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Eight Great Tips for Having Difficult Conversations with Aging Parents 
 

Discussing sensitive issues with our parents, unfortunately, can put a strain on our relationships. 

Everyone, regardless of age, health, or ability to live independently, wants to feel respected, 

understood, and heard – especially when engaged in an uncomfortable conversation. Keeping the 

suggestions below in mind can lead to a more positive and effective exchange. 

 

 

• Choose a time and place that are conducive to having a productive conversation. When people are 

already agitated or upset, they’re more likely to become defensive and are less receptive to new 

ideas. 

 

• Approach conversations with curiosity. View this as an opportunity to understand your parent and 

what he or she may be feeling or experiencing, and to provide reassurance, rather than simply as a 

time to share your own thoughts, opinions and suggestions. As you’re listening, focus on what your 
parent is telling you. Keep in mind that if you’re thinking about what you’re going to say next, you’re 
not really listening! 

 

• Let go of assumptions. Just because your mom has said she’ll never move, or she’ll always host 

Thanksgiving, or she would never use a hearing aid doesn’t mean she still feels that way. 
 

• Ask WHY. You may learn that keeping an ugly punch bowl that hasn’t been used in 50 years is 
important because it holds special memories, or that it was a gift from a treasured friend. Your 

parent may believe it will be useful again someday, or that getting rid of it would be wasteful. 

Knowing exactly why your parent is resistant to an idea allows you to address that specific concern 

and then explore other options. 

 

• Let your parent know you’ve heard them by repeating words they’ve used and by using phrases such 
as, “It makes sense that you’d feel…,” “It must be frustrating that…,” or “I can tell you’re really upset 

about…”  Address what they’ve mentioned rather than sticking to a pre-planned agenda. 

 

• Pay attention to hints and clues. A parent who says, “I’m not as young as I used to be…” may want to 

talk about the future. Responding with, “Oh Mom, you’re in great shape!” although positive and 

encouraging, doesn’t open the door to conversation in the same way as saying, “That’s true, what 
changes have you noticed?” might. 
 

• As you talk, notice any reactions you’re having, take a deep breath, and remind yourself that 
whatever you’re feeling is understandable. If you sense that the conversation is going downhill and 

tensions are escalating (on either your part or your parent’s), ask yourself whether you can take a 

break and continue at another time. Sometimes, giving everyone an opportunity to calm down and 

reset can be helpful. 

 

• End the conversation by reminding your parent that you’re talking with them because knowing what 
they want is important to you. Reassure them that you want to find a solution that ensures their 

safety AND that makes them feel comfortable. 
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