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When it's time to give back 
A financial heart-to-heart with your parents may help 

By PAMELA YIP Personal Finance Writer 
Published August 20,2001 

You know how important it is to talk to your children about sex, drugs, 
alcohol and other uncomfortable topics. 

Your own parents may have had the same discussions with you. 

But as your parents get older, just how do you broach such subjects as 
the status of their money and health care issues? 

"It's a tough one because parents don't want to talk about those things 
for any number of reasons," says Joan Gruber, a Dallas Certified 
Financial Planner who specializes in working with the elderly and their 
families. "Mostly [it's] out of fear of loss of independence and loss of 
dignity, because once you lose your ability to make decisions, you lose 
your dignity." 

But as uncomfortable as it is, these are some of the most important 
discussions you'll ever have with your parents. 

You "really need to know everything," says Lynn McIntire, a Certified 
Financial Planner at Carter Financial Management in Dallas. 

Know where the crucial documents are - such as the insurance policies, 
lists of attorneys and financial advisers, and a list of financial accounts 
and institutions. 

You also need to make sure your parents have: 

*A will. 

*A "statutory durable power of attorney," which appoints someone to 
handle your parents' financial affairs if they're incapacitated. 

*A medical durable power of attorney, which empowers someone to 
make health-care decisions on your parents' behalf if they're unable to 
do so. 



*If appropriate, a "directive to physicians," or living will, which lets 
doctors know that your parents don't want extraordinary measures taken 
to prolong their lives. 

*Instructions on funeral and burial wishes. 

If your parents haven't drawn up these important documents, have them 
do so as soon as possible. You don't want to be scrambling to get this 
paperwork done when your parents are ill and may not be lucid. 

"You don't want to wait for a time when that person isn't 
communicating positively to you," says Martin Kuritz, co-author of The 
Beneficiary Book and My Busine$$Book and a former estate planner. 

And the key to a successfbl dialogue with your parents is your 
approach, experts say. You don't want to be threatening and you don't 
want to look like a gold digger, especially when you ask them about the 
amounts in their bank and investment accounts, and the value of their 
insurance policies. 

"Your parents should know that you are not interested in their assets but 
in making sure they are cared for and their wishes fulfilled," says 
Michael Busch, president of Vogel Financial Advisors LLC in Dallas. 
"Say, 'I'm worried that if something happens to you, we won't know 
what to do' or 'With health-care costs rising, I'm concerned that a major 
illness could wipe out your resources."' 

Mr. Busch and wife, Mary, have first-hand knowledge about how to 
handle such a situation. Mr. Busch's financial expertise was especially 
valuable after his wife's father was diagnosed with prostate cancer and 
began to show signs of dementia. He died in April. 

"We knew he was dying for some time, which allowed us to address 
many of the issues that needed to be addressed before he died," Mr. 
Busch says. "Some of these issues had already been dealt with before 
we knew his death was imminent; others were addressed after he was 
diagnosed as terminal. " 

The Busches found themselves dealing with "wills, selecting among 
various alternatives for pension payouts, coping with decreased mental 
faculties in areas such as balancing [the father's] checkbook, the 
purchase of long-term care insurance, determining what survivor 
benefits were available, hospice-care and many other issues," Mr. Busch 
says. 

Ms. Busch says she and her husband were careful to be nonthreatening 
when they approached her parents about financial affairs. 

"We did it in a real casual atmosphere, with both of them there," says 
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Ms. Busch, a nurse. 

Experts say one of the best ways to approach your parents is to put your 
own financial affairs in order first and then use that as a tool to talk 
about similar issues with your folks. 

"The talk with your parents has to be an example you set yourself," Mr. 
Kuritz says. 

Give your parents copies of your important documents. 

"I'd show them this first and say, 'This is what I've done to make life 
easier on you, should I predecease you, and I would appreciate the 
courtesy in return," Mr. Kuritz says. "The most disarming way to enlist 
someone else's help is to show them what you've done for them first." 

You can also use outside events to ease into the discussion. 

Examples could include a fi-iend's move into a long-term care facility, 
the death of an acquaintance or a relative's extended hospitalization. 

Here are five critical questions to ask your parents, according to Family 
Circle magazine and The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, in Menlo 
Park, Calif., an independent philanthropic organization focusing on 
health-care issues: 

1. Have you made a budget so that you won't outlive your income? 

Your hope is that your parents will have enough money to cover their 
costs and enjoy their retirement years. But reaching this goal requires 
planning, which must account for the possibility of a serious illness. 

2. Do you have health insurance, and will it be enough for the future? 

A lack of good health coverage can slice a large hole in your parents' 
financial safety net and prevent them fiom being able to get the care 
they need. 

3. Have you planned for long-term care? 

The biggest threat to the independence and financial security of your 
parents is long-term care. 

If the time comes when your parents can no longer live on their own, 
who will take care of them? Will they move in with you or another 
relative, or will a professional health-care setting or assisted-living 
facility be more appropriate? 

You need to know their preferences and how much they can afford, so 
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another question to ask is: 

4. What are your health-care wishes if you become extremely ill? 

There might come a time when your parent may not be able to make his 
or her own decisions about health care. If that happens, you'll have to 
step in, so be crystal-clear about your parent's wishes. 

And finally: 

5. Have you prepared an estate plan? 

"Raise issues in broad-based terms, saying that you are not concerned 
about the financial details of their plan, you just want to make sure they 
have not overlooked ways to simplify matters in the event of sickness or 
death," Mr. Busch says. 

One important point to remember: Unless they're doing something 
really self-destructive with their money, your parents need to know that 
you respect their choices and decisions. 

"Be gentle, try to put your emotions on the back burner," Ms. Busch 
says. "It's their money and they can do anything they want with it." 

If the tension is really thick between you and your parents, consider 
bringing in a third-party financial professional to handle the situation so 
your parents won't feel "it's you against them," she says. 

"Be sure you have gained the trust and confidence of your parents 
before you try to get them to take action,' Mr. Busch says. "There is a 
fine line between damaging the relationship and enabling their 
procrastination." 

Pamela Yip covers personal finance for The Dallas Morning News. 
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