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HOSPICE AIDE EDUCATION SERIES          Module 17:  Cultural Diversity in Mourning 

 

Overview & Objectives 

The United States is a virtual melting pot of different cultures, customs, and belief systems.  This 

inservice is a general overview of mourning traditions across a variety of cultures commonly served in 

hospice.  It covers American populations of Asians, Hispanics, Africans, Haitians, Europeans, Native 

Americans, and traditional American customs.  It also includes the most common religious beliefs within 

these cultures.  It serves as a reference for hospice aides, but also acknowledges variations as a result of 

blended communities.  All cultural expectations should be verified with the patient or family.  This 

module contains the following learning objectives: 

 Review the nature of mourning 

 Discuss cultural differences among different populations served in hospice 

 Identify religious influences in cultural mourning 

 Review the hospice aide’s role in respecting cultural differences 

Contents 

 Learning Module 

 Group Exercise:  What is Your Heritage? 

 Test Questions  

 Instructor Answer Key 

 Attendance Sheet 

 Evaluation Form 

 Certificate of Attendance 

 

Module Instructions: 

 

Each module should take approximately one hour. Successful completion requires hospice aides to study 

the self-study section, complete the test, and fill out the evaluation form.  Discussion topics, case 

studies, group exercises, and module extras are used to supplement learning.  A passing grade of 70% is 

required on the test.  The completed sign-in sheet, test, evaluation form, and certificate of attendance 

should be kept on file for auditing and compliance purposes.  A copy of the completed certificate of 

attendance should be given to the aide for their own records.  

 

 

Copies are permitted within the physical location of each organization purchasing modules 
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Module 17:   

Cultural Diversity in Mourning 

 

Introduction 

Taking care of different cultures in the United 

States means hospice workers need to have 

some knowledge about the mourning rituals of 

the populations they serve.  This module is a 

reference for hospice aides to gain more 

knowledge about diverse cultural practices.  In 

all circumstances, cultural preferences should 

be honored, respected, and accommodated as 

much as possible.     

To some extent, all people in all cultures are 

shaped by their heritage or the culture in which 

they are born.  Grief and mourning are 

expressed through rituals, traditions, and 

behaviors that are rooted in each culture’s 

religious beliefs (including superstitions) about 

death and the afterlife.  Both individually and as 

a community, however, the experience of grief 

is universal – even arguably across species. 

 

Cultural norms have naturally changed 

throughout history at the same time they have 

been preserved through generations.  Most 

cultures have differences in their approach to 

mourning.  This makes it all the more 

interesting to think about how these differences 

are influenced by a cultural melting pot like the 

United States. Before going into the differences 

in cultural mourning rituals, the common 

themes among all cultures should be noted.   

Aside from the basic human feelings of grief and 

loss, all cultures, clans, and tribes attach 

meaning to their mourning rituals.  This helps to 

make sense of life and death, especially when it 

is the death of a close loved one or someone 

important in their community.  The stories and 

narratives told about the person who has died 

helps loved ones and communities process their 

loss and ease feelings of grief.  Mourning is an 

event that takes place individually and in 

community with others. 

Some of the main themes across cultures 

include:   

 Types of dress (color and style) 

 Music, readings 

 Décor (i.e. flowers, candles, pictures) 

 Symbolic items 

 Food preferences 

 Processions, designated locations  

 Rules about disposal of the body     

Within larger social or political arenas, reactions 

to death are monitored and judged by the 

public for appropriate behavior.  This includes 

society’s rules about how grief and emotions 

should be displayed, or the length of time 

survivors should be in mourning out of respect 

for the dead. Mourning rituals can become a 

problem when circumstances challenge the 

norm, such as the death of individuals who have 

caused harm to others.   

One last theme to mention that has been 

common among cultures throughout history is a 

continuing relationship with the deceased as 

opposed to severing bonds with them 

completely at the time of death.  Most cultures, 

but not all, have attributed some form of 

eternal life to the deceased as in spirit, 

reincarnation, heaven, hell, or a combination 

therein.   
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American Subcultures 

Due to the extensive and complex nature of 

cultural mourning rituals around the world, this 

module should only be used only as a guide.   

Many references contain varied interpretations 

of traditional and current customs.  The best 

source of information will be the patient’s own 

family, friends, or religious leader.  
[Descriptions below are used with permission from “Grief Speaks” 

at http://www.griefspeaks.com/id90.html]  

                              
African-American:  Black/African-Americans 

have traditions that draw from many cultures, 

ethnic, and religious backgrounds. 

1.  High involvement funeral homes in 

preparation for mourning and burial. 

2. Gathering of family and friends at the 

home of the deceased to offer support 

and share in common grief. 

3. A wake during which music, songs, and 

hymns are played or sung.  Some 

African-Americans hold a service known 

as a “Home-Going.” 

4. A shared meal among grieving loved 

ones after the wake and funeral.   

5. The funeral service is followed by a 

burial; cremation is less common in the 

African-American community.   

6. Many African-American communities 

mourn by dressing in white as a sign of 

the resurrection; some are dressed in 

colorful outfits and hats reflecting 

native African traditions. 

7. African-Americans often express grief 

with the physical manifestation of great 

emotion. 

 

                              
 

Asian-American:  May include Buddhist, 

Confucian, or Taoist beliefs regarding death.  

They are known for their length, intricacy, 

beauty, and unwavering display of respect. 

1.  A family gathering at the funeral home 

to make arrangements, with the family 

elders assuming responsibility for the 

ceremony. 

2. There is great respect for the body of 

the deceased.  Warm clothes may be 

used for burial and watertight caskets 

are used to keep the elements out. 

3. Quiet grief is common, and depression 

or somatic complaints may result from 

internalizing grief. 

4. An open casket allows for respect to 

elders.   

5. Music is often used.   

6. The funeral route, burial site, and 

choice of gravestone/monument are 

important.  Incense may be burned at 

the grave. 

7. A gathering of family and friends for a 

meal after the funeral shows respect for 

the spirit of the deceased and gives 

thanks to those who came to pay their 

respects. 

8. A picture or plaque is usually kept in the 

home and displayed with items that 

create a shrine. 

9. Buddhists believe in an endless cycle of 

existence until Enlightenment is 

attained; death is merely a prelude to 

existence in another state. 

 

http://www.griefspeaks.com/id90.html
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European-American:  This group consists of 

Americans from European heritage. 

1.  Following the announcement of the 

death, friends and family gather at the 

home of the deceased to offer support 

and share common grief.   

2. High dependence on funeral director 

and/or clergy to make preparations for 

the memorial service or funeral. 

3. A visitation or viewing at the funeral 

home is followed by a religious or 

graveside service within a few days or a 

couple of weeks. 

4. Viewings and funerals tend to be 

subdued with quiet expressions of grief.   

5. Dark clothes are traditionally worn, 

although this trend is changing. 

6. Friends and family members gather at 

the home of the deceased where food 

and refreshments are provided. 

 

                               
 

Haitian-American: Although there is diversity in 

religious practices among the Haitian-American 

population, they tend to share the following 

patterns: 

1.  Close family members and relatives 

make arrangements for the funeral and 

church services. 

2. A gathering of family members and 

close friends of the deceased to pray 

and offer support. 

3. A wake is held at the home of the 

deceased every night from the time of 

death until the burial.  At the wake they 

chat, eat, drink, and tell stories about 

the deceased. 

4. A viewing is followed by the funeral 

service and burial.   

5. Close family members mourn by 

dressing in black or white.  Bright colors 

such as red are not considered an 

expression of mourning.  It is preferable 

to wear dark colors such as blue, 

purple, and brown. 

6. Some Haitians express grief with great 

physical emotions while others consider 

crying or wailing inappropriate.   

7. There may be fears and superstitions 

associated with death. 

8. After the burial, family members and 

friends gather at the home of the 

deceased for a reception where flaky 

pastries, black coffee, tea, and other 

foods are served.  

 

                                  
 Hispanic-American:  Hispanic-American 

populations have diverse cultural backgrounds 

from Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Dominican 

Republic; groups from Spain, Mexico, Central 

and South America are also included.  Most 

Hispanic populations are Roman Catholic. 

1.  High involvement of the priest in 

funeral plans. 
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2. The rosary is recited by surviving loved 

ones, often at the home of the 

deceased.  In some Hispanic groups the 

rosary is said each night for nine nights 

after the death.  Other families say the 

rosary every month for a year after the 

death and repeat it on the anniversary 

of the death. 

3. Funeral services often include Mass, 

and loved ones are encouraged to 

express grief; many are involved in the 

procession to the grave. 

4. Money gifts are given to help cover the 

cost of funeral and burial. 

 

Native-American:  In Native-American cultures 

strong emphasis is on the natural world – earth, 

animals, trees, and spirit.  Death is considered a 

natural part of life, so anger and denial are 

minimal.  The soul is thought to exist before 

birth and after death. 

                             
1.  The Medicine Man or spiritual leader 

performs the funeral or death service.  

It may or may not follow a particular 

order since each individual is unique.  

2. Some tribes call on their ancestors to 

come and join the deceased and, in 

effect, help in his/her transition. 

3. Most Native American cultures are not 

concerned about preserving the body, 

so embalming is not common and 

anything outside the natural 

deterioration of the body is taboo. 

4. It is believed that the spirit never dies, 

and sentimental items or gifts are 

buried with the deceased as a symbolic 

gesture that they still live; the spirit of 

the deceased is associated with 

elements of the earth – animal, plant, 

water, bird, sky – and symbols of these 

are often part of the ritual or ceremony. 

5. It is important to Native-Americans that 

burial of the deceased is in their native 

homeland so they may join their 

ancestors. 

6. In some tribal cultures pipes are 

smoked at the gravesite; there may also 

be significance to burying the dead with 

a symbolic reference to a circle. 

 

Religious Observances 

  

                      
Roman Catholic:  The terms “last rites” and 

“extreme unction” are no longer used by the 

Catholic Church.  The Sacraments of the Sick 

(anointing of the sick, penance, and the 

Eucharist) are performed when patient is 

terminally ill and dying.  If the patient dies 

before receiving the sacraments, the priest will 

anoint the deceased within a specified time. 

1.  There is often a wake in which the 

priest will conduct the service and say 

the rosary. 

2. There are distinct phases to “The Mass 

of Christian Burial.” 

a.  Prayers at the funeral home 

b. Welcoming the body to the church 

c. Covering the casket in a white cloth 

d. Sprinkling the casket with holy 

water 

e. The Eucharist is celebrated 

f. Prayers are said after Mass 
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g. Casket is escorted to the back of 

the church 

h. Grave is blessed at the cemetery 

3.  Over the next year there may be 

Masses celebrated for the peace of the 

soul of the deceased on special 

occasions.  Friends and family may visit 

the gravesite and place flowers or other 

objects as a sign of respect. 

 

Protestant:  There are a wide variety of 

Protestant observances which include: 

1.  Family gathering at the home or 

funeral home. 

2. Open or closed caskets are part of 

passage.  Memorial items may be 

placed in an open casket. 

3. Cremation is an acceptable option. 

4. Funeral services include music and 

testimonials.  

5. Memorial services are common and 

sometimes replace funerals. 

6. Flowers and donations are preferred 

ways to express condolences. 

7. Church members and friends will 

usually assist in providing the food 

needs of the family. 

                            

                                  
Jewish:  Beliefs vary according to Orthodox, 

Reform, or Conservative traditions.   

1.  All customs are designed to treat the 

body with respect therefore autopsies 

and embalming are generally 

prohibited.  Viewing the corpse is 

sometimes considered disrespectful. 

2. No funeral is allowed on Saturday (the 

Sabbath) or on major religious holidays. 

3. Music and flowers are not encouraged. 

4. Eulogies are given by rabbis, family, and 

friends.  When the deceased person is 

held in high regard, there are usually 

several eulogies. 

5. Family members and others accompany 

the casket to the grave and are 

encouraged to place a shovel of earth 

on the casket as a sign of the finality. 

6. The period of mourning lasts for one 

year. The mourner’s “Kaddish” 

(declaration of faith) is said at the 

gravesite. 

7. “Sitting Shiva” is the seven-day 

mourning period immediately following 

the burial.  The family cooks no food 

and a candle or lamp is kept burning in 

the memory of the deceased.  The 

Kaddish is said every day during this 

time. 

8. Some people observe a period of three 

days following the burial during which 

visitors are not received. 

9. After the first seven days, survivors are 

encouraged to rejoin society, but still 

maintain mourning by reciting the 

Kaddish twice daily for thirty days. 

Mourners are prohibited from getting 

married, attending celebrations, or 

shaving/cutting their hair (men) during 

this time. 

10. Many mourners may wear a black pin 

with a torn ribbon, or a torn garment 

during the funeral and for the next 

week as a symbol of grief.  Mirrors are 

covered to indicate lack of interest in 

personal vanity. 

11. Newborn babies may be named after 

the deceased. 

12. The first anniversary is marked by the 

unveiling of a headstone. 
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Non-Religious Ceremonies 

 

Humanist:  Humanists experience the same 

feelings of loss and sadness when a loved one 

dies, but they are not religious and do not 

believe in life after death.  They do not follow 

any specific rituals. 

1.  They accept death as a natural and 

inevitable end to life, and believe that 

people live on in the memories of 

others, their accomplishments, and 

their children. 

2. They may appreciate a listening ear 

rather than hearing that their loved one 

is “in a better place.” 

3. The ceremony is a celebration of the life 

that was lived and how the lives of 

those in attendance were enriched by 

knowing the deceased. 

4. The service is a reflection of the 

person’s life and they often choose a 

place or surroundings that were 

significant to the deceased. 

5. Family and friends may give personal 

tributes, read stories or poetry, and 

include music.  Any expressions of 

sympathy or acknowledgement of grief 

are appreciated by the bereaved. 

6. The deceased may be cremated or 

buried. 

7. If a funeral home or crematorium is 

used, religious symbols are removed or 

covered. 

 

Hospice Aides 

 

If the opportunity arises and it is appropriate, 

the hospice aide may engage in conversation 

with the family about cultural traditions and 

mourning rituals.  The chaplain is also a good 

source since they talk with the family about 

their wishes and inform the rest of the team.   

 

The beliefs and values of the hospice aide 

should never be imposed on patients and 

families.  We are all entitled to honor and 

celebrate our heritage when a loved one dies.  

No matter what culture we come from we can 

learn from others and their customs.  Beliefs 

and traditions should be respected, especially 

when they are different from our own. 

 

Underneath all the differences are human 

beings going through the loss of a loved one – 

the most important trait we all have in 

common. 

 

“To live in the hearts we leave behind is not to 

die.”  -Thomas Campbell “Hallowed Ground.” 
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Group Exercise:  What is Your Heritage?

Activity #1:  On the map below, label the continents of origin or known territories 

for each of the following cultures with the corresponding letters: 

A. Haitian American 

B. European American 

C. Asian American 

D. African American 

E. Hispanic American 

F. Native American 

 

Activity #2:  In a group, talk about your heritage and the cultural traditions 

surrounding death that are part of your family history. 
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Test Questions                                          Module 17:  Cultural Diversity in Mourning 

NAME__________________________________   DATE____________   TEAM_______________ 

1. The customs and traditions of mourning  rituals are shaped by culture and heritage. 

a. True    

b. False 

 

2. Even though each culture is different, all of the following are common themes in cultural mourning rituals 

except: 

a. Narratives, stories, or readings   c.  Music, flowers, food 

b. Family elders make all decisions d. Symbolic items 

 

3. Embalming is a common practice in Native American cultures.  

a. True 

b. False 

  

4. Roman Catholics practice all of the following except:  

a. Sacraments of the Sick                  c.  The “Mass of Christian Burial” 

b. Sprinkling the casket with holy water d.  Extreme Unction & Last Rites 

 

5. The declaration of faith recited in Jewish ceremonies is called ______________________. 

 

6. Traditions in Asian American cultures include all of the following except:   

a. Expressing grief outwardly  c.  The belief in endless cycles of life until Enlightenment 

b. Great respect for the dead  d.  Small shrines in the home in honor of the deceased 

 

7.  African Americans are strong believers in cremation. 

a. True 

b. False 

 

8.  Superstitions and fears about death are often prevalent in Haitian cultures. 

a.  True 

b. False 

 

9.  Ceremonies that do not include religious traditions are called ___________________________________. 

 

10. All of the following are true about mourning rituals in Hispanic cultures except: 

a. Their services are predominantly Roman Catholic 

b. They may recite the rosary monthly for a year after the death 

c. Hispanic Americans are mostly from Spain and Venezuela 

d. Money gifts are given to help cover the cost of funeral expenses 
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Instructor Key – Test Answers                Module 17: Cultural Diversity in Mourning 

1. A – True. 

 

2.  B – family elders do not make all the decisions in most cultures. 

 

 

3. B – False.  Native Americans believe that the body should decompose naturally and do not 

traditionally have the body embalmed. 

 

4. D – Since the second Vatican Council, Extreme Unction & Last Rites are no longer used in the 

Catholic church and have been replaced with the “Sacraments of the Sick.”  

 

5. The Kaddish 

 

6. A – Asian Americans tend to be more subdued in their expressions of grief which may lead to 

depression and somatic complaints. 

 

7. B – African American mourning traditions typically involve burials in caskets. 

 

8. A – True.  It is common to find strong feelings about superstitions surrounding death in Haitian 

cultures. 

 

9. Humanist 

 

10. C – Hispanic Americans in the United States are mostly from Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the 

Dominican Republic in the east, and Mexico in the west.  

Activity Exercise #1:  Mapping 

 Europe 

 United States  Asia 

 Caribbean Islands 

 

 South America Africa 

 

 
 

F 

A 

E 

B 

C 

D 
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ATTENDANCE SHEET                             MODULE 17:  Cultural Diversity in Mourning 

DATE:        LOCATION: 
PRINTED NAME SIGNATURE 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

INSTRUCTOR:  ____________________________________________   DATE_______________________ 
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HOSPICE AIDE EDUCATION SERIES 

EVALUATION FORM 

Module 17:  Cultural Diversity in Mourning 

  
Instructor: 

Date: 
                   Strongly                                        Strongly 

                    Agree        Agree         Neutral      Disagree     Disagree 

CONTENT:        

1. Module was relevant to hospice aide practice  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

2. Information was current and up-to-date   ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

3. Information was well-organized    ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

4. Information was easy to understand   ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

5. Time spent to complete module was appropriate ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝  

 

INSTRUCTOR: 

1. Gave clear instructions to complete module  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

2. Used teaching methods appropriate for hospice aides ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

3. Was knowledgeable of the subject matter  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

4. Was engaged in the participants learning  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝  

5. Related content to practical situations in hospice ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

 

OUTCOMES: 

 

1.  Did you gain new knowledge or skills related to this module? 

 

2.  How will you apply what you learned in this module to your work? 

 

COMMENTS: 

 

1.  What did you like best about the module/presentation? 

 

2.  What changes would you make in the module/presentation? 

 

3.  What other hospice aide topics are you interested in? 

 

 

 
 

THANK YOU FOR COMPLETING THIS EVALUATION.  YOUR FEEDBACK IS HIGHLY VALUED! 
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