
10 Points to Remember about Having a Tough Conversation 
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1. Talk to yourself first. Why is this hard for you? Fear of rejection? Anger? Hurting the 
other person? How can you deal with that? You may even want to share it with the other 
person. “This is hard for me to bring up, because I love you and I know it may upset you.”  

 

2. Listen first to the other’s concerns, hopes, and needs before sharing your message. 

 

3. Prepare for a Tough Conversation by learning as much as you can about the situation 
as possible. If it’s about Dad’s driving, find out about driving laws in your state. With 
permission, ask Mom’s doctor about her motor skills or eyesight.  

 

4. Treat your conversation partner as a person, not a commodity or thing. Be aware of 
your own possible unconscious assumptions about elderly (or younger) people. 

 

5. Think of the tough conversation as a gift to the other person and to yourself, not a 
battle to be won or lost. It’s about understanding one another’s worries, and seeking a 
compassionate solution. It’s okay not to reach an answer the first time you try.  

 

6. Wherever possible don’t wait for an issue to become an emergency or even a crisis. Try 
to engage as soon as your heart, not your mind, says it’s time. 

 

7. Try never to take what the other person says personally, especially if his or her 
remarks are negatively framed. Know that what the other person is saying may be more a 
reflection of their personal pain and fear than their feelings about you. 

 

 



8. Whatever you do, try not to lose your ‘cool.’ If the conversation becomes overheated, 
take a break for a few hours, or even a few days. Try not to force the issue nor impose 
your will on the other person. 

 

9. Put yourself in the other’s place. Try to imagine what it would be like you lost any of 
your own independence-- by no longer driving or needing assistance. 

 

10. A Tough Conversation may be a process with several stages. The most you may get 
out of the one talk is putting the issue on the table or learning something new. Mom may 
be willing not to drive if there’s available car service. Your brother knows about Dad’s will, 
even if he never told you about it. Your parents had always planned to sell the family 
vacation home next year. Stay open, keep the conversation going, and you’re likely to 
find a mutually satisfying outcome.  
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