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Funerals have been amongst the 
most important occasions I have 
attended or taken part in, over 
the years. But although there is a 
wealth of information online and in 
print about what to do in the event 
of someone’s death, I have never 
come across a simple guide that 

covers all the aspects of what needs to happen. 

That is why CARE has produced When someone dies. It sets 
out to assist with the practicalities that have to be dealt with 
in the event of a death, forearming us and suggesting ways in 
which we can help ourselves and others. 

Bereavement can bring personal pain and grief. At the same 
time, however, there are many practical decisions and arrange-
ments to be made. The funeral has to be organised, friends 
and distant family must be informed and there are legal matters 
needing attention. 

We sincerely hope that this booklet will be a helpful and practical 
resource should the responsibility for a deceased family member 
or friend’s affairs ever fall to you.

Lyndon Bowring 
Executive Chairman, CARE
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• When someone dies in hospital or in a hospice, the staff will 
contact the next of kin and then move the body to the hospital 
mortuary. The hospital will provide a medical certificate giving 
the cause of death, and the bereavement service will offer help 
and advice.

• When someone dies at home or in a care home, their GP should 
be contacted as soon as possible. If their next of kin is not present, 
they need to be informed too. Once a doctor has confirmed the 
death and written out the medical certificate giving the cause of 
death, an undertaker can be instructed to remove the body. 

 
• If a death occurs anywhere else, the emergency services will 

be called. The body will be moved to the public mortuary until 
further arrangements are made.

• Wherever the death takes place, if it is unexpected and the GP 
is unable to sign a certificate, it will be referred to the coroner 
who may decide on a post-mortem examination. If this happens, 
the police may visit the home of the deceased to take details 
about what happened. This can be very upsetting for the family.

• If someone has registered their wish to donate their organs, 
this is usually acted upon within 24 hours of their death.

What happens immediately after a 
person’s death?
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What to do next

Before you can go ahead and make the funeral arrangements, 
it is essential that the doctor gives you the signed medical cer-
tificate giving the cause of death. When someone is to be cre-
mated, two doctors’ signatures are required.

Providing there are no delays caused by a post-mortem or other 
circumstances, the deceased person’s executor, administrator 
or next of kin should then attend to the following:

Registering the death. This is a legal necessity.

Locating the will. 

Organising the funeral. If a will exists, check to see if it includes 
specific requests about the funeral.

Registering the death
 
The death must be registered with the local registrar of births, 
marriages and deaths for the district where the death occurred. 
must be done either by a relative, the person present at the 
death, the executor, or a solicitor. It will take about half an hour.

The address of the local registry office can be found in the local 
telephone directory, or at www.gov.uk 
 
In England, Wales and Northern Ireland the death must normally 
be registered within five days. In Scotland it is within eight days. 
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The registrar will then give you: 

Certificate for burial or cremation. In Northern Ireland this is 
called a Certificate for Disposal

Certificate of registration of death which contains a form for 
claiming any arrears of benefit due to the deceased person.

Death certificate – if requested. This is the certified copy of the 
entry in the death register and is necessary for proving the will and 
making claims for pensions and life insurance benefits. It is wise 
to purchase several copies of the death certificate as you 
may need them for other legal and administrative tasks that 
lie ahead. 

 You must make an appointment and take the following with you: 

• Medical certificate (signed by a doctor) stating the cause of 
death

• If available, the person’s birth certificate, marriage/civil partner-
ship certificate, and their NHS number/medical card.
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The will 

Ideally, the deceased will have both made a will and indicated 
where it is. Most people keep a copy themselves and leave the 
original with their solicitor or bank. 

About half of all people who die in the UK leave enough money 
or property to require probate (‘confirmation’ in Scotland). This 
means the Probate Registry (Sheriff Clerk in Scotland) must 
issue a legal document.

If a will hasn’t been made, a solicitor will need to follow certain 
procedures. You will find a clear explanation about these matters 
on www.gov.uk/wills-probate-inheritance 

 Organising the funeral 

The deceased person may have left their own instructions for 
the funeral, but in any case there will be several important 
considerations, once you have appointed a funeral director. 

• whether to have a burial or a cremation 

• where the body will rest before the funeral

• the date and time of the funeral 

• where it will be held – consider how many mourners you expect 
to come and whether the venue is convenient and accessible

• what the ceremony will include and who will conduct it

• who else you will ask to contribute

• how much the funeral will cost and the means of payment.
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You will also need to:

• inform family, friends, colleagues and others of the death and 
about funeral arrangements

• if you want to do so, write a notice to place in the newspaper

• arrange for the order of service to be designed and printed 

• order and choose flowers (and decide what happens to them 
afterwards) 

• decide whether to request donations to a chosen charity

• provide refreshments for those attending.

The funeral director plays an essential role in all these arrange-
ments and will be able to advise you. 

Local funeral companies are listed in the telephone directory 
and on the internet. 

Funerals can be costly (cremation is generally less expensive 
than burial), but funeral directors understand people’s different 
financial circumstances and will suggest affordable choices. 

Check if the deceased person left any pre-paid funeral plans, 
insurance policies, pension schemes or bank/building society 
accounts that could cover the costs. If not, and if the value of the 
estate is low, finding the necessary money may be a burden. Re-
member, whoever makes the arrangements with the undertaker 
is responsible for paying the bill.
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 Information checklist

Having the following details to hand in a file will be invaluable 
as you complete forms and documents and make other ar-
rangements over the following weeks:

• your own details and proof of qualification as an informant

• the deceased person’s full name and any former name 

• their address, and whether they had lived there for more 
than six months

• their date and place of birth – birth certificate

• their date and place of death – death certificate

• their NHS number/medical card

• their national insurance number

• medical certificate stating cause of death (signed by 
a doctor). 

Other information needed:

• their employment details 

• their religion

• their marriage (or civil partnership) certificate

• their tax reference number

• any information about their state pension and other benefits

• name, date of birth and occupation of the surviving spouse 
(or civil partner).
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Other useful things to keep together:

• address book 

• diary

• passport 

• driving licence

• membership cards

• financial and legal papers

• outstanding bills and invoices 

• details of money owed to the deceased.

 Letting people know 

• Make a list of those who would like to know about the funeral. 

• Be aware of the capacity of the church or crematorium chapel 
as you think about how many people are likely to attend the 
funeral and want to stay on afterwards.

You may also need to inform the following about the person’s 
death in order to amend records, close accounts and claim 
any refunds:

• medical: GP, dentist, hospital clinics, NHS equipment etc

• employers: including voluntary work

• government agencies: your local authority should offer a ‘Tell 
Us Once’ service. Your registrar will tell you about this. 

• accommodation: mortgage lender or landlord
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• utility companies: including Internet, mobile phone, TV licence

• finance: banks, credit cards, insurance 

• car: DVLA, insurance

• post office: redirection of mail to the executor or administrator of 
the will 

• bereavement register: this will reduce direct mail sent to the 
deceased person (www.the-bereavement-register.org.uk)

• passport office: passport cancellation (and return if requested)

• library, clubs, associations.

Who is there to help?

Dealing with everything in this often unfamiliar and distressing 
situation can be very daunting. But you do not have to face it all 
alone. Hopefully, family members and friends will offer support, 
as well as professionals who may become involved.

Certifier of death: the doctor who completes the medical cer-
tificate of cause of death. In order to sign this, they must have 
looked after the person who died and be certain of the cause of 
death and that it was natural. 

Coroner: the independent judicial officer who investigates 
unnatural and unexplained deaths. In Scotland this person is 
called the procurator fiscal.

Registrar: the registrar of births, marriages and deaths em-
ployed by the local authority, who records information on deaths 
and issues death certificates. 



13

Minister of religion: the clergyman or other religious leader who 
can help with the funeral or thanksgiving service, and offer pas-
toral care. Everyone is entitled to have a funeral in their local 
parish church, even if the deceased person did not regularly 
attend. (www.cofe.anglican.org/lifeevents/funerals)

Funeral director: the person who undertakes the responsibility for 
caring for the deceased person’s body and arranging the funeral.

Executor: the person named in a will to administer the deceased 
person’s estate.

Solicitors and legal executives: professionals who assist in writ-
ing wills and dealing with their administration after death.

Administrator: someone who can be the deceased’s legal rep-
resentative when there is no will, or if the named executor is not 
able or willing to act. 

Probate registry: an office of the probate service which issues 
a grant of representation to the personal representatives of a 
deceased person, giving them the formal legal authority to deal 
with the estate. 
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Useful contacts and websites

UK Government website: provides easy online access to 
public services and information you may need.
(www.gov.uk/after-a-death) 

Directory of UK and N.I. funeral directors: 
www.uk.funerals.co.uk

Age UK: National charity dedicated to improving the lives of 
older people, their families and carers. (www.ageuk.org.uk) 
Advice Line: 0800 169 6565 

Cruse: promotes the well-being of bereaved people and helps 
them to understand their grief and loss. Cruse Services offer free 
support, information, education and training services which are 
free to bereaved people.
Helpline: Tel: 0844 477 9400 
(www.cruse.org.uk)

British Association of Counselling: directory of counselling and 
befriending agencies. 
Tel. 01455 886616 (www.bacp.co.uk)

The Compassionate Friends: offers help for parents whose 
children have died. 
Tel. 0845 123 2304 (www.tcf.org.uk)
Tel N.I. 0288 77 88016

Bereaved Parents’ Support: offering hope and comfort to those 
who have a lost a child of any age and in any circumstance.  
Tel. 029 2081 0800 (www.careforthefamily.org.uk/bps) 
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Child Death Helpline: freephone service for anyone affected by 
the death of a child. 
Tel. 0800 500 6019 (www.childdeathhelpline.org.uk)

Saying Goodbye: nationwide remembrance services for those 
who have lost a child. 
Tel. 0845 293 8027 (www.sayinggoodbye.org)

Support After Murder or Manslaughter: offers support for 
anyone bereaved as a result of murder or manslaughter.
Tel. 0845 872 3440 (www.samm.org.uk)

NHS Carers Direct: help especially for carers who have been 
bereaved. (www.nhs.uk/CarersDirect)

Bereavement Advice Centre: free helpline and web-based 
information.
Tel. 0800 634 9494 (www.bereavementadvice.org)
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 ‘How are you feeling?’

Besides all the practical and legal concerns, when someone 
close to us dies we experience a mixture of emotions and per-
sonal circumstances that may turn life upside down.

It is helpful to remember that when a person loses a loved one, 
the experience of bereavement normally goes through certain 
stages: 

• shock and numbness: the sense that none of this is real, even 
if the death was expected.

• denial: expecting the deceased person to come back, and eve-
rything to return to how it was.

• anger/guilt: negative emotions of anger, a sense of injustice, 
vexation or helplessness about the situation, and even a feeling 
of guilt that somehow we could have done something to prevent 
the death, seen more of the person beforehand, or perhaps 
have addressed any unresolved issues.

• deep sadness: feelings of incredible emptiness, loneliness, self-
accusation or despair. If this lasts for more than twelve months it 
is advisable to seek help.

• acceptance: time, in and of itself, will not heal our wounds, but 
normally life will get easier. We may always miss being able to 
share our life with that person, no matter how long it has been 
since they died. We don’t have to forget in order to move on.

This process is different for everyone. Not all of us have experi-
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enced the death of a partner, child, close friend or relative, so it 
is helpful to remember that long after we might assume the pain 
is over, the bereaved person may still be on what can be a lonely 
journey towards acceptance of their loss. 

Harold Bauman wrote an excellent booklet on this subject from 
a Christian viewpoint, entitled Living Through Grief. He explains 
these stages of grief and suggests practical steps for learning 
‘to live again’. Published by Lion Hudson and available from booksellers and 

online.

 What about our own will?

This booklet is a practical guide for when someone else dies, 
but it is also worth considering how to help those who may have 
to cope in the event our own death. 

Writing a legal will means that family and other dependants can 
be spared a great deal of difficulty and financial worry. This is 
something that many of us find hard to get round to doing – 
about 60 per cent of people die without having made a will. 

It is obviously too late after death, but we can take the opportuni-
ty to write a will now. Without a will – dying intestate – money and 
property are unlikely to be passed on according to our wishes. 
A will is a legal declaration of what we want to happen after our 
death. It may include instructions about the funeral, and can 
designate who inherits our property and how it is to be shared 
out. Legal requirements in England, Wales, Northern Ireland and 
Scotland vary.
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A will must be dated and signed in the presence of two wit-
nesses. It can be kept at home or left with a solicitor or bank. 
Someone, ideally next of kin, should be told where it is.

It is advisable to seek professional advice about writing a will 
and ensure that it accurately reflects your wishes. It means the 
amount of inheritance tax that will be payable can be kept to a 
minimum or even avoided altogether. 

Where there are children to consider it is even more important 
for a will to be carefully drawn up, to make the necessary ar-
rangements and intentions clear. 

 Arranging a legacy

Once you have considered your family and friends, you may 
decide to leave money in your will to your local church and/or 
to charities you have supported during your lifetime. This can 
provide a wonderful legacy. 

When you leave a legacy to a charity, the amount is subtracted 
from the gross value of your estate when it is assessed for inher-
itance tax. This will reduce the amount payable to the Exchequer, 
and allow that money to support a good cause instead. 
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 Useful websites about writing a will

Government advice:  
www.gov.uk/make-will

Solicitors Regulation Authority (SRA): the regulatory body for 
solicitors in England and Wales which can provide details of 
solicitors in your area. Tel. 0370 606 2555 (www.sra.org.uk)

SearchWillco.uk: directory of will writers in England, Scotland 
and Wales. (www.searchwill.co.uk)
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