 
Durable Power of Attorney:  Also known as a durable POA, this authorizes a trusted person to act on 
behalf of your parent to pay bills, make housing choices, etc.  Durable meaning the authorized person 
has this power when someone becomes incapacitated.  If this is not in place, you would have to go to 
court to get a guardianship or conservatorship.  This can be expensive. 
 
Advance Directives: This includes two documents: a living will that outlines end-of-life wishes 
concerning medical care and a durable power of attorney (POA) for healthcare which gives authority 
to a trusted person to make health care decisions for your parent when he cannot. This is really 
important because it is the easiest way to avoid unnecessary, aggressive treatment. 
 
As a critical care RN, I have watched families struggle at the bedside, agonizing over what their parent 
would want them to do in a life and death situation. Most of the patients did not have Advance 
Directives in place nor had they ever had a conversation with their loved ones about the type of 
treatment they would want, what quality of life meant to them, or when to withhold life-saving 
treatment. I did what I could to help, but sometimes it was too late and always heartbreaking to 
witness. 
 
It's easier than you think 
I don't know whether these types of conversations are easy or difficult for you, but I can tell you that 
if you take the time to have them, the inevitable time of your parent passing will be less difficult. Just 
ask your parents questions like: What do you worry about? What do you still enjoy doing that you 
would like to do more of? What do you need from me? What makes you happy? Then listen with an 
open mind. This is an opportunity for you to learn things about your mom or dad that you never knew 
before. They'll want you to listen to their fears and concerns without being told how to handle them. 
This is a great place to start, so see where the conversation leads you and take action from there! 
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