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End-of-life care: New MA survey shows deep chasm 

between what we know and what we do 
Massachusetts Coalition for Serious Illness Care 

convenes to jump-start essential conversations 
 
BOSTON, May 12, 2016—Eighty-five percent of Massachusetts residents believe that physicians and their 
patients should talk about end-of-life care – but only 15 percent have actually had such conversations, 
according to a new statewide survey by the Massachusetts Coalition for Serious Illness Care. 
 
Strikingly, even those respondents facing serious illness are reluctant to plan ahead with their care team. Only 
25 percent of respondents facing such afflictions reported talking with their physician about end-of-life care.  
 
In addition, although the vast majority of people will eventually encounter medical situations in which they 
are unable to make decisions for themselves: 

 Almost half of the population (46 percent), including most men, people of color, and those without 
college education, have not discussed their wishes for serious illness care with others. 

 Most respondents (55 percent) have not named a health care agent (or proxy) to make such 
decisions. 

 
“These findings are a wake-up call for all of us, clinicians and patients alike,” said Atul Gawande, M.D., 
M.P.H., co-chair of the Coalition, executive director of Ariadne Labs, a joint center of Brigham and Women's 
Hospital and Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health, and author of the New York Times bestseller, Being 
Mortal: Medicine and What Matters in the End.  
 
“People have priorities in their lives besides just living longer,” said Dr. Gawande. “They have goals and aims 
for the quality of their life, too. This survey shines a light on the need to ask people about what those 
priorities are– and then to ensure that they are honored. 
 
“This is about how you want to live, not just about how you want to die,” Gawande said. “When clinicians 
don’t talk to people about their priorities for serious illness care, care can become misaligned with what 
matters to them. And the result is suffering.” 
 
The landmark survey’s findings will be shared at the Coalition’s inaugural Summit today at the Kennedy 
Library. Speakers will include Dr. Gawande, Pulitzer Prize winning columnist Ellen Goodman and Gov. 
Charlie Baker. 
 
“I am heartened to see that a Coalition has been established to share best practices and establish concrete, 
meaningful goals,” said Governor Baker. “This coalition brings together expertise and talent from both the 
private and public sector, serving as a great model for how we tackle major challenges in Massachusetts.” 
 



 
 
The Coalition’s goal is “for everyone in Massachusetts to be cared for in accordance with their own goals and 
preferences, at every stage of health care and illness,” said Maureen Bisognano, co-chair of the Coalition and 
former President and CEO of the Institute for Healthcare Improvement. “We have to have the will to build a 
system where clinicians feel comfortable raising these conversations with their patients. And people feel 
comfortable raising it with their clinicians.” 
 
But there is work to be done to achieve that goal, according to the survey. One-third of Massachusetts 
residents who had a loved one die in the past year said patient preferences were not fully followed. And one-
fifth described the end-of-life care they witnessed as only fair or poor. 
 
“None of us should be satisfied until people across the Commonwealth feel much more comfortable to 
express their wishes, and clinicians have the time and skills to really understand, so they can respect those 
wishes,” said Bisognano. 
 
But the survey shines light on reasons for hopefulness, too. When respondents do name a health care agent, 
85 percent talked to their agent about their wishes if faced with serious illness.  
 
“A tide is turning. People are increasingly willing to have these conversations. Our job is to make these 
discussions happen earlier and more widely. Because it’s always too early until it’s too late” said Ellen 
Goodman, one of the Coalition’s founding members and also a Pulitzer Prize winning columnist and co-
founder and director of The Conversation Project. 
 
“There are people doing incredible work in this area in Massachusetts,” said Andrew Dreyfus, another 
Coalition founding member and President and CEO of Blue Cross Blue Shield of Massachusetts. “They are 
joining the Coalition to give these matters the focused attention they deserve. And to help make 
Massachusetts a national leader in serious illness care, just as we have been a national leader in so many other 
important areas of health care. This is the right time. And this is the right community in which to do it.” 
 
The inaugural Massachusetts Coalition for Serious Illness Care Summit will be held today at the John F. 
Kennedy Library in Boston from 10:30 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. The Summit also will be available to view via 
livestream at maseriouscare.com. Follow along to the conversation about the Summit by following 
#MCSICSummit on Twitter and Instagram. 
 
For a summary of the survey results, the Coalition’s goals, an agenda for the Coalition Summit, and a listing 
of the Coalition’s member organizations to date, contact Ian Meropol: imeropol@a-g.com, 781.608.2958. 
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About the Massachusetts Coalition for Serious Illness Care 
The Massachusetts Coalition for Serious Illness Care includes a diverse set of organizations committed to 
ensuring that health care for everyone in the Commonwealth reflects their goals, values and preferences. 


