	
  

  
The  toughest  conversa/on  might  also  be  the  most  important  
The video of Brittany Maynard, 29, describing her choice to move to Oregon for the
right to end her life due to her terminal cancer has received well over 7 million views.
It’s also left many people shocked, saddened and inspired by her decision.
“I am not suicidal. If I were, I would have consumed that medication long ago. I do not
want to die. But I am dying. And I want to die on my own terms,” Maynard wrote on
CNN.com.
Talking about death—and the circumstances surrounding it—is uncomfortable for most
people. But my colleague Lily Rothman, 28, just wrote her will. “My eventual death was
something I’d been mentioning to lots of people, on Facebook and at engagement
parties and at my high-school reunion,” she writes. “It wasn’t that I thought death was
going to come any time soon or in any special way, it’s just that, as they say on Game of
Thrones, all men must die.”
Many people argue that it’s time we had more conversations about the end of life and
how we want to go. It’s a conversation that can become awkward, especially for adult
children bringing it up to their parents, but it allows people to avoid having to make very
difficult decisions at the most sensitive times. “It’s critically important for us to have
these conversations at the kitchen table,” says Ellen Goodman, founder of The
Conversation Project, a nonprofit organization that campaigns for the expression and
respect of wishes for end-of-life care. “Too many people are not dying in the way that
they choose, and we need to change that.”
Goodman, who had to make medical decisions for her dying mother that they had never
discussed beforehand, also created the Conversation Starter Kit, which you can
download for free. So far, people in 50 states and 176 countries have downloaded the kit.
That’s great news, considering about 90% of Americans believe it’s important to talk
about their end-of-life care wishes and those of their loved ones, but only 30% actually
have those discussions, according to the Conversation Project. “We would hope that this
really tragic story of [Brittany Maynard] has an outcome that will really help people talk
about these issues,” says Goodman.

Here are some other preparations you might consider if preparing an end-of-life
checklist, from the National Institute on Aging:
• A living will, which records a person’s wishes for medical treatment near the end of life.
• Designating a durable power of attorney for health care, which names a person, sometimes
called an agent or proxy, to make health care decisions when a person can no longer do so.
• Talking about a do-not-resuscitate (DNR) order, which instructs health care professionals
not to perform cardiopulmonary resuscitation if a person’s heart stops or if he or she stops
breathing. A DNR order is signed by a doctor and put in a person’s medical chart.
• Writing a will—a document that indicates how a person’s assets and estate will be distributed
upon death.
• Naming a durable power of attorney for finances, someone to make financial decisions
when the person no longer can. It can help terminally ill people and their families avoid court
actions that may take away control of financial affairs.
• Penning a living trust, which provides instructions about the person’s estate and appoints
someone, often referred to as the trustee, to hold the title to property and funds for the
beneficiaries. The trustee follows these instructions after the person can no longer manage his
or her affairs.

