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Some might commemorate the loss of a loved one by raising a quiet toast or
hiking a favourite trail. Others may lay an extra place setting at the Christmas table, or
put a symbolic gift under the tree that will never be unwrapped. The rise of “grief tech”
could soon allow those left behind to interact more vividly with the dead. Companies
such as HereAfter AI are building “legacy avatars” of living people that can be called
upon after their deaths to console the bereaved. The trend towards AI-assisted grieving,
which goes beyond simply preserving the digital legacies of the deceased, may end up
reshaping the way we memorialise our dead.

Charlotte Jee, a reporter for MIT Technology Review who created avatars of her
living parents, described the experience of interacting with these bots as “undeniably
weird”. A question to her virtual “mother” about her favourite jewellery elicited the
stilted response: “Sorry I didn’t understand that. You can try asking another way, or
move on to another topic.” Still, in some carefully curated situations, it might feel
more engaging than listening to voicemails on repeat. Lucy Selman, associate
professor in palliative and end-of-life care at Bristol university in the UK, and founder
of the online Good Grief Festival, describes grief tech as “an interesting advance”. But,
she says, “before it is introduced more widely, a lot more research is needed into its
ethical dimensions and how and when it might be useful, or indeed harmful, in serious
illness and in bereavement”. While the prospect of a continued relationship after death
might reassure some, Selman says, the technology could risk delaying or prolonging
grief for others. What is certain, she insists, is that this approach “won’t be for
everyone, because grief is as unique as our relationships with each other”.

Perhaps a chatbot that can converse convincingly from beyond the grave is the
next natural—or unnatural—step for some families. But, says Selman, who lost her
own father when she was 15 and later suffered a stillbirth, “Grief tech reminds us of
the importance of prioritising conversations and relationships with loved ones before
they die”. That advice—that there is no time like the present to appreciate and chat to
our nearest and dearest—feels like a gift for this festive season.
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Not bad, but must try harder is probably how UK prime minister Rishi Sunak
reads the country’s mathematics report card. Just half of England’s 16 to 19-year-olds
study the subject at some level. And while competence in arithmetic is seen as a
marker of academic rigour in a lot of countries, the English often wear their struggles
with algebra, times tables and trigonometry as a badge of honour. To get more serious,
Sunak last week called for maths education to be compulsory until 18—which is what
most developed nations already do. Indeed, a thorough grounding in mathematics is
critical to equip today’s students for the future.

Numerical dexterity is an essential skill for adult life. Everyday routines from
managing budgets, bills and taxes through to dieting, fitness and timekeeping require
an understanding of basic arithmetical concepts. Employment and salary outcomes are
also closely linked to mathematical proficiency. Even beyond well-paid occupations
with a direct requirement for higher-level numeracy skills, such as accountancy and
engineering, most jobs require some ability to analyse data, assess trends and make
measured decisions, for which a low level of numeracy is a poor starting point.

At its core, a solid grasp of mathematics inculcates skills in problem-solving,
systems learning and abstract thinking: Albert Einstein described the discipline as “the
poetry of logical ideas”. Such skills are vital to navigate the new challenges and
opportunities wrought by rapid economic and technological change — which will
continue to transform working practices and jobs. Research by McKinsey identifies
logical reasoning, data literacy and computational thinking among the key
foundational skills citizens will need to thrive in the future of work. Developments in
big data, artificial intelligence and quantum computing, and the surge in demand for
coders, quants and data analysts reflect this.

So Sunak’s announcement is a step forward but changing education systems and
attitudes overnight is not easy. And even the most numerate nations cannot rest on
their laurels. Teaching will need to evolve in lockstep with innovation to ensure
students have the right arithmetic and financial literacy tools to thrive. Government,
employers and society also have a key role in reinforcing numeracy skills in adulthood.
Rather than having a single solution, this maths problem will be iterative.


