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MODULE 3 FUNERAL DIRECTING 

OPERATIONS 

UNIT 

5 

        FUNERAL SERVICE OPERATIONS 

 

Purpose and 

Aim of the Unit: 

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

operations relating to the care and preparation of the deceased. 

 

 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

 

This unit has 4 learning outcomes. 

 

 

The learner will: 

 
 

1 
 
Know the procedures to ensure accurate identification of the deceased. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

2 

 
 
 
Understand the care and preparation of the deceased.    

 
 

3 

 
 
Understand the purpose and use of embalming. 
 
 
 

 
 

4. 

 
 
Know how to check that a coffin has been prepared to the satisfaction of the 
client. 
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Introduction 

It is the Funeral Director’s duty to care for the deceased from the time the body comes under his/ 

her control until the time of committal. This means that whether the deceased is in hospital, a 

nursing home or the Coroner’s / Procurator Fiscal mortuary, once the body is released to the 

Funeral Director it is his/her duty to care for that person until the time of committal, whenever that 

may be. 

 

Learning Outcome 1 

 

Know the procedures to ensure accurate identification of the 

deceased. 

 

 

 

. 

 

 

It is absolutely essential that accurate identification checks are made at every stage of bringing 

the Deceased into your care to make sure that the Deceased is the correct person. 
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IDENTIFICATION PROCEDURES - ADMINISTRATION 

NAFD Guidelines  
 

There is nothing more important to the families of the deceased than their loved one being 

correctly identified at all times while in the care of the funeral home.  The following identification 

procedure is a recommended best practice and is by no means prescriptive or exhaustive and can 

easily be adapted from one funeral firm to another. 

 

Removals from private residence and nursing homes 
 

When the funeral director is requested to effect a removal, prior to moving the deceased from the 

premises one of their wristbands should be placed on the left/right wrist (where possible) of the 

deceased. This wristband will contain the name of the deceased, from where they are being 

removed and the date of the removal. This wristband should not be removed under any 

circumstances (up to and including the funeral) unless specifically instructed by management/senior 

member of the firm, or a member of the deceased’s immediate family. 

  

Removals from hospitals 
 

The staff effecting the removal must physically verify the name of the deceased and ensure that the 

deceased they are moving is clearly labelled with the correct name, as given by the hospital. Once 

they are sure the deceased is correctly labelled, one of the company’s own wristbands should be 

secured, following the same procedure above for private residences and nursing home removals. 

 

Arrival at funeral premises 
 

Once the deceased is brought back to the premises, a member of the removal team should enter in 

a mortuary register the name of the deceased, from where they have been removed, details of any 

jewellery/personal effects, the date and time of the removal and a brief description of any clothing. 

Once the details have been entered in the register, all staff involved in effecting the removal should 

sign the register, verifying the details entered. The deceased should be placed in the designated 

area of the mortuary (fridge, embalming table, etc.). If placed in the fridge, a label should be written 

out with the deceased’s name and from where he/she was removed. This label should be fixed to 

the fridge door adjacent to the chamber where the deceased is lying. This label, on its own, must 
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never be used as confirmation of the identity of the deceased lying behind it. 

 

It is the responsibility of the staff effecting the removal to bring to the attention of the branch 

arranging the funeral any jewellery/personal effects that have been left on the deceased or any that 

have been removed prior to the removal on a family’s instructions. 

 

The coffin/casket 
 

Once a coffin/casket has been selected, both the lid and the coffin/casket itself should be identified 

with the name of the deceased whom it is for. The method of identification can vary from one 

company to another but it is important that both the lid and coffin/casket carry identification to 

avoid mistakes when the lid is removed for viewing the deceased (coffin lids can be interchanged 

resulting in mistaken identity). 

 

Placing in the coffin/casket 
 

When the coffin/casket is ready, and the deceased is also ready, the deceased should be placed in 

it. This should always be done by at least two members of staff, paying particular attention to any 

health and safety and/or manual handling guidelines in force at the funeral company. They should 

check the name on the wristband to the name on the lid and the coffin/casket. Two members of 

staff should then sign in the mortuary register that they have put the correct body in the correct 

coffin/casket.  

 

The deceased should then lie, as designated, awaiting the funeral. Where premises have the facility 

to put the name of deceased on the door of the chapel of rest, it should be the responsibility of 

both the person(s) placing the body in the chapel, and the person(s) showing relatives in to pay 

their last respects to ensure that the name on the door is the same as the name on the 

coffin/casket. Before showing visitors in to pay their last respects, a member of staff should check 

the wristband again. 
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Learning 

Outcome 2 

 

 

Understand the care and preparation of the deceased.    

 

Care, Presentation and Preparation of the Deceased 

When a death occurs in hospital or a nursing home, the nursing staff may carry out the sanitary 

attention to the body. Many of these institutions, however, no longer carry out what is known as ‘last 

offices’ or the ‘laying out of the deceased’ and expect the Funeral Director to do this. 

 

The best place to carry out the initial ‘laying out’ or ‘first offices’, and indeed embalming, is at the 

funeral home, however this is not always possible, as there may be some delay before removal can 

be effected from a house. Such delays could be because members of the family have not yet arrived 

or a second doctor is required to complete cremation papers, particularly in country areas. 

Even when no member of the family is present, carry out your duties as if a relative of the Deceased 

were watching your every move. Be especially careful that you do not allow the Deceased’s head or 

limbs to become bruised as a result of careless handling. In addition, always take great care when 

lifting the Deceased to avoid injury to yourself or others. 

After you have made sure that the identity of the Deceased you are bringing into your care has been 

accurately checked the following procedures for First Offices should be adopted: 

 
• Remove all clothing 

 

• Break down rigor mortis present by manipulation of the affected joints. 
 

• Preserve the dignity of the deceased by keeping the genital areas covered at all times. 

 

You can now wash the body using water with a little disinfectant added. The sequence to follow is: 

• Face 

 

• Hands 

 
• Body 

 

Attention to detail in the careful preparation and presentation of the deceased is vital. Bruising 

takes place prior to death; however, particular care should be taken when using any type of 
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instrument and equipment to avoid any cuts, scratches or other damage to the body. Check for any 

potential hazards prior to handling. 

Bear in mind that the family and friends will have a lasting memory following visiting the deceased 

in the Chapel of Rest – what they see will make or break their impression of you, and will haunt 

them for the  rest of their lives, if what they see comes as a shock. 

Before commencing cleansing of the deceased takes place, the following equipment needs to be 

assembled: 

 

Equipment case containing: 

• Bowl, towel and face cloth. 

• Antibacterial liquid soap. 

• A suitable disinfectant. 

• A brush and comb. 

• Shaving kit. 

• Absorbent cotton wool  

• Quality pair of Scissors. 

• Forceps and an aneurysm hook. 

• White plastic sheeting to protect the bed  

• Disposable gloves. 

• A white protective coat to wear. 

• A piece of white material such as a sheet  

• Safety pins. 

• Eye caps and an oral suture kit  

• Air purifier spray. 

 

If you have to move the body at any time during the washing sequence, the best way to do this is 

to roll gently on to one side. Dry the body thoroughly after washing, then place a cotton wool 

pack between the legs and, using a piece of material, make a nappy and fasten it into position. 

Now place a clean sheet beneath the deceased, and then cover with another clean sheet folded 

back to the neck.  

 

Be careful to keep the mouth and nose covered and the bench protected during any movement 

of the body. Avoid placing extra sheets, blankets etc. over the deceased.  
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The deceased eyes should never be left open, nor should the mouth. Final preparation and 

presentation is critical. The eyes should be cleaned with moistened cotton wool taking extreme care not 

to break the skin. 

Clean each eye by swabbing the eyeball and beneath the eyelid with diluted disinfectant using a 

separate swab for each eye to prevent cross infection.  

Dry the eyeball and eyelid and place an eye cap in position. Each eye should be closed by bringing 

the top lid down over the eye cap two thirds of the way and then bringing the lower lid up to 

meet the top lid. 

An eyecap should be carefully inserted under the top lid. The lower lid should be raised over the 

base of the eyecap. Never use forceps or any other sharp instruments –extreme care should be 

taken when manipulating the eyelids into position. To ensure the eyelids remain closed, the use 

of a small amount of glue may be necessary. 

Cotton wadding can be gently packed in each nostril to prevent leakage after having cleaned the 

nostrils.  Ensure the cotton wadding cannot be seen. 

 

Ensure the mouth is cleaned and remove and clean dentures if appropriate. Pack the throat area, 

replace dentures.  

Gently close the mouth and position to the natural bite. Secure the mouth ensuring that you 

position the lips in as natural pose as possible. There are a number of ways of closing the mouth. 

The recommended method is by oral suture. This is a stitch placed through upper and lower 

septum between the lip and gum. The advantage of this method is that it is easily applied and, 

with experience, invisible. pouting appearance to the mouth. Position using small amounts of 

cotton wool padding at the corners if felt necessary. 

Hands should be washed and nails cleaned and scrubbed. Hands should then be placed on the 

lower abdomen with hands slightly cupped. 

• Wash the body using the correct amount of a mild disinfectant in the water, 

commencing with the face and continuing with the hands, arms and legs, the whole of 

the trunk and genitals. 
 

• Dry the body thoroughly after washing. 
 

• Pack all orifices with cotton wool to prevent discharges. 
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• Place a pad of cotton wool between the legs and secure with a piece of material made into 

a napkin. Pin firmly into position. 
 

• In the case of a man, if there is a noticeable growth of beard, other than a natural beard 

or ‘designer stubble’, then the face should be shaved gently. Use plenty of shaving cream, to 

avoid causing razor burns on the face which tend to show up after a while, due to the 

action of the air, and more so after arterial embalming, 
 
NB. Before attempting any shaving or removal of facial hair, ensure that you find out the wishes 

of the family first. 

 

Whether you are presenting the deceased to the family after first offices has been carried out, 

presenting the deceased in a coffin or casket at the family home, or in the funeral home itself, the 

following final checks should be made, bearing in mind that the natural posing of the head, the 

features and the arms and hands is most important. 

 

The hair may need to be washed, if so it should be dried thoroughly. Most people are particular about 

their hair and few people have their hair swept straight back. The hair should be brushed or combed 

from the back to enable it to fall into its natural shape. A member of the family will often assist with 

the styling of the hair or provide a recent photograph of the deceased. 

 

The eyes should look as natural as possible, making sure that the lids do not overlap, are not slightly 

open and with no packing visible. 

 

The setting of the mouth is more than simply propping up the chin. The lips should meet together 

and not overlap. This may sometimes be achieved by a gentle massaging of the sides of the face and 

temples towards the top of the head. This raises the corners of the eyes, giving the suggestion of a 

smile. Never attempt to close lips over protruding teeth. The aim is to achieve a natural appearance. 

 

The head should rest on a pillow of the right height, possibly inclined a little to one side; there is no 

need for the nose to be meticulously centred and pointed at the ceiling. 

 

Make up can enhance the presentation of the deceased, however, it should be used sparingly and 

of the correct type - suitable cosmetics can be obtained from suppliers of embalming materials. If 

in doubt consult the family. 
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The posing of the hands and arms are worthy of careful attention as hands, properly presented, 

can be most expressive. The positioning of the hands may vary according to local custom and in 

some areas, the hands are always left covered, however, whatever the local custom, they should be in 

a natural and restful position. Judgement must be used as to what is most natural for each case; it will 

certainly not be straight down each side. The right hand may fold naturally over the left or vice versa; 

one hand may rest naturally over the other wrist; or the family may request that the hands be folded 

on the chest - often the case with Roman Catholics. Whatever the position chosen it must look 

natural. The hands themselves need careful attention; fingers should not be left stiff and straight 

but should be bent to a natural position with the fingernails left clean and tidy. It may sometimes be 

necessary to apply cosmetics to the hands. 

 

Finally stand back and take a careful look at the overall presentation, and judge for yourself if the 

deceased looks naturally at rest. 
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Removal of Pacemakers and Implants 

 

Any implant that contains a battery and those containing fluids / gases under pressure 

should either be removed or vented when the body is to be cremated, otherwise 

explosions will occur causing major damage to the cremator. 

 

The most common device to be implanted is known as a “demand” pacemaker. When 

the heart slows down it delivers a small electrical signal to the heart to prevent the 

heart rhythm becoming too slow. The pacemaker, which is quite small, is generally 

implanted in the left or right shoulder area. Cremation of these devices can cause 

significant problems and they need to be removed beforehand. It is quite safe to 

remove this type of pacemaker but if in doubt, make contact with the deceased’s G.P. 

 

More recently there have been developments in other fields related to pacemakers, 

the most important being the implantable cardioverter-defibrillator. This is a device 

that detects the onset of a malignant heart rhythm and delivers an internal shock to 

the heart to restart the circulation. 

 

They are implanted either behind muscle in the shoulder area or behind the heart. 

Having the same inherent problem as that of the “demand” pacemaker, i.e. explosions 



 
 

National Association of Funeral Directors © 2013 Dip FD Module  3 Unit 5        Issue 2 May 2015 Page 11 

 

during cremation, they also need to be removed beforehand. However there are a 

number of additional features that the person who removes such a device needs to 

be aware of, namely: 

 

o These devices can deliver a significant shock if vibrated when removing or handling. 

 

o these devices have wires connecting them to the heart which, when cut, can 

deliver an electric current to their cut ends. There is, therefore, a risk that if the 

leads are handled the operator could receive a significant electric shock. 

 

In addition defibrillators are able to store information about the heart rhythm so, 

if the wires are cut, this information may be lost. Therefore it is important that the 

Cardiac Department, where the device was implanted, be contacted so that it can 

be interrogated and switched off before being removed. Once switched off there is 

no risk of shock to the operator at the time of removal. 

 

o Permission to remove a pacemaker must be sought from the deceased’s Executor 

or Next of Kin. 

 

o Implantation of radio-active materials can result in cremation being refused. This 

is an ongoing situation for which you may need to seek further advice. 

 

 

Please refer to the Ministry of Justice: Cremation Guidelines for Funeral Directors Appendix C for 

further information. This document can be found on Moodle under Supplementary Guidance and 

Additional information.
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Learning Outcome 3 

 

Understand the purpose and use of embalming. 

 

 

 

When a family calls upon the services of a Funeral Director, they entrust their loved one to his/her 

care. It is therefore essential that the services of a qualified embalmer are available, either on 

his/her staff, or a trade embalmer. 

 

Ideally, the Funeral Director should be a member of the British Institute of Embalmers. 

 

All Funeral Directors should consider the advantages of and the necessity for embalming. They 

should have knowledge of the basic principles of arterial embalming, and have the ability to 

explain its objects and to answer questions put to them by clients.  

 

When discussing embalming with clients, many Funeral Directors prefer to describe the process as 

temporary preservation, sanitary or hygienic treatment, however, some Funeral Directors use 

these words to describe the “first offices”, as described above, thus causing some confusion both to 

the profession and to the general public. 
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As you have learned previously, a useful explanation of embalming is: 

 

• PRESERVATION of the body from the time that the body comes into the care of the Funeral 

Director until the time of the committal.  (The procedure delays the onset of 

decomposition, and, in so doing prevents nuisance from purging, leaking fluids and 

obnoxious smells). N.B. The use of the words in brackets should be avoided when talking to 

members of the public. 

 

• PROTECTION Embalming kills most pathogenic organisms, and offers the most effective 

control of any health risk to the public or the Funeral Director and his/her staff. 

 

 
 

• PRESENTATION Embalming enables the Funeral Director to present the deceased as if they 

are at rest, with their dignity restored to them. This is of great psychological value to 

those who wish to see the deceased. Viewing the deceased often helps to eradicate or 

lessen an earlier memory of seeing their loved one suffering. 

 

Process of Embalming 

 

The embalming process consists of arterial injection, venous drainage and treatment of the 

thoracic and abdominal cavities and their contents. In general, the embalmer selects a suitable 

artery and vein, the vessels selected depending on the cause of death and the general condition 

of the body to be embalmed. A small incision is made exposing the artery and vein, the 

preservative fluid (normally based on formaldehyde), is injected into the vascular system through 

the artery, and the blood drained from the accompanying vein. Usually it is only necessary to raise 

one artery, however there are times, due to the condition of the body, when it is necessary to inject 

more than one artery to achieve satisfactory saturation of the tissues. 

 

The time required for an embalming is between one and two hours, but may be considerably longer 

depending on the age and condition of the deceased, the cause of death, climatic conditions and 

facilities available to the operator. 

 

If the deceased has undergone a post-mortem examination, the technique is different from the 

above. The accepted principle in treating such a case is to locate and inject arteries as near as 
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possible to the point where they have been severed, with additional treatment being given to the 

contents of the thoracic and abdominal cavities. Treatment of autopsied cases can be relatively easy 

if the cooperation of the pathologist and mortuary technician is sought and given. The time required 

for such cases can vary from two to three hours or even longer if death has been traumatic and the 

operator has to make use of restorative and cosmetic procedures to achieve a satisfying result. 

 

Treatment can be carried out at the home if desired, however these cases are rare. Most clients 

prefer the body to be moved to the premises of the Funeral Director for treatment and then 

returned to the home in the coffin or casket of their choice. Obviously an embalmer would prefer 

to use a properly equipped Preparation Room and every Funeral Director should aim to provide such 

a facility on their premises for their own use, that of their staff or a trade embalmer. 

 

Pre-treatment Checks 
 
Before treatment is commenced, the Funeral Director must ensure: 
 
That the death has been registered, or that a Certificate before Registration has been  issued, or 

if a Coroner’s / Procurator Fiscal case, that the Coroner’s / Procurator Fiscal  Certificate has been 

issued. 
 
When cremation is intended it is essential that Cremation Forms 4 and 5 have been completed, 

or Cremation Form 6 — Certificate of Coroner — or other equivalent has been received. 
 
Permission has been received from the client. 

 

Forms used in Scotland 

 

Procurator Fiscal – Form 11 Medical Investigation- Cause of death. 

Form E1 Procurator Fiscal Certificate for Cremation. 

Body release certificate from the mortuary. 

Permission has been received from the client 
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With sufficient knowledge of the subject, Funeral Directors should be well equipped to answer 

questions asked by clients. It may well be useful, however, to mention some of the Do’s and Don’ts 

about embalming. 

 
DO’S: 
 

• Do be positive in your approach to embalming. The Funeral Director is 

concerned with the period that exists between death and the committal of the 

body and towards maintaining a hundred per cent sanitary condition during that 

time. 
 

• Do explain the process simply without using emotive words such as 

putrefaction, odours etc. “Embalming involves the injection of a scientifically 

prepared combination of chemicals into the vascular system of the deceased. 

These chemicals have the ability to preserve the body until the time of 

committal, thus ensuring that you can visit your loved one at any time up to the 

time of the funeral”, may well suffice. 
 

• Do point out, if asked, that there is no mutilation of the body and that in the 

majority of cases a small incision is all that is necessary. Where a post-mortem 

examination has been carried out, the client will, no doubt, be aware of this, 

and there will be the opportunity of saying that the treatment will restore the 

dignity of the deceased to them. 
 

• Do point out the necessity to render a clean, hygienic service to the family and to 

the staff of the Funeral Director. No one would tolerate unsanitary conditions in 

their homes, so it is imperative that the deceased be maintained in a sanitary 

condition whether in the family home or the funeral home. 
 

• Do emphasise the benefits of embalming: 

a. Hygienic conditions at all times 

b. An open casket or coffin until closed for the funeral 

c. The restoration of a life-like appearance. 
 
 
 

DON’TS: 
 

• Do not refer to smells, odours, purging, decomposition, unsanitary conditions. 
 

• Do not put into the minds of relatives that the body of the deceased can quickly 

decay, change, become unpleasant or in any way unhygienic, particularly if the family 

have been looking after their loved one at home prior to death. 
 
 
 
The one object of preservative treatment that can ruffle no sensibilities is that the process achieves a 

noticeable reduction of the visual strangeness of death by mitigating pallor, when present, and filling out, to 
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some degree, the loss of facial flesh caused by severe illness. With the composing of the features, 

embalming achieves a substantial restoration of the familiar, normal appearance. Hence the 

importance of obtaining a recent photograph, so that the natural features and hair styling of the 

deceased can be restored as near as possible. 

 

An aspect of preservation that needs to be mentioned is the guarding against infection. This needs to be 

spoken of with due consideration of the cause and circumstances of the death - many being non 

infectious. It is the duty of the Funeral Director to find out the cause of death, if at all possible, and 

inform his/her embalmer accordingly. 

 

The most valid reason for embalming is to delay post-mortem decomposition. When one finds it 

impossible to avoid this issue, it could be explained in the following terms: 

 

When a person dies, the innumerable bacteria of all kinds that everyone has in their body do not also die. 

Their continuing life begins the process of returning the body to its basic chemical components. Sooner 

or later, and no one can surely say when, some visible signs of this natural process will be noticeable. The 

process of embalming simply seeks to ensure that this is delayed until the time of committal, so that one’s 

memory of the deceased is as normal as possible and also as true to their personality as can be achieved. In 

this latter respect, the use of cosmetics needs to be approached with not only sensitivity and common 

sense, but also reasonable information. In other words, before using cosmetics, consult the family. 
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VISITS TO THE FUNERAL HOME TO VIEW THE DECEASED 
 
Bereavement in itself is a traumatic experience, as has already been discussed, affecting people 

in many different ways. Going to see the deceased can increase that trauma, therefore when the 

family or friends of the deceased call at the funeral home to pay their last respects there are many 

points to consider. 

 

Although no one should be afraid to visit a funeral home to see their loved one, in fact many people 

are fearful and much has been written about this psychological problem.  

 

The very natural desire to see the deceased for the last time often leads them to overcome their fear 

and visit with other members of the family. Accordingly the procedures for the reception of, and 

conducting to, the Chapel of Rest must be thoroughly prepared and carried out exactly by the staff in 

attendance. 

 

The instructions will vary according to the layout of the premises but in general should be on the 

following lines: 

 

(i) When family or friends arrive and state the purpose of their visit they should be shown 

into a private waiting room, which could well be an arranging room, and offered a cup of 

tea or coffee. Careful brief questioning should establish the names of the visitors along 

with the name of the deceased and their relationship, if any to the person they have come 

to see. Never refer to the deceased as ‘the late...’ but use a term acceptable to the visitors, 

for example, Mrs James, or, Mary James. 

 

(ii) Once the purpose for the visit has been established, the receptionist must check the funeral 

Arrangement Form for any instructions regarding viewing. The client may have given explicit 

instructions that no one is to see the deceased, or only certain people are to be allowed to 

visit. If this is the case the Funeral Director may be faced with an embarrassing situation 

which can only be resolved by contact with the client or the visitors going away and 

obtaining consent to visit at another time. In these days of mixed relationships and 

problems of security something can be said for introducing an appointment system for 

those who wish to visit funeral premises. 
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(iii) At the same time the receptionist should check which chapel is being used, if there are 

more than one, and make the following checks: 

• That the correct person is in the correct coffin, that the coffin is clean and that the nameplate is 

correct. 

• That the deceased is nicely presented - the eyes, mouth, hands and gown or clothes are so positioned 

as to give a natural and restful pose. 

• That any flowers in the chapel are fresh and well displayed, similarly, if the flowers are artificial that 

they are not dusty or untidy. That provision is made for any flowers the visitors may have brought. 

• Any religious symbols in the chapel are in accordance with the religion of the deceased or the wishes 

of the family. 

• That the lighting is set at the correct level and whether candles, if supplied, should 

be lit. 

• If the chapel is large enough, sufficient seating available. 

• No unpleasant smell is apparent. 

• If a name is displayed on the door to the chapel, it is the correct one. 

• Any background music is appropriate and is set at the correct volume. 

 

•  
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Although this would appear to be a lengthy procedure, each chapel should have been checked at the 

beginning of the day. 

 

(iv) If the Funeral Director in charge of the funeral is available, he/she should be advised of 

the visitors. All other members of staff should also be informed that clients are on the 

premises. The Funeral Director is, perhaps, the best person to conduct the visitors to the 

chapel. At least he/she should speak to them before they leave, particularly if there are details 

of the funeral still to confirm or arrange. 

 

(v) Whoever is going to take the visitors into the chapel should then proceed to the 

waiting room, assure them that all is well and that the deceased looks at rest. After showing 

them in, he/she should wait for a moment to see that they are not too distressed, and then 

take his/her leave, assuring them that he/she will be near at hand if needed. 

 
 
Whilst the family are in the chapel, the arrangements file should again be checked in order to see 

whether any further information is required and to deal with any matters such as valuables. 

 

(vi) If the visitors do not leave of their own accord after a few minutes it is probably best 

to check that all is well, at the same time assuring them that they can stay as long as they 

like. Some of the family may wish to come out and leave some members to go in 

individually. Once the visitors leave the chapel they should be offered the opportunity of 

returning to the waiting room to compose themselves, deal with any outstanding matters or 

just sit and talk. Tea and coffee should again be offered and a carafe of fresh water and glasses 

should be available. NB. A box of tissues may be placed in the waiting room and in the chapel. 

 

(vii) Once the visitors have left the funeral home, the chapel should be checked to see if any 

flowers left by the family need to be properly displayed, the coffin checked with regards to 

the tidiness of the clothing and furnishings and for any personal items which may have been 

left. The lights and music should be turned off and everything left ready for any further visits. 

 

If the premises provide the right atmosphere, the body is embalmed and properly presented, and any 

visitors are received with courtesy and consideration, the visit can be a comforting experience to the 
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bereaved. Experience shows that this service to the family is greatly appreciated and therefore should 

explained everything with confidence and is, therefore, ashamed of nothing in the execution of perhaps 

the most important aspect of their duty as a Funeral Director. 
 
NB. For the sake of consistency, reference has been made to ‘The Chapel of Rest’ throughout. All funeral 

homes have a room or rooms set aside for viewing the deceased. Although these rooms serve the same 

purpose they are known by different names depending on the area involved, including: 
 
Rest Room, Room of Repose, Viewing Room, Chapel of Rest, Slumber Room - often used when the deceased 

is presented as if in bed. 
 
 
A few funeral premises still have one large chapel with several “coffined” bodies on view at the same 

time.  

 

When a family come to visit this type of chapel, the coffins not being viewed should be  closed or covered 

with a pall and partially screened off from the family of the deceased.  

 

There could possibly be a security problem with this type of viewing room and it is essential that a member of 

staff remain in the room, albeit at a discreet distance, during the period any family is in the room. 

 

be encouraged by the Funeral Director, emphasising that they call at their convenience by 

appointment or at any time between the hours of .... a.m. and .... p.m. Some Funeral Directors issue a 

card to the family showing visiting hours or include such details on the Confirmation Form. 

 

In conclusion it is the duty of the Funeral Director to care for the deceased until the time of 

committal. This can be achieved by openly discussing the treatment of the body entrusted to his/ her 

care with the family, embalming the body with their permission, presenting the deceased in a 

suitable dressing gown or clothing, and by encouraging the family to visit their loved one at the 

funeral home. All these factors help the Funeral Director in his/her business by openly showing to the 

clients that they have nothing to fear in viewing a body handled by their firm. He/she will gain the 

goodwill of the family by their understanding of the facts about the care of the deceased, and the 

peace of mind that the Funeral Director has done their best, hidden nothing 
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Learning 

Outcome 4. 

 

Know how to check that a coffin has been prepared to the satisfaction of 

the client. 

 

 

 
 
With the increased variety of coffins and caskets available to the funeral service today, 

many of them being delivered already fitted with handles and linings. It is incumbent on all 

Funeral Directors, to make sure that bodies are measured accurately to ensure that the 

coffin or casket chosen is of the right size, neither being too narrow nor too shallow, not too 

long nor too short, in order to ensure that the deceased looks comfortable when coffined. 

 

The interior furnishing of coffins varies according to custom. Caskets tend to follow the same 

pattern of interior lining which possibly suggests the best method of presentation. In all 

cases a pillow is supplied which assists with the positioning of the head. The sides are well 

padded giving a look of comfort and a coverlet is supplied so that the finished result is 

almost similar to the deceased lying in bed or on a divan which some Chapels of Rest have 

available. The judicious use of wadding to pack the arms in position can help to give a 

natural, restful posture. Increasingly, coffins are being fitted out in like manner to caskets. 

Local custom, however, still dictates styles that have been accepted practice for many years, 

for example, side curtains that drape each side of the head and side sheets that stretch 

across the coffin and cover everything except the face. 

 

Shrouds are rarely used today, having been superseded by specially designed dressing 

gowns that are usually fitted over the night attire of the deceased. Manufacturers now offer 

a large range of dressing gowns in colours and patterns that range from pastel to quite strong 

colours such as maroon and from quilted to paisley patterns. They no longer adhere to the 

standard white robe or gowns which, for many years, were the only type offered. Some 

manufacturers now offer suits and dresses suitable for dressing the deceased in. Again 

choice should be given, particularly, as more and more people are asking for their loved ones 

to be dressed in their own everyday clothes, such as a favourite blazer or dress. 
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Whatever gown or clothing is chosen it must be fitted carefully to appear to be 

comfortably worn by the deceased. This may seem to be an obvious statement to make, 

however it is by no means easy to achieve. The fitting round the collar and over the 

shoulders can often look awkward and the sleeves may look stiff and formal. If the deceased 

is to be dressed in their own clothes, difficulty can be experienced due to the clothes 

provided being too large or, more often, too small. 

 

Whatever gown or clothing is chosen it must be fitted carefully to appear to be 

comfortably worn by the deceased. This may seem to be an obvious statement to make, 

however it is by no means easy to achieve. The fitting round the collar and over the 

shoulders can often look awkward and the sleeves may look stiff and formal. If the deceased 

is to be dressed in their own clothes, difficulty can be experienced due to the clothes 

provided being too large or, more often, too small. 
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The vast majority of coffins are now produced by a range of coffin manufacturers and 

suppliers. Pre prepared coffins, or shell as it is known, are often ordered for funeral 

directors to fit their own handles to the exterior and the linings and pillow to the interior.  

Coffins are produced in various styles, sizes, finishes and materials. The 'basic' coffin is 

normally made of chipboard. This is covered by a veneer on the outside. Solid timber such 

as oak or mahogany is also used, and these tend to be more expensive. 

How a wooden coffin is made by hand 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yIfBOxclhRg 

Each coffin consists of two sides, two ends, a base and a lid. A casket however, whilst 

consisting of these six basic components, can be constructed from up to 40 distinct pieces.  

The sides have curves in them, which form the shoulders. These curves are made by saw 

cuts, called kerfs, which cut far enough through the thickness of the wood and allow it to 

bend.  

The ends of wooden coffins are made from chipboard are mitred, glued and stapled into 

position whereas the ends of solid coffins are mitred or butted together then the base 

attached. Some manufacturers will tongue and groove the end, which gives a more 

attractive finish.  

Mouldings are applied to the edge of the base of the coffin and around the edge of the lid. 

Finally, four holes are drilled in the lid to accommodate the lid retaining screws.  

Cardboard Coffins are a simple and cheap option that allows the coffin to have a 

tradition shape and to be decorated (painted) to follow the requests of the deceased 

or the family.  

Bamboo / Grass coffins/ Banana leaf Coffins - have a tradition shape but often the 

materials or the products themselves are imported over long distances reducing their 

eco-credentials.  
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Willow Coffins are available in a selection of shapes that range from traditional coffin 

shapes to those with rounded ends, rectangular and pod shaped. Many of these are also 

imported from Asia and Eastern Europe, but there are a number of companies based in the 

UK producing on both a large scale and individuals that make to order on a small scale.  

Willow Coffins can also be handmade, crafted by skilled basket makers, using traditional 

and sustainable methods. Willow coffins are for some clients favoured as an alternative to 

traditional coffins due to their aesthetic appeal and for sound environmental reasons. 

Making a Willow Coffin 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ZPq8KRBFKM 

Quality Check of Basic Information  

A quality check of specific information received from the client is essential – remember 

there is no room for any errors to be made through carelessness or lack of attention to 

detail of the following is essential:- 

• Name of deceased, age, date of death (to allow you to identify the deceased and 

engrave the nameplate).  

• Religion of the deceased (to determine the choice of coffin furnishings).  

• Type, materials and the colour of the Coffin (as selected by your client).  

• Type of Funeral (wooden coffins used for a burial or cremation may require different 

types of handles).  

• Size of Coffin (aligned to the body size of deceased).  

• Type and Colour of Linings (according to your client's wishes or your standard 

procedure).  

• Cords if needed (these may be required for a burial), including the colour of Cords.  

• Date completed coffin is required (to allow you to schedule your work).  

• Funeral number (if you use an internal monitoring system), including any special 

instructions.  

• Name of the Arranger (so that you may clarify any instructions with that person). 
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Check the Size of the Deceased and the Coffin 

  

  

The size of the coffin is the measurement of the length of the inside base and the width of 

the inside base - shoulder-to-shoulder. You will find that the top of the coffin is slightly 

bigger because of the angle of the end of the coffin.  

Many manufacturers now use metric sizes e.g. 180cm. However, the size of the deceased 

will normally be given in imperial measurements e.g. 6'0". Care should be exercised when 

converting from metric to imperial, and the precise height and width of the deceased. 

Check for the following to ensure the correct coffin type, colour and size is appropriate to 

the size of the deceased and method of disposal. 

Coffin handles are made for burial and cremation. Burial handles are usually made of metal 

and come in a range of styles and finishes. They are attached to the exterior of the coffin by 

screws, nails or split pins. Handles can be made in nickel, electro-brass, oxysilver and 

bronze.  

Cremation handles are generally made of plastic although you can still get wooden handles. 

These are nailed or screwed to the side of the coffin. Six or eight handles can be used 

depending on choice. These can be nickel, brass or self-coloured.  
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In addition, different handles are made for different religions. For instance Roman Catholic 

handles can depict a crucifix, the Sacred Heart emblem or Rest in Peace. Ornaments such as 

a rose emblem are often used. There is a vast range of plastic ornaments available, which 

can be used for particular religions or associations’ e.g. Masonic emblems. Make sure that 

these are the same colour as the handles. Ornaments are usually fastened with upholstery 

pins.  

Gowns, robes, side-sets and frills are available in different styles and colours. For instance, 

there are male and female gowns and Roman Catholic gowns.  

Remember,  

• Coffin size is significant. Too small and the deceased may not fit in. However, avoid 

use of a coffin that is too large to prevent space for movement of the deceased, and 

consideration it may not go into the grave.  

• Check for blemishes.  

• Check for the appropriate furnishings. 

 

Quality Check the Exterior of the Coffin 

 

Handles are usually wrapped; you should unwrap them and check to make sure they are 

complete and undamaged. Check the gown, face cloth and side sets to make sure these are 

unmarked.Also, check for:- 

• Appropriate alignment of the screw holes in the lid of the coffin  

• The secure fitting of handles  
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Side handles must be checked for alignment, three on each side. Two are fitted directly 

underneath the screw hole, equidistant between the top and bottom edge of the coffin. The 

centre handle is placed between the other two side handles, exactly in the middle.  

Any protruding pins should be bent over or snipped off. To protect the waterproof lining 

from damage, you should cover any nails or split pins showing inside the coffin with a piece 

of cardboard. Finally, check that all handles are uniformly fixed and that they are securely 

attached. Polish the coffin to remove dust and finger marks.  

Remember, your care and attention to detail behind the scenes means a better appearance 

for the coffin and a better service for your client 

Quality Check the Interior of the Coffin  

Now that the exterior of the coffin has been checked, you can begin work on checking the 

interior of the coffin. The main areas to check are: -  

• the positioning of the head support or pillow and the waterproof lining.  

• the decorative lining.  

• the lining of the coffin lid.  

The lining must comply with the current regulations relating to emission of toxic fumes 

during the process of cremation. All other furnishings, together with the wood of the coffin 

itself, must also be acceptable.  
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Obtain a copy of the regulations 

from the crematorium regarding 

toxic emissions from crematoria. 

Discuss with your employer how 

he/she is complying with the 

regulations. 

 

 

 

 

 

Quality Check the Decorative Lining  

The side linings, sometimes known as a side set or frill are in one size and are cut to fit seen. 

Check the lining of the Coffin Lid  

 

Although not many people will see the inside of the coffin lid, it should always be lined with 

a suitable white material. Some of the more expensive coffins have their lids lined with an 

embossed cloth.  

Quality Check of Nameplates  

Remember that many people will look at the nameplate including the family and friends 

who come to view, the member of the clergy and the cemetery or crematorium staff. It is 

vital that it is correct. Any error will cause offence and distress to the family and could call 

into question the identity of the deceased.  

Nameplates are made in various sizes, colours and styles.Check that the appropriate 

nameplate has been selected, matching it with the handles of the coffin.  

Envelope corners maintain the waterproof seal  

Check the lining has been cut long enough to fit, equal to the length of the coffin 

plus the height of both ends. Check the fold of the lining inwards to fit into the 

coffin corners.  

Check that envelope corners have been used for all edges and seams are brought 

to the top of the coffin. This maintains the waterproof seal.  

In exceptional cases, two waterproof linings are used to give extra protection. Larger 

coffins, for instance, such as those over twenty inches wide or more than twelve inches 

deep, should be fitted with a double lining. 
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Using your documentation as a reference, make certain the name, age and date of death of 

the deceased is correct. Check to ensure the spacing is centred. 

Check the name details again. You should also check that the width and depth of cut are 

equal, that the lettering, numbers and figures are clearly defined and correctly positioned, 

and that the nameplate is free of scratches and blemishes.  

Remember: all this attention to detail is vital. 

When using a coffin to bring the Deceased into your care, make sure that the Deceased is 

placed into the coffin gently with the feet touching the foot end of the coffin. Check that the 

Deceased’s head is raised to the correct level on the head support. The head should be just 

below the top edge of the coffin. 
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Proof of Learning – Assessment Criteria 

Module 3 

Unit 5 

ASSESSMENT CRITERIA 

 

 The learner can: 

3.5.1  Describe the procedures to ensure accurate identification of the deceased.  

 

35.2a Explain how to maintain the dignity of the deceased at all times. 

3.5.2b Explain how to minimise bruising and marking whilst moving and handling 

the deceased 

3.5.2c Explain the process of first offices.  

3.5.2d Explain the reasons for the removal of surgical implants. 

3.5.2e Explain how to correctly remove surgical implants 

3.5.3a  Explain the purpose of embalming. 

3.5.3b Explain the process of embalming. 

3.5.3c Explain the limitations of embalming. 

3.5.4  Describe how to check that a coffin has been prepared to the satisfaction of 

the client. 

 


