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There is a moment many families know that starts a new journey for them, often
filled with uncertainty, stress and chaos. A parent is rushed to the hospital. A
diagnosis arrives without warning. A phone call comes in the middle of the night.
And in the hours and days that follow, when grief and fear are already flooding in, a
family is asked to make decisions they were never prepared to make.

That unpreparedness and the difficulty that follows is not a failure of love. It's a
failure of culture. It's one we can change. But the question remains: If you could
reduce the grief of those you leave behind, would you?

As a society, we have decided — quietly, collectively, without ever quite saying so —
that the right time to think about the end of life is when the end arrives. We're wrong
about that. The burden of making impossible decisions on behalf of someone you
love, without knowing what they would have wanted, does not just complicate grief.
It extends it, deepens it, and can leave wounds that take years to heal.

And the data reflect what many families already know, a heart-wrenching experience
I've seen replayed time and again during the last 10 years, working with an
organization dedicated to providing compassionate guidance and comprehensive
resources to anyone navigating end-of-life care and loss.

A September 2025 Pew Research Center survey of more than 8,700 American adults
found that only about 3 in 10 have created a will or an advance health care directive.
Less than half of parents 65 and older say they've talked with their adult children
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about their preference for living arrangements if they couldn’t live independently —
and fathers are significantly less likely to have had those conversations than mothers.

Need a news break? Check out the all new PLAY hub with puzzles, games and more!

Meanwhile, a national survey by The Conversation Project found that 92% of
Americans say it's important to discuss end-of-life wishes — but only 32% actually
have. We know it matters. We just don't do it.

Why? An AARP survey from 2024 found that while 85% of adults over 45 say they're
comfortable discussing death and dying, 7 in 10 say the topic is generally avoided.
Comfort and action aren't the same thing. We have built a culture in which the
conversations that matter most are the ones we keep postponing, contributing to us
postponing critical actions of preparation.

The consequences fall hardest on those left behind. When families don't prepare for
end of life, the grief that follows loss is compounded — by guilt, by doubt, by conflict
and by the haunting question of whether they made the right call. Preparation is not
morbid. It's one of the most loving things we can do for the people who will outlive
us.

This is the cultural shift we need — not from one end of life to the other, but from
avoidance to preparation; from chaos to calm; from isolation to community. We need
to normalize these conversations at every age, long before a crisis makes them
unavoidable.

No matter where you live, there’s a role you or an organization nearby can play,
leaning on the resources available near you. Understanding that grief and loss are
not adult-only experiences, we also need to build the language and the community to
hold these moments for people of all ages dealing with loss.

At The Parmenter Foundation, a nonprofit with deep roots in compassionate end-of-
life care and grief support here in MetroWest, we targeted our Pathways of Change
program to reach elementary school children and their families, while our newest
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initiative, UGrieve, meets college students on campuses across the country,
addressing a reality that too many institutions overlook: more than 30% of students
will lose a parent, caregiver or sibling during their college years, and most campus
communities are not prepared to support them.

These examples give us a place to start. But no single organization, and no single
family, should have to navigate this terrain alone. Because grief affects all of us, let’s
all call for and work toward a cultural change to the way our community approaches
loss — normalizing grief, reducing isolation and building a culture of empathy and
connection. Dive into the Parmenter resource hub. Learn how to have the difficult
conversations. Make choices about your end-of-life care and preferences and share
that information with your loved ones. Help your loved ones do the same.

Not during crisis. Not at end of life. Now.

Angela Crocker is executive director of The Parmenter Foundation, a Wayland-
based nonprofit that envisions and builds a compassionate community that
supports one another through end-of-life, grief, and loss. Learn more at
parmenterfoundation.org.
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