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By Andrew Scobie & David Robertson (Social Policy Researchers)

Perth Citizens Advice Bureau and Stirling & District Citizens Advice Bureau are two 
of the 61 member bureaux that form Scotland’s largest independent advice network. 
CAB advice services are delivered using service points throughout Scotland, from the 
islands to city centres. 

The CAB Service aims: 

 to ensure that individuals do not suffer through lack of knowledge of 
their rights and responsibilities, or of the services available to them, or 
through an inability to express their need effectively 

and equally 

 to exercise a responsible influence on the development of social policies 
and services, both locally and nationally.

The CAB Service is independent and provides free, confidential and impartial advice 
to everybody regardless of age, disability, gender, race, religion and belief and sexual 
orientation.
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Introduction
The cost of funerals in the UK has risen dramatically over the past few years. Since 
2004, they have had an average increase of 7% year on year, which is much higher 
than the rate of inflation (Sutherland, 2014). This means that in 2014 the cost of a 
‘basic funeral’ which refers to the fees for a funeral director, the cremation/burial, a 
doctor, and the minister or celebrant costs on average £3,693 in the UK, and £3,594 
in Scotland, this is up a staggering 92% since 2004 (SunLife, 2015). As anticipated the 
rising costs are increasing the number of citizens experiencing ‘funeral poverty’. In 
comparison to other types of poverty i.e. child poverty, fuel poverty, etc. there is no 
recognised ‘official’ definition of funeral poverty. However, for our purposes, it can 
be defined as being unable to afford the cost of the most basic funeral available.  

This paper outlines a collaborative study into increasing funeral costs and funeral 
poverty by the social policy teams in Perth Citizens Advice Bureau and Stirling Citizens 
Advice Bureau. 

The aims of the research were as follows:  

1. To explore the causes of increasing funeral costs and what impact they are having 
on bereaved citizens in Perth & Kinross and Stirling local authorities 

2. To identify the weaknesses in existing protocols and support systems pertaining 
to funeral costs 

3. To make recommendations for change.

Introduction and background
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Why funeral poverty is increasing in Scotland
There is a wide variety of reasons why funeral poverty is increasing in Scotland. 
Firstly, local authorities have increased the cost of bereavement services including 
crematoria and cemeteries. In Scotland the average cost of a burial (including the plot 
and internment) is £1,273.35, a 10% increase from 2014. In tandem the average cost 
of a local authority cremation is £601, a 6% increase from 2014 (Sutherland, 2015). 
This is due in part to budget cuts initiated by central government and the use of the 
revenue from said services to counteract the shortfall from the cuts (Dewar, 2013, 09, 
SunLife, 2014, 08). In addition, the revenue generated from increased costs is going 
towards the installation of new equipment in crematoria to comply with changes in 
environmental legislation, i.e. to reduce mercury emissions from the dental fillings of 
the deceased (Dewar, 2013, 09). 

Price rises are not confined to local authorities; funeral directors operating in the 
private sector are increasing the fees for their services. SunLife (2014, 08) have 
attributed this partially to the financial crisis, which has increased both overheads 
and debts and decreased opportunities for investment. In addition, funeral directors 
have acknowledged increased competition in their profession, meaning that they 
have been forced to increase their prices to invest in improving their services in order 
to stay competitive (SunLife, 2014, 08). Moreover, as with their local authority run 
counterparts, and in all likelihood some of the same reasons, private crematoria 
operating in Scotland have increased their fees by an average of 5% since 2014 
(Sutherland, 2015).  

Secondly bereaved relatives are both misunderstanding and underestimating the 
‘extra’ costs affiliated with funerals. According to Dewar (2013, 12) there is a lack 
of both consistency and transparency amongst funeral directors with regards to 
what a ‘basic fee’ includes. Amidst the confusion this induces for clients are charges 
for ‘extra’ services, which in many incidents are charges they expected their funeral 
director’s fee to cover (Dewar, 2013, 12).  A study of funeral costs by Citizens Advice 
Scotland (CAS) highlighted that the average funeral directors fee is £1,900 and that 
citizens are paying on average for the following services: 

• £50 for an obituary in their local newspaper 

• £100 for order of services to be printed 

• £140 for floral arrangements 

• £260 for transport for mourners 

• £320 for catering at the wake 

(Dewar, 2013 Sutherland, 2014).  
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As previously stated funeral directors may or may not include some of the 
aforementioned expenses in their fee. Furthermore, it should be noted that 
transparency issues pertaining to costs are not confined to extras. Dewar (2013, 
12) stresses that funeral directors are often unclear if their fee will cover the basic 
essentials of a funeral, including the transport of the deceased, coffin and disposal. 
This issue has manifested itself in problematic ways for clients. For instance, some 
have been required to pay costly deposits to cover the transportation of a body to a 
funeral director’s premises before planning for the funeral has commenced (Dewar, 
2013, 12). 

Another plausible catalyst behind rising funeral poverty in both Scotland and the rest 
of the UK is the fact that citizens are unable to properly budget for funeral costs. 
Inflation, low wages, insecure employment opportunities, poor pensions, amongst 
other factors have hit households hard, particularly (though not exclusively) those 
already on lower incomes. As a result, households have been forced to curtail their 
budgets more and more to meeting daily living costs, i.e. food, fuel etc. meaning that 
money being set aside for expenses such as funerals can no longer continue and/or 
are being used for the former, resulting in scant revenue being available in the event 
of a bereavement (ILC-UK, 2014, 06).   

Impact of rising costs and funeral poverty on citizens
The rising cost of funerals is having a highly detrimental impact on the lives of bereaved 
citizens in a variety of ways. Some simply accept the costs knowing that they cannot 
afford it, consequently fall into debt and face legal action from service providers 
for unpaid bills. Others attempt to dilute expenses by cutting out ‘extra’ funeral 
expenses. Unfortunately, all too often this is still not enough to avoid racking up 
severe debts (SunLife, 2014). For those experiencing funeral poverty there are other 
possible options. The first is the donation of the deceased’s body to medical schools 
and/or research institutes. This is advantageous in that the institution accepting 
a donated body will organise disposal of it once they have finished at no charge 
to the donor’s family. Moreover it is common practice for an institution to invite 
the family to attend a cremation ceremony, which can provide comfort for families 
knowing that they have commemorated their lost relative (Scottish Government, 
2012, 19). Official statistics on body donation in Scotland are not readily available, 
however enquiries by BBC News back in 2010 revealed that from a sample of medical 
schools in England, all had reported a dramatic increase in enquiries from potential 
donors, as high as 250% in one instance (Wilkinson, 2010). Whilst this cannot be 
explicitly attributed to rising funeral costs, it stands to reason that they will be a 
contributing factor.  Whilst advantageous, body donation is an extremely limited 
option as the physical condition of the body has to satisfy strict criteria to qualify 
for acceptance, which excludes amongst others cadavers that have undergone post 
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mortem examinations and/or have had organs recovered for donation (Scottish 
Government, 2012, 19). More recently research institutes have been refusing donated 
cadavers as they have no available space to accommodate them. This includes those 
who have pre-arranged for the donation of their body. This means that families are 
likely to be faced with the unanticipated cost of the funeral. Professor Sue Black a 
renowned forensic anthropologist at Dundee University acknowledges that there is 
a correlation between rising funeral poverty and increasing offers of body donation, 
and urges families to be cautious “it’s important people don’t see bequeathal as 
a means to address funeral poverty because we cannot guarantee that we would 
accept at body” (Jamieson, 2016).     

The other option is a local authority funeral. A local authority funeral is typically 
provided when nobody is available to organise and/or finance a funeral on behalf 
of the deceased. The local authority will put any money left in the deceased’s estate 
towards the funeral, however they will cover the entire cost if need be. Local authority 
funerals generally take place when a person has died alone with no known relatives 
however they can be provided in other circumstances (Scottish Government, 2012, 
23). As expected the number of local authority funerals in Scotland has increased in 
tandem with rising funeral costs (SunLife, 2014). Indeed, last year 459 funerals were 
organized by Scottish local authorities, a figure which is expected to rise (Lambie, 
2015). Whilst the Scottish Government (2012, 23) asserts that modern local authority 
funerals are conducted with dignity and compassion, Lambie (2015) argues that 
the stigma that was attached to ‘pauper’s funerals’ that were provided under the 
Poor Law (the forerunner to the modern welfare state) continues to overshadow 
contemporary local authority funerals, and they remain an undesirable choice. 
Indeed, there are known instances of citizens resorting to drastic action to avoid both 
the cost of a generic funeral and the stigma of a local authority funeral. For instance, 
there has been a rise in the percentage of DIY funerals being conducted amongst 
bereaved citizens. This involves (amongst other things) relatives purchasing cheap 
coffins online and transporting the deceased to the church/cemetery/crematorium 
using their own vehicles. Perhaps the most alarming are known incidents of relatives 
illegally burying the deceased in their gardens (Gentleman, 2014 Glaze, 2014). 
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What help is available? 

Social Fund Funeral Payments

There is a government Funeral Payments Fund available from the Social Fund, 
administered by the Department of Work and Pensions, to help people who are 
struggling to pay for a funeral, as long as they and/or their partner are on a ‘qualifying 
benefit’ at the time of application. These benefits are: 

• Income Support (IS) 

• Income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA) 

• Housing Benefit (HB) 

• Income-related Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) 

• Pension Credit (PC) 

• Child Tax Credit (if the award is high enough) 

• Working Tax Credit (including an extra amount for disability) 

• Universal Credit (introduced in Stirling in May 2015, due in Perth in April 2016) 

Whilst of help to bereaved citizens, the Funeral Payments scheme has not been 
updated since 2003, so it only covers cremation or burial costs, and up to £700 for 
other expenses such as funeral directors’ fees. Therefore, it has not taken into account 
the dramatic rise in funeral costs experienced since 2003. Further to this, official 
figures show that the average Funeral Payment award in 2013/14 was only £1,347, 
far short of the average cost of a basic funeral. Additional to this it states that only 
58% of applications to the Social Fund were awarded (33,000 awards out of 59,000 
applications,) the majority of these being pensioners (40.6 %.). 

It is also interesting to note that although only 2,960 applicants took their case to 
appeal only 11% were successful (DWP, 2015, 17). 
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Budgeting Loans

In May 2012, the DWP introduced the right for individuals to apply for a Budgeting 
Loan to help with the cost of funerals (DWP, 2011). In doing so, the DWP admitted 
that Funeral Payments are not designed to cover the entire costs of funerals, and 
that people on benefits are expected to make up the shortfall, therefore finding 
themselves in debt. However, eligibility for Budgeting Loans is restricted to even 
fewer people than Funeral Payments for the following reasons: 

• There are fewer qualifying benefits, these include: Income Support, Pension 
Credit, Income-Based JSA or Income-Based ESA. Interim payments of any of these 
benefits are accepted.

• Applicants must have been receiving a qualifying benefit(s) for at least 26 weeks 
(breaks of 28 days or less in the claim are disregarded).  

• They must have capital below the capital limit of £1000. A loan may still be 
awarded if capital is above the limit but amount will be reduced.  

They cannot be involved in a trade dispute. 

Furthermore, the maximum limit of a budgeting loan is based on your circumstances 
and presently sits at the following: 

• £348 for single person households 

• £464 for couples 

• £812 for households with children 

Budgeting Loans are interest free and are undoubtedly a better choice than to risk 
taking on debt from other high-interest loans. However, the following figures suggest 
that there would probably still be a shortfall in costs: 

Average cost of a basic funeral:      = £3,594 

Average Funeral Payment (£1,347) + Maximum Budgeting Loan (£812) = £2,159 

Shortfall         = £1,431 

This further highlights the need for an urgent rethink about the remit of Funeral 
Payments and Budgeting Loans and whether they are fit for purpose. 
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Other sources of government support

In addition to Funeral Payments and Budgeting Loans, the following are available to 
bereaved citizens from the DWP: Bereavement Payments, Bereavement Allowance 
and Widowed Parent’s Allowance. A Bereavement Payment is a non-means tested 
lump sum payment of £2000.00 that is available for 12 months after a death (CPAG 
2015). Bereavement Allowance is a weekly benefit which is paid for up to a year after 
a death. 

Payments vary pending on the claimant’s age. At present claimants aged 55+ are paid 
£112.55, whilst those aged 45-54 are paid between £33.77 and £104.67. It is possible 
to claim Bereavement Allowance and receive a Bereavement Payment (CPAG, 2015). 
Widowed Parents’ Allowance is paid (also on a weekly basis) to a surviving spouse, 
partner or civil partner who has ‘qualifying children’. Currently it is paid at £112.55. 
Unlike Bereavement Allowance, Widowed Parent’s Allowance is paid until a claimant 
is no longer considered ‘eligible’. In addition, a claimant cannot receive both Widowed 
Parent’s Allowance and Bereavement Allowance together; however, those claiming 
the former can receive a Bereavement Payment (Advisernet, 2015a).  

Whilst the above may be of help in managing funeral costs, unlike Social Fund Funeral 
Payments and Budgeting Loans, neither past research or welfare rights literature 
including material produced by CPAG and CAB recognizes the above for this purpose. 
Furthermore, to qualify potential claimants must satisfy the following criteria: 

• They are aged below state retirement pension age 

• The claimant had to have been married or in a civil partnership with the 
decreased (this includes those who are separated but are still married and/or in 
civil partnership) 

• The deceased has to have met pre-determined national insurance contributions 
and/or their death has been attributed to their employment (Advisernet, 2015a). 
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‘Responsibility’ and eligibility for support with funeral costs

In addition to the various qualifying criteria, clients seeking help with funeral costs 
can face further confusion surrounding issues pertaining to whether or not they are 
‘responsible’ for paying for a funeral and are henceforth entitled to government 
support. In terms of Funeral 

Payments, the way in which the DWP determines if an applicant is ‘responsible’ and 
entitled is both complex and subjective. For instance, amongst the first questions 
asked by DWP decision maker is whether or not there is someone who is ‘closer’ 
to the deceased than the claimants. If the answer to this question is ‘yes’ the claim 
automatically fails given that from their perspective the latter should be responsible for 
paying (Advisernet, 2015b). The DWP defines ‘closeness’ in terms of familial relations. 
The ‘partner’ of the deceased is considered to be the closest. If they do not have a 
partner, members of their ‘immediate family’ which include parents and offspring 
will be deemed closest (it is unspecified is one has preference over the other). If the 
deceased has no immediate family responsibility will be allocated to a ‘close relative’ 
or ‘close friend’ who may be entitled to a Funeral Payment. When making a decision 
on whether or not to award a Funeral Payment to a close relative or friend, extra 
criteria may be considered such as the length of time a claimant knew the deceased 
(Advisernet, 2015b). Whilst at first glance this may seem straightforward, how ‘close’ 
a person is to another person is not just a question of familial bonds and is open to 
individual interpretation, meaning that the circumstances within which a client may 
apply may not be accommodated by the DWP. 

The same situation applies to issues of ‘estrangement’. Even if the deceased has 
a partner and/or immediate family, a close relative or friend may be entitled to a 
Funeral Payment if it can be proved that the deceased was ‘estranged’ from their 
closer relatives (Advisernet, 2015b). According to CPAG the DWP employ no formal 
definition of estrangement. Having said this, they appear to interpret it in terms of 
existing “emotional disharmony” between the deceased and their relatives (CPAG, 
2015, 797). As with closeness the ‘one size fits all’ nature of this interpretation renders 
it unsuitable to account for all circumstances within which family may be estranged 
from a decreased relative. 
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Death demographics in Perth and Kinross and Stirling 
local authorities
Geographically Perth and Kinross and Stirling local authorities have similar population 
distribution, more specifically large rural terrains containing both ‘accessible’ and 
‘remote’ settlements1. Of the two Perth and Kinross has a higher population. Figures 
from the National Records of Scotland (NROS) state that in 2014, the population of 
the former was 148,880 compared to 91,580 in Stirling, a difference of over 57,000. 
Both authorities have acknowledged an increase in population since 1988 (NROS, 
2015a NROS, 2015b). 

Between 2011 and 2013 there were 4,728 deaths in Perth and Kinross and 2,521 
deaths in Stirling (NROS, 2015a NROS, 2015b). In terms of death demographics, there 
are both similarities and contrasts. An obvious similarity is that in terms of age group, 
the vast majority of deaths were amongst those aged 65 and over. 85% of deaths 
in Perth and Kinross and 83% in Stirling within the aforementioned time period 
were within this age group. As to the remaining age bands, Stirling had more deaths 
amongst those aged less than 1 year2 than those aged between 1 and 14 whereas 
Perth and Kinross acknowledged the opposite. Other than that, the patterns for both 
areas were similar in that increasing age was positively correlated with an increase 
in deaths (NROS, 2015a NROS, 2015b).  In terms of the causes of death, cancer and 
circulatory disease were acknowledged as the leading causes in both locations (NORS, 
2015a NROS, 2015b).  

As to contrasts, the average death rate for Perth and Kinross between 2011 and 2013 
was higher than the Scottish average, whilst on the other hand the rate for Stirling 
was lower (NROS, 2015a NROS, 2015b). 

Bereavement Facilities
Perth and Kinross Council presently runs 143 cemeteries and 1 crematorium. Stirling 
Council runs 77 cemeteries. At present there is no crematorium in Stirling local 
authority, although there are plans for one to be constructed on the site of the 
former Bannockburn Hospital (Iwan Jones, 2015). Stirling citizens wishing to cremate 
deceased relatives/friends are required to use crematoria in neighbouring local 
authorities. Stirling Council (2014) acknowledges Falkirk (the most widely used), 
Perth, and Dunfermline (Fife Council) as options. It is worth noting that Clydebank 
Crematorium run by West Dunbartonshire Council is the closest facility for those 
living near the southern border of Stirling local authority.  

1. Accessible settlement defined by Scottish Government as being within a 30-minute travel distance of 
a settlement of 10,000 people. If the travel time is longer than 30 minutes the settlement is considered 
remote.

2. It is unspecified if stillbriths are considered here. 
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Survey Results

As stated in the previous chapter, cremation charges have increased in recent years 
as local authorities have sought to generate revenue from bereavement services to 
balance budget cuts and equipment upgrading costs. At present the most expensive 
crematorium in Scotland is the privately run Moray Crematorium which charges £890 
per cremation.  Perth is not far behind. In fact, CAS revealed that Perth is the most 
expensive local authority run crematorium in Scotland. The average cost of a local 
authority cremation in Scotland for someone over 16 is £569.50 and Perth presently 
charges £749.00, which is higher than the average cost of a cremation at a private 
crematorium (Sutherland, 2015). Falkirk Crematorium according to Sutherland (2015) 
is less expensive with a cremation costing £579.00. However, Stirling residents are at 
a financial disadvantage in that to use the facility they are required to pay an ‘out 
of area’ charge of £265.00 on top of the cremation fee (Falkirk Council 2014). This 
increases the total cost to £844.00. Figure 1a provides a comparison of cremation 
costs in Perth and Kinross and Stirling with adjoining local authorities, (note that 
Stirling is not included as it presently has no crematorium of its own).

The situation is similar for burials in both areas. The average cost of a burial (including 
both the lair and internment) is £1273.35 in Scotland and £1500.00 for the UK as a 
whole.  Perth and Kinross and Stirling are both within the top 10 most expensive 
Scottish local authorities for burials, exceeding both the Scottish and UK averages 
(by over 40% in terms of the former). Perth and Kinross comes 6th charging £1746.00 
whilst Stirling comes 5th at £1779.00. Figure 1b below provides a comparison between 
burial costs in Perth & Kinross and Stirling and their adjoining local authorities, note 
that the cost of a burial in Stirling is almost double that of neighbouring Falkirk.

 (Sutherland, 2015).

* = Private Crematorium
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Service Provider Surveys
Given the sensitive nature of the topic, it was decided at the onset that bereaved 
clients would not be approached as part of the data collection. Instead service 
providers working in bereavement services and/or with bereaved citizens would be 
approached and invited to share their experiences. These included the following: 

• Funeral Directors serving residents in Perth and Kinross and Stirling 

• Local Authority Environmental Health Workers (more specifically those who were 
responsible for execution of local authority funerals) 

• Workers in fellow third sector groups that either specialized in bereavement and/
or encountered bereavement in their line of work such as cancer support groups, 
etc. 

It was correctly anticipated that the above would encounter funeral poverty from 
different angles. Initially a single survey was produced, which was later modified 
to suit the circumstances of each group. For example, the funeral directors’ survey 
exclusively asked informants to provide details of matters including cost of the most 

Data Collection
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‘basic’ funeral available, and what services were included within it. To ensure that 
each survey followed the same line of enquiry, a series of ‘core questions’ were 
produced and worded the same in each, for instance all surveys asked if informants 
had observed an increase in their clients/customers struggling and/or being unable 
to pay for a funeral. The surveys contained a combination of both ‘closed’ and ‘open’ 
questions. More specifically the core questions were closed in that they could only 
be answered as ‘yes’ ‘no’ or ‘don’t know’. These were followed by an open question, 
where informants were invited to justify why they answered the way they did. 

As to distribution of surveys, initially paper copies were sent to funeral directors 
within the City of Stirling with a freepost envelope for their return. Later on it was 
decided to distribute the survey electronically using ‘Survey Monkey’. Emails and 
letters containing the appropriate link were sent to funeral directors across all Perth 
and Kinross and the remainder of Stirling District. The survey for fellow third sector 
groups was not administered using Survey Monkey; instead ‘Word’ copies were 
sent to contacts who distributed them to their colleagues on our behalf. The email 
address of a member of Perth Social Policy team was provided as a return address. 
The return rate for the funeral directors was very low, with only two online surveys 
being completed. Despite the low turnout, the returned surveys were completed 
thoroughly, the informants raising some very useful and insightful points. Initially 
it was decided that a survey would be produced for environmental health workers, 
however after initial contact with potential informants it was decided that telephone 
interviews would be the most effective given limitations on their time. Having decided 
on this a telephone interview was not possible in Stirling; henceforth a Freedom of 
Information Request (FIR) was submitted to uncover relevant facts concerning the 
uptake of local authority funerals in Stirling. 

Micro Case Studies
Although we decided against approaching clients directly, we could not produce a 
report that did not contain any ‘in-house’ evidence from both bureaus. In response to 
this, client records were reviewed and relevant anecdotes were selected to generate 
a series of micro case studies. 

It should be noted that case studies were selected on a ‘purposive’ basis, in that they 
were relevant to the research objectives. 
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Funeral Services, basic facts from the data
The evidence disclosed by the funeral directors who completed surveys revealed the 
‘average’ cost of a funeral to be £3,200 (excluding disbursements). The cost of the 
most ‘basic’ funeral available ranged from £1800 to £2100. As to what services were 
included in a basic funeral, both informants stated that the collection of deceased 
from hospital/home, coffin and hearse were included. On the other hand, only one 
informant stated that cemetery and crematorium fees were covered as part of a basic 
funeral. In addition to the former, the same informant highlighted that a cremains 
container was also included. 

As to how bereaved citizens were required to pay for funerals, one informant 
stated that they only accepted full payments upfront. The other accepted advance 
payments and payments within 60 days of the funeral alongside full payment 
upfront. Moreover, in addition to only accepting full payment upfront, the informant 
required a minimum deposit of £1000, whilst the other required disbursements only. 
One informant stated that approximately 50% of their clients had pre-paid funeral 
cover, whilst the other did not know. 

Causes and Consequences of increasing funeral costs
All survey respondents answered “yes” when asked if they believed that the cost of 
funerals had increased in recent years. Having said this, responses varied regarding 
the extent. One funeral director stressed that only “occasionally” they encountered 
a client who could not afford a basic funeral, and saw on average “1 to 2 a year”. 
The other funeral director however highlighted that they encountered this situation 
“often” seeing an average of “12 clients a year”. On a similar thread, an informant 
from a fellow third sector organization explicitly stressed that the number of their 
clients struggling with funeral costs had “increased” in the last 5 years, with 20% of 
their present clients being in this situation.  

As to the reasons why informants believed that funeral costs (and consequently) 
funeral poverty had increased, the survey results highlighted the following factors: 

• Increasing funeral directors’ costs (attributed in part to “year on year increases in 
salaries, insurance, utilities, vehicles, supplies” within the funeral trade) 

• Increasing costs of burials and cremations (acknowledged as “Third Party Costs”) 

• Decrease in number of people with life insurance 

• Life insurance pay-outs being insufficient to adequately cover costs 

• Fewer people making provisions for funeral costs 

Findings



Unearthing the True Cost of Funerals  - 16 

In addition to the above one informant did not specify any causes for increasing 
funeral costs but had answered yes because they had “worked in the business for 
over twenty years” and had observed how costs increased over time. Moreover, they 
elaborated on their response by expressing their distaste for the rising costs: “it is 
understood that a business must make money but we saw unfair and often large 
increases year on year”. 

In terms of the consequences increasing funeral costs are having on bereaved citizens, 
the survey results and micro case studies revealed a variety of issues.  

Funeral Debt
In addition to highlighting that 20% of their present clients were struggling to 
afford funeral costs, the third sector respondent predicted that between 30 to 40% 
of their clients would go into debt in order to pay for a funeral. As to the reasons 
why bereaved citizens can find themselves in this situation, a comment from a funeral 
director and a micro case study serve to shed some light on why they feel pressured 
to overspend on a funeral: 

 “A real problem can be expectations of grandeur, i.e. fancy coffin, 
lots of flowers, long obituaries, several limousines, etc. are required 
for a funeral to be acceptable. Nonsense, simple and dignified should 
be the rule. Incidentally those that can least afford to arrange an 
expensive funeral tend to be the ones who ask for one”   

 A Perth client whose relative had died following a family conflict had 
been involved in planning their funeral. The final bill came to over 
£5000 as given the events preceding the death they felt compelled to 
provide the best send-off possible. They had approached the bureau 
as the spouse of the deceased who was designated as responsible for 
the payment had not yet paid and could not be contacted, resulting in 
the funeral directors pursuing the client for the payment which they 
could not afford. 

Even when citizens were careful not to overspend, there was no guarantee that they 
would escape funeral debt: 

 A Perth client had recently arranged a simple graveside service for 
a recently deceased relative, the bill of which came to over £3000 
despite being careful to manage costs. They are presently living on 
benefits due to mental illness and are unable to pay this on their own. 
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 A Stirling client who had also arranged what was by all intents and 
purposes a “simple funeral” for a deceased parent, came to the bureau 
seeking help as despite being careful with costs the bill came to £3000. 
Their financial difficulties were exacerbated by the fact that their sole 
income was the State Retirement Pension. 

Besides struggling to pay for a funeral, the data highlighted that funeral debt was 
exacerbated by bereaved relatives not being entitled to any public financial support 
despite clearly being in need of it. Case study evidence stated that this was either due 
to prospective claimants not being on any qualifying benefits and/or not meeting the 
eligibility criteria in terms of responsibility for payments: 

 A Stirling client who’s grown up offspring had recently died came to 
the bureau as they had been refused a Funeral Payment. They had 
been refused on the ground that the deceased’s other parent was not 
on a qualifying benefit. It was revealed that the former had not lived 
with client for many years, and had provided no financial aid when 
the deceased was growing up and had made no financial contribution 
towards funeral costs. The client was advised to appeal the decision; 
however, the outcome remains unknown to the bureau. 

 A Perth client had already organised a funeral for a deceased relative 
at the time they approached the bureau. They had applied for a 
Funeral Payment but did not quality as they were employed, not on 
any benefits, and had already arranged the funeral. Client forced to 
seek financial support for charitable organizations from which there 
was no guarantee that financial aid would be provided. 

 A Stirling client was refused a Funeral Payment for a deceased parent. 
Her parents had separated but not legally meaning that the surviving 
parent still had power of attorney over the deceased and was 
consequently still regarded as their closest relative. Although the Will 
has been changed the client was still not considered eligible. Client 
advised to submit a Mandatory Reconsideration.  
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 A Perth client came to the bureau enquiring about financial help with 
funeral costs. Their mother had died and being the only relative the 
cost of the funeral would fall on them. The cost of the funeral was 
estimated as being over £3000. The client was already in a financially 
precarious situation due to multiple debts. Being an offspring and 
not a spouse or civil partner, the client was informed that they would 
not qualify for a Bereavement Payment or Bereavement Allowance. 
Also the client would not qualify for a Funeral Payment as they are 
not on any of the qualifying benefits. Client was distressed at not 
qualifying for financial support and even raised the possibility of 
getting deliberately dismissed from their employment in order to 
claim benefits and qualify. 

 A Perth client was deemed as responsible for a deceased parent’s 
funeral. Being 22 they were too young to claim Working Tax Credit 
and henceforth qualify for a Funeral Payment. The only other 
qualifying benefit to which they were entitled was Housing Benefit, 
however given their age the process of claiming was more difficult 
and the award if successful would be lower. Adviser flagged this 
case up as they considered it unfair that the client was being put at a 
disadvantage due to their age.

 A Perth client that was listed as the next-of-kin for a deceased parent 
was told they would not qualify for a Funeral Payment due to not 
being on the qualifying benefits. Excluding the client, the deceased 
had numerous offspring from whom they were estranged and would 
be offering no financial aid to the client in paying for the funeral. 
As the client had retained some limited contact with the deceased 
they were unlikely to qualify for a Funeral Payment on the basis of 
estrangement. Consequently, a local authority funeral was considered 
to be their only option other than meeting the full cost themselves. 

Conjointly with not qualifying for state support with funeral costs on the basis of 
responsibility, the survey data underlined that lack of clarity on responsibility was also 
a contributing factor to funeral debt. The following quote from a funeral director 
illustrates this point: 

“We find that families are not prepared for funeral expenses, they often assume that 
they are not responsible for the cost of the funeral, they are often unaware that it is 
their own circumstances… that govern whether a payment is or is not paid” 
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Further to the financial burdens, the data revealed that the negative attributes of 
funeral debt were not strictly financial. The survey informants revealed that being 
unable or struggling to pay for funeral was highly detrimental to the health and 
wellbeing of bereaved citizens. This is a particularly prevalent issue due to the fact 
that grieving relatives will already be enduring significant emotional turmoil. The 
following were highlighted as examples: 

• Stress, which would often result in multiple doctor visits 

• Guilt about being unable to provide the funeral they want for a deceased friend/
relative 

• Embarrassment at having to admit to service providers that they are having 
financial problems and may struggle to afford funeral costs

• Embarrassment about having to resort to a local authority funeral 

• Conflict with family members over who is/is not responsible for payment 

Uptake of Local authority Funerals
As with the extent to which funeral costs have increased, the data painted a mixed 
picture regarding increasing funeral costs and provision of local authority funerals. 
An environmental health officer from Perth and Kinross Council who participated 
in the study stressed that the number of local authority funerals in Perth (both 
burials and cremations) has fluctuated across the last five years, however the number 
provided for 2014/15 was the highest since 2007/08. They could not account for why 
due to the fact that they “have not carried out any analysis of data as to the reasons 
for increasing numbers”. Figures from Stirling Council provided through the FIR were 
similar in that the uptake of local authority funerals had varied across the last five 
years, with 2009 having double the number of 2014 (see Figure 2a and 2b). In spite 
of this, it should be noted that from 2010 onwards the percentage of local authority 
funerals in Stirling provided due to relatives being unable to pay has more than 
quadrupled since 2010, raising from 12% to 59% (see Figures 3a & 3b for a more 
thorough breakdown). Also between 2002 and 2010 there was only one recorded 
incident of a local authority funeral being provided for someone under 60. Since 
2010 there have been seven incidents, including a 6 year old.
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Discussion

As to the survey data, local authority funerals were not included in the funeral 
directors’ survey; however, questions pertaining to the former were included in the 
third sector version. The findings revealed that all informants had had clients that 
had to accept a local authority funeral as they could not afford funeral costs. One 
informant elaborated further on the significance of this data by stressing that in 
a typical year roughly two to three of their users had to accept a local authority 
funeral, however in the last year the figure was nearly six times higher.   
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Weaknesses in existing protocols and support systems 
pertaining to funeral costs 
Besides exploring what service providers perceived as being the weaknesses in 
existing protocols and support systems, the survey asked informants to list what 
support sources they referred clients to when they were struggling with funeral costs. 
Excluding the DWP and local authority the following where taken from the data: 

• Citizens Advice Bureau (CAB) 

• SSAFA (for service/ex-service personnel) 

• Trade Unions 

• Family/friends 

Unfortunately, due to time restraints we were restricted in what sources of support 
we were able to include in the survey, henceforth the following is concerned solely 
with DWP provided services. 

Harsh decisions made on awards

The case study evidence in the previous section has already illustrated some of the 
weaknesses in public support systems such as Funeral Payments available for bereaved 
citizens. More specifically the evidence referred to the inflexibility of the eligibility 
criteria in terms of responsibility for funerals, in that there appears to be a lack of 
discretion on the part of the DWP Social Fund to award Funeral Payments where the 
client (often by a mere technicality) did not satisfy the criteria but clearly in need 
of a payment. In excess of the case study evidence, harsh decision regarding the 
award of Funeral Payments was a recurring theme in the survey data. Whilst varying 
percentages were quoted concerning how many Funeral Payment applications made 
by their clients were successful, when expressed as an average the figure stood at 
50% (for one informant the success rate was as low as 40%). Data from the survey 
reinforces these figures: 

 “Claimants don’t know at arrangement if they will qualify for 
payment” (funeral director) 

Besides heightening the stress already being endured by the bereaved, uncertainty 
surrounding awards caused problems for service providers in supporting the former. 
This is demonstrated by the following quotes from funeral directors: 

 “It is difficult for us to determine if a family is likely to get help from 
the fund and therefore difficult for us to advise without any certainty 
of outcome” 
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 “Genuine need is hard to determine but payments should be restricted 
to those who are in real difficulty. How that is done is for better minds 
than me” 

Awards not being sufficient to effectively reduce costs

It must not be forgotten that Funeral Payments are not designed to cover all costs, 
but rather to reduce them to a manageable level. Unfortunately, even if a claimant is 
successful in applying for financial assistance with funeral costs, there is no guarantee 
that what they are awarded will be enough to reduce them to a manageable quantity. 
Evidence from the survey and a client case study verifies this claim: 

 “Payments fall far short of even the most basic funeral costs” (Funeral 
Director) 

 “Payments are very low and in our recent experience have only 
covered cremation costs, other disbursements flowers, officiants, are 
met by us at time of need, hence the deposit” (Funeral Director) 

 “On average there is still a shortfall of around £1000-£1300 for clients 
to find” (Third Sector Support Worker) 

 A Stirling client was referred to the debt team for advice on utility 
arrears following the death of their spouse. Examination of all their 
finances revealed a prominent funeral debt. Whilst having successfully 
applied for a Funeral Payment, which had covered the crematorium 
fees and contributed £700 towards paying the remaining costs, 
the client was still left with an £1800 shortfall despite having only 
purchased the most essential items and services for their funeral 
director. The client was unable to pay this shortfall at the time they 
approached the bureau. Their scenario is further exacerbated by the 
fact that they are unemployed and living off benefits with a weekly 
income of approximately £200 (not including housing costs) and are in 
debt to other creditors. Their case is still ongoing.
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Time taken to reach decisions on awards

Although harsh decisions with reference to awards and successful awards being 
too low to effectively reduce funeral costs were by far the most prominent of the 
weaknesses raised in the data, informants highlighted that the time taken for the 
DWP to reach a decision on a payment was caused significant problems for the 
bereaved, namely that they did not get their award when they were in greatest need 
of it: 

 “It takes too long to find out if their (clients) claim will be successful” 
(Third Sector Support Worker) 

 “Better communication in recent months, but system is still too slow 
for clients’ needs” (Funeral Director) 

Recommendations for Change

Besides sharing their insights on the weaknesses of existing support systems, 
informants were invited to share any ideas they had on how weaknesses could be 
rectified. Whilst these are outlined in much greater depth in a dedicated chapter later 
in the report, the raw data pertaining to recommendations has been cited below: 

 “A much quicker system for ascertaining if an individual will receive a 
Social Fund Payment” (Third Sector Support Worker). 

 “A national (maybe Scottish?) government-agreed price for a simple, 
basic funeral which is either offered by every funeral director, or is 
signed up to by some funeral directors who can then advertise that 
they offer this service” (Third Sector Support Worker).  
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Analysis of the data revealed a variety of similarities between the findings of this 
study and past research on increasing funeral costs and funeral poverty in Scotland 
and the UK. As to the causes and consequences our findings further verified those 
of Dewar (2013), SunLife (2014), and Sutherland (2015) regarding increasing costs 
of the services comprising a funeral. Included first and foremost is the increased 
cost of burials and cremations (Stirling and Perth & Kinross being amongst the 
costliest for burials and the latter being the costliest for local authority provided 
cremations). Besides this our findings further emphasized the argument raised by the 
aforementioned authors that costs are not confined to ‘Third Party Charges’ and have 
been more widespread, affecting virtually all aspects of the funeral trade i.e. wages, 
insurance, etc. Unfortunately, we have not data to explicitly verify how the cost of 
the aforementioned is affecting the cost of basic funeral essentials, i.e. coffin, hearse, 
etc. However, given that all informants agreed that funeral costs have increased, it 
can be deduced that this includes basic essentials. 

As to the matter of the cost of a basic funeral, the finding it can be argued, further 
justify the argument of Dewar (2013) pertaining to the fluctuating cost of the former. 
Whilst it must be remembered that only two funeral directors completed surveys, 
there was a £400 price variation between both informants, which is a substantial 
difference, particularly for those already on low incomes. Having said this, it must be 
stressed that the definition of a basic funeral is by no means static and that there was 
significant variation as to what service providers actually offered. More specifically 
the data revealed that the more expensive of the two packages included cemetery/
crematorium fees and a container for cremains. The other did not include either. 
Whilst a first glance the former comes across as the more expensive of the two, in 
the wider scheme of things this would be the cheaper option, as the costs to dispose 
of the body as separate expenses would in all likelihood exceed £400 by a substantial 
proportion. It is worth noting in passing that both packages included the collection 
of the deceased from home/hospital; a service Dewar (2013) highlighted funeral 
directors often exclude from packages resulting in clients having to pay extra costs. 
On the matter of ‘extra’ costs, studies such as Dewar (2013) and Sutherland (2014) 
put strong emphasis on how the cost of ‘extras’ i.e. floral arrangements, order of 
services, and obituaries are hiking already high funeral costs to unaffordable levels, 
particularly when said costs are not revealed at the time the client enters a contract 
with the funeral director. Given that our surveys were directed at service providers 
not users, it comes as no surprise given that no funeral director would deliberately 
admit to a lack of transparency regarding extra service costs. However, the data 
from the funeral director that concerned bereaved citizens feeling obligated to 
spend money on extras to give the deceased the best send-off possible provided 
both an alternative and useful insight into both the causes of funeral poverty and 
what recommendations can be made to tackle it. Inability to budget effectively for 
a funeral was emphasized by authors including ILC UK (2014) as a further catalyst 

Discussion
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for funeral poverty. Our survey findings acknowledged this issue in passing, but 
unfortunately neither the former nor the case studies offered any further insights. 

As to how citizens are being affected by either the struggle or being unable to pay 
for a funeral, there are numerous similarities between our findings and previous 
research. The argument raised in the survey regarding clients feeling obligated to 
overspend on funerals, reinforces the point raised by SunLife (2014) concerning 
citizens accepting funeral costs knowing they will inevitably go into debt. On the 
matter of local authority funerals, neither area reflects the national trends recognized 
by Lambie (2015) as to increasing provision given the fluctuations between years. 
Having said that the Perth figures for 2014/15 were the highest and it is plausible 
that they may increase further across 2015/16. Furthermore, in Stirling we were able 
to numerically prove that local authority funerals provided in circumstances when 
families could not afford a funeral has increased. Unfortunately, we were unable to 
do the same for Perth given that the council had not recorded the causes. Moreover, 
our data made no explicit reference to stigma surrounding local authority funerals. 
This said reference was made to relatives feeling guilty at being unable to afford 
the funeral they wanted to give their relatives. Henceforth it is plausible that 
those requiring a local authority funeral are likely to be amongst the former. No 
reference was made in the data to the practice of body donation. We cannot claim 
however that citizens in both local authorities do not consider this as an option. A 
possible explanation is that service providers may not give it much consideration as a 
solution for funeral poverty given the strict acceptance criteria a cadaver must satisfy. 
Alongside similarities and contrasts with past research as to the financial implications 
of funeral poverty, the findings serviced to broaden our knowledge by enlightening 
the detrimental ramifications it can have on health and wellbeing both physical and 
mental. When doing our background research and designing the surveys we were 
concerned almost exclusively with the financial dimension of funeral poverty and 
had not considered these. Moreover, they serve to further verify the necessity of 
government policy to address funeral poverty, given the scope of its detrimental 
implications. It is a shame we did not have the opportunity to explore these further.

Literature reviewed on existing support for those struggling with funeral costs 
revealed a variety of difficulties. Amongst the most prominent were payments not 
being sufficient to reduce costs to a manageable level, tight qualifying criteria, and 
confusion over who is responsible for paying and henceforth eligible for support. 
Social Fund Funeral Payments, Bereavement Payments, Bereavement Allowance, 
Widowed Parents’ Allowance, and Budgeting Loans were identified as being 
amongst the welfare benefits available. Our findings revealed issues pertaining 
largely to Funeral Payments and to a much lesser extent Bereavement Payment and 
Bereavement Allowance. This is not surprising given that the aforementioned as the 
most explicit sources pertaining to bereavement. 
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Analysis of the data on existing support systems revealed further continuity with 
earlier literature. Micro case studies verify further how those in need of Funeral 
Payments are losing out on essential support as they do not meet the criteria. We 
should acknowledge that in most of our case studies, claimants by and large were 
not losing out on the basis of responsibility determined by their ‘closeness’ to the 
deceased, but because they were not on qualifying benefits. Having said this, the 
survey findings did make direct reference to the confusion surrounding responsibility, 
thus reinforcing how and why it can be a problem for bereaved citizens. Unfortunately 
it was mentioned only in passing and provides no unique insights. The survey findings 
were much stronger in justifying how Funeral Payments are failing to effectively 
reduce funeral costs to manageable quantities. Indeed, they made direct reference 
to the problem of high shortfalls, and payments only being sufficient to cover the 
most basic of costs i.e. cremation fees. This was further backed up by a case study, 
which in addition to reinforcing the former, revealed that even for the most basic of 
funerals, the amount awarded by a Funeral Payment is not always enough to leave 
a manageable shortfall. Furthermore, reference was made to the time taken for a 
decision to be made on an award. Again this was a point we had not encountered 
or considered when reviewing background literature. This provided us with sound 
material on which to make recommendations for change. The same is also true for the 
uncertainty surrounding application outcomes. Besides being refused a payment, our 
findings stated that the fear of refusal both heightened distress and anxiety amongst 
bereaved citizens and staggered funeral directors’ efforts to accurately advise clients 
on what they will be able to afford. Given that those in this position will already be in 
a vulnerable place either financially and emotionally it is essential that professionals 
are able to provide accurate information as not to increase the distress a bereaved 
citizen will already be enduring.
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Our findings would have been stronger if we had succeeded in recruiting more 
survey participants. Whilst the quality of the completed surveys was generally good 
in terms of informants sharing their insights, the ‘transferability’ of the findings 
comes under scrutiny here as the informants’ views may not be the norm amongst 
their contemporaries. Furthermore, the research was designed as a mixed method 
study. A higher number of returned surveys would have allowed us to produce more 
quantitative data. This would have been particularly useful (amongst other things) 
in illustrating how basic funeral costs vary between providers. The fact that so few 
funeral directors participated raises questions of its own, most prominently why not? 
As stated in the data collection chapter, funeral directors were contacted by letter or 
email and (depending on the method of contact) were given either a paper survey 
or a link to an online survey. It is plausible to suggest that emails and letters declared 
unimportant were disposed of or put aside and forgotten about. This is amongst the 
most prominent drawbacks of the social survey method (Bryman, 2012, 235). This 
considered we cannot help but wonder if funeral directors did not want to participate 
on the part of the increasing attention being afforded to funeral costs. Perhaps they 
are fearful of being ostracized for increasing their costs? Whilst it cannot be disputed 
that funeral directors have increased their costs, our findings demonstrated that they 
are not solely responsible for increased funeral poverty in that bereaved citizens will 
knowingly spend outside their financial boundaries to give a deceased relative/friend 
a “good send-off”. Moreover, care must be taken not to jump to rash conclusions as 
to why funeral directors have increased their prices. As with the majority of industries 
within Scotland and the UK, they have been affected by the recession and must make 
changes to recover from the financial fallout.  

As to topics covered in this research, in hindsight it would have been beneficial to 
have expanded the survey to explore issues including pre-paid funeral covers in 
greater depth. Sadly, very little attention was afforded to the former or to other 
private sector services, particularly when they were identified by an informant as a 
contributing factor to funeral poverty. It should be noted that we did look for case 
studies pertaining to private initiatives, however we did not find any that suited our 
purposes. On a related and final note, the matter of self-help in managing funeral 
costs was given little consideration, despite its importance. This said our decision not 
to survey clients meant that we had no direct means of accessing first-hand accounts 
of funeral cost self-management. Nevertheless, more care could have been taken to 
explore service providers’ understanding of the former.

Critical Reflection
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As stated at the onset, this paper outlines a collaborative research project between 
the Citizens Advice Bureaus in Perth and Kinross and Stirling local authorities. The 
research set out to explore the causes behind increasing funeral costs and what 
impact they are having on bereaved citizens in both areas, to identify weaknesses in 
existing support systems and protocols, and to make recommendations for change. 
The research was successful in satisfying all three aims. Strain attributed to the 
economic climate was further reinforced as a cause of rising funeral costs, alongside 
a misinformed bereavement culture which emphasizes that to provide the most 
decent send off for a deceased relative/friend, the most dignified option is the one 
that is most expensive. In terms of impact, clients unable or struggling to pay funeral 
costs can turn to the local authority for a funeral or go into ‘funeral debt’, which 
brings us to the second objective. Our findings illustrated that for those experiencing 
funeral debt, their difficulties were exacerbated further by harsh qualifying criteria 
and apparent lack of discretion on the part of the DWP. Even for those whose 
applications were successful, payments were not enough to reduce funeral costs to 
a manageable amount. If there were not enough problems, time taken to make 
decisions, and the fear and hesitancy generated by the uncertainty as to whether an 
application would be successful all suggest that the system is incompatible with the 
needs of its users and needs updating. Recommendations for change are outlined in 
the closing chapter. Whilst we are confident in our finding, it must be emphasized 
that the aforementioned factors are not exhaustive. Given that our findings were 
limited to support available from the benefits system; our findings represent only 
a small proportion of the bigger picture which is funeral poverty. Further research 
would definitely allow us to explore neglected areas and provide a more thorough 
commentary. 

Conclusion
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The following recommendations have been informed by both the direct 
recommendations made by informants and from the wider research findings.

1. Greater discretion in terms of eligibility for Social Fund Funeral Payments: Funeral 
Payments are amongst the benefits being devolved to the Scottish Government 
from Westminster. Once this happens Edinburgh should be prepared to look at 
circumstances other than benefits when granting eligibility for Funeral Payments 
given that those struggling to pay for a funeral are often not on qualifying benefits 
and henceforth miss out on support, particularly those who in addition would not 
qualify for either a Bereavement Payment or Bereavement Allowance. Income 
other than benefits i.e. wages could be considered as an eligibility criterion for 
Funeral Payments. Also the definition of who is regarded as the ‘closest’ relative 
should be more subjective and decision makers should show greater discretion.

2. A quicker assessment process for determining eligibility for Funeral Payments: 
Edinburgh must be equipped to process applications for Funeral Payments quicker 
than under the present system. A possible solution could be to go down a similar 
route to the Scottish Welfare Fund, which has seen responsibility for Community 
Care and Crisis Grants devolved to local authorities. Indeed, it is possible at local 
government level that applications could be processed faster. 

3. The Government should review how much is awarded through a Funeral 
Payment: As stated earlier Funeral Payments have not increased since 2003, and 
as our data revealed, are clearly out of sync with increasing funeral costs and are 
ineffective in reducing shortfalls to manageable levels. The Scottish Government 
should commission research such as this albeit on a national scale to uncover the 
average shortfall on funeral costs after a payment has been awarded and make 
the relevant adjustments to the amount awarded. 

4. A government set price for a basic funeral: As one of our informant suggested, in 
Scotland this could be determined by The Scottish Government. It could either be 
mandatory for all funeral directors to offer basic funeral packages at the set price, 
or as suggested funeral directors could sign up to provide the service and advertise 
that they provide it. Perhaps some government funding and/or endorsement 
could be provided for those signing up both to encourage participation and to 
compensate for any revenue lost. One obvious advantage to bereaved citizens 
would be to increase transparency and reduce uncertainty as to how much a basic 
funeral costs, and allow them to make sustainable decisions on why much to 
spend. 

Recommendations 
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