


Introduction 

 

“Age is an opportunity no less than youth itself, though in another dress.” 

- H.W. Longfellow 

 

This book explores the reasons that communicating with the elderly is sometimes so 

frustrating and offers strategies and skills for overcoming these difficulties. In these 

pages, I show that by understanding our senior adults’ unique developmental agendas and 

using different language, phrases, and vocabulary, anyone—relatives, friends, 

colleagues—can learn to communicate effectively and effortlessly with their aging family 

members, acquaintances, and clients. 

Aimed at baby boomers and their parents, professionals who work with the elderly, 

and everyone who has regular contact with seniors and finds conversations at times to be 

an exercise in frustration, this book offers the insights I’ve formed in serving this 

segment of the population over the past 25 years. The book has four aims: 

• To help readers understand the conflicting and previously unappreciated tasks on 

the senior adult’s unique developmental agenda; 

• To recognize how these developmental tasks can interfere with our ability to 

communicate effectively; 

• To offer easy-to-learn skills that enhance communication between the 

generations; 

• To guide us in becoming advocates for our elders. 



A unique agenda? Developmental tasks? What, we may ask, could possibly be 

“developing” in the psychological make-up of the elderly? Many of us look at members 

of our parents’ generation and see a diminished version of the vibrant people we once 

knew. We observe that they move more slowly and aren’t as physically strong as they 

used to be. In conversation they tend to repeat stories they’ve told us a dozen times or 

can’t seem to stick to one subject. They fret over inconsequential details or abruptly end 

important conversations before anything has been resolved. They didn’t act or talk this 

way before they got old. So surely they aren’t developing anymore, because we can see 

them declining right before our eyes.  

This book explodes the “myth of diminished capacity” in our elders and offers a 

new way to interpret these behaviors. It also illuminates the enormity of the 

psychological journey the elderly face and how we can help them understand it. By 

examining the elderly person’s two developmental drivers—maintaining control and 

searching for a legacy—and how those drivers conflict with each other and with our 

own agenda; by looking at how these conflicts manifest themselves in their unique 

communication habits; and by understanding the predictable dilemmas the elderly face as 

they age, we develop a sense of how tough it is to be old and how brave our senior 

citizens are. Our understanding of “strength” deepens as we come to realize the unique 

strength of the elderly. 

The fourth aim of this book, and perhaps the most significant, is to introduce the 

idea that we need to become advocates for the older generation. One of the primary tasks 

that engage the elderly is the search for a legacy by which they’ll be remembered. Every 

day, whether our elders speak of it or not, they are reexamining events in their lives with 



the enhanced perspective of age. It is an all-consuming task, one that does not come 

naturally to us for two reasons: first, because for most of our lives we’ve been 

obsessively forward-moving; second, because of what Mary Pipher, in her book Another 

Country, calls the loss of the communal society that once nurtured this process.  

I grew up at the tail-end of this communal era, because when I was young my 

grandmother lived four blocks away, and my aunts, uncles, and cousins also lived within 

walking distance. My extended family congregated at grandma’s house quite frequently. 

It was the period in my life when I felt most secure. After my grandmother died, 

everyone started to move to distant cities and I now realize that my safety net, with all my 

family in one place, disappeared.  

When our society lost this communal network, many aspects of our culture died, 

including the fact that we lost contact with older family members who could give us 

perspective on our lives. Without that perspective, we’ve become overscheduled, 

hyperstimulated, and culturally grumpy. We are so burdened by the pace of our lives that 

when we must interact with older people who cannot keep up, we run out of patience 

trying to fit them into our schedules. We have forgotten—or never learned—how to value 

our senior adults’ advice. As they begin to slow down, we push them aside so they don’t 

impede our progress. While we may accomplish a lot every day, we don’t necessarily feel 

good about our achievements because no one is there to tell us about the longer-term 

implications of choices we make. Many of us assume some things about senior adults that 

aren’t true, and then can’t understand why we aren’t getting along better with this aging 

population. 



Seniors in turn don’t benefit from our ability to help them with their end-of-life 

tasks. They become developmental orphans, and their search for legacy, which must be 

helped along by caring younger adults, doesn’t take place. Why? Because sadly we don’t 

make the time or possess the skills to do it. Once we understand their age-based agenda 

and how its conflicting demands are expressed, we serve no higher purpose to our elders 

than to aid them in this search. I call this process legacy coaching; it is a demanding job, 

but also one of the most rewarding tasks we will ever assume.  

 

For the last 17 years, I have served as medical director and CEO of Second 

Opinion Insurance Services, a brokerage that specializes in the insurance needs of 

impaired-risk, elderly individuals who are not the usual candidates for life insurance 

policies, but who need to get them (usually for estate planning purposes). My job, which 

is to obtain life insurance policies for seniors at reasonable rates, uses my educational 

background in developmental psychology and my training in medicine.  

I’ve been successful for two reasons: First, I use skills for representing my clients 

to the life insurance industry that maximize the optimism about their life expectancy. 

While I cannot change medical facts, I can provide an intelligent, researched assessment 

of their condition. Second, I have developed unique communication strategies—the ones 

presented in this book—for working with older clients. These strategies have afforded me 

repeated opportunities to review new cases every year where other professionals—estate 

and financial planners, attorneys, trust officers and financial advisors—have failed to 

achieve the desired outcome. Why? Because of repeated episodes of what I call “elder 

frustration,” or the inability to interact effectively with this age group. These well-



educated professionals think they are asking the right questions, but their lack of 

understanding of older adults’ developmental agendas prevent them from connecting with 

their clients’ heartfelt concerns. Because of this lack of connection, these clients tend to 

summarily reject their advice. More often than not, these pros have drawn up elaborate 

proposals that lay out millions of dollars in savings to their client’s heirs, only to have the 

elderly client dismiss everything in the plan. Similar frustrations arise every day as we 

deal with our aging parents. 

A few years after I established Second Opinion in 1985, my largest account took 

note of my ability to communicate with and get great outcomes for elderly clients, and 

asked me to develop guidelines its own top advisors could follow in dealing with elder 

frustration. This assignment came as I began to resolve difficulties with my mother, then 

in her mid-70s. Recently widowed, she had locked horns with me when I took charge of 

settling my father’s estate. Communicating with her about these matters, as well as her 

reluctance to seek medical care she urgently needed, was more of a challenge than I’d 

bargained for. I had to develop ways to communicate with her that would accomplish 

what I needed to know and yet not leave her feeling more bereft or scared than she 

already felt. 

Also, at the request of my largest key accounts that include some of America’s 

most well-known financial institutions, I began to lecture regularly to professional groups 

about the insights I’ve gleaned from my interviews with the elderly. These are tough 

groups to speak to; the soft subjects don’t usually interest them. But these professionals 

experience repeated episodes of elder frustration, and want to know how to get beyond it. 

After hearing this material, they not only understand the special ways they need to start 



communicating with the elderly, but they can put the information into action and get 

measurable results. Because I know that this information resonates, I know that the 

material is applicable to nonprofessionals—my fellow baby boomers—as well. 

 

There is widespread feeling among my age group that somehow we’ve failed at trying to 

communicate with older people, especially our parents. There is a nagging concern that 

very little of what the generations say to each other sparks real connection. This book 

shows us why we feel this way and what we can do about it. Nothing in the Aging 

sections of bookstores and libraries addresses these concerns from an age-based, or 

developmental, perspective. Most of the available references are what I call the “peppy 

papers” on how to stay perky despite aging, or the “existential papers” on the grim life of 

loneliness, uselessness, and boredom that awaits the aged. There are also books on how 

we can manage the unmanageable older adult. But no book provides a psychological 

profile that defines what others and I experience in our daily interactions with the elderly. 

I offer these strategies in an accessible format useful to my fellow baby boomers and 

colleagues. I believe this is the first book to connect communication difficulties with 

previously unappreciated developmental conflicts that senior adults must work through as 

they near the end of their lives.   

I approach aging from my personal experience and that of others as it has been 

related to me. I have developed strategies that make sense from my experience, not from 

academic studies. One way I present information is to relate compelling stories about 

situations we all face: How am I going to relate to this elderly person in my life? How 

can I make our conversations more meaningful? I hope this information provides insight 



about what’s happening in the tugs of war and verbal battles I’ve had with my family and 

clients. From these situations, I hope to convey a new way to think about this person and 

what may be driving difficult behavior, fussiness, attention to detail, or the repetitive 

nature of conversations. I have attempted to create a scenario, discuss the dynamic, and 

offer action points that may be useful in similar situations. 

Most of the unsettling behavior of older people is the result of developmental 

tasks operating quite intensely in a world that is hostile to them. If we were still living in 

a communal society, we would revere our elders and their legacies would emerge in a 

formal way. Control would not be an issue because they would be supported in dealing 

with their losses (loss being the reason they are so focused on retaining control). Further, 

we would have learned the skills needed to facilitate their legacy search. But we’ve 

ripped “elders,” a term of respect, out of our vocabulary; now they’re just “old.” And 

they have to fight to express their age-appropriate desires in a culture that does not 

understand what their desires are nor what is truly motivating their behavior. 

If we learn how to nourish our elders developmentally, much the way parents 

learn how to guide the younger generation, then we open up a rich lode of experience 

from which we can draw, and that older person will be remembered in exactly the way he 

wants to be. This book shows us how we can change the nature of our relationship with 

our elders—to mine the richness they possess—with just a few words. These words may 

not always work, but if we don’t give up (just as we’d never give up on the younger 

generation) then things start to shift into a different and very rewarding gear. 

 



Communication is a skill. If we ask the right questions, we’ll get meaningful answers. 

In order to ask those questions, we need to use language that connects and allows the 

person to reveal secrets. Contained in those secrets are the nuggets that suggest legacy. If 

we minimize or dismiss this process, we lose credibility with that person. We also lose 

the sense of our own integrity. Knowing that this legacy task exists is half the battle. 

Facilitating it is what this book addresses. 

Where this book begins its pioneering work is in recognizing that, at the end of life, 

personality development is still taking place and that the elderly feel a developmental 

conflict similar to those that grip all of us at every stage of life. If we learn to recognize 

the ways in which our elders express their conflict, we can offer simple and effective 

strategies to enhance our ability to communicate with them. How to Say It to Seniors 

suggests ways we can enhance our relationships with senior adults in our lives by 

learning how to:  

• appreciate their age-based agendas; 

• minimize the clash with our own internal agendas;  

• master a few easy communication strategies to facilitate their end-of-life tasks; 

• enhance our ability to offer the kinds of language and nonverbal reinforcements that 

allow better communication.  

This book is meant to be both enlightening and practical. The first part presents my 

thinking about what causes the exasperating verbal and nonverbal behaviors we observe 

in our elders. Later sections offer practical skills for bridging communication gaps that 

result from these difficult behaviors. I encourage you to turn first to those sections or 



chapters that most directly apply to your situation with your elderly relative, colleague, 

client, or friend, then return to the more theoretical underpinnings of the advice you read.  

The goal of How to Say It to Seniors is to help readers improve their relationships 

with this elderly generation that deserves our best efforts in facilitating their compelling 

end-of-life tasks. By doing so, we have the privilege of retrieving a world that might be 

lost to us forever and enriching our lives in ways we can’t imagine. 
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Chapter 1 

Different Missions, Different Agendas 

How the Aging Process Affects Communication 

 

“Before you contradict an old man, 

 my fair friend, you should endeavor to understand him.” 

-George Santayana 

 

The Driving Test 

 

I was sitting next to an elderly couple and their 50-something son early one Sunday 

morning in a quiet café. From the moment they were seated it was clear the son was 

irritated with his parents. He tried to hurry their breakfast order, balked at his father’s 

attempt to make small talk with the server, and brushed off his mother’s suggestions to let 

his father “have some fun.” His mood made it clear that this family gathering was not 

about fun. Once they placed their food order, he launched into a discussion of a “family 

problem” involving his father. 

The father, who appeared to be in his eighties, was scheduled to take a written 

driving test in order to renew his license. The problem, from the son’s perspective, was 

his father’s inadequate preparation for the test. The father tried to explain what he was 

doing to prepare by offering his ideas on test-taking in general. He even wanted to 

discuss how much the “rules of the road” had changed since he was a boy. His son would 

have no part of that discussion. He hammered home the message that his dad “just didn’t 
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get it.” He repeatedly interrupted his parents to point out the lameness of the content of 

their conversation. “Here is what you need to know,” the son insisted, “to pass the test.”  

Sitting there and listening to this exchange I heard two distinct voices. From the 

son I heard a steady flow of anxiety, scolding, sarcasm, impatience, and lecturing, tinged 

with frustration and anger. From the parents I heard embarrassment, puzzlement, shame, 

guilt, and inadequacy, also fraught with frustration and anger. Their collective resentment 

soon filled the room. Their food got cold. The bill came none too soon.   

Most people assume that getting old is just more of the same. Aging is seen as 

being an adult, just older. This is what the son saw when he looked at his parents: older 

versions of the people they had always been. Somehow in the aging process they had 

become less effective at organizing and managing their daily lives. His job was to help 

them overcome these deficiencies so they could stay on task. He needed to keep them 

focused and help them get things done. It annoyed him that his parents seemed unaware 

of how far they had fallen off the pace. What about a simple written test did the old man 

not understand? Why did preparing for this test have to be so complicated an issue 

between them? 

It was clear to me that the son’s questions to his father were not getting him near 

his goal of facilitating the test-taking. So what if the son’s assumption—that his father 

“just didn’t get it”—was wrong? What if the aging process demands that older adults 

undertake a completely different tack in their lives that is totally foreign to anyone who is 

not yet old? What if the elderly are on a mission that is not only far more complicated 

than the son appreciates, but would also prove to be the most significant of their lives? If 

we assume these questions are worth asking, then a clear gap exists between the middle-
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aged son’s assumptions about what’s important to his aging father and what his father 

considers to be important—about test-taking as well as life’s bigger issues. This gap in 

the son’s knowledge about the real mission of aging is what may have been causing their 

communication difficulties. If the son wanted to achieve meaningful dialogue and change 

a chronic pattern of conflict with his parents, he would need to know more about their 

mission, and how it differs from his middle-age concerns. 

 

The Geriatric Gap: The Secret Mission of Older Adults 

 

On any day in any major city in this country, we can find dozens of courses on child 

development, but not a single course on geriatric development. In fact, the term “geriatric 

development” strikes many of us as an oxymoron, a contradiction in terms. What kind of 

“development” could possibly be taking place in elderly people, whom we observe to be 

in a state of general decline: slowing down, losing their faculties, turning inward, and 

becoming increasingly set in their ways and stuck in the past? Why do we have nearly 

infinite patience for a two-year-old’s communication challenges—sometimes in the form 

of a tantrum—and almost no patience with a 79-year-old widow when she quietly 

changes her mind about a well-conceived plan to revise her financial statements, or our 

elderly relatives when they start repeating a story we’ve heard many times? Are we being 

age-ist? Are we engaging in a double standard—patient with our difficult children, 

impatient with “difficult” older adults? If the answer is yes, is something else at work? 

Do we lack key information about the aging process and how it affects our elders? If we 
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had such information, would it help us appreciate what they’re going through and 

enhance our ability to communicate with them? 

To answer these questions, we need to address what I call a “geriatric gap” in our 

understanding of the way personality develops throughout our lives, and specifically how 

this lack of knowledge affects our interactions with senior adults. After World War II, 

when a lot of children were born, parents became more child-focused than their parents 

had been. In the post-war, baby-boom years, there was a need for these parents to 

understand their children and how they developed. The goal was to become better at 

nurturing this younger generation. Our parents took our developmental mission to heart. 

They bought millions of copies of Dr. Spock’s Baby and Child Care. Beyond Dr. Spock, 

theories of personality development set forth by Piaget and Erikson, among others, once 

the province of academics, were popularized and consumed by this child-focused 

generation. Certain terms emerged as part of the vernacular. Our parents may have 

referred to the “terrible twos” and understood the reasons for temper tantrums. “Identity 

crisis,” a popular term to describe the conflicts of adolescence, is one we may have used 

to describe ourselves when we started to mature.  

This cultural understanding of childhood was not always so. Back when “children 

should be seen and not heard” was the generally accepted parenting model, there was less 

patience for childhood’s unique developmental agendas, in part because earning a living 

during the Depression, when our parents were young, was so difficult. But when more 

children showed up in the baby boom years after WWII, that model was gradually 

replaced by a more child-friendly understanding of the underlying psychological conflicts 

every child works through on his or her way to maturity. The stages of development we 
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see in children were proposed, tested, and re-tested, and found to be helpful tools in 

raising healthy, well adjusted kids.  

While personality development models in children have been well described, we 

are still in the Dark Ages about how such models apply to middle-aged and older adults. 

We use some terms to describe aging beyond the early adult years; for example, the 

meanings of “midlife crisis” and “empty-nest syndrome” are generally understood in our 

culture. But we have no such terms or models to apply to the elderly. In fact, we wonder 

if such models exist for this age group, because what common experiences could older 

adults be dealing with? They’ve all led such different lives and strike us as a varied 

bunch. We think we know how to be successful in raising children, and we have a pretty 

good idea of what motivates our middle-age personalities, but we’ve never been old 

ourselves and don’t know what that experience feels like. We have difficulties 

communicating with older adults, but each person seems to have different issues that are 

expressed in various ways. 

Is there a set of common issues that motivate senior adults? If so, what are these 

issues and can we learn to appreciate them? If we appreciate them, would we be better 

able to communicate with and nurture our parents and others of their generation as they 

age? What are the developmental tasks associated with getting old and how can 

knowledge of them enhance our ability to communicate with this age group?  
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Personality Development: Growth through “Crisis” 

 

To answer these questions, we need to understand the basics of personality 

development—how we acquire the tools needed to manage the journey from infancy to 

adulthood and into old age. If we understand this process, we can appreciate what 

motivates the elderly, and why we sometimes clash with them. Our newfound knowledge 

can help us close the geriatric gap in our understanding of older adults because we can 

begin to realize that the behavior we see as “diminished” in elderly parents, clients, and 

friends actually exists to do a very specific developmental job. 

A word of caution: Describing anyone from a developmental perspective is 

interesting and useful, but this is only one aspect of personality—a tool that may help us 

improve our ability to communicate. Those who regularly interact with elderly parents or 

clients will find this information useful in understanding why the elderly tend to act and 

react as they do. 

In each stage of life, so the theory of personality development goes, an individual 

must deal with a pair of tasks that conflict. This conflict motivates our behavior, even 

though we aren’t aware of it. Erik Erikson, a towering figure in the field of 

psychoanalysis and human development, referred to these conflicting tasks as “crises” 

that we must resolve in order to move forward to the next stage of our development. If 

we don’t resolve the key issues at each stage, we may get stuck and be considered 

immature by our peers.  

In the case of the elderly, their attempts to resolve their developmental “crisis” 

propel them backward, not forward, to reflect on what their lives have meant—to 
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themselves, their loved ones, and the world at large. When we observe the ways senior 

adults sometimes communicate—by repeating stories, or fretting about details, or 

forgetting things—we may think that they’re becoming frail or losing their grip. Nothing 

is further from the truth. In fact, this communication style may indicate that seniors are 

responding to their developmental tasks (also called drivers, or motivators) in a 

compelling and urgent way. Why the urgency? If they are able to respond to their 

developmental mandate and resolve their conflict, they will be remembered for their time 

here on earth and cherished by succeeding generations. If not, they fear their lives will 

fade away and be forgotten.  

 

The Two-Year-Old’s Crisis 

 

Let’s look at the developmental crisis of a two-year-old, who needs mom but also needs 

to begin the long process of separating from her and developing an independent identity. 

These two needs are contradictory and produce a conflict that the child finds difficult to 

resolve. Note that children don’t choose to deal with these conflicting needs; they are not 

even aware of them. Sometimes, while trying to resolve the tricky conflict—needing 

mom and needing to be separate from mom—children balk or throw a tantrum, which is a 

perfect expression of the difficulty of resolving the conflict. Only by having a tantrum 

(which expresses the need for independence) and also having mom there (to offer 

comfort and manage the crisis) can the child resolve it and toddle off to the next 

developmental stage, which has its own set of conflicts that drive the child’s behavior. 
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How do parents respond to two-year-olds having tantrums? We manage this task 

as best we can—giving them space, love, guidance, and understanding. One thing we 

learn not to do is to punish children for this behavior, because experts tell us that doing so 

could actually delay achievement of the independence children are struggling to attain. 

 

The Teenager’s Crisis 

 

Teenagers have similar developmental drivers: needing independence from parents (“Get 

out of my face!”) while preserving parental protection (“May I borrow $20?”). Though 

more verbal than two-year-olds, teens find resolving the conflict between their 

developmental drivers just as difficult and do so with equally disruptive behavior. Instead 

of throwing tantrums, however, they might totally withdraw from their parents, or lecture 

them, or engage in risky behavior that causes us to doubt their sanity. 

How do parents help teenagers resolve their developmental crisis? Much the same 

way we respond to two-year-olds, giving them patience, guidance, and space to take the 

risks that allow them to learn and mature from those experiences. 

 

The Adult’s Crisis 

 

What are the developmental tasks of adulthood? In early adulthood, we experience a 

crisis between our newly found independence and a need to develop intimacy with others, 

or a significant other. Ironically, just as we achieve our lifelong dream to be independent, 
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we begin to look for a partner with whom we will give up some of that independence. 

Many young adults use the aforementioned term “identity crisis” to describe the conflict 

they feel, but most of us work through this crisis, come to terms with our independence 

and our urge to merge, and move into the next developmental stage, that of middle 

adulthood. 

In middle adulthood, having resolved the conflict between achieving 

independence and giving some of it up, we begin to feel we’re at the peak of our game. 

Because we have acquired all the confidence-building experience we think we need, we 

feel powerful, independent, and in control of our lives. Yet at this stage, we are also 

pulled in different directions: still raising children and—because people are living longer 

than they did in previous generations—sometimes taking care of elderly parents. Just as 

we arrive at our performance peak, ready to go all out for our careers or other personal 

interests, we begin to feel the conflicting need to give something back to other 

generations. Erikson calls middle adulthood the time of life when we are “generational,” 

that is, we want to express our strengths solely for personal gain, yet also feel a 

conflicting need to use our power to nurture others and contribute to society. 

How do we resolve this conflict? Some of us never do. Artists, the proverbial mad 

scientists, and workaholics of every stripe focus their energies and creativity exclusively 

on themselves and ignore the conflicting driver that tells them to nurture other 

generations. But most of us in this middle-adult stage realize that despite our ability to 

soar to new heights, we must also be rooted in society. Therefore we focus some of our 

energy in ways that contribute to something beyond ourselves: raising our children, 

volunteering for community organizations, and the like. If we do not address this 
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conflict—find balance in our lives—we fear we’ll arrive at the end of life alone, with our 

energies spent, and be unable to cope with the demands of a long and difficult old age.  

The resolution of early adulthood’s developmental drivers is usually a marriage, a 

surrender of two independent lives to create one solid union. The resolution of the middle 

adulthood drivers—the conflict between ego gratification and civic duty—is an 

investment in the future, a marriage to something bigger than ourselves. Yet, these two 

developmental pushes of adulthood have one thing in common: a sense of control over 

our lives and destinies that we take for granted. Sure, some things will happen we can’t 

control: fate intervenes or we have a run of bad luck. The person we want to marry 

marries someone else. A couple of career breaks don’t go our way. But we are confident 

of our abilities and generally get to select where we want to go: We marry someone else, 

embark on another career path, decide when to become parents, and choose what civic 

duties will engage us.  

Imagine our discomfort when we begin to realize that these powerful feelings 

don’t last. Although we haven’t personally experienced old age, we observe that our 

elders no longer seem focused on the future; they want to dwell primarily on the past. 

This powerful feeling of middle adulthood has waned in them, and we conclude it might 

not exist in later years. We see that older people are no longer at the top of their game—

don’t even seem concerned about it—so we assume they are in decline.  

But could something else be replacing these feelings of peak power in the psyches 

of our elders? If so, what is driving the developmental agendas of people at this stage of 

life?  
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The “Secret Mission” of Older Adults 

What we as a culture have failed to recognize in the theories about personality 

development is, simply, that it is a lifelong event: These crises continue well into old age. 

We have become quite good at understanding the personality drivers of children and 

younger adults, however we often fail to appreciate what happens when we get old. Why? 

We’ve all been two years old, and most of us have raised children who are traveling 

through various stages on the road to adulthood. But no middle-aged person knows how 

it feels to be 70. Without first-hand experience, how can we effectively nurture the 

elderly? We can’t possibly provide them with support for their end-of-life tasks if we 

don’t know what those tasks are. 

As a culture, we’ve been suckered into thinking that the deterioration we see in 

senior adults is the common experience of this age group. So what could possibly be 

driving them forward developmentally? We look at older adults, interact with them 

regularly, do our best to communicate with them, and all we sense from them is a desire 

to reflect backward, not forward, in their thinking. We notice they can sometimes be as 

tempermental as two-year-olds or teenagers, with behavior that can be just as irritating. 

What is going on that makes them so difficult? 

If personality development is a lifelong process, then at the end of life, the elderly 

face a developmental conflict they have trouble expressing but must resolve. Seniors’ 

developmental tasks compel them to maintain control over their lives in the face of 

almost daily losses, and simultaneously to discover their legacy, or that which will live 

on after them. I describe this conflict as needing to hang on tight while also needing to let 

go and discover the meaning of their lives. These tasks are so important, and have such 
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an impact on our daily interactions with older adults, that we examine them in detail in 

the next two chapters.  

Trying to resolve this conflict sometimes produces a “difficult” communication 

style. The elderly sometimes wander from subject to subject, repeat stories we’ve heard 

dozens of times, postpone decisions, go off on tangents, or describe something in endless 

detail. We look in depth at these unique communication styles—and how to respond to 

them—in Chapter 5. 

Such verbal behavior can be frustrating to us, because we haven’t learned to 

appreciate the tasks on their agendas. After all, we’re at the top of our game. We need to 

load up the fax machine, whip out that Palm Pilot, make endless lists, and cross off as 

many items as possible every single day. That process makes the middle aged feel 

powerful and in control, as indeed we are. When we encounter these older adults, who 

move at a snail’s pace, we get frustrated and blame them for their supposed infirmities. 

That frustration is the crux of our difficulties with senior adults. I call it the clash 

of two different age-based agendas. We need to slay those dragons and achieve as much 

as we can, but elderly people have very different motivators. Control, as we’ll discuss in 

the next chapter, is slipping from their grasp daily, as their health fails and their peer 

group fades away. Control isn’t an issue for the middle aged—we have it, we know it, 

and we use it—but for a 70-year-old in failing health, it’s a huge issue, because when it 

begins to slip away, many elderly people feel the need to hang on to everything they can. 

Rather than see old people as diminished, we need to understand that their drivers do a 

different job: resolve the conflict between the need for control and the need for reflection 

in order to discover their legacy. 
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This conflict between hanging on and letting go produces a communication style 

that we see as diminished or difficult, but the way our elders communicate contains clues 

to the urgency they feel in trying to resolve these items on their agendas. Only by 

understanding these behaviors can we begin to improve our relationships with this 

generation and help them complete their compelling end-of-life tasks.  

 

Facilitating the Crisis 

 

Now that we understand the dynamics of aging in a totally different way, let’s again 

consider the breakfast meeting that opened this chapter. The son, with his middle age 

developmental agenda, was feeling powerful and in control. His experience behind the 

wheel and in renewing his driver license several times helped him focus the discussion 

with his father about how to approach the exam. Yet he wasn’t connecting with the older 

man’s concerns. Why? Because his parents were responding to their own developmental 

drivers that were steering them in a different direction. They wanted to approach the 

matter their way, with the test itself taking a back seat to their memories of what driving 

has meant to them throughout the years. The result: a complete communication 

breakdown.  

How different would the discussion have been had their son realized that passing 

the written test was not the issue for these 80-something parents. What was important to 

them was remaining in control of the process, pass or fail. Had the son known about these 

developmental tasks, he might have responded this way:  
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How to Say It: 

“Tell me, Dad, how have the ‘rules of the road’ changed since you first got your 

license?”  

I guarantee he would have had a more meaningful and productive conversation 

with his father if he had. 

 

As we’ll see in later chapters, in almost every conversation with an older adult, control 

and legacy issues rise to the surface. By listening for and responding to those verbal cues, 

we can bridge this geriatric gap and facilitate their end-of-life tasks. Once we understand 

this gap and begin to appreciate it, the clash fades away. How? Because we stop fighting 

our elders for the one thing they will not surrender: the control they need to manage their 

lives and shape their legacies. 


