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Diploma in Funeral Arranging and Administration 
 

Module 1 Unit 1 Understanding Bereavement and Grief. 

 
 

Purpose and 

Aim of the Unit: 

The purpose of the unit is to develop learners’ understanding of the 

concepts of bereavement and grief. Specifically, the unit aims to 

promote learners’ understanding of theories that relate to 

bereavement and grief. Additionally, the unit aims to enable 

learners to understand the influence of culture and religion upon 

grief and the significance of a funeral for the bereaved. 

 

This unit has 6 learning outcomes. 

 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

 

The learner will: 

1. Understand types of death and their associated grief. 

 

2 Understand the cycle of grief. 

 

3 Understand theories of loss. 

 

4 Know the influence of culture upon grief, 

 

5 Know the influence of religious beliefs upon grief. 

 

6 Understand the role of the funeral service for the bereaved. 
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Responding to Grief 

It is important for Funeral Arrangers and Directors’ not only to have an understanding 

of the theories of loss but also to understand the different types of grief people 

experience. 

Grief can be split into two main categories, these being normal grief and abnormal 

grief.  The following pages will explore what grief is expected and normal when 

responding to loss as well as the types of grief that are complicated and prolonged. 

Normal Grief 

 

This type of grief is the ‘normal’ reaction of responding to a loss which is eventually 

lessened as a person readjusts to that loss by moving through the various stages of 

grief as detailed earlier in this information. 

That is not to say a person who has suffered loss, returns to the person they were 

before the death of a loved one but may describe their lives as different – how they 

were before their loss and how they are after their loss. 

Abnormal Grief 

Abnormal grief is sometimes referred to as ‘complicated grief’ and this area can be 

broken down into a number of different types: 

• Disenfranchised Grief – this is where a person who has suffered a loss and for 

one reason or another cannot openly acknowledge that loss.  This might be 

because the loss is not socially recognised (e.g. loss through an abortion) or 

because the circumstances of the death contribute to stigma or may be 

negatively judged by others (e.g. a suicide). 
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• Chronic Grief - this type of grief can start as ‘normal’ but the person finds it 

difficult to find closure and/or return to usual activities. The person suffering 

from this type of grief may be encouraged to seek additional outside help (e.g. 

mental health professional). 

 

• Exaggerated Grief – this form of grief can manifest itself in the person who has 

suffered a loss showing self-destructive behaviour to help ease their pain (e.g. 

the taking of drugs/suicide attempts). 

 

• Delayed Grief – this type of grief is as the header suggests where the grieving 

process is delayed due to a number of factors (e.g. where a wife with young 

children suffering the loss of her husband delays her grief to concentrate on 

providing normality for the sake of her children). 

 

• Masked Grief – this is where a person who has suffered loss becomes extreme 

in their behaviour toward others who are close to them.  They may very well 

deliberately push people away; withhold their affections or simply avoid 

making any new relationships.  On the opposite end of the scale, either when 

involved in either an existing or new relationship, they may become obsessive 

and/or overly dependant. 

 
Surveys carried out amongst grieving people suggest that Funeral Arranger / Funeral 

Directors come very high on the list of “those found most helpful” after a major loss 

experienced through bereavement. 

 

This indicates that funeral service employees are very aware of the sensitive nature of 

their tasks and intuitively seem able to help mourners. Intuition, however, is more 

effective if it is backed by extended and much deeper knowledge of the effects of 

death upon the bereaved. 

 

The purpose of some of the following information is to help you to gain a more indepth 

understanding of the types of death and their associated feelings of grief. 

 

Developing a deeper understanding should help you to empathise with your client, and 

to recognise some of the emotions the client may well be experiencing, which in turn, 

can then help you to respond appropriately. 
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Types of Death and Associated Grief. 

 

Learning Outcome 1 

Understand types of death and their associated grief. 

 

 
 

First of all, consider the manner or type of death that can be classified in four ways, 

including the associated feelings of grief and the impact of the bereaved. 

 

1) Natural Death 

 
A natural death occurs as a result of the process of natural aging, illness, or as a result 

of disease.  

Normal or common grief begins soon after a loss, and symptoms experienced by the 

client fade over time. During normal grief, the bereaved move towards accepting the 

loss and is able to continue normal day-to-day life even though it is hard to do. 

Common grief reactions include: Emotional numbness, shock, disbelief, or denial.  

Clients’ often express their anxiety over being separated from their loved one. Distress 

that leads to crying; sighing; having dreams, illusions, and hallucinations of the 

deceased; and looking for places or things that were shared with the deceased. 

Periods of sadness, loss of sleep, loss of appetite, extreme tiredness, guilt, and loss of 

interest in life. Day-to-day living may be affected – all are natural responses. 

Anticipatory grief occurs when a death is expected, but before it happens. It may be 

felt by the families of people who are dying.  Anticipatory grief sometimes helps 
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clients’ and family members get ready emotionally for the loss, but when death occurs, 

the bereaved still experience a sense of shock and disbelief. However, bear in mind, 

Anticipatory grief does not always occur. 

2) Accident  
An accidental death occurs following an accident, or when an injury or perhaps for 

example poisoning causes death, but it is unintentional. 

 

A sudden death or loss as a result of an accident usually means that the bereaved may 

encounter additional difficulties and traumas than those experienced after an 

expected death.  Such death without forewarning means that the grief is not only more 

pronounced but  also that the accompanying shock and disruption to the bereaved's 

normal life pattern is profoundly intensified.  

 

The stages of grief that follow and the spin-offs from such tragedies are compounded 

and multiplied. The feelings of helplessness and  powerlessness, distorted, chronic or 

frozen mourning rituals, the inability to 'make sense' of the tragedy let alone 

effectively cope, are all examples of such accentuated  and magnified reactions to 

sudden loss.  

 

Such intensity is primarily due to the lack of opportunity beforehand to say farewell,  

resolve unfinished issues, or prepare in any way for the death. The bereaved are also 

left with 

feelings of vulnerability, especially if the death was accidental or due to murder.  

 

3) Suicide  
A suicide results from a deliberate, self-inflicted act committed to harm or cause death 

to one's self. 

 

While it's recognised that each person's grief is personal, there are certain feelings 

associated by clients’ with dealing with a suicide that may be more pronounced. 

  

The grief process following a suicide loss may be very different from grief experienced 

with other losses.  Grief involves many different layers – mental, physical, emotional 

and spiritual.  Grief is an active process involving choices.  Each person’s process is 

unique and depends on factors such as personality, relationship to the deceased, 

personal histories and supports 

 

Shock and numbness 

Suicide bereavement is one of the most intensely painful experiences clients’’’’ are 

likely to undergo.  The pain may be so overwhelming initially, that a clients’’’’ natural 
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defense mechanism initially shuts down.   

 

Deep sadness 

Deep sadness is normal.  Other common feelings the client may experience may 

include: helplessness; hopelessness; fear; failure; anxiety; depression; rejection and 

abandonment. 

 

Anger and blame 

The client may express anger and blame directed towards those perceived to have 

been at fault.  These may include doctors, counsellors, friends, family, or even the 

person that died. 

 

Guilt 

The bereaved often express that they feel they have missed or ignored earlier warning 

signs of distress, leading to feelings of guilt. 

 

Shame 

A client may believe the myth that all people who die by suicide are either mentally ill 

or come from dysfunctional families.   

 

 

Relief 

Some clients’’ feel relief after a suicide, especially when the relationship with the 

deceased has been difficult and chaotic, or, if the client has watched the person suffer 

for a prolonged period of time. 

 

Denial 

Clients’ may not fully accept the reality of the suicide.  They may move in and out of 

denial.  This is especially common in the initial phase of grief. Clients’ may express a 

number of “Why” questions over and over in an effort to understand the reason their 

loved one died by suicide. This is a normal part of the healing process.  With suicide, 

even when people think they have touched upon the answer – the “Why” question 

continues to surface. 

 

Fear 

It is normal for a client to experience a loss of self-esteem and confidence in problem 

solving or decision-making. 

 

Depression 

The world as the client knew it changed the moment their loved one died.  Grief 

impacts everything including sleep patterns; eating habits; concentration; energy levels 
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and motivation. 

 

Spiritual or Religious Beliefs 

Spiritual beliefs and values previously held may be challenged.  A client may question 

the meaning or purpose of life.  Fear of rejection by their religious community can also 

be a factor. 

 

4) Murder  
A murder or manslaughter occurs when death is caused by another person. 

 

Clients’ who experience bereavement as a result of murder or other violent death tend 

to experience the impact of a sudden, unexpected, violent death with the possibility 

of a mutilated body, or no body at all. Many question their own basic beliefs and 

values about the importance of human life and associated behaviour. 

 

It is natural for a client to experience tremendous family stress as each person is 

grieving differently and each needs additional support. Likewise, clients’ may 

experience a great deal of guilt over not having protected their loved one.The client 

may feel the stigma of having a family member murdered, with people believing that 

only criminal types are murdered. This feeling of stigma may well be increased on the 

day of the funeral. 
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Learning Outcome 2 

Understand the Cycle of Grief. 

Dr Elisabeth Kübler-Ross pioneered methods in the support and counselling of personal 

trauma, grief and grieving, associated with death and dying. She also dramatically 

improved the understanding and practices in relation to bereavement and hospice 

care. This is quite aside from the validity of her theoretical work itself, on which point 

see the note, right. 

 

Her ideas, notably the five stages of grief model (denial, anger, bargaining, depression, 

acceptance), are transferable to varying degrees and in different ways, to personal 

change and emotional upset resulting from factors other than death and dying. 

 
The following information describes the Five stages of grief - Elisabeth Kübler-Ross  

 
1 - Denial 

 
Denial is a conscious or unconscious refusal to accept facts, information, reality, etc., 

relating to the situation concerned. It's a defense mechanism and perfectly natural. 

Some people can become locked in this stage when dealing with a traumatic change 

that can be ignored. Death of course is not particularly easy to avoid or evade 

indefinitely. 

 
2 - Anger 

  
Anger can manifest in different ways. People dealing with emotional upset can be 

angry with themselves, and/or with others, especially those close to them. Knowing 

this helps keep detached and non-judgemental when experiencing the anger of 

someone who is very upset. 

 
3 - Bargaining  
Traditionally the bargaining stage for people facing death can involve attempting to 

bargain with whatever God the person believes in. People facing less serious trauma 

can bargain or seek to negotiate a compromise. For example "Can we still be 

friends?.." when facing a break-up. Bargaining rarely provides a sustainable solution, 
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especially if it's a matter of life or death. 

 

4 - Depression  

 
Also referred to as preparatory grieving. In a way it's the dress rehearsal or the practice 

run for the 'aftermath' although this stage means different things depending on whom 

it involves. It's a sort of acceptance with emotional attachment. It's natural to feel 

sadness and regret, fear, uncertainty, etc. It shows that the person has at least begun 

to accept the reality.  

 

5 - Acceptance  

 
Again this stage definitely varies according to the person's situation, although broadly 

it is an indication that there is some emotional detachment and objectivity. People 

dying can enter this stage a long time before the people they leave behind, who must 

necessarily pass through their own individual stages of dealing with the grief. 

 
Note  

The 'Five Stages of Grief' model, and Kübler-Ross's methods in developing and defining 

her ideas, has been subject to debate and criticism. The topic of death, including 

reactions to death, attracts serious and passionate interest, and may be understood, 

rationalised, and 'treated' in many ways. 

 

The explanation here is offered as an interpretation and series of possibilities by which 

to appreciate situations involving traumatic loss.  

 

Death, as life itself, means different things to different people, and depends upon the 

manner of death that has taken place. 
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Dr. Margaret Stroebe’s Dual Process Model 

 

A very helpful way of looking at grief to try to move away from linear models is 

Dr. Margaret Stroebe’s Dual Process Model 

 

A Dual Process Model of Coping with Loss 
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This diagram is perhaps a better way of viewing Worden’s tasks, as it shows 

they are not sequential, but a dynamic circle.
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Dr. Stroebe studied grief patterns across many cultures and feels that although a linear model 

may be true for some people, some of the time, for a great many people it does not represent 

what they experience. 

 

NB It is only fair to point out that the inventors of these models do not suggest that they 

follow a rigid pattern - although, sadly, many bereavement helpers do interpret them 

rigidly. 

 
 

Bereavement is a huge stressor and the Dual Process model uses the way in which we cope 

with stress to suggest a different way of looking at grief. 

 

The Dual Process model sees people as oscillating between allowing themselves, so to speak, to 

experience the pain of their loss and trying to manage it in a variety of ways. The great value of 

this model is that it accepts the uniqueness of the bereaved person’s coping strategies and does 

not look for a particular structure. It also means that we can free ourselves from trying to attach 

time scales to what the bereaved “Should” or “Ought to” be feeling and doing. As one notable 

writer about grief (Rosenblatt) put it: 

 

Presumably, what most people do most of the time in grieving feels real to them. 

 

The task of the Funeral Arranger / Funeral Director is to validate those feelings rather than to 

try to fit them into some kind of pre-decided structure. 

 

Another model, based on the “I’m going round in circles,” experience reported by so many 

people is also illustrated. This model also acknowledges that despite the sadness of loss and the 

pain of grief, many bereaved people feel that they have grown as a result of it and that they 

have learned - perhaps about themselves and strengths that they had never seen themselves as 

having - and have developed a greater depth of compassion. This does not mean that the death 

is transformed into something good, but that it can become a platform for growth. If a Funeral 

Arranger and Funeral Arranger / Funeral Director can play a part at the start of that growth, it is 

a privilege, although care must be taken not to offer these ideas openly - no newly bereaved 

person wants to be told that the death will make them stronger! A quiet assurance, as opposed 
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to a rather vapid reassurance, is what is helpful. 

 

The Grief of Parents 
 
It is disturbing that there can be a tendency to set up some sort of “league table” about grief. It is 

as if we have to decide that one loss is more painful than another: 

 

• The death of a young person is worse than that of someone who has had “a good innings”  
 
• Sudden death is worse than an expected one  
 
• Sudden death is a happy release - a “good way to go” (for whom?)  
 
• Death of a spouse is the worst thing that can happen (what if it is a relief?)  
 
• Death of a parent, especially when you’re young, is the worst thing that can happen.  
 
• Death of a child is the hardest to bear  

 

As you can no doubt see, very many of these attempts to decide that one loss is more painful 

than another will need to be qualified by, “It all depends ………. “. It could also lead to a lack of 

sensitivity in bereavement support, if we decide that one person’s grief is more painful than 

another’s. 

 

Some attempts have been made to determine what influences the way people grieve and these 

in their turn have been used to try to predict the outcome of bereavement loss. 

 

The following Determinants of Grief, as they are called, can be helpful, but should not be used 

to determine the depth of grief: They are: 

 

1.    Who the deceased was 
 

This is so obvious that it hardly needs saying, but it is important. A grandparent dying in his 

or her 90’s will be grieved differently from a brother or sister dying in their 40’s - differently 

but not necessarily more or less. 

2.    The nature of the relationship of the bereaved with the deceased 
 

This is very significant. If you remind yourself of Bowlby’s attachment theory you will see that 

the greater the degree of attachment, the greater the degree of loss. Yet all relationships 

have a measure of ambivalence - few of us love every single thing about our nearest and 
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dearest! If the balance in a relationship was difficult this will affect how grief is experienced 

some- people are surprised at how much they miss what was a “bad” attachment, but 

disliking or even hating someone takes a great deal of emotional energy, which now has no 

focus. Some bereaved people may have relied very heavily on the deceased in both a 

practical and an emotional sense - a loss of self-worth is very common after a death. 

 

3.    The Mode of Death 
 
The way in which a death occurred can have a profound effect on the way in which grief is 

experienced. There has been a good deal of research into what constitutes a “good” death. The 

Hospice movement and increasing contact with other cultures has made us more aware that 

there are widely differing views about this concept, but it seems certain that Funeral Arranger / 

Funeral Directors need to be alert to how the death occurred when working with the bereaved. 

For instance, death by suicide is likely to lead to very complex grieving. 

 

4.    Past History of Loss 
 
The bereaved person may have experienced many losses or none and this is likely to affect 

the response to a death. 

 

5.    The network of social support around the bereaved 
 
The UK seems to be becoming an increasingly isolationist society - families are broken or are 

scattered, neighbours no longer seem as close, people are living longer and so may be 

outliving their social group. The bereaved person may have only a very small circle to call on 

for support. Grief is always lonely, but can be more so if there is no social support. 

 

6     The Faith or Belief System that the bereaved have or had 
 

A sure faith can be very comforting, but for others the death can mean a huge upheaval in 

their belief system and can sometimes lead to a loss of faith; either will have an impact on 

grief. 

 

Look at each of the six determinants again and take a moment to reflect on how being 

aware of each can help when arranging a funeral. Careful exploration of these points, using 



 

 

NAFD © Copyright  June 2013    Dip FAA Module 1 Unit 1 Issue 2   Page 15 

 

good communication skills, can mean the difference between “personalising” a funeral and 

making it meaningful for the bereaved and making it an impersonal event which leaves the 

bereaved feeling in some way dissatisfied. 

 

How might each/any of these determinants apply to parents (or a single parent) whose child 

has died? 

 

Although the tendency to create some sort of hierarchy of grief is to be deplored, there do seem 

to be some special features related to parental grief and being aware of these may enhance 

sensitivity when planning the funeral. 

 

The Society of Compassionate Friends (an organisation for bereaved parents run by bereaved 

parents) found that one of the most powerful reactions was the guilt associated with not taking 

sufficient care of the child. Almost always this guilt is wholly irrational- the child’s death was in no 

way due to the parents’ negligence - but it is almost unbearably real. It is as if part of being a 

parent means that we have our children “in trust”, so to speak, and are responsible for bringing 

them to maturity. Even when no blame can be attached, betraying that trust seems to be a heavy 

burden carried by bereaved parents. This can lead to a sense of failure and to feelings of 

worthlessness. 

 

As a bereaved father said, “What kind of man am I if I can’t keep my own daughter safe?” 

 

Yet the accident that had killed her was wholly outside his control. 

 

Most parents will have expected that their children will outlive them (even if they had not 

given it much conscious thought). The child’s death upsets this expectation in a very 

fundamental way. 

 

There is an old saying: 

 

When you lose your parents, you lose your past; if you lose your children, you lose your future. 

 

This sense may also account for another finding of Compassionate Friends - bereaved parents 
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have a sense that they have lost an important part of themselves - after all, children are, in many 

ways, part of their parents and their death is a sort of death of the parent too. 

 

Another piece of research found that some of the things that were said as condolence (and 

which were kindly meant) were very hurtful to bereaved parents.  

 

These included: 

 

• ‘At least you’ve still got the others.’ (about surviving children)  
 

• ‘You’ve still got one son/daughter.’  
 

• ‘You’ve got each other.’ (the statistics for marital breakup after the death of a child are huge)  
 

• ‘He/she was too good for this world.’  
 

• ‘You’re young enough to have more children / another little one ‘  
 

 

Helping parents at a time when their grief is acute is a privilege and some awareness of the 

special nature of their grief can be a source of healing. 

 

We need, even so, to be aware of cultural differences in parental reactions to the death of a 

child. Our cultural expectations may be very different from others’ and care is needed if we are 

to avoid projecting our attitudes and expectations. If you can, try to find out what cultural 

attitudes may exist which differ from your own. 
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Learning Outcome 3 

Understand Theories of Loss. 

 

Theories and Models of Grief  

 
 
The great Swiss philosopher and psychologist Carl Jung, said “Learn your theories as well as you 

can, but put them aside when you touch the miracle of the living soul; not theories, but your 

own creative individuality must decide.” 

 

We shall be looking at some of the theories and models which have developed around 

bereavement, but at all times we need to remind ourselves that when we are working to help the 

bereaved, we are approaching, to use Jung’s words “a living soul” and that knowledge, whilst 

being essential, is no substitute for compassion. 

 

Three theories of Loss 
 

1.    Bowlby’s Attachment Theory 
 

Bowlby’s theory of attachment is based on his observations of young children, separated from 

their mothers, or other primary carers. It is especially useful when we think that a strong 

component of loss and grief is the sense of “missing” something or someone. 
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 Resource: www.simplypsychology.org/attachment.html 

 

If asked “What are you very attached to?” or “Who are you attached to?” what might your 

answer be? 

Your answers might include trivial items, such as a first gift which may not be valuable in itself, 

but which has some special significance for you. Alternatively it may that you are attached to a 

particular place, because some association makes it special for you, or, and most importantly, 

you may be or have been very attached to a person. 

 

Loss of any of these attachments brings with it a range of emotions, and a sense that something 

is “missing”. For the bereaved, the sense of the ending of attachments is very powerful. Bowlby 

thought that the need to attach is innate. It is built into the human condition and we could not 

survive without it. We learn to use attachment to control our environment - babies soon realise 

that if they coo and gurgle the attachment figure stays with them for longer! Because 

attachment in general means safety and security, when we lose it, we demonstrate our distress 

in a variety of ways. 

 

If you have the opportunity, try to observe the reactions of some (not all) children being left 

with a child minder, or at a nursery, or on their first day at school. If you cannot observe first 

hand, talk to someone who has had experience of this type of separation. 

 

Bowlby identified three phases, which he/she thought were typical of what happens 

when separation occurs: 

• Protest 
 

• Despair 
 

• Detachment 

 

The protest phase results in anger, tears and refusal to accept that the attachment figure is no 
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longer around. Despair follows when hope that the separation is not “real” has finally gone and 

finally, when acceptance that the loss is real happens, there is a sense of detachment, which 

sometimes manifests itself as indifference. 

 

Bowlby suggests that the price of being attached (about which we have no choice) is the pain of 

loss. He also suggests that we, so to speak, re-experience this pain throughout our lives and 

nowhere more so than in bereavement. 

 

What insights into mourning does Bowlby’s theory offer us? It does seem to be true that some 

grieving people do exhibit the phases he observed in children experiencing “separation 

anxiety”: they may experience a profound sense of disbelief and have powerful feelings of 

anger and be very tearful or in a state of shock. As realisation dawns, the despair brings with it 

intense unhappiness and the type of emotions related to depression. Finally the bereaved may 

begin to withdraw all that they had ‘invested’ in the deceased person – which does not 

necessarily mean that they have – to use a dreadful expression – ‘got over it.’ 

 

We are likely to meet people in the first of Bowlby’s phases. Dealing with people at an acute 

phase of grief, may mean that a range of powerful emotions that are not easy to work with, not 

least because we may feel powerless to help, confronts the Funeral Arranger / Funeral Director. 

A study was done to try to establish how difficult some professional practitioners find it to cope 

with the emotions of the newly bereaved. You might find the results quite surprising and 

perhaps, in terms of self-awareness, it would be useful to monitor your own reactions. This is 

the list of emotions; in the order of difficulty the practitioners experienced them: 

 

• Withdrawal  

• Denial  

• Anger  

• Isolation (leave me alone) 

• Inappropriate responses 

 

(Includes laughing, the refusal to address 

issues) 
 
• Guilt  
 
• Weeping uncontrollably  
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• Apparent indifference  

 

It is interesting that the top four were found to be much more difficult than any of the others. 

 

We need to feel confident that strong reactions are normal when a strong attachment, even if it 

was negative, has been broken and be comfortable with our ability to accept the person just as 

they are. 

 

2.    Murray-Parkes’ theory of an Assumptive World 

 

 
Resource 
http://www.crusebereavementcare.org.uk/CoursesEvents/IntntConf/Parkes,%20Colin%20Mur

ray.pdf 

 
 
Dr. Colin Murray Parkes OBE, MD, FRCPsych. Life President of Cruse Bereavement Care has 

developed a theory based on his view that we tend to live in a world of assumptions. We can 

assume that our lives will follow their expected (assumed) pattern. We assume that the house is 

not about to fall down around our ears; that when we get to work our colleagues will be there; 

that we will visit friends or relations when we planned to and so on. All this is quite normal and 

indeed healthy - if we could not make assumptions we could never predict or plan anything. 

 

Problems arise when our assumptive worlds mean that we neglect to “factor-in”, so to speak, 

that all living things die and that includes ourselves and those we love and care about. When the 

assumptive world is overturned, especially by an unexpected death, it is a shattering 

experience. To illustrate this point - one of the most common assumptions of parents is that 

their children will outlive them, because that (at least in the West) is the norm. The death of a 

child is therefore a complete overturning of the view we held about the world and the loss can 

bring about a severe crisis.  Similarly, if we assume that the person who went off to school or 
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work this morning will come home this evening and they do not, the alteration in our 

expectation of the world and our belief in its predictability is shattered. 

 

A grieving person will, over time, create a new world - a world which no longer contains the 

deceased - this does not mean “Time heals”, a phrase which research shows is greatly disliked 

by the bereaved. It is important that the Funeral Arranger / Funeral Director appreciates that 

their contact with the bereaved is virtually at the start of their transition from the old 

“Assumptive world” and- this change is both social and psychological. This seems to be the case 

even when the death was anticipated - workers in Palliative Care frequently say how often they 

hear the bereaved say, “Even though we knew it was going to happen, it was still a shock when 

it did”. 

 

Assumptions and beliefs about life have been changed by the death and remembering this can 

help with the sensitivity. 

 

3.    Peter Marris and Structures of Meaning 
 
Just as Bowlby thought that the need to attach is innate, Marris thinks that humans have an in- 

built resistance to change - he calls it the “conservative impulse”. We resist change because, to 

feel comfortable in our personal worlds, we need to be able to predict, and being able to predict 

gives us a measure of control. Even when the change is for the better, for instance, a new job 

with a higher salary or a nicer home, we still compare things to the past. “Things aren’t what they 

used to be” is almost a commonplace in the language. 

 

Listen in on a conversation, or try to note your own chats with people; ‘Education isn’t like it 

used to be’; ‘the Health Service isn’t as good as it was’ and so on, are all signs of 

“conservatism”. This probably applies to funerals too - they have certainly changed and Funeral 

Arranger / Funeral Directors may not like these changes or may struggle with them. 

 

Just think of your reactions when you first heard about or had to arrange a “green” funeral. 

 

Imagine the difficulties the Funeral Arranger / Funeral Directors experienced who were the first 

to conduct cremations, which are relatively new in the UK! 
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Along with this “conservatism”, Marris thinks that we make sense of the world we live in by 

creating what he calls “structures of meaning”. That is, that we attach meaning to many things in 

our lives. This too has entered the language - we frequently say, “It means/meant a lot to me”. 

The word “home” is a good example it rarely just means 21, The Avenue - it “means” anything 

from comfort, security, family of the burden of the mortgage, dreary housework, punishment. 

 

Think of some of your own “structures of meaning” - perhaps for words like a mother / father, 

work, or religion. 

 

Grief after a death involves both these ideas: 

 

• The “structure of meaning” which the bereaved had about themselves and about 

the deceased has been profoundly changed  

 

• There is a longing for things to go back to being as they were and there is a lack of 

confidence because the sense of being able to predict what will happen is lost.  

 

Funeral Arranger / Funeral Directors need to be aware that their structures of meaning may be 

different from those of the bereaved. As one bereaved person said to a friend:  ‘The Funeral 

Arranger / Funeral Director, said, “You must be devastated”, which was kindly meant but in fact 

all I felt was relief, but I didn’t have the courage to say so!’ 

 

Care is needed not to assume that because we might feel something devastating, someone 

else will too, as their structures of meaning may be very different. 

 

As Funeral Arranger / Funeral Directors are well aware, their work brings them into contact with 

people at a very vulnerable time and an awareness of Marris’s view that we are resistant to 

change can be very useful and can promote sensitivity. For some people, arranging a funeral can 

be seen as very negative - they do not want to “let go”; they fear that the funeral will seal the 

finality of their loss and that it will force them into a change that they do not want. Having an 

understanding about Marris’s theory helps us to empathise with those who seem reluctant to 

enter into the organising of the funeral. 
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A Theory or a Model? 

 
A theory helps us to answer the WHY questions about people’s behaviours. If we ask ourselves 

why some people seem so much less or more in control after a death than others, then we might 

look to Murray-Parkes’s theory to consider their “assumptive worlds”, and so on. In other words, 

theories can also help us predict responses. 

 

A Model is different from a theory, because it aims to describe HOW people might behave in a 

given set of circumstances. How do people who are bereaved behave? What do they do? How 

do they feel? These are the sorts of questions that models try to answer. They are often under-

pinned by theory, but are different. Based on his theory, Murray-Parkes for instance has 

developed a bereavement model that has four stages: 

  

 

Murray-Parkes Bereavement Model 

Stage 1 Shock and Disbelief (characterised by bewilderment, numbness, 

disorientation) 

Stage 2 Denial - not unlike Bowlby’s protest phase, with anger added to the 

Stage I feelings 

Stage 3 Growing awareness (a time of great pain, with longing and yearning for 

the lost person and a whole range of powerful emotions). 

Stage 4 Acceptance (reorganisation and recovery takes place). 

 

The Funeral Arranger and Funeral Arranger / Funeral Director will obviously be more involved at 

Stage I, but if the bereaved person does not conform to the model, it could be very disconcerting 
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if we have accepted that this is the only way in which the bereaved might react to the death. 

One of the best known models of bereavement is Worden’s Four Tasks of Mourning, which are: 

 

1. To accept the reality of the loss  
 
2. To experience the pain of Grief  
 
3. To adjust to an environment which no longer contains the deceased  
 
4. To re-invest emotion and move on with life  
 

 

Worden’s model, especially Task 4, has had several critics who have been concerned that for 

some people,‘re-investment’ is impossible – some married people finding the idea of a new 

partner unthinkable for many reasons. Accordingly, Worden revised his fourth task to: 

 

To re-locate the deceased and move on with life. By this he seems to mean that the bereaved 

should find a new place, in their hearts or memories, perhaps, for the deceased and try not to 

relate to them as if they are still attached. 

New thinking about Models 
 
A young bereaved father, left with three young children to bring up alone heard from several 

well-meaning people that he was “going through the grieving process”. Some kindly folk 

reassured him that he would go through various “stages”. His irritated response was, “I am NOT 

in a process. Anyone would think this is like a can of baked beans. You go along some sort of 

conveyor belt and you get to the end – bingo, it’s OK. Well it’s not like that. And as for going, 

the only place I’m going is round in circles.” 

 

A widow in her fifties had read about the so-called “stages of grief”, which caused her to say, “I 

don’t know if I should be worried, but I don’t seem to be doing anything in that sort of order. In 

fact, it would be a sort of luxury because then I would know that I wasn’t going mad, but I seem 

to be in all the stages at the same time, or in none of them. It’s just painful.” 

 

It is experiences like these that have led to a re-think about linear models. There is much greater 

awareness that grief and mourning may not follow any set pattern and that every grief is unique. 

It can be damaging to expect people to react in ways that “fit” a model (and you might have 
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noticed that some linear models contradict each other and many have a different number of 

“stages”). As well as being potentially damaging to the bereaved, reliance on one model can 

impede our ability to help, as we can become more concerned about “the grieving process” than 

about the person we are trying to help. 
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Cultural and Religious Differences  

Learning Outcomes 

4 Know the influence of culture upon grief, 

5  Know the influence of religious beliefs upon grief. 

Honoring Different Cultural Perspectives 

Ideally, funeral arrangers and funeral directors should be familiar with all the variations in 

cultural approaches to death, so that they can help families as they carry out these important and 

comforting traditions.  

 

Further into your studies you will learn about the various Funeral Rites whereby, funeral social 

and religious practices are looked into in detail.  The following information aims to advise on 

some of the mourning practices (rather than the funeral practices) of different religions.  This 

information broadens knowledge and provides an understanding of what may happen ‘pre’ and 

‘post funeral’. 
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Summary of Religious Differences 

Buddhism The mourning practices for Buddhists tend to differ depending on their 

Country of origin.  For instance a Buddhist from Sri Lanka may return to 

work in three or four days and place little or no restrictions on a 

widow, but  a Buddhist from Vietnam may have a series of rituals 

which would include a 100 day mourning period or three years if 

mourning a husband or father. 

Christianity For most Christians there is usually no official mourning period or 

mourning dress (although it is traditional to wear black at the funeral 

service).  A memorial service may be held some months after the 

funeral. 

Islam Islamic law dictates that mourners are to be fed by friends and 

relatives for three days.  For 40 days the grave is visited on a Friday 

and during this period the family should officially return to normal 

though unofficially mourning.   It is ended by Quranic readings and a 

meal.  Widows are required to remain inside unless absolutely 

necessary and wear plain clothes and no jewellery for a period of 130 

days. 

Judaism Shivah begins after the burial and extends to the morning of the 

seventh day.  Basic practices of the Shivah include: 

 

- a condolence meal provided on arrival home from the 

Cemetery. 

- for the entire week of Shivah relatives, friends and members of 

the community ‘console the mourner’ and take part in prayers, 

the giving of charity in merit of the departed.   This should be 

done in the home of the deceased. 

 

No work or business can be conducted throughout the week of Shivah. 

 

Designated mourners recite prayers thrice daily. 

Candles are kindled in the house of mourning upon arrival home from 

the burial and kept burning for the entire seven day period. 

 

Mirrors and pictures are covered from the moment of death to the 

end of Shivah. 

 

Chairs of normal height are not sat upon but low stools are used. 
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Leather shoes are not worn – stockinged feet or less substantial shoes 

are used as a symbol of a disregard of vanity and comfort. 

 

During Shivah, shaving and the cutting of hair is not allowed.  Bathing 

or showering for pleasure, the wearing of new clothes or marital 

relations is also prohibited. 

 

Music or any other form of amusement/entertainment is not enjoyed. 

 

Shivah ends on the morning of the seventh day after the burial (burial 

day counts as day one).  Mourners rise from their week of mourning to 

resume the normalcy of everyday life. 

Even as the mourner resumes his or her everyday routine after the 

Shivah, certain mourning practices, such as not purchasing or wearing 

new clothes, cutting one's hair, enjoying music or other form of 

entertainment, and participating in joyous events (weddings, etc.), are 

continued for a period of thirty days (beginning from the day of the 

burial). 

In the case of a person mourning the passing of a parent, these 

mourning practices extend for a full year. (Regarding the cutting of the 

hair, the law provides for the principle of "social reproach." This 

means that those in mourning for a parent may cut their hair after 30 

days at the first instance of even mild reproach or criticism by friends 

or neighbours. Immediately after this social reproach, the mourner is 

permitted to take a haircut.) 

Hinduism In India, the period of mourning and austerity can last between 10-16 

days and culminates in rituals enabling the dead person’s soul to join 

their ancestors.  In the UK, mourners and friends return to the 

deceased’s house and soon after the funeral, gifts are given to priests 

or to charity.  There may be further rituals at one, three and twelve 

months. 

Sikhism Friends and relatives attend readings from the scriptures for up to ten days.  

At the end, the eldest son is presented with a turban to show that he is now 

head of the family 

Rituals are patterns of expected actions or words.  
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All powerful, human experiences have accompanying rituals, although we may not think of them 

as that. Rituals are considered important because human beings often ritualise events in order to 

limit the realities that are too much to bear--to contain them in formal patterns and to make 

them bearable.  

 

An example of the cultural variation in precipitants of grief and rituals for families from different 

cultures is how they view the death of a child. For example, American parents often find that the 

holidays are very difficult, while the Korean parents may be painfully reminded of the death of 

their child when they pass by the school or see a child in a school uniform. The external 

expression of grief when Korean parents die is expected and is almost demanded while when a 

Korean child dies, crying is not encouraged even within the family setting. Body aching is a 

common symptom found in all cultures; however, the range was from the entire body to specific 

areas such as arms or legs. Bereaved parents from several cultures frequently mentioned a heavy 

heart.  

 

In Taiwan there is a statement that black hair should not precede white hair. 

In Korea the saying is that if your parents die, you bury underground, if your spouse dies, you also 

bury underground but when your child dies, you bury the child in your heart.  

In the United States the saying is that when you have lost your parents, you have lost your past, 

but when your child dies, you have lost your future and along with this, your hopes and dreams. 

At the death of a child, the opportunity for the parents to bathe the dead body and to dress the 

child in their own clothes is important. supply.  

 

Whereas funerals and memorial services for children are fully accepted in the U.K and the United 

States, in some of the Asian countries the parents may be discouraged by the family members to 

even attend the cremation or the services. 
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There are significant variations among families and within cultures so while attempting to 

understand cultural similarities and differences, it is important to avoid overgeneralisations.  

Information about possible variations across cultures would require an entire book, but it is 

important to continue to learn from your clients and colleagues about their unique socio-cultural 

and individual views and preference so that you may increase your ability to offer culturally 

sensitive client care. 

Grieving and death rituals vary across cultures and are often heavily influenced by religion. How 

and when rituals are practiced vary depending on the country of origin and level of acculturation 

into the mainstream society.  

The duration, frequency, and intensity of the grief process may also vary based on the manner of 

death and the individual family and cultural beliefs. 

Although cultural practices surrounding the death of a loved one have been described, there are 

limited research descriptions from key informants within cultures.  

Latino death rituals are described as heavily influenced by Catholic beliefs where spirituality is 

very important and there is a continuing relationship between the living and the dead through 

prayer and visits to the grave. Grief is expressed by crying openly where women may wail loudly 

but men may act according to "machismo" where there is a belief that men should act strong and 

not show overt emotion. There is preference for burial rather than cremation, novenas for 9 

days, mass for the deceased during the first year and then yearly, family gatherings with food 

(like a wake), and lighting candles. 

In the Asian culture, the death of an infant or child is deeply mourned. Family members may wear 

white clothing or headbands for a period of time. Traditional elaborate funeral ceremonies are 

the norm for marking the soul's passing to the afterlife.  
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Buddhist belief uses death as an opportunity for improvement in the next life. To enter death in a 

positive state of mind and surrounded by monks and family helps the deceased to become 

reborn on a higher level. Local family customs require a display of grief, wearing of traditional 

white cloth, openly showing grief, and even wailing at times. The body should be handled in a 

worthy and respectful way  

Hinduism is unique as a religion because its roots do not spring from a single scripture, founder, 

or sacred place but is seen as more of an umbrella term to describe a set of philosophies, 

cultures, and way of life. However, the approach to death is fairly uniform because the belief in 

the laws of karma and reincarnation suggest that each birth is linked to actions taken in previous 

births, and that births and deaths are part of a cycle that each person is seeking to transcend 

through the accumulation of good Karmas (actions) ultimately leading to liberation of the soul. 

When a Hindu dies, the body is bathed, massaged with oils, dressed in new clothes, then 

cremated before the next sunrise to facilitate the soul's transition from this world to the next. 

Rituals are conducted for 10 days while the deceased member's soul watches over the family. On 

the 11th day, the soul releases its attachment to the former life  

Cultural dimensions of death, dying, and bereavement in the Chinese culture include the 

following themes: (a) Saving Face (the more people who cry for the deceased, the more the 

person was loved), (b) Filial Piety (duty to one's relative), and (c) Invoking Luck, Blessing, and 

Fortune (Belief in life, afterlife, and presence of spirit). 

Death rituals for other groups identified by religious belief such as Judaism have also been 

described. There are several major groups within Judaism and the interpretation of Jewish law 

and practice may allow for wide variations in rituals.  
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Funerals are generally performed as soon after death as possible because there is a belief that 

the soul begins a return to heaven immediately after death. There is also a belief that the body is 

a holy repository of the soul and should be treated and cared for with respect.  

A black ribbon or torn clothing symbolizing mourning or grief is worn by mourners. Shivah is the 

process of receiving guests during the grieving process. Families are cared for by their friends and 

the religious community while they contemplate their loss. Mourners may stay seated on low 

stools, mirrors may be covered, and mourners may perform only minimal amounts of grooming 

and/or bathing.  

Families may not place a headstone at the gravesite until the first year anniversary of the death 

coinciding with the end of the traditional year of mourning. There is a daily recitation of Kaddish, 

a life-affirming mourning prayer by mourners. It is important to understand the religious beliefs 

often change and observant people may become more or less observant when death occurs or 

may wish to break with tradition when faced with death. 

In addition to Judaism and Christianity, Islam is a third major monotheistic religion that guides 

death practices. At the time of death it is believed that the soul is exposed to God. There is a 

belief about the afterlife, and Islam dictates that the purpose of the worldly life is to prepare for 

the eternal life.  

The deceased should be positioned facing Mecca.  Family members prepare the body for burial 

following the pronouncement of death. Muslim culture does not encourage wailing but crying is 

permissible. Personal prayers are recited while standing but prayers from the Quran may not be 

recited near the deceased. Women are traditionally prohibited from visiting cemeteries. 
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In contrast, Romani (Gypsy) Rituals Surrounding Death are as follows:- 

� Romani believe the dead will come back to haunt the living, especially if that 

living person had a conflict with the deceased. 

� When a Romani is dying, all friends and family gather at the bedside of the 

dying person out of compassion for the dying and to beg forgiveness. 

� Death is unnatural and senseless, dying is cursed and contaminated, the dying 

person should be angry. 

� One must not die in a habitual place (e.g., bed or home). 

� Tears and lamentations are publicly displayed, increasing in intensity as time 

goes on, and "peaking" as the coffin is placed into the ground. 

� There is total absorption in mourning, with no other activities or distractions 

(no washing, shaving, or combing hair). 

� Food is not prepared, only drinking coffee, brandy, and liquor is permitted. 

� Mirrors are covered, water containers emptied. 

� There is no touching of the deceased. 

� The nostrils of the deceased are plugged with beeswax or pearls to prevent evil 

spirits from entering the body. 

� The mourners wear white and red to symbolize purity, protection, and good 

luck. Red also symbolizes blood, the source of vitality and life. 

� After burial, the Romani destroy or sell everything of the deceased because 

they fear contamination. 

� They avoid saying the deceased's name. 

� They have feasts at various times throughout the year following the death, 

where relatives announce the end of their mourning period. 

 

             Information relating specifically to Funeral Rites can be found in Unit 10. 
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The Role of the Funeral Service for the Bereaved 
 

Learning Outcome 6  

Understand the role of the funeral service for the bereaved. 

The Purpose of a Funeral: What are funerals for? 

 

 

 
 

 

In some senses we cannot say that they are for the deceased, since the deceased are not present 

at them (except, perhaps, in spirit, and many bereaved people do not believe in spirit). So if they 

are for the living, what do we gain from them? Certainly we do not gain financially - funerals are 

increasingly expensive. We could say that funerals are for the decent, respectful disposal of a 

person’s remains, but this would not account for the fact that across cultures and throughout 

history funerals seem to have great significance. 

 

Some bereaved people find funerals of those they have loved and cared about a tremendous 

ordeal and sometimes find it difficult to cope with a funeral of someone to whom they were not 



 

 

NAFD © Copyright  June 2013    Dip FAA Module 1 Unit 1 Issue 2   Page 35 

 

especially attached - so it is worth reflecting on why we have developed a ritual which seems to 

be distressing for so many people. We could also reflect on why, in some cultures, the funeral, far 

from being a sad occasion, is wholly celebratory. The ancient Greeks, for instance, had Funeral 

Games after a death 

 

Some of the reasons for having a funeral are seen to be as follows by clients:- 

 

• To celebrate the life of the deceased  

 

• It helps the bereaved to say goodbye  

 

• It just seems the right thing to do  

 

• What would people think if you didn’t give them a good send-off?  

 

• Is it something to do with the law? I mean, you have to have one don’t you?  

 

• Isn’t it just what everyone does?  

 

It is interesting that children (and we look at the part they do, or do not, play in funerals a little 

later) have great curiosity about funerals. They also have considerable confusion. Could it 

perhaps be that this reflects our confusion about just what funerals are for? 
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The Funeral as a Rite of Passage 

 

Humans across cultures and throughout history seem to need to mark significant life events, 

whether these are births, coming-of-age, marriage, or deaths. Some of the occasions are marked 

with special meals or the wearing of special clothes. Examples of seeing death and its aftermath 

as some kind of “Passage” from one world to another abound. The ancient Egyptians sent their 

dead off into the next world with many artifacts to ensure that their new life would be 

comfortable; the ancient Greeks envisaged a boat crossing the River Styx (although it was 

customary to burn the actual body); the Norse men (we don’t know too much about the women!) 

placed the deceased in a boat, which was either burned or buried (there is archaeological 

evidence for this in the UK). All these customs suggest that we have a need to see funerals as a 

time when the deceased move from the world that they and we know, to one which none of us 

actually know. 

The Funeral represents three distinct phases 

It has been observed in the context of Rites of Passage, that the funeral represents three distinct 

phases: 

 

Separation 
 

The funeral is the public declaration that the dead are dead. Even when there is no belief in an 

afterlife it marks the fact that a significant ending has taken place, an ending that may have been 

prolonged or sudden and traumatic. Wherever the dead now are, even if, for some people they 

are “no where”, they are no longer of this world. 

 

The funeral is also a time of Separation for the bereaved. 

 

Until comparatively recently in the UK, the body was kept at home until the funeral, and was 

sometimes taken to the church the night before. This happens very rarely now and the body is 

released to the Funeral Arranger / Funeral Director soon after the death, unless there is a specific 

reason (a post-mortem for example) for this not to happen. The Funeral Arranger / Funeral 

Director is therefore, in a very real sense, the agent of separation as he or she will take the body 



 

 

NAFD © Copyright  June 2013    Dip FAA Module 1 Unit 1 Issue 2   Page 37 

 

from the deceased’s home, Care Home or hospital in order to prepare for the funeral. This 

moment of Separation can be very painful for the bereaved and great sensitivity is needed; the 

removal may be part of the Funeral Arranger / Funeral Director’s job, but it is a unique 

experience for the bereaved. It may be the time when it is realised fully that the person who was, 

no longer is - and this is very profound. All that made that person who he or she was, whether for 

good or ill, is gone. Making sure that the bereaved remember the dignity with which this 

separation is managed can contribute greatly to their comfort.  

 

Transition 
 

Just as separation can be seen as relevant to both the deceased and to the bereaved, so can the 

time which elapses between the death and the funeral itself. This is the time which we call 

Transition. Once again the Funeral Arranger / Funeral Director can have an enormous effect on 

how this time is passed and on how it will be remembered. Until the funeral, the Funeral 

Arranger / Funeral Director is, so to speak, the guardian of the deceased and the bereaved need 

to know that that role is honoured. The visits to and conversations with the bereaved should be 

carefully timed and there needs to be reassurance that this sense of taking care is honoured. 

 

The concept of a journey is pertinent, as there is a sense in which the deceased are somehow 

waiting, they have not yet completed their journey - this is a time when that strong sense of 

“presence” which so many grieving people report is very prevalent. Some people are very anxious 

about what is happening to the body and reassurance that the Funeral Arranger / Funeral 

Director is a trustworthy custodian can be extremely helpful during this “in between” period. 

Even for those who do not wish to view the body, the sense that it is being “kept safe” during this 

time of Transition is important. 

 

This is also a transition time for the bereaved. As long ago as 1850 it was said that: 

 

The interval between the decay of the old and the formation and the establishment of the new, 

constitutes a period of transition, which must always necessarily be one of uncertainty and 

confusion. 

 

For the bereaved this is a time when the past is gone and will now exist only in memory, but the 

future - life as it will now have to be - has not yet begun. Many bereaved people say that despite 

there being much to do at this time, it nevertheless feels as if time has stood still. The bereaved 

may experience much “uncertainty and confusion” - particularly about their new status as a 

widow / widower; orphan; single person; this may be especially acute if the death was sudden 

and unexpected. The increasingly longer lifespan in the West often means that the bereaved 

have little or even no experience of arranging funerals and this will add to their “uncertainty and 

confusion”, thus the Funeral Arranger / Funeral Director has a privileged role in helping to dispel 

some of this distress. Even so, the role needs to be carried out with care, so that later the 
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bereaved do not feel that they had no share in the arrangement. Walking a tightrope between 

the discreet management of the funeral without “taking over” takes patience and sensitivity. 

 

The funeral itself then marks a sort of “watershed” as the public affirmation that the old life is 

now over. 

 

Incorporation / reintegration 
 

That cliché that “life must go on” - often so offensive to the bereaved, who may wonder “Why?” - 

Is perhaps the third phase of the rite of passage. The gathering after the funeral is the time when 

the bereaved are taken back into the community in their new status and friends and family can 

be enormously supportive at this time. The value of this social aspect of the funeral seems to 

vary: some people find it very affirming that so many want to support them and to offer kindly 

words or ways of helping; others find the gathering a terrible ordeal. It is interesting that the 

practice of some sort of “wake” or gathering varies greatly across cultures. 

 

Within the Jewish community, for instance, there is a very established structure to assist 

mourners and grieving; for others there may be a formal meal or there may be music and singing, 

but the aim is to re-introduce the bereaved into society in their altered status. This may be why 

some people find it such an ordeal - they do not want this change. There is some evidence that in 

the busy and hectic life of 21st Century UK, there is a decline in the holding of the “wake” or 

gathering, as those who attended the funeral rush back to work or to their own families, which 

are now so much more fragmented. 

 

We have looked at the time around the funeral as a Rite of Passage and this seems to be as 

relevant to those who have little or no faith as to those who have a very strong belief system, the 

ritual associated with a funeral will take into consideration these factors. The phases may also be 

usefully seen as: 

 

� Pre–liminal     both the deceased and the bereaved are before the threshold 

 

� Liminal at the threshold 

 

� Post-liminal   past the threshold 

 

The idea of a “threshold” can apply whether one has a belief in an after life or not, and it does 

highlight the significance that the ritual of a funeral has. 
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Special Considerations 
 

Sometimes a form or pattern for a funeral will have been planned well in advance of a death. This 

can be very helpful to the Funeral Arranger / Funeral Director, who is spared the task of 

suggesting hymns or other music for someone whose personal tastes may be completely 

unknown On the other hand, the form which has been requested may be very difficult to execute 

- for example, a recent press report described how some ‘heavy metal’ music was requested by 

the deceased, and naturally the bereaved wished to honour the request, but the vicar of the 

church, where the service was to take place objected and the Funeral Arranger / Funeral Director 

was left in the middle of the ensuing conflict. 

 

Read the following and ask yourself, how would you work with the bereaved, if you had such a 

case? 

 

Michael Henchard’s Will: 

 

That Elizabeth-Jane Farfrae’ be not told of my death or made to grieve on account of me (she 

was his daughter) 

 

- that I be not buried in consecrated ground  

 

- that no sexton be asked to toll the bell  

 

- that nobody is wished to see my dead body  

 

- that no mourners walk behind me at my funeral & that no flowers be planted on my 

grave  

 

- that no man remember me.  

 

Perhaps you will agree, that this is a very grim request, but some more recent and less sombre 

requests are sometimes made - in particular the bereaved are often asked to read something - a 

poem or passage of scripture; Colin Murray-Parkes has pointed out that this is not always easy for 

the bereaved, who may be in a highly emotional state, yet would feel very guilty if they did not 

honour the deceased’s wishes, 

 

The Funeral Arranger / Funeral Director can play an important role here by explaining how highly 

charged the atmosphere may be, so that the person is at least prepared, even if they remain 

determined to act out the request.  

 

Reassurance that many mourners “break down” under the strain of wanting to get things right 
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and that this is no disgrace - rather that it is a measure of their grief - can be comforting. 

 

Intensity of grief and anxiety to get the funeral “over with” can present a further dilemma. We 

seem increasingly to hear bereaved people who talk to the press or on television saying words to 

the effect that, they “want to get on with their lives”, as if they are seeking some form of what 

we have learned to call “closure”. 

 

 We know that the pain of grief will not end with the funeral, but there seems to be some deep 

psychological need for the ritual of a funeral as a way of marking an end, but a rushed or ill-

planned funeral will not achieve a positive end. It can be useful, if the Funeral Arranger / Director 

is confronted with the “Let’s get it over” sense which sometimes occurs, to invite the bereaved to 

think how they would like to look back on the funeral in five or ten years time - how would they 

themselves like to remember it? 

 

How would they like others to recall it? Even if there is an irritated or even irritable response, a 

great service will have been done, even though its benefits may not be appreciated for a long 

time. 

  

 

Children and Funerals 
 

Research shows that children have great curiosity about funerals. Here are some of the questions 

that are often asked: 

 

• Why do so many people wear black?  

 

• Why do some wear their ordinary clothes?  

 

• Why do they carry the coffin up in the air?  

 

• Why do people send flowers?  

 

• Why are there no flowers sometimes?  

 

• Is it the law that you have to sing “The Lord is my Shepherd”?  

 

• Why do they come to church when they never did before?  

 

• How would you know that the person in the coffin is really the one you think it is?  

 

• What happens behind the curtain when the coffin moves off?  
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• I don’t get it - one minute they’re all crying and the next it’s a sort of party.  

 

 

Children’s attitudes to death and therefore to funerals are coloured by the attitudes of the adults 

around them. How many adults would or could answer the questions above?  

 

The decision as to whether children should attend funerals will depend partly on the amount of 

knowledge they have and, crucially, on its accuracy. When a Funeral Arranger / Funeral Director 

is helping to plan the event and asks about the presence of children, or is asked for an opinion, a 

first step is to ensure that the child has sufficient information and that it is accurate. What a child 

wishes to do will be strongly influenced by how much is understood about what will happen and 

especially what they will see. 

 

Parents and other carers may well be too upset to give the child the information it needs, and in 

some cases may not themselves have the knowledge - much of the confusion that children 

experience is a reflection of adult confusion. We all feel more confident if we can, with at least 

some degree of certainty, predict what will happen. Even with knowledge, it is not possible to be 

dogmatic about whether a child should or should not attend a funeral particularly that of a close 

relative, as so much will depend on who has died, the nature of the child’s relationship to that 

person, family attitudes and the form of the service to be used. In many cultures there is no 

difficulty, as children are expected to be present, and in the UK until comparatively recently there 

was no thought of excluding young people. Since ritual has such a powerful effect on grieving, we 

need to think carefully as to whether in excluding children we are protecting them or, in reality, 

protecting adults who find it difficult enough to manage their own emotions without the added 

responsibility of helping a child’s grief. 

 

The Funeral Arranger / Funeral Director can play an important part in this vexed question, by 

having some sound strategies to offer whilst not appearing to influence the decision: 

 

• If the child is old enough, encouraging him or her to ask questions and answering them 

honestly  

 

• Explaining what the coffin will look like and what it is for. A very good image is to 

compare- it to a jewellery box or casket, which is used to keep something very precious.  

 

• If the child does not want to attend (or is not being allowed to) some suggestions about 

how they can be involved - draw a picture that can be placed on the coffin or write a poem that 

can be read. What matters is the sense of involvement. (We hear a great deal about “inclusion”, 

yet there can be a tendency to exclude children from a very important aspect of their 

experiencing).  
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• It can be worth pointing out to parents that exclusion can be damaging. This does not 

mean that a child should attend a funeral, but that involvement and understanding are an 

essential aspect of healthy grieving.  

 

• It may also be worth reminding parents that children may have serious concerns about 

whether others to whom they are attached will also die and may then become very “clinging”, 

helping the child to see the funeral as a positive part of sadness will be comforting.  

 

Children often live in a world of half - fantasy and may fear that the ghost of the deceased will be 

around to frighten them. Even worse, if they have ever said that they “hate” someone, or “Could 

kill you” (the sort of thing said quite frequently without serious thought as to what the phrases 

mean) they may fear that in some way they have brought about the death. This is a heavy burden 

to bear. Adults too often use this type of language (and sometimes feel guilty about it), but they 

have the advantage of knowing that it is not possible to “wish” someone dead; children may not 

have that comfort and need to be reassured. 

 

Try to think through the challenges presented by the attendance of children at a funeral; examine 

your own views, beliefs and feelings about the issue; make a note as to how you will approach 

the subject with the bereaved. (What will you say? How will you use your experience yet not 

influence their right to choose?) 

 

The ritual of the funeral does not in some way “cure” grief - that is not its purpose - but its ritual 

provides a structure within which grief and the powerful feelings associated with grief can be 

safely expressed. Ritual in western culture is diminishing, and whilst we may not wish to revert to 

the elaborate rituals of earlier times, by not providing ritual we may be depriving the bereaved of 

an important means of coping. 

 

The ritual of the funeral should meet the needs of the bereaved at three levels: 

 

The Psychological Level - by offering a framework or structure for a full expression of emotion, 

which in turn will help anxiety and help mourning. 

 

The Sociological Level - by providing the opportunity for a shared experience, allowing a dignified 

public acknowledgement of a life now ended and an acceptance of the bereaved into their 

changed status. 

 

The Religious/Spiritual - by enabling and facilitating an opportunity for the bereaved and  

 

Philosophical Level - the community to reflect on the meaning of life and on their own mortality 
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Help with your Studies 

 
• Weblinks 

• Past Examination Questions 

• Further Reading 

 

 Weblinks 

  

• Bowlby Attachment Theory www.simplypsychology.org/attachment.html 

 

• Grief and the grieving process www.adhd.com.au/grief.htm 

 

• Penhaligons Friends www.penhaligonsfriends.org.uk/ 

 

• Sands www.uk-sands.org/home.html 

 

• Cruse www.cruse.org.uk/ 

 

• The Breavement Advice  Centre  

             www.bereavementadvice.org/the-funeral/taking-children-to-funerals.php  
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Proof of Learning – Assessment Criteria 

 
Module 

1  

Unit 1 

ASSESSMENT CRITERIA 

 

 The learner can: 

1.1.1 Describe types of death and their associated grief. 

 

1.1.2 Explain the cycle of grief. 

 

1.1.3 Describe three different theories relating to loss. 

 

1.1.4a Identify cultural factors that may affect responses to: 

a) pre-funeral grief; 

1.1.4b b) post-funeral grief. 

1.1.5 Identify religious beliefs that may affect responses to grief. 

 

1.1.6 Describe the role of the funeral service for the bereaved. 

 

 
Examination Revision 

 

Please ensure that you revise the content of this module as part of your 

preparation for final examination. 
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 Further Reading 

 

 
Canine JD (1996) The Psychosocial Aspects of Death and Dying Stamford: Appleton & Lange 

Collick E (1986) Through Grief: The Bereavement Journey London: Darton, Longman & Todd 

Faulkner A (1995) Working with Bereaved People Edinburgh: Churchill Livingstone 

Grollman EA (1993) Straight Talk about Death for Teenagers: How to Cope with Losing Someone 

you Love Boston: Beacon Press  

Kübler-Ross E (1969) On Death and Dying New York: MacMillan 

Leming MR & Dickinson GE (1985) 3
rd

 Ed Understanding Dying, Death and Bereavement New York: 

Holt, Rinehart and Winston 

Parkes CM (1986) Bereavement: Studies of Grief in Adult Life 2
nd

 Ed London: Penguin 

Raphael B (1994) The Anatomy of Bereavement: A Handbook for the Caring Professions London: 

Unwin Hyman 

Spall B and Callis S (1997) Loss, Bereavement and Grief: A Guide to Effective Caring Cheltenham: 

Stanley Thornes 

Wolfelt A (1990) Interpersonal Skills Training: A Handbook for Funeral Home Staffs Bristol PA: 

Accelerated Development 

Worden WJ (1991) Grief Counselling and Grief Therapy: A Handbook for the Mental Health 

Practitioner 2
nd

 Ed London: Routledge 


