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Introduction to the 40-70 Rule
Growing older forces change. Change that can impact our happiness, 
independence and aspects of daily living such as relationships, finances, health, 
safety, even where we live, what we do and how we do things. This guide is 
designed to help adult children and their ageing parents have critical conversations 
about their future. 

Home Instead Senior Care recommends that the earlier these conversations start 
the better. The “40-70 Rule” means that if you are 40, or your parents are 70, it’s 
time to start talking. You should have the “talk” about growing older, your wants 
and needs for the future and senior issues that so many families want to avoid. 
Sooner is better, ideally before a crisis occurs, but it’s never too late to start.

A startling piece of research revealed that nearly one-third of adults have a major 
communication obstacle with their parents that stems from continuation of the 
parent-child role. The fact that many of these families are still in a parent-child 
rather than a peer-to-peer role makes these conversations particularly difficult.

Critical conversations

Identifying choices, making decisions and communicating your future wishes are a 
critical part of the road ahead that doesn’t always happen. 

It is important to have these conversations so that your family understand what 
you want for your future and, together, you can implement an action plan to 
ensure that any changes you face with age not only reflect your needs, but also 
your wants. 

The 40-70 Rule shares conversation starters and considerations to help you and 
your loved ones have the necessary critical conversations regarding a variety of 
changes and choices we face with age. 

Where do you want to live? 
What will you do if  
you can no longer drive? 
Or you have to tell someone 
you love that he or she 
should no longer drive? 

“How can we plan for our future at home?”

What if you need assistance 
with activities of daily living? 

How will you manage 
with loss of mobility? 

What do you want near the 
end of life? Can your family act 
on your behalf if they need to?
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Why aren’t families talking? 

For one, it’s difficult. Talking about growing older can be a sensitive issue that 
can make having these conversations uncomfortable, difficult, stressful, and even 
unsuccessful. 

However, taking the time to talk about your future, what it looks like, where 
you will live and how you will manage the changes you will face is difficult, but 
necessary.

This guide is designed to support seniors who want to take the lead and have 
choice and control over their ageing. Having these critical conversations will 
ensure your family clearly understand what you want and will enable you, as a 
family, to plan for your future accordingly.

Please note that the content, suggestions and tips included in this resource are provided 
for informational purposes only. They are not intended to be and should not be 
construed as being medical, legal or financial advice or a substitute for receiving such 
professional advice. 



5

04

05

01

02

03

Seven tips for 40–70 Families 

Get started. 

If you’re 40 or your parents are 70, it’s time to open the lines of 
communication about the future and what it looks like for you and 
your family. Share concerns, observations and the wants and needs 
of everyone involved carefully, thoughtfully and respectfully. Keep an 
open mind, don’t jump to conclusions or decide on a solution until you 
have talked candidly and fully understand where all family members 
are coming from.

Talk it out. 

It all starts with a conversation. Discuss your concerns or 
observations that worry you and ask your family what they think. 
If you all acknowledge or recognise particular challenges or concerns 
you can then discuss a range of solutions that could help. If you don’t 
agree a problem/s exist, share concrete examples to support your 
concerns.

Sooner is better. 

Talk sooner rather than later. Be one step ahead and have critical 
conversations with your family before a crisis occurs. If you have a 
genuine concern, address it before it becomes a real problem or 
safety risk. 

R-E-S-P-E-C-T.  

Remember you are talking to an adult, not a child. Whether you are  
40 or 70, patronising speech will put anyone on the defensive and 
conveys a lack of respect. Put yourself in their shoes and think of how 
you would want to be addressed if your roles were reversed.

Maximise independence.  

Always try to move toward solutions that provide the maximum 
amount of independence for your whole family. Look for solutions 
that allow you all to live happy, healthy, independent lives. A little 
bit of home help can offer an older adult welcome support and 
companionship whilst lifting some worry and responsibility off the 
shoulders of their adult children.
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Be aware of the whole situation.  

If your husband of 60 years passes away you will likely experience 
feelings of loneliness, isolation or disinterest in your life without him. 
Your children worry that you have lost focus or purpose in your day. 
They have noticed changes at home, in your health, weight or the way 
you dress. A major change in social support and the loss of a life-long 
relationship is not easy. Make plans for yourself, talk to your family 
and share your feelings through your grieving process. As an adult 
child, make sure your mum has a network of friends, regularly planned 
activities outside the home and opportunities to make new friends 
through social engagement. 

Ask for help.  

Many issues we face with age can be solved by providing parents with 
the support they need to continue to maintain their independence. 
Talk to your local Home Instead Senior Care office; they can discuss 
your needs with you, guide, advise and provide you with information 
and resources about the range of different care options available to 
you. They will also be able to explain the range of services provided 
by Home Instead Senior Care which can be implemented immediately 
without assessment. 

For more information visit HOMEINSTEAD.COM.AU
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Conversation starters ... for sensitive senior subjects

Research: Nearly one-third (31%) of adult children said their biggest 
communication obstacle with their ageing parents is continuation of the parent-
child roles that emerged in childhood, making discussion of sensitive issues even 
more difficult.

When health changes lifestyles

Your 70-year-old widowed father has just been diagnosed with macular degeneration, 
a disease that causes deterioration of eyesight. How do you begin a conversation with 
him about the possible ramifications of this disease on his life?

Your dad may very well begin this conversation with you himself, but maybe he is 
still processing his diagnosis, doesn’t want to worry you or simply doesn’t know 
where to start.

Sit down together and talk about the important areas to address and what 
solutions can be put in place to minimise the impact of his diagnosis on his life.

Approach the conversation with the goal of trying to resolve this one issue, rather 
than multiple issues. For example, transportation is probably the most immediate 
issue. A conversation that begins with “Let’s figure out a plan for how you can 
get around town if you no longer feel safe driving” as opposed to telling someone 
“You can’t drive anymore” will be much more productive.
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When driving is up for discussion

A neighbour of your 83-year-old dad has called to tell you he saw your father back his 
car into a light pole. What do you say?

If the damage is visible, you could ask, “Hey Dad, what happened to the car?” 
Or you could bring up the phone call from his neighbour. “Jim called to check if 
everything was OK with the car. Did something happen?” This is an example of a 
situation that calls for more general observation. Take the opportunity to drive 
with your parent. Even a short drive would help you gauge your dad’s skills and 
deficits.

An older adult who consciously reduces driving at night because of vision issues 
or who drives a little slower to account for reaction time is probably safe. On the 
other hand, an 83-year-old who insists on driving busy highways at night while 
doing 100kph is probably in need of immediate intervention. 

If you’re concerned that your dad is unsafe on the roads, make his safety and that 
of others your focus – “Dad, I’m worried that you’re no longer safe on the roads and 
that others could be at risk as well.” 

If you are unsure if you are still safe on the roads, be honest about your concerns 
and ask a trusted friend or relative to take a drive with you and ask their opinion. 
A solution might be to scale back your driving to short trips around your local 
neighborhood or only drive during the day.

When the house is a mess

Your daughter often mentions your house is in disarray when she visits and wants you 
to move. What do you say?

Acknowledge your daughter’s concerns and focus on the root cause of her 
worries. Do you need help tidying up around the house? Or are you struggling 
with other aspects of daily living, such as showering and dressing? Is the problem 
simply physical where vacuuming or bending is becoming too difficult? 
Work together to find a solution that works for you both. Begin the conversation 
with an offer: “Why don’t we get someone in to help keep on top of things?” A bit 
of in-home help can make a big difference and often offset any need to move. In 
most areas community care services can provide light household cleaning. Home 
Instead Senior Care also provide light housekeeping and a variety of home help 
services as a solution.

Research: The most difficult topic for adult children to discuss with their ageing 
parents was that they have to leave home. That conversation was a problem for 
more than half (53%) of those who were still in the parent-child role, as well as 
more than one-third (35%) who did not share that same obstacle.
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A senior moment or something more?

You feel like you are becoming more and more forgetful. Is it dementia, a senior 
moment or just a passing phase? More importantly, how do you find out?

Focus on the positive and put things in perspective. Have you always been 
forgetful; struggled remembering names or where you left your keys? Or is this a 
recent change and unlike you?

Ask your children what they think, if they have noticed a change. Dementia is 
much more than forgetfulness but there is no harm in talking to your doctor to 
find out more. Have all the information on hand before jumping to conclusions.

 

Research: A parent’s cognitive condition was a topic that 50% of adult children 
wanted to know more about. 
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Sibling communication

As the oldest of five children in the family, you believe your parents need more 
assistance at home. How do you approach your siblings? What resources can you 
tap into?

Siblings can be a good reality check. You might say to a brother or sister, “I think 
that Mum and Dad aren’t coping at home. Have you noticed anything?” But it’s 
important not to get involved in a group-think cycle where the siblings all start 
seeing problems and building grand disaster scenarios. If a parent needs a little 
more help around the house, that shouldn’t result in siblings picking out a nursing 
home and putting their parents’ house on the market. 

Perhaps all they need is a little extra assistance. Go to your local Home Instead 
Senior Care office or community care organisations for resources to assist you.

Our resource guide The 50-50 Rule is designed to help adult siblings 
communicate and overcome sibling conflict while caring for ageing parents 
and help ensure family caregiving is shared 50-50. Request a copy from your 
Home Instead Senior Care office today. 

Research: Nearly three-quarters (71%) of respondents said it would be helpful 
to involve siblings in talking with parents, while nearly half (49%) said seeking 
counsel from a senior-care professional would be useful. 
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About the research
Home Instead Senior Care interviewed 1,500 adult children of ageing parents, 
asking them about their relationships with their parents and how they handle 
discussing sensitive topics with these older adults.

The scenarios and responses were developed by Home Instead Senior Care, 
based on real-life experiences, and with input from communication expert and 
author Jake Harwood, Ph.D., from the University of Arizona.

When your children worry too much

You have just turned 83 and still live independently at home alone. But your children 
are constantly concerned and want you to move. How do you put their minds at ease?

Acknowledge your strengths and challenges at home and be open to receiving 
help when it is offered. Acknowledge opportunities for home modifications and 
maintenance to make your home as safe and practical as possible - now and into 
the future. Accept help with heavy duty household jobs, cleaning and gardening. 
Importantly, talk about what you want for your future with your children. By 
sharing your plans for the future you can both work towards achieving them and 
your children can have confidence that you have thought about your future and 
what you would like to happen if and when your circumstances change.

Research: 90% of Australians want to live independently in the comfort of their 
own home as they grow older.
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H O M E I N S T E A D . C O M . A U

Home Instead Senior Care is a specialist, national 
provider of high quality in-home care for older people.

We help with a range of personal and lifestyle needs while providing welcome companionship.

Our services include assistance with personal care, light household duties, meal preparation, 
medication reminders, transport to appointments, shopping and social outings. We take 
personal responsibility for providing the best in-home care and support to meet our clients’ 
needs and are committed to addressing the individual and national challenges of Australia’s 
ageing population.

Established in 1994 in the United States, Home Instead now operates in 16 countries through a 
network of 1,000 offices.

In Australia, Home Instead operates in every mainland State, sharing resources and support 
across State borders. We employ and train our CAREGivers to understand the challenges facing 
people as they get older and provide specialised care through our unique training program to 
support the needs of clients with dementia.

We understand that to you, it’s about finding trustworthy care for your ageing loved one. To us, 
it’s about providing the highest quality, in-home care services to fit you and your family’s needs.

Contact us for a free no-obligation consultation where we can discuss the needs of your loved 
one and provide you with information and advice to help you and your family find the right care 
solution. Contact your nearest Home Instead office by visiting www.homeinstead.com.au.


