
arah is a farm widow. She has lived alone these past 5 years since Jake passed away, after a couple of  months in the hospital 
and then at home on hospice. She’s been able to keep the farm running with the help of  the three boys, although it hasn’t been 
easy. One of  the biggest challenges has been locating all the documents right after Jake died. Titles for various vehicles, life 

insurance policies, lease agreements, even the deed to the farm were spread over the whole farm. The oldest son, Greg , even found a paid-
up $350,000 life insurance policy in the glovebox of  
one of  the pickups he was taking into town to trade-
in. Jake had apparently decided to stop by the insur-
ance agency when he was in town one fall and bought 
the policy but never remembered to tell anyone about 
it, let alone put the policy in a safe place. Needless to 
say, the family found it challenging to keep the farm 
running with important documents missing. It was 
also hard where they weren’t sure how Jake wanted 
final arrangements handled – he never talked about 
his end-of-life hopes or desires. It forced the family to 
make several difficult decisions without any idea of  
what they should be based on.

What could Jake have done to help better-prepare 
the farm and the family for the transition?

What 
Are  

End-of-Life Issues?
Planning an Ag Legacy should include discussion of  all five components of  

a true legacy: values and life lessons, personal possessions of  emotion-
al value, fulfilling final wishes and instructions, ownership of  financial 
assets and real estate, and management succession. If  the discussions 
between generations do not cover all five components of  a legacy, the 
legacy transfer will not be completed successfully.

Final instructions and wishes to be fulfilled can be extremely detailed or 
very general. The first step is to decide what a “good” death looks like to 
you. The second step is to identify and document wishes for the end of  
life: where to live, where to die, what level of  medical care is desired, and 

who should care for dependents. The third step is to document your final 
wishes – those things relating to burial and memorial. In today’s world, Step four, 

which is to provide a list of  secured places and passwords, is also extremely important.
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Consider the End
Death is a natural part of  life - for most of  us, talking about it isn’t. 
Most people are uncomfortable talking, or even thinking, about what 
will happen when they or a loved one dies. Avoiding the topic doesn’t 
stop death from happening. 

For some, spiritual rituals are an important part of  the end-of-life 
process, perhaps including a spiritual advisor or other counselors. For 
others the option to be at home among family and friends in familiar 
surroundings brings comfort when then they think of  their last days. 

Still others would like to make sure that they receive all the medical 
care appropriate for their circumstances. Knowing that staff  will be avail-
able around the clock and that appropriate medication can be provided 
offers comfort. Another group of  individuals find reassurance in the idea 
that they get their final affairs in order, pack their bag and ride-off-into-
the-sunset. They don’t want to burden family or friends with their passing 
and prefer to make that last journey on their own.

The point here is that there is no one, correct way to look at the end of  
life. Nor is there only a single alternative open to most of  us. Often we have a number of  choices and options to 
consider. Of  course, making no choice about the end might mean that others are forced to make those choices 
for us. It is likely better if  we at least make our wishes known to them, that way they can help to make sure our 
wishes are honored when the time comes. 

It is not so critical to actually define a “good” death, as it is to reflect on and talk over with others who may be 
involved that is important. Talking and planning are the best ways to ensure that your wishes will be fulfilled. 
These discussions may help you to live your life to the fullest – the way you want –  right up to the end. That’s why 

planning for your death is so important 
to your well-being and your loved ones’ 
peace of  mind. When you were born, 
your parents spent nine months preparing 
for your birth. This same kind of  plan-
ning should be applied at the end of  life.

How Are End-of-Life 
Issues Best Addressed?
While we don’t have absolute control 
over how we will die, we may want to in-
form others of  our preferences related to 
death. The first conversation you must 
have is with yourself. Explore your an-
swers to the following questions: 

• What kinds of  medical treatment 
do you want if  you become terminally 
ill?
• Who do you want to take care of  
you?
• What environment would you pre-
fer?



It is also valuable and important to talk with other people about your 
end-of-life decisions. You may find it useful to reflect with: 

• Family members, 
• Close friends, 
• A spiritual advisor (Priest, Pastor, Rabbi, Shaman), 
• Health care providers, or 
• Others important to you.

Not talking doesn’t ease the pain associated with loss. Many  
people avoid talking about end-of-life because of  their fears: suffer-
ing, pain, separation from loved ones and the unknown. These fears 
keep them from dealing with life’s final lesson and make it harder to 
plan their lives as they wish. Not talking can also make it harder for 
those left behind.

Once you have decided on what you want, use an advance directive 
to document your wishes. Advance directives are formal documents 
that explicitly describe your wishes for 
care near the end, including:

• Medical/health care directives
• Living wills
• Powers of  attorney
• Wills
• Estate plans

A number of  vital records 
may be needed to execute 
your final wishes. It is often 
easier for you to locate or 
obtain missing documents 
than it will be for your family 
members or your executor. 
Many of  the forms needed 
to replace lost or damaged 
certificates and other records 
are available on the Internet. 
Important documents in-

clude: birth certificates, adoption records, religious 
certificates, marriage licenses, divorce or separation 
documents, military service records, citizenship doc-
uments, and social security cards, among others.

Keep in mind that not all records are equal, depending  
on the intended use. For example, informational 
copies of  records are useful as personal records but 
cannot be used to obtain identification, such as a 
driver’s license or passport. On the other hand, cer-
tified copies are stamped with an official seal indi-
cating that the copy is an exact replica of  the original 
certificate and can be obtained only if  the individual 
can prove that they are the person named or have a 
direct relationship to the person named (ex. spouse). 
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Other Issues
Planning for pre-death issues and possibilities before the time actually comes will free both you and your loved 
ones to spend time doing the things that are really important during your last days. Other considerations and 
issues you may want to address, include: life-sustaining treatments, where to spend your last days, care of  depen-
dents - minor children, an elderly parent, or relatives, foster children or adults, or possibly a disabled friend or 
family member, and care of  animals, either pets or livestock in your care.

Consider the possibility that you may not be able to express your desires during your last days. It is important to 
have documentation of  your choices and desires. These documents may be the only way for loved ones to know 
what you want. Legal instruments include Powers of  Attorney and a Living Will. Keep in mind that professional 
advisors may be necessary to make sure that your decisions for your end-of-life plans are legally binding.

For More Information
Ag Legacy materials and online learning modules are developed from resource materials intended to assist farm 
and ranch families to develop a complete legacy. These include helpful worksheets, planning guides, electronic 

tools, references, and a host of  other information assembled to provide 
the tools for a successful legacy. 

Material for this article was taken from an online course entitled A Lasting Legacy  
- Course  2 by Jeffrey E. Tranel, John P. Hewlett and Rodney Sharp, 2007. 

The course is available free of  charge at 
AGLEGACY.org > Learning.

Online modules, including recorded presentations covering how to  
establish an AG LEGACY and other helpful information on manage-
ment succession plans are available at our website. For more on up-

coming modules, past newsletters, and for other information about Ag Legacy  
see AgLegacy.org. Requests for additional information may be emailed to  
Information@AgLegacy.org. 

https://AGLEGACY.org
http://aglegacy.org

