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Talking Serious with Loved Ones: 
Tips for Sharing Your Serious Illness Plans
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TIPS FOR SERIOUS TALKS 
WITH LOVED ONES
Introduction 

“Discussing your plan increases 
your chances of getting the 

medical care that’s right for you.”

Sometimes having conversations about serious 
illness and the possibility of death can be 
hard. Everybody has different life experiences, 
personalities, preferences and opinions. 
Sometimes these conversations can lead to 
family tensions or even conflict. Even so, it is 
vitally important to have these conversations in 
advance. What might be a tense conversation 
now could be far worse in a serious illness 
situation if the conversation never took place. 

One of the steps in planning for serious illness is 
discussing your values, preferences and reasons 
with your loved ones so they can make informed 
decisions on your behalf when the time comes. 

Discussing your plan increases your chances 
of getting the right care for you. That is why 
this is such an important step. Here are some 
tips to help you start the conversation with your 
loved ones. 

1 Think about what is important 
to you.

Remember that your advance serious illness 
plan is for you, and no one else. No one else 
can tell you what you should value, what your 
preferences should be, or what your reasons 
are. 

When you are preparing to have this 
conversation, have your advance serious illness 
plan at the ready. Know your reasons for your 
choices, and be prepared to explain why you 
made the preference choices you did. This will 
help your loved ones see your point of view and 
understand whats really important to you. 
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It’s more important to start the conversation 
and get the ball rolling than it is to hit every 
point. Serious topics often take some ‘warming 
up to’, it’s hard to jump right into the deep end. 

Build up your loved one’s familiarity with the 
topic, and begin to normalize this type of 
conversation. This might take some time before 
you can have a long conversation. That’s okay! 
Take the time, you don’t want to rush this.

Once the conversation is started, it’s easier 
to circle back to it. Come back to questions 
that weren’t fully answered, new comments 
or concerns, or readdress something you 
think is important. Remember, the more you 
communicate what is important to you, the 
better your loved ones will know your wishes 

and be able to make decisions in alignment with 
them.

If you need some help knowing where to start, 
here are some introduction statements: 

• “I need your help with something.”
• “Can you and I have a conversation about 

serious illness and medical care?”
• “I was thinking about [someone who 

experienced a serious illness] and it made 
me realize...”

• “Even though I’m healthy right now, I want 
to be prepared for the future. Can we talk 
about some things that matter to me?

2 Think of it as an ongoing 
conversation, not a one-and-done. 
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Who needs to know about your advance serious 
illness plan? Anyone who is a stakeholder when 
it comes to your healthcare decision-making. 

Whoever you designate as your Substitute 
Decision Maker (SDM) should absolutely know 
what your values and preferences are. They 
will be the ones speaking up for you if you 
can’t speak for yourself. They not only need to 
know your preferences, but they also need to 
understand why you made the choices you 
did so they can advocate for you. 

Besides your SDM, who you tell is up to you. 
However, the more your loved ones are 
prepared for the possibility of serious illness, 
the better it will be for them and you when 
that time comes to make decisions. 

It is always better for family members, friends 
and loved ones to be on the same page when 
it comes to your care. The last thing you want 
when you are incapacitated is your loved ones 
fighting over the medical care and personal care 
you should receive. 

3 Plan the W’s: Who, Where, & When. 

When you decide who needs to know, the next 
step is to plan where is the best place to talk 
to them. Keep both their comfort and your 
own in mind. Try to find a place that is free of 
distractions, and semi-private so you can have a 
high quality, uninterrupted conversation.

Giving this conversation enough time is also 
important. As mentioned earlier, it doesn’t 
have to be all done in one conversation, but 
rather, breaking it up into multiple smaller 
conversations can be beneficial. 

That being said, time is still a consideration to 
make even if you’re planning on having a shorter 
conversation. This is something you don’t want 
to rush. Make sure the person you are talking to 
has the time to fully absorb what you’re saying 
to them, and that they have time to think about it 
when you’re done. 
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It is normal for these types of conversations 
to stir up strong emotions. If you are having a 
hard time being understood, or if your loved one 
becomes defensive, try some of these strategies 
to turn the conversation around:

1. Hear them out. Yes, it is important for you 
to remember your values and preferences, 
because it is your care that you are talking 
about. However, your loved one needs to 
feel heard in order for them to hear you. Give 
them space to speak their mind, and listen to 
what they are saying. Patiently address their 
questions and concerns.

2. Bring in a mediator. If you feel like you need 
some extra help, bring in someone you trust 
to help mediate the conversation between 
you and your loved one. Having an extra 
set of ears can go a long way in making 
sure everyone is heard. A mediator can be 
another family member, a mutual friend, or 
even a professional counselor.

3. Remember that your serious illness plan 
is not a decision that is set in stone. You 
are preparing you and your loved ones for 
a future decision by explaining your values. 
You can’t make decisions for the future 
without knowing what the future holds, 
and neither can your loved ones. See the 
image on the left. When a medical decision 
is being made, not only is your plan taken 
into account, but also the medical condition, 
the advice of the doctors, and what your 
family has to say. It all comes together in 
a shared decision. However, it is important 
that you give your family some idea of the 
type of care that you would want to receive, 
so they can make decisions knowing your 
preferences. 

4. Agree to disagree. If you cannot come to a 
shared understanding right away, give it time 
and space. Allow your loved one to have 
their own opinion. Being clear about your 
values and preferences, even if your loved 
ones don’t agree, will still help to ensure that 
you get the medical care that is right for you. 

4 Be prepared for defensiveness and 
confrontation.
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Think about what you want to say, and how you 
want to say it. Prepare to explain things your 
loved ones might not understand right away. 

You can prepare by writing your thoughts down, 
or even running a practice conversation. Feel 
free to bring notes with you to your conversation 
if you’re nervous about it. 

If you think it will help, send them your Advance 
Serious Illness Plan in advance (or your Dear 
SDM letter). Give them time to read and think 
about it before your discussion. 

Start with the heart. What do you want to 
achieve from this potentially difficult interaction? 
Do you want to preserve the relationship or ‘be 
right’ or ‘make your point’? A desire to preserve 
the relationship may be helpful in guiding the 
conversation.

As life goes on, things change. Relationships 
change, situations change, and as these 
changes happen it is important to keep your 
Advance Serious Illness Plan up to date. With 
that means keeping your loved ones up to 
date on your values and preferences.

If you experience a significant life event, such 
as the arrival of a baby, the start or end of a 
marriage, or a new decade of life, check and see 
if your plan still reflects what is important to you.   
Communicate any changes you make to the 
people who have a stake in your wellbeing.

Whether you get the right medical care for 
you depends on how well you communicate 
your values and preferences to those who 
will make decisions with and for you.

5 Have the conversation in your head 
first. 

6 Keep your loved ones up to date 
when things change.



For more information, videos and resources to help you make your plan, 
please visit: planwellguide.com
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