
A Cr itical Issue for Boomers: Communicating wit h Aging Parents 

Reframing and Signaling: 
Communicating Tough 
Choices to Aging Parents

by David Solie, MS, PA           
At some point in t he lives of our ag -
ing par ents, things slip out of contr ol.  
It may be a subtle c hange over time 
that f inall y becomes unmanageable, 
or t he sudden ar rival of a medical 
setback. As much as we want them 
to remain independent, e vents take 
them off course, and t ough decisions 
need to be made about t he quality 
of their lives. It could be unsaf e dr iv-

ing, near accidents at home, poor 
compliance wit h medical tr eatment, 
financial negligence, or t he inability 
to recover from the loss of a spouse. 
Regardless of the circumstances, it 
becomes clear to those who car e 
about t hem and to those who car e 
for t hem that something needs to 
change. The question is how to 
communicate this urgent and un -
avoidable need f or change? While 
there are no easy answers, there are 
three communication strategies that 
can improve the chances of our ag -

ing par ents eventually par ticipating 
in and successfully surviving t hese 
tough choices.

(Continued on page 2 )
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“The Scriptures chronicle that the men of Issachar understood the times and knew 
what Israel should do. Have you wondered why the Lord may have put so many  
seniors on earth at this time in history? My own sense is God is marshaling the 
troops for historic, world-wide service, using all the life-lessons, skills, tools and    
experiences of one of the Greatest Generations in the world to make a world of  

difference. Want to join the cause and add life to your years, not just years to your 
life?” 

 --- John Coulombe, Pastor, Senior A dult Ministr ies, Fuller ton Evangelical Free Church
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Coaching.
Communicating.  

Developing pur poseful ministry for t hose in the Second Half of Lif e.

A publication of BGC 2nd 1/2 f or Him               December 2006



Reframing and Resignaling (continued fr om page 1)
Use their developmental agenda to reframe their choices. Our aging par -

ents are navigating tw o po werful developmental cur rents that inf luence every 
aspect of the final phase of t heir lif e: the need for contr ol and t he need to 
discover their lif e’s legacy. This is the developmental agenda of t he last stage 
of lif e. Tough choices pose yet another threat to them as they struggle to 
maintain control in a w or ld wher e control is alr eady com promised or being 
lost. Simply stepping in and tr ying t o take away more control will onl y make 
the situation worse.

The  most effective way to reframe the tough choice is to recast the un-
manageable situation as under mining their control. The format for t he refram-
ing conversation should begin wit h a clear ac knowledgment that you under -
stand that control is cr itical t o their well-being and y ou full y suppor t their need  
to have control. The goal is to signal you get it.

The conversation should then move on to describe the behavior or cir cum-
stances that pr esent a “clear and pr esent danger” t o their control. The goal is 

to signal that you are concerned about a specific area of their life that is 

threatened by a loss of control.

And f inall y, it should la y out ho w the tough choice is a “contr ol pr eserva-
tion strategy” t o pr event this from happening. The goal is to signal there’s a 

way to regain control and you are dedicated to helping them accomplish it.

This is not to suggest that tough choices can be managed in suc h a br ief 
exchange. Rather it la ys out a r eframing sequence and signaling str ategy that 
is craf ted to resonate with the developmental needs of t he older adult.

Reinforce the reframing wit h stories. Successfully reframing tough choices 
as an oppor tunity to pr eserve control is onl y half t he battle. Change is daunt -
ing at an y age, but especiall y distressing for older adults who ar e exper ienc-
ing losses on so many fronts. Even when it is clear t hat a t ough choice is in 
their best interest, they may feel overwhelmed by what it will t ake to actuall y 
do it. They need r ealistic encouragement instead of f alse reassurance that 
“t hings will all w ork out” or “don ’ t worry.” But t he encouragement needs to 
come from a belie vable source, one wit h which they can ha ve an immediat e 
emotional connection.  The most ef fective signaling v ehicle to accomplish this 
is a well-chosen story.

Identifying “par allel stor ies” of older adults, per haps family members, 
who ha ve faced similar setbacks but persevered and r egained a ne w form of 
control in t heir lives provides both comfor t and inspir ation.

A. Do you two remember when Aunt Ethel found out she had heart failure and was told she might 
have to go into a nursing home? Remember how she was determined to get better and even if her doc-
tors could not believe how much improvement she made?  She found a way to stay in control of her 
medical problem and lived in her own home all those years before she passed away. 

B. Dad, remember when Granddad had hip surgery? Remember how mad he was when a nurse 
came in to help him? As hard as that was, Granddad made a great recovery and said that his nurse 
“kept him out of the nursing home.”

Remembering that o ther older adults ha ve faced a loss of contr ol, made 
tough by choices, and gone on t o a be tter lif e is critical t o pr eserving their 
hope that they can do t he same thing.                     --David Solie, MS, PA

© From Center Sage, Issue 12 (Nashville, TN: General Board of Discipleship, Fall 
2006)  Used by permission.
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How to say It :
1. The goal is to signal y ou get  it.
A. Mom, Dad, I kno w you bo th are 
proud of y our independence and ha ve 
always made your own decisions. I 
want to do e verything possible to sup-
por t your independence.
B.  Dad, y ou know what ’s best for y ou. 
My job is t o help y ou f igure out your 
choices and then let you decide what 
you want to do.

2. The goal is t o signal t hat you ar e 
concerned about a specif ic area of 
their lif e that is threatened by a loss of 
control.
A.  Dad, Mom’s f orge tting to take her 
medication has caused her diabe tes to 
get out of contr ol. A ccording t o the 
doctor, it has reached a point t hat it 
could take away bo th your and her 
independence if she has a stroke or 
hear t attack.
B.  While I am glad t he fall w asn’ t 
more serious, it looks lik e you ar e 
going t o need t o have surgery on y our 
right hand. For six w eeks after surgery 
you ar e not going t o be able t o use 
your r ight hand f or even the basic 
things like eating, bat hing and gener al 
chores. Given that you live alone and 
are very pr otective of y our pr ivacy, 
this is going to challenge y our abiity t o 
live independentl y.

3. The goal is t o signal t here’s a w ay 
to regain contr ol and y ou ar e dedi -
cated to helping t hem accomplish it.
A. You bo th have a chance to br ing 
this situation under be tter control. Let’s 
talk about t he three op tions that will 
ensure that Mom t akes her medication,  
and you tell me whic h one sounds the 
best to you.
B. Let’s talk about some w ays that you 
can stay in y our home as you recover 
from surgery. While y ou may need t o 
be f lexible about y our pr ivacy, it can 
offer you the chance to control wher e 
and how you recover from this opera-
tion.                              -- Da vid Solie

How to Say It to Seniors:  
Closing the Communication 
Gap wit h Our Elders

by David Solie, MS, PA
Prentice Hall Press, New York, 200 4



Home Park churches. Mor e details 
are for thcoming.

Resources for Pastors
Bill Damberg, Distr ict Champion 

for t he Rocky Mount ain District and 
Pastor to Midlif e and Older A dults at 
Galilee Bap tist in Longmont, Colo-
rado, publishes a mailing called 
“Boomers and Be yond Bulletin” con -
taining bulle t news and idea it ems 
for senior ministr ies in the local 
church. It is designed f or leaders 
with limited time.

FIRE & REIGN CRUISE                
There is still time for y ou to be a par t 
of the 2nd 1/2 Clust er on t he Fire & 
Reign Car ibbean Cr uise! Prices have 
been reduced. Call 1-866-420-2863 
or email bgccruise@itgintl.com

SAVE THE DATE!

JUNE 27, 200 7
12 noon - 5 p.m.
Boomers & Beyond              

          Conference
Anaheim, California

Creative Programs for Boomers and Beyond 

Are Initiated in Man y BGC Districts
Most BGC distr icts have 2nd 1/2  

for Him Distr ict Champions who ar e 
advocating f or t he development of 
effective and po werful ministries in 
churches with midlif e and older 
adults. Here are some highlights:

Come and Ge t Your Kicks!
Pastor Fred Tuma, District 

Champion f or t he Minnesota District 
and Pastor of Oak Ha ven Church, 
repor ts that for y ears they have had 
a traditional senior ministr y called 
Prime Timers. This fall t hey have 
launched a new ministry to the 
younger r etirees called “Route 66” 
that is of f and r unning. They star ted 
with a road r ally and tr ip together. 
They ar e also looking at de veloping 
a ministry to the poor in an apar t-
ment complex near t he church.

New Plants from Old Seeds
Pastor Bill Millican, Distr ict 

Champion f or t he Florida/
Caribbean Distr ict and pastor of 
Trinity Bap tist Church, excitedly re-
por ts they ar e in the planning stages 
of planting a couple of Mobile 
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          BGC 2nd 1/2 for Him

              District Champions

RICHARD BERGSTROM
Columbia

BILL MILLICAN
Florida/Car ibbean

LANNY B ARRINGER
Southwest/AZ

FRED TUMA
Minnesota

DON PUGH
WALTER PLUMB
Southwest

CURT FAUTH
CAROL LINDSKOG
Southwest

GLEN HAVUMAKI
Nor theast

BILL DAMBERG
Rocky Mount ain

RIC MOE
Nor thern Calif ornia

AL & BETTY BRADLEY
Mic higan

GARY SCHROEDER
Mideast

JIM & JUDY BERRY
Mideast

Boomers and Beyond 

Leadership N etwork

Newsletter
This newsletter is produced bimont hly 
by BGC 2nd 1/2 f or Him. Edit or : 
Leona Bergstrom. To subscribe for fr ee 
electronic editions via y our email, or t o 
submit articles or ideas, please wr ite to 
leonaberg@comcast.net or call 206-
362-262 1.

Training
Our goal is t o train leaders who ar e 
effective in leading t he local c hurch 
toward po werful midlif e and older 
adult ministry. The annual conference 
is one of t hose oppor tunities. 2nd 1/2 
for Him leaders ar e available t o come 
to your church or distr ict for on-site 
training. Call Ric hard Bergstrom at 
360-676-4824 or 425-2 1-4408.

Resources
We are continuall y updating our r e-
source list to pr ovide you wit h up-to-
date information. Check our w ebsite at 
www.chonline.org/bgc .

BGC 2ND 1/2 F OR HIM

DICK AND LEON A BERGSTROM
CO-DIRECTORS
P.O. BOX 1493 
EDMONDS, W A
98020

TEL: 206-362-2621
FAX: 206-362-2580



Beyond the Boomers

“Senior Friendly” Churches Need to Watch Their Language
          b y Debr a Laine, Faith Based Support Coordinator, Ar rowhead Ar ea Agency on Aging, Dulut h, Minneso ta

Which would you rather be called, “shut-In” or “home-cent ered”?  The elder ly or ill ar e not r eall y shut-in.    
Because of their condition t hey just have to stay centered in t heir home.                                                       

When I w as in college, I w anted to serve in the local c hurch in some way. I chose to br ing the weekly service tape to a  
local “shut-in. ” As I t hink back, I just cr inged at t hat term. I didn ’ t know if I w anted to go and visit a person who had 
been “shut a way.” Ov ercoming my reservations, I q uickly came to the conclusion that a statement was being made 
about Miss Johnson that I didn ’ t like. She had been a college pr ofessor in 
the School of Home Economics. She was in her mid-eighties and had 
macular degener ation. She was the neatest lady. Miss Johnson was so 
happy to have a visitor, a visitor who w as studying in her subject matter! 
She also loved having the weekly service to listen to as well. I w ouldn’ t 
stay long, but w as always amazed b y her attitude and ho w she was 
adap ting as her eyesight worsened. She would share with me her adv en-
tures of the week, people she visit ed wit h over the phone and what she 
had listened to. She of ten expressed her frustration of being “shut of f” 
from society. I r emember thinking as I w alked bac k to my dor m, “Is t hat 
what ‘shut-in’ means? Shut off?” I  kno w in my hear t that is not what t he 
church meant when they sent me to deliv er the tape to Miss Johnson. They wanted to include her , keep her connected, 
stay in touch even though she could no t leave her home. The center of Miss Johnson’s lif e had become her home. She 
was HOME-CENTERED. None of us like to label people, but some times we have to describe those we care about and 
want to serve. I challenge y our f aith community to begin calling t hose that have to stay centered in t heir home because  
of fr ailness or illness “home-centered” r ather than “shut-in.”
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2ND 1/2 F OR HIM MINIS TRIES
BAPTIST GENERAL CONFERENCE
2002 SOUTH ARLIN GTON HEIGHT S RD
ARLINGTON HEIGHT S, IL  60005


