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Abstract 

This research aims to develop the ability of Malaysian Chinese funeral directors 

to offer grief and loss support to their clients. Providing support is now deemed 

essential due to the continual transformation of the funeral industry in response to the 

increased social awareness of life and death processes and a shift towards increasing 

input and demands from the bereaved regarding elements of the funeral ritual. Advances 

in the Malaysian Chinese funeral industry in recent years are evident and encouraging, 

yet comparatively less than those seen in the industry in the United Kingdom, United 

States, China and Taiwan. This is attributed to professional training carried out at the 

discretion of individual companies rather than coordinated bodies, and to lesser 

regulation of the industry in general. A greater understanding of the profession in 

Malaysia will help clarify current practices and the challenges necessary to underpin 

future interventions to foster increased professionalism and attend specifically to the 

needs of the Chinese funeral worker with regards to providing grief and loss support.  

In order to achieve this, three studies were conducted. Firstly, it was established 

how the Malaysian Chinese funeral directors perceived their role and the factors they 

identified as challenging in their work, especially in regards to dealing with the 

emotions of their bereaved clients and themselves. The second study looked at how the 

study participants endorsed the concepts identified in the first study and used this data to 

underpin the development, implementation and evaluation of a training process tailored 

to develop funeral workers’ ability to support grieving clients as well as address the 

most pressing issues faced by this group of practitioners. 

In Study One, interviews were conducted using a semi-structured questionnaire. 

A thorough qualitative analysis of the content revealed the following: the funeral 
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directors perceive themselves in five role sets (managerial, reformer, helper, 

instrumental and taboo worker); they see both external and internal rewards in their 

occupation; their challenges at work include self-confidence, task anxiety, dealing with 

the emotions of others, dealing with their own emotion, and communication skills and 

ways of handling grief and loss, which includes emotional control, emotional avoidance, 

personal support and practical support; and, the role senders (any person that has a stake 

in a person’s performance, such as company, client, colleagues and etc.) who influence 

how they see and carry out their roles. 

In Study Two a questionnaire was developed based on the findings from Study 

One. The results indicated that participants endorsed the findings of the previous 

interview. It was also possible to work out the level of influence of the role senders on 

the participants using a role sender questionnaire developed from the data of Study One, 

with the funeral company and co-workers identified as being the most influential. Later, 

the same questionnaire was used to evaluate the training program and explore the 

aspects influenced by the training.  

A training program was developed for Study Three, based on the findings of the 

previous studies and the literature. The training was implemented and evaluated. A 

quasi experimental approach was applied and outcomes evaluated with an interrupted 

time series design. The tools of evaluation included the questionnaire developed in 

Study Two and a questionnaire package that evaluated job competence, job-related 

wellbeing, colleague support, emotional management, empathy, death attitude and 

spirituality. 

Minimal attitudinal change was witnessed in participants after the training. The 

training program reinforced the previously held strong sense of purpose and 
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identification that they had with the engaged and progressive role conceptions. The 

approach of the subjects to their clients’ grief and loss moved more towards support 

than avoidance. Changes in death attitude and spirituality were also identified and 

reasons for the outcome were discussed.  

Limitations of the research included the small sample size, measurements being 

developed and applied in a foreign culture, the concentrated delivery of the training and 

the lack of long term follow up. In addition, the extended timeframe between data 

collection and thesis submission is noted and there are likely to be changes in the 

current Malaysian Chinese Funeral Industry in this period. Hence the study findings are 

historically valid but some caution is needed regarding extrapolation to the current 

context. 

As a whole, the participants demonstrated the passion and determination to play 

an active role in the modernisation of the Malaysian Chinese funeral industry. Future 

research should focus on the continuous upskilling of the profession, understanding and 

conserving funeral related culture, and formation of a national body to improve 

networking and the professionalisation of funeral work.  
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The Educational Needs of Funeral Directors in Malaysia: 

Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss 

Support 

Chapter One:  

Introduction  

Problem Statement 

The funeral industry worldwide is evolving in response to the increased social 

awareness of life and death processes and a shift towards increasing input and demands 

from the bereaved regarding elements of the funeral ritual. The role of the Chinese 

funeral director has been subject to similar influences and significant reformation in the 

industry has occurred in both China and Taiwan. Historically Chinese funeral directors 

suffered from the effects of being culturally stigmatised and poorly regulated but the 

funeral industry in these countries is undergoing increasing reformation, moving 

towards a contemporary approach to practice. The introduction of professional 

benchmarking and comprehensive formal training has served to significantly increase 

both the status and professionalism of the industry significantly in both Taiwan and 

China.  

In comparison, the Malaysian Chinese funeral industry is less regulated and less 

professional, with the training of funeral directors carried out at the discretion of 

individual companies. To date, the traditional Malaysian funeral industry training 

focuses more on traditional skills than the more humanistic elements of the profession. 

Despite an increase in societal awareness of grief and loss and some overt discourse 

around death and dying, the popular press suggests that attitudes towards funeral 

practice in the Malaysian Chinese community is heterogeneous, comprising some 

modern features amidst retained cultural taboos. It is apparent the Chinese funeral 
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industry in Malaysia is at a crossroads, especially with respect to development in the 

area of grief and loss support. Scant academic research is available that specifically 

explores current practices, roles and the needs of funeral directors in order to inform 

these changes. The opportunity for the development of tailored training programs 

focusing on grief and loss support presents itself in order to assist the Malaysian 

Chinese funeral industry evolve in a manner that supports its specific needs while 

remaining in touch with worldwide reformation.  

Aim  

This research plans to develop the ability of the Malaysian Chinese funeral 

directors to offer grief and loss support to their clients. The first step towards achieving 

the goal was to explore how the Malaysian funeral directors perceived their role and 

what they identified to be challenging in their work, especially in regards to dealing 

with the emotions of their bereaved clients and themselves. These initial findings 

underpin the development of a training process specifically tailored to develop the 

ability of funeral directors to support clients in grief and address the most pressing 

issues they faced.  

Scope 

Funeral practice is comprised of several distinct elements - with technical, 

managerial and social aspects. The exploration of the perceptions of Malaysian Chinese 

funeral directors and the resultant training program developed in this study focuses 

specifically on the humanistic elements of training, especially the aspect of grief and 

loss support. The mechanical and technical facets of the funeral industry are not 

considered.  
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Thesis Overview 

Chapter 2 contains background regarding the status of the funeral industry, 

training and professionalism followed by theoretical frameworks relevant to 

investigating and understanding the experiences and perceptions of Malaysian funeral 

directors in carrying out their professional roles.  

The following two chapters report investigations into understanding Chinese 

funeral directors in Malaysia and their educational needs. Chapter 3 describes the 

methodology used in qualitative exploration of the self-perceptions of the Chinese 

funeral directors in Malaysia. It reports the rewards and challenges they experience, 

strategies currently employed to support clients’ grief and loss as well as their 

understanding of and response to the expectations of role senders. Chapter 4 builds on 

the previous qualitative findings and describes the methodology and results of a 

quantitative approach utilised to further explore a) the role orientation and b) the role 

environment of the Malaysian Chinese funeral director. These findings underpinned the 

development and implementation of a training program specifically tailored to address 

grief and loss support skills, described in Chapter 5. Pre- and post-training evaluation 

and outcomes are also discussed in this chapter. Final conclusions are drawn in 

Chapter 6. 
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Chapter Two: 

Background and Literature review 

The funeral professions in the United Kingdom, United States of America, 

Republic of China, Taiwan and Malaysia are discussed in this chapter, to offer an 

overview of the respective development and education of the professions in these 

countries.  

Both the UK and US have a long history of professionalising their funeral 

industry, and this provides an example on which to base similar progress in the 

Malaysian Chinese Funeral community (NAFD., 2012; NFDA, 2014). As pointed out 

by (Chiu, 2002), the well-established funeral industry regulations and the training 

programs in the US provide a good example for others who seek to attain the same level 

of training and regulations. Modernisation of the Funeral Industry in the Chinese world 

was led by Taiwan in 1997 with the establishment of the Institute of Life and Death 

Studies and the topic of life and death was openly discussed in the public arena in the 

early nineties (Fu, 1993; H. J. Lee, 2012). China followed a similar path, improving its 

education by the introduction of tertiary level training courses and establishing funeral 

industry regulations (J. F. Li, 2005; Tseng, 2008b). Since governing bodie in both 

Taiwan and China continue to work towards improving industry regulations (G. Z. 

Yang, 2012) it is reasonable to use these as role models in the Malaysian Chinese 

Funeral industry context.    

The Development of the Funeral Industry 

A class-based need for ritual has been proposed as key to the emergence of the 

professional death worker (Gittings, 1988; Schafer, 2006) with the funeral profession 

initially fulfilling the needs of the aristocracy (Howarth, 1996). A key historical 
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contribution to the development of the funeral profession worldwide was the 

establishment of extramural cemeteries that necessitated the provision of a coffin and a 

means of transporting the deceased body to an out of town location (Howarth, 1996). 

Historically, the care and custody of the dead was a family and community based 

activity, however growing concern that dead bodies were a threat to public health also 

had considerable impact, leading to the introduction of embalming practices (Parsons, 

1999). This addressed sanitation concerns as well as the aesthetic aspects of funeral 

ritual, providing a well-preserved, viewable corpse (Habenstein, 1962).  

The Professionalism of Funeral Directors in the United Kingdom 

The movement to professionalise funeral directors in the United Kingdom began 

more than 100 years ago. The growing complexity of death management systems and 

the increasing tendency of families to employ the services of a specialist director 

imparted greater control to funeral directors (Parsons, 1999). By the mid-nineteenth 

century the British funeral industry was subjected to criticism, largely regarding its 

profit making motivation. In response, British undertakers engaged in radical 

transformation to achieve respectability and “to raise the status of the profession” 

resulting in the establishment of the British Institute of Undertakers in 1898 (NAFD., 

2012). The British Undertakers Association (BUA) was subsequently founded in 1905 

and after adoption of a new constitution changed to the currently named National 

Association of Funeral Directors (NAFD) in 1935 (NAFD., 2012). A professional Code 

of Ethics was formulated by the British Undertakers Association in 1908 but found little 

support or application. The continued desire to improve professional status led to the 

adoption of a formal Code of Practice in 1979 (Parsons, 1999), based on the 

fundamental principle association members would operate their business in accordance 
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to the code, thereby promoting best practice. A revised professional Code of Practice 

will take effect from September 2014 (NAFD., 2014). 

Surprisingly, a formal qualification or licence is not required to set up practice as 

a funeral director in the United Kingdom (British Institute of Funeral Directors, 2014). 

However, one of the implications of establishing a professional association was the 

introduction of avenues through which to obtain formal qualifications in the field. The 

NAFD introduced its first national examination for funeral directors in 1955. Currently, 

tuition for NAFD examinations is offered under the guidance of the British Institute of 

Funeral Directors formed in 1982, with membership limited to those who acquire the 

requisite qualification (NAFD., n.d.). The NAFD also offers a variety of nationally 

recognised Certificate and Diploma level courses including the Foundation Certificate 

in Funeral Service, the Diploma in Funeral Directing and the Diploma in Funeral 

Service Management. An inspection of the NAFD training curriculum demonstrated 

that all the major aspects of providing modern funeral services (from client care to 

business practices) are covered. The British Institute of Funeral Directors (2014), in 

affiliation with The University of Greenwich and partner universities, also offers 

education in the funeral profession, with the option of the training courses being used as 

credit towards a full university degree. BIFD has developed its own guidelines to 

encourage good practice, and offers a “Licence to Practise” to those with a recognised 

qualification, namely the BIFD Diploma in Funeral Service, The NAFD Diploma in 

Funeral Directing, vocational or any other approved qualification (British Institute of 

Funeral Directors, 2014). The opportunities for training are expanding, with The 

University of Bath Department of Social and Policy Science offering a foundation 

degree in funeral services (BSc in Funeral Services), and other facilities providing 
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avenues for training in specific aspects such as embalming, customer care, 

understanding bereavement and business practices such as business management and 

advanced driving (Webb, 2009). There has been a growth in associations liked with the 

funeral profession, such that alongside the NAFD and BIFD, professionals can join the 

National Society of Allied and Independent Funeral Directors (SAIF), British Institute 

of Embalmers (BIE) and the Institute of Civil Funerals (IoCF). This clearly indicates the 

advancing professionalism of the funeral industry in the United Kingdom. 

The recognition of the role of civil funerals reflects rising secularism in funeral 

practice and a decline in traditional forms of mourning in the United Kingdom. As 

Holloway, Adamson, Argyrou, Draper, and Mariau (2010) report, the role of the funeral 

director in the UK is becoming more complex and has required increasing flexibility 

over the past 20 years.  

The Professionalism of Funeral Directors in the United States 

American funeral homes rapidly grew in number and became an institution in 

most local neighbourhoods by the first few decades of the 20
th

 century. However, as 

occurred in the United Kingdom, American funeral directors were subject to negative 

stereotypes and criticised for profiting from death and grief (Farrell, 1980; Pine, 1975; 

Smith, 1996) . Measures were undertaken to raise the status and legitimacy of the 

profession with establishment of the National Funeral Directors Association (NFDA) in 

1882 (NFDA, 2014), however, it took some time after this to implement industry 

specific education. The first institution to focus on the education of funeral directors 

was established in 1930 and subsequently, the National Foundation of Funeral Services 
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was established in 1945 with the aim of promoting research into the profession (NAFD., 

n.d.). 

The licensing of funeral directors is governed by the American Board of Funeral 

Services Education and there are currently 58 degree programs accredited by the Board 

within the United States (American Board of Funeral Service Education and the 

Committee on Accreditation, 2014). A summary of the minimum educational standard 

for the funeral service profession in the USA is outlined in Table 1. 

An analysis of ABFSE course requirements reveals that about 30% of the 

curriculum focuses on technical skills, 30% on business management, 20% on human 

relations and communication and the balance on legal, ethical and regulatory 

requirements. Ongoing industry learning is available through NFDA educational 

courses approved by the Academy of Professional Funeral Service Practice (APFSP) for 

continuing education. 
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Table 1 Summary of Minimum Educational Standard for Funeral Services 

Profession in USA 

Public Health and Technical: 14 minimum semester credits, including chemistry, 

microbiology and public health, anatomy, pathology, restorative art, and embalming. 

Embalming: At least 10 embalmings and a limit of five students per case of 

embalming. Content includes raising vessels, mixing fluids, injecting fluids, aspiration, 

suturing incisions, posing features.  

Business Management: 14 minimum semester credits, including accounting, 

funeral home management and merchandising, computer application, funeral directing, 

and small business management. 

Social science/Humanities: Eight minimum semester credits, including dynamics 

of grief, counselling, sociology of funeral services, history of funeral services, and 

communication skills (oral and/or written). 

Legal, Ethical, Regulatory: Three minimum semester credits, including mortuary 

law, business law, and ethics. 

General education: Each student must earn a minimum of 60 semester credits, of 

which at least 25% of the total credits required by the program for earning a degree 

must be in general education, non- technical courses.  
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The Professionalism of Chinese Funeral Directors in the China, Taiwan and 

Malaysia 

Funeral reformation in China. The movement towards the professionalisation 

of funeral directors in China began in the mid-1990s. Wang Fu Zi
1
, an advocate for 

funeral directors, was the first person in China to develop modern funeral director 

education programs (J. F. Li, 2005). Prior to this time the funeral industry in China was 

stigmatised. Clearly this area of life and death has been regarded with a high level of 

superstition and taboo. In the book, Ten Years of China Modern Funeral Education, 

Wang recalled that in the 1960s the funeral industry staff were regarded as societal 

outcasts and contact was to be avoided. For example, mourners would rather put money 

on the table than directly place it in the hands of the funeral directors. Wang’s 

observation of the industry in China supports the view of Watson (1988), who 

undertook fieldwork observation between 1969-1978 in Hong Kong New territories. 

Watson found the corpse handlers (ng jong lo) were regarded as the “lowest of the low” 

(p.124), describing overt behaviours adopted to avoid direct contact with the corpse 

handlers. They did not hand things to them directly, nor would they dine with them at 

the same table, and “cups and bowls used by the handlers are broken and later buried 

outside the village” (p.125). This perception has continued, with people of Chinese 

cultural heritage remaining extremely reluctant to have direct physical contact with 

funeral directors in modern society (P. K. H. Cheung, Chan, Fu, Li, & Cheung, 2007; 

Naquin, 1988). Just as people looked down on the corpse handlers, the corpse handlers 

themselves were equally disrespectful to others. According to Watson’s observation, 

                                                 

1
 For Chinese names the Chinese convention of family name followed by given name is used, unless the 

author has adopted an English name. 
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“the ng jong lo do comport themselves in a manner that suggests (to me) extreme 

callousness and nonchalance… the corpse handler completely ignored the proceedings 

and crouched on the sidelines, gambling among themselves… never exhibiting any 

interest in the mourners or in the circumstances surrounding the death” (p.125). This 

state of “social separation” persisted even in the late 1980s. 

This low social status was reflected in the education of the workers. Wang 

reported that more than 90% of the workers were minimally educated, only up to high 

school level or less. A substantial proportion of the workers could barely read or write. 

People working in the industry played down their self-importance, describing their role 

as “just burning the corpses” and believing that the reason that they were working there 

was because they were good for nothing else (J. F. Li, 2005).  

Over the past decade the Chinese government has put in a concerted effort 

towards the governance and development of the Chinese funeral industry (Hu, 2014; B.-

S. Li & Xiao, 2013; Tseng, 2008b). A complete education program for funeral 

management was established by Wang Fu Zi in 1998. Practising under the umbrella of 

the Changsha Social Work College in China, the college had produced over 2,500 

graduates in 2010 (Chang Sha Bin Yi Xi, 2010). The professional training program is 

offered at a tertiary level with training focused on four major areas including funeral 

services, funeral facilities, embalmment and make up, cemetery design and 

management. Other subjects offered by the College include sociology, folk culture, 

calligraphy, basic accounting, public relations, master of ceremony, mandarin, and 

manner and posture. The curriculum and professionalism underpinning this program 

clearly reflects a western influence. Given the size and status of China it may very well 
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be that this process of reformation may have considerable influence in other eastern 

countries. 

Funeral reformation in Taiwan An increased social awareness of life and 

death processes has assisted the funeral reformation in Taiwan. The open discussion of 

the once taboo subjects of death and dying has rapidly gained public acceptance through 

two influential publications; namely The Dignity of Life and the Dignity of Death by Dr. 

Fu (1993), and The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying written by Sogyal Rinpoche 

(1992) and translated into Chinese in 1996.  

Around the same time, the Taiwan Hospice Foundation engaged more openly 

with society through advertisements and publications, a practice that helped to establish 

further public awareness of life and death issues. Under this new “death awareness” 

movement, funeral management gained both public and academic attention. Taiwan’s 

Nan Hua University became the first university to establish the School of Life and 

Death Studies, including funeral management as one of the compulsory courses for 

postgraduate students of that school in 1999 (K. D. Chan, 2006). Since then, education 

programs have been developed with cooperation between both academic and industrial 

sectors. In 2002, an Act to regulate the funeral industry was passed by the Legislative 

Yuan (K. D. Chan, 2006) and the professional requirements of a funeral director were 

specifically stated in law for the first time. This was clearly an important milestone for 

the reformation of the funeral industry and the practices of funeral directors.  

There are a number of institutions offering training courses to funeral directors 

in Taiwan including Nan Hua University, Hua Fan University, Fu Ren University, the 

Chinese Culture University, Fo Guang Humanity College, Nan Kai Technical College, 

and Taipei University of Nursing and Health Sciences but there are few education 
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providers that function as dedicated institutes or schools solely focusing on the 

education of funeral directors or provide funeral management training (J. C. Chan, 

2003; H. J. Lee, 2012). Clearly the profession is continuing to evolve. It is likely that, 

given a population that is generally highly educated, the widespread public awareness 

regarding the issue of death and dying, formal government support, industry interest and 

academic research in Taiwan will play an important role in leading the Chinese funeral 

reformation in coming years. 

Funeral reformation in the Malaysian Chinese community. The Malaysian 

Chinese community provides an interesting focus for the study of funeral practices. 

Documentation shows a long presence of Chinese in Malacca city (the historical trading 

centre of the Malacca Straits), with the earliest Chinese burials recorded in 1622 (Ong, 

2001). The size of the Chinese population at this time has never been established, but 

Ong (2001) estimates Chinese living in Malacca in 1750 to number over 2000. The first 

official purchase of cemetery land from the colonial Dutch government was recorded in 

1641 and the earliest Chinese tombstones, located in other parts of Malaysia, date back 

to 1742 (in Terengganu) and 1795 (in Penang).  

It is known that a sense of alienation can occur when cultural and social 

characteristics of an individual differ from those of the surrounding population, and 

conversely a sense of belonging tends to occur when an individual and the surrounding 

population share similar cultural and social characteristics (Bhugra & Becker, 2005). 

Not surprisingly as the Chinese community in Malaysia grew, people from the same 

hometown tended to congregate, founding associations based on geographic and 

cultural place of origin. Each association purchased cemeteries for the burial of the 

people from their hometown. This became a special phenomenon in Malaysia with 



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 36 

Chinese-based associations forming trusts for the management of all the Chinese 

cemeteries. It was not until 1987 that the first privately owned Chinese cemetery Xiao 

En Group was founded and started its operation under government licensing in 1991 

(Ong, 2001, 2006). 

 In the early days, people working in the funeral business in the Malaysian 

Chinese community were known as goon choi lo (the coffin provider) and ng jong lo 

(the corpse handler). The majority worked in family-owned businesses or community 

non-profit organisations (Ong, 2006). Similar to the observations of Watson (1988) in 

Hong Kong New Territory and Wang (2005a) in China, these workers experienced both 

social stigma and taboo surrounding their profession and were ostracised by their 

community. Watson (1988) pointed out that: 

among the Cantonese, there is a hierarchy of specialists ranked according to 

relative exposure to the pollution of death. This hierarchy also reflects the 

standard of skills, training, and literacy required to carry out ritual tasks. 

Geomancers, whose work demands high level of skills and literacy (combined 

with a total avoidance of the polluting activities), rank the highest. Next are the 

priests who learn their trade through years of apprenticeship, below the priests 

are a number of ritual tasks which do not require a great deal of skills or 

training, at the bottom are the corpse handlers…their tasks involve washing, 

dressing and arranging the corpse; they are also expected to carry the coffin, dig 

the grave, and dispose of items most directly associated with death…they are 

quite literally, beyond the pale of normal human interchange. (pp.109 - 110) 

As in China, the Chinese funeral business in Malaysia is often considered an 

unwelcome and stigmatised profession (Ong, 2006). Through personal upbringing in 
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Malaysia the researcher has experienced firsthand overt avoidance behaviours similar to 

those observed by Watson (1988), recalling occasions when people refused to dine at 

the same table as funeral workers. A fear of death generally and the aversion to being 

near those who deal with the dead manifests from cultural beliefs such as death 

pollution or Si Ren Feng. This phenomenon is considered in further detail in the section 

regarding the role of the Chinese Funeral Director (p. 49). Due to these strong cultural 

fears, traditional Malaysian Chinese funeral directors find themselves very much 

isolated and the businesses are handed down mostly within the family (Ong, 2006). 

When Wang Fu Zi started advocating for the professional training of funeral 

directors in China the 1990s (J. F. Li, 2005), he was constantly confronted by people’s 

doubt and reluctance about the need to educate the outcasts of society. Similarly, the 

traditional Malaysian Chinese funeral industry has generally shown a lack of interest in 

interaction with professionals and academics (Ong, 2006). However, in contrast, but 

quite uncommonly, well established funeral companies such as Xiao En Group, have 

demonstrated an interest in the area of funeral culture and education (Ong, 2006). 

Encouragingly, established modern Chinese cemeteries such as Xiao En Group and 

Nirvana, which began operation in the 1990s, run their businesses very differently from 

the traditional funeral industry. Funeral directors employed by these companies have the 

opportunity to receive professional education through overseas study tours and 

conferences and formal locally provided training (Ong, 2006; "用一雙手 [With a pair of 

hands]," 2009).  

The Taiwanese people’s interest in life and death studies (including life and 

death education, bioethics, grief counselling and funeral management) started to 

develop in the late 1990s (K. D. Chan, 2001), and the passion of the Taiwanese people 
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in regard to death and dying related topics, impacted on the Malaysian Chinese 

community. Chan Kwong Djee, who was enrolled in the Master’s program of Life and 

Death studies offered by Nan Hua University in Taiwan, played a key role in advocating 

death awareness in the Malaysian Chinese community. In 1998, his first book Afternoon 

Tea With Death (K. D. Chan, 2004), stimulated a high level of public awareness and 

encouraged open discussion of life and death. Chan spoke to more than 60,000 people in 

public talks in the Malaysia Chinese community, received extensive coverage through 

newspaper articles, television interviews and radio talk shows. Growing public interest 

lead to the publication of his second book in 2006, entitled Hide and Seek with Death. 

At the same time the hospice movement gained more public attention in the Malaysian 

Chinese Community. These factors have drawn increased attention towards issues 

related to grief and loss and death and dying in the Malaysian Chinese community over 

the past 15 years. Such development is evidenced by a higher number of public talks 

and activities related to this topic (X. R. Chan, 2009; J. C. Yang, 2005). Recently death 

awareness has received even more impetus through the work of Fong Yee Leong, a 

Malaysian Chinese social worker in Singapore. Fong, a writer and public speaker, has 

continued to promote open discussion of death and dying and his book Good Death 

published in 2012 and has received a lot of attention in the Chinese community (Fong, 

2004, 2008a, 2008b, 2009, 2012, 2014a). 

Encouragingly, increased awareness and understanding of death within the 

Malaysian Chinese community has driven the progressive enrichment of funeral service 

in the area of grief and loss. In recent years, Xiao En Group established a counselling 

and support service for clients and the wider community, including follow-up phone 

calls to clients after the funeral or burial, staff support, community engagement in death 



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 39 

awareness promotion (through talks, seminars and media interviews), and providing 

practicum opportunities for counselling interns (Fong, 2014b). This illustrates the 

potential for the Malaysian Chinese funeral industry to develop a bereavement support 

structure and network that specifically addresses the need of the local community.  

Influenced by these progressive well-established funeral companies, there is an 

increasing trend amongst Malaysian family funeral businesses to professionalise their 

practices. However due to the judicial structure in Malaysia, rather than a single 

government department focusing on the regulation of the funeral industries, different 

parts of the funeral industry are governed by separate, distinct departments. According 

to Ong (2006) there are a total of 28 different authorities involved in governing the 

operation of the Malaysian funeral industry. The advantage of such a design is that 

every particular aspect is closely regulated; the disadvantage of this approach is a lack 

of a coordinated understanding of this complicated industry and its needs. Compared to 

other countries there is a lack of specific legislation tailored for the regulation of the 

funeral directors or funeral director (Ong, 2006) hence the need for the Malaysian 

Chinese community to be self-sufficient in designing and providing its own education 

programs is recognised. 

It is quite clear that the funeral industry in United Kingdom and the United 

States has comprehensive standards and a well-regulated base for the profession. The 

overall direction of the current development of the funeral industry in China, Taiwan 

and Malaysia is also moving towards a modified western-style framework but the level 

of professionalism of the industry varies.  

Compared with the Western funeral industry generally, the situation in Malaysia 

remain less regulated and professionalised, with training of funeral directors considered 
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the responsibility of individual companies (Ong, 2006, 2008). The opportunity for 

development of tailored training programs thus presents itself. Of the content relevant to 

facilitate the modernisation of the Malaysian Chinese funeral directors, grief and loss 

support training is given high priority, since it is a recognised need in both the west such 

as UK and US, and the east for example Taiwan and China(J. C. Chan & Chan, 2006; 

DeSpelder & Strickland, 1999; Howarth, 1996; Hyland & Morse, 1995; Ministry of 

Civil Affairs Vocational Technique Evaluation Instructing Center, 2006; Ministry of 

Interior, 2005; B.-X. Yang & Zhang, 2011) . Training in this aspect is challenged by 

limited understanding of the specific needs of Malaysian Chinese funeral directors in 

general. This research plans to develop the ability of the Malaysian Chinese funeral 

directors to offer grief and loss support to their clients. In order to achieve this, it is 

important first to explore how the Malaysian funeral directors perceive their role and 

what they identify as the challenges in their work especially in regards to dealing with 

the emotions of their clients. These findings can then underpin development of a 

training process specifically tailored to develop the ability of Malaysian funeral 

directors to support clients in grief and also address the most pressing issues faced by 

this specific group of practitioners. 

Literature Review 

This section reviews the theoretical frameworks relevant to investigating and 

understanding Malaysian funeral directors’ experiences in, and the perception of, their 

professional roles. Firstly role theory will be discussed, as this underpins how 

individuals enact and transform their work roles and also provides a theoretical lens 

through which to map the transformation from “traditional undertaker” to the current 

day “funeral director”. Alongside role concepts, professional identity was studied, such 
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that the research findings can contribute in a relevant way to the development of a 

professional identity for Malaysian Chinese funeral directors.  

Secondly the topic of grief and loss will be explored, since understanding the 

grief and loss process and how this impacts upon bereavement is central to developing 

funeral directors’ knowledge and skills to support the bereaved.  

Thirdly, rites of passage, the psychosocial functions of rituals, spirituality and 

life and death studies will be reviewed, as these inform the broader cultural 

understanding of the role of ritual, its public context and relationship to traditional 

funeral and religious practices.  

The Development of Role Theory. Derived from the Latin word rotul, “Role” 

was originally used to describe a ‘small wheel’ and any official volume of papers. In 

ancient Greece and Rome, theatre parts were written on ‘rolls’ and the emergence of 

modern stage ‘parts’ in the sixteenth and the seventeenth century, saw the use of role in 

its more current social context where it describes something being played or acted out 

(Moreno, 1960). It was not until the 1930s that the term “role” was employed 

technically in writings on issues related to work positions. There is a striking diversity 

of definitions of role concept, arising from its interdisciplinary nature (Biddle & 

Thomas, 1966) however, as pointed out by Gordon “the concept of role is highly useful 

because it offers a means of studying both the individual and the collective within a 

single conceptual framework” (Gordon, 1966). 

The sociological literature describes two fundamental approaches to role theory. 

The symbolic interactionalist approach founded from ideas of “self” posed by George 

Herbert Mead (1934) and articulated more deliberately by Herbert Blumer, sees role as 
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a construct of meaning and interpretation through social interaction (Blumer, 1969). 

Conversely, the structuralist perspective, influenced by Linton (1936) sees role as 

governed by a set of rules independent of interaction. Murray (1998) summarised the 

two perspectives well as follows: 

“Structuralist…views social roles as sets of behavioural 

expectations associated with given positions in the social structure. Role 

socialization involves the process of internalizing the behavioural 

expectations associated with a given social role…individuals are 

involved in the process of “role taking”…Social interactionalist…focus 

on the way individuals negotiate emergent meanings to discover and 

enact new roles…on their subjective perceptions, evaluations and 

decisions, individuals coordinate their actions with the anticipated 

courses and expectations of others” (p.106) 

Biddle (1979) proposes three contrasting perspectives from which role theory 

can be approached. The first is that role theory comprises a subfield within 

anthropology, sociology or psychology. Viewed from this position both the symbolic 

interactionalist and the structuralist approaches are considered theoretical subfields of 

social psychology. The second position views role theory as a vehicle to integrate the 

three core fields of social sciences into a single discipline from which to study human 

behaviours. The third perspective is that the role concept can be extrapolated beyond the 

core elements of anthropology, sociology and psychology and applied in the study of 

other fields, such as politics, economics, and law. 

Biddle (1979) defined role theory as “a science concerned with the study of 

behaviours that are characteristic of persons within context and with various processes 
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that presumably produce, explain, or are affected by those behaviours”(p.4). He also 

summarised the general understanding of role theory as follows:  

1. Role theorists assert that “some” behaviours are patterned and are 

characteristic of persons within context (i.e., form roles).  

2. Roles are often associated with sets of persons who share a common 

identity (i.e., who constitute social positions). 

3. Persons are often aware of roles, and to some extent roles are governed 

by the fact of their awareness (i.e., by expectations). 

4. Roles persist, in part, because of their consequences (functions) and 

because they are often imbedded within larger social systems. 

5. Persons must be taught roles (i.e., must be socialised) and may find 

either joy or sorrow in the performances thereof (p. 8)  

Handy (1993) agreed that central to the core meaning of role is its association 

with positions within organisations and that it involves interaction. From a social 

psychology perspective as stated by Reber and Reber (2001), roles are generally any 

pattern of behaviours involving certain rights, obligations and duties that an individual 

is expected, trained and, indeed, encouraged to perform in a given social situation. 

Even though the concept of a given role can vary considerably according to 

different approaches and viewpoints, role theory has nevertheless been generally 

accepted as an effective explanatory concept and good predictor of trends (Handy, 

1993). As pointed out by Biddle (1979) role theory plays a key in understanding the 

helping professions, since it examines the role behaviours of both the helper and clients, 

along with the context of the interaction between the two parties. Applying role theory 

to how funeral directors enact different roles, such as helper or otherwise, will enable 
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more systematic understanding of their context and facilitate the design of role relevant 

educational programs.  

Related Concepts in Role Theory Katz and Kahn (1978) proposed the Role-

Taking Model (RTM) to describe the connection between four elements of 

organisational behaviour. In this model, role expectations give rise to a sent role; which 

becomes a “received role” upon acceptance by the receiver. A role holder may then act 

in accordance with his or her “expected role” (role behaviour). The personal attributes 

of and relationships between senders and receivers are also elements of the RTM, in 

recognition of their influence on both communication and behaviours. In 2004, the 

RTM was revised by Stone and Stone-Romero and modified to include the influence of 

culture on role expectations, sent and received roles and role behaviour. Given that this 

research will specifically explore the main elements that impact on role taking, the 

model we will use is a simplified version of the Katz and Kahn RTM model as depicted 

in Figure 1. For clarity, the elements of the basic role taking model will be considered 

further. 
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Figure 1. The basic role taking model.  (Adapted from Katz and Kahn, 1978) 

Role expectation.Biddle (1979) defined role expectations as those “expectations 

that are structured for the roles of positions within a social system” (p.394). In other 

words, role expectations provide guidance as to how to ‘play the role’. These can 

include preferences for specific acts, refer to personal characteristics or style of 

enactment (Katz & Kahn, 1978), and can be defined both in legal and cultural terms 

(Handy, 1993). Role-set and role-sending.Role expectations can derive from a number 

of sources in a role environment: from management, from position descriptions but 

perhaps most importantly from the different people that the person interacts with 

directly in the work place.  

Any person that has a stake in a person’s performance is considered a role 

sender since they hold and communicate beliefs and attitudes about what the role should 

and should not entail. The group of role senders collectively constitute a particular role-

set for the focal person receiving their role expectation (Katz & Kahn, 1978; Merton, 

1968; Rommertveit, 1954). In this research study the funeral director is considered the 

focal person and his or her role-set includes supervisors (both immediate and higher 

level), subordinates (senior service coordinator and service coordinator), members of 

related departments (bereavement care, marketing, sales and cemetery management) 
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other funeral specialists working in the field, family members, friends, clients, general 

public and governing agencies.  

Each role sender in the role-set has potentially different role expectations toward 

the focal person and may convey (role send) their expectations through both formal and 

informal communication and interaction.  

The received role and role behaviour.In the RTM framework the received role 

describes the focal person’s perception and interpretation of their sent role. This is 

influenced by elements such as the particular senders, the focal person, the substantive 

content of the sent expectations, and the clarity of the communication (Katz & Kahn, 

1978). Hardy and Convay (1988) define role behaviour as differentiated behaviour or 

action relevant to a specific position. It can be considered to be the response of the focal 

person towards the information received and is therefore related to the focal person’s 

cognitions, motivations and behaviours  (Katz & Kahn, 1978).  

Biddle (1979) defined role taking as “a person holds veridical expectations in 

which that (correctly) maps the expectations of a sentient other” (p.394). Katz and Kahn 

(1978) defined the complete cycle, starting from the role sender’s role expectation to the 

focal person’s role behaviour as the role episode. It must be noted that whilst role 

episodes may appear linear and sequential, the degree to which the person’s behaviour 

conforms to momentary expectations of the role set feeds back on role expectations and 

impacts upon the role behaviour.  

In summary, role-taking describes the process that the focal person goes through 

from receiving sent roles to perceiving the content communicated and eventually 

responding by acting and behaving. This research study seeks to elucidate the focal 
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person’s understanding of his or her received role as a funeral director and aims to 

provide the focal person with the necessary knowledge and skills training to improve his 

or her role performance.  

The Role of Funeral Director. The role of the funeral director has evolved to 

include a wide range of technical, managerial and social behaviours in both Western and 

the Eastern contexts. Below we will consider the role of funeral directors from both 

Western and Eastern perspectives to offer insight into the funeral directors we encounter 

in this study.  

The role of funeral directors in North America.As Hyland and Morse (1995) 

described, the relationship that clients have with their funeral directors “is a unique, 

short-term, professional caring relationship that occurs between strangers”. It is both 

interesting and important to explore how such a role is executed. A broad domain of 

technical, social and managerial functions are generally proposed for funeral 

professionals in Western contexts. Pine (1975) described the roles of funeral directors in 

America as including the following functions: 

1. The professional task of providing advice and counsel to bereaved 

families and caring for their dead members; 

2. The administrative task of managing the intertwined elements of the 

funeral and providing a setting in which funeral arrangement may be 

carried out; 

3. The coordinating task of handling the movement and activities of those 

involved in funeral activities; 
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4. The business task of handling the merchandise sales and the economic 

interconnections which arise because of the overall combinations of 

arrangement. (p.145) 

Hyland and Morse (1995) characterised the roles of Canadian funeral directors 

through a “providers of comfort” frame of reference, categorising funeral tasks as 

providing one of three elements of comfort, namely mechanistic, personal or technical. 

Mechanistic comfort strategies “consist of maintaining the frontstage/backstage 

demarcation, controlling the atmosphere and pacing events” (p.468). The goal of 

personal comfort is to reduce the burden for the family, delivered through helping “the 

grieving family to get on with life by guiding the family through the process, by taking 

responsibility, by meeting the family’s wishes and by carrying out the funeral” (p.469). 

Technical comfort, as the name suggests, is related to the funeral directors’ role in 

processes such as embalming and preparing the body of the deceased for viewing. 

Hyland and Morse (1995) recognise the importance of viewing the deceased as it 

“enables the family to heal from their grief” (p. 472). 

Cahill (1995) offers an alternative approach, describing a North American 

funeral director inclusively as a medical technician who performs embalmment, a 

restorative artist, a member of the helping profession, a producer and director of funeral 

rites and a merchant who profits from the business. Zonnebelt-Smeenge and De Vries 

(2001) highlight the importance of the social and supportive aspects of the role, 

suggesting that these are increasingly strengthened in contemporary practice: 

As funeral directors, you maintain one of the most significant 

initial contacts with those who are bereaved. Your role in 

introducing the bereavement process to your client is critically 
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important…You have the knowledge and experience to help them 

take the initial steps in the grief journey that will eventually help 

the bereaved get to the other side of grief. (p.33)  

Hyland & Morse (1995) consider provision of comfort to the family as a central 

role of funeral directors and grief therapy has grown into one of the main tasks of the 

funeral profession since it was first suggested about four decades ago (Pine, 1975). 

We can see that the funeral directors in Western contexts play a wide range of 

complementary roles (viz., salesman, a confidant, a manager, an embalmer and a grief 

counsellor). Clearly the role is expected to satisfy technical, business and emotional 

needs and to do so within a broader expectation of self-regulating “professional” 

standards. 
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The role of the Chinese funeral directors. Naquin (1988) observed that the Chinese 

perspective towards death is very much central to Chinese religions. Luo (1980) 

describes the Chinese religion as a combination of Taoism, Confucianism and 

Buddhism; hence when it comes to death and dying and funeral rituals, while some 

sense of underlying uniformity may be observed, a bewildering diversity in practice is 

also seen. For example, in Taiwan, people who originate from different parts of China 

practice distinct funeral rituals. Research has shown that even with the same 

terminology, practices can be quite different in reality(X. P. Wang, Huang, Zhang, 

Zhang, & Liu, 2007). In recognition of this, the government in Taiwan has published 

general guidelines for funeral rituals to manage such diversity (Huang, Xu, & Huang, 

2012; Zhong & Xiao, 1994).  

Thus to understand the role of the Chinese funeral director, it is important to 

compare the differences and similarities of the profession as it is currently practiced in 

Taiwan, China and Malaysia. While funeral practice details and rituals can vary, there 

are historical continuities, and core practices in Chinese funerals that are still quite 

similar to those practised before the Qin Dynasty (220 B.C.) (J. C. Chan & Chan, 2006).  

The funeral practices in parts of the People’s Republic of China, Taiwan and in 

the Malaysian Chinese community will be reviewed to provide a comprehensive 

overview of the current role of Chinese funeral directors in China, Taiwan and 

Malaysia.  

Watson’s (1988) research on death rituals in New Territory Hong Kong during 

the late 1960s to 1970s identified a hierarchy for funeral specialists among the 

Cantonese society and the role of each will be considered individually.  
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The highest status is accorded to geomancers (also known as ‘feng shui’ masters 

in the West), who have the responsibility of allocating the appropriate time, space and 

location to perform important rituals related to the funeral. The next role in the 

hierarchy is the Taoist funeral priest nahm mouh lo (or also known as shih-fu) who 

performs the mortuary rites and religious ceremony in the Malaysian Chinese 

community. If the deceased person’s family does not practise Chinese folk practice and 

follows Buddhism or another religion, Buddhist monks and nuns or clergies perform a 

similar role as the shih-fu and conduct the appropriate rituals. From the observation and 

experience of the researcher growing up in the community, it is important to 

differentiate the shi-fu from a religious practitioner, as most of the nahm mouh lo treat 

their profession purely as business activities. The lowest in the hierarchy are the coffin 

providers the goon choi lo and the corpse handlers ng jong lo. The coffin provider, who 

takes care of the business side of the funeral, employs the corpse handler, who washes, 

dresses and arranges the corpse, carries the coffin, digs the grave, and performs other 

tasks, such as disposal of the unwanted belongings of the dead, which is similar to the 

role of an undertaker. In the present context, a Chinese funeral director fulfils a role that 

combines mostly the role of goon choi lo and ng jong lo and parts of the shi-fu role too. 

This status hierarchy can also be thought of as a hierarchy of death pollution. 

The goon choi lo and ng jong lo are the roles with most contact with the dead and hence 

are most contaminated in accordance with social taboo (Watson & Rawski, 1988). 

Malaysian Chinese consider death pollution as Si Ren Feng, which translated literally 

means “the wind from the dead person”. Funeral practitioners in the Malaysian Chinese 

community continue to uphold this belief , rubbing Chinese chive, ginger and Chinese 

white liquor on their hands if they think they have been invaded by Si Ren Feng ("怕棺
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材竟嫁棺材佬 [Afraid of coffin and yet she married an undertaker]," 2007). In recent 

years, the funeral industry in China, Taiwan and the Malaysian Chinese community has 

shown a strong intent to professionalise the roles of both goon choi lo and ng jong lo, 

and in Taiwan the term “funeral director” has been coined to emphasise the changes in 

the profession (J. C. Chan, 2003).  

In the process of modernising the funeral industry, the concept of embalmment 

is now advocated in the Chinese community. In Taiwan embalming is still at its infancy 

compared to the west (M. S. Yang, 2010). Only a few major Chinese funeral companies 

in Malaysia perform embalmment themselves("遺體美容 [Beauty for the deceased II]

（下）," 2009; "遺體美容[Beauty for the deceased II]（上）," 2009). My personal 

observation of funeral arrangements in the Malaysian Chinese community reveals that 

the preparation of the body involves washing, grooming, dressing and simple make up. 

Aggressive chemical treatment for embalming was rarely seen, occurring only when a 

person passed away in a foreign country as it is contrary to health regulations to 

transport an un-embalmed body. Funeral businesses providing embalmment services 

were uncommon in Taiwan in the 1990s. While studying Medicine in Taiwan, I saw 

embalmment carried out by the anatomy department of the medical school under 

requirement from the governing agencies at the time.  

Discomfort around the issue of embalmment is evidenced by the fact that most 

Taiwanese families do not perform the simplest general make up for the deceased 

M.S.Yang (2010). It is estimated that in earlier days only 30% of corpses in northern 

Taiwan had appropriate makeup before burial, with the percentage in Southern Taiwan 

was even lower. In 2007 it was estimated that about 70% of the corpses in northern 

Taiwan had proper make up and about 10-20% of southern Taiwanese people would 
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accept having make up on a corpse. This phenomenon is consistent with Niu’s (2007) 

observation that Taiwanese families rarely agree to the process of embalmment. Niu 

(2007) also pointed out that the term equivalent to embalmment in Chinese when 

translated literally in English means “preventing decomposition”. It is a very unpleasant 

word in the Chinese context. However, even though the Taiwanese Chinese and 

Malaysian Chinese are yet to embrace the idea of embalmment, the funeral related 

industry is constantly promoting the idea and the benefit of doing so (Nirvana Multi 

Corporation Berhard, 2010; Ong, 2006; M. S. Yang, 2010). 

The role of funeral specialist in the People’s Republic of China. 

According to the Chinese Ministry of Labour and Ministry of Civil Affairs , 

there are six technical positions related to the funeral field, namely: corpse moving, 

embalmment worker, crematorium worker, funeral service person, corpse pickup 

worker and cemetery maintenance worker (Ministry of Civil Affairs Vocational 

Technique Evaluation Instructing Center, 2006).  

This research study focuses closely on (or “into”) the category of a funeral 

service person. There are four different levels within the role of a funeral service person 

in China: junior, middle, senior and technician levels. The Ministry of Civil Affairs of 

China provides detailed outlines regarding the responsibility of each level. Within this 

regulatory system only a senior level funeral service person is deemed to provide 

emotional support to the client (Ministry of Civil Affairs Vocational Technique 

Evaluation Instructing Center, 2006). Clearly support and status are related concepts 

within this system.  
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The Chinese government requires the funeral specialist to adopt a role as the 

promoter of reformed funeral culture. In 1984 the government announced the following 

basic principles to be followed by a funeral specialist (Ministry of Civil Affairs of the 

People's Republic of China, 1984): 

1. Be proactively involved in the promotion of funeral reformation policies, 

and serve the public wholeheartedly. 

2. Study politics, culture and raise awareness of socialism. 

3. Follow scientific findings, study technical skills and uplift the standard 

of services. 

4. Follow professional ethics strictly, treat the dead according to culture and 

treat the living with courtesy. 

5. Provide thoughtful services, treat people enthusiastically, and participate 

in the movement of “Five Talks, Four Beauties, and Three Passions”.
2
 

6. Be passionate about your job, not afraid of the dirty work and not afraid 

of tiredness, and do not be difficult with the public. 

7. Obey laws and regulations. Do not accept gifts and invitations and do not 

ask for gifts. 

8. Emphasise quality and quantity; work with the aim of reducing cost. 

Guarantee that you will not make mistakes in your work. 

9. Be clean and properly dressed, emphasise hygiene, keep your workplace 

respectable and clean. 

10. Obey leadership, unite comrades and be critical of yourself and others.  

                                                 

2
 This is believed to be a campaign promoted by the Chinese government; the original text did not explain 

in detail what the content of Five Talks, Four Beauty and Three passions are.  
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In 2008, the Ministry of Civil Affairs of the People’s Republic of China 

established professional guidelines for a funeral service person as follows: 

1. Law-abiding, courteous, high quality service, and dedication and respect 

for the profession 

2. Honest and trustworthy, serious and responsible, take in account of the 

overall situation, and unity and team work. 

3. Refusal of gifts, ethical and non-corrupted, work within regulations, 

pricing open and public.  

4. Customers first, strive to improve, respect for ancestors, and honour the 

dead. 

5. Study and research vocational skills, improvement of technology, change 

in cultural practice, promote civilisation. 

6. The pursuit of perfection, consistency, service as family and provide 

completion of life. . 

Comparison of the 1984 and 2008 guidelines shows that Chinese authorities 

have moved towards a more humanistic approach in the professionalisation of the 

funeral service over the past 24 years. This is accompanied by a reduction in political 

propaganda or dogma in the guidelines.  

To better understand the Chinese government’s expectations of a funeral service 

person, we can refer to the minimal knowledge requirement for the role of a funeral 

service person, as specified by government regulation. The requirements are outlined as 

the following:  

1. Knowledge related to funeral services, including common knowledge, 

documents involved, funeral reform and traditional practice.  
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2. Customer service, which includes understanding of general enquiries, 

social skills, taboos, funeral customs and habits, rituals of different 

cultural and religious group. 

3. Funeral related psychology, this encompasses public and customer 

psychology, consumers’ mentality and knowledge in providing 

emotional comfort. 

4. Different types of funeral facilities, equipment and supplies and its 

management. 

5. General skills for computer. 

6. Workplace safety. 

7. Relevant laws and regulations (Ministry of Civil Affairs of the People's 

Republic of China, 2008). 

The pioneer of funeral studies education in China, (F. Z. Wang, 2005a), 

highlighted a key aim of his education to be facilitating students recognition that they 

are professional helpers for others in difficult times. It is clear from the above set of 

expectations that the ideas of ‘customer’ and ‘services’ are central to the required 

capability of the role. 

From the requirements listed above we can see the role of a funeral service 

person in China becoming increasingly similar to the Western role of a funeral director. 

The significant difference remains the little weight accorded to the design of funeral 

rituals and customs in the West, whilst in China the need for an understanding of the 

rituals and the intention to modernise old practice is clearly apparent (D. J. Liu, 2007). 

It would seem that, in summary, a funeral service person in China enacts the 

following roles: 
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1. A promoter of government policy.  

2. A facilitator of funeral processes. 

3. A scientific technician in funeral services. 

4. A supporter for families.  

The role of the funeral director in Taiwan 

In 2002, with cooperation between the Taiwanese government, the funeral 

industry and academics, the Funeral Regulations Bill was passed by the Taiwanese 

Parliament. (Ministry of Interior, 2005)The Bill clearly specified the professional 

requirements of a funeral director. This legislation can be considered as an important 

milestone in the reformation of the funeral industry in Taiwan. 

According to the law regulating the qualification of a Taiwanese funeral 

director, the official title is “funeral director” and a person holding a funeral director’s 

licence is allowed to perform the following tasks:  

1. To plan and provide consultation on the funeral ritual. 

2. To plan and design the setting of the funeral arrangement. 

3. To instruct about the design and provide documentation related to the 

funeral. 

4. To instruct or take on the role of the master of ceremony at the funeral. 

5. To provide terminal care and grief counselling. 

6. To handle other affairs being certified by the governing authority. 

(Ministry of Interior, 2005) 

According to Tseng (2007a), the Taiwanese funeral director’s role can be 

divided into three parts: 



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 58 

1. The director who educates the living through death, through which the 

director passes down information related to the cultural beliefs. 

2.  The life and death carer who facilitates the expression of emotions of the 

survivor through the application of theories of grief counselling. 

3. The life and death experience director who reaches the living through 

death, with the application of the knowledge of life and death studies on 

the meaning of life and ultimate concern. He assists the family members 

to express their view on life and death when appropriate.  

Within the context of this legislation, J.C. Chan (2003) defines psychological, 

social, business and educational aspects as the core elements of a funeral director’s role 

in Taiwan, as detailed below. 

The psychological aspect 

The Taiwanese funeral director is allowed to provide grief counselling and 

terminal care. The director plays a role similar to a counsellor and is also regarded as a 

companion of the families during this difficult period. For a director who is involved in 

sudden death cases, grief counselling is regarded as especially important in calming the 

clients during the crisis period (K. D. Chan, 2006). However, Chan and Chan (2006) 

suggested that it is more appropriate for the funeral director to keep the bereaved 

company rather than to attempt to counsel the person. From their field investigation, the 

majority of people working within the Taiwanese funeral industry reported being 

sceptical in their ability to provide grief counselling (K. D. Chan, 2006).  

The Taiwanese policy makers claim that inclusion of the term “grief 

counselling” in the Bill regulates the work content of the funeral director and elevates 

the professionalism of the industry (J. C. Chan, 2003). Nevertheless, in everyday 
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practice the governing bodies that interact directly with funeral directors tend to deny or 

doubt that the directors have the capacity to provide grief counselling and have raised 

concerns that the bereaved may be traumatised by inexperienced and under-trained 

directors (J. C. Chan & Chan, 2006). Tseng (2007b) further argues that grief counselling 

is a professional area that is actually governed by the psychologist registration laws in 

Taiwan. This imparts the requirement for an individual to be a registered counsellor 

before they offer grief counselling. These factors suggest that, in the Taiwanese context 

at least, it is problematic to expect a director to provide grief counselling in its fullest 

sense. This creates a paradox, for even though it is a controversial proposition that a 

funeral director act as grief counsellor, it is still apparent that the law makers in Taiwan 

expect funeral directors to play an active role in facilitating the client’s grief.  

The final important interpersonal function that J.C. Chan (2003) considers 

within the psychological aspect is the role of coordinator. This role commonly arises 

when there is historical conflict or differences in preferences within families about the 

content of funeral and the needs of the deceased. The funeral director can be regarded as 

a person who is able to legitimately mediate the conflict. 

The social aspect 

The director is considered to be a key promoter and translator of government 

policy. This is an especially important role given that cities and counties in Taiwan 

sometimes have very different regulations regarding funerals and burials. The 

Taiwanese government promotes simple and inexpensive funeral arrangements. The 

director is the person responsible for communicating the information to families and 

plays the role of a reformer in simplifying traditional funeral practices. Some directors 

might experience a conflict in roles because simplified rituals equates to less income (J. 
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C. Chan, 2003). Another social role arises when the director encounters individual cases 

of financial difficulty. Here the director may play the role of a volunteer, offering 

services at a reduced rate or in some cases provide free service. (J. C. Chan & Chan, 

2006). 

The business aspect 

An important but sometimes embarrassing role for the funeral director is that of 

a salesman marketing a product with a strong social taboo. Within the business aspect of 

the director profession, J.C. Chan (2003) sees the director’s role as a professional 

manager of funerals. Directors coordinate and facilitate the families in seeking social 

resources, government social support, or private charity funding when necessary. 

Another role within the business aspect is that of buying and selling funeral usage items 

and facilities. According to J.C. Chan (2003), the director has the professional 

knowledge of business items such as the quality of coffins and urns, and choice of 

places for cremation or burial; hence it will be their role to advise or supply the families 

when purchasing such items. 

The educational aspect 

The director is regarded as being responsible for educating the general public 

about traditional culture and values, in particular the path of filial piety. Since families 

consider the director as the one specialised in the knowledge about death, they are 

considered to be responsible for modelling and communicating proper attitudes towards 

life and death (J. C. Chan, 2003).  

Another important role as an educator is in instructing which rituals should take 

place. The director acts as the bridge between the families and the rituals applied, with 

the expectation that with good facilitation, the family will have a better understanding of 
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the ritual’s purpose and gain greater benefit from its practice (J. C. Chan & Chan, 

2006). Hui Kai (n.d. as cited in Tseng, 2007a) has similarly pointed out that the 

responsibility of the director includes “leading the funeral ritual, guiding funeral 

customs, assisting funeral reformation, constructing professional system, establishing 

professional image and creating funeral culture” (p.13). 

In conclusion, J.C. Chan (2003) considers the funeral director in Taiwan to be a 

counsellor, a social worker, a sales person and an educator. As discussed, their roles 

cover a broad domain of functions and behaviours and it is recognised that at times it 

may be challenging for the director to enact all aspects. From the legislations, it is 

apparent that the Taiwanese government holds a holistic view about funeral specialists. 

Even though the development of the industry in education and ritual preservation is still 

full of challenges (Tseng, 2008c; Zheng, 2010), with the continual joint efforts of the 

government and the business sector, it is reasonable to predict that Taiwan will be 

leading Chinese funeral reformation in the next decade. 
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The emergence of modern Chinese funeral directors. An interesting 

phenomenon in both Taiwan and China is the enormous increase of interest among the 

younger generation in the funeral director’s role regardless of traditional taboos (Q. B. 

Lin, 2005; Lv, 2014). In 2009, when the funeral industry in Shang Hai began offering 

employment to new university graduates, 5,000 people showed up to enquire for 418 

work positions, the agent received 3220 resumes and more than 1000 of the applicants 

chose to be an embalmer. Similar trends have been observed in other parts of China 

(Duan & Shang, 2009). Changsha Social Work College claimed that all their funeral 

service graduates in 2010 had been offered a job as early as the beginning of the year 

(Xie & Li, 2010). In Taiwan, the profession has become one of the most sort after 

vocations, which is very different from what it used to be (Qin, 2009). 

Even though challenges remain in the funeral industry in Taiwan (Tseng, 

2008c), its fast development and professionalisation is impacting on how the younger 

generation perceives the profession. In time it is reasonable to predict that taboos will 

lessen and Chinese society will be much more open-minded about the funeral 

profession. The “new” Chinese funeral director (funeral director/funeral service person) 

is definitely gaining more and more acceptance and recognition.  

With respect to the Malaysian Chinese community, as mentioned earlier, there is 

no specific governing body for the funeral industry and different operations in the 

industry are being regulated by different government departments (Ong, 2006). Despite 

the challenge of not having a single governing authority, there is still a trend of 

professionalisation in the funeral services with well-established companies. Xiao En 

Group, founded in 1991, is one of the leading funeral business operators leading the 

modernisation of the funeral industry (Ong, 2004, 2006). Similarly, the Nirvana group 
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has contributed to the uplifting of the professional image of the director (Nirvana Multi 

Corporation Berhard, 2010). As for small business owners in the industry, taboos still 

remain and some businesses have to employ foreign labourers because the local Chinese 

people refuse to take up the vocation (Y. Chen, 2010).  

When examining the similarities and differences between funeral directors in 

Canada, USA and the funeral service person/director in China, Taiwan and Malaysia, it 

is obvious that the role of a funeral director is a “blending of roles of counsellor, 

confident manager and salesman” (Hyland & Morse, 1995). In the Chinese context, the 

funeral director does not have such a strong emphasis on embalming as the funeral 

director in the West. The Chinese and the Taiwanese funeral service person/director 

plays the role of an educator of the public, a preserver of the meaningful traditional 

rituals and a reformer of the profession. This is also the reason why the western term of 

“funeral director” is more appropriately known as the “funeral ritualist” in the East. 

Unfortunately, in attempting to achieve worldwide uniformity, the English translation of 

Chinese funeral worker is less accurately translated as funeral director.  

Professional identity and its development. To further utilise the data collected 

in this research it is also important to consider the concept of professional identity. 

There is indeed some overlap between role theory and the concept of professional 

identity, since it describes how an individual plays their part in context. Professional 

identity is important here because it aligns with one of the long-term aims of this 

research, namely to contribute to the professionalisation of the Malaysian Chinese 

funeral industry.  

As Gee (2000) pointed out, the process of identity development includes how an 

individual identifies themselves in the society, how they interact with people around 
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them and how they make sense of their experiences. It is about being recognised as a 

given type of person within a particular context (Gee, 2000). 

Even though professional identity has attracted a lot of interest academically, to 

date there still lacks a universally accepted definition (Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 

2004; Gee, 2000). According to Dehing, Jochems & Baartman (2013), “professional 

identity is a part of the complex multifaceted process of personal identity development” 

(p.43). As much as the concept of professional identity differs according to how it was 

viewed by different researchers, the common understanding is that it is fluidic and 

changes as the individual “grows” in their profession (Beijaard et al., 2004; Day, 2002; 

Johnson, Cowin, Wilson, & Young, 2012; Pillen, Beijaard, & den Brok, 2013; 

Ruohotie-Lyhty, 2013). Holland’s (1980) early view of vocational identity was as a 

“clear and stable picture of one’s goal, interest and talents” whereas Ibarra (1999) 

considered professional identity to have some flexibility, particularly in early stage of 

the professionalistion process. Dvir and Avissar (2013) described the post-modern view 

of identity to be a lifelong process of construction and deconstruction. Hence, between 

being set in concrete and being totally fluid, the current notion of professional identity is 

that it is a continuous organic process of building and evolving, with some core 

components that have been developing for years to be comparatively stable (but still 

subject to changes), with other components continuously evolving as the person grows 

in their profession.  

The formation and development of an individual’s professional identity starts 

from the beginning of their training, happening as the person attempts to integrate 

theory with practices (Brott & Kajs, 2001). Trede (2012) pointed out that “professional 

identity is closely interwoven with context and moulded by past experience and practice 



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 65 

traditions” (p. 162). In the process of developing one’s professional identity, there is 

constant negotiation between the individual and what is expected of them. As Ibarra 

(1999) describes, the individual “adapts aspects of their identity to accommodate role 

demands and modify role definitions to preserve and enact valued aspects of their 

identity”(p.765). In following the development of professional identities of engineering 

students, Dehing, Jochems & Baartman (2013) showed that they moved through stages 

from junior to senior professionals years after they graduated. Bilodeau (2004) proposed 

that engineering students might find the process of professional identity development 

confronting as some of the practices challenged the students’ “initial, idealised beliefs” 

of the profession (p.12).  

In a review focusing specifically on the professional identities of teachers, as 

mentioned earlier Beijaard et al (2004) found considerable variation in the definition of 

professional identity used across the 22 articles considered. Nevertheless, four essential 

feature of teachers’ professional identity were derived as follows: 1. A teachers’ 

professional identity is a continuous process that is dynamic and not stagnant. 2. A 

teachers’ professional identity is not totally unique to the person as there are certain 

professional expectations, but at the same time the teachers’ personal values will have 

an impact on it. 3. A teachers’ professional identity encompasses different sub-

identities, some of which can be similar among teachers, while others not. Apparently 

the more cohesive the sub-identities are with the professional identity the less conflict 

will occur within the individual. 4. In the process of professional identity development 

teachers need to be actively involved (Beijaard et al., 2004).  

In the context of engineering students, Dehing, Jochems & Baartman (2013) 

conclude that there are two dimensions involved in professional identity, social and 
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individual. The social dimension constitutes “education, behaviour skills, knowledge 

and attitudes” that is defined by professional bodies (p.44), while the individual 

dimension includes the commitment of the students, and their feeling of being an 

engineer. 

Research shows that student teachers benefit from being engaged in the 

development of their professional identity at an early stage, for the exercise allows them 

to have an insight to what is ahead of them (Izadinia, 2013). Izadinia (2013) also 

reported factors that impact student teachers’ formation of their professional identity to 

include the influence of the learning community the students are situated within, the 

reflective practice they are involved in, their experience before they enter into the 

training and contextual factors such as structure of work and their relationship with 

colleagues. 

As has been found in the fields of teaching and engineering, development of the 

professional identity of funeral directors is likely to be multifactorial and an ongoing 

process. Individual interpretations of role expectation, professional social experience 

and personal factors such as values held, beliefs and the level of reflection are likely to 

impact and must be considered. Given that an objective of this research is to develop a 

training program aimed partly at cultivating the professional identity of Malaysian 

Chinese funeral directors, those holding mentor or educator roles in the field will benefit 

from an appreciation of the fluid nature and collaborative aspects of identity 

development. As Morga, Pendergast, Brown and Heck (2014) point out it is important 

to encourage and support educators in holding complexity which is “to adopt a listening 

and collaborative stance rather than an authoritarian, dominating stance” (p.4) such that 

students are actively involved. This may minimise conflict between personal and 
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professional ideals and expectations and help to facilitate the development of 

professional identity in members of the funeral industry.  

Developing professional identity.In terms of developing a professional identity, 

the funeral industry can gain insight from the journey to develop professionalism in 

other health related industries, for example, the art of nursing. Nursing practice can be 

considered similar to funeral practice. Nursing has undergone hundreds of years of 

evolution and a particularly significant period of professional soul searching in the 

1960s underpins its professional development (Keogh, 1997; Porter, 1992; Salvage, 

1988). As suggested by Keogh (1997), some of the main challenges that the nursing 

profession needed to overcome included building a body of specialised knowledge in a 

scientific way, increasing higher education programs and research opportunities, 

development of a code of ethics for the profession and ultimately achieving autonomy. 

After more than 50 years of effort, the nursing profession has managed to show 

advancement in these areas, including developing specialised skills required in different 

areas of medicine, offering tertiary level nursing training and generating a huge amount 

of nursing related research to support all areas of their practice. This has produced a 

new generation of nurses who are comparatively better educated and well equipped to 

join their professional task force (Andrew, 2012; Gerrish, McManus, & Ashworth, 

2003).  

We can draw parallels between the nursing and funeral industries with respect to 

professional identity and development and the journey of the nursing profession can 

serve as a blue print for the funeral industry. Some advancement towards attaining 

similar goals is evident in the funeral industry, with the increased opportunities for 

higher education and increasing number of professional bodies arising in the United 
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Kingdom as one example (see p. 17). However, the approach to professional identity 

needs to be coordinated, uniform and worldwide, and there is much to yet be done. This 

is a view echoed by many in the field, and there remains a need for more research, 

professional development and better governance in the area (Tseng, 2008a, 2008c).   

Grief and Loss. This section reviews the traditional models and theories of grief 

and loss. This background will then be applied to the task of helping the bereaved, and 

then considered in the context of the role of the funeral director. 

Definitions of terms.The terminology employed following a death is often used 

loosely and interchangeably and despite the difficulty in drawing absolute distinctions 

between terms it is important to clarify our use of them. 

The sense of loss is central to the grieving process, with loss describing the 

involuntary separation from something that we value and to which we have had an 

emotional attachment (Corr, Nabe, & Corr, 2006; Mullan, Skaff, & Pearlin, 2003). This 

is captured well in the Chinese saying “One comes to the world empty handed; leaves 

the world empty handed”. Indeed life can be considered as a series of experiences of 

gains and losses. 

Grief is the term that specifically refers to a person’s distress response or 

reaction to loss, primarily to the loss of a loved one through death. It is a complex set of 

multiple elements involving emotional responses, cognitive perceptions and physical-

somatic reactions (DeSpelder & Strickland, 1999; Mullan et al., 2003). Grief is the 

highly subjective and personal experience of losing something of great meaning and can 

therefore encompass a mixture of emotions including guilt, regret, anger, disgust, 

distress and self-pity (DeSpelder & Strickland, 1999; Mallon, 2008; Worden, 2010). 
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While grief is often associated colloquially with the phrase “being heartbroken”, it is not 

exclusively about sadness and sorrow and a range of other emotions can arise, such as a 

sense of relief, anger towards the deceased or feelings of disgust and pity towards 

oneself (DeSpelder & Strickland, 1999). Adult children may experience conflicting 

emotions at the death of a parent, sometimes experiencing a sense of personal growth or 

enrichment alongside the commonly felt sadness of grief (Moss & Moss, 1989). 

Despite sometimes being used interchangeably, mourning is not synonymous 

with grief, referring more specifically to the culturally patterned outward expression of 

grief (DeSpelder & Strickland, 1999; M. S. Stroebe, Hansson, Schut, & Stoebe, 2008). 

While grief refers to the experience of loss, mourning describes the process that a 

person goes through as they recognise and adapt to life without their loved one and 

attempt to attenuate the grief state (Horowitz, Wilner, Marmar, & Krupnick, 1980; 

Worden, 2010). The process of mourning involves active engagement by the individual 

in comparison to the innate grief reaction that accompanies loss. It is important that 

grief be accepted as a healthy, normal and appropriate reaction to loss and people are 

encouraged to consider mourning as a sign or manifestation rather than a symptom of 

grief (Corr et al., 2006). 

The term bereavement, derived from the Anglo-Saxon word berisfien, means 

being robbed (Rees, 2001), and is most simply described as an objective event related to 

loss (DeSpelder & Strickland, 1996). It describes the loss of being taken away from a 

loved one or a close relationship and brings parallel changes in the status of the affected 

person. For example, a married woman’s status changes into a ‘widow’ after the loss of 

her husband to death. Loss, grief and adaptation to future life are interrelated 

components that make up the bereavement process (Mullan et al., 2003). 
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Grief Models and TheoriesSeveral theories have been proposed to conceptualise 

grief, drawing on different psychological approaches. Given the common belief that 

grief ameliorates as time passes, different models have been proposed in order to 

describe the temporal variation of grief responses. Each of these theories and models 

has a role in providing frameworks for observations and expectations during 

bereavement, with patterns of grief symptom trajectories useful in helping us understand 

how individuals experience and process the death of a loved one and guiding how best 

we can train professionals to support them. 

The concept of “grief work” proposed by Freud has been integral to the 

foundation of modern psychological approaches to bereavement (Clewell, 2004; Freud, 

1957; Worden, 2003, 2010). The “grief work” model in fitting with Freud’s theory of 

repression, requires the bereaved person to confront and work through loss, breaking 

ties with the deceased through the “letting go” of old attachments and forming a new 

identity in the absence of the deceased. It can be seen as a struggle between the 

retaining and relinquishing of the old attachment and failure to “let go” can extend the 

period of bereavement and is usually considered to be dysfunctional (Rees, 2001).  

The American psychiatrist Erich Lindemann contributed further to the 

psychoanalytic approach to bereavement, building upon Freud’s idea of repression to 

frame the grief experience within stress and crisis theory. In his 1944 paper The 

Symptomology and Management of Acute Grief, Lindemann characterised the elements 

of normal grief to be “1) somatic distress, 2) preoccupation with the image of the 

deceased, 3) guilt, 4) hostility reactions, and 5) loss of patterns of conduct” (p.142). 

Like Freud, he echoed the need to break bonds with the deceased to underpin moving 

on; considering the primary steps of coping with loss as: “emancipation from the 
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bondage to the deceased, readjustment to the environment in which the deceased is 

missing and the formation of new relationships” (p.142). Recognition of the 

phenomenon of “anticipatory grief”, the act of grieving prior to the death of the loved 

one, is also attributed to Lindemann (Rees, 2001). 

Psychoanalyst John Bowlby, built upon the early work of Freud and developed 

his own theory, believing grief to be a form of separation anxiety (Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 

1980). Detachment from the deceased is central to adaptive mourning according to 

Bowlby’s theory, as indicated by DeSpelder and Strickland’s (1999) description:  

When the bereaved perceives that the love object no longer exists, grief 

arises, along with a defensive demand to withdraw libido (energy) from the 

object to which it had been attached (…). By repeatedly engaging in the work of 

grieving, the libido eventually becomes detached from the love object, and the 

ego (personality) becomes free of its clinging attachment to the deceased (p. 

227) 

Bowlby (1969) considered the loss of an attachment figure to result in a 

predictable series of phases of separation distress, described initially as protest, despair 

and detachment; he then more specifically termed the latter phase as “reorganisation” in 

the context of adult bereavement. To date there is considerable evidence for the power 

of the despair phase in grieving, with recognition that its intensity can be at a level that 

can impact upon physiological wellbeing for an extended period of time (Didion, 2005).  

Based on Bowlby’s work, Parkes (1998) used the concept of phase to 

conceptualise the mourning process. He defined four phases, 1) shock and numbness, 2) 

yearning and searching, 3) disorganisation and despair and 4) reorganisation and 
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recovery. In this model the difficulty functioning and feeling of disorientation 

experienced by the bereaved occurs as a direct result of the change in status and identity 

that was previously built around the deceased. The fourth phase of reorganisation, 

describes the situation when the bereaved is finally able to pull life back together and 

start to shape it into a new way of living as a person (Parkes, 1998).  

From her experience as a clinical psychiatrist working with patients facing 

death, Kubler-Ross (1969) adapted the ideas of Bowlby and Parkes to describe a five 

stage model of dying. The stages included 1) denial – dissociation-isolation, 2) anger, 3) 

bargaining, 4) depression and 5) acceptance. Kubler-Ross qualified that the final 

acceptance of death was not to be equated with a happy stage noting that “if a patient 

has had enough time (i.e., not a sudden, unexpected death) and has been given some 

help in working through the previously described stages, he will reach a stage during 

which he is neither depressed nor angry about his fate (p. 99)”. This model was later 

generalised to how people might respond when facing grief in life generally. Used in 

this context, the Kubler-Ross theory was subjected to criticism both in terms of her non-

scientific approach and the limitations imposed by stage theories in general, such as the 

misleading expectation that stages occur in a linear sequence and the dangers of literal 

interpretation by novices (Aiken, 2001; Corr et al., 2006; Wortman & Silver, 1989). 

Despite these censures Kübler-Ross’s effort and achievement in bringing people’s 

awareness to the tabooed issue of death and dying will always remain inspiring 

(Blaylock, 2005). 

Given the limitations and possible misleading application of phase and stage 

theories, William Worden (1983,1991,2003,2010) conceptualised the mourning process 

in terms of a task model. Worden posited the task approach to be much more useful for 
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clinicians, in that it positioned the mourner to actively achieve therapeutic tasks rather 

than moving through a passive ambiguous process. The four tasks for adapting to loss in 

this model are: 1) accepting the reality of the loss, 2) experiencing the pain of grief, 3) 

adjusting to the environment in which the deceased is missing and 4) withdrawing 

emotional energy and investing it into another relationship. Worden proposed that the 

tasks, “[do] not necessarily follow a specific order, there is some ordering suggested in 

the definitions…[Y]ou cannot handle the emotional impact of a loss until you first come 

to terms with the fact that loss has happened” (Worden, 2003, p. 27). Mourning is 

considered complete and equilibrium established upon completing all four tasks. 

Through her work with complicated grief, Clinical Psychologist Therese Rando 

described grief in terms of three phases, avoidance, confrontation and accommodation 

and offered a six process task-oriented model (Rando, 1993). Known collectively as the 

“Six Rs” the processes are described as follows: 1) recognise the loss, 2) react 

(emotionally), 3) recollect and re-experience, 4) relinquish (put the loss behind and 

accept that the world has truly changed), 5) readjust, and 6) reinvest (form new 

relationships and commitments).  

It has been nearly half a century since bereavement and grief first caught the 

interest of researchers and it is not surprising to see some changes in thought. As 

mentioned earlier, Wortman and Silver (1989) have cautioned the restrictions imposed 

in stage and phase theories, advocating that grief responses are not uniform and the 

varied behaviours that constitute “normal” grieving must be acknowledged. Increasing 

evidence has shown detachment from the deceased to be less commonly practised or 

valued during bereavement (P. R. Silverman & Klass, 1996). A paradigm shift in our 

understanding of grief transition models has moved away from historical detachment 
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models towards psychosocial models where grief work involves constructing a new 

world with the dead, ourselves and the world (Parkes, 1971). Successful bereavement 

has been increasingly associated with remembering and relating to deceased loved ones 

(D. Klass, 1988; Rubin, 1985; Shapiro, 1994) and is considered to occur along two 

multidimensional axes; one involving the individual’s general functioning and a second 

that captures features of the interpersonal relationship with the deceased (Rubin, 1999). 

DeSpelder and Strickland (1999) noted that “healthy grieving encompasses both “letting 

go” of the deceased and “maintaining continuing bonds” with the deceased” (p.235). 

Similarly, Stroebe and Schut (1999) proposed The Dual Process Model of Grief. 

Developed from a cognitive stress perspective, this model considered grief a dynamic 

bimodal process in which the bereaved oscillates between loss-oriented and restoration-

oriented coping. Within this framework the bereaved neither entirely lets go nor holds 

on to memories of the deceased but alternates between confronting the loss and seeking 

an alternative focus of attention, which over time leads to optimal adjustment.   

Recognising that death ends a life but not necessarily a relationship, Klass, 

Silvermann and Nickman (1996) developed this further and coined the new theory 

“continuing bonds” that, frames continuing attachment with the deceased as a healthy 

part of future life. This model posits that “survivors hold the deceased in loving memory 

for long periods, often forever and that maintaining an inner representation of the 

deceased is normal” (Dennis Klass et al., 1996, p. 349). Recently, a continuing bonds 

model that emphasises the reformation of relationships over detachment was considered 

to best allow new meaning and facilitate bereavement after the loss of a loved one 

(Dennis, 2012).  
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An increasing number of scholars, researchers, and counsellors are realising the 

limitations of the modernist framework (Neimeyer, 2001). In addition, the increased 

likelihood of death from a chronic progressive disease has led to the view that we are 

now dying differently and experiencing new grief, as termed by Okun and Nowinski 

(2011). It is likely that current theories and models will continue to evolve as the 

experience of grief is viewed from these new perspectives. Neimeyer (2001) proposed 

the defining characteristics of the new wave of theories as follows: 

1. Scepticism about the universality of a predictable emotional trajectory 

that leads from psychological disequilibrium to readjustment, coupled 

with an appreciation of more complex patterns; 

2. A shift away from the presumption that successful grieving requires 

withdrawal of psychic energy from the one who has died, and towards a 

recognition of the potentially healthy role of continued symbolic bonds 

with the deceased person; 

3. Attention to broadly cognitive processes entailed in mourning, 

supplementing the traditional focus on the emotional consequences of 

loss;  

4. A de-emphasis on universal syndromes of grieving and a focus on ‘local’ 

practices for accommodating loss among specific categories of the 

bereaved or various (sub) cultural groups; 

5. Greater awareness of the implications of major loss for the individual’s 

sense of identity, often necessitating deep revisions in his or her self-

definition; 
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6. Increased appreciation of the possibility of life-enhancing ‘post traumatic 

growth’ as one integrates the lesson of loss; and 

7. A broadened focus not only on the experience of individual survivors but 

also on the patterns and processes by which loss is negotiated in families 

and wider social context. (p. 3-4)  

It is clear that much still needs to be done in research of grief and loss. In 

developing education programs for funeral directors, one should keep in mind that while 

theories aim to bring a sense of order to the complex process of grieving, they are 

incapable of capturing the multiple trajectories through grief and the unique physical, 

psychological, social and spiritual needs experienced by the individual. It is important to 

remember that grief takes as many forms as there are people (Alexander, 2002). In 

addition, while “grief” is thought to have a meaning universal to all cultures (Parkes, 

2001), much of the background presented here is based on western research and it is 

acknowledged that reactions to dying and death are very much influenced by cultural 

views and religious beliefs. We must accept that there are different effective ways of 

grieving and as Small (2001) cautioned, people working with grief should accept the 

fact that “they do not understand your loss but do appreciate the sociality of all our lives 

and deaths” (p. 42).  

The Needs of the Bereaved and Professional Facilitation. Being with 

someone in grief can be a very challenging task, as Dyregrov and Dyregrov (2008) 

describe; “friends and family often receive the difficult task of seeking answers together 

with the bereaved and frequently experienced the feelings of inadequacy, because there 

are no answers”(p. 52). At times people are concerned about what to say and what to do 

in the company of the bereaved; they are afraid that they themselves might get 
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emotional due to the difficult circumstances (Adams, 2003). Despite a desire to be 

supportive, the discomfort and uncertainty that surrounds death can result in a social 

ineptitude, with people pulling away from the bereaved both by physical avoidance or 

by sidestepping talking about the deceased or traumatic event (Dyregrov & Dyregrov, 

2008). This can leave the bereaved isolated, feeling disappointed, angry, and 

unsupported by their former social network (Dyregrov, 2003). It can be particularly 

upsetting when support given is experienced as detrimental rather than helpful, such as 

suggestion that it is time to move on or by failure to acknowledge emotions felt by the 

bereaved (Adams, 2003; Dyregrov & Dyregrov, 2008).  

The newly bereaved are in a state of emotional instability, which by its very 

nature is the time that they make contact with a funeral director. A funeral director has 

the potential to play an important role in supporting the bereaved in the very early 

stages of grieving (J. C. Chan & Chan, 2006). Governing bodies and educators of the 

funeral industries in both Taiwan and China expect the funeral director to understand 

the differing ways that people respond to grief and where appropriate, to address their 

emotional needs. (J. C. Chan & Chan, 2006; F. Z. Wang, 2005b).  

Accordingly, professionals who work with people in these times of distress, such 

as those offering spiritual guidance, working in the health care sector or the funeral 

industries, need the necessary skills to support their clients effectively. While it is 

recognised that they do not need to be trained at the same level as professional grief 

counsellors, they definitely need to have the capacity to offer adequate support and 

interventions to their clients when necessary (Lloyd, 1992; Reilly, 1978; Worden, 

2010).  
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Despite this understanding, people trained to be working in a “helpers” role do 

not always feel that they are equipped to deal with death and dying, For example Lloyd-

Williams, Cobb, and Taylor (2006) found that a significant number of clergy involved 

in caring for dying patients and supporting the bereaved desired more training. 

Similarly, the need for more training in handling bereaved patients who are potentially 

distressed has been noted for medical students and student nurses (Ahmedzai, 1982; 

Field & Howells, 1988).  

Research shows that members of the helping professions in general, (clergy, 

educators, health care professionals and funeral directors), all express an interest in and 

a need for more training to support the grieving people they encounter in their daily 

work (Carson, 2010; Cook & Dworkin, 1992; Lloyd-Williams et al., 2006; Papadatou, 

Bellali, Papazoglou, & Petraki, 2001; Tse, Wu, Suen, Ko, & Yung, 2006). Training is 

considered to increase confidence in supporting the bereaved, making it less challenging 

for frontline professionals to initiate grief management with the family of the deceased 

in their time of crisis (Lensing, 2001; Lloyd-Williams et al., 2006; Tse et al., 2006).  

Specific areas of training identified for health care professionals include 

communicating with the family of the deceased and providing counselling to the dying 

patient and their family (Carson, 2010; Tse et al., 2006). Similar training would be 

highly relevant for funeral directors, given their active role in bereavement, facilitating 

the funeral process and in supporting the family of the deceased (J. C. Chan, 2003; J. C. 

Chan & Chan, 2006; Hyland & Morse, 1995; Lensing, 2001). Funeral arrangements 

require many important decisions to be made in the immediate stages of loss. It is likely 

that increased confidence will allow the director to communicate support so that it is 

experienced as helpful, facilitating exploration of all options with the client as suggested 
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by Parsons (2003), such that they are “helped to say goodbye in the best possible 

manner”, a key outcome identified by Dyregrov & Dyregrov (2008, p. 70).  

Applying Grief and Loss Theories to the Funeral Director Role. Hyland and 

Morse (1995) described the relationship between a funeral director and his or her clients 

as unique and short-term. Indeed, most of the time it can be understood as a professional 

caring relationship between two strangers. The majority of funeral specialists are 

considered well accomplished in the instrumental and more technical aspects of the 

profession but less capable when dealing with emotions and providing support to the 

bereaved (Fan, 2006).  

A comprehensive understanding of the human nature of grief and loss is 

essential in order to be able to support this aspect of the funeral director role. The 

application of grief and loss theories in the funeral director’s daily work serves two 

major purposes. The first is to understand individual differences and be accepting of the 

varied ways that the newly bereaved express their grief, so they can be supported with 

understanding, respect and sensitivity. Dyregrov and Dyregrov (2008) state that in order 

to be supportive, conversations with the bereaved must “create an atmosphere of 

acceptance, in other words, communicate real and unreserved care and empathy to 

enable the bereaved to explore his or her feelings and find his or her own solutions” 

(p143). Negative behaviours that can exacerbate traumatic responses to grief include 

labelling grief emotions as a sign of weakness, and/or seeing them as a loss of self-

control. Similarly, the failure to acknowledge grief, perceiving it to be unhealthy, 

believing it best that the individual get over it as soon as possible and encouraging him 

or her to be occupied and to forget about what has happened can also have a negative 

impact on the grief process (Dyregrov & Dyregrov, 2008; Hastings, 2000). 
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The second benefit that understanding grief and loss affords is to strengthen the 

director’s ability to provide emotional support. By understanding the theories of grief 

and loss and being comfortable with emotions generally, the director can place what he 

or she encounters in the job into perspective. This facilitates the role of professional 

comforter, allowing the exploration of all options available for the funeral ritual, 

providing a positive experience of the event (Parsons, 2003), despite the tragic 

circumstance and the bereaved coming to the funeral director as strangers in crisis as 

described by Hyland and Morse (1995). The diminishing of close family and 

community ties in the modern lifestyle can leave the funeral director as an avenue of 

initial support, adding further importance to this role (Rees, 2001). 

The models of grief reviewed earlier show that the bereaved are generally in a 

state of shock, numbness and denial and have difficulty in accepting what has happened. 

Parkes (1998) describes the bereaved’s experience of pangs of grief as “an episode of 

severe anxiety and psychological pain… [it] begins within a few hour or days of 

bereavement and usually reaches a peak of severity within five to fourteen days” (p. 43). 

Having an understanding, of the grief reactions and their intensity, funeral directors are 

able to “normalise” the process for the bereaved and sometimes even “allow” what 

might otherwise be considered as hostile and/or unreasonable behaviour on the part of 

the clients. Funeral directors can become targets of anger and easily displaced hostility 

(Habenstein, 1962; Parsons, 2003) and understanding the elements of the Kubler-Ross 

(1969) theory can frame this as one of the primary effects of grief.  

Funeral directors maintain one of the most significant initial contacts with the 

bereaved and have a role in helping the grieving along their journey and contributing to 

a positive grieving process (Rees, 2001). Worden’s (2003) task theory can also be 
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useful to funeral directors in facilitating awareness that the priority is to assist the 

bereaved in accepting the reality of loss and, if possible, work through the early stage 

grief. According to Worden, if the funeral services are performed well, they “can be an 

important adjunct in aiding and abetting the healthy resolution of grief” (p. 78). He 

suggests that funerals can be helpful, because they can make the fact of loss real.  

The opportunity to view the body of the deceased is something that not all 

people accept, particularly if the death has been traumatic, however there is evidence 

that if handled sensitively, this can facilitate the grief process (Chapple & Ziebland, 

2010). Seeing the body can confirm and bring home the reality of death (Chapple & 

Ziebland, 2010; Paul, 2002) which is a complex task involving both intellectual and 

emotional acceptance (Worden, 2010). In providing this service, funeral directors can 

help the bereaved work through the first task of grief.  

Funerals can also assist the grief process through providing an opportunity for 

the families to talk and outwardly express thoughts and feelings about the deceased. 

This is distinct from the internal dialogues that one might have with the deceased 

referred to by Rosenblatt and Meyer (1986) and M. Stroebe, Gergen, Gergen, and 

Stroebe (1992). Emotional processing of interpersonal traumatic experiences through 

vocal expression has been shown to be therapeutic despite elevating negative mood in 

the very short term E. J. Murray and Segal (1994). Emotional disclosure and talking to 

others during a funeral can assist cognitive restructuring and act as an important part of 

coping (Bonanno & Kaltman, 1999). The social aspect of funeral talk also contributes 

positively to the grief process. It is common for dialogue at a funeral to include 

reflections of the deceased person’s life, affirmations of what was important to him or 

her, what the person meant to the bereaved as well the sharing of other personal and 
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family histories. Through dialogue, a co-constructed social narrative and collective 

memory is constructed that helps give the death and its consequences more reality, more 

sense and meaning (Nadeau, 2001; Pennebaker, 2001). In the context of family 

bereavement, Nadeau (2001) proposes that families make sense of death through 

comparisons drawn with other deaths, both within and outside the family. In addition, 

the way in which families co-construct meaning and grieve the loss of a family member 

collectively can have an impact upon an individual’s grief work. Supportive 

communication and acceptance of their need to talk about the deceased and 

remembering him or her as they were is given high priority by the bereaved (Dyregrov 

& Dyregrov, 2008; Giannini, 2011). In facilitating the coming together of friends, 

relatives and people from the community, funerals establish social networks and 

support, thereby helping to facilitate the grief process.  

As was cautioned earlier, we should be careful in trying to fit the Eastern way of 

mourning into the Western model. A key point of difference is, the comparatively recent 

adoption of the “continuing of bond” approach towards grief and loss in the Western 

world, a feature established in the Eastern world through ancestor worship for thousands 

of years (Dennis  Klass & Goss, 1999; R. E. Klass & Goss, 1997). The different 

meaning of death and bereavement experiences in Eastern cultures must be 

acknowledged. For example, grief may be harder to articulate in the Chinese culture due 

to a lack of adequate words, the use of metaphor (W. S. Cheung & Ho, 2007) and a 

tendency toward somaticising their suffering (C. L. W. Chan & Chow, 2007) To avoid 

over- generalisation of the Western perspective, it is important to take into account 

(Neimeyer, 2001) suggestions to “focus on ‘local’ practices for accommodating loss 

among specific categories of the bereaved or various (sub)cultural groups” (p. 3). 
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Research shows that professional support needed by the bereaved includes early 

assistance, receiving support from trained professionals, being informed about what has 

happened and what reactions might occur, having an opportunity to encounter people 

who have had similar experience, receiving additional assistance for the younger 

bereaved and having access to persistent support and facilitation over a sustained period 

(Dyregrov, 2005; Dyregrov, Nordanger, & Dyregrov, 2003). In this regard, the funeral 

director can actually play an important bridging role between the bereaved and 

professional help.  

As J. C. Chan and Chan (2006) point out, a Taiwanese funeral director is more 

of a facilitator than a counsellor and with adequate training, he or she should have a 

basic understanding of human grief reactions, be able to support the bereaved and have 

the sensitivity to identify potential bereaved at-risk, and refer them to other grief 

professionals when appropriate.  

Through the application of grief and loss theories the researcher aims to develop a more 

client-centred and humanistic perspective in a funeral director’s approach to grief and 

loss. This process necessarily includes acknowledging the grieving process as a healing 

process, understanding that the majority of losses in life have an impact on all 

dimensions of the individual’s life, knowing that sometimes the impact a of major loss 

can be lifelong and accepting that maintaining an inner-representation of the deceased 

(known as the “continuing bond”) can be a healthy reaction (P. Y. Lee, 2000; P. R. 

Silverman & Nickman, 1996). 

Funeral Rituals: The Rites of Passage. As early as 1909 Arnold van Gennep 

(as cited in Ross, 2004) observed that rites of passage mark the important moments of 

change in life; he considered a rite of passage to consist of three principal changes, 
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namely “leaving one group, moving onto a new stage and joining a new group” (p. 4). 

Examples of rites of passage include, child birth, graduation, coming of age ceremonies, 

weddings and funerals, however the term can refer specifically to the rituals practised 

after the death of an individual (Charles-Edwards, 2005). A funeral can be seen as the 

last, yet one of the most important rites of passage, being important both for the 

individual and the collective as they facilitate the mourning process. Charles-Edwards 

(2005) considered death-related rites of passage from different cultures and summarised 

the functions according to the following five basic themes:  

1. Do something appropriate with the dead body relatively quickly before 

decomposition becomes an added source of distress and offences. 

2. Say farewell to the person, at least in their existence in this life, whether 

or not their death is regarded as the end; and perhaps also help the dead 

person’s spirit onto the next phase of their existence. 

3. Honour and celebrate the person who has died. 

4. Acknowledge the reality of the death and begin to come to terms with it. 

5. Provide a focal point for the collective grieving and some comfort to 

support those people who are grieving the most. (p. 123)  

Mitchell (1977) described ritual as a “corporative or communal symbolic 

activity” (p.13). According to Douglas (1970) ritual comprises external actions and 

social involvement. The external actions include gesture, postures and movements that 

reflect the internal realities of the person and the social aspect is the involvement of the 

community in the ritual. H. Z. Lin (2000) operationalised these notions and identified 10 

functions of rituals related to life and death in the Chinese Taiwanese context: 

1. Demonstration of the strength of the family. 
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2. Gathering and accumulating support from family members and relatives. 

3. Affirming the relationship and status of individual in the system. 

4. Passing down moral beliefs. 

5. Showing how the society responds to the incident. 

6. Representing a process of moving through. 

7. Providing an opportunity to educate the families and relatives about 

death and dying. 

8. Allowing expression of emotions and dealing with grief.  

9. Allowing expression of religious views. 

10. Allowing expression of attitudes towards life and living. For example, 

the Chinese may wish to put a prosperous label on items used in the 

funeral, which symbolises how the Chinese look forward to the eventual 

positivity of life, even when facing such a devastating situation. 

As the above sources show, rituals function to create a safe and secure 

environment for the bereaved to mourn, providing activities that facilitate the 

individual’s experience and expression of his or her emotions. Culturally specific 

external actions or behaviours include prostration, bowing, walking around the casket, 

chanting, burning paper images and the changing of costumes and settings in the house. 

Rituals may also include changes in the external outlook of the bereaved. For example, 

Naquin (1988) described what is involved in the formal expression of grief in North 

China, “[t]he characteristic appearance of mourning was supposed to include loosened 

hair, unwashed face, plain clothing and the absence of all ornaments ” (p.39). Such 

changes in external outlook resonate with the family members’ inner reality, and 

facilitate the individual to acknowledge the grief and gradually acceptance of the reality 



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 86 

of death. In terms of the social aspect, people gather together and provide suggestions 

for and assistance during the funeral activities. People from the community are present 

to express their condolences and for the Chinese, it is important that rituals bring the 

family and relatives together. “Grieving is a social phenomenon and the need to grieve 

together is important” (Worden, 2003, p. 43), thus, it is important to have proper rituals 

within a cultural context so that the bereaved can process their emotion socially and 

historically (J. C. Chan & Chan, 2006; H. Z. Lin, 2000; Tseng, 2000). Personal 

involvement alongside passing of the knowledge of the death to the wider community of 

family and friends in traditional Chinese death rituals facilitates the separation needed to 

herald a new relationship with the deceased, contributing to the connection between 

“letting go” and “holding on” (P. K. H. Cheung et al., 2007). Rituals have an important 

function of facilitating the journey of the bereaved through the difficult time at the early 

stages of grief. Most Chinese funeral rituals signify both the transition of the deceased 

and the transition of the status of the bereaved. For example, moving a paper object with 

the name of the deceased over a paper bridge symbolises the deceased moving from the 

human world into the next world. Similarly, “wearing the filial dress” is symbolic of the 

change in status of the bereaved - from an ordinary person into a mourner.  

As has been previously noted, funeral services, if done well, can be helpful to 

the healthy resolution of grief (Worden, 2003). In the Chinese context, the funeral 

directors are expected to play an effective role both as an educator and in supporting the 

emotions of the bereaved (J. C. Chan, 2003; J. C. Chan & Chan, 2006). Thus, it is an 

underpinning premise of this research study that a basic understanding of the functions 

of rituals and their psychological impact could enhance the effectiveness of funeral 

directors. 
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The Disappearance of Grief Rituals and Related Challenges Funeral 

Rituals: The Rites of Passage  

The current challenges.Attitude to mourning began to significantly change at 

the beginning of the last century. Ashenburg (2003) pointed out that in the past 100 

years; the traditional rituals of grief and mourning have become more and more 

unacceptable in the West. Influential factors included: 

“Britain’s disenchantment with Queen Victoria’s prolonged mourning, the huge 

losses of the Great War and the decline in morale occasioned by mass mourning, 

the rise of funeral and mourning societies, the growth of large, anonymous cities 

apply to the simplification of mourning customs in general.”(p. 200)  

She further described how modern westerners handle grief and loss; 

 “the 20th century way in the West is to mourn in our hearts, We’re praised for 

doing well and almost acting as if nothing has happened – going back to work 

and wearing red, or going to the movies and things like that…It seems that from 

1920 to 1990, the pendulum had swung so far from the full-blown mourning of 

the 19th century that mourning became socially unacceptable. I think the 

pendulum is beginning to swing back”. (Brady, 2003, p. 1)  

A similar trend has been observed in the Chinese community in Malaysia. The 

researcher’s paternal grandmother passed away in the 1970s and after her cremation the 

whole family wore a small black and white patch on their arm for 100 days as a sign of 

filial piety and grief. In some conservative parts of the Malaysian Chinese community in 

the 1930s, some would carry a dress custom for three years and instead of a patch, 

people would wear a black and white outfit in the first year, changing to blue in the 

second year and to a plain coloured outfit in the third year. This practice was a symbol 
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of mourning and an extension of the filial dress (Hsiao-fu), also called “filialness for a 

hundred days” or “filialness for three years” (Mu, 2014; Xu, 1994). However today, 30 

years later, most Chinese families in Malaysia choose to remove the filial dress 

immediately after the burial or cremation and wear red dresses and shirts or other bright 

colours (E. K. Lee, 2013). Similar changes are observed in Hong Kong and Taiwan. P. 

K. H. Cheung et al. (2007) observed that due to modernisation, prolonged grieving and 

mourning rituals are rarely practised any more in Hong Kong. Zheng (2010) observed 

the same phenomenon in Taiwan and argued the inevitability of Chinese Taiwanese 

funeral rituals being gradually forgotten under the influence of modern development 

and the parallel process of people losing their inner emotional connections with the 

external activities of the rituals. Beyond modernisation, in Taiwan, the generally hostile 

attitude toward tradition is also contributing to the over-simplification of rituals. This 

has led to warnings of over-reactions and invocations not to “throw the baby out with 

the bath water” (Zheng, 2010). 

The traditional funeral rituals practised in the Malaysian Chinese community are 

related to Chinese popular religion, which is a mixture of Confucianism, Buddhism and 

Taoism (Luo, 1980; Ong, 2001, 2006). From the observation of the researcher, the 

Chinese community observe practices mainly due to religious or spiritual beliefs, hence 

they also practice Christian or Western funerals. While people continue traditional 

rituals under the guidance of the funeral specialist, many have little or no idea of the 

underlying significance or rationale for the practices (Xu, 2012). There appears to be an 

inherent disconnect between ritual and meaning. 
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According to (E. K. Lee, 2012) the traditional funeral practiced by Malaysian 

Chinese originated mainly from southern provinces of China, namely the Fu Jian 

province and the Guang Dong provinces.  

In his book “A Study of Chinese Obsequies in Malaysia”(E. K. Lee, 2012) 

concluded that the Hkka (from both Fu Jian and Guang Dong province) and Kantong 

(from Guang Dong province) people have more simplified funeral practices in 

comparison to the Hokian and Teo Chew people (both from Fu Jian province). In 

Malaysia, there are slight differences in Chinese funeral practices geographically from 

the north to the south of the country. These differences are seen in very specific 

elements, for example, flower lanterns are a requirement in funerals in the south but not 

the north, and conversely, five coloured candles are a necessary inclusion in the ritual in 

the north but not the south. 

Despite these regional differences, there are some core practices common to all 

Malaysian Chinese traditional funerals. When the person is nearing death, they are 

moved to the centre of the house. Families are expected to be by their side as they pass 

away, after which other family and friends are informed, either personally, via phone 

calls or a death notice in the newspaper. The main ceremony following death is the 

“Xiao Lian”, which is a temporary set-up process that involves ritual to prepare the 

body before placement into the coffin. Xiao Lian is then followed by the “Da Lian” 

ceremony, which is the process of transferring the deceased into the coffin. Both Xiao 

Lian and Da Lian are done within a day of death, in preparation for  family and friends 

to pay their respects, which continues for one to a few days, depending upon the 

family’s wishes. At night, everyone gathers to express their condolences and offer 

support. Night time is also when most of the religious ceremonies are performed (E. K. 
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Lee, 2012). From the observation of the researcher, the final farewell normally happens 

in the earlier part of the day. All rituals and ceremonies are drawn to the final send off, 

entailing ceremonies that are agreed upon by the family. The coffin is then delivered to 

either the crematorium or the burial ground, depending upon the family’s wishes, as 

both are options in the Malaysian Chinese funeral. The process described is a general 

process of how the funerals have been carried out as observed by the researcher. It is 

important to bear in mind that there are a lot of variations due to diversities of individual 

choice. 

While the simplification of ritual is understood as a consequence of modern life 

style changes (E. K. Lee, 2013), the impact of over simplification should be considered. 

A recent study by Norton and Gino (2014) identified a regained feeling of control to be 

the common psychological mechanism underlying mitigation of grief through mourning 

rituals. It is logical to question whether this benefit to emotional health might be lost if 

the ritual is indeed oversimplified. One might question if people are able to “grieve 

healthily” in the “modern” way and what then do traditional mourning rituals offer the 

“modern” grief journey. These questions identify some of the challenges involved for 

funeral directors in enacting and explaining existing funeral rituals in a modernist 

cultural context. As Niu (2007) articulates, the improvement of funeral and burial rituals 

should always emphasise the advocating of filial piety. Simplifying a ritual means 

retaining a less complicated version of the ritual while not getting rid of it all together. 

Zheng (2010) suggested a similar approach, reiterating the importance of reflection on 

the original knowledge, techniques, experience, belief system and cultural background 

of ritual, in developing modern rituals able to meet the demand of current society. 



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 91 

Role of old rituals in modern timesIn the past, most of the rituals practised by 

the Malaysian Chinese community came from Chinese popular religion. Personal 

observation over the past 30 years has shown that the funeral rituals have changed as 

religious influence, such as the Pure Land beliefs in Buddhism, starts to offer a more 

structured way of organising the funeral rituals. The traditional rituals are complicated 

and largely related to religious and folk beliefs and even though they have important 

psychological and social functions, not all of them are “proper rituals” according to the 

standards of Western grief theories. The paradox is of course, that Western grief 

theories might not have all the answers but that does not deny the fact that modification 

of some current Chinese rituals is needed to reduce the risk of trauma to the bereaved. 

For instance, women are encouraged to “get on with life” after the death of a newborn 

child and no proper rituals and services are given to a deceased who is not an adult. By 

way of illustration, the researcher was told that on one occasion the family simply 

cremated their dead baby themselves and threw the ashes into the river. Consequently, 

five years on, the mother still dreamt of her dead child and wondered where he or she 

could be. Many traditional rituals are gender-biased, for instance, daughters who are 

married are “not allowed to mourn for too long” and in some cases women are not 

allowed to participate in the funeral or view the body (Z. D. Liu, Chen, Meng, & Lai, 

2005; Office of Gender Equality (Administrative Yuan), 2013; Shi, 2012; Xiao, n.d. ; 

Zeng, 2013 ). Grief theory would suggest that such practices can complicate the 

mourning process.  

Much remains to be done to clarify which aspects of traditional rituals are 

helpful and which should no longer be practiced in accordance with current grief theory 

and best practice for support of the bereaved. This research study is not an attempt to 
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build a new model of Chinese funeral rituals, but rather aims to bring the funeral 

directors’ attention to the psychological and sociological importance and functions of 

rituals, and their potential benefits and dangers. It is believed that this will facilitate a 

better understanding of these aspects of the funeral ritual that will be brought into 

professional practice. The funeral directors will be better skilled to demonstrate genuine 

interest and respect towards people’s individual behaviours and choices, to facilitate 

clients in grief in all possible ways and to avoid unnecessary trauma or exploitation of 

the bereaved.  

Expanding the Funeral Director’s Understanding of Ritual, Religion, 

Spirituality and Death.The majority of the Chinese funeral rituals are based on religion 

including Chinese popular religion, Buddhism, Taoism or Christianity. As the funeral 

processes are modernised, an increasing number of funerals are being tailored according 

to the wishes of the deceased and their families, rather than following strict traditions 

(Kuo, 2014).  

The way in which a funeral is handled reflects the deceased and/or the bereaved 

death attitude and the way they make sense of life. Recently spirituality has been 

gaining more and more attention in the context of the issues of death and dying. As 

Charles-Edwards (2005) observed, “spirituality is an elusive concept … [t]he mix of 

attitudes, beliefs, feelings and practices beyond the rational and material … [provide] an 

ultimate sense of meaning and purpose” (p. 136). Due to the broad understanding of 

spirituality some atheists claim that they are spiritual; for them it is a spiritual 

experience to be “at one with humanity but without any necessary dogmatic trappings” 

(Charles-Edwards, 2005, p. 136). It is important for funeral directors to have sufficient 

knowledge and understanding about spirituality and religion. When professionals 
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working within the context of death and dying deny spirituality, they are denying an 

important aspect of life of the people with whom they are working. 

The Spiritual Care Workgroup of the International Work Group on Death, Dying 

and Bereavement (1990) emphasises the importance of taking into account the spiritual 

needs of the individual and the family when providing care for those facing death and 

dying. Below is a selection of general assumptions regarding the provision of spiritual 

care that has been proposed by the workgroup and is related to the research presented in 

this thesis: 

1. Each person has a spiritual dimension. 

2. A spiritual orientation influences mental, emotional, and physical 

response to dying and bereavement. 

3. Although difficult, facing a terminal illness, death, and bereavement can 

be a stimulus for spiritual growth. 

4. In a multicultural society a person’s spiritual nature is expressed in 

religious and philosophical beliefs and practices which differ widely 

depending upon one’s race, sex, class, religion, ethnic heritage and 

experience. 

5. Spirituality has many facets. It is expressed and enhanced in a variety of 

ways formal and informal, religious and secular, including, but not 

limited to: symbols, rituals, practices, patterns, and gestures, art forms, 

prayers and meditation. 

6. The environment shapes and can enhance or diminish one’s spirituality. 

7. Spiritual needs can arise at any time of the day or night, any day of the 

week. (p. 76-77) 
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Thus it is increasingly important for the funeral director to develop at least a 

basic understanding of spirituality and how it might fit into their role when it comes to 

facilitating clients in grief.  

As previously emphasised, a funeral director, as a minimum requirement, should 

have some basic knowledge and understanding about ritual, religion and spirituality in 

order to help him or her to empathise with people and to accept the different ways in 

which people face death and mourn. 

As Fu (1993) has suggested, people working in the field of life and death first 

need to gain an insight into their own beliefs regarding life and death. In addition, 

tolerance and acceptance of the diversity of beliefs regarding life and death, is 

particularly key to being effective in the funeral director role. Charles-Edwards (2005) 

proposed the guiding principles for people working in facilitating the bereaved to be: 

being “person-centred”, respecting one another and not pushing one’s own values onto 

others. Fu (1993) similarly proposed that life and death workers today should take into 

account the following basic principles: 

1. Life and death studies emphasise aspects of the human experience that 

prioritise spirituality as the ultimate concern and ultimate reality of the 

existential subject; 

2. Individuals who receive training in modern life and death studies should 

establish their own simple and direct belief about life and death and at 

the same time be open and accepting to all other beliefs; 

3. In the exploration of life and death related issues, the individual should 

pursue the matter with a scientific attitude in search of truth, and also 

take a philosophical, critical approach, so that the self-inclusion of 



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 95 

religious dogma can be examined. At the same time the differences and 

the limitations of scientific truth and philosophical truth should be 

pointed out so that the door to the exploration of the reality of religion 

can be opened, theories can be strengthened and the practice of religions 

that possess the quality of ultimate reality can be simplified in the mind 

of the practitioner; 

4. Life and death studies do not deny the possibility of life after death or 

any other similar concepts but its priority is to construct an 

understanding of death through the realisation of the true nature of the 

mind in existing life; 

5. One should cultivate life and death wisdom that can be practically 

carried out on a daily basis (e.g., Zen meditation, Yoga, prayers etc.); and 

facilitate others who are facing death and dying so that the individual can 

take this as the last opportunity of growth and accept death naturally if 

possible. (p.227-237) 

Fu’s basic concepts offer a solid basis for funeral directors’ practice, providing 

both a framework for a funeral director’s daily work and also as an organising 

framework to help them to put things into perspective. 

It is a normal occurrence for people to become trapped in the superficial layer of 

ritual and start to judge practices as being “right” or “wrong”. Adopting the Buddhist 

approach to the phenomenon of the human world, Fu (1993) argues that all phenomena 

can be understood in two ways: according to a mundane and/or a supramundane 

interpretation. The mundane approach focuses on how things appear at the surface, 

whereas the supramundane focuses on what things really are. For example, from a 
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mundane perspective a piece of paper is a piece of paper but from the supramundane 

understanding, the paper represents not only the paper itself but it also all the causes that 

have come together to produce this very piece of paper. The mundane sees the paper; 

the supramundane sees the clouds, the seeds, the birds, the worker, the factory and 

everything that created the piece of paper. The supramundane is also known as the 

“indescribable truth”.  

Fu (1993) has applied the mundane and supramundane approach to the issues of 

spirituality. From a mundane perspective there are many different rituals regarding 

death and dying; they are practised differently and involve different philosophies or 

spiritual paths. For example, the concept of life after death is different from the concept 

of rebirth. From the supramundane perspective, all rituals might have different external 

ways of practice but they all point towards something similar - the individual’s 

understanding of and the relationship with the ultimate reality, may it be God, Buddha 

Nature, Mother Earth (or any other name which represents the ultimate reality in which 

the individual had decided to believe).  

It should be understood that Fu (1993) is not trying to generalise all phenomena 

into one simple explanation regardless of its “mundane” differences; instead he is 

attempting to provide a framework or a discussion platform in which different mundane 

approaches, can appreciate each other and possibly see that, despite their mundane 

differences, they might have similar supramundane understanding. Instead of being 

caught up in the mundane approach and the differences between various funeral rituals, 

a funeral director can potentially take a supramundane approach. This will allow him or 

her to see all rituals as spiritual acts and ways in which an individual can be assisted in 

coming to terms with the reality of the unavoidable death. 
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In conclusion, it is argued that funeral directors need to have a basic 

understanding of rituals, religion and spirituality alongside an understanding of their 

own beliefs, in order effectively to support their clients. Desired characteristics and 

capabilities include showing interest and respect, being person-centred and looking for 

the deeper meanings of the practiced rituals and the reasons why the rituals are 

necessary. Funeral directors need to demonstrate an active approach to ritual. As 

McCall (1999) argues rituals can be reframed and reclaimed and people should be 

encouraged to have their own rituals. Similarly, H. Z. Lin (2000) suggests that people 

should understand rituals, reform rituals and create rituals. In the case of funeral 

directors, it is possible that over time and with enough experience, instead of just being 

the “corpse handlers”, they will be able to professionally facilitate the family of the 

bereaved through personally and culturally significant rituals and, more widely, engage 

in the reformation and creation of rituals. 
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Chapter Three: 

Study One Understanding the Chinese Funeral Director in Malaysia:  

A Qualitative Approach 

This chapter reports a qualitative investigation of the self-perceptions of workers 

performing the Chinese funeral director role in Malaysia. This is the first study of the 

research program. 

The role of undertaker in the Chinese world has long been regarded as a “dirty 

job” with a high level of attached social stigma, taboo and avoidance behaviour (J. C. 

Chan, 2003; J. C. Chan & Chan, 2006; Watson, 1982, 1988). More recently, however 

there has been an increasing interest in the funeral industry in both Taiwan and the 

Mainland (J. C. Chan & Chan, 2006; F. Z. Wang, 2005a). For example, in November 

2014, the National Digital Library of Theses and Dissertations in Taiwan records 

submission of nearly 150 theses and dissertations, which represents an increase of 

nearly double the amount compared to the 56 theses written in 2010. Topics included 

funeral and burial processes, with a focus on funeral management, funeral culture and 

the funeral directors’ role and challenges in Taiwan. To date, comparatively little 

research has addressed the role and context of the Malaysian Chinese funeral 

practitioners (Ong, 2006). There is, therefore, a clear need to understand better how 

Chinese funeral directors in Malaysia perceive their role and the implication of this for 

both policy and practice. The first study of this research program will not only be 

valuable in its own right, but will also inform the development of the subsequent 

quantitative study of the funeral director role. It is proposed that the systematic 

combination of qualitative and quantitative methods will yield clear insights into the 
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funeral directors’ conception and implementation of their roles. These insights will then 

provide an evidence base for the design and implementation of a systematic training 

program. 

As previously discussed, current Taiwanese and Chinese literature (J. C. Chan, 

2003; J. C. Chan & Chan, 2006; F. Z. Wang, 2005a) emphasises the expectations of 

funeral directors held by external authorities (e.g., local government authorities, 

academics and training institutes), such as in J.C. Chan’s (2003) idealised schemas or 

frameworks of an ideal funeral director, which include four dimensions of education, 

business, social and psychological. However, there has been little systematic 

investigation and documentation in how the funeral directors perceive their work role. 

In the present study the focus is less on what a funeral director “should be doing” and 

what is expected of them and more on what they are actually doing, thinking and feeling 

in their work roles. Such data will not only provide the first grounded understanding of 

Chinese Malaysian funeral directors but also allow systematic comparisons with funeral 

directors in other cultural and regulatory contexts. Given the lack of previous empirical 

investigation in this area and the necessarily exploratory nature of this study, no specific 

hypotheses were proposed.  

Method 

Participants. A group of 23 funeral-related workers participated in this study. 

The group comprised 14 funeral directors, five funeral marketing staff and four 

cemetery workers. All participants were employed by the same Chinese funeral and 

cemetery company and were based in Petaling Jaya (marketing office), Nilai (cemetery) 

and Puchong (funeral director’s office and accommodation).  
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Participants comprised sixteen males (69.6%) and seven females (30.4%) with 

about half below 30 years of age (52.2%). More than half (52%) of participants had two 

to four years’ experience in the funeral industry. Participants were mostly educated at a 

high school or vocational diploma level.  

Table 2 Basic demographic information for participants 

Item Number/Frequency Percentage (%) 

Funeral 

Industry Work 

Experience 

Under 1 year 1 4.4 

1 year—2 years 3 13.0 

2 years—3 years 6 26.0 

3 years— 4 years 6 26.0 

4 years—5 years  2 8.7 

6 years—7 years 1 4.4 

10 years—11 years 1 4.4 

11 years—12 years 2 8.7 

14 years 1 4.4 

Total 23 100.0 

Education 

background 

University 1 4.4 

Vocational education provider 8 34.8 

High School 11 47.8 

Elementary School 3 13.0 

Total 23 100 

The present sample included workers from three roles: directors, marketing and 

cemetery workers. The type of work duties undertaken by funeral directors and other 

related workers were compared to clarify their relative “experience base” for the 

interviews. There is a degree of overlap between the duties of funeral directors and 

marketing staff. However, marketing staff are not involved in the preparation of the 

body for display and the organisation and oversight of the funeral process.  

The major duties of the funeral director’s role are the establishment of the site of 

display, facilitating the process of the funeral, accompanying the clients through the 
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funeral, the burial site and the collection of the remains after cremation. Cemetery 

workers are primarily responsible for the operation and maintenance of the cemetery. 

Inclusion of all workers in the interview (directors, marketing staff and cemetery 

workers) offered an in-depth understanding of how the funeral related workers perceive 

their role and the challenges they face. Even though their area of work can be quite 

different, they all encounter the same societal impacts and work with the same clients. 

Input from all three participant groups was considered invaluable for the researcher to 

accurately capture the context of their role and challenges they face.  

Given that this is such an under-researched area, it is important to gain data 

saturation and avoid premature cut off of emerging themes. We are confident that with 

the 23 interviews completed that data saturation has been achieved. 
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Table 3 Comparison of content of work between participants 

Types of work Funeral 

Director (%) 

Marketing 

(%) 

Cemetery 

(%) 

Receiving phone calls from clients 30.8 100 25 

Assisting in the discussion of arranging the funeral 69.2 100 25 

Preparing the body for display 46.1 20 0 

Establish the site of display 76.9 80 25 

Organising and supervising the process of funeral 61.5 50 25 

Facilitating the process of the funeral 84.6 80 25 

Accompanying clients through the funeral (at 

home/in the parlour) 

84.6 80 0 

Accompanying clients to the site of burial 69.2 100 0 

Accompanying the clients to collect the remains 

after cremation 

76.9 80 0 

Assisting clients in dealing with payment 23 80 0 

Others 7.7 0 75 

Materials. A semi-structured interview protocol was designed to investigate 

participant’s perceptions of their roles. The interview was designed to explore 

participants’ experiences and perceptions across a broad domain of issues in their role 

environment (viz., typical experiences and interactions with clients, the rewards and 

challenges of these interactions, understanding of typical grieving processes 

encountered in their role, desired form and content of job training). 

The semi-structured interview consisted of three phases as follows: 

Phase one: Open ended inquiry. 

General questions focusing on the role of the director and the rewards and 

challenges of the profession. 
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Phase two: Specific inquiry. 

These questions focused on general areas of the profession, such as the 

directors’ knowledge about grief and loss, attitudes towards death, spirituality and 

religion and interpersonal skills. 

Phase three: Follow-up inquiry. 

Participants were provided with an opportunity to raise other issues and 

conclude with a reflective discussion of participants’ training and development needs. 

Details of the interview protocol are presented in Appendix C. 

Procedure. The participants were voluntary and self-selected through a general 

invitation made through the organisation by the research team. Given that the 

participants have different working hours, the interview times were scheduled to best 

accommodate their needs, in order to maximise access.  

Ethical approval to conduct the study was approved by the Griffith University 

Human Research Committee under the clearance type Human ER2. The participants 

were notified by the funeral company about the research project and additional 

emphasis was given to the voluntary nature of participation. A participant name list was 

then forwarded to the researcher by the company and names were then coded to ensure 

confidentiality. A hard copy of the research information sheet and a consent form (see 

Appendix A) were provided to the participants during their first meeting with the 

interviewer. The researcher also provided a short briefing session about the aim of the 

research and its processes to the individual participants before the research began. 

The semi-structured one-on-one interviews (refer to Appendix C) were 

conducted in confidential and private settings established in the marketing office at 
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Petaling Jaya, and the cemetery at Nilai. The interviews were conducted mainly in the 

Chinese language, with a mixture of Chinese Mandarin and Chinese Cantonese, 

(occasionally a few words of English and Malay were used). Only one participant 

preferred to have the interview mostly in English and a small portion of Chinese 

Cantonese. 

The duration of the interviews ranged from 20-60 minutes. Written notes were 

made by the researcher during the interview, and the interview was also digitally 

recorded.  

Data Analysis. Data from transcripts of the interviews were analysed using the 

technique of content analysis. Content analysis can achieve a high degree of validity and 

reliability and can provide clear and systematic empirical evidence (Tonkiss, 2004). 

Content analysis is a process of reliably identifying recurrent instances in the data. Basic 

content analysis does not require a formal coding scheme, nor necessarily require 

subsequent quantification (D. Silverman, 2001). Coding categories can emerge from 

either pre-set categories and/or categories that are based on initial reading of the text 

(Tonkiss, 2004). Given the lack of previous research, pre-set categories were not 

considered either a valid or useful approach in the present study. Coding categories 

were developed from detailed reading of the textual content, with the technique of 

immersion and crystallisation (C/I) (Borkan, 1999). 

Miller and Crabtree (1999) describe the process of immersion and crystallisation 

as follows: 

In this style, the interpreter, as an intuitive participant, serves as the organizing 

system. The analysts’ intuitions and team reflexivity work as they are engaged 

with the data as the primary source of interpretation. The phase of organizing, 



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 105 

 

connecting, and corroborating/legitimating are collapsed into an extended period 

of immersion in the text, out of which interpretations are crystallised (p.135). 

Thus, in the present study a coding schema was developed through an 

immersion and crystallisation process and through discussion within the research team. 

Consistent with King (1998) recommendations for template analysis, the coding 

template was allowed to evolve and change through the content analysis process. The 

qualitative research process necessarily involves balancing goals of selectivity and 

openness (King, 1998).  

In this study, an open-ended or emergent approach to content analysis was 

employed. The content of interviews was manually coded without a template, to allow 

data to crystallise into clusters of themes. From this an initial template was developed 

and was constantly modified, until it reached saturation.  

This process can be summarised as a four step procedure: 

1. The researcher coded all the interview data and derived a tentative 

template 

2. The research team which included the researcher and their supervisor 

systematically discussed a sample of the data in terms of agreements and 

disagreements 

3. The researcher then re-coded all the data using this revised template 

Two independent raters (a native Chinese speaker from Taiwan with a medical 

degree from New Zealand and a native Chinese speaker from Malaysia studying for a 

PhD in Medical Science) then independently coded a sample of the data. Kappa 
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coefficient of agreement (Cohen, 1960; Viera & Garrett, 2005) was calculated to 

establish inter-rater agreement. 

Preliminary analysis of the transcripts revealed that participants experienced 

difficulty in providing elaborated responses to questions related to “critical incidents”. 

These were therefore excluded from further analysis. 

Results 

Four major categories, each with associated sub-categories, were identified. This 

provided the basic template (see Table 4) for content analysis. 

Table 4 Content Template for data analysis 

Main category  Subcategory  

Role orientation Managerial 

Instrumental worker 

Taboo worker 

Helper  

Experiences of reward External reward 

Personal reward 

Challenges  Confident in self  

Task anxiety  

 Emotions of others 

 Self-emotion 

 Communication  

Ways of handling grief and loss Emotional control 

 Personal support 

 Practical support 

 Emotional avoidance 

Present categories can be interpreted with some degree of confidence as sound 

levels of Kappa coefficient (Cohen, 1960; Viera & Garrett, 2005) of agreement were 

achieved between independent raters (see Table 5). 
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Table 5 Inter-rater agreement 

  Po Pe Kappa 

Role orientation  Managerial  .75 .50 .50 

Instrumental worker .75 .53 .47 

Taboo worker .75 .39 .58 

Helper .83 .49 .66 

Experience of rewards External rewards .83 .61 .57 

Personal rewards 1.0 .51 1.0 

Challenges  Confident in self  .92 .77 .62 

Task anxiety .83 .63 .55 

Emotions of others .75 .53 .47 

Self-emotion .91 .49 .83 

Communication .83 .61 .57 

Ways of handling grief and loss Emotional control .92 .58 .81 

 Personal support .83 .51 .66 

 Practical support .83 .71 .42 

 Emotional avoidance .92 .77 .63 

Note. Po=Observed agreement. Pe=Expected agreement. 

The roles of Malaysian Chinese funeral director. Our first question of interest 

was how do Malaysian Chinese funeral directors understand their roles. Preliminary 

content analysis of interview transcripts identified four major role categories: manager, 

instrumental worker, taboo worker and helper, as indicated earlier (see Table 4).  

One participant in the interview raised the aspect of reforming the industry in 

their transcript. After consultation with the literature (J. C. Chan & Chan, 2006), the 

research team decided to include “reformer” as an additional role category, bringing the 

total category number to five.  

Table 6 outlines the definition of the role identified and illustrative examples of 

quotes derived from the transcripts. 
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Table 6 Definitions and Example Quotes for Roles of Malaysian Chinese Funeral 

Director 

Role label  Role definition Example quote 

Managerial  Manage and arrange the funeral  We are like a service 

coordinator…a commander 

Instrumental worker Carrying out work requirement and 

orders only 

Following the company’s 

training, whatever it says 

that’s needs to be done, I will 

then follow. 

Taboo worker Perceive the job as taboo I won’t explain the detail of 

my current job to people I 

don’t know well…I am afraid 

that might have a “bad 

reaction”  

Reformer  Reform the funeral industry and 

educate the public  

We can reform and become a 

new coffin [industry]. 

Helper Helping the clients in dealing with 

the challenges they encounter 

Help him, ask what is 

needed, what is it that we can 

help 

Participants in the manager role viewed themselves as being the conductor of the 

process of the funeral. As one participant reported 

[I] can arrange the whole funeral well, smoothly, presentable, and completely 

smoothly.  

Some of the participants see themselves as the coordinator while being in the 

managerial role: 

We are like a service coordinator … a commander … [giving instructions 

about] what needs to be done next. 

The responses from those in the role of instrumental worker, reflects participants 

who give little independent thought to the professionalism of their work and their work 

behaviour emphasises “following orders” and “complying with requirements”. These 

interviews show that the attitude demonstrated is not related to the level of the worker 

role or the content of the job (funeral director, marketing staff or cemetery worker), but 
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is more generally an attitude towards the task at hand. One of the participants described 

their role as follows: 

Following the company’s training, whatever it says that is needed to be done, I 

will then follow. 

It is a fact that the funeral industry is still regarded as a taboo industry (J. C. 

Chan & Chan, 2006; Y. Chen, 2010; Hu, 2014). It should not be surprising therefore 

that some participants may have internalised such a view of themselves as taboo 

workers. As one of the younger participants explained: 

[S]ome relatives with more conservative thinking [will say,] you are doing this 

so young? [Implying the job is a taboo and it’s for an older person who can’t get any 

better job]. 

A contrasting theme that emerged is how some participants see themselves as 

the reformers. One participant pointed out the changes that are occurring: 

There is a lot of potential in this job …a lot of opportunity…in uplifting funeral 

services … [we] can change [the profession]…the opportunity is in our hands … [we] 

change the tradition of our nation … taking over what is in the past … [we can] become 

a new generation taking over in the future … we can reform and become [the] new 

[funeral industry].  

The last theme that emerged derived from participants’ responses was the role of 

helper. The participants view their work as helping the clients, as described by one of 

the participants: 

Help him, ask what is needed, what is it that we can help … will see what the 

problems are that he needs to deal with and resolve them.  



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 110 

 

Another participant that shared the same view pointed out in her interview: 

Being in our business we can help them, we can help to reduce their burden [of 

arranging the funeral and the confusion with the rituals].  

The rewards of Malaysian Chinese Funeral Director. The second question of 

interest was: What do Malaysian Chinese funeral directors perceive as the rewards of 

their role? This was regarded as important in understanding the relative motivation to 

take on and stay in the role, given its contested social status. 

Participants perceived their role as funeral workers to provide both external and 

internal rewards (see Table 7). External rewards of the role included financial income or 

the learning of new skills and knowledge. Internal rewards included a sense of 

achievement, or the development of confidence and self-worth.  

Table 7 Example Quotes of Malaysian Chinese Funeral Director’s Work Rewards 

Reward Labels Examples 

External 

Reward 

 

Financial rewards, local and overseas travel, attending classes on 

language and flower arrangement. 

Internal 

Rewards 

Sense of confidence, sense of achievement, opportunity to perform good 

deeds, sense of usefulness, feeling joyous and peaceful when job well 

done 

Illustrative comments regarding the external rewards gained from the role 

emphasised opportunities for travel and skill development. Thus: 

[I learn] lots of knowledge, [I am given the opportunity to] go overseas [on 

company trip]… 

The participant, who was responsible for delivering flowers to the customer’s 

household, described how the work allows her to go to places that she would not usually 

be able to enter: 
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There is no limitation to where I deliver the flowers, I get to go to places that I 

didn’t have opportunity to in the past. 

Illustrative comments regarding personal rewards focused on themes of personal 

development and contribution to others. 

The biggest reward is my confidence, because the two other profession that I 

was involved in I didn’t achieve much, but after being in this line of work, the boss 

wanted me to create a package, I feel really fulfilled, I just want to do my best, I want to 

make something out of it myself … when I complete the funeral service with all my heart 

and the family say thanks, I feel that I really helped them, people have such needs, they 

need people like us to help them sort such things out.  

Similarly, another participant described the joy of being able to help the family 

of the deceased: 

Very happy that I can help [the family of the deceased] … they feel that they 

have less to worry … I can help other people, I am very happy and very confident …I 

don’t need to see that they “get cut in the neck and bleed” [That is a Cantonese 

description of people being taken advantage of, especially in this context where 

unethical funeral business people tend to exploit the families].  

Participants also see their vocation as performing good deeds, considered as a 

virtue in the Chinese culture: 

[The job] is a kind of good deed … [that] can help people.  

The challenge of Malaysian Chinese Funeral Director. The third question of 

interest was: What do Malaysian Chinese funeral directors perceive as the challenges of 
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their role? Once again this was related to better understanding participants’ motivation 

and retention. 

As shown in Table 8, participants’ perceptions of challenges in their role and 

work were diverse. Self-confidence (being aware of self-presentation and having to 

show professional confidence), task anxiety (performance pressure, being cautious all 

the time because they have to get everything “right”), self-management (having to 

manage the emotion of oneself and others), and challenges in communication (the lack 

of communication skills to face and deal with emotional and challenging interactions). 

Table 8 Challenges of Malaysian Chinese Funeral Director 

Challenge Label Definition  Example Quote 

Confident in self  To show confidence in job “if you come across as 

inexperienced, then you will be 

challenged by the client” 

Task anxiety Anxious regarding job task 

due to taboo and professional 

requirement. 

“Because the… [funeral] cannot 

be repeated… a lot of times we 

have to be very careful” 

Emotions of others Dealing with emotions of 

others 

“Every customer has different 

emotions… within the short 

encounter with the client, we 

cannot understand their feelings” 

Self-emotion Dealing with own emotions “ no matter how unreasonable 

they are, it is not acceptable [for 

me] to have an angry tone”  

Communication  Communicating with 

colleagues, clients and 

competitors 

“Not getting along with 

colleague,…[having challenges] 

such as communication” 

With regard to self-confidence, one participant stated that: 

In this profession you must show confidence … you may have clients that have 

knowledge [of funeral management and rituals] … and if you come across as 

inexperienced, then you will [be challenged by the clients]. 
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Some participants reported their work as challenging and anxiety provoking 

because of the continued need to be correct; in particular, the participants report being 

concerned about performing ritual in “the right way”, because of family and cultural 

beliefs that if the rituals are not performed correctly, “bad luck” will occur. Thus some 

participants commented: 

Because [managing the funeral service] is a highly tabooed situation … if you 

make a mistake [no matter how little], it will be seen by the client as very serious 

mistake]. 

When I handle the case, I am very nervous … I am afraid that I will forget [the 

proper steps involved in the ritual]. 

Because the [funeral] cannot be repeated … a lot of times we have to be very 

careful… we have to explain [things to the family] clearly. 

The emotional intensity experienced by participants on a daily basis derived 

from a number of sources and interactions. It was common to see clients as making 

“unreasonable demands”. In one of the cases, the family insisted that the funeral 

director did not perform the ritual the way it should have been. They argued that the 

time of burial was not the one they requested and for that they demanded compensation. 

Clients have also been known to physically assault the worker. One of the participants 

described the situation as follows: 

[One of the] challenges is facing customers who are unreasonable, we [perform 

the funeral services] according to normal practice … if the customers have made up 

their mind to blackmail us … they will act unreasonably. 
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Another source of emotional intensity beyond dealing with unreasonable 

customers is the competitive nature of the funeral business, which results in workers 

from other companies being hostile. One of the participants highlighted his experience 

when he needed to approach the same potential client with the competitor: 

It is really dangerous … [the funeral worker from the other company] may 

threaten you … [they may] be very rude to you… when I see them … I am afraid of 

them.  

This high level of emotional intensity, while at the same time maintaining a 

professionally self-controlled façade, places high levels of inner tension on workers. 

Emotional self-management is required and one participant recalled: 

As I am standing out there I will have to face the customers, I will have to take 

care of our company’s reputation … no matter how unreasonable they are, it is not 

acceptable [for me] to have an angry tone.  

However, other than angry and unreasonable clients and competitors, the most 

common emotional challenge participants reported was the process of people grieving. 

One participant described the diversity and constancy of others grieving experiences in 

the role: 

Every customer has different emotions… within the short encounter with the 

client; we cannot understand their feelings … or what they need … [the interaction with 

the client is] difficult to control. 

For some participants managing professional detachment in the face of such 

emotional intensity is a constant struggle: 
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My astrological sign is Pisces which means I am more sentimental … I feel sad 

easily… [and] I will be drawn in [by the emotion of the customer].  

Responding to client grief. The fourth question of interest was: “What 

approaches and strategies do participants use in responding to the grief of clients?” 

Participants’ responses to this question were not only relevant in their own regard but 

were used to inform the design of the subsequent training program.  

As presented in Table 9, Malaysian funeral directors’ responses to bereaved 

clients were categorised into four major approaches: emotional control, emotional 

avoidance, personal support and practical support.  

Table 9 Malaysian funeral director's response to clients in grief 

Responses to bereaved 

clients 

Definition  Example quotes 

Emotional control Encourages clients to keep 

emotion under control 

“being daughters and sons one 

shouldn’t be crying too overly… 

if you are that sad and your 

mother [the deceased] sees that 

she won’t want to depart” 

Emotional avoidance Avoid interacting with clients 

that are emotional 

“I don’t like to see that… I will 

step aside and don’t want to think 

about what had just happened.” 

Personal support Offering personal support to 

clients, being able to support 

the client emotionally through 

verbal communication and 

body gestures. 

“I will see my opportunity… if 

there is opportunity to go over 

and comfort the family for a short 

while… when they like you they 

will naturally talk to you” 

Practical support Offering practical support 

such as helping out with 

arrangements and attending to 

the process of the funeral 

“we will try our best to do a good 

job for them… do not trouble 

them… don’t let them think too 

much… that is it” 

An emotional control approach can be characterised as a director encouraging 

family members to “keep their emotion under control”. One funeral director described 

his approach to clients as follows: 
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Will tell them to let their mother rest in peace [implying too much crying will 

have a negative impact on the spirit of the diseased]… let [the deceased] quietly and 

slowly move on… being daughters and sons one shouldn’t be crying too overly… if you 

are that sad and [the deceased] sees that she won’t want to depart. 

Similarly another participant encouraged his clients to contain their emotions: 

Give them tissue … [ask the person] not to be that sad … [advices the family not 

to] be so close to the coffin … not to let their tears drop onto the coffin … or else the 

deceased will not rest in peace … hence don’t cry too sad.  

An approach characterised by emotional avoidance and uncertainty 

fundamentally involves the funeral director attempting to avoid personal or emotional 

encounters with the bereaved. One of the participants elaborated how he responded to 

clients’ intense emotion: 

If the client is crying very sadly … for example those who hold on to the coffin 

and would not let go … I don’t like to see that … I will step aside and don’t want to 

think about what had just happened. [Interviewer asks if there is any other way to 

handle that] I think [stepping aside] is the only way, when I see [the client in grief], 

even I feel like getting teary … so I choose either to run to the toilet or I will walk away 

far enough, silently wipe my tears off. 

By contrast, some funeral directors offered personal support to their clients. This 

approach can be described as “seeking opportunities” to comfort. While there may not 

be much opportunity during the rituals for comfort, it would seem that the signalling of 

“being available” is appreciated by grieving clients: 



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 117 

 

I will see [if there are any] opportunities … if there is opportunity to go over 

and comfort the family for a short while … normally it is difficult … really difficult [to 

have the opportunity] … [because] when I am there they are doing the ritual … when 

they are done they are resting … some of [the family] might be more connected to me … 

when they like you they will naturally [share their emotion with] you. 

A slightly more passive and non-conversational (but equally well-intentioned) 

approach to personal support is described as: 

What we can do is just to comfort them … we hardly really know them … if you 

have a close relationship with them, of course you can offer better comfort … normally 

it is only a brief encounter, they also understand that we are just doing our job … the 

most we do is to tap them on their shoulder … [and say] don’t be so sad, this is a path 

where everyone has to go.  

Finally in the domain of personal support of grieving some participants espoused 

the value of simply “allowing” a client’s emotions to be expressed. This can be seen as 

a form of “permission giving”: 

Don’t have to do anything … if they want to cry just let them cry … when they 

are really sad … whatever you say is useless … what you say is far from what they 

really feel.  

For some participants, support was more pragmatically expressed. For these 

workers offering “practical support” enabled the family members to have time to deal 

with their emotions and not be worried or concerned about the funeral rituals and 

process. One worker expressed his approach of offering practical support followed by 

personal support: 
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The truth is … there is nothing we can comfort them about … we will try our 

best to do a good job for them … do not trouble them … don’t let them think too much 

… that is it … and then after that when there is opportunity we can then talk slowly… 

after the burial … we will still have chance … we then show that we care.  

This theme of “pragmatic helping” so that people can “get on with their 

grieving” is succinctly expressed by one participant as follows: 

[When asked about how to support the client in grief] It’s the same thing … 

what do you [client] need [funeral wise]; we will try our best and do it for you.  

In this sense, practical support provides the valuable function of “allowing 

people to be” and includes protecting mourners from backstage activities, removing the 

responsibility of managing and “hosting” the events, managing the tone and atmosphere 

and appropriately pacing the ceremony.  

The role set of funeral director. The fifth question of interest was: How do 

participants understand and respond to the expectations of their role senders? 

As Handy (1993) argued, individuals often have difficulties escaping from roles 

that are defined by culture and tradition, and in this sense, the context of a role is central 

to understanding its performance. Interview data was analysed to identify the role 

senders (viz., the people with whom participants interact in the work context) for the 

focal role of funeral director. While no direct and specific questions were asked directly 

about role senders, the author identified the role senders from participants’ responses to 

all questions. A list of role senders was developed and finalised after discussion with the 

research team. Nine categories of role senders were identified in the interviews; the 

company, the client, the traditional religious ritual performers “nahm mouh lo”, the 
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traditional coffin provider “goon choi lo”, family of the funeral director, friends of the 

funeral director, the general public, the funeral director themselves, and their 

colleagues. 

Table 10 Role senders of funeral director 

Role senders Example quotes 

Company “I say I am from the company, I will give them my business 

card” 

Client  “We [identify] the needs of the customers…we will try our best 

to fulfil ” 

Nahm mouh lo 

(Traditional ritual 

performers) 

“If the clients have questions [regarding rituals] they go to the 

shi-fu” 

Goon choi lo 

(Traditional coffin 

provider) 

“listen to what they [goon choi lo] said, what experienced people 

said” 

Family members* “[S]ome relatives with more conservative thinking [will say,] 

you are doing this so young?” 

Friends  “Some [friends] will ask me aren’t you afraid? ”  

General Public  “I will only talk about what I do with people that are close to 

me… I am afraid [if I tell other people] that will have a negative 

impact.” 

Self  “If I feel that it’s a taboo, I won’t be still doing it now, it’s 

almost three years now.” 

Colleague  “It’s hard to teach the younger ones [participant smiled when 

talking about this], some listen to you some doesn’t…they each 

have their own mind.” 

*Family members in this context refers to family of the funeral director rather 

than those of the client. 

 

Perhaps the most commonly identified role sender for participants was their 

employer “the company”. Thus, for example, one participant normally introduces 

himself with the company name,  

[When people ask you what is your job] I say I am from the company… I will 

give them my business card.  
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Others regard the company as their sole supporter and a secure focal point in 

their lives: 

Having such a boss who can see me … understand me … take care of me … I 

will do my best [at work] and they [company] will take care of me.  

Others identified with the reforming or innovative role ‘the company’ played in 

the modernisation of the funeral industry in Malaysia: 

In a Muslim country … when it comes to Chinese … our founder [of the 

company] can bring such changes [in modernising the funeral industry] … its very 

good for us … makes people less afraid [of going to the cemetery] … that is how a lot of 

people changed their attitude [towards the funeral industry].  

The second category of identified role sender was that of client. Participants 

placed clear value on satisfying their client’s idea of how the job should be carried out. 

As one of the participants described: 

For us the most important thing is however the family wants it that’s how it will 

be done.  

Similarly another participant reinforced this point: 

We [identify] the needs of the customers… we will try our best to fulfil.  

The third type of role sender that participants considered highly influential in the 

conduct of ceremonies was the religious ritual performers (the “nahm mouh lo”) who 

the participants referred to as shi-fu. Funeral directors will routinely refer ritual-related 

questions from families to the shi-fu. As one of them explained: 

If the client have questions [regarding rituals], they go to the shi-fu. 
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More experienced funeral directors may try themselves to directly explain 

situations to the client but most of their information still comes from the shi-fu. Thus: 

I will use the explanation of the shi-fu [nahm mouh lo] and explain that to the 

family [the reason why certain rituals are being performed].  

Participants however had ambivalent attitudes to ritual performers. Most of the 

ritual performers are not actual Taoist clergy and are viewed as very profit orientated, 

and exploiting the religious superstitions of families. As one funeral director explained: 

 Some shi-fu [nahm mouh lo] will suggest a lot [suggest rituals]…because they 

want to make more money [out of performing rituals]… [participants disagree with 

that] all I want is that the family can complete the funeral without worries.  

However despite the funeral director not generally agreeing with the shi-fu 

treatment of their clients, they were well aware of the importance and status of the shi-fu 

and hence did not challenge them. As one participant explained: 

[Have to be very careful when it comes to interacting with the shi-fu] that is… 

the truth… for example in a funeral they are the leading person… what we need to do is 

we want all department to collaborate, they are one of them.  

The fourth role sender who has an impact on how the funeral director enacts 

their role is the traditional coffin provider, also known as the “goon choi lo”. They are 

the original workers who traditionally provided most of the services currently offered by 

funeral directors. There is some tension between the two groups, with funeral directors 

seeing themselves as more modernised and professional. One participant described 

difficulties of having a professional conversation with a stubborn goon choi lo: 
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[The goon choi lo will response by saying] I know … you don’t need to tell me 

about that.  

The two groups are of course competitive in business; 

When we are trying to negotiate business with the client … some coffin shop 

[goon choi lo] will say [to the family] that we are more expensive.  

Ironically, while there is this underlying competitive tension, the funeral 

directors do at times see coffin providers as role models. As one participant described, 

he learns how to interact with clients by observing how the goon choi lo do their job: 

[I] will use the phrases that were passed on [by other practitioners, such as 

goon choi lo], [I] listen to what they [goon choi lo] said, what experienced people said 

… [it is obvious that] they are blunt … [comparatively the funeral directors have] a 

warmer and gentler attitude.  

The fifth and sixth group of role senders were the social networks (viz., the 

family and friends) of the funeral director themselves. This group of role senders 

communicate the wider social ambivalence about the funeral business. One participant 

described comments and concerns of his social network: 

Some people [family and friends] will ask me aren’t you afraid? I said I am used 

to it; I am already an adult [to decide which occupation to be in].  

Wider social taboos from the public, the seventh role sender identified, also 

influences the extent to which participants will openly discuss their work with 

“outsiders”. One participant described his concern about what people might think about 

his job, particularly since he is also involved in selling health insurance. Not surprising 
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it is considered “bad luck” for insurance clients if their insurance professional also 

works in the business of death and dying: 

I will only talk about what I do with people that are close to me … I am afraid 

[if I tell other people] that will have a negative impact. 

For many, there is however an “inner certainty” or conviction about the 

rightness of their work and a rejection of other’s disapproval; hence the funeral director 

is being identified as a role sender themselves: 

If I feel that it’s a taboo, I won’t be still doing it now, it’s almost three years 

now.  

Lastly colleagues or co-workers were also identified as important. As one of the 

work supervisors described his challenges were in influencing the other workers: 

It’s hard to teach the younger ones [participant smiled when talking about this], 

some listen to you, some don’t … they each have their own mind. 

Discussion 

This study explored the perceptions of funeral workers regarding their roles and 

role environment. Findings will be discussed firstly in terms of previous work on 

funeral directors’ roles and, secondly, in terms of the implications for professional 

training. 

It is apparent that there is some overlap in the expected role of the Taiwanese 

funeral director (J. C. Chan, 2003) and the perceptions of Malaysian Chinese funeral 

directors identified in the present study. Role conceptions from these two Chinese 

contexts will be compared using J.C. Chan’s (2003) four role domains of psychological, 
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social, business and education. Malaysian funeral directors do perceive a psychological 

aspect to their role but this does not include performing grief counselling and terminal 

care. This particular finding is consistent with Taiwanese funeral directors in Taiwan, 

who also do not condone formal grief counselling (J. C. Chan, 2003) as part of their 

role. Indeed, as previously noted, including grief counselling as part of the funeral 

director’s job description creates potential conflict between the funeral director and 

registered counsellors. While the Malaysian funeral directors do informally comfort the 

bereaved and occasionally intervene in family conflicts regarding funeral decisions, 

they do not engage in formal helping behaviour. 

In the social domain, Malaysian Chinese funeral directors play a limited role. 

While they do not see themselves promoting government policy, Malaysian funeral 

directors, consistent with the expectation of the Taiwanese and China funeral directors 

(J. C. Chan & Chan, 2006; Ministry of Civil Affairs Vocational Technique Evaluation 

Instructing Center, 2006), do see themselves in the role of reforming the traditional 

funeral practices.  

In terms of the business aspects, the expected role of a Taiwanese funeral 

director matches strongly with how the Malaysian Chinese funeral directors perceived 

their role. The funeral director definitely plays a role of the salesman who buys and sells 

funeral usage items and facilities, a professional manager of funerals and also the 

coordinator. However, in Malaysia workers do not facilitate the families in seeking 

social resources, government social support, or private charity funding.  

Finally, Malaysian funeral directors are not particularly engaged in the potential 

educational aspects of their role. They do not see themselves actively educating the 

general public about the traditional culture and values, such as filial piety. Rather they 
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see themselves as concerned with “performing a good deed” and “bringing peace” to the 

grieving. They also do not see themselves as having responsibilities for inculcating 

“proper attitudes” towards life and death in the family members of the deceased. 

However both Taiwanese and Malaysian Chinese funeral director do instruct the family 

regarding how and what rituals should be undertaken, although it seems that at times 

they look towards the shi-fu to provide a more detailed explanation about rituals and 

their meaning. 

In terms of role engagement, the majority of participants found their work both 

extrinsically and intrinsically rewarding and had little concern regarding occupational 

taboos. This is consistent with a developing trend in the modern funeral industry in 

Taiwan and China with increasing numbers of young people willing to participate in the 

industry (Q. B. Lin, 2005; Lv, 2014; Qin, 2009). In this sense, participants clearly 

expressed the wish to be different from the traditional funeral practitioners and were 

aware of their need for professional development. 

In considering the implications of findings for professional training three key 

foci emerge. Firstly, the limited and superficial attitude of participants evidenced 

towards rituals, religion and spirituality indicated a need for training that provides a 

framework for the participants to deal with the ritual, religious and spiritual issues of 

life and death. This would parallel the basic understanding of life and death professions 

suggested by Fu (1993). Secondly, it is clear that dealing with the emotion of grieving 

clients is one of the greatest challenges faced by funeral directors. This suggests a need 

for training to enhance their ability to identify and manage clients’ emotions. Thirdly, 

funeral practitioners consistently report high levels of stress and anxiety as a 
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consequence of having to “do everything correctly”. Hence emotional management and 

self-care to prevent burn-out are evident needs for sustaining themselves in this work.  

This qualitative study used in-depth interviews to provide a detailed 

understanding of Malaysian funeral workers perceptions and experiences of their roles. 

The study is, however, not without its limitations. 

Firstly, caution should be exercised in generalising findings to the wider Chinese 

funeral director community, as the limited sample of 23 participants were employed in a 

context that is purposely progressive and this may skew perceptions. 

Additionally participants may have potentially responded to interview questions 

with a social desirability bias (giving the “right answers” rather than personal opinion); 

Especially given the frank nature of responses regarding other professionals such as the 

ritual performers - (the Shi-fu). However, given that it would seem that sufficient levels 

of trust were established in the interview process to facilitate honest self-disclosure; this 

is not particularly likely to be the case. 

The themes and constructs identified in this study require further confirmation 

using quantitative methods. This will be the focus of the next study in the research 

program. 
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Chapter Four:  

Understanding the Chinese Funeral Director in Malaysia: A Quantitative 

Approach  

This chapter reports a quantitative investigation of the self-perceptions of 

workers performing the Chinese funeral director role in Malaysia. Findings from Study 

One and current development in Taiwan and China (J. C. Chan, 2003; J. C. Chan & 

Chan, 2006; J. F. Li, 2005), were used to inform the development of a quantitative 

questionnaire to further explore the role conceptions and role environment of the funeral 

directors.  

This study will further extend and attempt to answer the following research 

questions: 

A. The perceived role orientation of the Malaysian funeral director, their 

work rewards and challenges, and the way they handle clients in grief. 

 What are funeral director’s conceptions of their roles? What role 

dimensions are more/less emphasised? 

 What profile of rewards and challenges do they report? 

 What is their approach to managing clients’ grief? 

B. Malaysian funeral directors’ relationships with their role senders. 

 What is the pattern of influence experienced by Malaysian funeral 

directors? 

 Which role senders are seen as more/less influential in how 

Malaysian funeral directors conceive and enact their roles? 
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Study Two A: - The Role Orientation of Malaysian Funeral Director 

Given the exploratory nature of this study no specific hypothesis will be 

proposed. 

Method 

Participants. Sixteen out of the 23 participants from Study One continued to 

participate in Study Two. The discontinuation of participants was primarily due to 

changes of employment.  

Table 11 Participant Characteristics. 

Item Number/Frequency Item Percentage (%) 

Sex  Male  10 62.50 

Female  6 37.50 

Total  16 100 

Age 21-30 11 68.75 

31-40 4 25 

41-50 1 6.25 

Total  16 100 

Education 

background 

University 0 0 

Vocational education 

provider 

7 43.75 

High School 8 50 

Elementary School 1 6.25 

Total 16 100 

Funeral Industry 

Work Experience 

Under 1 year 1 6.25 

1 year—2 years 1 6.25 

2 years—3 years 7 43.75 

3 years— 4 years 4 25 

4 years—5 years  2 12.5 

11 years—12 years 1 6.25 

Total 16 100.0 
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Participants comprised 10 funeral directors, six funeral marketing staff 

employed by the same Chinese funeral and cemetery company.  

Participants comprised 10 males (62.5%) and six females (37.5%) with the 

majority of the participants below 30 years of age (68.75%). Most of the participants 

had more than two to four years of work experience in the funeral industry. Participants 

were mainly educated at a high school or vocational diploma level.  

Participants worked as either funeral directors or funeral sales people for the 

same funeral company. While there was some differentiation of work duties undertaken 

by these two roles, there was also a considerable degree of overlap. Given this common 

group of clients, responses from both roles will be aggregated. 

Materials. In order to better understand the participants’ conceptions of the 

funeral director role, the research team developed a Role Questionnaire comprising four 

scales: role conception, role rewards, role challenges and ways of handling grief. 

Participants used a Likert five point scale to report their responses (viz., strongly agree, 

agree, neutral, disagree and strongly disagree), please refer to Appendix B.  

The scale served dual functions: validating the qualitative interview findings of 

Study One and serving as an evaluation tool for the subsequent training program based 

intervention of Study Three. 

Considering face validity, quotes identified to form the themes in Study One 

were used in the Study Two questionnaire to measure the level of agreement towards 

the proposed themes. The researcher and a Senior Psychologist reviewed the 

questionnaire items to ensure they were measuring the desired concept and the content 

were deemed valid for the current application. Given that the scales used here were 
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newly developed and considered valid for this particular population, future research will 

be able to establish criterion validity and wider application. 

Role orientation 

Items were developed for each of the five role orientations identified from the 

content analysis of the participants’ interviews. In order to ensure authenticity, wherever 

possible, the participants’ actual wording or phrasing was employed. Drafted items were 

checked by native Chinese speakers for clarity of wording prior to use in this study. 

The Managerial worker subscale measures the workers’ conceptions of their role 

as administering and managing the funeral. Representative items include my role is to 

coordinate the funeral and my role is to protect the client and ensure that they get a fair 

deal. The Instrumental worker subscale reflects a role orientation that is primarily 

instrumental in motivation and does not reflect higher purpose in the job. Representative 

items include to me this is just a job and the clients are the boss and I am just the 

servant. The Taboo worker subscale describes a role orientation similar to a lay person’s 

perspective of the funeral profession as “corpse handlers”. Representative items include 

I am making money out of the dead, I don’t tell my friend what my work is actually 

about and I don’t talk to my family about the details of my job. The Helper and 

Facilitator subscale reflects a helper and facilitator role orientation. Representative 

items include my role is to give the dead dignity, my role is to take care of things so that 

clients have less to worry about and I see my role as providing a very important service 

at the last part of the journey of life. The Reform worker subscale reflects a conception 

of the role as positively influencing public attitudes to the profession. Representative 

items include my role involves changing general public’s perception to people working 
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in this profession and my role is to show people that we are the new generation in the 

service and we are different. 

Role Motivation 

Consistent with the findings of the content analysis regarding the motivational 

set of funeral workers, a role rewards questionnaire was developed with two component 

scales: external and personal rewards. Representative items for external rewards from 

working in the funeral industry include learning more about funeral rituals and 

ceremonies, making money and travelling to lots of different places. Representative 

items for personal rewards are becoming more confident, having a sense of achievement 

and feeling happy when clients are grateful. 

Role challenges 

Consistent with the findings of the content analysis regarding the “role 

challenges” of funeral workers a role challenges scale was developed. Five notional 

scales were constructed: self-confidence (I am confident to do my job), task 

performance (I feel anxious having to do everything right during the process of the 

funeral service), dealing with emotions of others (I am sensitive to the emotions that the 

clients are experiencing), dealing with one’s own emotions (I have good control of my 

emotions and do not allow the funeral to overwhelm me) and 

communication/relationship (I have good communication skills when it comes to dealing 

with clients). 

Handling grief. 

Consistent with the findings of the content analysis, the approach of funeral 

workers to managing clients’ grief involves four dimensions: emotional control, 
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personal support, emotional avoidance and practical support. Scales were developed for 

each of these approaches. 

Emotional control describes an approach of encouraging the bereaved to control 

and suppress their emotions. Examples of the emotional control approach items are: I 

tell them they have to be tough and if the client keeps on crying I tell them that the dead 

will not be able to rest in peace. Personal support is measured by items such as silent 

company is more powerful than words sometimes and I am willing to support clients in 

grief if the opportunity arises. Practical support is measured by items such as, to 

arrange everything well is the way to support the client in grief, and one way of helping 

the client in grief is to organise a good funeral for their loved ones. Emotional 

avoidance describes an approach involving avoidance and uncertainty when facing the 

bereaved. Representative items include I don’t know what to do when I see clients in 

grief and I don’t approach clients in grief because I am afraid that I might say 

something wrong. A full copy of the survey containing all of the above scales is 

presented in Appendix B. 

Procedure. As described in Study One, the participants were self-selected 

through an invitation made through the organisation by the research team.  

Ethical approval to conduct the study was granted by the Griffith University 

Human Research Committee. An information sheet (refer to appendices) regarding the 

research and a consent form was provided to the participants. The principal investigator 

called all the participants in Malaysia from Australia and explained to each of them 

individually about the role questionnaire. The data collection for Study Two A occurred 

twice. 
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The role questionnaire (RQ) was mailed to the participants in Malaysia from 

Australia. The company distributed the questionnaire to the participants, and a secure 

box was placed at the workplace for the collection. While answering the questionnaire 

the participants used the identity code that had been allocated to them in Study One. The 

researcher had ensured the participants had remembered their individual codes via the 

earlier phone call. For the March 2006 investigation, the participants received the 

questionnaire from Australia and the questionnaires were later mailed back to the 

researcher after completion. For the April 2006 investigation, the researcher delivered 

the questionnaire to the participants in person, and collected the questionnaire 

immediately after it had been answered.  

The following diagram outlines how the data collection occurred in Study Two 

A: 

 

Figure 2 Flow chart of the research procedure of Study Two. 

Study Two A 

Development of  

Role Questionnaire (RQ)  

Second Sampling 

Initial Sampling 

Study One 

Individual in-depth interviews 

and data analysis 
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Data analysis. Sixteen participants responded to the role questionnaire package. 

Participant’s responses to both administrations were collated and averaged for analysis. 

This data also provided a baseline of participants’ conceptions and approaches before 

the training intervention (Study Three). Basic descriptive statistics were calculated for 

all measures and correlation analysis of role dimensions and other aspects of the role 

environment (e.g., rewards) were also calculated. Finally, paired sample t tests were 

used to assess differences in participants’ perceptions and approaches across the various 

aspects of their roles. 

Results 

Funeral Workers perceptions of the funeral director role. Descriptive 

statistics were calculated to provide an overview of participants’ endorsements of 

various aspects of the funeral director role (see Table 12). 

In general, the findings of the role questionnaire are consistent with the findings 

from the in-depth interview of Study One. 

Table 12 Means and standard deviation for sub-scale of Malaysian Funeral Director role 

questionnaire (n=16) 

   Mean SD 

Role orientations 1e Helper 4.04 .541 

1d Reformer 3.97 .585 

1a Managerial  3.75 .629 

1b Worker/ Instrumental  2.89 .315 

1c Taboo Worker 2.34 .368 

Experience of rewards 2b Personal rewards 4.13 .538 

2a External rewards 3.48 .440 

Challenges  3b Task anxiety  3.84 .557 

3c Emotion of others 3.71 .389 

3d Emotion of self  3.49 .432 
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3a Confident in self-ability 3.40 .447 

3e Communication  3.35 .444 

Approaches to handling 

clients in grief 

4c Practical support 4.01 .555 

4b Personal support  3.77 .450 

4a Emotional control  3.32 .362 

4d Emotional avoidance 2.68 .561 

Paired samples t tests were used to test for significant differences in participants’ 

endorsements of the various dimensions of the funeral director role (see Table 13). 

Participants most strongly endorsed the “helper role” (4.04) and significantly provided 

least endorsement of the “taboo worker” role (2.34). 

Table 13 Paired Sample t test of Role Orientation 

Role 

orientations 

Mean Paired t test Mean Mean 

Difference 

SD Sig 2- 

tailed 

Managerial  3.75 Worker/ 

Instrumental  

2.89 .87 .84 .001** 

Managerial  3.75 Taboo worker  2.34 1.42 .96 .001** 

Managerial  3.75 Reformer 3.97 -.21 .41 .067 

Managerial  3.75 Helper  4.04 -.28 .32 .004** 

Worker/ 

Instrumental  

2.89 Taboo worker  2.34 .55 .68 .007** 

Worker/ 

Instrumental  

2.89 Reformer  3.97 -1.07 .71 .001** 

Worker/ 

Instrumental  

2.89 Helper 4.04 -1.18 .75 .001** 

Taboo worker 2.34 Reformer 3.97 -1.62 .78 .001** 

Taboo worker 2.34 Helper 4.04 -1.70 .87 .001** 

Reformer  3.97 Helper  4.04 -.075 .33 .394 

p*< .05, p**< .01      

The helper role (4.04) was significantly more endorsed than the managerial role 

(3.75), instrumental worker role (2.89), and taboo worker role (2.34); however there 

was not a significant difference in endorsement of the helper and reformer (3.97) roles. 



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 136 

 

The progressive role set of helper, manager and reformer were most strongly 

endorsed whereas the traditional role set of instrumental worker and taboo worker were 

least strongly endorsed. 

Correlations in the role questionnaire. Correlational analysis (see Table 14) 

revealed two distinct role subsets in the participants’ conceptions. The role functions of 

manager, helper and reformer formed one engaged and progressive subset (strongly 

positively correlated range 0.63 to 0.77) and the role functions of taboo and 

instrumental worker (positively correlated (0.34) but not significantly) formed the 

second disengaged and traditional role subset. 

Interestingly, functions across both the progressive and traditional role sets were 

strongly negatively correlated (-0.27 to -0.66). This indicates potentially high levels of 

role conflict in participants’ understanding of and approaches to their roles. 

Correlational analysis was conducted to test the association of the five role 

functions and participants’ perceptions of the level of role reward both external and 

personal. Participants significantly associated component functions in the progressive 

role set (helper, reformer, and manager) with personal rewards (.60 to .79). In particular 

the reformer role (.79) was most strongly associated with intrinsic or personal reward. 

The functions in the traditional role set (instrumental worker, taboo worker) 

were negatively associated with levels of personal reward. In particular, the taboo 

worker role (-.64) was most strongly negatively associated with personal reward. 

Interestingly, no role functions were significantly associated with perceived 

external rewards. 
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Correlational analysis was also conducted to investigate the perceived 

association between role functions and participants’ perceptions of role challenges. The 

helper role was significantly associated with four of five identified role challenges: self-

confidence (.47), communication (.47), dealing with others’ emotions (.41) and dealing 

with one’s own emotions (.70). 

By contrast the taboo worker role was negatively associated with challenges 

such as communicating with clients (.55) and dealing with one’s own emotions (.62). 

This should not be surprising given the withdrawn and isolated nature of this role.  

Consistently the taboo worker role was significantly associated with an 

emotionally avoidant approach to managing clients’ grief. Correlational analysis also 

revealed significant associations between participants’ strategies for handling client’s 

grief and the experienced challenges of the role. An emotional control strategy was 

significantly associated with the challenges of being self-confident (.58) and 

communicating with clients .69). Providing personal support was associated with the 

challenge of dealing with others’ emotions (.59). Providing practical support was 

significantly associated with task anxiety (.65). Not surprisingly an emotionally 

avoidant strategy was significantly negatively correlated with self-confidence (-.59) and 

communication (-.63). 

A series of paired samples and tests were conducted to investigate differences in 

participants’ reported levels of rewards and challenges associated with the funeral 

worker role (See Table 14) (See Table 14 Means, standard deviations and correlations 

of role orientations, experience of rewards, challenges and responses to clients grief). 
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In terms of the rewards associated with their role, participants reported moderate 

levels of both external (3.48) and personal reward (4.13). The mean difference of the 

results were found to be statistically significant (see Table 15) and show that 

participants overall reported that they experienced their work as more personally than 

externally rewarding. 

In terms of the challenges associated with their role, participants reported 

moderate levels of all identified challenges, confirming the findings of the previous 

qualitative study. In particular, participants are highly aware of the importance of task 

performance (3.84). Paired t tests showed that only a few results in this category 

reached statistical significance with respect to the mean difference (see Table 15). 
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Table 14 Means, standard deviations and correlations of role orientations, experience of rewards, challenges and responses to clients grief 

   Mean SD 1a 1b 1c 1d 1e 2a 2b 3a 3b 3c 3d 3e 4a 4b 4c 4d 

Role 

orientations 

1a Managerial 3.75 .541 -                

1b Worker/Instrumen

tal  

2.89 .585 .15 -               

1c Taboo Worker 2.34 .629 -.47+ .34 -              

1d Reformer 3.97 .315 .77** .06 -.46+ -             

1e Helper 4.04 .368 .63** -.27 -.66** .68** -            

Experience of 

rewards 

2a External rewards 3.48 .538 -.22 .19 -.21 .18 .00 -           

2b Personal rewards 4.13 .440 .60* -.06 -.64* .79** .68** .26 -          

Challenges  3a Confident in self-

ability 

3.40 .557 .38 -.35 -.41 .19 .47+ -.10 .46 -         

3b Task anxiety  3.84 .389 -.12 .04 .00 .26 .07 .18 .09 -.51 -        

3c Emotion of others 3.71 .432 .22 .28 .07 .34 .41* .04 .11 .09 .26 -       

3d Emotion of self  3.49 .447 .54* -.17 -.624* .45 .70** -.12 .71* .66* -.14 .28 -      

3e Communication  3.35 .444 .13 -.19 -.55* .02 .47+ .18 .24 .56* -.10 .41 .53* -     

Responses to 

clients grief 

4a Emotional control  3.32 .555 .18 -.37 -.37 .08 .29 -.02 .31 .58* .04 .12 .31 .69* -    

4b Personal support  3.77 .450 .26 .16 -.02 .30 .49+ .04 .31 .20 .48 .59* .27 .36 .47 -   

4c Practical support 4.01 .362 .25 .25 -.22 .50+ .42 .23 .46 -.10 .65* .68* .28 .35 .37 .70* -  

4d Emotional 

avoidance 

2.68 .561 -.40 .35 .58* -.23 -.59* -.05 -.20 -.59* .39 -.31 -.55* -.63* -.24 .01 .03 - 

+p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01 
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In terms of approaches to handling clients’ grief, participants endorsed the use of 

all four strategies identified in the qualitative study (see Table 14), and, all mean 

difference results achieved statistical significance in paired t tests (see Table 15). 

Providing practical support (4.01) was the most strongly endorsed approach and 

participants reported their use of this approach significantly more often than personal 

support (3.77). However, participants reported the use of personal support more often 

than emotional control (3.32) and emotional avoidance (2.68). Clearly, the provision of 

support, either personal or practical, is in greater evidence, at least as reported by 

participants, than the more self-protective strategies of control or avoidance. This 

suggests a degree of emotional engagement between the funeral workers and their 

clients.  
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Table 15 Paired t test of participant’s reported rewards, challenges and responses to 

clients’ grief. 

  Mean Paired t test Mean Mean 

Difference 

Sig 2- 

tailed 

Experience 

of rewards 

External  

rewards 

3.48 Personal reward 4.13 -.66 .002** 

Personal  

rewards  

4.13 External reward  3.48 .66 .002** 

Challenges  Confident  3.40 Task anxiety  

Emotion of others 

Self-emotion  

Communication  

3.84 

3.71 

3.49 

3.35 

-.44 

-.31 

-.09 

.05 

.052 

.089 

.416 

.621 

Task anxiety 3.84 Emotion of others  

Self-emotion  

Communication 

Confident 

3.71 

3.49 

3.35 

3.40 

.13 

.35 

.49 

.44 

.344 

.048* 

.013* 

.052 

Emotion of 

others  

3.71 Self-emotion  

Communication 

Confident 

Task anxiety  

3.49 

3.35 

3.40 

3.84 

.22 

.36 

.31 

-.13 

.103 

.025* 

.089 

.344 

Self-emotion  3.49 Communication  

Confident  

Task anxiety 

Emotion of others 

3.35 

3.40 

3.84 

3.71 

.14 

.09 

-.35 

-.22 

.207 

.416 

.048* 

.103 

Communication 3.35 Confident  

Task anxiety  

Emotion of others 

Self-emotion  

3.40 

3.84 

3.71 

3.49 

-.05 

-.49 

-.36 

-.14 

.621 

.013* 

.025* 

.207 

Responses 

to clients 

grief  

Emotional 

control  

3.32 Personal support  

Practical support 

Emotional 

avoidance  

3.77 

4.01 

2.68 

-.45 

-.69 

.64 

.004** 

.001** 

.019* 

Personal 

support 

3.77 Emotional control  

Practical support  

Emotional 

avoidance 

3.32 

4.01 

2.68 

.45 

-.24 

1.09 

.004** 

.010* 

.001** 

Practical 

support 

4.01 Emotional control  

Personal support 

Emotional 

avoidance 

3.32 

3.77 

2.68 

.69 

.24 

1.33 

.001** 

.010* 

.001** 
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Emotional 

avoidance 

2.68 Emotional control 

Personal support 

Practical support 

3.32 

3.77 

4.01 

-.64 

-1.09 

-1.33 

.019* 

.001** 

.001** 

+p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01 

Discussion 

Present findings confirm and validate the pattern of responses identified in Study 

One. Thus, for example, work roles that identified less frequently by participants in the 

interview process (e.g., taboo role) were less endorsed in this study. The general picture 

emerging from this study is of a group of participants who perceive their roles as being 

significantly engaged and professional.  

Role orientations. Two clear role subsets, (labelled engaged and progressive, 

and disengaged and traditional) were evident. Participants strongly endorsed the role 

orientations in the engaged and progressive subset, particularly helper (4.04), reformer 

(3.97) and managerial (3.75) roles. Instrumental (2.89) and taboo worker (2.34) roles 

were received significantly less endorsed by participants. This pattern of findings is 

consistent with participants’ qualitative accounts of their roles. Findings affirm the early 

uptake of an increasing culture of professionalism in the Malaysian industry, with a 

corresponding increase in focus on facilitating the needs of clients. However, even 

though younger generations in Eastern societies are becoming more accepting of the 

funeral industry (Q. B. Lin, 2005; Lv, 2014), the vocation still remains a taboo job in 

the eyes of the public (K. D. Chan, 2006; J. F. Li, 2005; Ong, 2006; "怕棺材竟嫁棺材

佬 [Afraid of coffin and yet she married an undertaker]," 2007). Participants’ strong 

endorsement of the reformer role suggests that community and client education may be 

an aspect of the role in contemporary Malaysian society that is both necessary and 

embraced. 
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An engaged and progressive role orientation, not surprisingly, correlates with a 

range of positive work behaviours. For example, engagement in the helper role is 

associated with an ability to handle both personal and interpersonal challenges such as 

being confident, communicating efficiently and dealing with the emotion of oneself and 

others. In contrast, a disengaged and traditional role orientation is negatively associated 

with such work behaviours. For example, the taboo worker role orientation correlates 

negatively with a self-reported ability in communication at work and dealing with one’s 

own emotions. Similarly, in regards to responding to clients in grief, the taboo worker 

role orientation is associated with the disengaged strategy of emotional avoidance.  

Increased ability in handling challenges and positive approach towards 

clients in grief The participants’ sense of confidence or efficacy demonstrates 

interesting correlations with their strategies for approaching clients in grief. Being more 

confident at work and feeling more confident to communicate with clients were both 

positively correlated with the use of emotional control strategies in responding to clients’ 

grief. To some extent, participants may hold the perception that ‘being professional’ and 

“being competent” requires one to be “in charge” of both people and processes. One of 

the key concerns identified by participants was “keeping clients’ emotions in check” 

when the funeral ritual is in progress which necessitated a delicate balancing of the 

clients’ needs and feelings and the smooth enactment of the ritual. However, one should 

not over emphasise such a role tension, since participants significantly endorsed more 

supportive approaches (both practical and personal support) than emotionally 

controlling or avoidant approaches to clients’ grief. 

The participants’ self-reported ability to understand and respond to others’ 

emotions was associated with endorsing a personally supportive approach to clients’ 
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grief. The underlying logic of this association is understandable since the more one feels 

capable of handling others’ emotions, the more one is comfortable working with 

emotionally intense clients and hence more capable of offering personal support. A 

similar underlying logic is evident in the task domain with confidence in task 

performance associated with the offering of practical support in response to clients’ 

grief. Clearly, this is a case of participants “working to their strengths” when responding 

to clients. The link between efficacy and confidence is also evident in the negative 

association between the behaviours (confidence, managing own emotions, 

communicating with others) and the use of emotional avoidance in responding to clients’ 

grief. Clearly, the participants’ sense of efficacy can facilitate or inhibit their flexibility 

and engagement with clients in vulnerable emotional states. 

In terms of motivation, participants presented a somewhat different picture from 

how Malaysian Chinese society views the funeral director, considering them as mostly 

profit driven. 

The participants rated their level of personal reward as being significantly higher 

than their external rewards in the role. In contrast, mortuary science students in the mid-

west of United States of America, ranked economic security as their highest career 

value (Shaw & Duys, 2005). One explanation for such a cultural difference may be the 

virtue attributed to performing good deeds in Chinese culture. 

Study Two B: - The Role Environment of Malaysian Funeral Worker 

Analysis of participants’ responses from the qualitative interviews (Study 1) 

identified a number of role senders for the funeral director’s role. Role senders are 

defined as people, groups or institutions seen as having expectations of a focal role 
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(Katz & Kahn, 1978). The patterns of expectations, perceptions and interactions 

constitute a role set or role environment. The focal role is influenced by factors such as 

the substantive content of sent expectations and the clarity of the role sender’s 

communication (Katz & Kahn, 1978). This study sought to further confirm and extend 

understanding of the following research questions: Who are the role senders for the 

funeral director’s role? What are their levels of influence? What are the sources of 

conflict or agreement in their expectations? 

It is proposed that a better understanding of Malaysian funeral workers’ role 

environment will better inform both cultural change and professional training agendas. 

Method 

Participants. 

The same 16 participants who took part in Study Two A participated in Study 

Two B.  

Materials. 

The Role Sender Questionnaire (RSQ). 

A role sender questionnaire (refer to Appendix B) was developed to investigate 

participants’ perceptions of their role senders’ expectations. Based on an analysis of the 

participants’ interviews (Study One) and current developments in Taiwan and China 

(J.C. Chan, 2003; Chan, 2005; Li, 2005), 10 role senders were identified in four broad 

domains: personal (expectations of self), social (expectations of general public, family 

and friends), professional (expectations of the funeral company, clients, colleagues and 

workers in traditional roles) and institutional (expectations of government). A detailed 

description of each role sender group is provided below. 
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Professional domain 

Participants reported in their interviews that they experienced “the company’s 

expectations” from the comments and behaviour of their supervisors and company 

senior management. The expectations of co-workers and colleagues were also seen as 

being influential. 

Participants identified two traditional roles which they saw as interdependent in 

the enactment of their roles: the goon choi lo (traditional coffin providers, who are their 

competitors) and the nahm mouh lo/ shi-fu (Taoist funeral priests who conduct the 

funeral process). Participants did not nominate other religious ritual performers (such as 

the monks, nuns and clergy), who are also involved in funeral services in the Malaysian 

Chinese community and the ng jong lo (the traditional funeral coordinator who handles 

most of the basic work related to the funeral and arrangement of the body), as salient in 

the interview process and consequently their roles were not included in the study. 

The clients 

Participants, not surprisingly, nominated their clients as both important and 

frequent role senders, with complex, varied and strong sets of expectations and patterns 

of communication.  

Government domain 

In Taiwan and China funeral director education is assertively promoted by 

government departments and precise expectations are set (J. C. Chan, 2003; J. F. Li, 

2005). Participants in Study One rarely mentioned the Malaysian government as 

influential in their practice. However, given the strong influence on the funeral industry 
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by other Asian governments, the Malaysian government was included as a potential role 

sender in an effort to determine any emerging role or influence. 

Social domain 

Participants in the interview study reported a degree of ambivalence in revealing 

their occupation to friends or discussing work with family. Hu (2014) noted the same 

phenomenon in personal narratives obtained through interviews with funeral directors in 

China, particularly his encounter with Tang Wei Xing, one of the funeral directors 

overcoming the social stigma of the industry to gain acceptance into his wife’s family. 

The local television station used the caption “The Grim Reaper and the White Angel” to 

name the coverage of their story. In the Chinese context an individual’s performance 

affects how the family members feel, especially the parents (Chou, 2012). To better 

understand how the families of the funeral directors might influence how they perceive 

their role, the general public, family and friends were thus included as separate roles in 

the social domain.  

Self-domain 

Participants reported clear ideas of their role in the modern funeral industry. It is 

therefore evident that their own attitudes and expectations will be influential in their 

conception and implementation of their role. 

Procedure As mentioned in the previous study, participants were self-selected 

through an invitation made through the organisation by the research team.  

An information sheet (refer to Appendix A) regarding the research and a consent 

form was provided to the participants. The principal investigator called all the 
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participants in Malaysia from Australia and explained to each of them individually the 

format of role sender questionnaire.  

Participants were presented with a list of 10 role senders and were asked to 

answer two questions. The first question was: The way we do our job is influenced or 

shaped by the people and groups we work with and work for. We ask you to consider 

the different people and groups who may influence your work as a funeral director. 

Indicate the extent to which you feel each of the following groups or people influence 

your work as a funeral director. Please be as honest as you can. The second question 

was: People have different ideas about your role and work as a funeral director. How 

do you think the role or responsibilities of a funeral director may be different to what 

others think you should be doing? We ask you to consider the extent to which you agree 

or disagree with the opinions of various groups or people about your role. Please be as 

honest as you can. 

Participants rated their responses in a seven point scale (one being not at all and 

seven being very much).  

Results 

Descriptive statistics (means and Standard Deviations) were calculated for 

participants’ ratings of influence and agreement with their role senders (see Table 16). 

Correlational analyses were conducted to test associations between the participants’ role 

conceptions and their ratings of role senders’ influence and agreement (see Table 17). 

Paired samples t tests were used to test for perceived differences in ratings of influence 

and agreement across role senders (see Table 18). Given the exploratory nature of this 

study, it was considered appropriate to conduct a number of tests of significant 
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difference in the absence of a clear theoretical rationale. However, to correct for the 

possibility of capitalising on chance significant differences, we adopted a conservative 

approach to significance at level p.01. 

Table 16 Means and Standard Deviations for participant’s ratings of Agreeability with 

and influences by role senders 

Identification 

(Agreeability) 

Mean SD Influence  Mean SD 

Company 5.83 1.22 Company 5.23 1.62 

People in the same 

business (goon choi lo) 

3.63 1.15 People in the same 

business (goon choi lo) 

3.63 1.01 

People in the same 

business (nahm mouh 

lo) 

3.97 1.09 People in the same 

business (nahm mouh 

lo) 

4.03 1.03 

Government  2.40 .92 Government  2.00 1.15 

Clients 5.10 1.47 Clients 5.10 1.09 

Family  5.17 1.12 Family  3.90 1.84 

Friends 4.43 1.09 Friends 3.33 1.29 

General Public 3.67 1.26 General Public 3.36 1.06 

Colleague 5.23 .90 Colleague 4.93 .96 

My self  5.17 1.52 My self  4.60 1.79 

To aid interpretation role senders were plotted on an influence x agreement 

matrix (see Figure 3). The pattern of role senders across the matrix provides an 

overview of the perceived pattern of expectations (influence and agreement) on the 

funeral director role. 
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Table 17 Means, standard deviations and correlations of the perceived influence and agreeability with role senders 

Influence Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

1 Company 5.23 1.62 -                    

2 Coffin provider 3.63 1.01 -.18 -                   

3 Taoist funeral priest 4.03 1.03 -.26 .68* -                  

4 Government  2.00 1.15 -.57* .35 .50 -                 

5 Clients 5.10 1.09 .18 .07 .39 .02 -                

6 Family  3.90 1.84 .38 -.06 -.23 .00 .24 -               

7 Friends 3.33 1.29 -.03 .02 -.03 .40 .11 .80* -              

8 General Public 3.36 1.06 -.41 .17 .46 .72* .56* .16 .46 -             

9 Colleague 4.93 .96 .49 -.23 .14 .01 .58* .50 .27 .26 -            

10 My self  4.60 1.79 .31 .24 .31 -.01 .73* .23 -.01 .33 .38 -           

Identification (Agreeability) 

11 Company 5.83 1.22 .81* -.34 -.26 -.70* .26 .03 -.29 -.40 .40 .24 -          

12 Coffin provider 3.63 1.15 -.32 .47 .17 .27 -.40 -.22 .10 -.06 -.71* -.17 -.33 -         

13 Taoist funeral priest  3.97 1.09 -.14 .43 .35 .07 .20 -.14 .05 .28 -.38 .20 -.08 .64* -        

14 Government  2.40 .92 -.61* .31 .32 .87* -.11 .08 .45 .55* -.18 .05 -.73* .52* .21 -       

15 Clients 5.10 1.47 .26 -.10 .17 .19 .88* .01 -.24 .29 .41 .79* .38 -.38 .16 -.22 -      

16 Family  5.17 1.12 .41 -.12 -.32 -.77* -.12 .14 -.07 -.53* -.15 .11 .47 .03 .01 -.59* -.05 -     

17 Friends 4.43 1.09 -.28 -.02 -.08 -.13 .04 .08 .35 .25 -.28 -.14 -.09 .21 .50 -.03 -.14 .42 -    

18 General Public 3.67 1.26 -.36 .08 .22 .35 .47 .10 .38 .75* .13 .19 -.30 -.06 .42 .28 .25 -.25 .62* -   

19 Colleague 5.23 .90 -.11 -.30 .25 .03 .47 -.26 -.17 .18 .21 .35 .21 -.04 .08 .11 .59* -.11 -.04 .10 -  

20 My self  5.17 1.52 .45 .01 -.002 -.33 .24 -.11 -.29 -.21 -.02 .63* .37 .17 .26 -.15 .55* .30 -.19 -.16 .39 - 

+p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01 
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Figure 3 Participants’ rating of the perceived influence of and their level of agreement 

with role senders. 

The government is clearly an “outlier” role sender, being the only sender in the 

role set to occupy a low (less than 3.5/7) influence and low (less than 3.5/7) agreement 

space. 

Referring to Figure 3, the clear majority of role senders occupied the upper right 

hand quadrant (moderate-high influence and agreement) indicating reasonable levels of 

influence and agreement from particularly role senders within the professional domain 
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(colleagues, self and clients). The funeral company itself appears to be more highly 

endorsed on both dimensions. However some degree of role conflict was evident in the 

lower levels of influence and agreement attributed to traditional role senders such as the 

coffin provider and religious practitioners. 

Sample paired t test were used to test for significant differences in participants’ 

endorsement of the influence and agreeability with the role senders. The results are 

shown in Table 18 and Table 19. 

The company was perceived to be the most influential role sender, and was 

endorsed at a significantly higher level of influence than role senders in the government 

and social domains (friends, public and family). Not surprisingly, participants most 

strongly endorsed the influence of role senders in the professional domain (company 

(5.23)), colleagues (4.93) and the funeral workers themselves (4.60). These professional 

role senders that evidence significant differences were regarded as having comparative 

levels of influence. While the other role senders in the professional domain (Taoist 

funeral priest (4.03) and coffin providers (3.63) were regarded as somewhat influential, 

their level of perceived influence was significantly less than the other role senders in 

this domain. However, participants did not endorse their own views and expectations as 

being significantly more influential than traditional practitioners. This further suggests 

both a level of role conflict or tension as the profession evolves and the wider cultural 

changes. The high level of influence attributed to clients (4.46) is a further indication of 

an emerging shift away from a “tradition – centred” to a more “client-centred” practice.  
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Table 18 Paired t test for influence of role sender 

Pairs Means Mean Diff SD Sig 2 tailed 

Company/Coffin provider  5.23/3.63 1.60 2.11 .011* 

Company/Taoist funeral priest  5.23/4.03 1.20 2.17 .050+ 

Company/Government  5.23/2.00 3.23 2.26 .001** 

Company/Client 5.23/4.46 .77 2.20 .199 

Company/Family  5.23/3.90 1.33 1.78 .012* 

Company/Friends 5.23/3.33 1.90 2.08 .003** 

Company/Public 5.23/3.37 1.86 2.22 .006** 

Company/Colleague 5.23/4.93 .30 1.44 .432 

Company/Self 5.23/4.60 .63 2.07 .257 

Coffin provider/Taoist funeral 

priest  

3.63/4.03 -.40 .76 .061+ 

Coffin provider/Government 3.63/2.00 1.63 1.04 .001** 

Coffin provider/Client 3.63/4.46 -.83 1.87 .106 

Coffin provider/Family 3.63/3.90 -.26 2.21 .648 

Coffin provider/Friends 3.63/3.33 .30 1.62 .486 

Coffin provider/Public 3.63/3.37 .27 1.35 .456 

Coffin provider/Colleague 3.63/4.93 -1.30 1.53 .005** 

Coffin provider/Self 3.63/4.60 -.97 1.88 .067+ 

Taoist funeral 

priest/Government 

4.03/2.00 2.03 1.08 .001** 

Taoist funeral priest/Client 4.03/4.46 -.43 1.56 .299 

Taoist funeral priest/Family 4.03/3.90 .13 2.33 .828 

Taoist funeral priest/Friends 4.03/3.33 .70 1.69 .131 

Taoist funeral priest/Public 4.03/3.37 .67 1.10 .034* 

Taoist funeral 

priest/Colleague 

4.03/4.93 -.90 1.30 .018* 

Taoist funeral priest/Self 4.03/4.60 -.57 1.71 .220 

Government/Client 2.00/4.46 -2.47 1.87 .001** 

Government/Family 2.00/3.90 -1.90 2.18 .005** 

Government/Friends 2.00/3.33 -1.33 1.36 .002** 

Government/Public 2.00/3.37 -1.37 .97 .001** 

Government/Colleague 2.00/4.93 -2.93 1.41 .001** 

Government/Self 2.00/4.60 -2.60 2.04 .001** 

Client/Family 4.46/3.90 .57 2.03 .299 

Client/Friends 4.46/3.33 1.13 1.79 .028* 

Client/Public 4.46/3.37 1.10 1.17 .003** 

Client/Colleague 4.46/4.93 -.47 1.33 .195 

Client/Self 4.46/4.60 -.13 1.39 .717 
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Family/Friends 3.90/3.33 .57 1.19 .087 

Family/Public 3.90/3.37 .53 1.95 .307 

Family/Colleague 3.90/4.93 -1.03 1.64 .029* 

Family/Self 3.90/4.60 -.70 2.37 .271 

Friends/Public 3.33/3.37 -.03 1.13 .910 

Friends/Colleague 3.33/4.93 -1.6 1.40 .001** 

Friends/Self  3.33/4.60 -1.27 2.27 .048* 

Public/Colleague 3.37/4.93 -1.57 1.16 .001** 

Public/Self  3.37/4.60 -1.23 1.79 .018* 

Colleague/Self  4.93/4.60 .33 1.73 .468 

p*< .05, p**< .01     

Participants reported high levels of agreement with their own expectations of 

their role (self) and those of the company, colleagues and importantly, their clients. 

However, they reported significantly less agreement between their own expectations 

and the expectations of traditional practitioners (coffin provider, Taoist funeral priest). 

Participants clearly have a sense of difference between their notions of “good practice” 

and that dictated by tradition. 

When it comes to agreeing with the role senders, the participants agreed most 

with opinions of the company (5.83), colleagues (5.23), the family (5.17) and 

themselves (5.17). The differences between the first three role senders were not 

significant; the remaining role senders, whom the participants agreed with, included the 

client (5.10), friends (4.43), Taoist (3.96), public (3.67) and coffin provider (3.63). As 

was seen regarding influence, the government (2.40) remains the lowest ranked with 

respect to the extent of agreement of opinions. 
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Table 19 Paired t test of agreeability with role senders 

Pairs Means Mean Diff SD Sig 2 tailed 

Company/Coffin provider 5.83/3.63 2.20 1.86 .001** 

Company/Taoist funeral priest  5.83/3.96 1.87 1.68 .001** 

Company/Government  5.83/2.40 3.43 1.97 .001** 

Company/Client 5.83/5.10 .731 1.19 .032* 

Company/Family  5.83/5.17 .67 1.40 .086+ 

Company/Friends 5.83/4.43 1.40 1.70 .006** 

Company/Public 5.83/3.67 2.16 1.99 .001** 

Company/Colleague 5.83/5.23 .60 1.26 .086 

Company/Self 5.83/5.17 .67 1.44 .094 

Coffin provider/Taoist funeral 

priest  

3.63/3.97 -.33 .77 .12 

Coffin provider/Government 3.63/2.40 1.23 1.05 .001** 

Coffin provider/Client 3.63/5.10 -1.47 1.88 .009** 

Coffin provider/Family 3.63/5.17 -1.53 1.91 .008** 

Coffin provider/Friends 3.63/4.43 -.80 1.24 .025* 

Coffin provider/Public 3.63/3.67 -.03 1.55 .93 

Coffin provider/Colleague 3.63/5.23 -1.60 1.47 .001** 

Coffin provider/Self 3.63/5.17 -1.53 1.74 .004** 

Taoist funeral 

priest/Government 

3.97/2.40 1.57 1.21 .001** 

Taoist funeral priest/Client 3.97/5.10 -1.13 1.49 .011* 

Taoist funeral priest/Family 3.97/5.17 -1.20 1.84 .024* 

Taoist funeral priest/Friends 3.97/4.43 -.47 1.06 .110 

Taoist funeral priest/Public 3.97/3.67 .30 1.33 .40 

Taoist funeral priest/Colleague 3.97/5.23 -1.27 1.41 .004** 

Taoist funeral priest/Self 3.97/5.17 -1.20 1.57 .010* 

Government/Client 2.40/5.10 -2.70 1.61 .001** 

Government/Family 2.40/5.17 -2.77 2.14 .001** 

Government/Friends 2.40/4.43 -2.03 1.45 .001** 

Government/Public 2.40/3.67 -1.27 1.25 .002** 

Government/Colleague 2.40/5.23 -2.83 1.19 .001** 

Government/Self 2.40/5.17 -2.77 1.89 .001** 

Client/Family 5.10/5.17  -.07 1.84 .890 

Client/Friends 5.10/4.43 .67 1.70 .150 

Client/Public 5.10/3.67 1.43 1.60 .004** 

Client/Colleague 5.10/5.23 -.13 1.01 .617 

Client/Self 5.10/5.17 -.07 1.32 .848 

Family/Friends 5.17/4.43 .73 1.39 .060 
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Family/Public 5.17/3.67 1.50 2.18 .018* 

Family/Colleague 5.17/5.23 -.07 1.86 .892 

Family/Self 5.17/5.17 .00 1.73 1.00 

Friends/Public 4.43/3.67 .766 1.07 .015* 

Friends/Colleague 4.43/5.23 -.80 1.52 .061 

Friends/Self  4.43/5.17 -.73 1.98 .174 

Public/Colleague 3.67/5.23 -1.56 1.47 .001** 

Public/Self  3.67/5.17 -1.50 2.22 .020* 

Colleague/Self  5.23/5.17 .07 1.47 .863 

p*< .05, p**< .01     

Correlations of the influence of role senders and role orientations. 

Correlation analysis was conducted between the participants’ level of endorsement of 

the five role conceptions (manager, reformer, helper, instrumental worker and taboo 

worker) and their ratings of perceived influence of and level of agreement with the 10 

role senders. Results are reported in Table 20 and Table 21 respectively. 

The participants’ endorsement of a progressive and engaged role orientation was 

significantly positively correlated with the perceived influence (reformer .79, helper .71, 

and manager .48) of the funeral company. A disengaged/traditional role conception was 

negatively correlated with company expectations. In addition, participants’ endorsement 

of progressive role orientation was significantly positively associated with company 

expectations of the role (reformer .63, helper .53). It is evident that a progressive role 

orientation is highly consistent with the strategy of the employing company. 

There was, however, some degree of variation in the pattern of endorsement of a 

progressive role orientation and participants’ perceptions of themselves and their 

colleagues. Participants reported their colleagues’ expectations as being negatively 

correlated (but not significantly) and their own expectations as being positively 

correlated (but not significantly) with a progressive role orientation. Clearly, 

participants are making tougher (and perhaps more self-serving) evaluations of others’ 



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 157 

 

motivations than of their own in the endorsement of a progressive funeral ritual role 

orientation. 

In the professional domain, participants reported significant association between 

clients’ expectations and their own (.55) and colleagues (.59) expectations of the role. 

This would indicate that these key professional role relationships are fairly congruent in 

their ideal expectations, and perhaps in the treatment of the funeral worker role. 

In the social domain it was apparent that the families of workers were complex 

and somewhat contested regarding their expectations and level of perceived influence. 

While families were seen not to agree with a disengaged role conception (instrumental 

worker -.54, taboo worker -.51) there was not a clear significant pattern of agreement or 

endorsement for a progressive orientation (despite a trend in that direction). This pattern 

of findings perhaps reflects the ambivalent family attitudes reported by participants in 

the previous qualitative study. Friends evidenced a similar mixed (but somewhat weak 

non-significant) pattern of associations. However, a significant correlation between 

friends and the general public (.62) shows that these role senders have similar influence 

on participants. 

In the institutional domain participants reported significantly negative 

association between the funeral company’s and the government’s (-.73) expectations of 

their role. 
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Table 20 Means, standard deviation and correlations of role orientations and perceived influence of role senders 

  Mean SD 1a 1b 1c 1d 1e 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1a Managerial  3.75 .541 -               

1b Worker/ 

instrumental  

2.89 .585 .15 -              

1c Taboo worker 2.34 .629 -.47+ .34 -             

1d Reformer 3.97 .315 .77** .06 -.46 -            

1e Helper  4.04 .368 .63** -.27 -.66** .68** -           

1 Company 5.23 1.22 .48 -.03 -.58* .79** .71** -          

2 People in the same 

business  

(Goon Choi Lo) 

3.63 1.15 .28 -.15 -.18 .13 .06 -.18 -         

3 People in the same 

business 

(Nahm Mouh Lo) 

4.03 1.09 .11 .19 .22 .02 -.30 -.26 .68* -        

4 Government  2.00 .92 .04 .15 .33 -.30 -.25 -.57* .35 .50 -       

5 Clients 5.10 1.47 .48 .53* -.20 .37 .03 .18 .07 .39 .02 -      

6 Family  3.90 1.12 .66* -.28 -.54* .54* .51* .38 -.06 -.23 .00 .24 -     

7 Friends 3.33 1.09 .38 -.29 -.18 .22 .35 -.03 .02 -.03 .40 .11 .81** -    

8 General Public 3.36 1.26 .16 .33 .14 -.14 -.18 -.41 .17 .46 .72** .56* .16 .46+ -   

9 Colleague 4.93 .90 .48 .13 -.21 .48+ .25 .49 -.23 .14 .01 .58* .50+ .27 .26 -  

10 My self  4.60 1.52 .40 .18 -.54* .32 .12 .31 .24 .31 -.01 .73** .23 -.01 .33 .38 - 

*p<.05, **p<.01 
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Table 21 Means, standard deviations and correlations of role orientations and perceived agreement with role senders 

  Mean SD 1a 1b 1c 1d 1e 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1a Managerial  3.75 .541 -               

1b Worker/ instrumental  2.89 .585 .15 -              

1c Taboo worker 2.34 .629 -

.47+ 
.34 -             

1d Reformer 3.97 .315 .77*

* 

.06 -.46 -            

1e Helper  4.04 .368 .63*

* 
-.27 -

.66*

* 

.68*

* 
-           

1 Company 5.83 1.22 .23 .05 -.31 .63* .53* -          

2 People in the same 

business  

(Goon Choi Lo) 

3.63 1.15 -.08 -.23 .21 -.17 .04 -.33 -         

3 People in the same 

business 

(Nahm Mouh Lo) 

3.97 1.09 .08 .11 .16 .02 -.03 -.08 .64* -        

4 Government  2.40 .92 .01 -.08 .29 -.37 -.26 -.73* .52* .21 -       

5 Clients 5.10 1.47 .32 .62* -.22 .24 -.04 .38 -.38 .16 -.22 -      

6 Family  5.17 1.12 -.17 -.54* -.51 .22 .27 .47 .03 .01 -.59* -.05 -     

7 Friends 4.43 1.09 -.32 -.30 .08 -.20 -.08 -.09 .21 .50+ -.03 -.14 .42 -    

8 General Public 3.67 1.26 -.12 .22 .19 -.23 -.24 -.30 -.06 .42 .28 .25 -.25 .62* -   

9 Colleague 5.23 .90 -.12 .38 .32 -.14 -.33 .21 -.04 .08 .11 .59* -.11 -.04 .10 -  

10 My self  5.17 1.52 .08 .10 -.42 .10 .23 .37 .17 .26 -.15 .55* .30 -.19 -.16 .39 - 

 *p<.05, **p<.01   
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An overall perception of the government as non-progressive and the lack of a 

specialised governing department are perhaps further reinforced by a significantly 

positive association between the government and an instrumental worker orientation. 

Discussion 

Consistent with the interview findings, the company is the most endorsed role 

sender in both agreeability and influence. Within the professional domain, participants 

tend to agree more with the expectations of the company and their colleagues, and 

significantly less so with traditional industry roles such as the coffin provider and the 

Taoist funeral priest. However, these traditional roles do continue to exert a degree of 

influence upon this group of funeral workers. In the interviews, conducted in Study 

One, funeral directors reported their disapproval of some of the behaviour of the Taoist 

funeral priests (e.g., exploiting family members and being involved in sex (prostitution) 

and alcohol). At the same time they were actually aware of having to work with the 

Taoist funeral priests given their role in conducting the rituals and tended to avoid open 

conflict with them because of this ongoing interdependence. The coffin provider was 

noted as lower in both agreeability and influence compared to other role senders in the 

professional domain. This is consistent with interview findings, where participants 

described providers as “traditional business owners” who are their competitors and 

whose work is increasingly being taken over by the funeral directors themselves. 

It is evident from this pattern of findings that participants were strongly 

motivated to enact a more progressive role orientation. They also appear to experience a 

high level of support in doing so from both the company and colleagues. Most critically, 

in terms of the notion of progressive self-management and personal accountability, they 
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strongly endorsed themselves and their own expectations as being highly influential. It 

is also important to note that participants strongly endorse a “client centred” perspective 

in their construction of their roles and accountabilities. Clients were perceived as not 

only influential but also as generally expressing reasonable expectations of the role. A 

client-centred perspective is perceived as critical in a context with a diverse population 

and changing cultural norms. Funeral workers who are client-focused will be better able 

to respond sensitively and appropriately to increasing diversity. 

In the social domain, it is evident from their high level of agreement with family 

members’ expectations that participants are both aware of, and perhaps to some extent 

share, the consensus of some family members regarding the “social costs” of working in 

what is still regarded as a “taboo industry”. However, the expectation of both family and 

friends is strongly outweighed by the influence of progressive role senders in the 

professional domain. Thus one might characterise these conflicting sets of social 

expectations as “being in participant’s awareness” but not significantly impacting on 

their decision to continue in their work. Clearly, the positive reinforcement provided by 

colleagues and their own strong sense of “progressive purpose” sustains them to not 

only continue but to engage in their profession. 

The government ranking as the lowest of all role senders, in both influence and 

agreeability, is a reflection of the relationship between the government and the funeral 

industry. While it is important to note that the funeral industry is governed by the 

Malaysian government, the governing structure is somewhat complex, with the funeral 

industry being governed by 28 different government departments (Ong, 2006). Thus, in 

comparison to Taiwan for example, where funeral management sits as a designated unit 

within the Department of Civil Affairs under the Ministry of the Interior (Huang et al., 
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2012), it is not surprising to see participants perceive the government in Malaysia to be 

“less relevant” than other influences. Specifically, the absence of coherent and 

coordinating policy and governance gives rise to “confusion of expectations”. Clearly, 

the influence of the government in modernising the industry is yet to be sufficiently 

developed. 

While the present study has identified a range of theoretically coherent and 

practically useful findings, caution should be exercised in generalising to a broader 

context, since the present sample is restrictive in terms of size and sample location. To a 

considerable extent, limitation in sampling has been a function of the highly competitive 

nature of the industry, a lack of interest in research in general and social attitudes 

towards the industry more generally. With such limitations and cautions in mind, 

present findings can be considered an “exploratory first step” in understanding the 

perceptions and experiences of the Chinese funeral director in Malaysia. The theoretical 

role and client engagement frameworks identified in the present study provide a 

conceptual foundation for more extensive future survey research. 

These findings also provide systematic and evidence-based needs analysis to 

inform the design and curriculum focus of a professional orientated funeral director 

training and development program. In particular, the role orientation framework 

provides both a basis for participants’ self-assessment and values clarification. Findings 

regarding the association between role orientation and role efficacy (dealing with 

challenges) and participants’ responses to clients’ grief suggest both process and content 

strategies for enhancing the capabilities of this population. Improvement of 

communication and emotional self-regulation emerge as strategic priorities for 

enhancing a virtuous cycle of professional development.   



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 163 

 

Chapter Five: 

Study Three The Implementation and Evaluation of a Training Program to 

Develop the Professional Capability of Malaysian Funeral Director 

This study reports on the implementation and evaluation of a training program 

designed to develop Malaysian Chinese funeral directors’ professional capability. The 

training program was designed based on the findings from the present program of 

research and related literature regarding grief support, life and death studies, 

professional training and emotional management (J. C. Chan & Chan, 2006; Fu, 1993; 

P. Y. Lee, 2000; Tong, Ho, Li, & Lee, 2004; Worden, 2003). 

Training program focus  

Consistent with the primary needs and issues identified by funeral directors in 

Studies One and Two, the training program was designed to enhance professional 

efficacy in a number of personal and professional domains. 

Professional Self-efficacy. Funeral directors identified a range of “role 

challenges”: confidence in their self-ability, task anxiety, feeling confident in handling 

the emotions of themselves and others and communicating with clients. An enhanced 

sense of professional self-efficacy in managing these role challenges was a desired 

outcome of the training program. 

Professional role orientation. Funeral directors identified both traditional and 

progressive orientations in their conception of their roles. Consistent with the aim of 

enhancing “the professionalism and ability of the funeral director to support clients in 

grief”, a greater level of identification with engaged and progressive role conceptions 

(viz., managerial, reformer, helper/ facilitator) and a reduced level of identification with 
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disengaged role conceptions (viz., instrumental and taboo worker roles) was a desired 

outcome of the training program. 

Professional role senders. Participants identified a range of role senders with 

differential levels of support for the modernisation and professionalism of their role and 

industry. Participants more strongly endorsed role senders who understood and 

supported the modernisation of their role (viz., the company, their colleagues) and less 

strongly endorsed role senders who hold less-progressive attitudes (viz., the nahm mouh 

lo and goon choi lo). Participants’ enhanced capacity to understand and negotiate their 

role environment was a desired outcome of the training program.  

Enhanced intrinsic motivation. Participants identified both internal or intrinsic 

and external rewards for their role as funeral directors. The training program aimed to 

facilitate participants in constructing a greater sense of meaning and purposes in their 

profession. Thus, a higher level of endorsement of internal experience of rewards may 

be expected. However, given the relatively static nature of working conditions, a shift in 

participants’ experience of their external rewards was not expected. 

Enhanced spiritual sensitivity and acceptance of death. In Study One 

participants exhibited quite sceptical attitudes in regard to spiritual matters. This 

appeared to be attributable, in large part, to their negative experiences with the ritual 

performers such as the nahm mouh lo or shi-fu, who were often perceived to be 

exploiting clients’ vulnerabilities. It is proposed that a better understanding of the 

psychological and spiritual meaning of the rituals around death and dying may enable 

funeral directors to better protect their clients from the potential financial exploitation of 

the nahm mouh lo. Furthermore, the development of a spiritual sensitivity in working 
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with clients may both enhance their ability to support and comfort others and facilitate a 

positive acceptance in participants’ attitude towards death. 

Enhanced emotional management and empathy. It is evident from Study One 

that participants were seeking to enhance their ability to support clients in grief and to 

some limited extent, understand how managing their own emotions and gaining the 

ability to empathise with others could enhance this. 

Enhanced capacity to support clients’ grief. Participants reported supporting 

clients’ grief as potentially both the most challenging and rewarding aspect of their role. 

A reduction in avoidance or control of clients’ emotions and the provision of personal 

and practical support would be behaviours indicative of an enhanced capacity to support 

clients. 

Job-related well-being. Variable levels of job-related well-being and levels of 

stress were reported, with participants finding both the organisational and interpersonal 

aspects of their roles challenging and anxiety provoking. A training intervention that 

targets both job-related skills and attitudes would be expected to reduce job-related 

anxiety and depression and increase positive job-related emotions. 

Colleague support. Collegial relationships can be considered as the 

professional interactions that “arise from on-going communication between two or more 

individuals who share the same workplace, or work interests” (Ayo & Fraser, 2008). 

Research shows a collegial environment to impact positively on work satisfaction 

(Singh & Manser, 2008). Hence a training program that focuses on professional 

behaviour, job-related emotional management and empathic skills is likely to enhance 

both client-related engagement and collegiate relationships. An additional desirable 
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outcome of the training then, is that positive client-related behaviours will generalise to 

the collegiate domain, as evidenced by enhanced levels of collegiate support. 

The Training Program Design 

This section provides an overview of the content of the training program and the 

frameworks that informed the structure and sequence of its design. The process of the 

training program was designed to engage participants as active partners in the learning 

enterprise and to increase the potential of transfer of learning to the working 

environment. Thus a number of processes were be emphasised: the use of data from the 

participants’ own experience as funeral directors; the use of simple conceptual 

frameworks (at a level of sophistication that matches the participants’ education levels) 

to guide critical reflection; the use of case-studies to stimulate realistic discussion; the 

linkage of personal processes (e.g., personal attitudes about death) to professional 

capability; and the use of experimental and role-play activity to practice and reinforce 

skill acquisition. Finally, participants were asked to undertake homework activities to 

facilitate the transfer. To further reinforce their agency and efficacy in the training 

process, participants were also be engaged in process reviews at the conclusion of each 

session. The structure of the training program is outlined in Appendix D. 

In the process of developing the training program, the researcher relied on three 

primary sources. The first was the preliminary findings of Study One, which provided a 

picture of the current situation of the Malaysian Chinese funeral directors and also their 

educational needs in providing a quality service to support the bereaved. The second 

was the social and cultural context of the participants, the taboo around death, the 

stigma of the profession, and ways to develop culturally sensitive emotional support 
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techniques (Lin, 2000; J.C. Chan, 2003 and Tong, 2004). The third was emerging 

directions for education of eastern funeral directors and existing western funeral 

directors (Fu, 1993; Lin, 2000; Worden, 2002; J.C. Chan, 2003 and Tong, 2004). From 

sources, three components were conceptualised as fundamental: knowledge about the 

new role of the funeral director; knowledge of grief and loss, and skills to support the 

bereaved; and knowledge of emotional management and self-care. 

It was important from the outset to provide the participants with a clear idea of 

the roles of a modern funeral director. Hence the training had an initial context setting 

focus on their role and life and death studies in general. A practical philosophical 

framework for basic life and death theories (Fu, 1993) was employed and explicitly 

introduced to participants. Thus, through the first stage of the training, participating 

funeral directors will have a better understanding of the cultural, psychological and 

spiritual importance of their positions. 

The second stage of the training focused on the knowledge and techniques of 

dealing with grief and supporting the bereaved. The third phase of the training focused 

on emotional management and self-care, within the context of the emotional support of 

others. 

The three major components of the training program will now be outlined in 

more detail. 

Knowledge about the new role of funeral directors. The training started with 

the presentation of findings from Study One in order to actively include the funeral 

directors in the training process. Thus participants were positioned as active partners in 

the learning process. The explicit curriculum included knowledge enhanced by 
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personally relevant data related to their beliefs and attitudes about life and death, rituals, 

religion, spirituality and the roles of funeral director. 

Life and death studies An introduction to life and death studies was intended to 

provide participants with an appreciation of how the funeral director role was part of the 

broader death awareness movement. The historical background of life and death studies 

was discussed and the modern framework of working with life and death related fields 

was introduced as a context setting session.  

Rituals, religion and spirituality. As previously established, an understanding 

of the psychosocial functions of rituals is important to the funeral director role. 

Participants were encouraged to discuss the difference and similarity of religions with a 

view to enhancing their awareness and tolerance. How people make sense of loss and 

the role of spirituality in some people’s lives was also covered. A case study of a near- 

death experience was discussed and both the scientific and spiritual interpretation of the 

experience was addressed to once again further participants’ engagement with a range 

of professionally relevant belief systems. Taboos and myths related to death and dying 

were discussed and participants were guided to examine these with a culturally sensitive 

approach. Unintended trauma to the bereaved from the practice of certain taboos and 

myths was also examined. 

Roles of a funeral director. The role of a funeral director is an expansion and 

modification of the traditional corpse handler. New roles or expanded roles including 

ritual promoter, cultural educator and emotional supporter were introduced to 

participants. The participants were guided to critically examine their present role 

conceptions and engage in discussion of the possibility of role expansion and 

transformation in their present context. 
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Grief and loss, and skills to support the bereaved. 

Knowledge 

General grief theories were introduced to develop participants’ understanding of 

how people grieve, the factors that affect how people respond to death and their roles as 

funeral directors when facilitating the bereaved. Participants were guided briefly to 

explore their own grief experience so that they could be more experientially aware of 

how grief affects people.  

Skills 

As previously discussed, the primary skills for supporting the bereaved are 

listening and empathy. Effective and ineffective listening behaviours were, therefore 

discussed and practised. Non-verbal communication skills including facial expression, 

eye contact and sitting arrangements were also introduced and practised. The concept of 

empathy was explored and the skills of “silence holding” were also practised. Culturally 

sensitive selective reflection and empathy statements were introduced and practised. 

The application of empathy in daily life was encouraged and the limitations of empathy 

were also discussed. 

Knowledge of emotional management and self-care  

Research findings from Study One show that participants were consistently 

under pressure at work resulting from having to perform rituals correctly, handling 

emotional clients and being in a competitive work environment. Knowledge and 

practices of emotional management skills will better equip participants at work, and 

self-care techniques will help prevent burnout.  
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Emotional management 

Participants were guided to identify their own emotions and those of others, to 

broaden their emotional repertoire. Particular role-relevant emotions such as anger and 

fear were discussed and skills to handle such emotions were delivered and practised. 

Self-Care 

Being in a service profession and dealing with the intense issue of death and 

dying, it is essential to be aware of self-care. The importance and application of self-

care techniques were introduced and practised. 

The Delivery of the Training Program  

The training program encompassed 10 units, each with a main theme, such as 

role, principle of life and death professionals, grief and loss etc. Each unit consisted of a 

two hour session, comprising a lecture presentation, group discussion, in-class exercises 

and homework. Participants were encouraged to share their viewpoints after the lecture 

and group discussions were facilitated when needed. Role play occurred in the session 

with basic communication skills. Relaxation exercises were introduced for the sessions 

related to emotional management. For more details regarding training program content 

and activities, please refer to Appendix D. 

Methodological considerations in training evaluation 

Due to the prevailing social attitude and competitive climate in the Malaysian 

funeral industry, a large recruitment of participants and the use of a control group based 

design was quite problematic. After considering the existing difficulties in conducting a 
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research of this kind in this particular field, it was decided to adopt a quasi-experimental 

approach and to conduct the evaluation with an interrupted time-series design. 

According to Babbie (2004), “[q]uasi-experiments are distinguished from ‘true’ 

experiments primarily by the lack of random assignment of subjects to an experimental 

and a control group” (p. 349). In this case when a strict experimental design is 

impractical the quasi-experimental approach is one of the more possible methodologies 

(Seale, 2004). An interrupted time-series design involves the collection of data from one 

experimental group over a period of time at several instances. In the present evaluation, 

as per established practice, a series of observations or tests were applied before and after 

the training program delivered to the participant group (Babbie, 2004; Gratton & Jones, 

2004; Robson, 2002).  

The evaluation of the training program was undertaken by a mix of both 

qualitative and quantitative methods. Participants completed a set of standard self-report 

measures pre and post program. Participants’ responses to a standard set of interview 

questions (pre training in Study One and post training in Study Three), similar in design 

to the semi-structural process in Study One, were also examined for content themes. 

 This was accompanied by a structured reflection of the funeral director role. 

Given that the evaluation methodology focused on a single treatment group, without a 

control group for comparison purposes, it was considered advisable to establish an 

internal control mechanism. Thus a “control scale” was included in the questionnaire 

package. The modified “attitude towards women” scale (A. C. Li, 1993) originally 

developed by Spence & Helmreich (1972) was considered appropriate for this purpose 

given the content focus of the training program. The underlying argument for a “control 

scale” is that a shift in the measure should not be logically expected from the 



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 172 

 

intervention and that if a shift occurs this would represent a threat to validity (e.g., a 

generalised halo effect rather than an intervention effect). 

Method 

Participants 14 out of the 16 participants from Study Two participated in Study 

Three. The discontinuation of two participants was primarily due to a change of 

employment. Participants comprised nine funeral directors, and five funeral marketing 

staff, employed by the same Chinese funeral and cemetery company; their 

characteristics are collated in Table 22 below.   

Table 22 Participant’s characteristics 

Item Number/Frequency Item Percentage 

(%) 

Sex  Male  10 71.4 

Female  4 28.6 

Total  14 100.0 

Age 21-30 9 68.8 

31-40 5 25.0 

41-50 0 6.3 

Total  14 100.0 

Education 

background 

University 0 0.0 

Vocational education provider 6 50.0 

High School 7 42.9 

Elementary School 1 7.1 

Total 14 100.0 

Funeral Industry 

Work Experience 

Under 1 year 1 7.1 

1 year—2 years 1 7.1 

2 years—3 years 6 35.8 

3 years— 4 years 4 35.8 

4 years—5 years  1 7.1 

11 years—12 years 1 7.1 

Total 14 100.0 
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Participants comprised 10 males (71.4%) and four females (28.6%) with the 

majority of the participants below 30 years of age (71.4%). Most of the participants had 

more than two -four years of work experience in the funeral industry and were mainly 

educated at a high school or vocational diploma level.  

Participants worked either as funeral directors or as funeral sales people for the 

same funeral company. While there was some differentiation of work duties undertaken 

by the two roles, there was a considerable degree of overlap. Given the common 

experience and the focus of this research as relating to and supporting a common group 

of clients, responses from both roles will be aggregated. To enable data-matching across 

survey administrations all participants were assigned a code by the researcher. Names 

were not written on the questionnaire. Participants provided information regarding their 

age, gender, educational background, work experience and their type of work. 

Materials. The questionnaire package (QP) consisted of a total of 155 questions 

(not including the items for basic personal information and work content). Participants 

used a Likert five-point scale to report their responses ranging from strongly agree, 

agree, neutral, disagree and strongly disagree.  

The questionnaire package included a selection of measures from both eastern 

and western literatures. Ideally, measurements developed in the Chinese context were 

considered most beneficial for use in this study. Unfortunately, due to the limited 

investigation of the research areas in the eastern context, of the nine scales used, seven 

were originally developed in English. Two measures were translated into Chinese prior 

to this research and had been validated through use in a Taiwanese Chinese population; 

Attitude to death (Lo, 2000) and Sex-role(A. C. Li, 1993). Due to the fact that most of 

the participants are Chinese educated, the English questionnaires were translated by the 
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principal researcher. Final versions of the translation were checked for translation 

accuracy in discussions involving the author and a professor in psychology both of 

whom are fluent in writing and speaking of both Chinese and English (see Appendix A 

for survey package). 

In addition to the role conception, role sender and role rewards and challenges 

scales developed in the previous study (see Study Two for detailed descriptions) the 

following scales were employed to evaluate the process and outcomes of the training 

intervention. 

Demographic information  

To enable data-matching across survey administration, the first section of the 

questionnaire was dedicated to collecting demographic information from the 

participants. Participants were then assigned a code by the researcher. Names were not 

written on the questionnaire. Participants provided information regarding their age, 

gender, educational background, work experience and type of work.  

Competence in managing client grief. 

Warr’s (1990) job competence scale was used to evaluate the competence of the 

funeral director in handling grief. The subscale was modified to relate to the specific 

dependent variable (viz., the participants’ ability to handle grief and loss in the 

workplace). Representative items included I can attend to clients in grief well and I 

sometimes think that I am not very competent at supporting clients in grief. The original 

internal reliability was .68 (Warr, 1990). Participants were asked to rate each item on a 

five-point Likert scale. 
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Job-related well-being. 

The job-related wellbeing scale (Warr, 1990) consists of two subscales: the job-

related anxiety contentment subscale, which contains eight items such as comfortable, 

relaxed, worried and tense, and job-related depression enthusiasm scale, which includes 

seven items such as cheerful, contented, gloomy and depressed. Participants were asked 

to rate each item on a five-point Likert Scale. The internal reliability of the anxiety 

contentment subscale was .91 and the depression-enthusiasm subscale was .87 

(Williams, 2004). 

Colleague support. 

Levels of colleague support were measured by a modified social support scale 

(Caplan, Cobb, French, Harrison, & Pinneau, 1975). The scale was expanded to 

measure both the support received by the person and the support the person offers to 

others in the workplace. Representative items included how much your work colleagues 

provide help to you in relation to work matters. Participants were asked to rate each 

item on a five-point Likert scale. The internal reliability of the original scale ranges 

from .84 to .88 (Williams, 2004). 

Emotional management and empathy. 

Given the central importance of being able to manage one’s emotions and to 

empathise with others when working with the bereaved, two different scales were 

employed to provide more sensitive and reliable measurement of this dependent 

variable: interpersonal reactivity and emotional intelligence.  
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Interpersonal reactivity. 

Davis’s (1980, 1994) Interpersonal Reactivity Scale was selected to evaluate the 

participants’ ability to empathise with others emotionally. This instrument consists of 

four seven-item subscales including a fantasy scale with item such as, I really get 

involved in the feelings of the characters in a novel, the perspective-taking scale with 

items such as, I believe that there are two sides to every question and try to look at them 

both, and empathic concern, for example, I am often quite touched by things that I see 

happen and the personal distress scale , which includes items such as when I see 

someone who badly needs help in an emergency, I go to pieces. Participants were asked 

to rate each item on a five-point Likert scale. The internal reliability ranges from .70 to 

.78 and test-retest from .61 to .81 over a two month period (Davis, 1980, 1994).  

Emotional Intelligence. 

Emotional intelligence was measured by the scale developed by Schutte et al. 

(1998). It consists of 33 items and participants were asked to rate each item on a five-

point Likert scale. The scale consisted of three categories: appraisal and expression of 

emotion in the self and others (I present myself in a way that makes a good impression 

on others), regulation of emotion in the self and others (I help others feel better when 

they are down) and utilisation of emotions in solving problems (when I am in a positive 

mood, I am able to come up with new ideas). The internal reliability of the scale was .90 

(Schutte et al., 1998). 

Attitude to death. 

Wong, Reker & Gesser (1994) conceptualise death acceptance along a 

continuum of approach acceptance, neutral acceptance and escape acceptance. The 
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death attitude profile developed by Wong, Reker & Gesser (1994) and translated and 

modified by Lo (2000) was employed in the present study. The original scale consists of 

five subscales. Considering that the participants were currently employed in the funeral 

industry, two subscales that measure fear of death and death avoidance were excluded 

and the three subscales that measure death attitude acceptance were used: neutral 

acceptance (death is just a process of life), approach acceptance (I hold hopes for life 

after death) and escape acceptance (death will allow me to escape from this terrible 

world). The three subscales consisted of 17 items and participants were asked to rate 

each item on a five-point Likert scale. 

Spirituality. 

The spiritual transcendence index (Seidlitz et al., 2002) was used to measure 

participants’ attitudes to spirituality. The scale consists of eight items that measure the 

perceived cognitive, affective, motivational and transcendent concomitants of 

spirituality. Representative items were my faith gives me a feeling of fulfilment and I 

maintain an inner awareness of my faith’s presence in my life. Participants were asked 

to rate each item on a five-point Likert scale. The internal reliability of scales range 

from .90 to .97 (Seidlitz et al., 2002). 

Sex Role. 

The “attitude towards women” scale developed by Spence and Helmreich (1972) 

and modified and translated by Li (1993) was used as the control scale. Considering the 

context and background of the funeral director role, 10 items were selected to monitor 

the participants’ attitudes towards sex roles throughout the research as a control in 

comparison to the other scales in the package. Representative items included when 
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women are working the man should also share the responsibility for domestic affairs 

such as washing the clothes or doing the dishes and women should also have the same 

rights as men to propose marriage. 

The research team expected participants’ sex role attitudes to remain consistent 

across time and not be influenced by the training program. The comparison of the 

control scale and the other scales allowed the research team to establish the differential 

impact of the program, if any, between targeted and non-targeted attitudes. 

As previously discussed, the efficacy of the training program was be evaluated 

by means of a single group interrupted time-series design, with comparison across five 

data points pre and post the training intervention.  

Qualitative Interview Protocol 

Participants were interviewed to evaluate the process and outcomes of the 

training program. The questions used in the interview consisted of two parts: firstly, a 

set of questions selected from the semi-structured interview protocol from Study One. 

By using the same questions, comparisons can be made regarding participants’ 

experiences and perceptions before and after the training. In the first part of the 

interview, participants were asked open questions about their perception of the role, its 

rewards and challenges and their approach to supporting clients in grief. In the second 

part of the interview, participants were asked specific questions investigating the impact 

of the training. Participants were asked to reflect on their work behaviour and attitudes 

after the training and consider how, if at all, they might have changed in their approach 

to their work; whether they had observed changes in their colleagues’ approaches; the 

skills they routinely employed; and any other observable personal changes. Participants 
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were also asked to explore if they had attempted to change an area or aspect of their 

work and any challenges or difficulties encountered in the process. The interview 

concluded by asking the participants to summarise their sense of the training processes 

and an open invitation to make any critical comments or suggestions.  

Procedure. As described in Studies One and Two, participants were self-

selected through an invitation made through the organisation by the research team. 

Ethical approval to conduct the study was given by the Griffith University Human 

Research Committee. An information sheet regarding the research and a consent form 

was provided to the participants (refer to Appendix B). The author also provided a short 

briefing about the aim of the research and its processes to the participants. 

The pre-training assessment of participants was conducted at three occasions 

(T1, T2, and T3) during an 11 month period. The questionnaire package (QP) 

containing the standardised measures (e.g., job related well-being, emotional 

management, etc.) was administered on all three occasions. The questionnaires 

measuring participants’ role conceptions (RQ) and perceptions of their role senders 

(RS), developed at Time 1, was subsequently administered in Time 2 and Time 3. 

The post-training assessment of participants was conducted on two occasions: 

immediately post training (T4) and six weeks later (T5). The post-training interview 

was also conducted at Time 5 (see Figure 4). 

The interviews were conducted in confidential and private settings established in 

the marketing office at Petaling Jaya. The interviews were digitally recorded and 

transcribed later for analysis. 
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Figure 4 Flow chart of the research procedure 
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administration (T1,T2,T3) were collated and averaged to form a global pre-training 

score. This indicated a high degree of stability and consistency in participants’ self-

evaluations on all measures across an 11 month period. Similarly analysis of post-

training scores (T4 and T5) revealed no significant differences and thus were combined 

to form a global post-training score. 

Repeated measure t test was used to examine the effect of the training program 

on all the major scales and related subscales, with global pre-training and post-training 

scores as the repeated measures dependent variables.  

Qualitative data analysis 

As previously outlined, the interview data consists of two parts, the responses to 

a selected list of questions identical to those asked in Study One and a set of focused 

questions. The interviews were transcribed and, using the template developed in Study 

One, the transcription was content analysed. The comparative frequency of themes in 

pre- and post- training data was analysed. The second part of the interview, focusing 

specifically on the impact of the training, was also transcribed and analysed. Given the 

focused nature of participants’ responses, simple categories were established and 

percentages of endorsement calculated. 

Results. 

Quantitative Evaluation. The findings from analyses of participants’ global 

pre- and post-training scores will be reported in two sections. Firstly, any changes in 

participants’ role-related responses (e.g., role conceptions) will be reported. Secondly, 

any shifts in participants’ self-reported attitudes or behaviours on standard measures 

(e.g., well-being, empathy) will be reported. 



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 182 

 

Descriptive statistics and results of repeated measures t tests of participants’ pre 

and post role related evaluations are presented in Table 23 and 24 respectively.  

Table 23 Descriptive statistics of participant’s pre and post training responses to role 

relevant questions. 

Items Pre-

training 

Mean 

Pre-

training 

SD 

Post-

training 

Mean 

Post-

training 

SD 

N 

Role conception 3.37 .25 3.47 .28 14 

Managerial 3.69 .48 3.89 .33 14 

Instrumental worker  2.96 .55 2.90 .58 14 

Taboo Worker 2.40 .61 2.46 .56 14 

Reformer 3.93 .29 4.13 .22 14 

Helper 3.99 .32 4.09 .31 14 

Experience of Rewards 3.91 .37 4.00 .13 14 

External rewards 3.57 .41 3.55 .34 14 

Personal rewards 4.08 .40 4.22 .27 14 

Challenges  3.55 .26 3.69 .20 14 

Confident in self-

ability 

3.38 .58 3.66 .28 14 

Task anxiety  3.79 .34 3.79 .23 14 

Emotion of others 3.70 .45 3.89 .28 14 

Emotion of self  3.45 .43 3.69 .46 14 

Communication  3.34 .46 3.35 .40 14 

Ways of handling clients in 

grief 

3.41 .28 3.33 .30 14 

Emotional control  3.24 .49 2.72 .59 14 

Personal support  3.74 .46 4.01 .24 14 

Practical support 3.98 .35 3.98 .33 14 

Emotional avoidance 2.69 .58 2.62 .69 14 

p+< .10, p*< .05, p**< .01 
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Table 24 Summary of outcomes of t-tests for role relevant questions (Mean, Standard 

Deviation, probability level, Power and Effect size) 

Scale/subscale scores Mean 

Diff 

SD t df p Effect 

size d 

Power 

Role conception .095 .260 1.368 13 .194 .38 .245 

Managerial .205 .382 2.013 13 .065+ .49 .462 

Instrumental 

worker 

-.057 .496 -0.431 13 .673 .11 .069 

Taboo Worker .062 .272 0.860 13 .405 .10 .126 

Reformer .205 .400 1.920 13 .077+ .78 .428 

Helper .098 .291 1.264 13 .229 .32 .216 

Experience of Rewards .087 .390 0.837 13 .418 .36  

External rewards -.023 .471 -0.189 13 .853 .05 .054 

Personal rewards .143 .458 1.167 13 .264 .42 .191 

Challenges  .140 .204 2.565 13 .024* .61 .660 

Confident in self-

ability 

.277 .434 2.389 13 .033* .65 .599 

Task anxiety  .007 .250 .107 13 .916 0 .051 

Emotion of others .186 .353 1.970 13 .070+ .52 .446 

Emotion of self  .241 .348 2.590 13 .022* .54 .668 

Communication  .009 .304 .110 13 .914 .02 .051 

Ways 0f handling clients 

in grief 

-.080 .222 -1.356 13 .198 .28 .242 

Emotional control  -.518 .576 -3.366 13 .005** .96 .875 

Personal support  .268 .449 2.232 13 .044* .77 .542 

Practical support 0 .269 0 13 1.00 0 .050 

Emotional 

avoidance 

-.071 .421 -0.634 13 .537 .11 .091 

p+< .10, p*< .05, p**< .01 

Participants’ endorsement of the various dimensions of the funeral director role 

was relatively stable and was not significantly impacted by the training intervention. 

While there was a trend towards a greater endorsement of the managerial and reformer 

aspects of the director role these were not statistically significant. Similarly, participants 

reported experiences of the reward profile of their work did not change as a 

consequence of the training intervention. 
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There was a shift in the participants’ reported profile of role challenges as a 

result of the training program, seen as a significantly higher level of confidence in their 

ability to perform the role (e.g., I am confident to do my job, I do not think that I have 

enough confidence to solve the problems in my job) t (13) =-2.389, p=.033, d=.65 

(above medium effect size). This can be understood as an increase in job-related self-

efficacy. 

Participants also reported a shift in their ability to meet the challenge of 

managing their own emotions in their work (e.g., I do not let clients emotions affect me, 

I have good control of my emotions and do not allow the funeral to overwhelm me) t 

(13) =-2.590, p=.022, d=.54 (medium effect size). However, participants did not report 

any such increases in their capacity to manage others’ emotions or a reduction in task 

anxiety as a result of the training. 

Participants reported significant changes in their approaches to handling clients’ 

grief as a consequence of the training, evidenced as a significant reduction in the use of 

emotional control (e.g., I tell them they have to be tough, I encourage them to control 

their grief and accept what has happened) t(13) = 3.366, p=.005, d = .96 (strong effect 

size); and a parallel significant increase in personal support (e.g., I listen to my clients 

and allow them to talk or cry, I usually approach grieving clients and keep them 

company) t(13)=-2.232, p=.044, d=.77 (strong effect size). Participants’ reported levels 

of provision of practical support (as to arrange everything well is the way to support 

clients in grief) or emotional avoidance (as I don’t approach clients in grief because I 

am afraid that I will say something wrong) did not vary as a function of the training 

intervention. 
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Descriptive statistics and results of pre- and post-training t tests for participants’ 

ratings of the importance of an agreement with role senders is presented in Table 25 and 

26 respectively. 
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Table 25 Descriptive statistics of participant’s evaluations of role senders. 

Items Pre-

training 

Mean 

Pre-

training 

SD 

Post-

training 

Mean 

Post-

training 

SD 

N 

Influence      14 

Company 5.11 1.60 5.21 1.50 14 

People in the same 

business (Gun Choi 

Lou) 

3.61 1.04 3.71 1.12 14 

People in the same 

business (Na Mo Lou) 

4.04 1.06 4.04 1.06 14 

Government  2.07 1.16 2.21 1.20 14 

Clients 4.39 1.58 4.79 1.42 14 

Family  3.68 1.69 3.75 1.82 14 

Friends 3.29 1.33 3.43 1.50 14 

General Public 3.43 1.07 3.18 1.12 14 

Colleague 4.89 .98 4.57 1.03 14 

My self  4.43 1.73 4.79 1.45 14 

Agreeability     14 

Company 5.75 1.22 5.35 .886 14 

People in the same 

business (Gun Choi 

Lou) 

3.60 1.20 4.00 .94 14 

People in the same 

business (Na Mo Lou) 

3.96 1.13 4.14 .69 14 

Government  2.39 .96 2.50 1045 14 

Clients 5.07 1.12 4.93 1.45 14 

Family  5.04 1.43 4.35 1.50 14 

Friends 4.46 1.15 4.00 1.30 14 

General Public 3.75 1.27 3.82 1.23 14 

Colleague 5.21 .94 5.07 .76 14 

My self  5.04 1.49 5.21 1.20 14 

p+< .10, p*< .05, p**< .01 

  



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 187 

 

Table 26 Summary of outcomes of t-tests for participant’s pre and post training 

evaluations of role senders 

Items Mean 

Diff 

SD t df p Effect 

size 

d 

Power 

Influence   

Company .107 .560 0.715 13 .487 .06 .102 

People in the same 

business (Gun Choi 

Lou) 

.107 1.059 0.378 13 .711 .09 .064 

People in the same 

business (Na Mo Lou) 

0 1.240 0 13 1.0 0 .050 

Government  .143 .842 0.635 13 .537 .12 .091 

Clients .393 1.003 1.465 13 .167 .26 .274 

Family  .071 1.072 0.249 13 .807 .04 .056 

Friends .143 1.247 .429 13 .675 .10 .068 

General Public -.250 1.105 -.846 13 .413 .23 .123 

Colleague -.321 1.067 -1.127 13 .280 .32 .181 

My self  .357 1.473 .907 13 .381 .23 .134 

Agreeability  

Company -.393 .764 -1.924 13 .077+ .38 .429 

People in the same 

business (Gun Choi 

Lou) 

.392 1.258 1.168 13 .264 .37 .191 

People in the same 

business (Na Mo Lou) 

.179 1.234 .541 13 .597 .20 .079 

Government  .107 1.163 .345 13 .736 .09 .062 

Clients -.143 1.117 -.479 13 .640 .11 .073 

Family  -.679 1.977 -1.284 13 .221 .47 .222 

Friends -.464 1.447 -1.200 13 .251 .38 .200 

General Public .071 .781 .342 13 .738 .06 .062 

Colleague -.143 .745 -.718 13 .486 .16 .102 

My self  .179 1.324 .504 13 .622 .13 .075 

p+< .10, p*< .05, p**< .01 
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Overall, participants’ evaluation of the comparative influence and acceptance of 

their role senders was stable across the period of the study. While the rank order of the 

perceived influence of role senders was generally consistent before and after the training 

intervention (viz., the company’s expectations regarded as most influential and the 

government as least influential) there were some minor, although non-significant, shifts 

that are consistent with other findings. Participants reported an increase in the perceived 

influence of clients on their role conception (pre 4.39, post 4.79), which is consistent 

with the reported increase in client-centred approaches to handling loss and grief. 

The previously reported significant increase in self-reported role confidence or 

role efficacy is also reinforced with participants regarding their own opinions and 

expectations as more influential (pre 4.43, post 4.79) and agreeable (pre 5.04, post 

5.21). While these shifts in a more self-shaped and internal locus of role control are not 

statistically significant, they do indicate a trend towards participants more clearly self-

regulating their role conception and enactment. 

Descriptive statistics and results of repeated means t tests for participants’ 

responses to standard outcome measures of skill and attitude are presented in Table 27 

and 28 respectively. 
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Table 27 Descriptive statistics for participant’s pre- and post- training responses to 

standard outcome measures 

Scale/subscale scores Pre-training 

Mean 

Pre-

training 

SD 

Post-

training 

Mean 

Post-

training 

SD 

N 

Competence in handling 

grief 

3.18 .46 3.39 .46 14 

Job related well being 3.62 .41 3.75 .47 14 

Anxiety  3.45 .47 3.68 .46 14 

Depression 3.81 .44 3.82 .53 14 

Colleague support  3.53 .53 3.46 .51 14 

Receive 3.47 .56 3.43 .49 14 

Give 3.59 .58 3.50 .55 14 

Interpersonal reactivity 3.32 .23 3.27 .25 14 

Fantasy  3.15 .42 3.14 .56 14 

Perspective taking 3.61 .33 3.65 .30 14 

Empathic concern 3.72 .31 3.57 .38 14 

Personal distress 2.87 .50 2.70 .55 14 

Emotional intelligence 3.58 .28 3.68 .25 14 

Death attitude 3.08 .35 3.08 .30 14 

Towards  2.73 .42 2.94 .35 14 

Escape 2.68 .60 2.56 .56 14 

Neutral  4.02 .29 3.90 .31 14 

Spiritual transcendence  3.46 .81 3.91 .60 14 

Sex role attitudes  4.00 .49 3.90 .63 14 
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Table 28 Summary of outcomes of t-tests of participants’ pre- and post- training 

responses to standard outcome measures (Mean, Standard Deviation, probability level, 

Power and Effect size) 

Scale/subscale scores Mean 

Diff 

SD t df p Effect 

size d  

Power  

Competence in handling 

grief 

.214 .429 1.868 13 .084+ .45 .409 

Job related well being .127 .486 0.983 13 .344 .29 .146 

Anxiety  .238 .452 1.970 13 .071+ .49 .446 

Depression .002 .609 0.010 13 .992 .02 .050 

Colleague support  -.065 .215 1.141 13 .274 .13 .185 

Receive -.042 .342 0.456 13 .656 .07 .071 

Give -.089 .223 1.499 13 .158 .15 .285 

Interpersonal reactivity -.070 .168 1.567 13 .141 .21 .306 

Fantasy  -.010 .473 0.081 13 .937 .02 .051 

Perspective 

taking 

.044 .251 0.660 13 .521 .13 .094 

Empathic 

concern 

-.145 .249 2.178 13 .048* .43 .522 

Personal distress -.170 .396 1.605 13 .132 .32 .319 

Emotional intelligence .105 .178 2.212 13 .045* .38 .535 

Death attitude -.001 .238 0.013 13 .990 0 .05 

Approach .207 .317 2.446 13 .029* .55 .619 

Escape -.112 .377 1.111 13 .287 .21 .178 

Neutral  -.122 .263 1.738 13 .106 .40 .363 

Spiritual transcendence  .458 .614 2.792 13 .015* .64 .733 

Sex role attitudes -.101 .494 0.762 13 .460 .18 .109 

p+< .10, p*< .05, p**< .01 

Participants did not report any significant changes in general job-related well-

being as a result of the training intervention. However of note was a non-significant 

increase in participants’ sense of job-related anxiety (viz., more worried, less relaxed). It 

may be the case that an unintended consequence of the training intervention, with its 

strong focus on personal and professional capability, may have enhanced participants’ 
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critical self-awareness. Similar situations are being observed in which learners proceed 

from being unconsciously incompetent to consciously aware of their incompetency 

(Howell, 1982; Mehay, 2012). 

Participants did not report any changes in the level of support they gave (e.g., 

providing help to work colleagues) or received (e.g., colleagues listening to your 

personal problems) from their work colleagues. This would indicate that participants 

were not at this stage generalising the supportive behaviours learnt in relation to clients 

to their broader work context and working relationships. 

Participants’ responses to the measures of the attitudinal and behavioural basis 

of their role as funeral directors revealed a complex pattern. At a general level, 

participants reported (increased trend, non-significant p=.08) themselves as more 

competent in handling grief (viz., I can attend to clients grief well, I find dealing with 

clients grief quite difficult (R)) using the modified job competence scale (Warr, 1990). 

This is consistent with the previously reported increase in personal support strategies in 

handling client grief. 

In terms of participants’ reported levels of emotional management and empathy, 

mixed findings were reported in both the interpersonal reactivity (subscales of fantasy, 

personal distress, perspective taking and empathic concern) and the emotional 

intelligence scales. While participants did not report any increases in their capacity to 

take the perspective of others (e.g., sometimes I find it difficult to see things from the 

other persons point of view) or manage their personal distress (e.g., I tend to lose 

control during emergencies) they did, unexpectedly, report low levels of general 

empathic concern post-training (t(13) = 2.178, p=.048, d=.43, (medium effect size)). In 

contrast, participants reported higher levels of emotional intelligence related behaviours 
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and attitudes on the Schutte et al. (1998) EQ scales. (t(13)=2.212, p=.045, d=.38, 

(medium effect size)). 

Participants reported more accepting death attitude after the training intervention 

with a non-significant decrease in non-functional escape attitudes (death is going to end 

all my miseries) and a significant increase in approach attitudes (t(13)=2.446, p.029, 

d=.55, above medium effect size). This would suggest that the training program 

impacted on participants’ attitudes to the functional role of death in life processes. 

Participants also reported a significant increase in spiritual attitudes (e.g., my 

faith helps me to rise above my immediate circumstances) as measured on the spiritual 

transcendence scale (t(13)=2.792, p=.015, d=.64(strong effect size)). This would 

suggest that the training program influenced participants to be more accepting and 

aware of spiritual perspectives in the grieving process. 

Finally, participants did not report any significant shift in the control measure of 

attitude to women. This provides some measure of reassurance that participants 

differentiated “targeted” and “non-targeted” domains in their evaluation of the training 

program. 

Qualitative evaluation. Participants’ responses to open-ended questions post-

training were coded using the schema developed in Study One. Frequency counts for 

identified thematic domains (e.g., role conceptions, rewards, challenges and approaches 

to handling clients’ grief) were then calculated (see Table 29). 

In terms of participants’ role conceptions pre- and post-training, there is an 

apparent shift away from traditional conceptions of the role (three less participants 

endorsing “instrumental” and “taboo worker” conceptions) towards a progressive 
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engaged conception of the funeral professional role (two more participants endorsing a 

“managerial conception” and three more endorsing a “helper” conception). This would 

suggest the training program influenced a small number of participants to broaden and 

progress their role conceptions. This is also reinforced by a similar increase (n=4) in the 

number of participants describing the personal or intrinsic rewards (learning, 

appreciation, gratitude) of their roles. The profile of participants’ experiences of the 

challenges of their roles shows a marked increase in the number (n=5) of participants 

describing communication with clients as a challenge. This indicated a greater 

awareness post-training of the role interpersonal and relational aspects of the role. This 

is reinforced by additional participants (n=2) describing personal and practical support 

strategies (and parallel fewer emotional control strategies) in approaching clients’ grief 

reactions. Interestingly, fewer participants nominated the management of emotions 

(their own and others) as a challenge post-training. 
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Table 29 Summary of qualitative responses pre- and post-training 

Item Pre training Post training Difference 

 Participants % Participants % Participants % 

Role conception       

Managerial  10 71.42 12 85.71 +2 +14.29 

Work/Instrumental 4 28.57 1 7.14 -3 -21.43 

Taboo Worker 3 21.42 0 0.00 -3 -21.43 

Reformer  1 7.14 1 7.14 0 0 

Helper 3 21.42 6 42.85 +3 +21.42 

Rewards       

External rewards 11 78.57 11 78.57 0 0 

Personal rewards 8 57.14 12 85.71 +4 -28.57 

Challenge       

Self-confidence 2 14.28 0 0.00 -2 -14.28 

Task anxiety  6 42.85 7 50.00 +1 +7.14 

Emotion of others 5 35.72 2 14.28 -3 -21.42 

Self-emotion 5 35.72 1 7.14 -4 -28.57 

Communication  4 28.57 9 64.28 +5 35.72 

Handling client in grief       

Emotional control 5 35.71 1 7.14 -4 -28.57 

Personal support  4 28.57 6 42.85 +2 +14.28 

Practical support  3 21.42 5 35.72 +2 +14.28 

Emotional avoidance 3 21.42 2 14.28 -1  -7.14 

Participants’ perceptions of the impact of the training The frequency of 

participants’ thematic responses regarding the impact of the training progress was 

calculated. Idiosyncratic responses (viz., only mentioned by one participant) were 

generally not reported with the exception of the question “What is one area/aspect of 

work where you are trying to make a change/ do differently since the training”. A 

summary of participants’ responses is presented in Table 30. 
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Table 30 Participants perceptions of the impact of the training program. 

Items Participants Percentage  

The training has influenced the participants’ approach to their work 

role 

12 85.71 

Spend more time and effort to talk and communicate with clients 4 28.57 

Improve communication quality with co worker 3 21.42 

See more meaning in work  3 21.42 

Increase in confidence 5 35.71 

The training has influenced the participants’ observation of their 

colleagues at work 

10 71.42 

Seeing colleagues as being more professional 4 28.57 

The training has influenced the participants’ skills in their daily 

work 

  

Skills improved  11 78.57 

Knowing what to say to the clients 3 21.42 

Better arrangement of things 2 14.28 

Ritual explanation 2 14.28 

Increase empathy 2 14.28 

Emotional management 2 14.28 

The training has influenced the participants as a person 11 78.57 

Open minded and forgiving  5 35.71 
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Table 31 The one area/aspect participants are trying to make a change or do differently 

after the training. 

Area/Aspects Participant % 

Actual action   

Active involve in communication 3 21.4

2 

Grief support  1 7.14 

Ritual emceeing/hosting 1 7.14 

How to arrange prayer offerings 1 7.14 

Attitude   

Management of work  1 7.14 

Inter personal relationship  1 7.14 

Self-improvement 1 7.14 

After sales services 1 7.14 

Combination of psychology and spirituality 1 7.14 

More professional  1 7.14 

How to convince clients 1 7.14 

No  1 7.14 

Nothing in mind 1 7.14 
 

Table 32 Challenges in and difficulties in making changes at work after training 

program 

 Participant % 

Encountered challenges and difficulty faced in trying to make the 

changes 

5 35.71 

Needs the cooperation of environment, Lack of resources, 

Companies decision not supportive. 

3 21.42 

Lack of experience and practice, Have to be sincere and 

active 

2 14.28 

No challenges  7 50.00 

People are supportive 1 7.14 

Clients trust the participant 2 14.28 

How successful was the changes?   

Successful  9 64.28 

Acceptable  1 7.14 

Difficult to succeed  1 7.14 

Suggestions for additional training 6 42.85 

No comments for additional training 8 57.14 

More client support technique, emotional control 4 28.57 

Conflict resolution at work 1 7.14 

Interest in receiving counselling 1 7.14 
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Participants were asked three sets of questions regarding the impact, if any, of 

the training program: approach to their work role, any change in goals or activity post-

training and challenges experienced post-training in implementing new approaches or 

attitudes. Participants’ responses were coded by the principal researcher and frequency 

counts produced for each theme. 

Results in Table 30 show that participants generally (12/14, 85%) indicated that 

the training program influenced how they approached their work role. One third of 

participants (5/14, 35%) nominated an overall increase in their job related confidence. 

About one-quarter (3/14, 22%) described themselves as having or seeing more meaning 

in their work and contributions post-training. Half the participants (7/14, 50%) 

nominated improved communication with either clients (4/14, 29%) or colleagues (3/14, 

21%) as a key difference. 

The majority of participants (10/14, 71%) also described the training as 

increasing their level of awareness or observation of colleagues work attitudes and 

behaviours. This, however, may be more critical than supportive in tone, with only 

(4/14, 28%) nominating their colleagues as “being more professional”. 

The majority of participants (11/14, 79%) described the training as positively 

influencing their job-related skills in their daily work. The specific areas of enhanced 

capability were communication with clients, organisation and management, 

understanding of rituals and empathetic and emotional engagement. 

A similar number (11/14, 79%) of participants described the training program as 

being personally influential with a third (5/14, 36%) nominating increased open-

mindedness, tolerance and forgiveness as personally experienced shifts. This is a 
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welcome and expected finding given the explicit linkage in the training design of the 

personal and the professional. 

Participants were asked to nominate a specific change (something they would do 

differently) they were seeking to implement post training in their work attitudes or 

behaviour (see Table 31). The majority of participants (12/14) were able to nominate a 

specific action (6/14) or attitude (7/14). Behavioural actions articulated greater 

engagement in client communication and grief support and in ritual and prayer 

management. Attitudinal goals encompassed more managerial or professional 

approaches to clients’ needs and self-improvement goals. 

Finally, participants were asked to describe the contextual factors influencing 

their efforts to implement their change or improvement goals (see Table 32). 

About one-third (5/14, 36%) reported experiencing significant challenges (e.g., 

lack of experience, support of others) when attempting to implement changes and two-

thirds of participants (9/14, 64%) reported success in their post-training change efforts. 

Discussion 

Professional role orientation, self-efficacy and emotional management. The 

aim of the training is to improve the participants’ ability to handle the challenges at 

work and also identify more with the engaged and progressive roles instead of the 

disengaged and traditional roles. 

A qualitative comparison of participants’ self-reported endorsement of the 

various aspects of the funeral director role was, on average, stable and not significantly 

changed by the training program. The relatively high level of endorsement of engaged 

and progressive roles (e.g., reformer, helper) demonstrates that participants have a 
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relatively clear sense that they are a “new generation” of funeral directors who seek 

different outcomes from the traditional Malaysian Chinese undertakers. In this sense the 

training program appeared to confirm and reinforce their existing or emerging 

occupational self-concept. It is, however, interesting to note that a “shift towards” a 

more professional role orientation and a “shift away” from a traditional role orientation 

was more clearly evident in the qualitative interview data. The above finding is 

consistent with the development trend of the profession in Taiwan, China and Malaysia 

(J. C. Chan & Chan, 2006; Hu, 2014; Lv, 2014). Two explanations for this are possible: 

firstly, the training program raised participants’ awareness of their role stances and thus 

facilitated them explicating it; secondly, the training program validated their role 

stances and enabled them to more comfortably express what may be seen by some as 

“counter cultural” opinions. 

There is some evidence that the evolution of the funeral director’s role in 

broader Malaysian society as an active and assertive source of social change is still 

emergent within this group of participants. While the reformation received strong 

endorsement both pre- (3.99) and post- (4.19) training, only one participant 

spontaneously mentioned this function in either sampling. This may reflect either the 

relatively lower frequency of this function and/or lesser confidence in publically 

advocating for the cultural change. 

Future research could usefully clarify the factors strengthening and mitigating 

participants’ identification with various role functions and the level of congruence 

between internal endorsement and public disclosure or advocacy of “progressive 

values”. 
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In relation to both an enhancement of participants’ competence, and confidence 

in a number of job domains, of particular importance was the reported shift in 

participants’ ability to manage their own emotions at work. Given the central 

importance of self-management to the role, the training program contained significant 

components on emotional awareness (e.g., identifying triggers) and behavioural practice 

(e.g., performing tasks, identifying accompanying emotions and suggesting practice 

strategies). It would seem that the training normalised a range of uncomfortable 

emotional states (e.g., anger) for participants.  

This is reinforced by findings of a small but significant self-reported increase on 

the Emotional Intelligence Scale (EI) (Schutte et al., 1998). The EI scale measures an 

overall emotional intelligence (Ciarrochi, Chan, & Bajgar, 2001), and findings 

demonstrate a general improvement in participants’ ability to demonstrate, appraise and 

express their own emotions and also to appraise others’ emotions. 

Participants, however, did not report a parallel significant increase in their 

capacity to manage others’ emotions. On first inspection this may seem to contradict 

both qualitative and quantitative findings where participants repost that, post-training 

they are able to engage with their clients’ grief in a more understanding and accepting 

manner. Questions of the level of measurement may be salient in understanding these 

apparent differences in findings. Participants reported positive shifts in role specific 

behaviours (e.g., client’s grief) but not in general emotional capacity in managing 

others’ emotions (as measured by the EIS). Given the focus of the training such a 

pattern of findings should be expected. Generalised emotional awareness and capacity is 

a much more demanding goal than learning how to manage in a more limited domain. 
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The modest impact of the training on participants “level of comfort” in their 

demanding roles is evidenced by no significant reduction in self-reported task anxiety. 

As revealed in the qualitative interview study, participants experience stress and anxiety 

from a wide range of sources (e.g., challenging clients, competitions and “having to do 

everything right”). It may in fact be that paradoxically, by the training program 

highlighting the social, psychological and spiritual importance of rituals, it may have 

exacerbated participants’ existing sense of anxiety and inadequacy regarding the 

“stress” in “getting it right”. Perhaps future training may better address the questions of 

task anxiety through more practice strategies such as the design and management of 

rituals. 

Capacity to support clients in grief. As mentioned earlier, one of the main foci 

of the training was improving participants’ ability to provide grief and loss support to 

their clients. Both quantitative and qualitative findings showed that the training did have 

an impact on participants’ approach to clients in grief. Both survey and interview data 

show a significant reduction in the use of emotional control strategies and a significant 

increase in personal support approaches to clients’ grief. This pattern of findings 

indicates that participants had both a better understanding of the grieving process and an 

appreciation of how techniques such as active listening, reflection and empathy may 

facilitate adjustment. 

Given that the reported level of practical support remained at high levels (3.98), 

the impact of the training program can be seen as an addition to, or a broadening of, 

participants’ grief handling repertoire. Thus post-training participants appeared to be 

better able to provide clients with both personal and practical support and not substitute 

the latter strategy for the former. Participants emotional avoidance strategies (albeit at 
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relatively low levels pre 2.69/post 2.62) would suggest that while they still experienced 

a level of discomfort in making direct approaches to grieving clients, when they did so, 

they were able to engage with reduced levels of self-serving control and discounting.  

The training program also focused on developing participants’ basic skills in 

interacting with clients including active listening, mirroring back the content of 

discussion and the use of empathic statements. Participants did not report a shift in the 

behaviours as measured by the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (International Work 

Group on Death Dying and Bereavement (Spiritual Care Work Group)) (Davis, 1980). 

A lack of positive movement in the participants’ ability to take other perspectives, 

experience distress due to others’ misfortunes and to imagine themselves in another’s 

situation, may be a function of a general level of measurement or the limited time 

allocated to empathy training and communication skills practice. Surprisingly, the 

domain of empathic concern showed a self-reported significant decline after the 

training. The IRI empathic concern subscale measures an ability to sympathise and 

demonstrate compassion towards others’ misfortunes (Davis, 1994). A number of 

considerations may be relevant here. Given that the training program emphasised the 

construct of “genuine empathy” and distinguishing empathy and sympathy, participants 

may have adopted a more critical self-assessment of their empathic capacities after the 

training. Secondly, it may be important to distinguish “empathic concern” from 

“empathic behaviours”. Participants, in early stages of “other focused” development 

may be more able to behaviourally respond to clients in an appropriately empathic 

fashion (e.g., reflection) without necessarily an accompanying level of felt concern. 

However, participants’ level of “empathy concern” remained in the mid-range of the 5-

point scale both pre-(3.72) and post-(3.57) training. 
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Professional role senders. Given the professional focus of the training, there 

was an expectation that participants might provide a stronger endorsement post-training 

of the role senders who are supportive of the engaged and progressive functions of their 

roles. However, the pattern of endorsement (for both perceived influence and 

agreeability) was generally consistent before and after the training. This should have 

perhaps been expected since the pattern of endorsement pre-training was strongly 

consistent with the philosophy of the training program. Thus the program may have 

simply served to reinforce rather than change perceptions. The participants’ continued 

strong endorsement of themselves as key role senders demonstrates self-belief, which is 

a necessary foundation for professional self-regulation and advocacy of cultural change. 

Enhanced intrinsic motivation.  Given the emphasis in the training program on 

the meaningfulness, contribution and the social value of the funeral director role, there 

was an expectation of a potential increase in participants’ reported experience of 

intrinsic or internal reward from their work. While there was an increase (4.08 to 4.22) 

it was not significant. Once again, given the relatively high pre-training baseline, the 

program may have simply confirmed rather than changed participants’ perceptions of 

the value of their occupation.  

 Enhanced spiritual sensitivity and death acceptance. Participants reported 

positive and significant shifts in both their level of spiritual transcendence and death 

acceptance. The training program encouraged tolerant and open-minded attitudes 

towards different religious belief systems and practices. The crucial role of religious 

rituals and structure in facilitating people through difficult life challenges was also 

addressed. The program focus, in accord with Fu’s (1993) recommendations on the 

importance of critical self-reflection for contemporary life and death professionals, 
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resulted in participants enthusiastically and non-defensively reflecting on their own 

religious/spiritual beliefs and philosophical understanding of life and death. Spiritual 

tolerance and sensitivity is a key enabling capability for a life and death worker in a 

multicultural society like Malaysia. Interview findings also supported the impact of the 

training on participants’ attitude to diversity with a number claiming that the training 

had an impact on them as a person and their ability to adopt a more open-minded 

approach to life.  

Colleague support.  Finally, while the training program emphasised 

professional-client communication, it was expected that participants may have 

generalised these skills and attitudinal to their interactions with colleagues. One of the 

consequences of the training appears to be a more critical awareness with only one third 

of the participants having considered their colleagues to be working more professionally 

post-training. Clearly professional-professional interaction needs to be targeted as a 

discrete training agenda (e.g., collegiate workplace problem solving or negotiation 

scenarios) if a shift in collegiate workplace culture is to be achieved.  

Limitations of the study.  As mentioned in both Study One and Two, the 

limited number of participants and the specific work environment of the participants 

limits the ability to generalised the findings to the wider community of Malaysian 

Chinese funeral directors. The fact that the principal researcher and trainer also 

conducted the interviews may have inclined participants, practising genuine Chinese 

hospitality, to be less critical about aspects of the training with which they disagreed.  

Future development Overall the results of the evaluation generally support the 

efficacy of the training program and suggest the content and process of future or 

continuing development. In particular, extension or follow-up training might usefully 
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focus on communication skills to support clients in grief and specific knowledge about 

rituals, performance practice, general management skills and crisis management. It is 

apparent that participants need more support in developing their professional skills in 

order to relieve their task anxiety. The need to more strongly design the follow-up 

process is also indicated by participants’ feedback regarding lack of support when 

seeking to change their behaviour or work practice. Clearly such changes need to be 

framed as a collective rather than individual effort.  

 



Educational needs and training for Malaysian Funeral Directors 206 

Chapter Six:  

Conclusions  

Due to the very nature of the profession, funeral directors find themselves 

dealing directly with the bereaved at their most vulnerable time. Grief has a universal 

meaning that transcends culture and it is accepted that people worldwide experience the 

death of close kin as a loss and mourn for that loss (Rosenblatt, Walsh, & Jackson, 

1976). Not surprisingly, supporting client grief is now considered an essential 

component of the funeral director role in many countries, however, cross-cultural 

differences in the grieving process can be great (Parkes, 2001) and these must be taken 

into account. In Western countries, such as the United Kingdom and the United States 

of America, the role of supporting the client’s emotions is well recognised and training 

programs are inclusive of such skill sets. However, this is not standard practice globally 

and the extent of client grief and loss support practised by the funeral director is largely 

dependent on cultural norms and the degree of modernisation of the industry. 

In the Chinese context, the industry in Taiwan and China has undergone 

significant reformation over the past 20 years and is aligning with more modern 

approaches (Fu, 1993; F. Z. Wang, 2005a). The Taiwanese government has introduced 

legislation that incorporates grief support as part of the funeral director role, and 

Chinese funeral educators similarly emphasise the importance of emotional support for 

bereaved clients. This recognition is slowly gaining acknowledgement in Malaysia, 

however, contemporary ideas compete with strongly held traditional social taboos and 

stigmatisation and this impacts upon the modernisation of the Malaysian Chinese 

funeral industry ("邝汉光：排斥避谈人生必经之路 仅 1％华人豁达面对死亡," 
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2012). It must also be noted that that through the observation of the researcher in the 

field and other sources such as news articles, advertisements and internet blogs, more 

westernised funeral services are operating in Malaysia and some Malaysian funeral 

companies remain family owned.  Unfortunately given that the Chinese funeral industry 

is lacking of an official network or an association, it is impossible to pin point the exact 

number of funeral services operating as small business versus cooperatives. There is 

little evidence regarding how training has advanced in the past few years, but the 

Malaysian funeral industry is receiving international recognition and participating in 

more social, education and professional development activities(J. X. Chen, 2014; "Xiao 

En Group," 2012; "邝汉光：排斥避谈人生必经之路 仅 1％华人豁达面对死亡," 

2012). This has considerable implications regarding the dissemination of new ideas and 

the uptake of new approaches. Despite initial steps towards modernisation since the late 

1980s, the journey in Malaysia has been challenging and progress has been slower than 

reformation seen in China and Taiwan. However, changes are encouraging and the 

outlook for future progress is optimistic.  

A clear understanding of how Malaysian Chinese funeral directors’ currently 

perceive their roles, who they see as significant role senders and what they find 

challenging and rewarding in their work is essential to facilitate meaningful change. 

This study is the first to specifically explore the beliefs and attitudes of funeral directors 

in Malaysia and use these results to inform the design and curriculum focus of a 

specifically tailored training program targeted at improving professional capacity to 

support clients in grief, which was subsequently implemented and evaluated.  

Summary of key findings  
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Early explorations to garner a general understanding of the role of Malaysian 

Chinese funeral directors showed that participants view themselves as salesmen, 

managers and coordinators with a goal of doing “a good deed” and bringing peace to the 

bereaved rather than being profit-oriented in their work. They recognise the 

psychological aspects of their role and while they see family support as part of their 

professional role, this was less structured and superficial compared to formal grief 

counselling. Participants identified handling emotions (both their own and others), 

having self-confidence and communication to be among the challenges they face at 

work, all of which impact significantly upon the efficacy of providing support to the 

bereaved. The funeral workers consistently reported high stress levels as a consequence 

of having to “do everything correctly” and not surprisingly endorsed task anxiety most 

strongly in terms of work challenges. Despite not seeing themselves with a role in 

societal grief education, participants showed some awareness of professionalism and 

acknowledged a role in industry reformation. This initial exploration of the self-

perceptions and experiences of funeral worker roles gave a snapshot of some early 

implications for training programs. These include that training provide a framework to 

build participants’ capacity and confidence to overcome the challenges of managing 

intense emotions, and communicating effectively in emotionally-charged circumstances 

in order to improve efficacy of client support, boost the funeral worker’s confidence and 

reduce work-related stress.  

Further exploration of the role of the Malaysian Chinese funeral worker via 

semi-structured interviews identified five role categories, namely the managerial, the 

worker/ instrumental, the taboo worker, the helper and the reformer. These can be 

grouped further into two role clusters, namely the engaged and progressive role set 
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(helper, reformer and managerial) and the taboo and traditional role set (taboo and 

worker/instrumental) respectively. It is interesting that study respondents endorsed the 

role set of helper, reformer and managerial roles most strongly. A number identified 

particularly with the role of helper, considering doing their job well as “helping people”, 

and fulfilling the earlier described act of “good deed”. Strong negative correlations 

between the two role sets suggest that there is potential for significant role conflict in 

participants’ understanding of and approach to their roles. In terms of role engagement, 

external rewards were not correlated with any role functions and the majority of 

participants found their work particularly intrinsically rewarding when enacting the 

more engaged and progressive roles rather than the traditional and taboo roles. This has 

considerable implications for future practice, since it indicates an intrinsic motivation to 

reform and a genuine intention to do well in this group of funeral workers. 

Not surprisingly then, participants had less concern regarding occupational 

taboos despite this being the perceived societal norm in the past, which is in keeping 

with the increasing awareness of death and dying and removal of taboos occurring in 

modern Eastern society. This is further illustrated by recognition of the conflict that 

sometimes occurred in relationships between participants and the traditional funeral 

workers such as the coffin seller goon choi lo and the Taoist priests nahm mouh lo. 

While appreciating the goon choi lo and the nahm mouh lo as a source of information 

about traditional practices, the participants are only moderately influenced by them and 

they clearly expressed the wish to be different from some of the practitioners. Some 

specific disapproval was reported, with their professional practice considered profit-

oriented and an exploitation of the bereaved family and some personal behaviours 

considered undesirable. This has implications for future training, in that it suggests that 



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 210 

 

funeral workers in Malaysia may benefit from strengthening their personal 

understanding of the ritual, religious and spiritual issues of life and death that the 

traditional workers previously provided. It will be important to work hand-in-hand with 

the goon choi lo and nahm mouh lo who share a similar view with the modern funeral 

directors to ensure the passing on of the tradition, its practice and the meaning behind 

the rituals.  

Despite being influenced only moderately by traditional funeral workers, 

participants acknowledged that professional domain role senders outweighed the social 

influence of friends and family. From the nine categories of role senders identified, the 

company (employer) was the most highly endorsed in both agreeability and influence, 

which is not surprising since the company is perceived as a pioneer in the Malaysian 

Chinese funeral industry. In contrast, the government had little influence on the funeral 

workers, presumably resulting from the structural complexity and the lack of 

coordinated central regulation. Alongside company expectations, participants 

acknowledged the strong influence of colleagues and personal expectations in the 

professional domain and this contributed to a strong sense of progressive purpose. That 

participants also endorsed the client as a key professional role sender is noteworthy, 

since it provides evidence for a move away from the traditional directive approaches 

towards a more client-centred perspective, enabling workers to respond to the needs of 

clients with sensitivity and flexibility. This further endorses participant engagement and 

intrinsic reward with the progressive helper and reformer roles.  

These initial findings provide the framework for understanding and clarifying 

participants’ values and beliefs about their role as funeral workers. They affirm the 

increasing uptake of a culture of professionalism in the industry, with a corresponding 
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focus on facilitating the needs of clients. Current Malaysian Chinese funeral directors 

have an awareness of the need for professional development, view the industry as a new 

profession and see a role for themselves in reformation. Of key significance is an 

understanding of the implications of professional role senders on the funeral worker in 

terms of training. Participants experience a high level of support in enacting progressive 

role orientations from both company and colleagues and given this strong level of 

influence, professional development should continue to strengthen messages sent by the 

company to their workers as well as focus on encouraging collegial support. The 

endorsement of clients as influential role senders also strengthens the importance of 

providing a client-centred emphasis, as well as encouraging the aspects of community 

and client education regarding life and death topics.  

An understanding of current approaches employed to cope with client grief was 

an essential starting point to underpin the design of both process and content strategies 

to enhance participant capabilities, particularly in the provision of grief and loss 

support. Participants indicated that they employed four major approaches when dealing 

with client grief, namely offering practical support, emotional control, personal support 

and emotional avoidance. Practical support was highly endorsed, reflecting the task-

anxiety and inherent need of the funeral worker to get the more technical things done. 

This could also reflect an increased confidence in performing the more pragmatic tasks. 

However, personal support was also highly endorsed, followed by emotional control, 

showing that respondents were generally emotionally engaged and willing to support 

their client rather than employ the self-protective strategy of avoidance.  

Associations between role orientation, role efficacy and responses to client grief 

and loss showed some interesting correlations. As mentioned previously, participants 



Developing Funeral Professionals’ Capacity to Provide Grief and Loss Support 212 

 

endorsed the progressive role set more strongly than the traditional and disengaged set, 

in particular the helper and reformer roles. When considered in the context of specific 

roles, not surprisingly, a correlation was found between the progressive role set and 

positive work behaviours and the reverse for the disengaged taboo role set.  

In particular, orientation with the helper role showed significant correlation with 

an ability to handle both personal and interpersonal challenges, allowing participants to 

work confidently, communicate effectively and deal with their own emotions and those 

of others. It is interesting to investigate how the different aspects influenced each other. 

Interestingly, orientation with the managerial role showed a positive correlation with 

self-emotions, which supports self-reflective ability in these participants.  

In contrast, the taboo worker role correlated negatively with emotions of self and 

communication at work. Such a finding is not surprising given that operating within a 

tabooed framework brings considerable restriction and avoidance. Significant positive 

correlation between the taboo worker role and using emotional avoidance to handle 

clients in grief was noted, while the helper role had a strong negative correlation to the 

emotional avoidance approach. These results provide a clear picture of the two role sets 

being quite different from one another. The helper is comfortable engaging with the 

emotions of others and themselves, and in contrast, the taboo worker shows little 

tendency and skills in handling emotion and actively seeks avoidance strategies. It is 

evident that engaging and fostering the progressive role set in the mindset of funeral 

directors is desirable given the shortcomings of adopting a negative work role 

perception. The correlation of the taboo role set with behaviour that impacts negatively 

on their work can be used as a good example of what to avoid when promoting the 

professionalism of the funeral directors.  
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Additional correlations between rewards, challenges and responses to clients’ 

grief, also demonstrated logical consistency, with a link seen between efficacy and 

confidence. For example, personal rewards correlated with Self-emotion, which shows 

self-reflection and awareness contributes to intrinsic reward. Participants confident in 

their job are apparently less anxious, more aware of self-emotion and not surprisingly, 

perform better in communication. When handling clients in grief, the confident workers 

tend to seek emotional control over emotional avoidance. In contrast, the task anxiety 

worker tends to offer more practical support, which is understandable given the self-

reported high anxiety imposed from correctly performing tasks according to set 

traditions. Workers who are aware of others’ emotions offer more personal and practical 

support to clients, showing that sensitivity towards the self is helpful in awareness of the 

needs of others. Participants’ sense of efficacy significantly impacts upon their 

engagement with bereaved clients in vulnerable states.  

Through participants sharing of self-reflection, it is apparent that emotional 

control remains widely used by the funeral director and this requires some further 

consideration. At times, this is seen as a convenient way to control or manage emotional 

clients, but ironically, emotional control can also be seen as a way to avoid client’s 

emotions. From the funeral directors’ perspective it can be beneficial to contain strong 

emotions so that the rituals can be carried out without interruption. The findings offered 

valuable input in the development of the training program, underpinning ways to 

facilitate the directors who are comfortable in handling emotions to explore other ways 

of handling clients’ grief.  

Even though the initial interest was to develop the funeral directors’ ability in 

supporting their clients in grief, based on relevant literature and these previous findings, 
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it came to our awareness that a few key areas needed to be addressed in order for the 

funeral workers to successfully integrate the role of supporting clients in grief into their 

work. In order to achieve this we developed and implemented a training program aimed 

at enhancing the sense of professional self-efficacy of the funeral director in a number 

of personal and professional domains. As well as aiming to improve participants’ ability 

to handle work challenges, the goal was more specifically to promote identification with 

the engaged and progressive role rather than the disengaged traditional role orientation, 

with the view that this would engender a sense of purpose and contribute to a sense of 

professionalism. We believed that in preparing the above foundation, the funeral 

directors would be more receptive to aspects of the training that focus on emotional 

awareness and basic counselling skills application. 

Analysis following the training program did not result in dramatic change to the 

areas that it had initially aimed to improve. Upon reflection, the lack of overt change 

should not be a surprise given that the funeral directors’ responses to the early studies 

showed that they had a clear idea of what their roles were and what they faced as 

challenges in their daily work.  

The research team discovered that, in many ways, the training confirmed and 

reinforced the funeral workers’ existing beliefs; hence no significant changes in their 

attitudes towards their roles and work were seen. Endorsement of the different role sets 

(engaged and progressive vs taboo and traditional) remained stable after training, with a 

continued high endorsement of the roles of helper and reformer. This shows that 

participants had a strong sense of purpose prior to training, seeing themselves as the 

“new generation” of funeral directors quite distinct from the traditional Malaysian 

Chinese funeral workers. Interestingly, qualitative interviews evidenced a drop in 
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endorsement of the taboo and traditional role sets and a shift towards an increase in 

uptake of both the helper and managerial roles. It is reasonable to argue that the 

participants are more affirmed in their roles after the training and continue to 

demonstrate the shift towards wanting to be the new and progressive funeral director. 

How meaningful the participants see their work as being (external and personal 

rewards) also remained statistically unchanged after training, yet the qualitative research 

showed participants referring to personal job reward more often. This could be because 

this aspect was discussed in the training session and the participants felt more 

comfortable in sharing their thoughts. In the same way that participants’ role perception 

did not change after training, neither did influence of role senders and extent of 

agreement with them. Again, the training had served to confirm existing beliefs in these 

areas. This shows that the company, as the role sender of greatest influence, plays an 

important role in the continued development of the professionalism of the 

funeral director.  

As much as the participants were clear about their role and how they felt about 

their work, it is evident that the training influenced their approach to work challenges 

and the ways they offered support to clients in grief. Overall, they felt increased 

confidence in dealing with work challenges, in their ability to do their work and in 

handling their own emotions, which is encouraging given that these were part of the 

main training foci. Self-emotion was not raised by participants in qualitative exploration 

as frequently after the training, possibly because of the open question format used, 

namely “what are the challenges in your job?” Arguably, the fact that managing their 

own emotions and those of others was not mentioned shows that it was not at the 

forefront of the minds of the participants after training.  
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Despite a modest impact of training on the participant’s level of comfort in some 

aspects of their role, self-reported task anxiety remained a key challenge faced 

following training. Similarly, communication was mentioned as a challenge at work to a 

greater extent after training. This shows that the training had brought new awareness 

regarding the complexities of these aspects of the funeral director’s role. It implies that 

the respondents are moving towards conscious incompetence, i.e. after training, the 

funeral workers have a new awareness of the deficits they face, they value the new skill 

required to address the deficit, yet lack the proficiency to demonstrate the skill. 

Since the other focus of the training was to facilitate the ability to support clients 

in grief, the training program walked the participants through the myths around grief 

and incorporated practical sessions on listening and basic counselling skills. After the 

above training, participants continued to endorse providing practical support for 

bereaved clients, which reflects the inherent need to provide the service of organising 

the funeral, however a significant increase in endorsement of personal support shows a 

willingness to support the clients’ emotions if needed. A marked drop in the use of 

emotional control to handle client grief was seen, supporting that the participants 

engaged with the training emphasis of emotion facilitation, rather than suppression. 

Given the above impacts, it seemed contradictory to find that participants’ 

empathic concern was significantly lower following the training intervention. That 

could be due to participants realising that they are not as empathic as they thought they 

were after the training. The above speculation is further supported as participants 

demonstrated general improvements in their awareness of emotion (both their own and 

others) and engaged more with client grief as evidenced by a shift away from use of 

strategies such as emotional control. Managing emotion after training continued to 
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prove challenging for the participants and could mirror the increased challenges found 

in communication generally as they moved from being unconsciously incompetent to 

consciously incompetent with the skills involved (Howell, 1982). A new awareness of 

how much more they needed to work on to competently manage others generalised 

emotions may have resulted in the drop in their empathic concern scores.  

One of the most significant impacts of the research was the change in the 

participants’ attitude to death and sense of spirituality. At the very beginning of the 

research when the participants were first interviewed, there was a strong sense of loss of 

trust and confidence with the traditional and religious interpretation of rituals around 

death and dying. The reason for this was that many of the rituals were commercially 

orientated and some of the people who performed the rituals not particularly spiritual 

themselves. This may have created some discontent and “unanswered” questions in the 

mind of the participants. It was one of the main foci of the training to reinforce the 

importance and psychological impact of rituals and rites of passage. After the training, 

significant changes were noted in both the Death Attitude and Spiritual Transcendence 

scales. The participants’ attitude to death changed to seeing death more as the doorway 

to an afterlife and the participants also showed more interest and reflection on what 

spirituality meant to them personally. It is likely that rich discussions around life after 

death and the meanings and importance of rituals in life and death during training had 

some bearing on this. Specific examples were given to the participants about how the 

different rituals help the survivors accept the reality of the death of their loved ones and 

re-establish the bonding from their body to their spirit. During the training session 

participants, who were originally sceptical about all the rituals performed in the funeral, 

were astonished by the hidden meaning behind different rituals.  
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Analysis of the metaphorical and physical movements of ritual and the impact 

these have on the grieving helped generate new perspectives. Not only was there a shift 

from seeing the funeral service from profit-driven to being an important rite of passage, 

but there was a new perspective on how the participants perceived their own spiritual 

life. Knowing that there were reports about near death experience and hearing the 

sharing of similar experience from participants in the training, could have had an impact 

on the participants’ perceptions of death. Given that the eastern cultural context has 

historically endorsed the view of life after death, it is reasonable to see how such 

discussion resulted in a shift in death attitude. Interestingly, the qualitative research 

findings showed that the funeral workers felt that they were a better person after the 

training and were more open-minded and forgiving. The possible reason for the creation 

of such a mindset could be reflection on one’s life and purpose as a result of the 

extensive discourse on death and dying.  

This shows the importance of facilitating the immersion of the participants in 

their work related to death and dying, so that death is not objectified and treated merely 

as a work phenomenon. Further exploration is warranted into how the balance is 

maintained between being a professional funeral director, while also keeping that 

sensitivity towards one’s own mortality, as advocated by Fu (1993).  

Despite some paradoxical results that have arisen through increasing critical 

awareness of aspects of the funeral workers role in Malaysia, this research has shown 

that the training program has enhanced the participants’ previously held strong sense of 

purpose and reinforced their identification with the engaged and progressive role 

conceptions of their work. We propose that this “new generation” of funeral directors 

display intrinsic motivation that underpins the uptake and promotion of new technical 
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and social skills required for funeral reformation and support the diversity required for 

modern practice in Malaysia.  

The identification of the company and co-workers as significant role senders for 

this group has positive implications for building personal professional identity and 

raising the professionalism of the industry more generally. Despite seeing no increase in 

collegiality after training, eliciting a greater understanding of the shared practice 

challenges, role hierarchies and the spiritual basis of ritual will facilitate funeral workers 

ability to accommodate role demands and therefore build collegiality. This, along with 

an enhanced sense of professional self-efficacy in areas such as dealing with client grief, 

will contribute to improved vocational identity and help move towards establishing a 

positive professional image and creating a funeral culture in Malaysia.  

Limitations  

It was always an ongoing concern that the research only had a relatively small 

sample size. Because of the small sample size the correlations/associations may not be 

stable or reliable, and a larger sample would provide more surety regarding the reported 

pattern of associations. Some of the problems included the fact that only 14 participants 

remained in the final study, that the majority of them were male, that two thirds were 

younger than 30 and they all worked for one funeral company (considered one of the 

leading powers in the modernisation of the profession). This places considerable caution 

on how widely the findings can be generalised and applied to the funeral industry in the 

Chinese community in Malaysia, as a whole. It is important to keep that in mind the 

small sample size and source of participants when interpreting findings. Nevertheless, 
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this pilot study does provide a valuable snap shot of what it is like to work as a modern 

Chinese funeral director in Malaysia.  

Given that the data collection occurred in 2006, it is reasonable to use the 

information to explain the thoughts and challenges of the participants at this time. 

Whilst inevitably limited in the ability to represent the current situation of the funeral 

director practicing in the Malaysian Chinese community, it does offer invaluable 

historical insight into the profession in 2006. 

Potential limitations are also imposed through the questionnaires used in the 

study, as most of these were developed in a western context. Since translation is not 

simply a mechanistic process but also requires an ability to carry nuances of meaning, 

careful measures were taken to ensure that the questionnaires were culturally 

appropriate for use in the Chinese context whilst retaining a close rendering of the 

source questionnaire/s. In order to achieve this, a native language speaker and a 

researcher fluent in all the native languages (Mandarin, English, Cantonese, Malay and 

Hakka) were involved in the translation process. For future research, it is important to 

constantly be aware of this limitation and, if possible, select questionnaires and 

measurements developed in the Chinese context.  

Further limitations were imposed by the format of the training program. 

Delivered as 10 units over a period of a month, it is likely that this concentrated delivery 

limited the opportunity for the participants to immerse themselves in the learning 

experience. A longer training period with combined tutorials after lectures might result 

in better outcomes. The use of simulation to bridge gaps between training and real 

world application is well evidenced as beneficial in healthcare education (Kelly, 2012). 

In recognition of the potential value of this tool in developing funeral worker skills, we 
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incorporated some elements into the training methodology. However, the number of 

simulation sessions was small and simulated teaching support (simulated clients) was 

limited, thus reducing participants’ opportunity to practice and reinforce newly-learned 

skills. Despite showing an awareness for self-reflection, lack of supervision in skill 

application (during or after the training) at their workplace would also have impacted on 

how much participants were able to practice the skills learnt and reflect on their changes 

if any, especially given the influence of company and colleagues. We also speculate that 

it would have been more beneficial if the impact of the training program had been 

additionally evaluated after a more extended period of three or six months, to see if the 

outcome was sustainable. This needs to be noted and implemented for future studies.  

Given the limitations that come with the profession (viz., low education level, 

wide spread, low interest in large scale research, lack of national organisation and 

governance), other research approaches will be needed to complete the picture of 

Chinese funeral directors working in Malaysia. A field study with a qualitative approach 

interviewing other practitioners around the country will be ideal in providing valuable 

knowledge to fill this gap. With a trend toward modernisation, such precious 

anthropological information will inevitably be lost in time. It is only through quality 

research systematic recording and preservation that the richness of the funeral ritual in 

the Malaysian Chinese community can be preserved.  

Future development and research    

As the research showed that the participants are clear about their roles, future 

training should be directed towards updating Chinese funeral directors with the latest 
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professional developments to further strengthen collegiality and their role identity as 

modern professionals.  

Emphasis should be placed in further addressing their needs to develop specific 

skill sets to handle the daily challenges, in particular supporting clients in grief and loss, 

reducing their anxiety and increasing their confidence. As described in “deliberate 

practice” learning theory  (Ericsson, 2004, 2005)  the process of mastering skills 

requires repeated practice and reflection and we advocate that this is the way to best 

facilitate upskilling to achieve professional standards. This will not only minimise 

human error but build confidence and reward for the participants in their work. 

Similarly, given the role that simulation and immersion has in enhanced learning of 

complex experience Rodgers (2007) , simulations of different forms have a place in 

training. These could cover specific content areas such as setting up of the prayer table 

for the funeral, facilitating the funeral proceedings and other major tasks that the funeral 

director needs to perform. Such training is available in Taiwan and collaborations are 

established between leading Malaysian funeral companies and Taiwanese education 

providers to train the Malaysian funeral director. This collaboration should be further 

encouraged and local training organisations established in a timely fashion, in order to 

provide a locally informed perspective on traditional ritual practice. Implementation of 

specific communication simulation scenarios will also be helpful for the learning and 

teaching of the participants with content such as how to handle clients in grief, how to 

break bad news and how to de-escalate an angry and hostile environment. Training 

should also be inclusive of skills to promote professional communication with 

colleagues, self-care and support within the work place. It is essential that participants 

be provided with adequate support after training to facilitate implementation of their 
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newly acquired knowledge and skills. Finally, participants with more senior and 

managerial work roles should be equipped with good debriefing and feedback skills. 

Given that death and dying is such a sensitive and complex topic, regular debrief and 

reflection of practice would be beneficial for both professional performance and the 

wellbeing of the funeral director. 

Further training should continue to focus on educating the funeral director about 

the importance of rituals from a psychosocial approach and alert them to the potential of 

losing these very valuable practices if they become over commercialised. Working with 

an anthropologist’s more in-depth interpretation of rituals will be valuable to the 

education of both the funeral director and the general public. 

Given that the training in this instance drew heavily on the western approach in 

handling grief and loss, it is also important to direct future research towards 

investigating how Malaysian Chinese clients prefer to be supported. Such research will 

underpin further development of grief and loss support training. As mentioned above an 

essential limitation of the study is the sample size, so a research study recruiting more 

funeral directors from different companies and different regions of the country will be 

most valuable. Ideally, applying the questionnaire developed in this research more 

widely to the greater population of funeral directors in Malaysia would be beneficial 

and such findings could be compared. Although we found a general lack interest in this 

kind of research to impact on our response rate, we speculate that an increased dialogue 

around death and dying and raised awareness of funeral industry professionalism would 

serve to increase participation levels. 

It has always been the aim of life and death studies to encourage 

interdisciplinary dialogue on issues surrounding life and death (Fu, 1993). The 
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Taiwanese experience of applying life and death studies sets a good example of the 

importance of involving public discussions, governing sectors, education and research, 

health care and the funeral industry when dealing with the topic of life and death. 

Encouraging positive relationships between the traditional practitioners, ritualist and the 

modern funeral directors, will ensure that all stakeholders can contribute to the 

improvement of the funeral process and meaningful traditions will continue to be 

practised and preserved in the reformation process. In addition, this research also 

presents an opportunity to encourage more understanding and dialogue across different 

disciplines and sectors, both within the Malaysian Chinese community and 

internationally, so that knowledge and experience in understanding and improving the 

funeral profession can be shared and the quality of Chinese funeral industry improved 

over time. 

Last, but not least, the formation of a national body in the funeral industry in 

Malaysia as has been done in United Kingdom, United States, Taiwan and China will 

provide a platform for international collaboration and in the long run promote public 

awareness regarding the industry and even facilitate the promotion of life and 

death education. 

Last comments with a personal note… 

When I first entered into the field of life and death studies in 1998, it always 

surprised me how much there was to learn and how much more could be done when it 

comes to death and dying. Having the opportunity to be involved in one of the most 

taboo professions in Chinese culture was indeed both a challenge and a blessing. 

Through my research I was able to see how a young generation of funeral directors is 

emerging. I have heard their pride, I have studied their stories, I have seen their struggle 
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and now I am able to give them a voice. From the research we were able to generate the 

roles that they identified with and the stigma they tried to distance themselves from. We 

examined their situation within the larger context of the industry and discovered a need 

for professional development. I developed and implemented a training program that 

addressed most of their concerns and my own agenda in providing grief and loss support 

training to the profession. As an outcome of this training, I have seen that they are quite 

confident and comfortable with their evolving modern identity; I have seen that they 

still worry about their professional skills, are eager to learn but are confused with the 

separation between commercialised rituals and the true meaning of the ancient practice 

they still perform on a daily basis. There is so much more to be done, however, from an 

anthropological approach with an understanding of the ancient profession and its 

modernisation and from the psychological approach, exploring the best way to support a 

Malaysian Chinese client who at times might find dogmatic guidance more comforting 

than the open client-centred facilitation that is encouraged by the west. In-depth 

understanding of the clients’ experience as a survivor and the funeral directors’ 

experience of applying a western approach in grief and lost support will also be 

important and interesting. The experience of my research journey echoes that of Fu 

(1993) who suggested the discipline of life and death studies and insisted that it would 

need to be an interdisciplinary effort to figure out the way for handling death and dying 

in our global village. 

I sincerely hope that more research will be done in this relevant area to enrich 

our understanding of current practice, the limitations and the possibilities. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A Information Sheet 

 
 

Information Sheet 

 

The Educational needs of funeral directors in Malaysia: Developing 

funeral professionals capacity to provide grief and loss support. 

 
Chief Investigator: Mr. Kwong Djee Chan     Supervisor: Dr Alf Lizzio 

School of Psychology                     School of Psychology 

Mt Gravatt Campus                       Mt Gravatt Campus 

E mail: djee2000@yahoo.com              Email: A.Lizzio@griffith.edu.au 

Telephone: 61-7-38753343                 Telephone: 61-7-38753376 

 

 

Background 

 

The funeral industries in Malaysia have shown great improvement in the quality of 

services and support to clients in recent years. Most people are in a state of grief and 

loss during their interactions with funeral directors. Thus an important aspect of your 

professional effectiveness as a funeral director is a capacity to support clients in their 

grieving. 

 

 The first part of this research study is investigating your experiences and needs as a 

funeral director in supporting your clients in grief and loss. An educational program will 

be developed based on this information. The second part of this research study will 

evaluate the effectiveness of this program. 

 

mailto:djee2000@yahoo.com
mailto:A.Lizzio@griffith.edu.au


241 

 

 

What participation in this study involves 

 

Study 1 May – Jun 2005 

 

Participants will be interviewed about their experiences in the funeral director role. The 

content of the interview will focus on funeral directors’ perceptions of typical 

experiences and interactions with clients. Participants will also be asked about the 

rewards and challenges of these interactions, their perceptions of the most appropriate 

content and form of training and their understanding of typical grieving processes 

encountered in their role. Interviews will be confidential and will take approximately 60 

–90 minutes. These interviews will be tape recorded for later analysis. Only members of 

the research team will listen to the recording. 

 

Study 2 Oct – Nov 2005 

Participants will be involved in a 25-hour education program (over a 3 week period) 

aimed at improving their understanding and skills in supporting grieving clients. 

Participants will anonymously complete a questionnaire package before and after the 

training. (You will use a code only known to you each time you complete the package). 

You will be asked to complete this package (taking approximately 30 minutes) six times 

over a 10-month period. This will provide information about any changes in skills and 

attitudes over time. Participants will also complete a brief (5-10 minute) session 

evaluation after each module of the training program. 

 

Study 3 Feb –March 2006 

Participants who volunteer for further training (approximately 20 hours) will be 

involved in a process that aims to develop their leadership capability in this area. The 

design of the program will reflect the particular interests and abilities of participants but 

will include coaching on a one-to-one basis and a weekly discussion group. Participants 

will also complete the standard questionnaire package and be interviewed regarding 

their experiences. 

 

Consent to participate 

 

Your participation is voluntary and you are not under any obligation to consent to 

participate in this research. Non-participation will not involve any penalty or loss of 

benefits to which you might otherwise be entitled. If you chose to participate you may 

discontinue participation at any time without penalty or without providing an 

explanation. We hope that you will consider participating in this study. We believe your 

contribution can benefit the quality of funeral services and the reputation of funeral 

directors in Malaysia. 

 

Potential Risks 

 

We consider that there is little risk or unusual psychological stress associated with 

participating in this program of research. Both the interviews and the training program 

focus only on issues and challenges that you experience in your everyday role as a 
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funeral director. The content and process of the training program will be similar in level 

of involvement and challenge to typical professional programs.  

 

In the unlikely event of a participant experiencing emotional stress, the research team 

can provide referral to counselling services in Malaysia. In addition, the research team 

is available for support and debriefing should this be desired.  

 

Confidentiality 

 

The questionnaire and the interview do not ask you to disclose your name. You will use 

a code only known to you. The data collected from this research will be reported in 

general terms and will not involve any identifying features. All data will be kept 

confidential and in a locked filing cabinet under the custody of the main researcher for a 

period of 5 years before being destroyed. A report of the general findings from the study 

will be made available to participants. 

 

 

Complaints Mechanism 

 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Research Involving Humans. If you may have any concerns or 

complaints about the ethical conduct of the research project you should contact the 

Manager, Research Ethics on 38755585 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

 

Privacy statement 

 

The conduct of this research does not involve the collection, access and/or use of your 

identified personal information. 

 

Griffith University thanks you for your consent and participation in this 

research. 

  

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
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Appendix B Questionnaire Package 

 

 
 

Questionnaire Package 

 

The Educational needs of funeral directors in Malaysia: Developing 

funeral professionals capacity to provide grief and loss support. 

 
Chief Investigator: Mr. Kwong Djee Chan     Supervisor: Dr Alf Lizzio 

School of Psychology                     School of Psychology 

Mt Gravatt Campus                       Mt Gravatt Campus 

E mail: djee2000@yahoo.com              Email: A.Lizzio@griffith.edu.au 

Telephone: 61-7-38753343                 Telephone: 61-7-38753376 

 

 

Background 

 

The funeral industries in Malaysia have shown great improvement in the quality of 

services and support to clients in recent years. Most people are in a state of grief and 

loss during their interactions with funeral directors. Thus an important aspect of your 

professional effectiveness as a funeral director is a capacity to support clients in their 

grieving. 

 

 The first part of this research study is investigating your experiences and needs as a 

funeral director in supporting your clients in grief and loss. An educational program will 

be developed based on this information. The second part of this research study will 

evaluate the effectiveness of this program. 

 

mailto:djee2000@yahoo.com
mailto:A.Lizzio@griffith.edu.au
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Greetings to you all 

 

Working in the field of funeral services is known to be challenging. The purpose of this 

questionnaire package is to understand the situation that you are in at your workplace.  

 

This is an academic research project. The data collected will be published and used to 

improve professional practice in your field of work.  

 

 Your participation in this research is very important and valuable. 

 

Please read through each section carefully and provide us with your honest opinions and 

feelings. There are no right or wrong answers we are interested in what you think about 

your work.  

 

Thank you very much for your participation. 

 

2005/06/01 
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Section 1:Basic Information  

 

Your Code: 

 

Your Age: 

 

Your Gender: Female/Male (Circle one) 

 

Your Education background: (Circle one)  

Elementary School/High School/Diploma/Degree/Others: ________ 

 

How long have you been working as a funeral director? 

____years____months 

 

What is the content of your work?  

 

(Please tick the following boxes if you are involved in the work described)  

 

Receiving phone calls from the 

client. 

 

 Facilitating the process of the 

funeral. 

 

Assisting clients in the discussions 

of arranging the funeral. 

 

 Accompany the clients through the 

funeral (at home/in the pallor) 

 

Assisting clients in selecting the 

coffin and casket. 

 

 Accompany the clients to the site of 

burial/cremation. 

 

Preparing the body for display.  

Please specify your role ______ 

__________________________ 

 

 Accompany the clients back to their 

house (if applicable) 

 

Establishing the site for display 

Please specify what do you 

normally do________________ 

__________________________ 

__________________________ 

 

 Accompany the clients to collect the 

remains after the cremation. 

(if applicable) 

 

Organising and overlooking the 

process of the funeral. 

  

 Assisting the client in dealing with 

payment. 
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Section 2 : Dealing with Grieving Clients 

 

These questions ask about your ability to deal with grieving clients in your work as a 

funeral director. Think about your interaction with clients over the past few months and 

indicate the extent to which each of the following statements describes your experience. 

Please be as honest as you can. 

 

Please circle a number for each statement using the scale  

 

1              2              3               4             5 

Strongly    Disagree      Neither Disagree       Agree       Strongly  

Disagree                   or agree                         Agree. 

                                                          

 

  SD D N A SA  

1 I can attend to clients in grief well 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

2 I sometimes think that I am not very competent at 

supporting clients in grief 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

3 I can deal with just about any problem regarding clients 

in grief 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

4 I find dealing with clients in grief quite difficult 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

5 I feel I am better than most people at dealing with 

clients in grief 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

6 In facing clients in grief I often have problems coping  1 2 3 4 5  
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Section 3: Job Related Well Being 

 

These questions ask about your well being at work. Think about your experience at work 

over the past few weeks, how much of the time has your job made you feel the following? 

 

Please circle a numbers for each statement using the scale  

 

1              2              3               4            5 

never     occasionally  some of the time    most of the time     all of the time          

 

  

 

 

  N O ST MT AT  

1 Tense 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

2 Uneasy 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

3 Worried 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

4 Calm 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

5 Contented 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

6 Relaxed 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

7 Depressed 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

8 Gloomy 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

9 Miserable 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

10 Cheerful 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

11 Enthusiastic 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

12 Optimistic 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

13 Anxious 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

14 Comfortable 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

15 Motivated 1 2 3 4 5  
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 Section 4: Colleague Support 

 

These questions relate to the level of support you receive from your colleagues, about work 

related problems, Please read each statement and indicate the extent to which it describes your 

experience. Please circle a number for each statement using the scale  

 

1               2              3               4            5 

Not at all      a little        some what          a lot       very much 

 

  N AL SW L VM  

1 How much do your work colleagues provide help to 

you in relation to work matters? 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

2 How easy is it to discuss your problems with your 

work colleagues? 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

3 How much have your work colleagues provided you 

with practical advice, information or assistance in 

relation to  

work matters? 

1 2 3 4 5  

4 How much are your work colleagues willing to listen 

to your personal problems? 

1 2 3 4 5  

 

  

These questions relate to the support your give to others, about work related 

problems, Please read each statement and indicate the extent to which it describes 

your experience. Please circle a number for each statement using the scale  

 

1               2              3               4            5 

Not at all      a little        some what          a lot       very much 

 

 

                                                       

  NT AL SW L VM  

1 How much do you provide help to your work 

colleagues in relation to work matters? 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

2 How easy is it for your work colleagues to discuss 

their problem with you? 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

3 How much have you provided your work colleagues 

with practical advice information or assistance in 

relation to  

work matters? 

 

1 2 3 4 5  

4 How much are you willing to listen to your work 

colleague’s’ personal problems? 

1 2 3 4 5  
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Section 5: Interpersonal Reactivity  

 

Please read each statement and decide whether or not it describes you. Circle a 

number for each statement using the scale: 

 

1                  2            3                4               5 

Does not describe  Does not    Neither describes      Describes me   Describes  

me well         describe me   nor doesn’t describe me              me well 

 

 

                                                    

  DW DD N D W 

1 I daydream and fantasize, with some regularity, 

about things that might happen to me. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

2 I often have tender, concerned feelings towards 

people less fortunate than me. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

3 I sometimes find it difficult to see things from 

the “other persons” point of view. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

4 Sometimes I don’t feel very sorry for other 

people when they are having problems. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

5 I really get involved with the feelings of the 

characters in a novel. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

6 In emergency situations, I feel apprehensive and 

ill-at-ease. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

7 I am usually objective when I watch a movie or 

play and I don’t often get completed caught up 

with it.  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

8 I try to look at everybody’s side of a 

disagreement before I make a decision. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

9 When I see someone being taken advantage of, I 

feel kind of protective towards them. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

10 I sometimes feel helpless when I am in the 

middle of a very emotional situation. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

11 I sometimes try to understand my friend better 

by imagining how things look from their 

perspective. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 
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12 Becoming extremely involved in a good book, 

TV program or movie is somewhat rare for me. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

13 When I see someone get hurt, I tend to remain 

calm. 

1 2 3 4 5 

14 Other people’s misfortunes do not usually 

disturb me a great deal. 

1 2 3 4 5 

15 If I’m sure I’m right about something, I don’t 

waste much time listening to other people’s 

argument.  

1 2 3 4 5 

16 After seeing a play or a movie, I have felt as if I 

was one of the characters. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

17 Being in a tense emotional situation scares me. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

18 When I see someone being treated unfairly, I 

sometimes don’t feel very much pity of them.  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

19 I am usually pretty effective in dealing with 

emergencies. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

20 I am often quite touched by things that I see 

happen. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

21 I believe that there are two sides to every 

questions and try to look at them both. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

22 I would describe myself as a pretty soft-hearted 

person. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

23 When I watch a good movie, I can very easily 

put myself in the place of a leading character. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

24 I tend to loose control during emergencies. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

25 When I am upset at someone, I usually try to 

“put myself in his shoes” for a while.  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

26 When I am reading and interesting story or 

novel, I imagine how I would feel if the events 

in the story were happening to me. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

27 When I see someone who badly needs help in an 

emergency, I go to pieces. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

28 Before criticizing somebody, I try to imagine 

how I would feel if I were in their place. 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Section 6: Emotional Intelligence 

 

Please read each statement and decide whether or not you agree with it. Circle the 

a number for each statement using the scale : 

 

1              2              3               4            5 

Strongly      Disagree       Neither disagree     Agree      Strongly  

Disagree                     nor agree                     Agree 

 

                                                        

  SD S N A SA 

1 I know when to speak about my personal problems 

to others 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

2 When I am faced with obstacles, I remember times I 

faced similar obstacles and overcame them.  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

3 I expect that I will do well in most things I try  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

4 Other people find it easy to confide in me 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

5 I find it hard to understand the non-verbal messages 

of other people 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

6 Some of the major events of my life have led me to 

re-evaluate what is important and not important 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

7 When my mood changes I see new possibilities 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

8 Emotions are one of the things that make my life 

worth living 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

9 I am aware of my emotions as I experience them 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

10 I expect good things to happen 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

11 I like to share my emotions with others 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

12 When I experience a positive emotion I know how 

to make it last 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

13 I arrange events others enjoy 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

14 I seek out activities that make me happy 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

15 I am aware of the non verbal message I sent to 

others 

1 2 3 4 5 
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16 I present my self in a way that makes a good 

impression on others 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

  SD D N A SA 

17 When I am in a positive mood, solving problems is 

easy for me 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

18 By looking at the facial expressions, I recognize the 

emotions people are experiencing. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

19 I know why my emotion change 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

20 When I am in a positive mood, I am able to come up 

with new ideas 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

21 I have control over my emotions 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

22 I easily experience my emotions as I experience 

them 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

23 I motivate myself by imagining a good outcome to 

tasks I take on 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

24 I compliment others when they have done 

something well 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

25 I am aware of the non verbal message other people 

send 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

26 When another person tells me about an important 

event in his or her life, I almost feel as though I 

have experienced this event myself  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

27 When I feel a change in emotions, I tend to come up 

with new ideas 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

28 When I am faced with a challenge, I give up 

because I believe I will fail 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

29 I know what other people are feeling just by looking 

at them 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

30 I help other people feel better when they are down 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

31 I use good moods to help my self keep trying in the 

face of obstacles 

 

1 2 3 4 5 
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32 I can tell how people are feeling by listening to the 

tome of their voice 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

33 It is difficult for me to understand why people feel 

the way they do 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Section 7: Trait Meta Mood Scale  

 

Please read each statement and decide whether or not you agree with it. Circle a number for 

each statement using the scale : 

 

1              2              3               4            5 

Strongly      Disagree       Neither disagree     Agree      Strongly  

Disagree                     nor agree                     Agree 

 

                                                        

  SD D N A SA 

1 I try to think good thoughts no matter how badly I 

feel 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

2 People will be better off if they felt less and thought 

more 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

3 I don’t think it is worth paying attention to your 

emotions or moods 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

4 I don’t usually care much about what I am feeling 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

5 Sometimes I can’t tell what my feelings are 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

6 I am really confused about how I feel 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

7 Feelings give direction to life 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

8 Although I am sometimes sad, I have a mostly 

optimistic outlook 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

9 When I am upset I realize that the “good thing in 

life” are illusions 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

10 I believe in acting from the heart 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

11 I can never tell how I feel 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

12 The best way for me to handle my feelings is to 

experience them to the fullest 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

13 When I become upset I remind my self of all the 

pleasures in life 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

14 My belief and opinion always seem to change 

depending on how I feel 

 

1 2 3 4 5 
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15 I am often aware of my feelings on a matter 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

16 I am usually confused about how I feel 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

  SD D N A SA 

17 One should never be guided by emotions 1 2 3 4 5 

18 I never give into my emotions 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

19 Although I am sometimes happy, I have a most 

pessimistic outlook 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

20 I feel at ease about my emotions 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

21 I pay a lot of attention to how I feel 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

22 I cant make sense out of my feelings 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

23 I don’t pay much attention to my feelings 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

24 I often think about my feelings 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

25 I am usually very clear about my feelings 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

26 No matter how badly I feel, I try to think about 

pleasant things 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

27 Feelings are a weakness humans have 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

28 I usually know my feelings about a matter 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

29 It is usually a waste of time to think about your 

emotions  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

30 I almost always know exactly how I am feeling 1 2 3 4 5 
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Section 8: Death Attitude  

 

Please read each statement and decide whether or not you agree with it. Circle a number 

for each statement using the scale : 

 

1              2              3               4            5 

Strongly      Disagree       Neither disagree     Agree      Strongly  

Disagree                     nor agree                     Agree 

                                                        

  S

D 

S N A S

A 

1 I believe that I will be in heaven or pure land after 

my death  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

2 Death is going to end all my miseries  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

3 Death is a natural and unavoidable incident  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

4 Death is the entry to the land of eternal joy  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

5 Death will allow me to escape from this terrible 

world  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

6 Death is a relief of grief and hardship  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

7 Death is a natural part of the process of life 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

8 Death is the union with God (Buddha, Chinese 

Gods etc) and endless joy 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

9 After death there is definitely a new and 

glamorous life  

  

1 2 3 4 5 

10 I neither welcome nor fear death 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

11 I see death as a liberation from the suffering of 

current life 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

12 Death is just a process of life 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

13 I see death as a passage to the land of eternity and 

prosperity 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

14 When facing death the thing that reassures me is 

that I believe in life after death  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

15 I see death as the release of my burden in the 1 2 3 4 5 
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present life 

 

16 No matter good or bad I will accept death with an 

open mind 

 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Section 9: Spiritual transcendence 

Please read each statement and decide whether or not you agree with it. Circle a number 

for each statement using the scale : 

 

1           2            3              4           5         6   

Strongly  Disagree   Slightly disagree  Slightly Agree   Agree    Strongly  

Disagree                                                   Agree 

                                                        

  S

D 

S S

L

D 

SJ

A 

A S

A 

1 My faith gives me a feeling of fulfilment  

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

2 I maintain an inner awareness of my faith’s 

presence in my life  

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

3 Even when I experience problems I can find 

peace through my faith  

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

4 I try to strengthen my relationship with my 

faith 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

5 Maintaining my faith is a priority to me 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

6 My faith helps me to rise above my immediate 

circumstances 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

7 My faith helps me to understand my life’s 

purpose 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

8 I experience a deep communion with my faith  1 2 3 4 5 6 
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Section10: Sex Role  

Please read each statement and decide whether or not you agree with it. Circle a 

number for each statement using the scale : 

 

1           2            3              4           5         6   

Strongly  Disagree   Slightly disagree  Slightly Agree   Agree    Strongly  

Disagree                                                   Agree 

 

 

                                                        

  S

D 

D S

L 

S

L

A 

A S

A 

1 When women are working the man should 

also share the responsibility for domestic 

affairs such as washing the clothes or doing 

the dishes  

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 

2 Society should ensure that job opportunities 

and promotion systems are not effected by 

gender  

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

3 Women should also have the same rights as 

men to propose marriage. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

4 The most important responsibility of a 

woman is not to be too particular about her 

own rights and to be a good wife, and mother 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

5 When it comes to career a woman should be 

allowed to compete equally with a man  

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

6 Normally speaking, when it comes to raising 

children the father should have more 

authority than the mother 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

7 What a woman should focus on is how to 

maintain the family and raise the children 

properly and not the development of her 

career 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

8 Man should have priority when it comes to 

certain jobs  

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

9 The husband should automatically be 

regarded leg, ally as the official 

representative of the family  

1 2 3 4 5 6 
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10 The husband and wife should be standing on 

equal ground when it comes to planning the 

family budget 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 

Thank you very much for your time and attention  

Your contribution will be extremely beneficial to the research.  

May you be well happy, peaceful and prosperous. 
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Role questionnaire 

These questions ask you to think about how you define your work role. Consider your 

work over the past few months and indicate the extent to which each of the following 

statements describes your experience of your work role. Please be as honest as you can. 

 

Please circle a number for each statement using the scale  

 

1              2              3               4             5 

Strongly    Disagree      Neither Disagree       Agree       Strongly  

Disagree                   or agree                         Agree. 

                                                     

  SD D N A SA  

  1 2 3 4 5  

1 I see myself as a professional  1 2 3 4 5  

2 To me this job is mainly a way to make money  1 2 3 4 5  

3  I feel that I am making money out of the dead 1 2 3 4 5  

4 Our job is dealing with the most important thing in 

human life  
1 2 3 4 5 

 

5 My role is to give the dead dignity 1 2 3 4 5  

6 My role is to coordinate the funeral 1 2 3 4 5  

7 To me this is just a job  1 2 3 4 5  

8 I feel that I am working in a ‘taboo’ occupation 1 2 3 4 5  

9 We are leading the funeral industry in a new 

direction 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

10 I see my role as accumulating merit by helping 

families in need 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

11 My role is to be the manager of the funeral process 1 2 3 4 5  

12 I am just a worker 1 2 3 4 5  

13 I don’t tell my friends what my work is actually 

about  
1 2 3 4 5 

 

14 My role involves leading the funeral industry into a 

better future  
1 2 3 4 5 

 

15 My role is to help people through this difficult 

period 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

16 My role is to protect clients and ensure that they get 

a fair deal 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

        

  SD D N A SA  

17 The clients are the boss and I am just the servant 1 2 3 4 5  

18 I don’t talk to my family about the details of my job 1 2 3 4 5  

19 My role involves changing the general public’s 

perception of people working in this profession  
1 2 3 4 5 

 

20 My role is to take care of things so the clients have 

less to worry about 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

21 My role is to organise the funeral 1 2 3 4 5  
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22 My role is to just do what needs to be done 1 2 3 4 5  

23 Some times I don’t tell people what I do for a living 1 2 3 4 5  

24 My role is to show people that we are the new and 

different generation in the funeral industry 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

25 My role is to remove the burden from the family so 

that they can have peace in their mind 
1 2 3 4 5 
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These questions ask about the rewards of your work as a funeral director. Think about 

your work experiences over the past few months and indicate the extent to which each 

of the following statements describes what you find rewarding in your work. Please be 

as honest as you can. 

 

Please circle a number for each statement using the scale  

 

1              2              3               4             5 

Strongly    Disagree      Neither Disagree       Agree       Strongly  

Disagree                   or agree                         Agree. 

                                                       

  SD D N A SA  

  1 2 3 4 5  

1 I find my job very rewarding because I learn a lot about 

funeral rituals and ceremonies 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

2 After working in this profession I found that I am 

becoming more confident about myself  
1 2 3 4 5 

 

3 I find my job rewarding because I get to learn useful 

skills like flower arranging and languages 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

4 One of the great rewards of this job is how people 

appreciate our efforts to help them 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

5 Making money is the biggest reward of my job 1 2 3 4 5  

6 Having to face life and death everyday makes me 

cherish what I have got 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

7 I like my job because I get to go to a lot of different 

places 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

8 I have a sense of great achievement when families are 

satisfied with our services  
1 2 3 4 5 

 

9 My job is exciting because I get to meet different 

people everyday 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

10 I am very happy when clients are grateful for what we 

do 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

11 I like my job because there is always new and fresh 

experience 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

12 Working in this profession has helped me to view life 

in a more open and less attached way  
1 2 3 4 5 
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1. These questions ask about the challenges in your work as a funeral director. 

Think about your work over the past few months and indicate the extent to 

which each of the following statements describes what you find challenging or 

difficult in your work. Please be as honest as you can. 

 

2. Please circle a number for each statement using the scale  

 

1              2              3               4             5 

Strongly    Disagree      Neither Disagree       Agree       Strongly  

Disagree                   or agree                         Agree. 

 

 

  SD D N A SA  

  1 2 3 4 5  

1 I am not confident because I do not know enough 

to do my job well 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

2 In this business we must make sure that 

everything is correct because the dead don’t get a 

second chance 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

3 I am sensitive to the emotions that the clients are 

experiencing 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

4 I have good control of my emotions and do not 

allow the funeral to overwhelm me 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

5 I find communicating with clients challenging 1 2 3 4 5  

6 Sometimes I find my self not having enough 

confidence to face the clients 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

7 I feel anxious having to do everything right 

during the process of the funeral service 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

8 I can understand the emotions that people are 

experiencing during the funeral 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

9 I do not let the clients emotions affect me 1 2 3 4 5  

10 I have good communication skills when it comes 

to dealing with clients 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

11 I am confident to do my job 1 2 3 4 5  

12 We are not allowed to have mistakes in this 

business  
1 2 3 4 5 

 

13 I am alert to the emotions of the family facing 

death and separation 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

14 I know what the client’s are going through and do 

not feel hurt by their emotional outburst 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

15 I usually avoid talking to clients and just do my 

job  
1 2 3 4 5 

 

16 I am confident in front of the client and I know 

what I am doing 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

17 I am still nervous time to time not knowing if I 

have done the right thing 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

18 I am aware of the client’s emotion 1 2 3 4 5  

19 I am comfortable with emotional clients 1 2 3 4 5  
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20 I don’t get along with my colleagues 1 2 3 4 5  

21 I do not think that I have enough confidence to 

solve the problems in my job 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

22 In this profession you always have to be careful 

and do everything right 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

23 I can manage being with a client in grief and 

know what to say and what to do 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

24 Sometimes I get caught up in my clients’ 

emotions 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

25 I find it difficult having to talk to people 1 2 3 4 5  
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These questions ask you to consider the way you interact with grieving clients in your 

work as a funeral director. Think about your interaction with clients over the past few 

months and indicate the extent to which each of the following statements describes your 

approach to grieving clients. Please be as honest as you can. 

 

Please circle a number for each statement using the scale  

1              2              3               4             5 

Strongly    Disagree      Neither Disagree       Agree       Strongly  

Disagree                   or agree                         Agree. 

                                                          

                                                    SD  D  N  A  SA 

   1 2 3 4 5  

1 I tell them they have to be tough  1 2 3 4 5  

2 I try to be a silent support for client’s emotions  1 2 3 4 5  

3 The best thing I can do for a grieving client is to 

organise a good funeral for their loved ones 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

4 I seldom initiate contact when I see clients in grief 1 2 3 4 5  

5 I encourage them to control their grief and accept what 

has happened  
1 2 3 4 5 

 

6 If the situation arises I might bring a grieving client a 

drink and sit with them 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

7 One way of helping the client in grief is to try my best to 

do my job well 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

8 I don’t know what to do when I see clients in grief 1 2 3 4 5  

9 I tell them no one can bring the dead back to life  1 2 3 4 5  

10 I listen to my clients and allow them to talk or cry  1 2 3 4 5  

11 To help the client in grief is to let them know that we 

have taken care of everything 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

12 I don’t know what to say when I see clients in grief  
1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

13 I might tell them that we all die one day and no one can 

avoid it 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

14 I believe that silent company is more powerful than 

words sometimes  
1 2 3 4 5 

 

  SD D N A SA  

15 To arrange everything well is the way support the client 

in grief 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

16 I don’t approach clients in grief because I am afraid that 

I might say something wrong  
1 2 3 4 5 

 

17 If clients keep on crying I tell them that the dead will not 

be able to rest in peace 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

18 I usually approach grieving clients and keep them 

company 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

19 I remove the burden of arranging the funeral from my 

clients to give them peace 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

20 I don’t think I know much about handling clients in grief 1 2 3 4 5  
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Role Sender Questionnaire 

The way we do our job is influenced or shaped by the people and groups we work with 

and work for. We ask you to consider the different people and groups who may 

influence your work as a funeral director. Indicate the extent to which you feel each of 

the following groups or people influence your work as a funeral director. Please be as 

honest as you can. 

 

Please circle a number for each statement using the scale  

 

1        2        3         4          5________6________7 

Not at all                 Moderately                 Very Much 

 

 

                                    N

A 

  M   V

M 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 My company 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 People in the same business (goon choi lo / 

nahm mouh lo) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3 Government  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4 The clients 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5 My family members 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6 My friends 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7 The general public 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8 My colleague 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

9 Myself  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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People have different ideas about your role and work as funeral director. What you 

think is the role or responsibilities of a funeral director may be different to what others 

think you should be doing. We ask you to consider the extent to which you agree or 

disagree with the opinions of various groups or people about your role. Please be as 

honest as you can. 

 

Please circle a number for each statement using the scale  

 

1        2        3         4          5________6________7 

Strongly                 Moderately                     Strongly  

Disagree                                                agree   

 

                                                                     S

D 

  M   S

A 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 My company 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 People in the same business (goon choi lo / 

nahm mouh lo) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3 Government  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4 The clients 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5 My family members 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6 My friends 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7 The general public 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8 My colleague 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

9 Myself  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Appendix C Indicative Questions for Interviews 

 
Indicative Questions for Study One 

 
Interview Protocol 
 
In the first study participating funeral directors will be interviewed to establish their 
experiences in and perceptions of their roles and to identify their felt needs in more 
effectively relating to and supporting their grieving clients. 
 
The interview will follow a semi structured format and will commence with an open 
ended phase, progress to focused questions in general areas related to the role and 
then move to analysis of typical specific director-client interactions. The interview will 
conclude with a reflective discussion of participants training and development needs. 
 
Phase 1 Open-ended Inquiry 
 
 Can you please tell me about your job as a funeral director in your own words? 
 
 Can you please tell me about the rewards and challenges of working in this field? 
 
 Do you recon that the role of a funeral director is important when it comes to   
 supporting clients in grief? 
 
Phase 2 Focused Questions  
 

(a) Knowledge of loss and grief 
 
What are the different ways you have seen people express their loss and grief? 
 
How do you make sense of their behaviour? 
 
What is your understanding of the grieving process? 
 
As a funeral director you deal with death everyday, how do you 
professionally distance yourself from emotional side of the funeral and still 
remain compassion to the family ? 
 
How does your clients’ grief affect you? 
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(b) Attitude to death 
 

 
How do you believe your job as a funeral director has influenced your attitude 
to death and dying? 
 
Have you thought about your own death? How would you like your own funeral 
to be? 
 
 

(c) Spirituality and religion 
 

What, if any, do you consider to be the “spiritual aspects” of the role of funeral 
director? 
 
In what way, if any, might you own spiritual beliefs influence the way you 
approach your role? Or provide emotional support to grieving clients? 
 
Are there any circumstances when your own faith/beliefs would prevent you 
from carrying out a task got the bereaved family? 
 
Have you experienced any spiritually uplifting or transforming experiences in 
your work as a funeral director? 
 
Has any religious/belief that you have witnessed in the conducting of a 
funeral service helped you in your own attitude towards death? 
 

(d) Personal and interpersonal skills  
 
When you encounter a grieving client what do you think is/are the most 
important thing(s) to do?  
 
Why do you consider this/these to be important? 
 
Can you give an example of when you thought you were effective in supporting 
a grieving client? 
 
Can you give an example of when you thought you were not as effective as you 
would have liked to have been in supporting a grieving client? 
 
In what ways might providing “emotional support” be considered an 
inappropriate part of your role? By whom? What are the boundaries/limits? 
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Phase 3 Specific director-client interactions 
 
I will present you with a number of typical situations or interactions (e.g., clients 
choosing a coffin) relevant to your work as a funeral director. For each of these 
situations we would like you to answer a standard set of questions: 
 
With Clients who are obviously disoriented and shocked from the event (In helping 
the client to understand that death has occurred and decisions need to be made, what 
would you normally do, where did you got the ideas from?) 
 
With angry clients “Out burst on the spot” (In not taking their anger personally and 
being able to “finish” your job/ Do you have any intention to understand more about 
the possible reasons the person is in anger?) 
 
With clients that breaks down during the service (In helping them to go through the 
service) 
 
In the event of a child’s death /In the event of a suicide death  
(Is it easy to communicate with the family members with regards to circumstances 
surrounding the death? Do you think it is better to say nothing as the family might be 
struggling to come to terms with the death? ) 
 
With family members who are intellectually disable (In helping then to understand 
that some one has died and what happens to the person after death) 
 
What do you think are the needs/feelings of clients in this type of situation? 
What do you find difficult or challenging in this type of situation? 
How do you usually deal with/behave in this type of situation? 
How do you observe other funeral directors dealing with/behaving in this type of 
situation? 
In what ways, if any, might you have a different approach to this type of situation than 
some other funeral directors? 
 
Phase 4 Focus on developmental needs 
 
If you think about you work as a funeral director what is the difference you would like 
to be able to make in peoples lives? 
 
If there was “one thing” that you would like to learn about providing support to 
grieving clients what would that be? 
 
If there was “one thing” that you would like to learn about caring for yourself in this 
work what would that be? 
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How interested would you be in participating in a training program that focused on 
developing you capacity to support grieving clients? 
 
What concerns, if any, might you/or your colleagues have about participating in such a 
program? 
 
Is there anything else that you would like to say or ask? 
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Indicative Questions for Study Three 
 

Post – training Indicative questions 
 

Phase 1 Open-ended Inquiry 
 
 Can you please tell me about your job as a funeral director in your own words? 
 
 Can you please tell me about the rewards and challenges of working in this field? 
 
 Do you recon that the role of a funeral director is important when it comes to   
 supporting clients in grief? 
 
Phase 2 Focused Questions  
 

(a) Knowledge of loss and grief 
 
What are the different ways you have seen people express their loss and grief? 
 
How do you make sense of their behaviour? 
 
What is your understanding of the grieving process? 
 
As a funeral director you deal with death everyday, how do you 
professionally distance yourself from emotional side of the funeral and still 
remain compassion to the family? 
 
How does your clients’ grief affect you? 
 
 

(b) Attitude to death 
 

 
How do you believe your job as a funeral director has influenced your attitude 
to death and dying? 
 
Have you thought about your own death? How would you like your own funeral 
to be? 

 
(c) Evaluation for the training 

 
Please recall how you engaged your work in the past one to two months after 
the training, please describe how the training have influenced the following: 

 
How you approach your work role 
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The way you observe your colleagues approach their work role 
Your skills in your daily work 
You as a person. 

  
 What is one area/aspect of your work where you are trying to make a change/ 
do different since the training? 
 
 What challenges/difficulties are you facing in trying to make this change? 
 
 How successful do you think you will be? 
 
 Is there anything else you would like to say or ask? 
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Appendix D Training Program 

Unit  One:  
Introduction 

Two:  
Rituals 

Three:  
Principle of life and death 
Professional 

Content   Challenges of funeral 
director 

 Roles of funeral 
director   

 Reflection on 
expectation of training 

 The meaning and 
functions of traditional 
rituals 

 The modernising of 
rituals 

 

 The principles of a 
modern life and death 
professional 

 What is Spirituality  

 Near death 
experience 

In class 
activity  

 Ritual reflection : 
identify the underline 
meaning of rituals and 
discuss possible 
improvement 

 Role identification: 
identify the roles 
involve in daily work 

 Contemplate on 
participant’s own 
funeral rituals 

 Discussion on the 
priorities of life and 
reconsider the 
priorities in the light 
of death 

Homework   Explore the expectation 
of the student s about 
the training  

 Categorise the function 
of rituals  

 The agreeability and 
practicality of 
implementing the 
principles of a modern 
life and death 
professional  

 

Unit  Four:  
On Grief and Loss 

Five:  
On Grief and Loss 

Six:  
On Grief and Loss support 

Content   Types of loss 

 Characteristics of grief 

 Theories on grief and 
loss 

 Myth about grief and los 

  

 Healthy grieving  

 Nonverbal 
communication and 
silent support 

 The do and don’t 
when you are with 
someone in grief 

 Child grief: how is it 
different from adult  

 Active listening  

In class 
activity  

 Reflection on personal 
experience with grief  

  

 In class Silent support 
exercise 

 Practice active 
listening  

Homework   Reflection on different 
myth about grief  

 Silent support exercise 
at work 

 Reflection on what 
are the do and don’ts 
when handling grief 
(using an example 
from work)  
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Unit  Seven:  
On grief and loss 
support 

Eight:  
On Emotional 
Management  

Nine: 
One Emotional 
Management  

Ten : 
On emotional 
Management  

Content  Mirroring 
Concept of 
empathy 
Empathy 
statement 

General problem 
solving techniques 
Understanding 
emotion and 
dealing with stress 

Anger 
management 

Positive thinking  

In class 
activity  

Practice 
mirroring  
Practicing 
empathy 
statements 
Reflection on the 
concept of 
empathy and 
create empathy 
statements 

Breathing exercise 
Reflection on 
problem solving 
technique 
Exploring pressure 
and work 

Explore things that 
triggers anger 
Application of 
anger 
management 
techniques 

Positive vision of 
occupation 

 


