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HEALTH BASICS

Funeral planning

Funeral planning records practical, personal, and financial choices for after a death.

WHAT IT IS

Planning arrangements for a person's body, ceremony, and memorial

WHERE IT COMES UP

Serious illness, expected death, or immediately after a death

WHY IT MATTERS

May ease stress and support personal care preferences

WHAT IT IS NOT

Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK

Palliative care services, funeral providers, or bereavement services

HOW IT IS CHECKED

No test; documents and arrangements are reviewed

Overview

Funeral planning means considering and recording what should happen after a person dies. It

can cover burial, cremation, body donation, religious or cultural practices, ceremonies, notices,

costs, and who will make decisions.

Planning may happen well before a death, during a serious illness, or after someone has died. It

does not have to involve a formal funeral. Some people prefer a memorial later, a private

gathering, or no ceremony.

Funeral planning is not a disease, diagnosis, or medical treatment. It is also different from

advance care planning. Advance care planning records preferences for medical care while a

person is alive but may be unable to communicate. Funeral planning concerns arrangements

after death.

The legal process differs by country and region. Local rules may determine who can register a

death, authorize burial or cremation, or control the arrangements. A written plan can guide

others, but it may not be legally binding in every location.

How it works
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A plan can be as simple as a dated note kept with other important records. It might name the

preferred funeral provider, type of service, music, readings, clothing, guests, or place of burial.

It can also note whether the person wants cremation, organ donation, or donation of their body

for education or research.

Organ donation and whole-body donation are separate processes. Registering as an organ

donor does not usually arrange whole-body donation. Medical schools and research programs

have their own acceptance rules, and acceptance may not be guaranteed. Anyone considering

donation should contact the relevant program in advance and record its instructions.

After a death, a clinician or other authorized professional usually completes medical

documentation. The death must then be registered according to local law. A funeral provider

may help transport and care for the body, complete forms, arrange burial or cremation, and

organize a ceremony.

If the death is unexpected or its cause is unclear, a coroner, medical examiner, or equivalent

authority may become involved. This can delay when the body is released. A post-mortem

examination, also called an autopsy, may sometimes be required by law rather than chosen by

the family.

Funeral planning may include setting money aside or buying a prepaid plan. These are financial

arrangements, not healthcare products. Fees, cancellation rights, protections, and what

happens if a provider closes differ between places and contracts.

Why it matters for your health

Planning can make difficult decisions more manageable during serious illness or bereavement.

It may help relatives understand what the person wanted and reduce uncertainty about

practical choices.

The conversation can also reveal matters that affect care before death. For example, religious

washing practices, preferences about who may be present, or a wish for rapid burial may need

early coordination with a healthcare team and funeral provider.

Some medical devices require special handling after death. A pacemaker or implanted

defibrillator must be reported before cremation because it may need to be removed. Certain

radioactive treatments or implants may also require specific precautions. The healthcare

facility and funeral provider can identify what applies.

Funeral planning cannot remove grief. Grief is a normal response to loss and can affect sleep,

appetite, concentration, and daily routines. Support from family, cultural or faith communities,

bereavement services, or healthcare professionals may be helpful.
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What can go wrong

Unclear or conflicting instructions can lead to family disagreement. Problems are more likely

when several people believe they have decision-making authority or when a written plan

conflicts with legal documents. Local law determines who has the final right to arrange a

funeral.

Financial problems can include unexpected fees, pressure to buy unwanted services, or

misunderstanding what a prepaid plan covers. A low advertised price may exclude transport,

paperwork, burial fees, cremation fees, or a ceremony. Contracts should list goods, services,

cancellation terms, and where the money is held.

Body or organ donation may not proceed as expected. A donation program may be full, too far

away, or unable to accept a body for medical or practical reasons. A backup funeral plan is

useful.

Infectious diseases sometimes affect how a body can be handled, viewed, transported, or

prepared. Restrictions depend on the infection and local public health rules. Families should

receive an explanation of any necessary measures rather than assuming that viewing is always

unsafe.

Bereavement can be associated with depression, anxiety, harmful alcohol or drug use,

post-traumatic stress disorder, or prolonged grief disorder. Prolonged grief disorder is a

recognized condition involving intense, lasting grief that seriously disrupts daily life. It is not

the same as ordinary sadness after a death, and diagnosis requires a professional assessment.

Routine follow-up is appropriate if grief, sleep problems, low mood, or difficulty managing daily

tasks are not improving or are becoming harder to manage. A primary care or bereavement

service can assess what support may help.

Seek urgent help if you or another bereaved person cannot stay safe, is thinking about suicide

or self-harm, or has become severely confused or disconnected from reality. Contact local

emergency services for immediate danger. New severe chest pain, major breathing difficulty,

or collapse also needs emergency medical care rather than being assumed to be caused by

grief.

What you can do

There is no medical test for funeral planning. The useful action is to record decisions, review

them, and make sure the right people can find them.

A practical plan may include:
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Keep the plan somewhere accessible. A document that no one can find may not help. Tell a

trusted person where it is stored, but avoid placing the only copy in a locked location that

others cannot access.

Ask a funeral provider for an itemized written estimate before agreeing to services. Ask which

costs are required by law, which are optional, and which are charged by a cemetery,

crematorium, or other organization. For prepaid plans, ask what happens if you move, change

your mind, or the provider closes.

If someone is receiving end-of-life care, ask the palliative care or hospice service what

practical steps are expected at the time of death. This may include who to call, which

documents will be completed, and when a funeral provider should be contacted.

Tell the funeral provider about implanted medical devices and any known instructions from the

healthcare facility. You do not need to decide for yourself whether a device or infection

creates a risk.

Review the plan after a move, relationship change, change in finances, or change in personal

wishes. Date each version so others can identify the most recent one.

- Preferred burial, cremation, donation, or other arrangement

- Cultural, spiritual, or religious practices that matter

- A preferred ceremony, memorial, or choice to have none

- The person authorized to make arrangements under local law

- Contact details for a funeral provider or donation program

- Relevant contracts, insurance policies, and payment records

- A backup plan if donation or another preference is not possible

Common questions

Is a funeral plan the same as a will?

No. A will mainly addresses property, money, and the administration of an estate. Funeral

wishes may be included, but a will might not be read until arrangements are already underway.

Keep practical funeral instructions in a place that can be accessed promptly.

Do I need to use a funeral provider?

Local law and the type of arrangement determine what help is required. Some places allow

families to manage parts of the process themselves. Burial, cremation, transport, and

registration still have legal requirements.
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Must funeral plans be paid for in advance?

No. You can record preferences without purchasing anything. If considering prepayment,

compare written terms and check which consumer protections apply where you live.

Can relatives change a written plan?

They may be able to. The answer depends on local law, who has legal authority, whether a

contract exists, and whether the requested arrangements are possible. Clear discussions and

current records can reduce uncertainty.

Can funeral planning happen alongside palliative care?

Yes. Palliative care focuses on comfort, quality of life, and support during serious illness. It can

include practical conversations about what should happen around and after death, without

requiring every funeral detail to be decided.

Sources

- National Institute on Aging - Getting Your Affairs in Order Checklist: Documents to
Prepare for the Future

- National Institute on Aging - Advance Care Planning: Advance Directives for Health Care

- World Health Organization - Palliative care

- NHS - What to do when someone dies

- NHS - Grief after bereavement or loss

- US Federal Trade Commission - The Funeral Rule
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