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Discussing sensitive issues about
aging parents with family members

If possible, the best time to have conversations about
sensitive subjects is before a crisis happens. Before engaging
in a family conversation, determine if your family is likely to
need the help of an outside facilitator. If so, you might want
to explore hiring a social worker or geriatric care manager
to facilitate your family conversation about a sensitive topic.
Ideally everyone involved in the discussion should meet in
person. If distance makes it challenging, you might want
to consider using a conference line. Consider the following
suggestions, developed by Dr. Amy D’Aprix, BMO Retirement
Transition Expert, on how to make discussions about sensitive
topics more effective and comfortable for everyone involved.
Make a list. Before having conversations with family members
about sensitive subjects, write down the items you want
to discuss. What information do you need to know? What
information do you need to share? Who should be involved in
the conversation? Invite other family members to do the same.
Acknowledge that these topics may be difficult to discuss.
Simply acknowledging that it may be difficult to discuss a
topic may help people relax.

Emphasize the importance of the discussion. People are
more likely to engage in a conversation about a sensitive topic
if, along with acknowledging that it can be difficult to discuss
certain issues, you explain why you believe it is important
to have the discussion. Framing this from their point of view
also helps. For example, you can begin your conversation with
an opening sentence similar to this statement: “Mom, we
want to make sure that we respect your independence and
support you in living where and how you want. So we’d like
to talk about whether you would want to stay in this house if
something happens and you need some support.”
Know your audience. Some family members will be very
comfortable with a long conversation about a sensitive
topic, while others will do better if you have several shorter
conversations. Be sure not to overwhelm people by discussing
too much at one time. Also, make sure that all participants
in the conversation know in advance what you are going to
discuss so they are prepared and feel comfortable with the
subject being discussed.
Summarize and follow-up. At the end of the conversation,
summarize what was agreed upon and determine items that
need to be completed as well as next steps to be taken. If
necessary, set a time to have a follow-up conversation.
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For more information, speak with your
BMO ﬁnancial professional.
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As situations arise, families often find that they need to discuss
sensitive issues together. This could include talking with
aging parents about health care, finances, where an aging
parent wants to live in the future, or even end of life wishes.
These conversations may also involve siblings discussing their
expectations of each other if an aging parent needs care.

