Child and baby funerals - ‘it’s the little things that matter’

The funeral of a baby or child is remembered by parents very clearly, and for ever.
The last thing anyone wants is for parents to have regrets – that there was
something they did not do - or did not choose – because they didn’t know about it –
they live with that for a lifetime - so awareness of choices is so so important.
There is some useful research, done in Australia a few years ago, that sought to
identify the needs of both health professionals and parents caring for terminally ill
babies and children. It found that certain things were regarded by parents as helpful
and some not so helpful:
One thing that parents said helped was when people really understood that they
may want to talk about the same thing over and over again or want to spend a lot of
time crying.
Parents said they needed people who would ● Listen and respect their wishes
● Ensure they had choices and ask their opinion
● Understand that it is so hard to make decisions
● ‘Walk’ the extra mile’ with simple and humble acts of kindness
● Give them a sense of control
● Give them information
● Help them make some sense out of the death and find meaning in it
● Give Dad as much attention as Mum
● Not say ‘At least…….anything’

● Understand that they may know nothing at all about death and funerals - as
this may be the very first time anyone they know has died
Parents usually don’t know what questions to ask so they appreciate gentle
suggestions. Suggesting answers to the simple questions they hardly want to ask
like ‘Where will the coffin be? Do I have to walk in behind the coffin? This is so
helpful.
What type of funeral do they want?
They don’t want one at all of course but will vary in what style of funeral they choose
and this will be affected by the age of their child and the circumstances of the death
and many other factors.
This may not be the first baby or child that they have lost. So many factors will need
to be taken into account. A ‘celebration of life’ styled funeral - which may be quite
upbeat - may be totally appropriate in many cases – but not in all.
Would they be better off with a private, small family funeral and then a larger event
some time afterwards as a memorial event for others to come to maybe? This can be
really helpful for some parents.

Is it to be a burial or a cremation? This is a key decision
If any knows them, we would love to know the statistics for the proportion of child
and baby funerals that are burials as opposed to cremation – we think that there are
many more burials than with adult funerals.
It’s about having somewhere to go back to and the continuing bonds the parents
wish to have with their child - this seems easier for some when there has been a
burial.

Wherever the funeral is to be - a very useful thing to ask bereaved parents is if they
would like you to take them there beforehand to see what it is like – this really helps
on the day of the funeral. A little thing - but helps more than you can imagine.
Who will conduct the funeral?
It is likely to be either
A religious leader,
Or a celebrant, who might be a humanist and include no religion or a Celebrant who
will include religious content,
Or the family themselves, although this seems to be more common with older
children than with younger children and babies.

Many parents will go to their own religious community for the funeral. The rituals and
content will be appropriate for those parents who will follow a ceremony that is a part
of their belief system.
But what about the young single mother whose baby is stillborn, never been to a
funeral herself – she may have no faith or any idea about who should lead a
ceremony. There may be no family tradition to follow so it will be those around her –
such as yourselves - who will provide her with choices and options.
Please don’t use someone to ‘do’ the funeral just because they are available. Better
to get someone who knows what they are doing and how to work with bereaved
parents.
So there are major decisions about what type of funeral, who is to lead it and where
it will be held are taken first.
Then the more detailed decisions – and more choices – such as ‘Who will carry
the coffin?’
Funeral directors of course usually carry coffins

But it is a choice for the family – often dads or grandads do this.

The ‘Cotafalque’ from Blue AV is a great concept - is a wooden engraved tray like
carrier (with our without the lace cover) for a baby or small child coffin which up to 4
people can carry.
Sometimes the family really want to be as involved as they can and they want to
actually lower the coffin at a burial.

Notice the artificial grass and the rose petals making the area around this grave look
better - little things - but what a different visual image for parents to be left with.

Of course there actual items to be used at the funeral – yet more choices to
make - these include…

Coffins
Recommend suppliers: Junior Caskets: http://www.juniorcaskets.co.uk/

http://www.wickerwillowcoffins.co.uk/products/childrens-baby-caskets/

There are so many to choose from now. Parents will retain the visual images of the
coffin forever. A more personal one may seem softer and more appropriate. There

are picture coffins, wicker, wool and coffins made from just about every different
material you can think of.
Funeral directors know what is available. If a family is on a very low income – these
can be expensive - even though they are smaller.
The image of the little white coffin placed on the big wooden catafalque – can be a
very stark image if nothing softens it. Flowers can do this very well. Imagine if
flowers are placed half way down the catafalque so the coffin in placed in a smaller
area surrounded by flowers – so much better.

What else can the coffin be on? Of course trestles or a small table are possible. This
helps a lot when it is done properly - with a cloth and flowers and the coffin placed on
the trestles or on the table.
However, this is not a good example, they have tried to put it on something smaller
in a church, but it looks like a bath stand and that coffin looks very alone on there.
What is the visual image? Not good!

Flowers come in all shapes and sized - anything is possible and flower petals can be
thrown into a grave instead of earth as can single flowers. A flower can be placed on
or by the coffin by the family – or by everyone as they leave.

Bulbs, seeds or seed tokens can be given to those attending to take away and plant
in memory of… parents find such actions of comfort.

Symbolic elements can be helpful too

This can involve releasing Balloons, lighting candles etc.

Candles need to be orchestrated well and carefully and it needs checking with a
crematorium first. But at the start or during the ceremony it is something that can be
done without having to speak.
Items that belonged to the child
Such as soft toys, can be put in or by the coffin at the start or during the ceremony

Other family members or friends
It is worth finding out about who is around the parents. Grandparents? Other
relatives? If no relatives – are there friends? Most parents going through this have
people who will support them – but not always. These people are also very upset
and may like to be actively involved to feel they are doing something to help. They
might like to speak or read a poem or reading. There may be others who have died
in the family, maybe grandparents, if so then it can be helpful to refer to them in the
ceremony there can be comfort in thinking that the child is now with those people.
Involving ALL the mourners
I am sure you have all been to funerals where people arrive, sit, stand and leave.
Those attending don’t really take part or feel they have. Singing, releasing balloons,
lighting candles, repeating lines after the ceremony leader – all help mourners feel
they have been involved in some small way and more importantly - it makes the
parents feel that everyone has taken part.
Entry and exit
Little things like giving them the choice about entry and exit to a crematorium.
Parents can dread having to face people - so give them the option to go in when
everyone else is already there and leave after everyone else, when they simply can’t
face talking to others.

Wording of the ceremony
Wording really matters. Softness is needed so words like ‘we gently yield’ or ‘we
gently release’ at the committal part rather than ‘we commit the body of’.
Also the words used when dealing with bereaved parents, words like ‘Committal’ and
‘Catafalque’ need to be avoided as they may not be familiar with them.
The ceremony wording should include an acknowledgement of what has happened
and how very hard it is. The parents love this child no less because it has died and
the funeral refers to the baby explicitly. For example, what the baby looked like and
characteristics that had been assigned to the baby during the pregnancy.
Use their name, Use their name. Use their name
and never refer to them as ‘the deceased!’
Phrases like ‘Your precious baby’ or ‘This special little one’ are softer.

Urns

http://www.colourfulcoffins.com/Accessories/Memory-Bear.htm

Child Scatter Tubes and Caskets

http://www.colourfulcoffins.com/Accessories/Child-Scatter-Tubes.htm

To conclude
Whatever little things you do to help will matter much more than you can imagine.
Providing information and options plus the time and space to make decisions will be
one of the kindest things that you can do.

Thanks to Ann Barber

Anne offers additional training in this area for funeral celebrants:
http://www.civilceremonies.co.uk/

