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Executive Summary 

Purpose and Scope 
The Hospice memorialisation research study into the content of hospice memorial 
services/ events and free writing in Memorial Books was undertaken as part of the 
Remember Me: The Changing Face of Memorialisation research project, funded by 
the Arts and Humanities Research Council. (See www.hull.ac.uk/rememberme) 

The study considered two distinct memorialising opportunities: 

 The content and themes of memorial services or events offered by hospices to 

bereaved service users some months after the death of a patient 

 The content and themes of hand written (free writing) entries in in Memorial 

Books held on hospice premises 

The study sought to understand and describe how hospices enable bereaved men 
and women to remember those who have died, in a communal event or through 
the availability of a book in a quasi-public space. Memorialising the dead appears 
to be a practice which is needed by some bereaved people to help with the 
bereavement process and to continue to maintain the deceased in the present. 

Method 
11 hospices were invited to participate in the study. 10 agreed to take part; 1 in 
Scotland, 1 in Northern Ireland and 8 in England. 

Memorial Services: the researcher was an observer participant, maintaining notes 
through an observation schedule to ensure that the same questions and 
observations were made at each event. The researcher ensured that his presence 
was discreet and that no attendees were spoken to or disturbed prior to, during 
or after the event. 

Memorial Books: it was intended to collect data from memorial Books covering the 
same time periods in each hospice, the month of July and the periods around 
Christmas and St Valentine’s Day. Many hospice books held insufficient data to 
cover these periods. A decision was made to either capture all the entries in a 
Memorial Book or an amount of entries equivalent to the period originally chosen. 
One hospice did not maintain a Memories Book and agreement was made with the 
internal research committee that ‘leaves’ submitted for previous memorial 
services could be treated a free writing. 
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All observations entries were entered into Nvivo 8 and free nodes (codes) created 
for the themes which arose as data was analysed. Where appropriate, nodes were 
collapsed into nodes with similar themes. 

Findings: Memorial Services 
The purpose and function of each Memorial Service was decided by the leaders of 
these events. Across the study, the purpose and function of services differed 
depending on content choices made by the service organisers. 

A number of approaches to death, loss and bereavement were seen through these 
Memorial Services, ranging from expressions of continuing bonds, letting go and 
holding on and the denial of death. Contents included poetry, prose, hymns, 
addresses and talks by bereaved relatives. Imagery and metaphor was present in 
the description of death, loss and bereavement.  Christian content was explained 
by service leaders to attendees. Secular and non-Christian poetry, prose, readings 
or music was not explained. This suggested a lack of confidence that religious 
themes would be understood by attendees. 

The services were primarily led by hospice Chaplains or Spiritual Care Leads 
assisted by volunteers or other hospice staff. Leadership was predominantly white. 
Attendees to the services were drawn from white, Black Minority and at one 
service an Asian ethnic background. 

At nine services an Act of Remembrance was included.  Attendees responded in 
unison to recall their deceased relative or friend. Attendees displayed emotion, 
comforted each other and actively participated in the remembrance. Even if 
attendees were disengaged from the service prior to and post the Act of 
Remembrance, this moment enabled them to be active participants at an event 
where they were primarily passive observers. 

Findings: Free Writing in Memorial Books 
Free-writers attend hospices to write in memorial Books at significant times of the 
year or for significant events. Writers describe their response to bereavement and 
write about ongoing events in their lives and share news with the deceased. 

There may be a substantial period between a death and a person attending at a 
hospice to write in a Memory Book. Some attendees return year on year. Others 
write of multiple bereavements and address a number of deceased people in a 
single entry. 

The bereaved describe the attributes of the deceased which are found within a 
family unit, or the attributes which will be ‘passed on’ to other generations within 
the family. 

Belief is expressed by free-writers but this is mainly within a Judaeo-Christian 
framework. There were only a few entries from non-Christian traditions, with two 
hospice Memorial Books holding entries from the Sikh and Hindu traditions. 



Memory Book free-writing enables the bereaved to undertake a ritual act. The 
presence of the writer is essential to the creation of a ritual and these acts are 
suffused with personal and familial meaning.  

Findings: Cross-Cutting Themes 
Meaning-Making: Free-writers and service attendees sought to make and take 
meaning from writing and engaging in Acts of Remembrance. This was seen in free-
writing through the recognition of death, its significance and the expression of 
relational bonds. During Acts of Remembrance the use of symbols (candles, 
flowers or stones) became meaningful for individuals and families by taking and/or 
placing these purposefully at the direction of the service leader. 

Continuing bonds: The passing of news and reminding the dead they are missed 
and loved illustrates how free-writers maintain relationships with the deceased. In 
Memorial Services, this theme was described in poetry, prose, readings and 
addresses. Bonds are also held when a process of letting go takes place. The 
bereaved continue in relationship with the deceased (holding on), but are also able 
to let go. This is best seen in the placing of the deceased in an afterlife where they 
can be recalled, but where they are out of reach. 

Public and private memorialising: although open to the public, hospices are not 
wholly public spaces. They offer semi-public spaces to facilitate memorialisation. 
Free-writing demands the attendance of the writer at the hospice and attendees 
at a Memorial Service must deliberately travel to the hospice. The personal and 
private entries of writers can be read by others intending to write. There is a 
mimetic quality to many entries as themes and language are found across many 
entries in each book. Those attending a Memorial Service come as individuals and 
families but enter into a shared act by their presence and participation in any Acts 
of Remembrance. 


