
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380385211036350

Sociology
2022, Vol. 56(3) 556 –573

© The Author(s) 2021

Article reuse guidelines:  
sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/00380385211036350
journals.sagepub.com/home/soc

‘My Memories of the Time 
We Had Together Are More 
Important’: Direct Cremation 
and the Privatisation of UK 
Funerals

Kate Woodthorpe
University of Bath, UK

Hannah Rumble
University of Bath, UK

Anne Corden
University of York, UK

John Birrell
University of Bath, UK

Henk Schut
Utrecht University, The Netherlands

Margaret Stroebe
Utrecht University, The Netherlands

Cate Newsom
University of Bath, UK

Yvette Smith
Dignity Funerals, UK

Corresponding author:
Kate Woodthorpe, Department of Social and Policy Sciences, University of Bath, Claverton Down, Bath, 
BA2 7AY, UK. 
Email: k.v.woodthorpe@bath.ac.uk

1036350 SOC0010.1177/00380385211036350SociologyWoodthorpe et al.
research-article2021

Article

https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/soc
mailto:k.v.woodthorpe@bath.ac.uk
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F00380385211036350&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-09-06


Woodthorpe et al. 557

Abstract
Funerals have long been of interest to social scientists. Previous sociological work has examined 
the relationship between individuality, belief and tradition within funeral services, founded on 
the assumption that public rituals have psycho-social benefit for organisers and attendees. With 
the introduction of direct cremation to the UK, and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
funeral service attendance in 2020 and 2021, critique of this assumption is now needed. Drawing 
on interviews with recently bereaved people who organised a direct cremation in late 2017, 
this article illustrates how compromise, control and consistency are key drivers for not having a 
funeral service. The article argues that a declining importance in the fate of the body and a move 
towards ‘invite-only’ commemorative events represents a waning need for social support offered 
by a public, communal funeral service. In turn, this indicates a sequestration, or privatisation, of 
the contemporary funeral.
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Introduction

Funerals and their purpose have long been of interest to social scientists. Numerous theo-
rists have attempted to explain their socio-cultural function, with most concluding that as 
a public ritual funeral services provide social support and psycho-social benefit to organ-
isers and attendees (see Hoy, 2020). Since the turn of the century the organisation of 
funerals in the UK has been shaped by a ‘secular social narrative of individuation, per-
sonalisation and choice’ (Turner and Caswell, 2020: 3) with a ‘good funeral’ based on an 
amalgamation of custom, belief and individual expression (Caswell, 2011; Holloway 
et al., 2013). Questions have been raised as to who has responsibility for funeral arrange-
ments within families (Corden and Hirst, 2015; Woodthorpe and Rumble, 2016), how the 
organisation of the funeral industry shapes organiser’s funeral choices (Walter, 2017) 
and potential for the extension of commemorative activities via cremated remains 
(Prendergast et al., 2006). Much of this work has been founded on the assumption that 
funeral services have therapeutic value after a death, and that participation in them is 
wanted and needed by organisers and attendees (O’Rourke et al., 2011).

However a rapid review of the utility of funerals during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Burrell and Selman, 2020) has not been able to ratify this supposition, and a recent 
empirical study into what constitutes a ‘good funeral’ found that a funeral service may 
‘not necessarily be the most important thing’ after a person has died (Rugg and Jones, 
2019: 6). Moreover, exploring the efficacy of contemporary funeral services is not sim-
ply an academic pursuit: it too has been queried by the UK Competition and Markets 
Authority (CMA) (2020) who, in their investigation of the UK funeral sector, rigorously 
examined the very definition of, and need for, a funeral service after someone had died.

Prior to the CMA’s investigation launch in 2018 the assumption that a funeral service 
was wanted, needed and helpful to organisers and attendees was already being chal-
lenged by clearly labelled direct cremation packages in the UK. Introduced in 2012, 
direct cremation is when a cremation takes place without a concurrent funeral service, 
effectively disconnecting the public commemorative components of the funeral service 
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from the cremation by (re)turning body disposal into a matter of public health and 
hygiene (see Natural Death Centre, 2013). In less than a decade, direct cremation in its 
purest form (that is, no commemoration at any point) has grown to account for 3% of all 
cremation funerals; rising to 6% if the definition includes a cremation with a separate 
(typically invite-only) celebration of life service or commemoration, with or without the 
ashes, held on a different day (Royal London, 2019), and it is predicted to rise (Jones, 
2020). Indeed, the most recent figures, which include funerals during the COVID-19 
pandemic when funeral attendance was severely limited due to lockdown restrictions 
(BBC, 2020), suggest that in 2020 14% of all deaths resulted in a direct cremation 
(SunLife, 2021). Of the nearly 700,000 registered deaths in 2020, this represents around 
100,000 people.

Sociologically, as this article will show, a separation of the disposal of the body from a 
public and simultaneous gathering represents a sequestration and privatisation of the con-
temporary funeral. The introduction of clearly demarcated direct cremation packages – now 
a legitimate choice to not have a funeral service – means that a publicly accessible funeral 
occasion can be rejected outright or in favour of invite-only commemorative event(s). Such 
shifts, this article will argue, mirror changes to contemporary weddings and a decline in (and 
need for) social support derived from physically present, communal funeral services.

Drawing on a longitudinal multi-method study into the impact of cremation choices on 
the grief experience, taking place before COVID-19, the article examines participants’ rea-
sons for choosing direct cremation, and what direct cremation means for the future of UK 
funerals. It opens with an introduction to sociological work on death and funerals specifi-
cally, before introducing the reader to UK cremation funeral practices. It details the empiri-
cal study from which the article originates, finding that compromise, control and consistency 
are the key drivers for direct cremations. The article argues that the introduction and growth 
of direct cremation in the UK reflects the declining significance of the deceased body and 
need for social support from public events, and as a result we are witnessing the disaggrega-
tion and sequestration of funerals and, by extension, their privatisation.

Background

Questions about how the end of a life and its aftermath are experienced, managed and 
marked has been of interest to social historians, archaeologists, human geographers, 
anthropologists, psychologists and sociologists. Sociologists have long concerned 
themselves with the extent to which death is individual or communal, public or pri-
vate (Elias, 1985; Gorer, 1965). A 1990s surge of sociological interest in death saw 
attention centred on its institutionalisation (James and Field, 1992; Lawton, 1998), 
with questions raised about what constituted a ‘good death’ (Seale, 1998) and its con-
cealment from public life (Mellor and Shilling, 1993). The idea that death is seques-
tered has become ‘the dominant sociological theory of death in contemporary society 
[where] the organisation and experience of death have become increasingly private, 
separated from mainstream society’ (Walter, 2019: 389). In recent years sequestration 
theory has been used to explore death’s ‘domestication’ behind closed doors (Stanley 
and Wise, 2011) and the extent to which death in the public domain is ‘spectacular’ 
(Jacobsen, 2020).
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Situated within debates about the public/private nature of death, the commemora-
tion of the dead has been a popular area of interest. In examining the purpose of the 
contemporary UK funeral, Bailey and Walter (2016) have argued that a service’s func-
tion is to confront death and protect the mourners – the attendees – from death’s reality, 
through the content of the (preferably accurate) spoken eulogy. Attendance, they con-
tend, creates something of a ‘configurational eulogy’; that is, by attending the congre-
gation is creating a tribute to the deceased. Elsewhere, sociologist Caswell (2011) has 
examined how personalisation has been, and can be, accommodated within ‘tradi-
tional’ Scottish funeral rituals. Through their rich ethnographic study of funerals, 
Holloway et al. (2013) have further argued that a ‘good funeral’ incorporates religious 
and non-religious belief, with consistency between belief and ritual choice(s) critical 
to the perceived success of the service. Common to these works has been the assump-
tion that there is therapeutic value pertaining to the public and communal nature of the 
contemporary funeral service (Mitima-Verloop et al., 2019).

Alongside this sociological interest, in recent years there have been growing broader 
policy concerns regarding UK funerals. These concerns have included how much they cost 
and their organisation (Corden and Hirst, 2015; Woodthorpe and Rumble, 2016), the com-
mercial imperatives that shape the delivery of funeral director services (Fletcher and 
McGowan, 2020a), the remit of the state in providing financial support for funerals 
(Fletcher and McGowan, 2020b) and questions about who is responsible for paying for a 
funeral after someone has died (Woodthorpe and Rumble, 2016). All have contributed to 
the aforementioned CMA’s (2020) investigation into the funeral sector, which has been 
driven by questions as to the potential exploitation of funeral organisers by funeral direc-
tors (Birrell and Sutherland, 2016; Fletcher and McGowan, 2020b). While the tension 
between funeral commerce and choice is beyond the scope of this article, it is important to 
note that funeral arrangements take place within this socio-economic context, and are typi-
cally collaboratively organised (Bailey and Walter, 2016; Woodthorpe, 2017).

Within all these studies, sociologists and policy analysts alike have founded their 
work on the assumption that the contemporary funeral service has value for organisers 
and attendees. There has been little critique as to whether, now two decades into the 21st 
century, this is still the case. In response to COVID-19 UK lockdown measures in 2020, 
which in the UK have restricted the number of people who can attend a funeral service 
(BBC, 2020), a study on the efficacy of funeral attendance found that there is no conclu-
sive evidence that funeral services are of benefit to attendees (Burrell and Selman, 2020). 
Yet signs that funeral services can no longer be assumed to be valued by all were there 
before the arrival of the pandemic, with the creation of direct cremation – that is, body 
disposal without a funeral service. Well established as a legitimate funerary choice in the 
USA and Australia, direct cremation arrived in the UK in 2012.

Cremation Funerals

Although only a little over 100 years old, with 78% of the population choosing cremation 
(around 450,000 people a year) the UK has one of the highest cremation rates in the 
world (Cremation Society, 2019). In terms of what defines and constitutes a cremation 
funeral, there are a set of well-established normative practices. First, the deceased person 
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is relocated from their place of death or mortuary to a funeral director’s premises for cold 
storage, where viewing by family and friends may be possible. In the UK viewing is usu-
ally arranged in advance, not publicly advertised, and undertaken surreptitiously on the 
funeral director’s premises (Harper, 2010). In the immediate days following it is usually 
the deceased’s next of kin who registers the death and, often in consultation with others 
including the funeral director, determines funeral arrangements (Woodthorpe, 2017). By 
this point, with the deceased in cold storage, very few people change funeral directors 
and will organise the funeral according to their procured funeral director’s offer (CMA, 
2020). With the funeral director’s input, a date for the cremation is booked and any con-
current ritualised service arranged. Members of the deceased’s and organiser’s social 
network are informed of the service arrangements, with details sometimes publicised via 
obituaries or announcements, in newspapers, via social media and online. Often this 
information is disseminated similar to snowballing, with (for example) a friend being 
told and asked to pass on the details of the funeral service to (known and unknown) oth-
ers. Such open advertising and cascading of information means that the organiser of the 
funeral may not know who is attending the funeral service (if there is one) until people 
actually show up on the day. Crucially, pre-Covid, given the nature of this method of 
advertising and unrestricted attendance, funeral services are largely seen and experi-
enced as a communal and public event (Mitima-Verloop et al., 2019).

On the day of the cremation, the funeral director transports the body to the cremato-
rium or funeral service location, typically in a hearse with the coffin covered in floral 
wreaths. If there is no funeral service or the attendees meet the deceased’s body at the 
venue, transport of the deceased may be in a van marked as a private ambulance. If there 
is a funeral service, attendees gather at the venue. After the funeral service there may be 
a ‘wake’ where attendees meet and have refreshments. Without knowing how many will 
be attending, organisers often have to estimate the size of the wake venue and the volume 
of refreshments needed. While the wake is happening the deceased’s body is cremated or, 
to ensure maximum efficiency in cremator oven usage, will be ‘held over’ until the fol-
lowing day. Once the cremains (the bones) are cooled and crushed, a few days later the 
ashes are returned to the funeral organiser, or remain uncollected at the crematorium or 
funeral directors. Eventually those that remain uncollected will be scattered in the crema-
torium grounds.

Today, around three quarters of ashes are returned to the funeral organiser (Day, 
2017). A seminal study into their destination indicated that activities with ashes have 
extended ritualised commemorative processes after someone has died, which do not rely 
upon a timebound or clear decision-making trajectory (Prendergast et al., 2006). Rather, 
deciding what to do with the ashes can unfold creatively over time, responsive to their 
custodian’s understanding of what and where is significant and appropriate for memory, 
meaning and emotions (Kellaher et al., 2010). As a result, ashes can be scattered almost 
anywhere, for example on golf courses, favourite family walks or into the sea; buried in 
the garden or at favourite holiday spots; made into jewellery; or even discharged in a 
firework or blasted into space.

Although technically it has long been possible to select and reject elements of the 
conventional cremation funeral process outlined above (Walter, 2007, 2017), the intro-
duction of demarcated direct cremation ‘packages’ has meant that in the last decade the 
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UK funeral industry has been segregating the constituent parts of the cremation funeral 
as discrete and legitimate options for their client to purchase (or reject). Often one-third 
of the cost of a traditional funeral service, and thus marketed as a solution to funeral 
affordability (SunLife, 2020), direct cremation now accounts for 3–6% of all cremations 
depending on the definition used. In its ‘purest’ form, it involves the deceased person 
being cremated with no funeral service, on an unspecified date and unknown location, 
with the ashes retained by the funeral director or available for collection. In the UK direct 
cremation is an evolving proposition however, and packages have progressed over the 
last five years to include ‘unattended’ and ‘attended’ cremations. Such inconsistency 
between providers and its identification means there is no sector-wide agreed definition 
nor standard package for direct cremation, leading to substantial variation in how ‘direct’ 
a cremation actually is and concerns as to how knowledgeable organisers are when mak-
ing their purchase (CMA, 2020; Royal London, 2019).

Critically, this ‘opting out’ of having a funeral service on the day of the cremation sepa-
rates the disposal of the body from any concurrent funeral service or commemorative ritual 
involving the deceased’s body. An implication is that the centrality and integrity of the 
deceased’s body is much reduced, and reflects the (ongoing) decline in religious ritual asso-
ciated with the separation of the soul and the body, and the spiritual committal of the mortal 
remains of a person (Davies and Mates, 2005). As this article will show, it further serves to 
privatise the funeral and thereby mirrors what has happened to contemporary weddings, 
which have moved away from public events that serve the community to become more 
clandestine occasions that (re)present individuality and personal choice (Illouz, 2012).

The Study

The study underpinning this article was a multi-disciplinary research project into the 
relationship between cremation choices and experiences of grief. Funded by Dignity 
Funerals, it was an independent academic study that took place over 2.5 years between 
2017 and 2019 (so, pre-COVID-19). The study utilised two surveys to generate quantita-
tive data on grief outcomes over time, and one-off interviews between the two surveys to 
qualitatively explore the driving factors behind cremation arrangements. The project 
received ethical approval from the University of Bath, and the ethical implications are 
detailed later in this article.

In April 2018 survey one was sent to 1942 clients who had organised a funeral using 
Dignity Funerals or Simplicity (Dignity’s online direct cremation arm) during a three-
month period between the end of 2017 and early 2018. Of the 261 returned postal sur-
veys (13.7% response rate), 17 had organised a direct cremation. A second survey was 
sent out a year later, to generate data on grief responses over time (see Birrell et al., 
2020). It was during the intervening year that interviews took place.

Although the demographic features of interviewees are not critical to nor detailed 
further in this article, it is worth noting briefly here that participants were broadly repre-
sentative of the UK population. Of the 233 participants that completed both surveys, the 
average age of participants was 64 years old, and most (69%) were female. The majority 
(61%) were retired from work, and most identified as Christian (64%). The average age 
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of the deceased was 81 years old, with death after a lengthy illness the most common 
cause (62%). Most of the deceased (51%) were a parent, with 34% mothers and 17% 
fathers. For 35% of participants it was their partner who had died. In terms of income the 
sample reflected the UK’s average household income, with 42% in receipt of a house-
hold income of less than £26,000 per year, 32% with a household income of between 
£26,000 and £46,000 per year, 26% earning more than £46,000 within their household 
per year and 17% with an annual household income of less than £16,000 per year.

Interviews

In order to find out more about the reasoning behind decisions thirty participants of the 
261 who completed the first survey were invited to take part in semi-structured, face-to-
face interviews in their home or a location of their choice. A study priority was interview-
ing those who had replied to the first survey and organised a direct cremation, thus 
interview participants were recruited according to funeral type rather than any other 
socio-demographic feature. All of the 17 participants who had organised a direct crema-
tion were invited to interview, and 14 accepted. Since the participants who had chosen a 
direct cremation were geographically spread across the UK, for ease of administration 
and due to limited financial budgets for travel, those who organised a direct cremation 
were matched geographically with interviewees who had arranged a ‘traditional crema-
tion’ (the remaining 16 participants), which for the purpose of this study was defined as 
a cremation with a funeral service on the same day. This article focuses specifically on 
the interviews with the 14 people who had arranged a direct cremation.

Interviews were conducted in participants’ homes between October 2018 and January 
2019. All were audio recorded with permission and later transcribed by a third-party 
transcription agency. A thematic analysis was used to organise and categorise the data.

Ethics and Study Limitations

In terms of study limitations, the participants were clients of one national funeral direct-
ing company and a self-selecting population who responded to the request to complete a 
survey. As the sample shows, participants were representative in terms of age, gender 
and income distribution. Given this, and the aforementioned lack of consistency across 
the funeral industry in what constitutes a ‘direct cremation’, it was felt that a sample of 
participants from a single provider – rather than being a limitation – was a strength in 
terms of the uniformity of terminology and funerary options. It also meant that materially 
different approaches in the arrangement of cremation funerals between diverse providers 
were reduced.

Echoing age-old concerns about the ethics of profiting from death and potential funeral 
director exploitation of bereaved people (Mitford, 1963), the funder of the project has 
been subject to critique for the ‘vulgarity’ of profit(eer)ing from death (Fletcher and 
McGowan, 2020a). Upholding conventional standards regarding funder integrity, the 
research contract went through normal University of Bath contract procedures to ensure 
that there were no questions as to the academic freedom of the research team. After final-
ising the research questions’ before the research team remained independent of the funder 
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throughout the project, bar their assistance with participant recruitment and guidance 
regarding their clients’ data availability.

In terms of research ethics, after their completion of the first survey all interviewees 
were contacted with additional information about the interviews, with written consent 
sought at the commencement of the interview. All data were confidential to the research 
team, and participants were anonymised via pseudonyms. The interviewers were experi-
enced in working with recently bereaved people and took bereavement-support material 
to interviews should participants indicate that they would like additional discussion fol-
lowing the interview.

Findings: The Factors Driving Direct Cremation Choices

There were three themes that emerged in terms of the driving factors for direct cremation 
arrangements: compromise, control and consistency. In terms of compromise, one-third 
of interviewees reported that the choice to not have a funeral service was due to circum-
stances that obstructed the intended funeral type or the wishes of the deceased. For 
example, Lesley’s deceased father had already bought a pre-paid funeral plan to finance 
his whole-body burial in the family grave. However, after his death it was discovered that 
there was not enough space in the grave and, after discussion with her siblings, Lesley 
decided to cremate his body and have his ashes buried in the family grave instead. She 
and her siblings had assumed their father would have a funeral service at the time of the 
burial, but as a burial was no longer possible none wanted to attend the cremation nor 
organise a service at the crematorium. Instead, their father was cremated, and they buried 
his ashes in the family grave with only his adult children present:

On a number of occasions, the undertaker rang me up and kept saying, ‘This is when dad’s 
cremation is, do you want to be there?’ and I said, ‘I don’t want to be there.’ My sister lives 
down south and she said, ‘I don’t want to be there either’, and my brother said, ‘I don’t want to 
be there either’ . . . I collected my dad from the undertaker and he sat on the sideboard for a 
week. (Lesley)

After his mother’s death, Jeff discovered that their local authority crematorium was 
not available for funeral services, although the cremator ovens were still available for the 
actual cremation. Given that he recalled that his mother had wanted ‘no fuss’, he and his 
brothers opted for a direct cremation and organised several family-only smaller com-
memorative activities after the cremation. Jeff’s mother’s ashes were then split three 
ways: some were buried in the crematorium’s garden of rest next to her husband’s; some 
were repurposed into ashes jewellery and given to Jeff’s sister-in-law and niece; and the 
remaining ashes were scattered under a bush that his mother used to gaze onto from her 
flat, admiring two robins who regularly visited.

Two further interviewees arranged a direct cremation because the deceased’s wishes 
to donate their body to medical science had been thwarted due to the timing of their death 
over a public holiday. Patricia reflected on her mother’s earlier death and how this led her 
to choose a direct cremation for her father:
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Mum decided she would leave her body to medical research . . . She liked the idea of when she 
passed away her body would be handed to medical research and I would not receive a body 
back. I would receive ashes back and it could be any time, three or four years after the process 
. . . Then I would attend a celebration of life and be thanked for my relative giving their body 
and she liked that whole idea. And at that point I would get ashes back and I could do with them 
what I wanted at that point. (Patricia)

However, her mother died over a public holiday when the local university medical 
research school was closed and could not accept bodies for donation. Patricia commented 
on the implications of the timing of her mother’s death:

At that point, knowing that I now had a body and I didn’t want a funeral, which was never on 
the cards, I contacted [the local funeral directors] . . . I didn’t know about private [direct] 
cremations . . . I wanted it to just happen and to be told it was done, because that is what was 
going to happen if I had gone down the university route. (Patricia)

It was not until Patricia’s father died almost seven years later (for which she organised a 
direct cremation, and whose death led to the interview taking place) that she collected 
her mother’s ashes along with her father’s, and commissioned jewellery to be created. 
She mixed their ashes and commissioned a pair of earrings and a ring, which her son now 
wears.

Similarly, Tina had been ready to donate her husband’s body to medical science:

I think because he [Michael] had received such wonderful care and support from the NHS. I 
mean, with every chest infection he was in hospital, ambulanced in . . . We just felt it was a way 
of repaying the NHS and we knew it was an unusual disease at that point and just thought 
research might help. (Tina)

Michael died on New Year’s Eve and, as with Patricia’s mother, the local university 
medical school was closed. Unlike Patricia, Tina and Michael had talked about contin-
gencies in case his body would/could not be accepted and had decided he would have a 
direct cremation. Since Michael’s ashes had been returned, Tina had been scattering 
them – sometimes alone and sometimes in company – in various locations that held 
memories for her: holiday locations, a local park and woodland where they would take 
their two sons, and even under the front driveway of her home.

Dying in the festive period was a factor for another participant, Amy, who explained 
how she decided to pursue direct cremation for her estranged brother. Hers was the only 
case where the participant did not follow the request of the deceased (if known), as a 
direct cremation contradicted her brother’s request to be buried with their parents. Amy 
chose direct cremation because she could not promptly organise her brother’s funeral as 
he died just before Christmas:

Practically speaking it was near Christmas, I could not arrange for his body to be taken to [X] 
. . . It just wasn’t possible . . . I will take his ashes to [X] and he will be buried with our parents 
. . . But how was I going to arrange a funeral in [X] at two weeks’ notice before Christmas and 
inform people? (Amy)
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For all these participants direct cremation was selected because it was a compromise 
that was in keeping with the interviewee’s or the deceased’s values. 

The second and third driving factors for opting for a direct cremation were importance 
of control and, as above, being consistent with values and beliefs. Control came up 
repeatedly in interviews in terms of symptom management or place of death, the funeral 
arrangements and memorialising activity. All interviewees felt that by organising a direct 
cremation they had enhanced their control of the arrangements. For example, in organis-
ing her husband’s direct cremation and later memorial service, Gaynor felt she had a high 
degree of control over who attended, which was important to her:

I felt . . . that we only had to invite people that we wanted that had been part of our, in my case 
[John], being ill and dying. I didn’t want a lot of strangers coming to a funeral who I had to be 
nice to, but I didn’t know from other parts of his life. I’d never seen them when he was ill. 
(Gaynor)

Because David wanted to control who was attending and the content of any com-
memoration to his wife, her direct cremation meant there was no rush to plan any com-
memorative activity, thereby creating time to take stock of his options:

I think one of the main positives I got from doing it the way I did is it actually gives you time 
to think . . . because of the various pressures you have about how it should be done, that’s many 
and varied, is you need time to think that through. (David)

The importance of controlling attendance and commemorative content were echoed in 
other interviews, where direct cremation was deliberately chosen to exclude particular 
individuals’ attendance, who the interviewee felt had let down the deceased be it through 
illness, estrangement or unresolved family conflict. For example, Brian commented:

When mum was very, very ill and we were out here struggling, looking for carers et cetera, on 
the phone to doctors and all of that, where were you? You never phoned up and said, ‘Do you 
want a hand with mum, because we know she’s really struggling?’ Where were you? I went to 
see her twice a week in the care home, why did you not go and see her in the care home? (Brian)

Another participant, Sherry, spoke of how she and her brother ‘were just abandoned basi-
cally’ and so she arranged a direct cremation for him because she did not want to give 
extended family members an opportunity to attend his funeral:

None of them were there to support us. So, when he died . . . I thought, you know, they hadn’t 
seen him for at least 30 years and he’s lived on his own all that time and none of them had been 
to see him and they’re always saying ‘Let us know when the funeral is’, and I thought I’m not 
going to have a funeral. I thought, I’m not going to have them [there], they’re all hypocrites! 
(Sherry)

Sherry was not alone in noting hypocrisy when it came to attendance at a funeral:

Our daughter Sophie had quite severe mental health problems and had had for some years. And 
sadly, family and friends deserted her, she really had no one at the end except me . . . Sophie 
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did not want people turning up at a funeral who had not been anywhere near her when she was 
alive, and she was needing them. (Marie)

Similarly, Kenneth had explicitly organised a direct cremation for his wife Margie after 
she had spent 20 years living with Parkinson’s and dementia because ‘We didn’t want a 
service at a crematorium which will be full of people who, over the 20 years that Margie 
was ill, never ever came to see her or ask how she was.’

Control of attendance and commemorative events was thus critical to interviewees. This, 
they felt, was in keeping with their or the deceased’s values and beliefs. 

Consistency was the final driving factor for opting for a direct cremation. Reasons for 
choosing a direct cremation included that the deceased did ‘not want a fuss’ (Gaynor, Brian), 
that ‘we’re a private family’ (Patricia), that they wanted ‘a celebration’ of the deceased’s life 
because ‘a funeral is drab’ (Nathan); and because the deceased was reported to have not liked 
‘all the trappings of a traditional service’ (Simon). These comments emerged from interviews 
irrespective of religious faith (or none).

For all interviewees, opting for a funeral type that was consistent with beliefs was 
much more important than fulfilling societal expectations (Holloway et al., 2013). 
Beliefs and values in this context did not equate to spiritual or religious beliefs, rather 
they included attitudes towards the body, the quality of relationships to others, their sense 
of duty to the deceased and/or attendees, and the expression of the deceased’s and/or 
their own identity, lived experiences and shared memories. Common to all interviews 
was that participants did not feel the deceased’s body’s fate was integral to any act of 
commemoration or remembrance. This did not mean they did not care about the 
deceased’s body; rather, they felt no requirement to do anything to mark the day of its 
incineration by cremation. Both those of strong faith and those of none reported that the 
deceased’s body was simply a receptacle. For example, Gaynor, a self-identified atheist 
commented ‘To me once you’re dead, that’s it . . . The body is nothing to do with it; it’s 
just a vessel you were in.’ A similar sentiment was expressed by Nathan, who worked as 
a church minister. He had organised a direct cremation for his wife Sally, who had died 
after years of ill health:

Her body isn’t her, it’s just a body, it’s a vessel to host her life, her soul, her being . . . She was 
a positive person and she wanted her funeral to be a positive event, not to be seen as a loss, but 
to be thankful for her being when she was here and to rejoice in the good things that God had 
done, in her, through her and for her. To me, it was a no-brainer, not to have a funeral service. I 
couldn’t think of anything more drab, and, certainly, it would not be respectful to her or reflect 
her being at all. (Nathan)

Marie was also an active member of a church congregation and did not regard the day 
of the burning of the deceased’s body as critical to any commemoration:

My memories of the time we had together are more important to me than a disposal of remains. 
I have, I suppose, quite a pragmatic approach to that, because I firmly and truly believe that this 
physical life is not all there is. (Marie)

Nathan and Marie opted for a direct cremation as it aligned with their views on the incon-
sequentiality of fate of the dead body.
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Discussion

The resolve of the participants in their rejection of UK cremation funeral norms is as 
palpable on the page as it was to the interviewers during the interviews. As people 
who had organised a cremation without an accompanying funeral service in 2017, the 
14 people who took part in interviews were at the vanguard of direct cremation in the 
UK. Common to all was their conviction that they had made the ‘right’ choice. This 
conviction was enabled by the introduction of direct cremation as a legitimate and 
identifiable funeral option by funeral directors. It was further reliant on participants’ 
clear association between their own (or the deceased’s) beliefs and values, and the 
funeral choices they had made. Such conviction and emphasis on consistency con-
firmed Holloway et al.’s (2013) assertion that a ‘good funeral’ is one that is in keeping 
with belief systems, with our findings suggesting that this extends to electing not to 
have a funeral service at all. Interestingly, although direct cremation is marketed on 
affordability (SunLife, 2020), the increasing cost of funeral services was not a moti-
vating factor for any participant.

Such a strong conviction in having made the ‘right’ choice was further reinforced by 
participants’ attitude towards the deceased’s body, which reflects an ongoing decline in 
religious ritual associated with the separation of the soul and the body, and the spiritual 
committal of the deceased person’s body to the next life (Davies and Mates, 2005). For 
all 14 participants, the body was either matter that could be useful to medical science, or 
else its incineration was inconsequential to any associated commemorative activity. For 
those who had compromised on their original plan for the body, opting for a direct cre-
mation was in keeping with their (or the deceased’s) beliefs regarding minimal formality 
or ‘no fuss’ around its disposal (Lesley, Marie, Gaynor and Brian); for others, the deci-
sion to have a direct cremation was a consequence of their regard for the utility of the 
deceased body (Tina, Nathan and Marie).

For all participants, ensuring there was consistency with beliefs and values was a key 
driving factor in deciding to not have a funeral service, and was underpinned by a wish 
to retain as much control as possible over the arrangements. This was particularly impor-
tant in terms of attendance and the content of any commemorative activity, confirming 
Bailey and Walter’s (2016) emphasis on the importance of funeral content (the eulogy) 
and presence (the configurational eulogy) for organisers. As above, this extends to not 
having a funeral service.

Such a high degree of control over attendance and content, effectively sequestering 
the cremation and any subsequent commemoration to an invite-only event, contrasts 
sharply with the conventional cascading and open advertising of a funeral service out-
lined earlier in the article, and its subsequent communal, public nature (Mitima-Verloop 
et al., 2019). Moreover, it raises questions as to the function of the contemporary funeral 
service, as it is this public character that has led to academic consensus that in the 21st 
century the funeral service’s purpose is to serve the psycho-social needs of the attendees 
(Cullen, 2006; Holloway et al., 2013; O’Rourke et al., 2011; Schafer, 2007). As noted 
already, such a supposition has come under scrutiny during COVID-19 and in their rapid 
review Burrell and Selman (2020) found inconclusive evidence that funeral services 
provided benefit for attendees. Instead, they found that:



568 Sociology 56(3)

the benefit of after-death rituals including funerals depends on the ability of the bereaved to 
shape those rituals and say goodbye in a way which is meaningful for them, and on whether the 
funeral demonstrates social support for the bereaved. (Burrell and Selman, 2020: 32)

Our findings concur in part. For all the participants in this study the decision to not have 
a funeral service was meaningful, as it was consistent with their (or the deceased’s) 
beliefs and values and meant that they could retain a high degree of control. However, to 
opt not to have a funeral service challenges the supposition that funerals are (regarded as) 
a source of social support or seen as having therapeutic benefit to organisers. Indeed, for 
some participants, to not have a funeral service had psycho-social benefit as it meant 
they would not have to face people they felt had badly let them and/or the deceased 
down.

So, what does this mean for UK funerals? Certainly, the question of the extent to which 
a funeral service is a source of social support mirrors changes to weddings since the 1960s. 
A move towards smaller, invite-only commemoration reflects trends in contemporary wed-
dings, whereby there has been a separation of the varying components (legal and ritual) and 
a trend towards smaller sequestered events that emphasise the uniqueness of the people 
involved (Illouz, 2012). Just as this article has shown with direct cremation, the purpose of 
this smaller wedding ritual has evolved to recognise and reflect the individuality of the 
people involved, rather than emphasising the provision of social support or as a method of 
upholding social cohesion. At a time when weddings have never been freer of cultural 
norms (Carter and Duncan, 2017), comparable liberation from funeral norms is likely to 
grow as direct cremation becomes an accepted and legitimate funerary choice and organis-
ers feel empowered to purchase and reject components of funeral services as they see fit, in 
favour of what is meaningful to the individuals involved.

Crucially, through the rejection of funeral norms and convention, direct cremation 
challenges the assumption that a public funeral service derives psycho-social benefit for 
organisers and attendees. A key reason for the declining need for social support from a 
funeral service is that support can now come from alternative sources, and the need for a 
public event to mark the death and bring a wide and disconnected network of people 
together may be no longer needed given the opportunities to commemorate and come 
together elsewhere, at another time, and online (Walter, 2019). Conversely, opting not to 
have a funeral and restricting attendance to subsequent invite-only commemoration can 
serve to mitigate risks of psycho-social harm that can come from the uncertainty of who 
will attend, and of having to confront particular individuals. In other words, rather than 
being detrimental, to not have a funeral service may actually be beneficial for the 
organiser.

Fundamentally, the introduction of direct cremation as a clearly identified and demar-
cated funerary option serves to legitimise the rejection of funeral norms and represents a 
disaggregation and sequestration of contemporary UK funerals. This disaggregation 
divorces the (hidden) disposal of the deceased’s body from a simultaneous and commu-
nal funeral service, shifting public ritual to commemoration behind closed doors. The 
establishment and uptake of direct cremation in the UK thus supports Mellor and 
Shilling’s (1993) sequestration thesis, as organisers privatise the funeral through the 
bypassing of its public components. Aided by a declining importance in the fate of the 
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deceased’s body (Davies and Mates, 2005) – or at least publicly witnessing its committal 
to the flames – means that the significance of ‘saying goodbye’ to the bodily remains of 
the deceased on the day of its incineration is replaced by the potential for cloistered and 
personalised creativity post-cremation with the ashes (Prendergast et al., 2006).

As to the long-term effects of the impact of direct cremation on funeral ritual(s), we 
can only speculate. What we do know, however, is that wedding rituals have already gone 
through profound change in the last 50 years, in terms of their purpose, size, scope, crea-
tivity and distinctiveness (Carter and Duncan, 2017). The same is now beginning to occur 
for funerals and is a trend that can, and will, include not having a public funeral service. 
Writing this article during the pandemic, it is possible to venture that a rethinking, shrink-
ing and disaggregation of funeral services is likely to be accelerated by COVID-19, as 
public health measures have restricted the size of funeral congregations and, for a period 
of time in 2020, meant that in some areas of the UK funeral services were not permitted 
at all (BBC, 2020). Certainly, the most recent statistics indicate that during the pandemic 
direct cremations have risen in number (SunLife, 2021). However, a critical question as to 
whether this will be sustained is the extent to which organisers feel that they have control 
over funeral services, and whether direct cremations during COVID-19 are characterised 
in the future as an agentic choice or imposed upon organisers.

Importantly, this article shows that direct cremation is much more than an issue of 
cost and affordability as is typically claimed. The data does not tell us about the experi-
ence of not being able to attend a funeral service for would-be attendees however. Do 
people feel deprived by not being able to attend a physical, public funeral service? Have 
they lost the (assumed) possible psycho-social benefit of attending, and the potential for 
social support from others? These questions, and others about the purpose and function 
of funeral attendance in the 21st century, need further scholarly attention. There is much 
to be gained too from examining contemporary wedding trends and how these are being 
mirrored (or not) in contemporary funerals. Our data has shown that it is also an issue of 
values and beliefs, conviction, consistency, compromises and control.

Conclusion

This article has drawn on interviews with people who had organised a direct cremation to 
show that compromise, consistency and control are key driving factors in these funeral 
arrangements. In rejecting funeral norms and sequestering commemoration, funeral organis-
ers are reflecting trends that have already occurred within contemporary weddings, towards 
smaller invite-only events that prioritise an individual’s beliefs and values. The findings 
suggest that it is no longer possible to unproblematically assume that funeral services derive 
psycho-social benefit or social support for organisers and attendees, and that through the 
establishment and rise of direct cremation we are witnessing the start of the disaggregation 
and privatisation of the contemporary public funeral ritual. Whether this is accelerated by 
the events of the COVID-19 pandemic and associated lockdown measures remains to be 
seen, but certainly there is much more to be learnt about the utility of UK funeral services 
and attendance in the twenty first century.
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Author’s Note

The research question was formulated in collaboration with Dignity Funerals. The content of this 
report has been written fully independently of the funding agency. Co-author YS of Dignity 
Funerals facilitated the study by providing necessary data-access (confidentiality observed), but 
did not participate in the design, analyses or interpretation of the data.
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