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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF WELCOMING AND FUNERAL RITUALS, INVOLVING HOSPITAL CHAPLAINS, IN 
GRIEVING THE DEATH OF A BABY IN-UTERO – LISTENING TO THE VOICES OF BEREAVED PARENTS. 
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Aims 
• to deepen understanding of parental grief 
• to hear their expectations of chaplains and ritual 
• to understand the role of rituals (blessing and 

naming ceremonies, as well as funerals) in 
meeting parents’ spiritual needs 

• to comprehend the importance of ritual content 
and the manner of its construction 

• to elicit the significance of chaplaincy involvement 
(Spiritual need is that aspect of a person which 
seeks to make sense of, and find meaning in, life. It 
includes, but is broader than, religious need.) 
 
Project Outline/Methodology 
Qualitative interviews were used to hear parental 
stories. Parents of 15 babies (twins counted as one 
subject) who died in-utero from the second trimester 
onwards were interviewed 3-6 months after delivery. 
One mother also contributed in writing. Interviews 
were taped, transcribed and analysed using the 
qualitative software package NVivo.  
 
Key Results 
4 main spiritual themes were identified from parents’ 
stories of grief – social isolation, loss of meaning and 
purpose, loss of control and a loss of self worth. 
Parents expected chaplains to be paternalistic and 
pious and rituals to be cursory and prescribed. 
Ritual enabled parents’ spiritual needs to be met by –  
• aiding deeper communication within families and 

wider social reintegration 
• providing an opportunity to find meaning and 

purpose through best possible parenting  
• helping parents to regain some control, order and 

sense of reality in their situation 
• validating and normalizing their grief  
Co-constructing rituals with chaplains enabled 
parental affirmation and creation of personalised 
rituals. Relevant words said were valued, parental 
gestures of love and care, and the chaplain’s 
performance during ritual significant. Chaplains were 
felt to orchestrate rituals, as well as being, for some, 
a mediator to God. Chaplains helped create a context 
in which parents could act out and vent their feelings, 

and in which something sacred could be shared. 
Chaplains acted as guides during co-construction and 
as an unhurried supportive presence. A chaplain’s 
humanity (way of being and relating) was a key 
resource in meeting spiritual needs. 
 
Conclusions 
• Baby death causes considerable spiritual distress. 
• Ritual provides opportunities to help meet 

parents’ spiritual needs and aid grieving.  
• Chaplains have a distinctive role in a healthcare 

team providing holistic care for bereaved parents. 
 
What does this study add to the field? 
This study affirms previous research that recognition 
of parental feelings in ritual validates their grief and 
attending their baby’s funeral reduces myth 
formation regarding a baby’s disposal. It confirms 
ritual has a role to play in adjustment to baby death, 
irrespective of religious belief. Also, this study shows 
co-construction enables authentic rituals to be shared 
(respecting parents’ beliefs, feelings and experience) 
and parents to feel they have parented as best they 
can. Parents’ expectations of chaplains and ritual are 
often very different from their actual experience. 
 
Implications for Practice or Policy 
Appropriate assessment and provision of spiritual 
care requires time and quality of attention. Training 
for professionals in assessment of spiritual needs and 
how those needs may be met, may enhance 
provision of spiritual care and reduce parental 
anxiety about chaplaincy support and ritual. Respect 
for the particular way parents deal with their loss is 
central to providing appropriate spiritual care.  
 
Where to next? 
Further research is required which includes parents 
from a wider range of ethnic and faith backgrounds, 
ages and forms of relationship to test the findings of 
this pilot study. Comparison of the adjustment to 
baby death by parents sharing in ritual and  
those who chose not to would also be of value. 
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