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How to Write an Obituary: A Thoughtful Guide to Honoring a Loved One

how to write an obituary is a question many face during a difficult time. Crafting an obituary is
both a responsibility and a tribute—it’s a way to honor the life of someone who has passed away
while informing friends, family, and the community of their passing. Although it might feel
overwhelming or emotional, writing an obituary can be a meaningful process that helps preserve
memories and celebrate a person’s unique journey.

Understanding the basics of obituary writing and knowing what elements to include can make this
task more approachable. This guide will walk you through the essential steps, offer helpful tips, and
explore the nuances of creating a heartfelt obituary that truly captures the essence of your loved
one.

What Is an Obituary and Why Is It Important?

An obituary is a public notice announcing a person’s death, typically published in newspapers, online
memorials, or funeral home websites. Beyond its informative role, an obituary serves as a lasting
tribute to the deceased, reflecting their personality, achievements, and the impact they had on
others.

Writing an obituary is a way to share the story of a life lived, provide details about funeral or

memorial services, and offer comfort to those grieving by celebrating the person’s legacy. It also
serves as a historical record that family members and future generations can look back on.

Key Elements to Include When Writing an Obituary

When learning how to write an obituary, it’s helpful to know the standard components that most
obituaries contain. These elements create a comprehensive picture of the person’s life and passing.

Basic Information

Start by including:

- Full name of the deceased, including any nicknames
- Age at the time of death

- Date and place of death

- Date and place of birth

This information grounds the obituary and provides essential facts for readers.



Biographical Details

Here, you can include:

- Career highlights or professional accomplishments

- Educational background

- Military service if applicable

- Memberships in organizations or clubs

- Hobbies, passions, or interests that defined the person

These details help paint a fuller picture of who the person was beyond basic facts.

Family Information

Listing surviving family members and those who preceded the deceased in death is customary. This
usually includes:

- Spouse or partner

- Children and their spouses

- Grandchildren

- Siblings

- Sometimes close friends or caretakers who were like family

Mentioning family connections honors those relationships and can help readers recognize ties.

Service Information

Provide details about funeral, memorial, or celebration of life services, including:
- Date, time, and location of the service
- Whether the service is public or private

- Any special instructions (e.g., donations in lieu of flowers)

This allows those wishing to pay their respects to know how and when to participate.

Personal Touches

To truly make an obituary stand out, consider adding:

- A brief anecdote or story that reflects the person’s character
- Favorite quotes, sayings, or scriptures

- Expressions of gratitude toward caregivers or medical staff

- Special messages or dedications



These touches add warmth and individuality, making the obituary more memorable.

How to Write an Obituary: Step-by-Step Process

Knowing where to start can make the process smoother. Follow these steps to write an obituary that
feels authentic and respectful.

Step 1: Gather Information

Collect all relevant details before you begin writing. This might involve:
- Talking with family members to confirm facts and gather stories
- Reviewing old letters, diaries, or social media posts for inspiration

- Checking with the funeral home for any guidelines or templates

Having everything at hand helps you avoid frequent interruptions and ensures accuracy.

Step 2: Choose a Tone and Style

Obituaries can range from formal and traditional to informal and conversational. Consider the
personality of the deceased and the audience. For example, a person known for humor might be best
remembered with a lighthearted tone, while others may prefer a solemn style.

Step 3: Write a Draft

Start by organizing the obituary into sections—basic info, biography, family, and service details.
Then, write a first draft without worrying too much about perfection. Focus on getting the core
message down.

Step 4: Edit and Refine

Review your draft for clarity, grammar, and flow. Reading it aloud can help you catch awkward
phrasing. It’s also a good idea to have a trusted family member or friend review it, offering feedback
or corrections.

Step 5: Submit and Publish

Once finalized, submit the obituary to the chosen newspaper, online platform, or funeral home. Be
mindful of deadlines and publication costs, as many newspapers charge based on length or word



count.

Tips for Writing a Meaningful Obituary

Writing an obituary involves more than listing facts—it’s about creating a narrative that honors a
life. Here are some tips to help you craft an obituary that resonates.

Keep It Concise but Complete

Many newspapers limit obituaries to a certain word count, usually between 200 and 500 words.
Focus on the most important and meaningful details to keep the obituary concise while still
conveying the essence of the person.

Use Positive and Respectful Language

Celebrate the deceased’s life by choosing uplifting words and avoiding overly negative or
controversial topics. This is a moment to honor, not criticize.

Include Pronouns and Avoid Jargon

Using clear pronouns (he, she, they) helps readers follow the narrative easily. Avoid jargon or
specialized terms that might confuse those outside certain professions or communities.

Highlight Achievements and Passions

People often appreciate learning about what drove the deceased—whether it was a lifelong career,
volunteer work, or a hobby they loved. Including these gives depth to the obituary.

Be Mindful of Privacy

Some families prefer to keep certain details private, such as causes of death or sensitive family
matters. Respect these wishes to maintain dignity.

Common Mistakes to Avoid When Writing an Obituary

Even well-intentioned obituaries can have pitfalls. Being aware of common errors can help you avoid
them.



¢ Overloading with Details: Including too many names or minutiae can overwhelm readers
and dilute the main message.

e Spelling Errors: Misspelling names or places can be hurtful and reduce credibility.
¢ Inaccurate Information: Double-check dates, names, and facts to ensure correctness.

» Using Clichés Excessively: While some phrases are traditional, relying heavily on clichés can
make the obituary feel generic.

e Ignoring Submission Guidelines: Each publication has specific rules; failing to follow them
can delay or prevent publication.

Leveraging Online Tools and Templates

If you're unsure how to write an obituary from scratch, many websites offer free obituary templates
and examples that can serve as helpful starting points. These resources often provide prompts and
structure to guide your writing.

Many online obituary platforms also allow you to create digital memorials where friends and family
can share memories, photos, and condolences. This can complement a printed obituary and provide
a space for ongoing remembrance.

Final Thoughts on How to Write an Obituary

Writing an obituary is a deeply personal and important task. It’s not just about announcing a
death—it’s about celebrating a life, acknowledging grief, and connecting a community. By
approaching it with care, attention to detail, and an open heart, you can create a tribute that honors
your loved one’s story and offers solace to those who read it.

Remember, there’s no perfect formula for how to write an obituary. Each one is as unique as the
person it commemorates. Taking your time, gathering input from others, and focusing on what made
your loved one special can help you craft a meaningful and memorable obituary.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the purpose of an obituary?

An obituary serves to inform the community about a person's death, celebrate their life, and provide
details about funeral or memorial services.



What key information should be included in an obituary?

An obituary typically includes the full name of the deceased, age, date and place of death,
biographical details, surviving family members, funeral or memorial service information, and any
special messages or requests.

How long should an obituary be?

Obituaries usually range from 200 to 500 words, but length can vary depending on publication
requirements and the amount of information to be shared.

How do I start writing an obituary?

Begin by gathering important facts about the deceased's life, such as birth and death dates, family
details, career highlights, hobbies, and achievements, then organize these into a clear, respectful
narrative.

Can I include personal anecdotes or quotes in an obituary?

Yes, including personal stories or meaningful quotes can make the obituary more heartfelt and
memorable, providing a glimpse into the deceased's personality and impact.

Where can I publish an obituary?

Obituaries can be published in local newspapers, funeral home websites, online memorial sites, and
social media platforms depending on the audience you want to reach.

Is it appropriate to mention cause of death in an obituary?

Including the cause of death is optional and depends on the family's preference; some choose to
share it for transparency, while others prefer to keep it private.

How can I write an obituary that honors the deceased
respectfully?

Use a tone that reflects the individual's personality, focus on positive memories and achievements,
avoid negative details, and respect the family's wishes throughout the writing process.

Are there any legal considerations when writing an obituary?

Generally, obituaries do not have strict legal requirements, but ensure that all information is
accurate and respectful to avoid defamation or privacy issues.

Additional Resources

How to Write an Obituary: A Comprehensive Guide to Honoring a Life



how to write an obituary is a question that often arises during the difficult moments following the
loss of a loved one. An obituary is more than just a death notice; it is a meaningful tribute that
encapsulates a person's life, achievements, and the legacy they leave behind. Crafting an obituary
requires sensitivity, clarity, and a thoughtful approach to ensure that the memory of the deceased is
preserved respectfully and accurately. This article provides a professional, investigative look into the
process, offering practical guidance and insights into best practices for writing an obituary that
resonates with readers and serves its purpose effectively.

Understanding the Purpose and Importance of an
Obituary

An obituary functions as a public announcement of a person's passing, typically published in
newspapers, online platforms, or funeral home websites. However, it also serves several deeper
functions: informing community members, inviting participation in memorial services, and
celebrating the individual's life story. Recognizing these roles is crucial when learning how to write
an obituary because the tone and content should balance factual information with emotional
resonance.

Obituaries vary widely in style and length depending on cultural norms, publication guidelines, and
personal preferences. Some may be brief notices of death, while others extend to detailed
biographies. According to a 2022 survey by the National Funeral Directors Association, nearly 85%

of families opt for an obituary that includes a personal narrative alongside essential death details,
reflecting a growing trend toward personalization.

Key Elements to Include in an Obituary

When learning how to write an obituary, certain core components should be included to ensure
completeness and clarity:

e Basic Information: Full name, age, date and place of death

e Biographical Details: Birth date, birthplace, and significant life events

e Family Information: Names of close relatives, including spouse, children, parents, and
siblings

e Career and Achievements: Notable occupations, awards, or contributions to community

e Personal Attributes and Hobbies: Interests, passions, and personality traits that defined the
individual

¢ Service Information: Date, time, and location of funeral or memorial services

e Memorial Contributions: Charities or causes where donations may be made in memory



Including these elements provides a comprehensive snapshot that respects both the factual and
emotional dimensions of the obituary.

Step-by-Step Approach to Writing an Obituary

Writing an obituary can feel overwhelming, especially amid grief. Breaking the process into
manageable steps helps maintain focus and ensures the final product meets its intended purpose.

1. Gather Accurate Information

The first step in how to write an obituary is collecting all necessary facts. This includes confirming
spellings of names, dates, and places. Interviewing close family members can provide both essential
data and personal anecdotes that enrich the narrative. Accuracy is paramount, as errors can cause
distress or legal complications.

2. Determine the Length and Style

Obituaries can range from 150 to 800 words depending on publication policies and family
preferences. Newspapers often have strict word limits and associated costs per word, which can
affect the obituary’s length. Online platforms tend to be more flexible, allowing for more detailed
tributes. Deciding on a formal versus informal tone is also essential and should reflect the
personality of the deceased and the audience.

3. Write a Factual Opening

The opening lines typically state the death announcement with essential details: who passed away,
when, and where. For example: “John A. Smith, 78, of Springfield, passed away peacefully on March
15, 2024, at his home.”

4. Craft the Biographical Narrative

This section chronicles the life journey, highlighting significant milestones such as education,
career, military service, and community involvement. Avoid overly technical jargon or excessive
detail that may confuse readers. Instead, focus on elements that showcase the individual’s character
and impact.

5. Mention Family and Survivors



Listing survivors and predeceased relatives helps readers understand family connections. Use clear
language to avoid ambiguity, e.g., “He is survived by his wife, Mary; daughter, Susan; and two
grandchildren.”

6. Include Service and Donation Information

Clearly state the logistics of memorial services and any requests regarding donations. This practical
information is vital for those wishing to pay respects or contribute in honor of the deceased.

Common Challenges and How to Address Them

Writing an obituary can present certain challenges, especially when balancing brevity and depth or
navigating sensitive family dynamics.

Balancing Detail and Brevity

One common issue is fitting a comprehensive tribute within word limits. Prioritize the most
meaningful aspects of the person’s life and avoid redundancy. Using concise language and active
verbs can enhance clarity without sacrificing warmth.

Navigating Family Preferences

Families may have differing opinions on tone, content, or emphasis. Facilitating open communication
and possibly drafting multiple versions can help reach a consensus. Professional obituary writers or
funeral directors often provide valuable assistance in mediating these discussions.

Ensuring Cultural Sensitivity

Obituaries should respect cultural and religious traditions associated with death and mourning.
Researching appropriate customs or consulting community leaders can prevent inadvertent
disrespect or misunderstanding.

Leveraging Digital Tools and Platforms

The rise of digital media has transformed how obituaries are written, shared, and preserved. Online
obituary services and social media platforms offer new avenues for commemorating lives, often
allowing for multimedia elements like photos and videos.



Benefits of Online Obituaries

Publishing an obituary online increases accessibility and enables interactive engagement through
comments and condolences. It also provides a lasting digital memorial that families and friends can
revisit.

SEO Considerations for Online Obituaries

For those posting obituaries on websites, understanding how to write an obituary with SEO in mind
can enhance visibility. Including the full name, dates, locations, and relevant keywords naturally
within the text helps search engines index the page effectively. Avoid keyword stuffing, but ensure
essential information appears prominently.

Privacy and Moderation

While online obituaries invite community participation, they also require monitoring to prevent
inappropriate content. Many platforms offer moderation tools to balance openness with respect.

Examples and Templates: Finding Inspiration

Exploring professional obituary examples can provide valuable templates and stylistic cues. Many
funeral homes and newspapers publish sample obituaries that illustrate different formats and tones.
Using these as references can guide writers in structuring their own narratives while maintaining
originality.

Some widely recommended templates include:

1. Basic Announcement: Focused on death notice and service details.
2. Biographical Tribute: Incorporates life story and personal achievements.

3. Poetic or Thematic: Uses literary devices or themes to celebrate the deceased uniquely.

Choosing a template aligned with the deceased’s personality and family preferences helps ensure
the obituary feels authentic rather than formulaic.

The Emotional Impact and Ethical Considerations

Writing an obituary is inherently emotional, blending grief with a desire for celebration.



Approaching the task professionally requires sensitivity to tone and content to avoid unintentionally
causing distress. Ethical considerations include truthful representation, respect for privacy, and
avoiding exaggeration or omission of significant facts.

Professional writers often recommend reviewing the obituary with trusted family members before
publication to confirm accuracy and appropriateness.

Mastering how to write an obituary involves balancing factual reporting with heartfelt tribute.
Through careful research, thoughtful composition, and sensitivity to audience and context, it is
possible to create an obituary that honors the deceased’s memory while providing comfort and
information to those left behind. Whether published in print or online, a well-crafted obituary stands
as a lasting testament to a life lived.
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obituaries from her apartment in Daytona Beach, Florida. She loves her job even though it comes
with one oddity: as she writes the obituaries, each spirit pays a visit, manifesting in unique ways.
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follow the man she loves and whose baby she may be carrying. Decades earlier, in 1919, Vivien
Lowe, an obituary writer, is searching for her lover who disappeared in the Great San Francisco
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his fragile new world. As Nick struggles to understand his dreams, his demons and, most
dangerously of all, his passions, he realises that falling in love might come at a terrible price.

how to write an obituary: Handbook of Death and Dying Clifton D. Bryant, 2003-10 Dying is
a social as well as physiological phenomenon. Each society characterizes and, consequently, treats
death and dying in its own individual ways—ways that differ markedly. These particular patterns of
death and dying engender modal cultural responses, and such institutionalized behavior has
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as long as I have.’ I held his hand, the hand that had spent a lifetime writing books and inimitable
articles, and kissed it. He brushed his cheek with mine. Both of us knew that it was a farewell. I left



and stood on the gravel outside ... - Fakir Syed Aijazuddin, Features Writer, Dawn ... the Patiala Peg
of publishing is no more! But we will continue to raise our glasses and thank him for liberating us
from our idiotic, hypocritical, fake, humourless lives ... for making us laugh at ourselves ... for
ridding us of quaint sexual hang-ups ... for chucking old rules into the waste basket ... for caring a
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just in case it rained; the absent-minded Australian barrister Pat Lanigan, who drove from Canberra
to Sydney and then flew back, leaving his car behind; and the eccentric American publisher Eddie
Clontz, whose newspaper reported (exclusively, of course) that 'tiny terrorists' were disguising
themselves as garden gnomes. Life After Death also incorporates a connoisseur's collection of ten
obituaries reprinted in full: the subjects include Helen Keller, Diana Mosley, Quentin Crisp, George
Wallace, and Rosa Parks. Without doubt, Life After Death is a book that will outlive its author-as an
enduring celebration of journalism's dying art. 'Canon Smith expired after suffering an unfortunate
disagreement with his bishop.'-The Sydney Morning Herald, 1882 'Minnesota Fats died at his home
in Nashville. He was eighty-two, or perhaps ninety-five.'-The New York Times, 1996
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