
Learning Activity 1 -  
Family Communication Vignettes

Family Communication  

and Estate Planning

Instructions. Select one of two short family vignettes that introduce topics related to estate 
planning. Read the vignette aloud as a small group and discuss the related questions. What important 
principles of communication could be practiced to help family members in such circumstances? 

Vignette 1 -  
Get Your Estate Papers in Order!
When Suzanne Larson of New York City 
was in her late 40s, she began talking to her 
parents about getting their estate papers 
in order. However, they never took action. 
“Every holiday, when they asked me what 
I wanted, I’d just say, ‘Power of attorney,’” 
Larson says. “I told them, ‘Look, I don’t want 
to be a nervous wreck and a miserable 
person because you guys haven’t thought 
about what you want to do if something 
happens.’” After a few years of discussions, 
her parents finally completed the estate 
planning documents. “I feel a little bit more 
at peace. We’ve opened the door, and we 
are ready to have bigger discussions,” she 
says.

•	 What	are	your	thoughts	on	Suzanne’s	way	
of communication? What do you like or not 
like?

•	 What	topics	about	estate	planning	does	
this vignette bring up?

•	 How	can	lack	of	estate	planning	and	
discussion affect family relationships? 

Vignette 2 -  
How Do You Explain Your Estate 
Planning Decisions?
Consider the case of a family with four adult 
children: One child needs more monetary 
support than the other three children, who 
each have successful careers. 

Couple A may choose to leave more money 
to the first child because he or she needs it 
most. 

Couple B may decide they want to reward 
the three children who have shown fiscal 
responsibility by giving them more money. 

•	 With	either	scenario,	how	do	you	explain	
your decision? Should you?

•	 Should	the	topic	of	how	money	or	assets	
get distributed be discussed? Why or why 
not? Who should be part of the discussion?

North Dakota State University, Fargo, North Dakota   July 2013
County	commissions,	North	Dakota	State	University	and	U.S.	Department	of	Agriculture	cooperating.	North	Dakota	State	University	does	not	discriminate	on	the	basis	of	age,	color,	disability,	gender	expres-
sion/identity,	genetic	information,	marital	status,	national	origin,	public	assistance	status,	race,	religion,	sex,	sexual	orientation,	or	status	as	a	U.S.	veteran.	Direct	inquiries	to	the	Vice	President	for	Equity,	
Diversity and Global Outreach, 205 Old Main, (701) 231-7708. This publication will be made available in alternative formats for people with disabilities upon request, (701) 231-7881.


