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COVID-19 has changed  
the way we think–and talk– 
about death in America.
How might we use this new awareness to improve  
our lives, calm our fears, and take better care of those 
we love?

During ordinary times, we’re all-consumed by the daily balancing act of life. Our days 
are filled with their own comforting urgency. We focus on what’s right in front of us—
what’s for dinner, who did what at work or school, whose turn it is to walk the dog.  
Or perhaps we’re looking a little further ahead—where to go for the weekend or the 
next ski trip or family holiday. It’s no wonder that during ordinary times, it’s hard to 
make space to think, much less talk, about the big questions of life and—what we 
instinctively avoid thinking and talking about most—death. 

The enormous emotional weight surrounding end-of-life matters makes it something 
that we naturally evade, and American cultural attitudes and social mores surrounding 
death make it all the more difficult to broach the subject. We busy ourselves to push 
far in the backs of our minds the concept of our own and our loved ones’ mortality.
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Enter COVID-19 and times that are anything but ordinary. What’s right in front of  
us has looked very different in 2020. 

We’ve endured a year of collective existential fear and uncertainty. We’ve received 
daily reminders that death—our own and our loved ones’—is a reality we face not on 
some distant horizon but potentially now. And we’re getting these reminders not just 
in the form of alarming statistics (to date more than 230,000 Americans dead and a 
projected 330,000 by the end of the year1). Alongside these abstract figures, we’ve 
confronted the more tangible imagery of overwhelmed hot-spot hospitals, people 
unable to be at the bedsides of their loved ones, otherwise healthy and active 
individuals succumbing unexpectedly to the disease, families unable to gather and 
mourn. These scenes are frightening not only because they make us aware of our 
mortality but also because they pull back the curtain on what happens next: the 
logistical realities of death from which we tend to avert our eyes and for which most of 
us have yet to plan. In short, we aren’t ready.

How might we use this new awareness to improve our lives, calm our fears, and take 
better care of those we love? Experts from many fields answer this question with a 
similar first step: 

Let’s talk about it—and then take meaningful action.

Goals and Methodology

Better Place Forests conducted a nationwide 
survey of 1,138 Americans across all regions and 
a variety of racial demographics to find out how the 
coronavirus pandemic is affecting attitudes toward 
end-of-life matters. Respondents ranged in age 
from 25 to 75+.
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More than half of Americans  say 
they’re thinking more about their
mortality since the pandemic. 

Most aren’t ready to talk about it.

Of those, fewer  
than a third say they’ve 
started talking about it 

with their families.

51% 
of respondents say 

 they’re thinking more 
about death since 

COVID-19.
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Avoiding the topic of death  
is a natural human instinct in 
any time or place. 
In twenty-first-century America, we’re experts at it.   

American conversations around aging and death tend towards the fountain of youth 
mythos, literal or otherwise. Many of the bestselling books on aging have titles that 
suggest halting or evening turning back the clock:  “Goddesses Never Age,” “Younger 
Next Year,” “Aging Backwards,” “The Sexy Years.” And some of Silicon Valley’s best 
minds have dedicated themselves (and their fortunes) to biotech companies studying 
“life extension” in order to solve “the problem of death.”  

Try as we might to avoid it, death inevitably approaches. When it does, we keep it 
largely hidden from sight. Our loved ones typically die far from home, accompanied by 
ticking machines, medical charts, and consent forms. But for most of human history, 
people died where they lived: at home. As much as we might fear it, death was part of 
our experience—a natural part of life. In twenty-first century, four out of five patients 
die in hospitals, nursing homes, and other institutions.2 
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The funeral industry picks up where the medical industry leaves off, and if the 
departed haven’t made end-of-life plans, families are left to navigate the machinery of 
the burial process in the midst of their loss: filling out piles of paperwork, piecing 
together their loved ones’ policies, trying to discern what their burial wishes might be, 
and managing unexpected costs. Instead of a time of reflection on life—and death—the 
grieving often find themselves in the logistical trenches of funeral planning. 

Today, in the midst of a pandemic, death is again a palpable part of our experience. 
Are we using this heightened awareness to help bring some peace of mind for 
ourselves and the people we love?

According to Better Place Forests’ survey, more than half of us are thinking more 
about our mortality since COVID-19. And yet most of us still aren’t ready to start a 
conversation about it. Another suprising finding: Milliennials far outpace Boomers on 
this front.

 
 

 

 

Who’s braving the conversation?
BOOMERS / MILLENNIALS

48%  
of Boomers say 

they’re thinking more 
about their mortality 

since COVID-19.

54%  
of Millennials say 

they’re thinking more 
about their mortality 

since COVID-19.64%  
of Millennials say they’re 
talking about end of life 

with their families.

37%  
of Boomers say 

they’re talking more 
about end of life.

31%  
say they were 
already talking 

about it.
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Why isn’t increased awareness translating to more conversations? One likely reason: 
our awareness is rising in a context of collective fear and anxiety. Recall some of the 
frightening headlines and macabre images we’ve all witnessed in the midst of the 
pandemic: coffins lined up awaiting cremation or refrigerated trucks serving as 
mobile morgues. The shudder of horror we experience when we view these images 
may have as much to do with our own subconscious death panic as it does our 
rational fear of the virus or grief over the loss of life. 

In the midst of the tidal influx of fear and uncertainty in 2020, it’s understandable that 
people want to soothe themselves with comforting distractions and avoid the subject. 
Atul Gawande, modern death guru and author of best-selling book Being Mortal, 
writes, “Few people have these conversations, and there is good reason for anyone to 
dread them. They can unleash difficult emotions, [and even when] handled well, they 
can take real time.”

But taking the time is worth it. Ironically, a healthy 
awareness of the realities of death can 
actually free us from anxiety. Dr. 
Robert W. Firestone, clinical 
psychologist and author of the 
book Beyond Death Anxiety, 
writes, “By acknowledging death 
as a reality instead of resorting to 
defensive denial, we can best meet 
these challenges and embrace life 
more fully.”3 Better Place Forests 
research suggests the same: 73%  
of people who began the conversation 
described it as a productive, positive, and 
reassuring experience.

And we’re not alone in this observation. Leading thinkers, healthcare professionals, 
and spiritual teachers of all stripes agree: open conversations about death can 
ultimately relieve anxiety and be the starting point for a more fulfilling life.
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Even if they’ve started talking  
about end of life, most Americans 
have not taken the next step:

Planning the legacy they want to leave behind.

70% 
of respondents  

have not made solid  
end-of-life plans.
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The pandemic isn’t just 
changing how much we  
think about death. 
It’s also changing who’s planning for it.   

Even if we’ve started the conversation about end-of-life, most Americans have not 
taken the next step: planning for it. You might be surprised, however, by who has been 
inspired to take action on end-of-life planning in the time of COVID. 

It would seem safe to assume that “older” equals “more likely to have made end-of-
life plans.” In fact, it’s a little more complicated. Founding director of the Stanford 
Center on Longevity Laura Carstensen discovered something interesting when studying 
how our priorities shift over the course of our lifetimes.4 In general, we focus on achiev-
ing and acquiring in our younger years. Death is a thing on the distant horizon. As we 
get older and become more aware of our mortality, we tend to focus on more emotion-
ally meaningful goals. We become much more focused on intimacy, deeper relation-
ships and being connected to a few things that make us feel purposeful in the world. 

The twist? This shift toward what matters most isn’t ultimately about age. 
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Immediately following the tragedy of 9/11, Carstensen conducted a study with people 
ages 18 to 94 and found that young people’s priorities had shifted en masse to those 
typically associated with older people. When we become aware that life may be short—
at any age—we identify what really matters to us. We all become much more likely to 
focus on being with and caring for our families and those we love. We also become 
more likely to attend to the legacy we would like to leave behind. Young or old, being 
mindful of death makes us more mindful of our life and legacy.

It’s worth considering another finding from Carstensen’s research: the heightened 
awareness we gain in a time of tragedy and loss isn’t likely to last. Three months after 
her 9/11 study, younger people pushed thoughts of mortality back into their subcon-
scious and went right back to their more youthful priorities. 

How might we cultivate a more lasting awareness of what matters most in life? One 
step can be making an end-of-life plan. The process invites us to think, reflect, feel 
and ask each other essential questions not only about how we want our death handled 
but also what we value, who we are, and what we want our life story to be. 

63% 
of Boomers have not 

finalized their plans for  
end of life.

83%
of Millennials have not 
finalized their plans for  

end of life.

Ready or not?
MILLENNIALS / GEN X / BOOMERS

79%  
of Gen Xers have not 

finalized their plans for  
end of life. 
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OTHER TRADITIONAL 
BURIAL

CREMATION

2010

2020

2030

2040

More Americans are choosing 
cremation and other alternative 
options over traditional burial. 

Coronavirus may be accelerating this trend. 

50% 100%

Projections from National Funeral Directors Association, 2020 Cremation and Burial Report. 
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Funeral cost, always a 
concern, is top-of-mind in 
uncertain times. 
And it’s one of the primary factors driving demand for 
alternative options in the time of the coronavirus.
 
Historically, most Americans have chosen a traditional burial. For many years, it was 
really the only option. But shifting cultural priorities and rising costs have challenged 
Americans to rethink the norm—even before the recession brought on by COVID-19. 

One trend that’s been on the rise for some time: Americans are choosing cremation 
over a cemetery burial. In 2010, 53.3% percent of Americans opted for a cemetery 
burial—which usually, but not always, involves embalming—but in 2020 that number is 
projected to be 37.5%, and by 2040, according to the National Funeral Directors 
Association, it’s projected to decline to just 15.7%. Cremation, on the other hand, 
was the preferred choice for only 40% of Americans in 2010, jumping to a projected 
56% in 2020, and expected to leap to 78% by 2040.5

This trend may be accelerating in the time of COVID. 
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The primary reason people cited for choosing cremation pre-COVID was price. The 
cost of funeral services has risen at over double the rate of other consumer goods in 
the past 50 years.6 Today, a no-frills cremation—without a service—can generally be 
conducted for between $695 and $1,095 in most U.S. cities, whereas a traditional 
funeral with a memorial service, casket, and burial can cost up to $15,000.7

The economic instability driven by COVID-19 has intensified price sensitivity, pushing 
even more Americans to forego traditional burial for a more financially practical option. 
But this likely isn’t the only new factor accelerating the cremation trend. The Phila-
delphia Inquirer reported in May that “America’s death-care industry is getting 
squeezed as cremations rise at an ‘astronomical rate’” with funeral directors perform-
ing three to four times as many cremations during the pandemic.8 Why? Price and, 
given pandemic restrictions, the inability to hold a viewing or memorial service.

The good news: As Americans are pushed to consider alternatives to traditional 
burial, they’re becoming more open to non-traditional end-of-life options, alternatives 
that are better for the planet and more aligned with many Americans’ values.

More than 60%  
of all respondents  
who had heard of 

memorial forests said 
they would prefer it to 

all other options. 

Among those 46-65 
years old, the numbers 
were even higher: more 

than 75% prefer the 
idea of a memorial 

forest.
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A heightened awareness  
of death can present us with 
life-affirming opportunities. 
As with most of life’s big unknowns, death is best met  
with thoughtful preparation.

The coronavirus and the dizzying economic, social, and emotional upheaval left in its 
wake have spun humanity into a state of collective grief. We’re reeling not only from 
the loss of life but also from the loss of normalcy in our lives. Facing uncertainty on so 
many fronts, it can feel like an especially frightening time to also be facing our own 
mortality. 

Reactions to this heightened state of stress can go in many different directions. 
We’ve seen amazing examples of people across the world coming together to take 
care of one another: raising funds, delivering groceries, showing kindness and 
compassion. Unfortunately, we’ve also seen the opposite: people hoarding, lashing 
out, putting others at risk, and creating a lot of additional stress. Whether we realize 
it or not, the experts tell us, fear of mortality is fueling both the best and worst 
behaviors we’re seeing in the world right now. 
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There’s a concept in psychology called terror management theory. This theory suggests 
that when death awareness is high, as it is now with COVID-19, we can go either way: 
we might become motivated to make a positive difference, but we can also become 
more susceptible to self-protective behaviors. We can become more tolerant of 
others’ differences, express a better understanding of ourselves, appreciate nature 
more and find greater meaning in our lives. Or we can become more close-minded 
and fearful.9

The reason: Awareness of 
death strengthens the desire 
to invest in forms of life and 
work that will outlive the self. 
And the decisive factor in 
whether people choose to do 
this through positive or self-
protective action? Conscious 
contemplation. Basically, the 
more mindful we are of our 
own death, the less fear and 
anxiety it induces, and the 
more we’re able to thoughtfully 
prepare the meaningful legacy 
we want to leave behind.

Making an end-of-life plan can help us reach this place of knowledge and appreciation, 
to think through the big questions about who we are, what we value, and what we want 
our legacy to be. An end-of-life plan can be a net for catching your anxiety and a 
lifeboat for holding your loved ones through their journey into the grieving process. 

With a plan in place, we are free to experience the profound mystery of the moment,  
to honor it, and to make the most of it. 

An end-of-life plan  

is a net for catching your 

anxiety and a lifeboat for 

holding your loved ones 

through their journey into 

the grieving process.
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Have you taken steps to 
prepare for the end of life?

Perhaps you’ve been thinking more about your own legacy  
in the time of coronavirus. Find out how ready you are to start having meaningful 

conversations with your loved ones and making solid plans for yourself.  

Take our Readiness Quiz   
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About us

At Better Place Forests, our mission is to inspire everyone  
to leave a meaningful legacy for the planet and for the people they love.  

We are the end-of-life company that built America’s first conservation memorial 
forests—beautiful, sustainable alternatives to cemeteries for people who choose 
cremation. We offer you an end-of-life experience that is uplifting, empowering 
and personal by enabling you to return your ashes to the earth, underneath a 

protected memorial tree. By creating beautiful memorial spaces that  
resonate with you and your loved ones, we establish, maintain and  

protect forestland for generations to come.

Awarded as one of Fast Company’s “World Changing Ideas” and  
“Most Innovative Companies” of 2020, Better Place Forests helps you write a 

better ending to your story and establish a lasting legacy while conserving  
some of the most iconic natural land in North America.   

For more information, visit betterplaceforests.com  
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