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Discussions  
with aging parents 
Help them prepare for the last chapters of life



It can be difficult to initiate a 
conversation regarding end-of-life care 
with parents who haven’t brought up  
the topic themselves. But it is actually  
a loving gesture to do so, and it gives you 
an opportunity to assure them that you 
will see that their wishes are carried out.

The statistics shown here reveal that 
it’s human nature to avoid the topics 
of death and dying. But having these 
conversations before a crisis forces the 
issue is not only much easier, it can be 
emotionally satisfying. It’s ideal to begin 
talking about the end of life while your 
parents are still healthy. But even if  
their health has begun to decline, it’s a 
matter of discussing what matters to 
them — not what’s the matter with them.

WHY HAVE THE CONVERSATION NOW?

92+8+J92%
of Americans say it’s 
important to discuss their 
wishes for end-of-life care.1

32+68+JOnly 

32%
have had end-of-life 
conversations with 
loved ones.1

33+67+J33%
of adult children have no idea 
whether their parents have 
financial protections in place.2

THE GOOD NEWS:

95%

of Americans say they would be willing to 
talk about their wishes.1

53%

say they’d be relieved to discuss the topic.1

TOOLS THAT COULD HELP

This Personal Info  
Organizer is a document 
you can bring to your 
parents. It’s a place 
for them to gather the 
information that would 
help you act on their 
behalf if an emergency 
happened. It may  
also nudge them to 
execute key documents  
if they have not already 
done so.

This Legacy Planning 
Checklist is a document  
you may want to review  
to acquaint yourself  
with the key documents 
that your parents should 
put in place. If your 
conversations go well,  
you may even want to  
share it with them to 
prompt them to take  
any needed action.

1 The Conversation Project National Survey (2018).
2 2018 Wells Fargo Elder Needs Survey.

Nationwide is on your side

Personal info 
organizer

Everything loved ones need to 
know in case of an emergency
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Live well, love well
Use this checklist to ensure that your wishes are honored while you're living, and 
to leave a loving legacy. 

Legacy planning includes more than naming beneficiaries for the material things that you leave behind. It also includes 
documenting your wishes, in accordance with your values, for living life on your own terms. And it’s about planning 
ahead with your loved ones in mind.

It may seem like a daunting task, but it doesn’t have to happen all at once. You can start by having conversations with 
your family that will help you clarify your point of view. Once you feel certain, the key is to start taking action and check 
off these items one by one. 

Step 1
You've probably been thinking of others for most 
of your life. You have earned the opportunity to 
put your wishes front and center. 

Decide where you'd like to live as you age.  
Are you a homebody, or do you relish social 
atmospheres? Letting your family know your  
wishes may help with some tougher decisions  
down the road, such as where you should  
receive long-term care, if needed.

Determine who could take care of you when  
you realize you may need help. 
Whether it’s decreased mobility that requires  
physical help or cognitive decline that requires 
someone helping you get the bills paid on time, 
having a plan in place guides your loved ones.

Make decisions about what you'll pass along.  
Do you want to distribute your possessions and  
assets equally among your heirs, or are there  
certain assets you want to make sure are handed 
down to a specific person? Making decisions 
now — and communicating them — may eliminate 
family quarrels later.

Step 2
Protect your wishes with legal documents. 

Put paperwork in place that protects you and your 
wishes while you’re living. 

We all know that we will pass away someday, but losing 
the ability to make decisions for yourself while you’re 
alive can be equally tough on a family. Sudden incapacity 
can happen at any time: Imagine a stroke that leaves 
someone uncommunicative for a couple of months.  
How will their family members act on their behalf? That 
process is much less agonizing if certain documents  
are in place:  

• Living will or advance directives

• Health care power of attorney

• HIPAA release form

• Do not resuscitate (DNR) order, if desired

Put paperwork in place that prevents your heirs from 
scrambling — or squabbling.

Without a will, your estate is intestate and a court will 
make decisions that may not align with your wishes. 
With a will in place, the distribution of property is as 
you wish. A will doesn’t avoid probate, but your family 
will thank you for helping them avoid the delays and 
expense of intestacy:

• Will or trust 

• Durable financial power of attorney

• Beneficiary designations

• Guardianship of kids/grandkids if not in trust or will
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STARTING THE CONVERSATION
It’s good to pick a relaxed, nonstressful occasion to initiate a conversation. It’s likely you’ll 
need to have more than one discussion. See how it goes. Tap into your capacity for empathy 
and be gentle and respectful. Remember, the topic may make your parents uncomfortable, 
which could be why it hasn’t come up before.

Some of these questions may become more significant if your parent is single or widowed, 
such as the housing and caregiving questions. Many couples can cope while they have each 
other, but then things can change after one has passed away. 

Widowed parents may need a reminder to update their beneficiary designations. All parents 
should think about beneficiary designations anytime there are changes to the family tree — 
such as marriages, divorces or grandchildren.

You may find it helpful to begin by asking 
permission to broach the subject.

	Even though you’re OK right now, I think 
about you getting older and I want to be 
ready to help, if needed. Can I ask about 
your wishes and any plans you’ve made? 

	I want to know how you’d like to be  
cared for toward the end of your lives.  
Do you mind if we talk about that?

	I’ve learned about the financial and  
legal steps that experts recommend  
to be prepared for later life. Can we  
talk about those?

You can prompt them to think about future 
living arrangements and care needs.

	Have you thought about where you’d like 
to live if your current home becomes too 
much to manage?

	Would that change after one of you 
passes away?

	Have you thought about who would 
provide your caregiving, if needed? 

	Do you have long-term care insurance?

You can ask them about specific documents 
and advisors.

	Do you have a will, and if so, have you  
chosen an executor?

	Have you appointed a health care proxy  
to make decisions in case you cannot?

	What about a financial power  
of attorney?

	Have you clarified how much health  
care intervention you’d want with a living 
will or Do Not Resuscitate order?

	Where are your important  
documents kept? 

	Should I meet with your financial 
professional or attorney?

As you wrap up the conversation, you may 
want to check in on their feelings.

	I really appreciate your talking with me 
about this. I hope you know that my 
questions come from love and that I want 
to make sure your wishes are honored. 
How are you feeling right now?

	Thank you for talking to me about this.  
Do you have any questions for me?

WHAT’S NEXT?
Now that you’ve started the conversation, return to the topic occasionally to 
see whether the plans are still appropriate.
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