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Abstract 

Each generation’s obituaries reflect social views on gender due to how representations of the 

deceased and the social norms informing those representations are mutually reinforcing. 

Currently, representations of gender in obituaries are not equitable; greater focus on gender-

equitable discourse is necessary to correct the discrimination. My study looked at the state of 

current obituaries to answer the question: How can newspaper obituaries be written to promote 

gender equality? The research took a qualitative critical discourse analysis approach that 

involved speaking with funeral directors in Victoria, B.C., Canada and reviewing 350 obituaries 

from April and May 2016 published in the Times Colonist newspaper (via legacy.com). 

Applying van Leeuwen’s (2008) social action network model to guide analysis of the ten longest 

obituaries, I recontextualized the obituary discourse to illuminate its constitutive social practice. 

My findings indicate that the gender gap in obituary writing is closing, but pronounced 

differences in obituary language used to describe men and women remain. 

Keywords: gender equality; death discourse; obituaries; social practice; language; critical 

discourse analysis 
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Chapter 1—Introduction  

Obituaries may not be as popular to read as, say, Facebook posts, but this lack of 

popularity has not diminished the obituary’s significance in society. These “miniature 

biographies . . . [not only] shape public historical assessments” (Fowler, 2005, p. 56), but they 

also construct our collective memory as a society and our identities as individuals (Bullamore, 

2012). Evolving from its early days as a death announcement, the obituary emerged in the 1620s 

as a “core criterion of the news agenda” (Starck, 2006, p. 3), but it was not until the 1980s when 

the British press introduced wit and humour into the narrative that the “postmodern obituary” 

(Bullamore, 2012, p. 7) arose. Rooted in a culture “marked by a sense of the fragmentary, 

ambiguous and uncertain quality of the world, along with high levels of personal and social 

reflexivity . . . and the blurring of cultural boundaries” (Barker, 2012, p. 21), the postmodern 

obituary provided more interesting reading than obituaries of previous eras because it included 

all the elements of postmodernism—power relationships, personalization, and discourse that 

conveyed truth and world views (Barker, 2012). However, despite the obituaries’ evolution from 

a death notice, its additional details did not necessarily make obituaries a reliable source of 

accurate information. Published obituaries often contain many instances of errors (D. Obee, 

Times Colonist, personal communication, April 1, 2016), but these errors are not the focus of my 

study (e.g., event dates and names of deceased). Instead, I am interested in how obituaries 

represent the deceased. For instance, with the inclusion of more elaborate biographies about 

celebrities and accidental celebrities in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the obituary’s 

narrative style—“between journalism and literature” (Fowler, 2004, p. 149)—has expanded its 

role in history from a statistical artefact that served as a death announcement to an historical 
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repository that “provide[s] a wide range of information [available for] . . . various types of 

research on documentation, social perception, and group identity” (Eid, 2002, p. 23). As a record 

and memorialization of life and death, I contend that the obituary exerts and reflects cultural 

influence and that, more specifically, obituary discourse lacks balance as it pertains to the gender 

binary.  

This study views the obituary as an artefact that is both reflective and constitutive of a 

society’s gender norms. Research has demonstrated that there are several gender differences 

inherent in obituaries across cultural lines, including the fact that female obituaries are more 

likely to be identified with family (Abel, 2009; Christopher, Krishnasamy & Chaudhry, 2014; 

Eid, 2002; Rasul & Tabassum, 2013; Webster, 2014), obituaries about men are more 

comprehensive than those for women (Christopher et al., 2014; Eid, 2002; Moremen & 

Cradduck, 1999; Rasul et al., 2013), and there are more obituaries published about men than 

women (Eid, 2002; David, 2000; Fowler, & Bielsa, 2007; Moremen et al., 1999; Starck, 2008). 

Furthermore, male/female age-related issues such as social pressure to exhibit youthfulness for 

women and a focus on socially valuable achievements for men extend beyond individuals’ actual 

lives through obituaries (Eid, 2002; Marks & Piggee, 1999; Ogletree, Pena & Figueroa, 2005; 

Starck, 2008). There is also a “gendering” of public discursive space—obituaries about women 

occupy fewer column inches in newspapers (Curseu & Boros, 2011; Eid, 2002; Fowler et al., 

2007; Rodler, Kirchler & Holzl, 2001). The only instance of equal treatment of men and women 

is when the deceased is a celebrity or an accidental celebrity (Barry, 2008; Moremen et al., 

1999). Equal treatment means that both men and women get the same or similar newspaper 

“space” for their obituaries including an equal focus on their accomplishments (i.e., an 
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accomplishment is anything that the individual achieved successfully or something that they did 

well), whether related to their careers or something else. However, since all published obituaries 

serve to actively shape “how societies remember” (Fowler, 2004, p. 148), the unequal treatment 

of men and women in obituaries was the impetus for my research. My aim is to change the 

writing in Canadian newspaper obituaries such that they reflect and intentionally promote gender 

equality.  

Writing obituaries in ways that reshape the conventions of patriarchal gender discourse 

can open the way for all individuals to become aware of, and even reconsider, the cultural norms 

that typically inflect these everyday memorials. To that end, this study asks the question: How 

can newspaper obituaries be written to promote gender equality? What information is in place to 

inform the obituary writer about how to write and graphically design a narrative about the 

deceased in a way that promotes gender equity, or, at the very least, avoids the devaluing of 

women’s lives? This is where current research is lacking. Research points to gaps in obituaries 

for men and women, but an absence of practical suggestions on writing obituaries continues to 

maintain or expand the gender gap. My study has sought to provide these practical suggestions. 

My research is situated in the critical paradigm and uses a critical discourse analysis 

methodology to evaluate how the written text of the obituary reproduces patriarchal gender 

stereotypes. Data for my research included paid obituaries (i.e., a paid obituary is one for which 

payment is charged by the newspaper for its publication) from April and May 2016 in the Times 

Colonist newspaper (published in Victoria, B.C.) as well as interviews with funeral home 

directors in Victoria. Interviews with the obituary’s section editor(s) of the Times Colonist were 

not included for two reasons: First, the Times Colonist declined to participate in the project, and 
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second, it was determined that the newspaper neither writes obituaries for customers nor assists 

obituary writers apart from minor fixes of grammatical or spelling errors (and only if asked to do 

so). The Times Colonist treats obituaries strictly as paid classified advertising. From a scholarly 

perspective, the obituaries published by the Times Colonist should be regarded as “paid 

obituaries.” As such, the data emerging from my study should not be compared with, or confused 

with, data obtained from earlier studies of the gender factor in obituaries published by leading 

newspapers in the U.S.A. and U.K. In those instances (involving such newspapers as the New 

York Times and the Times [London]), the obituaries concerned were written by staff journalists 

and professional contributors operating under guidelines of editorial objectivity. The selection of 

obituary subjects in those instances was determined by editorial decisions and not by customer 

payment. However, with this qualification, my research tends to confirm the findings of earlier 

studies. 

I conducted a deductive textual analysis of data using Theo van Leeuwen’s (2008) model 

for recontextualizing discourse as a social practice (i.e., social action network). Using the 

deductive method (a top-to-bottom approach) to analyze language used in obituaries allowed me 

to test both my assumptions and previous research findings relating to gender equality in 

obituaries. For instance, research indicates that accomplishments contribute to the valuation of 

men in their obituaries. Therefore, what language signifies this value; how does language create 

this discourse? Similarly, for women—what language signifies their value in terms of 

relationship to their families; how is language used to create this discourse? Van Leeuwen’s 

methodology builds on the work of French philosopher and post-structural theorist Michel 

Foucault (1972). Foucault defined discourses as “socially constructed ways of knowing some 
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aspect of reality which can be drawn upon when that aspect of reality has to be represented” (van 

Leeuwen, 2008, p. 138). Foucault (1972) suggests that one should look at language in terms of 

discrete linguistic events that he terms “statements;” these statements are ultimately “the atom of 

discourse” (p. 80). Statement properties are determined by context and content; van Leeuwen’s 

method of recontextualization successfully demonstrates how statements’ context and content are 

recontextualized to form the discourse of social practices. This makes the critical paradigm and 

critical discourse analysis directly related to the aim of my study—to identify the (patriarchal) 

discourse of gender in obituaries. 

Applying the above methodology, my research points to social power embedded in 

current obituary discourse. To equalize (or eliminate) social power imbalances around gender, 

my recommendations on how to write gender-equal obituaries may be helpful for anyone writing 

an obituary. As a byproduct of cultural norms and values, the perceived gender discrimination in 

obituaries is dependent on the context in which the obituary was produced. Identifying how 

social power abuse, dominance, and inequality are enacted and reproduced in obituaries is 

accomplished through studying the relationship of the obituaries’ content and context. Studying 

content and context also identifies aspects of obituary discourse that contribute to creating 

obituaries that value lives equally regardless of gender. This is how to re-shape how societies 

remember—with small changes such as these over time—since discourse such as that found in 

obituaries is created through a social semiotic process that depends on both linguistic and non-

linguistic means (van Leeuwen, 2008). That is, both language (linguistic) and images, layout, 

space, etc. (non-linguistic) serve to create the obituary discourse. 
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Chapter 2—Literature Review 

An examination of literature revealed that, over time, obituaries have consistently 

reflected a larger cultural bias that values the lives of men over those of women. Examples of 

this favouritism include different representations of men and women in relation to families and 

accomplishments, comprehensiveness of narrative, and number of obituaries (men get more). 

Existing research on obituaries as cultural artefacts points to and supports a preference for men 

over women. Research also points to the newspapers’ role in creating a gendered public sphere 

that is in part influenced by the obituary’s structure and, since the published newspaper is the 

final resting place for obituaries, the gendered public sphere creates a cultural artefact that 

consistently favours men over women. My review of literature begins with a discussion of 

theories relevant to my research; specifically, theorists Michel Foucault and Jürgen Habermas. A 

discussion of Foucault’s theories is covered in the section immediately following with a 

discussion of Habermas’ theories covered in the section relating to newspapers and the public 

sphere.  

Theoretically Situating Obituaries as Artefacts of Gendered Discourse 

Understanding inequality in obituaries starts through understanding Foucauldian notions 

of gender as a discourse that itself is constitutive of perceived reality. Gender, an ideological 

structure and practice embedded in discourse, divides people into two classes—men and 

women—and is “based on a hierarchical relation of domination and subordination, respectively” 

(Lazar, 2011, p. 146). While gender ideology is hegemonic, domination often appears subtle 

because it is “largely accomplished through discursive means . . . ideological assumptions are 

constantly re-enacted and circulated through discourse . . . [through the] pervasiveness of subtle, 
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discursive workings of modern power” (Lazar, 2011, pp. 147-148). Gender creates hierarchies of 

differential value, such that bodies gendered masculine are considered more valuable than those 

gendered feminine (Minnich, 2005). Therefore, gender as discourse is created through power 

relations that emerge in language. 

Discourse is a widely-used term with various interpretations that includes both written 

and spoken communication. Discourse is language above the level of the sentence (Kendall & 

Tannen, 2001). At the level of the text, discourse refers to the use of language and how people 

talk. At the level of culture, discourse can be used to refer to the conceptual framework (e.g., 

gender, public vs. private, ethnicity, etc.) that produces knowledge that circulates through “the 

general ways of viewing, and behaving in the world; to the systems of thoughts, assumptions and 

talk patterns that dominate a particular area; and to the beliefs and actions that make up social 

practices” (Tenorio, 2011, p. 185). Discourse informs the moment of semiosis. That is, semiosis 

encompasses the entire spectrum of signs from generation, transformation, and consumption and, 

therefore, creates the meanings that, in turn, construct our social world through “acting, 

interacting and constructing identity” (Tenorio, 2011, p. 186). Semiosis signifies the creation and 

use of meaning, and connects to knowledge (Votsis, 2012). Language and how we use language 

has a dominant role in semiosis. Therefore, gender discourse informs the writing and meaning of 

obituaries and the obituaries, in turn, give meaning to female humans and their lives. This view 

of gender enacted through discourse is a basis of gender-oriented discursive theory (Kelan, 

2009). That is, discourse produces gender. 

Viewed from an anti-essentialist perspective in feminism and queer theory, gendered 

discourse ascribes males and females to naturalized cultural categories. Judith Butler (2004), 
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drawing on de Beauvoir, Foucault, and Goffman, famously theorized that gender is a kind of 

performance of identity which “is a form of social power . . . and an apparatus by which the 

gender binary is instituted” (p. 42). Butler’s point is that gender is not the same as sex, which 

refers to the biological characteristics that distinguish males from females, but it is “culturally 

constructed” (Butler, 2007, p. 8). Gender is also “a property of persons or a set of adjectives” 

(Kelan, 2009, p. 205). In obituaries, these adjectives contribute to defining the value of women’s 

lives by showcasing differences between men and women, most notably in their activities. For 

example, women’s activities relating to family are overemphasized; yet, the activities are not 

ascribed the same space (i.e., newspaper column inches) as men’s activities relating to careers. 

Both activities deserve equal treatment in obituaries. My interest is in how obituaries signify the 

gender cultural construct through the language they use. Language can promote greater 

appreciation of women’s lives and challenge the idea that only public achievements, typically 

gendered as masculine, are worthy of tribute. My belief is that all lives have equal value; 

therefore, men and women deserve equal treatment in obituaries. 

For Foucault, power and knowledge join in discourse to operate at the level of culture 

(Pitsoe & Letseka, 2013). We can see this power played out in obituaries where, for example, 

men receive longer obituaries than women, a fact which may lead us to conclude that men are 

more important or more valued than women. This is the type of knowledge/power that Foucault 

seeks to articulate. The scholarly literature on gender and the obituary offers consensus that 

obituaries both build on, and are themselves informed by, a discursive formation, a set of 

statements that together bring a (mystified) concept called gender into being, that constitutes 

patriarchal gender norms and, thereby, facilitates persistent discursive practices that perpetuate 
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gender discrimination. Obituaries represent men and women differently and we see this 

differential representation in the obituaries in the Times Colonist newspaper in Victoria, B.C. 

This representation is confirmed by existing research in other contexts, as described below. 

Gendered Discourses in Obituary Writing 

 Among the key findings in research on the salience of gender in obituaries, two findings 

consistently appear. These findings are based on investigations of editorial obituaries, rather than 

paid obituaries; however, regardless of whether obituaries are written by journalists or paying 

customers, my study confirms the findings of earlier studies. First, obituaries for men tend to 

emphasize career achievements; whereas, the emphasis for women is on family and the home 

(e.g., Eid, 2002; Moremen et al., 1999; etc.). Second, men generally receive longer obituaries 

than women (e.g., Christopher et al., 2014, Marks et al., 1999; etc.). On the surface, these 

differences may not appear to be “gendered,” but they do contribute to how society interprets and 

constructs gender roles. These qualitative differences in obituaries about men’s and women’s 

lives, as revealed through recent research, are discussed in the following sections.  

Families and accomplishments: An oxymoron? Family relationships are a key theme 

in obituaries for women, but this same theme is usually absent in obituaries for men. As recent 

studies have shown, not only do obituaries for women focus on their ties to family, but that focus 

is toward their husband’s family. This emphasis on familial relationships can result from cultural 

differences, but it also occurs in cultures that do not self-identify as patriarchal. For example, it 

may not be surprising to North American readers that Pakistani obituaries emphasize female 

roles as a “good mother and housewife” (Christopher et al., 2014, p. 33), since many North 

Americans perceive Pakistan as deeply patriarchal. However, Eid (2002) found that “in the 
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United States, women’s names are often legally linked to their husbands” (p. 272), thereby 

discursively constructing women’s identities around a family identity defined through patriarchal 

lineage.  

Critical studies of obituaries indicate that women are portrayed through a discourse that 

values their activities in a social context, rather than as individuals; whereas, men are portrayed 

through individual traits. For example, in a study analyzing leaders’ attributes in obituaries, men 

were portrayed “using success related attributes such as intelligent, knowledgeable, experienced, 

outstanding;” whereas, women were described as “venerable and likeable” (Rodler, et al., 2001, 

p. 830). This finding demonstrates that men are described using personal traits, while the traits 

valued in women are not about them, but about their ability to serve and relate to others. Another 

study found that women’s accomplishments were in roles such as “clerical, and retail workers; 

homemakers; volunteers; community leaders; individuals devoted to family, children and pets; 

individuals related to men” (Moremen et al., 1999, p. 252). Curseu et al.’s (2011) research also 

found gender stereotyping even if the women were in leadership roles. For example, men were 

“described more in task-related terms and women more in relational terms” (Curseu et al., 2011, 

p. 306). Similarly, Christopher et al. (2014) found that careers outside the home qualify as 

“accomplishments,” but work inside the home (e.g., homemaker, stay-at-home mom, etc.) is not 

treated the same way in obituary writing. Together, these studies confirm that, discursively, 

social traits are still ascribed to women (and not to men)—whether they are working in the home 

or in the office—and these values are reflected in obituaries.  

The literature shows that while obituaries do recognize women for their 

accomplishments, here, too, gender difference is evident in relation to men’s accomplishments. 
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Eliminating gender difference in accomplishments requires attention to reduction and 

celebration—reduction of inequity of obituary space (women should get equal space) and 

celebration of differences of accomplishments—by writing as extensively about women’s 

accomplishments in the home as obituary writers now write about men’s accomplishments 

outside the home. The opposite can also reverse the discrimination, i.e., writing extensively 

about men’s accomplishments in the home or writing extensively about women’s 

accomplishments outside the home. To that end, my research examined how and what language 

can confound these gender inequalities and create a new type of obituary that sees men and 

women as human beings of equal value. 

Comprehensiveness and volume. Studies show that men’s obituaries take up more 

space, both in their individual narratives and number of obituaries. How public accomplishments 

are depicted impacts the comprehensiveness of obituaries. Research shows that men receive 

more and longer obituaries than women (e.g., Christopher et al., 2014; Eid, 2002; Moremen & 

Cradduck, 1999; Rasul et al., 2013). Length of obituaries may be attributed to the ways in which 

surviving family remember the deceased, but it could also be a cost factor of newspaper 

obituaries. Therefore, social class also informs the politics of obituary writing—how people’s 

lives are communicated and their social value. While my study is not focused on social class, it is 

worth noting that this may be a factor in the representation of men and women in obituaries. For 

example, in February 2017, the approximate cost per day (base rate) of placing an obituary in the 

Times Colonist newspaper is $60 for the first three lines plus $5 for each additional line. To place 

a photograph, the cost is an additional $100 (for black-and-white) or $175 (for colour). The 

obituary is printed (daily newspaper) and posted online (legacy.com). The only difference 
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between the printed and online formats is placement (e.g., individual obituaries can be viewed 

online on a single page, but this is not the case in printed newspapers where several obituaries 

are presented on the same page).  

Cost may also be a factor in whether a photograph is included in an obituary; however, in 

studies that looked at pictures in obituaries, researchers found that pictures were more likely to 

be included for men than women (Christopher et al., 2014; Ogletree, Pena, & Figueroa, 2005; 

Marks et al., 1999) signifying once again men’s greater importance over women. However, 

Ogletree et al. (2005) found discrepancies between the actual and estimated picture ages for 

women. In the study, the researchers asked a focus group to estimate the age of the person in the 

picture and then compared the answer to the actual age. Participants under-estimated the age of 

women in obituary photos finding “a greater discrepancy in actual age compared to estimated 

age . . .  with women’s pictures, compared to men’s pictures, portraying them significantly 

younger than their actual age at death . . . careers still seem to be given greater priority in men 

while a youthful appearance is given more importance for women” (Ogletree, et al., 2005, p. 

341). This may be a direct reflection of what society values in women, but it may also be 

contributing to gender discrimination in obituaries and continuing the cycle of inequality.  

The treatment of gender in newspaper obituaries across the globe can be explained by 

differences in culture, but this is the crux of the issue:  It is culture, and the discursive formations 

of gender that in part constitute the culture, which inhibit gender equality in the first place. For 

example, Moremen et al.’s (1999) study of four major metropolitan newspapers in the United 

States found that “overall, men were six times more likely to receive an obituary than women 

and ten times more likely to receive a photograph; [and] male obituaries were longer” (pp. 242-
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243). Starck (2008) also found that “studies of obituary subject selection in the United States and 

Australia, over three decades, have identified a sustained pattern of bias towards males . . . males 

dominated the obituary columns” (p. 916). Men also dominated obituaries with more space in 

newspaper columns in Egypt and Iran (Eid, 2002), Malaysia (David & Yong, 2000), Pakistan 

(Christopher et al., 2014), and Romania (Curseu et al., 2011). This unequal treatment of 

obituaries for genders across distinct cultures leads to “consumers of obituaries . . . receiving 

systematic, if subtle, confirmation of the greater importance of men” (Moremen, et al., 1999, p. 

250), regardless of which country produces the obituary and whether obituaries are written by 

journalists or paying customers.  

While these studies indicate that sexist obituary writing appears to be a global issue, my 

study focused on obituary writing in the Times Colonist (published in Victoria, British Columbia, 

Canada). Through interviews with funeral home directors, I sought to understand if funeral 

homes and newspapers are inadvertently influencing what information should (or should not) be 

included for obituaries for men and women (at least, in British Columbia). If gender is a 

discursive act whose meaning derives from stable discursive formations constituted by 

patriarchal assumptions that women mean only in relation to men and their families, I calculated 

that it could be possible to disrupt these truths about gender by promoting awareness of the 

truths’ existence. By understanding how gender discourse informs obituary writing in my local 

context, it is possible to create semiotic strategies that defy the patriarchal gender assumptions 

currently at play. Understanding the importance of newspapers in the creation of a space for 

social discourse norms (discursive formations) is key to constructing the final plank in the 

conceptual framework for my study. 
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The Newspaper, the Obituary, and the Public Sphere 

While funeral homes create obituary discourse, newspapers are its broadcasters. My main 

concern in this study was to consider the funeral director’s role in obituary writing, including 

how funeral homes impact public discourse through language they deem appropriate for writing 

obituaries, steering thematic content through templates and discussions, and opening discursive 

norms of obituaries when someone inexperienced (and vulnerable as the bereaved) uses the 

language given to them by funeral homes. That said, it is ultimately newspapers that transmit the 

discourse in the public sphere. As such, newspapers have a role and responsibility in ensuring 

that obituary discourse is gender balanced; whether the obituaries are editors’ featured choices or 

paid submissions. All media outlets, particularly news outlets bound by journalistic ethics and 

values, need to be cognizant of how their writing/broadcasts affect the public sphere.   

In his book The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Jürgen Habermas (1991) 

argued that the growth of media (and particularly newspapers) in eighteenth-century Europe led 

to the creation of “the public sphere.” Habermas’s notion of the public sphere was an exploration 

of the status and quality of public opinion in the practice of representative government where the 

public sphere is “made up of private people gathered together as a public and articulating the 

needs of society with the state” (Habermas, 1991, p. 176). In articulating his theory of 

communicative action, Habermas (1991) argued that not only did “the public sphere [become] 

the sphere for the publicizing of private biographies” (p. 171), but “the ‘culture’ propagated by 

the mass media is a culture of integration” (p. 175). A culture of integration for Habermas (1987) 

referred not only to the integration of language of the lifeworld (i.e., the everyday world we 

share with others), but it included the language of the mass media, which is impacted by 
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neoliberal, capitalist notions of success. Media introduces biases and misinformation into our 

lifeworld through discourse that shapes us to suit established societal norms in various areas such 

as, for example, race, ethnicity, class, sex, and gender. This is particularly noteworthy in relation 

to obituaries, since research points to a smaller and gendered public sphere in the newspaper 

obituary for women compared to men (e.g., Fowler et al., 2007)—women are under-represented 

and, therefore, less important than men. 

As a vehicle for the propagation of cultural integration, the newspaper obituary does not 

serve those that cannot afford to pay; it only serves those who can pay because, as Fraser (1990) 

notes, “the media that constitute the material support for the circulation of views are privately 

owned and operated for profit” (p. 64). As already indicated, men’s obituaries are longer due 

largely to the inclusion of extensive career accomplishments (e.g., Moremen, et al., 1999), so 

that regardless of class distinction, men get the longer obituary as research has already shown. In 

addition, the current research suggests that the gender binary “privileges the practices of the 

white, heterosexual, middle class” (Sawin, 1999, p. 215) and the propagation of cultural 

integration is about imposing discourse structures of power on those who cannot afford to pay 

for obituaries. Those that can afford to place an obituary are setting the standards for future 

writers—a standard which is partly influenced by funeral homes. What is more, newspaper 

editors influence this standard through their featured obituary selections—editors become the 

gatekeepers of neoliberal discourse, reinforcing the discursive gap between genders in obituaries. 

They do this consistently by including more men than women in their featured obituary sections: 

“Women, regardless of where they might have lived, are often disregarded by the obituary 

columns” (Starck, 2006, p. 105). These featured obituaries serve as examples by which to judge 
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all obituaries, i.e., men get longer obituaries and obituaries are more often written about men. 

This creates a social class which, in turn, contributes to gender representation in newspaper 

obituaries.  

As a cultural artefact, the newspaper is implicated in how patriarchal gender discourse 

maintains its hegemony. Newspapers circulate their neoliberal ideology through “extensive and 

invasive interventions in every area of social life . . . [using] . . . power to impose (financial) 

market imperatives” (Saad-Filho & Johnston, 2004, pp. 3-4). Simply stated, newspapers are in 

the business of profit and the prices charged for publishing obituaries is an example of neoliberal 

power. An example not involving money is the editors’ choice of featured obituaries that focus 

on celebrities or accidental celebrities, as already discussed. As Fowler (2004) states, in this 

instance, women do not get the same grand or heroic acknowledgement as men and, since 1900, 

the obituary has seen a decline of “hard-working, exemplary lives . . . no teachers and nurses 

appear now” (p. 164); there is a skewing trend to “higher professions, artists and the military and 

political elites” (Fowler & Bielsa, 2007, p. 222). By choosing the stories they believe will 

promote the newspapers’ popularity and sales, newspaper editors maintain patriarchal hegemony. 

The stories continue to demonstrate a bias against including women and people whose work will 

not generate the necessary sales to meet the newspapers’ neoliberal goals. This exclusion of 

women’s stories is also reflected in obituaries—women’s lives do not appear to be as valuable as 

men’s lives. Moreover, the value of life emerges as a conflation with accomplishments; 

specifically, career accomplishments (as already discussed).  

Neoliberalism appears to be “both the outcome and the arena of [such conflation] . . . 

[limiting] the possible outcomes” (Saad-Filho & Johnston, 2004, pp. 3-4). Starck (2008) supports 
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Fowler & Beilsa’s (2007) claims in his study comparing obituaries in four British newspapers, 

where editors declared “a shortage of suitable female candidates for obituary pages” (p. 923). 

Representation of gender is directly influenced by the newspaper editors’ actions. Representation 

and actions are not exclusive of each other:  An editor can act to ensure equal representation of 

genders on featured obituary pages or they can claim that there are no “suitable female 

candidates.” However, Starck (2008) found that this shortage of female candidates was 

eliminated “substantially . . . in the Guardian’s Other Lives section, which relies on reader 

contributions; this suggests that readers at large might welcome a redress of the gender 

imbalance” (p. 923). Quoting a newspaper editor, Starck (2008) states:  

I actually try to see if I can include women on the page. They help the look and 

the balance, and they certainly provide better photographs . . . I have every 

confidence that in 20 or 30 years’ time, there’ll be so many women who’ve 

achieved prominent positions in society that it won’t be a worry to my successors. 

(p. 917) 

This editor’s comments exemplify Foucauldian discursive power—the idea is blithely 

recirculated that women are valued for their beauty (“they certainly provide better 

photographs”), rather than their intelligence (ascribed to men), and that women can be valued 

only insofar as their contributions can be likened to those of men. The editor’s comments not 

only reflect the literature’s findings, but also support my premise that obituaries reinforce gender 

discrimination in the ways in which gender constitutes the notion of public contribution. While 

editors’ selections for featured obituaries are not the focus of my study, these featured obituaries 

may influence how writers of paid obituaries approach their own composition of obituaries. 
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Germane to my purpose is how these extant studies confirm that patriarchal gender discourse’s 

biases, stereotypes, and prejudices inform the narratives of the dead, reinforcing gender 

differences across entire lifespans, and even beyond into the realm of what counts as a life well 

lived.  

Summary 

 Gender discrimination persists in newspaper obituaries, but research demonstrates that 

the gap is closing as women attain more equality in the workforce, bringing women more “on 

par” with men (Moremen et al., 1999). That is, as women attain higher career status, their careers 

emerge as the determining factor for equality with men. However, this presents a quandary. 

Studies on the current obituary discourse imply that women are valued within the social/private 

sphere such that a woman’s life lived matters more to her family and less to the community as a 

whole; whereas, the lives of men are celebrated in terms of their contributions in the public 

sphere and not in terms of their relationship to their family. The literature is also unanimous in its 

conclusion that the gender discourse employed by obituaries has the effect of favouring the 

memorialization of men. The power of patriarchal gender discourse relegates women to the 

private sphere and appears in narratives of men’s individual accomplishments as well as in the 

comprehensiveness of men’s obituaries; men also get more obituaries overall. On the other hand, 

women’s accomplishments are associated more with family, rather than with their civic or career 

achievements. Women are also objectified for male pleasure—this is reflected in the youthful 

photographs published with their obituaries. As well, the personal biases of obituary writers—

whether they are family members, funeral home directors, or well-meaning newspaper staff—

impact obituaries. Existing literature on obituaries has created a space for addressing how and 
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what changes in the obituary’s language may help re-shape societal norms and values to move 

toward a gender-balanced discourse in obituaries.  

 My research looked at the differences in language currently used in obituaries for men 

and women in the contemporary context in the Times Colonist newspaper (Victoria, B.C.). My 

purpose was to test whether the consensus found in the literature holds true in the practices of 

obituary writing in British Columbia, Canada. That analysis, grounded in the literature just 

reviewed, has resulted in recommendations on how to write newspaper obituaries using language 

that promotes gender equality. My research raises awareness of how gender discourse influences 

how we view the value of a life lived.  
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Chapter 3—Method 

Research Design 

My study is a qualitative research project framed in the critical paradigm. The critical 

paradigm focuses on the impact of power relationships in human cultures and explores a “wide 

range of power relationships including those involving gender, race, and ethnicity” (Willis, 2007, 

p. 81). Critical research theorizes problems of communication as problems of hegemonic 

ideology and suits a qualitative research study. Qualitative research involves inquiry into a 

specific issue to gain insight into the underlying causes of the issue (Willis, 2007) and allows for 

my purpose of looking at how obituaries draw on and represent gender as a discourse for making 

sense of a sexed human being and the life they have lived. Approaching the research through a 

qualitative critical paradigmatic stance offers a framework interested in the power relations of an 

issue; in this case, it allows for my interest in how gender discourse perpetuates gender 

discrimination through the vehicle of obituaries, and how obituary writing could help turn that 

cultural tide in favour of equitable gender discourse.   

Because I am interested in how language contributes to the perpetuation of gender 

inequality, my study used a critical discourse analysis (CDA) methodology to investigate power 

relationships inscribed in obituaries. Fairclough (2010) describes CDA as an “interdisciplinary 

form of analysis . . . [in which] the socially constructive effects of discourse are . . . a central 

concern” (p. 4). That is, CDA focuses on how discourse constructs social power relations. As my 

literature review demonstrated, gender inequality is prevalent in obituaries; therefore, CDA is an 

appropriate methodology to get to the root of this social wrong. It provided the structure for 

analyzing the text and social contexts associated with obituaries.  
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Theo van Leeuwen’s (2008) method of critical discourse analysis as the 

recontextualization of social practice provides the approach I took with CDA. It builds on the 

work of Michel Foucault (1972), whose concept of discourse demonstrates the relationship 

between discourse, knowledge, and power, which supports a methodology aimed at researching 

social power abuse, dominance, and inequalities (Meyer, 2001) reproduced through texts such as 

those found in obituaries. My research explored the links between language, power, and ideology 

and how they interrelate in reflecting gender in obituaries; as such, van Leeuwen’s perspective 

on discourse as the recontextualization of social practice helped me analyze obituaries and 

produce recommendations on how to write obituaries that reflect gender equality.  

The critical discourse recontextualization method is anchored in a theory of social action 

where “sociological ‘grammar’ . . . [is] a systematic inventory of the ways in which action can be 

represented in [language] . . . and . . . import[ed] in discourse” (van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 56). In 

other words, attention to the language of a text can tell us a lot about the social world; therefore, 

using discourse recontextualization is a suitable method for achieving CDA’s goal of revealing 

how discourses perpetuate social boundaries, oppression, and inequality. In van Leeuwen’s 

methodology, texts are representations of wider social practices, because social practices (i.e., 

experience) are used to produce the texts that form the discourse in the first place. However, 

recontextualization also leads to a transformation of meaning. This transformation occurs 

through various processes that van Leeuwen describes in the social action network model (see 

Appendix A for a description of the model). The model looks at how actions are described and in 

my research, I applied the model to the actions and reactions of the deceased to determine how 

descriptions of the deceased’s actions and reactions contributed to portraying specific genders.  



CREATING GENDER-BALANCED OBITUARIES 29 
 

I applied all elements of van Leeuwen’s social action network model to the ten longest 

obituaries. This included looking at the deceased’s actions and reactions—both material and 

semiotic—and whether the actions and reactions were activated (represented dynamically) or 

deactivated (represented statically). I also evaluated actions for objectivation and 

descriptivization, i.e., an objectivated action or reaction is usually downgraded to give priority to 

a resulting action or reaction. For example, knowing the value of a handshake is an objectivated 

way of saying that the person valued honesty. I also looked at whether actions and reactions were 

agentialized (represented as brought about by human agency) or deagentialized (brought about 

through natural forces or unconscious processes). Actions and reactions were also evaluated for 

generalization (e.g., loved her family equally) and abstraction (e.g., he eliminated roadblocks) as 

well as single determination or overdetermination (e.g. overdetermination is usually done 

through symbolization). Also, since my research focus is on the text of the obituary, rather than 

spatiality or graphics, I did not evaluate the obituaries’ photographs, although I did include some 

observations.  

Applied to obituaries, van Leeuwen’s (2008) recontextualization method helped me 

identify the portrayal of the deceased through, for example, identifying which words were 

commonly used to describe each gender, and how use of those words contributed to the 

reconstitution and recirculation of gender discourse. To create this understanding, interviews 

with funeral home directors and an analysis of obituaries in the Times Colonist were instrumental 

in helping me identify best practices for creating gender equitable obituary writing. 
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Data and Data Collection 

 My data sources included the online obituaries published during the months of April and 

May 2016 in the Times Colonist. I chose the Times Colonist newspaper because it is local 

(Victoria, B.C.) and the two months provided a representative sample (350 obituaries) and an 

appropriate saturation point, such that adding more obituaries would likely not have resulted in 

additional perspectives or information (Tai & Ajjawi, 2016). Similar studies also looked at 

different newspapers and months of obituaries—for example, Moremen et al. (1999) looked at 

two months and Rodler et al. (2001) looked at 26 issues of four different newspapers. My study 

warranted a smaller sample size because my topic has an applied purpose. Per the Times 

Colonist, there is no difference in format between obituaries posted online or printed in hardcopy 

newspapers (personal communication, September 21, 2016). Both media include the same 

column inches and spacing; what is shown in a printed newspaper is what is shown online. 

However, the difference between the media is in how many obituaries are shown per page. For 

instance, the printed newspaper displays all obituaries on the same page (or on multiple pages), 

but online obituaries display only one obituary per page/screen. The obituaries chosen for the 

months of April and May 2016 are a non-probability sample and provided part of the information 

I needed for my research. Non-probability sampling assumes that any obituaries chosen for this 

study have the same characteristics as any other samples; therefore, it did not matter which 

months were chosen for my study.  

 Other data sources included interviews with funeral home directors who are generally the 

first line of support for obituary writers. I located five funeral directors through a process of 

convenience sampling; I searched online directories for local funeral homes and approached the 
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first five that appeared in search results and consented to an interview. Since the interviewees all 

provided similar responses to my interview questions, I did not expand the pool of interviewees. 

Funeral home directors gave me a perspective on obituaries, since the directors provide advice 

on obituary writing to bereaved clients. The interviews were qualitative with open-ended 

questions and took about 30 minutes to one hour each. This type of interview style was 

appropriate for my research since qualitative interviewing seeks to understand a social situation 

(Kvale, 2007) such as gender equality in obituaries. I followed a script (see Appendix B) that 

included a preamble to explain the interview process and a concluding comment. My questions 

focused on who writes obituaries, whether writers have sufficient knowledge about the deceased 

to write their obituary, whether funeral homes or the Times Colonist offer support for obituary 

writing, and opinions about gender representation in obituaries.  

 I recorded the interviews on my iPhone, transcribed the data to a Word document and 

then saved both the audio and transcription in a folder on my desktop computer. The interview 

information was coded into Excel and sorted for further analysis. There was also a summative 

element to my analysis, as I was counting the number of times certain words appeared in 

obituaries. Excel was used for all aspects of my data including summarizing, comparing, 

analyzing, and verifying my findings. I did not use field notes or memos. Interview transcriptions 

were sent to interviewees for their feedback, but they did not provide additional information.  

Data Analysis 

My data analysis is in the context of van Leeuwen’s method of recontextualization, but 

even before I applied this method, I followed four general steps. These steps included: (1) 

collecting and logging data (into Word and then Excel), (2) summarizing the data (in Excel), (3) 
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repeated reading/viewing the data, and (4) analysis of focal texts (also in Excel). Collecting and 

logging data included summarizing the data and identifying “thumbnail” depictions of excerpts 

and analytical notes. The next step involved repeated reading/viewing of the data. Reading and 

viewing the data in Excel alongside the interviews in Word helped generate new criteria for 

sampling the data, refining and generating new questions, and developing analytical ideas. For 

example, Bezemer and Jewitt (2010) recommended sampling the data from focal texts, i.e., from 

obituaries that stand out for various reasons.  

My study’s focal texts were the ten longest obituaries in the set of 350—I chose the five 

longest obituaries for men and five longest obituaries for women. I chose only ten obituaries 

given the short timeline of my study. Had I noticed variation in the obituaries for women or men, 

I would have included five more obituaries for each; however, this was not required. I then 

conducted a general content analysis of all obituaries first before I focused on recontextualizing 

the social practices in the ten longest obituaries. The reason I conducted a general content 

analysis first is because it allowed me to see patterns across all obituaries, which helped inform 

the recontextualization exercise. It also helped me determine if the ten obituaries would lead to 

unexpected variation in data; however, the obituaries did not vary in their overall results for each 

gender.   

My CDA was deductive, guided by van Leeuwen’s social action network model (see 

Appendix A). The model provides “the principle ways in which actions and reactions can be 

represented in English discourse” (van Leeuwen, 2008. p. 74) and is in the context of my 

research question (how can obituaries be written to promote gender equality?). The analysis 

involved two steps: (1) analyzing the semiotic practice into its components (as per the social 
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action network model categories of action, reaction, activation, deactivation, agentialization, 

deagentialization, abstraction, generalization (concretization), single determination and 

overdetermination); and (2) identifying how the semiotic practice has been transformed in 

discourse using verbal and/or non-verbal resources (see Appendix A). In the first step, I 

examined how the deceased was represented and how their social actions were contextualized, 

using the categories developed by van Leeuwen. This step allowed me to separate the actions the 

obituary is describing from the way in which it is describing the actions. In the second step, I 

looked at how language constitutes gender equality or inequality. I was looking for words 

commonly used to describe each gender; for example, I sought to determine if “devoted” is used 

more often to describe women, and does this constitute gender inequality? Following analysis of 

how the obituaries described the deceased in terms of their social actions, I identified how the 

meaning of the life constructed (through the noting of their practices in the text) is transformed 

by a discourse of social practices. For example, in an obituary from the Times Colonist (October 

23, 2016), Marie Greeniaus is stated to have her own “wheels” (i.e., a material action) because 

the wheels were an absolute necessity for an independent life (i.e., a semiotic action). Another 

example includes a statement of how she established friendships (i.e., both material and semiotic 

actions). Analyzing obituaries through the social action network model in this manner helped 

uncover the specific language used and its frequency in describing men and women and, 

therefore, identify how and what language creates the discourse of gender. 

This two-phase approach allowed comparisons between obituaries of men and women 

before leading to a generalization about gender representation. I used Excel for analyzing the 

obituaries and interviews; however, I was looking for different things in each data set. For 
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example, my focus in obituaries was on specific adjectives and descriptive phrases, but in 

interviews, I was looking for themes (i.e., funeral home viewpoints) about obituary writing. The 

ten longest Times Colonist obituaries underwent van Leeuwen’s recontextualization method, but 

an inductive thematic analysis (Schreier, 2014) was applied to the interviews. Thematic analysis 

involves identifying patterns across the data. Braun & Clarke (2006) discuss six phases required 

for thematic analysis: familiarization with data, generating initial codes, searching for themes 

among the codes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final report. 

Through inductive thematic analysis, the interview data helped me understand the thought 

process and occupational constraints that lead to perpetuating the problem as well as the points 

of opportunity for shifting the discourse. Once I identified the various aspects of the text and its 

context including an analysis of the interview data, I provided recommendations about how 

obituaries can be written to construct notions of gender that are more equitable.  

Ethics 

 Because my study involved individuals participating in interviews, an ethical review was 

submitted and approved. An ethical consideration involving protecting the anonymity of 

interview participants was covered in a consent form prior to participation. An option was 

offered to participants to withdraw from the study before their data was incorporated with other 

data, as well as consideration for either deleting their data or obtaining their approval to use their 

data (as appropriate); however, no participants withdrew from the study. Anonymity of 

participants was protected by not revealing the names of the funeral home directors that 

participated in the project, but names of funeral homes were included (see Appendix C). Other 

ethical considerations included obtaining participant consent to use, disclose and retain data that 
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they provided. In all circumstances, information gathered, stored and used for this study adheres 

to the requirements of the Personal Information Protection and Electronic Documents Act 

(PIPEDA) as well as the Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act (FIPPA). I used 

my home computer for this project; it contains all data relating to this project. My computer is 

accessed only by me and secured with a password. Two years after my thesis is published in 

RRU’s DSpace, all raw data/information will be deleted from my computer.  

Limitations and Exclusions 

 Obituary research literature typically has included at least three months of data, but 

because my study has a short timeline, only two months of obituaries were used. While there is 

no “magic number” for a correct sample size, I found that examining 350 obituaries offered a 

representative data sample with saturation reached early in the data. Adding more obituaries 

would not have led to new perceptions or information relating to my research question. My study 

included funeral directors’ insights, but excluded feedback from families who write obituaries or 

individuals who consciously write obituaries in defiance of the norms around the genre. The 

Times Colonist was the only newspaper included in my study.  
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Chapter 4—Findings and Discussion 

 The obituary’s identification of people varies both linguistically and non-linguistically. 

Linguistically, the obituary’s language used to describe men and women is different—men get 

more adjectives and descriptive phrases. Non-linguistically, obituaries vary in number of words 

and, therefore, amount of space in describing men and women—again, men get more words, on 

average. One similarity between the obituaries, however, is that they tend to follow formulaic 

writing, albeit slight variation occurs in that sometimes information such as birth date or date of 

death is missing. These findings are discussed in the sections that follow and include an 

examination of obituary content analysis, recontextualization of the social practices described in 

the ten longest obituaries (five longest for men and five for women), and the funeral homes’ role 

in the production of obituaries as public discourse. My discussion concludes with 

recommendations for writing gender-equal obituaries as well as ideas for future study.  

Quantitative Content Analysis of Obituaries 

The results of my analysis confirmed and challenged previous research findings in 

relation to length of obituaries for men and women as well as number of obituaries for each. 

Where previous research determined that men received more obituaries (e.g., Christopher et al., 

2014; Eid, 2002; Moremen & Cradduck, 1999; Rasul et al., 2013), that research was in part 

based on newspaper editors’ choices for featured obituaries. However, Kastenbaum, et al.’s 

(1977) study looked at featured obituaries drawn from a pool of paid obituaries (which he termed 

“death notices”) and found the same conclusions as research that was based only on featured 

obituaries—men received more obituaries. My study, on the other hand, only included paid 

obituaries and excluded featured obituaries (memorializing well-known people or celebrities). In 
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my search on legacy.com for April and May 2016 obituaries, I found a total of 570 obituaries. 

After eliminating obituaries for celebrities, memorializations, and obituaries that served as death 

notices/announcements, 350 obituaries remained. I assessed each of the 350 obituaries for word 

count, references to education, occupation, memberships (professional or hobby), volunteer 

roles, and other activities. The following sections describe the obituaries that were reviewed in 

this study. This includes the length of obituaries and adjectives and descriptive phrases used for 

each gender. 

Length of obituaries. A review of 350 paid obituaries from April and May 2016 in the 

Times Colonist newspaper supports previous research findings that men receive longer obituaries 

than women (e.g., Christopher et al., 2014; Eid, 2002; Moremen & Cradduck, 1999; Rasul et al., 

2013). The obituaries ranged from 31 to 1,190 words for men and from 26 to 731 words for 

women. The diagram below summarizes these findings.  

 

Figure 1 – Summary of Obituary Word Counts for Men and Women 
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The minimum word count was also higher for men (54 words versus 31 words) when a 

photograph was included. In addition, the five longest obituaries for men range from 703 to 

1,198 words and the five longest obituaries for women range from 487 to 731 words. The 

average number of words for women’s obituaries (without considering outliers in the data) is 389 

words and for men, 626 words—men’s obituaries are about 38 percent longer, on average. One 

interesting finding in my research that contradicts previous findings was that of the 350 

obituaries reviewed, women received about seven percent more obituaries than men (181 versus 

169 obituaries). However, given that my sample size only covered two months and included only 

paid obituaries, this finding may be different if one looked at a full year of obituaries. Another 

contributing factor may be Victoria’s demographics. Canada’s census in 2010 reported that 

Victoria, B.C.’s female population was 51.6 percent of total. In addition, since I found more 

obituaries for women, it is perhaps not surprising that photographs were also included more often 

for women—149 versus 129 occurrences—a difference of about 13 percent.  

Education, occupation, memberships, volunteer, and other activities. I also reviewed 

the obituaries’ frequency of mention to education, occupation, activities outside of work such as 

hobbies, and memberships or volunteer work for each gender. I wanted to see if these elements 

of a person’s life created gender differences. My findings support previous research (e.g., Eid, 

2002; Moremen et al., 1999; etc.) that men’s obituaries focus more often on their careers (about 

30 percent more than for women). Refer to the following diagram. 

Hobbies (e.g., golf, travel, gardening, etc.) were also mentioned more often for men 

(about 17 percent more). However, women received about 15 percent more mention for 

memberships or volunteer work. The smallest difference (two percent) was in education—
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women’s obituaries referred to their education 47 times and men’s education was cited 46 times. 

This latter finding was surprising; I expected to see a direct correlation between education and 

career accomplishments. These findings are illustrated below. 

 

Common adjectives and descriptive phrases. Men and women were both attributed 

with adjectives and descriptive phrases, but some words were more frequently used for one or 

the other gender. This supports Rodler et al.’s (2001) study where they found that leaders’ 

attributes for men were portrayed in terms of success-related attributes (e.g., knowledgeable, 

experienced, outstanding), but women were portrayed in social terms (e.g., venerable, likeable). 

The diagram below summarizes the most frequently used adjectives and descriptive phrases.  

 

  

Figure 2 – Types of Activities Described in Obituaries 
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For example, women were referred to more often than men as generous, kind, loving, 

beloved, caring, devoted, passionate, beautiful, cheerful, fun, good, and wonderful (see 

Appendix D for a list of adjectives and other descriptive words used for men and women). 

Women were also cited more often in relation to family and love of family (35 percent more 

often than men). The only descriptors where men got more than women were in terms of 

pride/being proud (41 percent more often than women) and having a good sense of humour (15 

percent more often).  

Uncommon adjectives and descriptive phrases. In addition to common adjectives and 

descriptive phrases used for both genders, some words were not common to both genders (see 

Appendix E for a list of words that were used to describe only men or women, but not both). 

Figure 3 – Most Used Adjectives and Descriptive Phrases 
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Overall, men received 36 percent more descriptive words and phrases than women. These 

‘uncommon’ descriptors deserve attention because they reflect societal beliefs of appropriateness 

of language in relation to gender. For example, men were described with words such as: 

abrasive, brilliant, champion, charismatic, debonair, hero, leader, perfect, pillar, principled, 

provider, sage, savvy, scientist, and upstanding, just to name a few. These words were not used 

for women. Instead, women were described as, for example, adept, blessing, civil, classy, 

elegant, feminist, formidable, humble, interesting, lady, nurturing, proper, spunky, vibrant, and 

vivacious. Several words used to describe men and women may appear to be traits associated 

with a specific gender; however, some word choices were surprising to me (revealing my own 

gender bias). For example, words that were applied to men, but seemed feminine included 

congenial, endearing, faithful, and modest. Words used for women that appeared to be more 

applicable when speaking about men included driving force, ferocious, fierce defender, 

formidable, good marksman, opinionated, valiant, and wing man.  

Summary. As my content analysis shows, men’s obituaries contain more descriptive 

words and phrases than women’s obituaries and men’s obituaries are longer. One of the reasons 

for these differences is that men’s obituaries tend to focus on career accomplishments, which is 

the same finding in other literature (e.g., Christopher et al., 2014, Marks et al., 1999; etc.). Given 

that my study is a critical discourse analysis, the content analysis provided a valuable first step 

for identifying obituary differences. The next step in my research is to rediscover the relationship 

between language and social practice as it is presented in obituaries. I do this in the next section 

using van Leeuwen’s recontextualization method. This includes looking at the actions of the 

social actors (i.e., the deceased) and how their actions are presented/represented through the 
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discourse of social practices and then identifying how the semiotic practices have been 

transformed in discourse. I discuss actions (what has the deceased done?), performance modes 

(how did the deceased perform their actions?), what role the deceased had in society, 

presentation style of the deceased (what words are used to describe the deceased?), time and 

spaces (when and where) in which the deceased performed their role, resources that the deceased 

used in performing their role, criteria or characteristics that made the deceased eligible for their 

role, and deletions, substitutions or additions that affect the social practice. I also look at the 

words used to describe the deceased’s actions and reactions, including material or semiotic 

actions, and discuss whether actions are objectivated (e.g., through nominalization or 

metonyms), described, generalized, abstracted or overdetermined.  

Recontextualization of Social Practices 

Discourses such as those found in obituaries are recontextualizations of social practices 

(van Leeuwen, 2008). The obituary, as a recontextualization of social practice, is based not only 

on the deceased’s life, but it is based on the observer’s—obituary writer’s—perspective to create 

a one-sided story from a standpoint that uses language that the observer/writer believes to be 

appropriate in that situation. The following sections describe my findings in relation to van 

Leeuwen’s (2008) recontextualization framework. There are two parts to the framework. The 

first part is about describing the discourse of the social practice and the second part involves 

identifying how the semiotic practices have been transformed in discourse. In the first instance, I 

describe what language is most often used to describe men’s and women’s actions and reactions 

including their actions/performance modes, the deceased’s role in society and how they are 

represented, when and where the deceased performed their actions, what characteristics and 
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resources made the deceased eligible to perform their role (e.g., education, skill, etc.), what 

actions were missing from the obituary, whether substitutions were made (i.e., is the deceased 

represented as a certain individual or a certain type of individual), and reactions or motives added 

to the representation of actions. In the second part, I looked at the types of words used to 

describe the deceased’s actions, whether the actions are described as material (“doing”) or 

semiotic (“implied”), whether actions and reactions are objectivated, described, agentialized or 

de-agentialized, and whether actions and reactions are overdetermined. Each of these terms are 

explained and discussed in the sections that follow.  

Discourse on actions/reactions, performance modes, and presentation. I found that 

the “actions” (identifying what the deceased has done throughout their life) for men 

outnumbered actions for women by 25 percent. This is in line with my other findings and those 

of other researchers (e.g., Christopher et al., 2014; Eid, 2002; Moremen & Cradduck, 1999; 

Rasul et al., 2013) that men’s obituaries include more information about their career 

accomplishments. Education and career were prominent “action” items for men. However, 

despite completing higher education and enjoying a successful career, less was written about 

women’s accomplishments in comparison to men. A man with little education (in one instance, 

grade eight), received more space relating to his accomplishments (e.g., information was 

included about his business start-ups relating to fishing, hunting, etc.) than a woman who had a 

post-graduate education and successful international career. I also found that the longest 

obituaries for men spoke in depth about their work outside the home, but only one of the longest 

obituaries for women did the same. As well, how the deceased performed their actions 

(performance modes) was described 53 percent more often for men than for women. For 
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example, men performed their actions in ways that were consultative, with boyhood energy, 

using innate skill, and with a sharp mind. Women’s performance modes included words such as 

dedicated, adept, focused forward, and in style. The diagram below summarizes the differences 

in representation of actions and performance modes in obituaries for men and women.  

 

Discourse on times and spaces. In addition to these social practices, men’s obituaries 

were loaded with dates of their actions, listing various geographic places along the path of their 

career. This was not the case for women, likely because their obituaries were not as focused on 

career as were men’s obituaries. In one woman’s obituary, the only reference to spaces for her 

actions was “at various times.” This is an interesting finding because if women are dependent on 

men as in the case of the “wife of a career Airforce man,” more information about the spaces 

where she performed her actions (resulting from moves to various locations to follow her 

husband’s career) was expected. However, I did not see names of cities, countries, etc., where 

she lived. Another explanation for the lack of spaces could be that her husband may have 

Figure 4 – Actions, Performance Modes and Presentation Styles 
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travelled and consistently returned to home base, so she did not move beyond a specific location. 

While spaces were listed for some, one woman’s obituary indicated that she performed her 

actions “in the many communities she lived in.” By not describing the spaces in which they 

performed their activities (yet these spaces are described for men), women’s agency is reduced to 

their relationship with a man, rather than their actions in society. Overall, the times when the 

deceased performed their actions were included 66 percent more often for men than women and 

spaces where they performed their actions were included 60 percent more often for men. The 

following diagram summarizes this finding.  

 

 

Discourse on resources and eligibility. For this coding category, I looked at the 

resources or tools that created eligibility for the deceased to perform their roles as well as the 

characteristics used to establish the deceased as a man or woman. Here, again, I found that men 

were described more frequently (26 percent) than women with having the necessary resources 

for their roles. The resources typically included reference to university degrees or other 

Figure 5 – Times and Spaces 
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education. Two of the five women’s obituaries did not mention education; although all the men’s 

obituaries mentioned education even though one of the men had a grade eight education. In terms 

of eligibility, education for both men and women is considered a criterion that makes them 

eligible for their roles; however, other items were also included in obituaries to denote the 

deceased’s qualification in their role. For example, one man was described as having “a 

wonderful gift of bringing people together” and a woman was described as a “multi-talented 

woman.” However, men received 33 percent more references to eligibility than did women. The 

diagram below shows the number of times that obituaries mentioned or alluded to resources and 

eligibility for each gender.  

 

 

Discourse on deletion, substitution, and additions. Each obituary is unique because the 

deceased is unique, so it was difficult to determine missing information (deletion) in obituaries. I 

looked at the obituary in terms of what was mentioned, but not explained, and considered this 

unexplained portion as “missing” from the obituary. I also looked at deletion in comparison to 

Figure 6 – Resources and Eligibility 
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other obituaries. For example, four of the five women’s obituaries did not include the names of 

her parents; whereas, only one man’s obituary did not include this information. This missing 

information for women supports the notion that women are aligned with their husbands and his 

family (e.g., Eid, 2002; Moremen et al., 1999; etc.). In total, I had 23 questions about missing 

information in women’s obituaries compared to three items in men’s obituaries, a difference of 

87 percent. For example, in one woman’s obituary, the writer claimed that “music was a huge 

part of her life,” but they did not say why this is the case or when she learned to play piano; I 

wondered if she was a music teacher.  

In the case of substitution, I evaluated the obituary for its description of the individual as 

a person or as a “category” of person. The words mother, mum, grandmother, children, and wife 

were mentioned in four of the five women’s obituaries and in one of the obituaries, the focus was 

on the woman’s career. In all instances, the women were treated as categories of person, either as 

mothers, wives, or career women. In four of the five men’s obituaries, the men were described 

both in terms of career and as individuals, e.g., one man’s obituary said he had wonderful 

memories of growing up in the early days of Victoria (although the obituary did not elaborate on 

those memories). Only one of the men’s obituaries focused exclusively on his career.  

“Additions” refers to reactions or motives added to the representation of social practices. 

In this category, men received 64 percent more additions than women. For example, one man 

worked “as a CNR trainman for a year [because] he just bought a new 1952 Chevy that he 

couldn’t afford on a teacher’s salary” (therefore, he needed another job to pay for the vehicle). 

One woman went back to school in her 50s to obtain a degree at the age of 58 because earlier in 

her career she “didn’t have the money for college, so she trained as a stenographer” (which 
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speaks about her sacrificing a desired career early in life). The diagram below illustrates the 

number of times that either additions or deletions occurred in the obituary.  

 

Recontextualizing actions and reactions. In obituaries, recontextualizing the “actor’s 

reactions to the actions that constitute the practice” (van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 147) involves 

looking at the types of words used to describe actions/reactions. According to van Leeuwen 

(2008), there are four categories of words that can be used to describe reactions. These include 

“unspecified such as ‘react’ or ‘respond’ or specified such as ‘grasp,’ perceptive such as ‘has a 

nose for’ or affective such as ‘feel’” (p. 148). Overall, in the five longest obituaries for men, men 

had 20 percent more descriptive words and phrases used to describe their actions and reactions. 

For example, men’s actions and reactions were described with phrases such as strived for justice, 

computer savvy, tireless in his advocacy, scientist at heart, etc. Women’s actions and reactions 

were described with words such as “loved school,” “very generous mother,” “raised her children 

with pride and a fierce love,” “vivacious,” etc. Words used to describe men’s actions and 

Figure 7 – Additions and Deletions 
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reactions were more frequently unspecified or specified; whereas, descriptions for women fell 

into the categories of perceptive and affective. The following diagram summarizes the number of 

times actions and reactions are described for men and women.  

 

The deceased’s actions are represented through material (doing) or articulated (semiotic) 

meanings. Men again came out on top (40 percent more often) for material actions, but there was 

a negligible difference for semiotic meanings (women got nine percent more). For example, one 

woman’s obituary described a scene where she was ironing and a newspaper editor came in and 

said, “in a horrified tone, ‘You can’t have her ironing! She’s a VIP!’” The articulated meaning of 

ironing is one of domestic chores or menial labour. In this instance, the editor saw an educated 

career woman as someone who should not be doing this type of work—one can see how this 

thinking has been applied to men in the broader public sphere. That is, if men have careers, then 

they should not be doing housework. This supports other research that found that only careers 

outside the home qualify as careers (Christopher et al., 2014). For another woman, it was stated 

Figure 8 – Actions and Reactions 
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that she “wouldn’t dwell on the darkness” and another that she was “plunged into much 

responsibility.” For one man’s obituary, his family wrote that he “set the bar pretty high for the 

rest of us.” While both genders’ actions are more often described in terms of material actions, 

semiotic descriptions allow the reader to draw their own conclusions about the deceased’s 

actions. For this reason, it is interesting that semiotic meanings are more often used for women. 

Since we are acculturated to gendered notions of human life, greater use of semiotic action for 

women could be interpreted as women not being very active. 

Recontextualization through objectivation and descriptivization. Actions and 

reactions can be represented dynamically or statically (i.e., de-activated). If actions and reactions 

are deactivated, they may be objectivated through nominalization (represented as things) or by 

use of metonyms (substituting the time or space of the action for the action itself). For example, 

“He had a chilling effect on getting everyone’s input” (van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 149) is an 

example of objectivation using metonyms. I found that objectivation was not used for women’s 

actions and only rarely in men’s obituaries. An example of an objectivated action in one man’s 

obituary referred to his ability to preach: “He carried on an apostolate at Alexander’s coffee 

shop.” Descriptivization was used about 30 percent more often for men than women (i.e., the 

actions and reactions of the deceased are depicted as permanent qualities such as, for example, 

“dedicated family man,” “vivacious woman,” etc.). For example, men were described as 

generous, wise, passionate champion, and perfect example, and women were described as 

vivacious, outgoing, wife and mother, and dedicated. The following summarizes the number of 

times descriptivization was noted in obituaries for men and women.  
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Recontextualization through agentialization and deagentialization. Actions and 

reactions can be represented as though they are brought about by human agency (agentialized) 

(e.g., perseverance, steadfastness, etc.) or brought about by natural forces or unconscious 

processes (de-agentialized). For example, “racism is ‘developing,’ ‘debates’ are ‘building’ . . . 

‘’changes’ are ‘coming’” (van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 68). Men’s actions and reactions were 

agentialized 69 percent more often and de-agentialized 57 percent more often than women’s 

actions and reactions. Overall, both genders’ actions are more frequently agentialized. Examples 

of agentialized actions include: “full of laughter,” “dedicated worker,” and “charitable works as 

an integral component of her faith.” Examples of de-agentialized actions include: “he was 

particularly talented” and “suddenly plunged into much responsibility.” The figure below 

summarizes my findings.  

Figure 9 – Descriptivization of Actions and Reactions 
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Recontextualization through generalization, abstraction, and/or overdetermination.  

Actions and reactions can be generalized to different degrees. For example, “loved her family 

equally” is a generalization, “eliminated roadblocks” is an abstraction. I found the same pattern 

with generalization and abstraction as with other recontextualization elements—men’s obituaries 

used generalizations 55 percent more often and abstraction 65 percent more often than women’s 

obituaries. An example of a generalization in the obituaries is “it was a tough life” and an 

abstraction is “man’s man.” Overdetermination is the final recontextualization element in van 

Leeuwen’s social action network. This is where a given social practice represents more than 

itself. Examples of this can be found in myths or when elements of a social practice are changed 

into its opposite (e.g., van Leeuwen (2008) points to comic strips like Flintstones that are set in 

the past, but deal with contemporary topics). Overdetermination was used 58 percent more often 

for men than for women. For example, one man’s life was referred to as being a “Huck Finn 

existence” and in the case of one woman, “You can’t have her ironing – she’s a VIP!” The 

Figure 10 – Agentialization and Deagentialization 
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diagram below summarizes the number of times that generalizations, abstractions and 

overdeterminations were used in obituaries.  

 

Summary. Other than using semiotic actions to describe women and not including some 

information (i.e., deletions), all of van Leeuwen’s techniques for analyzing a discourse as a 

recontextualized practice points to men having more of each technique used in their obituaries 

overall. It is difficult, if not impossible, to interpret the texts in obituaries without drawing on my 

own experience. My interpretation of the text in the obituaries points to men getting more 

attention to their activities in almost every category in van Leeuwen’s social action network. 

Men getting more attention in each category is a direct representation of social practice that I 

believe points to men being more valued than women—even in death. My application of van 

Leeuwen’s recontextualization method leads me to conclude that there is gender inequality in 

obituaries. This supports previous research as already referenced in my thesis. To further support 

Figure 11 – Generalizations, Abstractions and Overdetermination 
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my analysis and determine the funeral homes’ role in obituary writing, the next section presents 

my findings based on interviews with funeral home directors.   

Funeral Homes’ Role in the Production of Obituaries as Public Discourse 

As discussed previously, there are two locations of discursive practice in relation to the 

obituary—funeral homes and newspapers. The funeral home produces the obituary and the 

newspaper broadcasts it to the public. As the initial point of contact, funeral directors help shape 

the obituary discourse by guiding writers in what funeral homes believe to be appropriate 

obituary writing. Since my main concern with obituaries is the current gender representation, 

changing the production of discourse needs to start with the funeral home where the bereaved 

typically get their first exposure to obituary writing. The following sections describe funeral 

home directors’ views on the obituary writer, important and relevant elements to include in 

obituaries, and the role of funeral homes and newspapers in published obituaries. The funeral 

home directors’ views will be integrated with the findings presented in the preceding content 

analysis and recontextualization of the social practices found in obituaries. While some of the 

findings from the interviews were unexpected, such as the lack of an active role of newspapers in 

obituary writing, the findings inform how current paid obituaries are written and what 

considerations may help equalize gender in these obituaries.  

Obituary writing and publication. According to the funeral directors that participated 

in my study, obituary writers are typically a female family member (often a daughter). In a few 

cases, executors also write obituaries, but because these obituaries lack biographical information, 

they resemble death notices, rather than obituaries. In all instances where the funeral home is 

writing the obituary other than, perhaps, assisting an executor, the family is involved. Four of the 
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five funeral homes that participated in my study indicated that they provide families with a 

template or “basic layout” for obituaries. In some instances, families write the obituary and 

submit it directly to the Times Colonist for publishing. Sometimes families may also submit the 

obituary for publication in other newspapers. While the funeral homes do not charge a fee for 

obituary writing/editing, one funeral home indicated that if they are not handling the full funeral 

service, then they would charge $50 to write an obituary. This fee does not include the 

newspaper entry.  

 Funeral homes were unanimous in noting that newspaper obituaries are not a reliable 

source for a record of deaths because families do not always publish a newspaper obituary. This 

is in line with information received from the Times Colonist (D. Obee, personal communication, 

April 1, 2016) that obituaries are not a reliable source of information. Funeral homes provided 

several reasons why people may not wish to publish an obituary. For example, some people may 

be very private and do not want others to know about deaths in their family; others may feel that 

there is no one to notify, especially in cases where a person has spent a long time in a care home 

and they may not have surviving friends or relatives outside of immediate family. The biggest 

factor cited for not publishing a newspaper obituary was cost. Instead of newspaper publishing, 

more families are turning to social media sites such as Facebook to get the word out. Funeral 

homes also offer space on their own websites for families to publish lengthier obituaries than 

what families might publish in the Times Colonist newspaper, for instance. Given the cost of 

newspaper publishing and the availability of the Internet, some funeral directors stated that the 

newspaper obituary may soon be a thing of the past. Two funeral home directors predicted that 

printed newspapers may disappear within the next 30 years.  



CREATING GENDER-BALANCED OBITUARIES 56 
 
 Cost also impacts the obituary’s length/volume. However, other reasons for differences 

included the value of someone’s life or their accomplishments and in one instance, a funeral 

director noted that it came down to feelings, i.e., feelings override cost considerations. In other 

instances, people may think that it is not important to share the details about someone’s life. In 

all instances, per funeral home directors, the obituary writer’s feelings dictate what details of a 

deceased’s life are worth sharing in an obituary. The obituary’s length also depends on elements 

the writer believes are relevant and important and sometimes even a simple death announcement 

may be lengthy. For example, if the writer feels that naming all surviving family members is 

important to include in a death announcement, then the death announcement may be long even if 

the death announcement includes nothing about the deceased’s personality traits, 

accomplishments or other information. 

Obituary structure: Elements of importance and relevance. Funeral home directors 

feel that gender bias could be dispelled with attention to two details when writing obituaries. The 

first is to approach obituary writing without holding a bias and the second is to focus on the 

deceased’s activities or accomplishments. While it may not be possible to write without bias, 

recognizing the bias is a key step to ensuring obituaries are written with gender equality in mind. 

Four funeral directors felt that important and relevant information for an obituary includes: Full 

name of the person, information about the service, death date, surviving family members, and 

biographical information such as personality traits or other details of their life. Funeral directors 

noted that biographical information typically includes the person’s accomplishments. This 

confirms other research (e.g., Eid, 2002; Moremen et al., 1999) that men’s obituaries tend to 

focus on their career accomplishments. Three funeral directors indicated that birth date and place 
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of death were not always necessary and the inclusion of this information is a trend in obituaries. 

That is, because not all obituaries originate from funeral homes, there may be inconsistency in 

the information that is submitted for publication. What is clear is that the nature of information 

deemed important and relevant is determined by the surviving family and/or the obituary 

writer(s). As such, the writer of the obituary will bring in their personal experiences of gender 

into the obituary and, therefore, determining how the deceased is represented.   

 Three funeral directors noted other gendered differences in newspaper obituaries 

including how men tended to have obituaries that seem impersonal; whereas, women’s obituaries 

appear kinder and gentler. The “impersonal” feel in men’s obituaries may be due to extensive 

focus on their careers. This comment was validated in my application of van Leeuwen’s 

recontextualization method to the ten longest obituaries where I found one woman’s obituary 

that focused almost exclusively on her career, giving her obituary an impersonal feel. In addition 

to career accomplishments, funeral directors indicated that gender differences may also be a 

factor of generational differences; the roles of men and women for people who lived through 

World War II, for example, are different than today’s generation. In that era, men were typically 

working in careers that allowed them to accumulate professional accomplishments, but women 

stayed home to raise their families. Another factor impacting length of obituaries is the gender of 

the person left to write the obituary. One funeral home director noted that women typically 

outlive men and therefore, when women die, their obituaries are more scaled down, perhaps due 

to their having lost most of their friends and ties to the community. Another reason why women 

get shorter obituaries may relate to their economic status; women who outlive their husbands 

may be more burdened financially and, as a result, so is their family. Also, from the obituary 



CREATING GENDER-BALANCED OBITUARIES 58 
 
writer’s standpoint, they may have a sense that there is no one left to tell. Funeral directors 

indicated that there may be many variables impacting obituaries for men and women, not the 

least of which is generational difference. For example, those born in the 1920s experienced a 

different upbringing than those born in the 1970s and each generation brings their own 

perspective of gender into the obituary’s narrative.  

Given these observed gender differences in obituaries, all funeral directors stated that 

obituaries should not emphasize different elements for men or women. However, as the findings 

show, this is currently happening—there is emphasis on career accomplishments—and funeral 

directors are unintentionally promoting accomplishments as a key criterion in obituaries through 

the templates and guidelines they provide to the family. As a result, men are getting, and 

continue to get, longer obituaries. This supports previous research on obituaries that were written 

by journalists (i.e., not “paid obituaries” as is the focus of my study) (e.g., Christopher et al., 

2014; Eid, 2002; Moremen & Cradduck, 1999; Rasul et al., 2013). 

In addition to accomplishments, one funeral director felt that activities and friendships 

also contribute to a longer obituary. This director noted that people write obituaries from a 

gender-neutral position, but their writing is influenced by their own beliefs of gender traits. 

However, there was also a feeling among funeral directors that our beliefs can be attributed to 

not only what we learn from our parents and teachers, but genetics, experiences, and perceptions 

of our assigned gender roles contribute to making us the person we are. In other words, there is a 

recontextualizing of social practice.  

Role of funeral homes and newspapers in obituaries. While funeral homes can play a 

pivotal role in promoting gender equality in obituaries, funeral directors felt that newspapers like 
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the Times Colonist are not able to do the same. Newspapers like the Times Colonist treat 

obituaries like classified advertising; they do not provide obituary writing services. They provide 

rates for obituary publishing, accept the obituary either online, by email, or in person, review the 

obituary for word count, and take payment based on word count and number of days that the 

obituary is to run in the paper. The Times Colonist does not edit the obituary unless staff is 

specifically asked to proofread the obituary before publication. One funeral director noted that 

perhaps the Times Colonist could publish an article on obituary writing. Another director 

commented that if obituaries were less expensive, more people might write longer obituaries. An 

interesting fact about newspaper obituaries is that if someone submits an obituary directly to the 

Times Colonist, staff will call the funeral home to confirm that death occurred, so that the paper 

does not run a false obituary. In this regard, the funeral homes’ role in obituaries serves an 

important and practical purpose. 

Summary. While funeral home directors insisted that obituaries should not emphasize 

differences between men and women, and that directors try to maintain this non-biased approach 

by providing standard templates, the templates themselves limit obituary writing (only one 

funeral home provided no templates). Even the discussion with the funeral home director will 

bias the information that goes into an obituary, whether intentional or not, because of the 

inherent gender bias in terms like “accomplishments,” which mean something quite specific, and 

in quite gendered ways, in any culture. Another bias is the claim that accomplishments or 

activities are what define the individual. This claim continues to favour men in obituaries, since 

they still have the prevalence of careers. Funeral homes continue to influence the gender 

discourse in obituaries by guiding clients to focus on the deceased’s accomplishments. This trend 
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will continue in newspaper obituaries for decades unless funeral homes de-emphasize 

accomplishments as a key factor in a deceased’s life. Raising awareness that obituaries should 

provide equal space to both genders means that funeral homes should focus on the uniqueness of 

the individual and funeral planning should be approached in the same way for everyone, 

regardless of the deceased’s gender.  
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Chapter 5—Discussion and Recommendations 

My study confirms that gender inequity exists in recent obituaries produced by the Times 

Colonist. This is seen in four themes that emerged in this critical discourse analysis and, 

particularly, the summative findings. First, men get longer obituaries than women. Second, men 

are ascribed more adjectives and descriptive phrases than women. Third, except for a slightly 

higher use of semiotic actions in women’s obituaries, each category of van Leeuwen’s 

recontextualization of social practice technique shows up more frequently in men’s obituaries. 

Fourth, career accomplishments comprise most of the space in obituaries for men. This latter 

theme that career accomplishments are more frequently ascribed to men is in line with what 

funeral directors stated about what gives weight to an obituary and what, ultimately, in their 

view, will bring gender equality to obituaries.  

Critical discourse analysis looks at language as a form of social practice and that practice 

emerges in the language used in obituaries. This CDA shows the extent to which even the most 

well-intentioned act of obituary writing results in a sexist practice. Given my findings, there are 

several considerations for writing obituaries that will promote gender equality: 

1. If funeral homes (or newspapers) provide templates for obituary writing, the 

templates could offer prompts and provisos to remind the family that 

accomplishments come in many forms, as do virtues. This will help create greater 

balance in writing obituaries for different genders by not focusing exclusively on 

career accomplishments as seems to be the case at present. 

2. Feminized accomplishments like raising a family should be considered and celebrated 

like any career, regardless of if the person raising a family is a man or woman. 
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Currently, women are discursively disadvantaged in the accomplishments area of the 

obituary, but including highlights of achievements relating to family might help 

equalize the discussion of accomplishments in obituaries. This will provide breadth 

and depth to women’s obituaries.  

3. When specifying actions, state why the action was performed. This will provide a 

means for the reader to better understand and empathize with the deceased. 

Answering the “why” question for a deceased’s motives provides valuable 

information for a well-rounded biography and, perhaps, leads to fewer gendered 

obituaries. It provides insight about societal practices at the time. For instance, the 

man that took on a higher paying job did so because he felt he had responsibilities as 

a primary breadwinner and the woman who forfeited a higher education did so to stay 

home to raise her children and returned to school to complete her education only after 

she felt her primary role was completed. 

4. Adjectives used more frequently for women could also be used more often for men 

and adjectives that show up more frequently for men could be used more often for 

women. Van Leeuwen’s (2008) social actor network model (described in Appendix 

A) could serve as the start of a checklist in this regard. When men and women start 

being described in similar terms (i.e., same adjectives or descriptive phrases), this 

shows that both genders are equal and that words have equal meaning/value for both. 

5. When writing obituaries, disregard the cost of publishing the obituary in a newspaper. 

Write the obituary first as a piece for an online site, then it can be shortened and 

submitted as a paid newspaper obituary, depending on the writer’s available budget. 
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By not focusing on cost first, the writer can focus on the person. By focusing on the 

person, the writer is freer to incorporate descriptions that are not cliché gender-

specific terms. For example, instead of saying “Peter was a family man” or “Celeste 

was devoted to her children,” explain what made Peter a family man or how Celeste 

demonstrated her devotion to her children. The explanations and descriptions provide 

the depth for equalizing genders. 

6. Writers should include a link in the obituary to a social media site where a more 

fulsome obituary is available. This will eliminate the need to pay for unnecessary 

space in published newspaper obituaries. Again, this recommendation provides the 

writer with more opportunity (and space) to write an obituary that demonstrates 

gender equality; rather than taking shortcuts by using socially acceptable terms for 

each gender. 

7. When writing the name of the deceased, write out the full name. Do not include 

initials. For example, do not write Thomas E. Howard. Instead, write Thomas Edward 

Howard. If the woman is identified by her married name, include her maiden name in 

the body of the obituary. Including the full name is especially relevant for women, 

since the current discourse points to women being identified with their husband’s 

family through her married name. Also, providing the full name helps create a more 

reliable record of the deceased. 

8. Consider leaving out titles in the names of the deceased. For example, Dr., Ph.D., 

MA, BA, etc. are not part of the deceased’s name. These titles should be incorporated 

as part of the deceased’s accomplishments or education. This is because men’s 
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obituaries tend to use these titles more often than women’s obituaries. By 

discontinuing this practice, there will be more gender equality in obituaries. 

9. Include the deceased’s birth date and death date. Also, include a place of birth and 

place of death. I noticed that if a birth date is missing, it is usually missing in 

women’s obituaries. These are practical details that may strengthen the obituary’s 

accuracy and reliability as a research tool. By providing this consistency of 

information in all obituaries, gender balance is also created.  

10. Include the names of the deceased’s parents as well as the names (and locations, if 

known) of the deceased’s siblings. As shown in my study, men’s obituaries include 

this information more often than women’s obituaries, and inclusion of these details 

will provide a subtle way of resituating women as themselves, rather than being tied 

to their husband’s family.   

11. To ensure an obituary is exactly as the deceased would have preferred, everyone 

should write their own obituary and update it regularly when updating their wills. 

Why leave unprepared? By doing this, men and women can contribute to the feminist 

movement and gender equality. 

12. Newspapers should consider offering a more affordable means of publishing 

obituaries in systems such as legacy.com. Otherwise the prophesied die-off of the 

newspaper industry will become a reality sooner than expected. Creative obituary 

writing (perhaps initiated by newspapers) could allow news outlets to perform a 

community service, while enhancing their readership and advertising revenue.  
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It may not be possible, but newspapers should start treating obituaries as news stories and not as 

classified advertising. While neoliberal success stories may appear to sell newspapers, there are 

more non-celebrities than celebrities reading the Times Colonist or appearing in its obituary 

column. Expanding the pool of featured obituaries to include non-famous individuals will 

provide discursive justice to genders. Everyone deserves their two minutes of fame and all lives 

matter for a purpose that extends beyond the lived life. In promoting obituaries as valuable 

information in society, writers of obituaries will come to realize that even if the deceased has lost 

all their friends and feel as if there is no one left to tell, there really is someone left to tell—

society.  
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Chapter 6—Conclusion 

Focusing on how newspaper obituaries can be written to contribute to a public discourse 

of gender equality is a study long overdue in communications and cultural studies scholarship; it 

is also timely as obituary writing is being transformed by digital communication. Obituaries will 

change as the medium changes (from paper to more online publishing). As generations die off, 

views on sex and gender will change, women’s and men’s lived experiences will change, and 

given the push to more digital publishing, newspapers may not be able to keep up with an 

evolving online media that can include videos and photos in obituaries. The question funeral 

directors are asking is why do people need to spend money on an obituary in a newspaper when 

other avenues are available (including funeral homes’ own websites)? Perhaps cost influences 

the length of newspaper obituaries, but with more online publishing, obituaries may evolve to 

include minutiae that equalize men and women in their death. One funeral director noted that we 

are “playing catch-up in obituaries” such that life stories will be different for future generations, 

making the obituary necessarily one of the most conservative forms of writing today.  

However, the roles of men and women are changing—women are starting to fill men’s 

leadership roles, especially in single-family homes, a status that will be reflected in future 

obituaries. As technological and generational change affects how gender is constructed and how 

obituaries are “written,” we need to pay attention to the adjectives and descriptive phrases in 

men’s and women’s obituaries. For example, what do we, as readers, think of a man if he is 

described as vivacious, or of a woman if she is described as handsome? What will the next 

generation think? We cannot escape our upbringing in a specific generation—each generation 

has its set of norms—but it is how we evolve (recontextualize) the previous generation’s norms 
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that enables us to move closer to gender equality in all aspects of society. As my study 

demonstrated, men and women are not equal in obituaries because the people charged with 

commemorating the deceased view genders differently. Language is and should be everyone’s 

key consideration in writing gender equal obituaries.  

There are limitations to this study. For one thing, earlier investigations of gender bias in 

mainstream newspapers are based on obituaries written by journalists—my study focuses on 

“paid obituaries.” For this reason, a direct comparison between existing research and my study is 

not warranted. However, the results of my study of paid obituaries support the findings of these 

earlier studies, despite differences in authorship. Another limitation to my study is that I did not 

include data collected from families who write obituaries or from individuals who consciously 

write obituaries in defiance of the norms around the genre. The only interviews were with male 

funeral home directors, and the only newspaper included in my study was the Times Colonist, 

exclusions that suggest particular directions for future research. A future similar study focusing 

on the perspectives of female funeral directors would provide a good comparison to my study. 

Another study could include gathering perspectives from those who write obituaries (i.e., family 

members and professional obituary writers) to learn how and why they select specific 

information for obituaries. Given the move away (mainly due to cost) from lengthy newspaper 

obituaries to online obituaries, it may be worthwhile to examine obituaries posted on social 

media or funeral home websites, for instance, to determine if gender inequality is as much of an 

issue online as it is in paid newspaper obituaries.  
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Appendix A—Recontextualization Method 

The following illustration (adapted from van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 73) depicts the social action 

network as applied in van Leeuwen’s recontextualization method. 

 

In terms of social practices, the items examined in the obituaries included (refer to above 
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figure) (van Leeuwen, 2008): 

• Actions—what has the deceased done? 

• Performance modes—how did the deceased perform the actions? 

• Actors—what role did the deceased have in society? 

• Presentation styles—how is the deceased presented? 

• Times—when did the deceased perform certain actions? 

• Spaces—where did the deceased perform their actions? 

• Resources—what resources did the deceased use in performing their actions? 

• Eligibility—what characteristics make the deceased eligible for their role; a specific 

question relating to eligibility is ‘what characteristics establish the deceased as a man or 

woman?’ 

• Deletion—what actions, performance modes, characteristics, etc., are absent from the 

obituary? 

• Substitution—is the deceased represented as a specific individual or a specific type of 

person (e.g., man or woman)? 

• Addition—are reactions or motives added to the representation of social practices?  

Following analysis of the discourse of social practices, the next step involves identifying how the 

semiotic practices have been transformed in discourse by looking at (van Leeuwen, 2008): 

• Actions and reactions—“the actor’s reactions to the actions that constitute the practice” 

(p. 147) which, in obituaries, refers to the types of words used to describe 

actions/reactions. These words are categorized as unspecified such as “‘react’ or 

‘respond’ or specified such as ‘grasp,’ perceptive such as ‘has a nose for’ or affective 
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such as ‘feel’” (p. 148). 

• Material and semiotic action—actions may be interpreted as doing (material) or as having 

articulated meanings (semiotic). 

• Objectivation and descriptivization—actions and reactions can be represented 

dynamically or statically (i.e., de-activated). If actions and reactions are deactivated, they 

may be objectivated through nominalization (represented as things) or by use of 

metonyms (substituting the time or space of the action for the action itself—“he had a 

chilling effect on getting everyone’s input”) (p. 149). Descriptivization means that the 

actions and reactions are represented as permanent qualities of social actors (e.g., candid, 

overly optimistic, etc.). 

• De-agentialization—actions and reactions can be represented as though they are brought 

about by human agency (agentialized) (e.g., perseverance, steadfastness, etc.) or brought 

about by natural forces or unconscious processes (de-agentialized) (e.g., “racism is 

‘developing,’ ‘debates’ are ‘building’ . . . ‘’changes’ are ‘coming’” (van Leeuwen, 2008, 

p. 68)). 

• Generalization and abstraction—actions and reactions can be generalized to different 

degrees. For example, ‘loved her family equally’ is a generalization, ‘eliminated 

roadblocks’ is an abstraction. 

• Overdetermination—this is where a given social practice represents more than itself. 

Examples of this can be found in myths or when elements of a social practice are changed 

into its opposite (e.g., comic strips like Flintstones are set in the past, but deal with 

contemporary topics). 
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NOTE: Even though van Leeuwen includes concretization and single determination in his social 

actor network model, he neither explains the terms nor provides examples for their use.  
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Appendix B—Interview Guide and Questions 

The same questions were asked of the five funeral home directors.  

The first step in the interview process was that I provided the participant with the 

Consent Form. Once signed, I proceeded with the interview script, as follows. 

Thank you for taking the time to talk to me about obituaries. I have 12 questions for you 

which questions I will also be asking other funeral home directors. Your responses will 

be included in a summary document that I will send to you for review. At that time, you 

will have an opportunity to add further information to any of the questions. Your name 

will not be used in any reported data. 

Do you have any questions for me before we begin? 

The concluding remarks included: 

That is the end of the interview. I will be in touch again when I send you a summary of 

my data. Thank you for your time to help me with my research. 

Interview questions included the following: 

1. To your knowledge, who typically writes obituaries for the deceased? 

2. Do you feel that the obituary writers that you have met have sufficient knowledge about 

the deceased to write an obituary? Why or why not?  

3. Does your funeral home provide assistance to obituary writers? If so, what type of 

assistance is provided (e.g., templates, editing, etc.)? 

4. If your funeral home writes obituaries, is there a fee involved? If so, would you please 

share what that is? 
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5. To your knowledge, do all the deceased handled by funeral homes receive newspaper 

obituary submissions? If no, why not? 

6. Obituaries differ in length and volume of information. What do you believe is the cause of 

this difference? 

7. What elements of the obituary do you feel are relevant and important to include in a 

newspaper obituary? Why? 

8. Have you noticed a difference in newspaper obituaries for men and women? If so, what 

are the differences?  

9. Should obituaries emphasize different elements for men and women? If so, what should 

be emphasized for each? Why? 

10. If you were asked to write an obituary that promoted gender equality, what 

considerations would you take into account? How do these considerations contribute to 

“gender equality?” 

11. What do you believe that funeral homes can do to promote gender equality in obituaries? 

12. What do you believe that newspapers can do to promote gender equality in obituaries? 

13. Please share your thoughts on any other elements of obituaries that we did not already 

discuss. 
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Appendix C—Funeral Homes that Participated in this Project 

 

1. Care Funeral Services 
2676 Wilfert Road 
Victoria, BC V9B 5Z3 

 
2. First Memorial Funeral Services 

1155 Fort Street 
Victoria, BC V8V 3K9 

 
3. McCall Gardens Funeral and Cremation Services 

4665 Falaise Drive 
Victoria, BC V8Y 1B4 

 
4. Pacific Coast Cremation Ltd. 

2780 Veterans Memorial Parkway 
Victoria, BC V9B 3S6 

 
5. Sands Funeral Chapel Cremation and Reception Centre 

1803 Quadra Street 
Victoria, BC V8T 4B8 
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Appendix D—Adjectives used in Obituaries for Men and Women 

The following adjectives were identified in the April and May 2016 obituaries in the 

Times Colonist. The numbers of occurrences refer to the number of obituaries in which the 

adjective was used. It does not refer to repeated use of the adjective in the same obituary. For 

example, if “loved” was used more than once to describe an individual in the same obituary, it 

was recorded as only one occurrence, since that word was attached to one obituary.  

Adjectives—Women 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 181 
obituaries) 

Adjectives—Men 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 169 
obituaries) 

  Abrasive 1 
  Accepting 1 

Accomplished 4 Accomplished 4 
Activist 1   
Adept 1   
  Adored 2 

  Adoring 1 
Adventurous 2 Adventurer / adventurous 2 

  Advisor 1 
Amazing 4 Amazing 4 
Army wife 1   
  Appreciative 1 

  Ardent 1 
  Arousing 1 
  Articulate 1 

Artistic 1 Artistic 1 
Asked for nothing 1   
Attention to detail 1   
Attentive 2   
  Astounding 1 

  Audiophile 1 



CREATING GENDER-BALANCED OBITUARIES 84 
 

Adjectives—Women 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 181 
obituaries) 

Adjectives—Men 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 169 
obituaries) 

  Awesome 1 
Beaming 1   
Beautiful 12 Beautiful 3 
Beloved / much beloved 22 Beloved 14 
  Best 3 
Best friend 2 Best friend 1 

  Big heart 2 
Blessing 1   
  Bold 1 

  Born teacher 1 
  Brave 2 
  Brilliant 2 

Busy 1   
Calm 2 Calm/Easy going 2 
Capable 1 Capable 1 

  Capacious 1 
  Captain 1 

Captivating 2   
  Carefree / free spirit 2 
Caring 18 Caring 11 

  Challenge 1 
  Champion 1 

Character 2 Character 2 

  
Charismatic / charmed / 
charming 3 

Charitable / generous 42 Charitable / generous 23 
Cheerful 6 Cheerful 1 
Cherished 3 Cherished 1 
Civil 2   
Classy 1   
Clever 1 Clever 1 
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Adjectives—Women 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 181 
obituaries) 

Adjectives—Men 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 169 
obituaries) 

Comfort 2   
Committed / Commitment 4 Committed 4 
Compassionate / Compassion 
for 6 

Compassionate / showed 
compassion 6 

  Complex 1 
  Congenial 1 
  Conscientious 1 

Considerate 1 Considerate 1 
Constant 2   
  Consultative 1 

  Contemporary 1 
Courageous 5 Courageous 7 

  Courteous 1 
Creative / Creativity 2 Creative 3 

  Curious / had curiosity 4 
Cutthroat 2   
  Darling 1 
Dear 4 Dear 7 

  Dearly loved 2 
  Debonair 1 

Decent 1 Decent 1 
Dedicated 9 Dedicated 8 

Determined 1 
Determined / showed 
determination 3 

  Devil's advocate 1 
Devoted 18 Devoted 16 
Difficult 2   
Dignity 4 Dignified / had dignity 5 
  Driven 2 
Driving force 2   

  Dutiful 1 
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Adjectives—Women 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 181 
obituaries) 

Adjectives—Men 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 169 
obituaries) 

  Eagerness 1 
Easy going 2 Easy going 1 
Eccentric 1   
Effortlessly 1   
Elegance 1   
Empathetic / Empathy 3   
Encouraged 1   
  Endearing 1 
Energetic / lively 6 Energetic / had energy 3 

  Enjoyable 1 
  Enquiring 1 

Engaging 2   
Enthusiastic 9 Enthusiastic / had enthusiasm 5 

  Entrepreneurial 2 
  Erudite 1 
  Ethical 1 

Excelled / Excellent 11 Excelled / excellent 6 
Exceptional 4 Exceptional 1 

  Expert 2 
Exemplary 1   
Extraordinary 1 Extraordinary 1 

  Eye for detail 1 
Fair 2   
  Faithful 1 

  Fanatic 1 
  Fashion a phrase 1 

Famous 1   
Fearless 3 Fearless 2 
Feisty 3   
Feminist 2   
Ferocious / ferociously 2   
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Adjectives—Women 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 181 
obituaries) 

Adjectives—Men 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 169 
obituaries) 

Fierce defender 2   
Fierce love 2   
Fiercely independent 1   
Fiery 1   
  Fighter 2 
Flare 2   
Formidable 1   
  Force of nature 1 

  Forward thinker 1 
  Friend 2 
Friendly 3   
Fun / fun loving / lots of fun 9 Fun loving 1 
Fun-spirit 1   
  Funny 2 
Gentle 8 Gentle / gentle giant 7 

  Gentleman 7 
Genuine 2 Genuine 4 
Gifted 3 Gifted 2 
Giving 1   
  Glue 1 
Good / goodhearted / good 
disposition / good sport / good 
natured / sweet natured 11 Good 2 
Good marksman 1   
Gourmet 2   
Grace / graceful 7   
  Great 4 

  Gregarious 2 
  Guardian 1 
  Gutsy 1 

Hands-on 1   
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Adjectives—Women 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 181 
obituaries) 

Adjectives—Men 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 169 
obituaries) 

  Handsome 1 
  Hanky Panky 1 

Happy 5 Happy ways 1 
Hardworking 3 Hardworking / hard worker 6 
Heartfelt / heartfelt connection 2   
  Helping 1 

  Hero 2 
Home manager 1   
  Honest 2 

  Honourable 3 
  Hopeful 1 
  Hospitable / showed hospitality 2 

Humble 2   
Humorous / good sense of 
humour 23 

Humour / good, great sense of 
humour 27 

Impactful 2   
  Igniting 1 

  Incisive 1 
Incredible 6 Incredible 2 
Independence / independent / 
true independent 8 Independent 1 
Industrious 5   
  Indomitable 1 

  Innate 1 
  Innovative 1 

Inquisitive 2 Inquisitive 2 
  Insatiable 1 

Insightful 1   
Inspiration / inspired / awe 
inspiring 8 Inspiration / inspired / inspiring 8 

  Integrity 6 
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Adjectives—Women 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 181 
obituaries) 

Adjectives—Men 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 169 
obituaries) 

Intelligent / smart / sharp 
intellect / sharp mind / good 
memory / encyclopedic 
memory 14 

Intelligent / intellectual / sharp 
memory / encyclopedic 
memory 12 

Interesting 2   
Involved 1   
  Jack from Alberta 1 
  Jovial 1 
Joy 5 Joy 1 

Keen eye 3 
Keen / keen eye / wonderful 
eye 10 

Kind / showed kindness 37 Kind 21 
Knack 1   
Knowing 1   
  Knowledgeable 3 
Lady 1   
  Larger than life 3 
Laugh / infectious laugh 6   
  Leader 2 
Led by example 1   
Legendary 4 Legend 1 

  Lifelong learner 1 
Light up a room, ability to 2   
Love of family 17 Love of family / family man 11 
Loved / much loved 3 Love / loved / much loved 4 
  Lovely 1 
Loving 29 Loving 15 
Loyal 6 Loyal / showed loyalty 5 
Maestro's touch 2   
  Man of few words 1 

  Man of great faith 1 
  Man of the outdoors 1 
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Adjectives—Women 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 181 
obituaries) 

Adjectives—Men 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 169 
obituaries) 

  Man's man 1 
  Many in one 1 

Matriarch 4   
  Meanest 1 
Minced no words 1   
  Mindful 1 

  Mischievous 1 
  Modest 2 

Multi-faceted 1   

Multi-talented / skilled / 
talented 8   
Natural talent 3 Natural talent / natural ear 3 

  
Never complained / no 
complaints 2 

  Never giving up 1 
Never stuffy 2   
  Never suffered fools gladly 1 

  Nicest 1 
No nonsense 1 No nonsense 1 
Noble 2 Noble 1 

  Non-judgmental 1 
Not boring 1   
Nurturing 1   
  Old school kind of guy 1 

  Omnivorous 1 
  One of a kind 2 
  Open 1 

Opinionated 3   
  Optimistic 3 
Organized 1   
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Adjectives—Women 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 181 
obituaries) 

Adjectives—Men 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 169 
obituaries) 

Outgoing 3 Outgoing 1 
  Outspoken 1 
  Partner 1 

Passion / passionate 15 Passionate / had passion for 4 
Patient 2 Patient 2 

  Peremptory 1 
  Perfect 1 

Perfectionist 1   
  Perseverance 1 

  Phenomenal 1 
  Pillar 1 
  Polite 1 

Positive / positive role model 7 Positive 5 
  Pragmatic 1 

Prairie girl / Prairie lily 4   
Pride / Proud 16 Proud 27 

  Principled 1 
  Prodigious 1 
  Proficient 1 
  Profound 1 

Proper 2   
  Provider 3 
Pure magic 2   
  Quick 1 
Quiet  1 Quiet 2 
Quirky 2 Quirky 2 

  Rare gift 1 
  Razor sharp 1 
  Ready 1 
  Reassuring 1 
  Regular Mr. Fixit 1 
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Adjectives—Women 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 181 
obituaries) 

Adjectives—Men 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 169 
obituaries) 

Reliable 2   
Remarkable 1 Remarkable 1 
Respected / well respected 4 Respected 1 
Respectful 3   
Responsible 1 Responsible 1 

  Role model 1 
  Sage 1 
  Savvy 1 

Scholar 1 Scholar 1 
  Scientist 1 
  Seeker 1 
  Seer 1 

Selfless 5 Selfless 2 
Sensible 2   
Simplicity 1   
Single minded 1   
Singular 1   
  Sincere 1 
Smile / lovely smile / quick to 
smile 7 Smile 3 
Special 3   
Special talent 1   
  Spiritual 1 

  Sportsman / sports-minded 2 
Spunky 1   
  Steady 2 
Stern admonition 1   
  Stoic 2 
Storyteller 4 Storyteller 4 
Strength / quiet strength / 
strong 17 Strong / showed great strength 7 
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Adjectives—Women 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 181 
obituaries) 

Adjectives—Men 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 169 
obituaries) 

Strongest link 2   
  Stubborn 2 
Stylish (dressed in style) 1   
Substance 2   

  Successful 2 
Sunshine / ray of sunshine / 
shining / bright light 7   
Supported 1   
  Superb 1 
Sweet 1 Sweet 1 

  Talented 3 
  Teddy bear 1 
  The Captain 1 
  The Watchmaker 1 

Tenderness 1   
Thoughtful 2 Thoughtful 2 
Tireless 5 Tireless 1 
Tomboy 1   
  Toughest 1 

  Trapper Trev 1 
Treasured 3 Treasure 1 

  True Renaissance Man 1 
Twinkle in her eye 1 Twinkle in his eye 2 

  Understanding 1 
Unique 2 Unique 2 

  Upstanding 1 
Valiant 1   
Vibrant 7   
Vivacious 2   
  Vocal 1 
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Adjectives—Women 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 181 
obituaries) 

Adjectives—Men 

# obituaries 
in which 
adjective 
was cited 

(out of 169 
obituaries) 

  Voracious 1 
Warm 9 Warm / warm hearted 8 

  Warrior 1 
  Wayfarer 1 

Welcoming 4 Welcoming 1 
  Well loved 1 

Well informed  2   
Well read 2 Well read 1 

  Well respected 1 
Well worth knowing 1   
Well-known 1   
Wing man 1   
Wisdom / wise 3 Wise / had wisdom 3 
Wit / clever wit / quick wit 7 Witty 9 
Wonderful 10 Wonderful 3 

  Work ethic 1 
  Youthful 1 

Young-at-heart 1   
Zest 2   

 

  



CREATING GENDER-BALANCED OBITUARIES 95 
 

Appendix E—Most Frequently Used Adjectives: Calculation of Differences 

I selected adjectives that occurred 10 or more times as reflective of “most frequently 

occurring” adjectives in obituaries. The table is sorted by percentage difference from highest to 

lowest.  

Adjective  Women Men % Difference 

Good / good hearted / good disposition / good 
sport / good natured / sweet natured 

11 2 81.8 

Beautiful  12 3 75.0 
Passion / passionate about 15 4 73.3 
Wonderful 10 3 70.0 
Pride / Proud 16 27 68.7 
Strength / quiet strength / strong 17 7 58.8 
Loving 29 15 48.3 
Excelled / Excellent 11 6 45.5 
Generous / charitable 42 23 45.2 
Kind / showed kindness 37 21 43.2 
Caring 18 11 38.9 
Beloved / much beloved 22 14 36.4 
Love of family 17 11 35.3 
Humorous / good sense of humour 23 27 17.4 
Intelligent / smart / sharp intellect / sharp 
mind / good memory / encyclopedic memory 

14 12 14.3 

Devoted 18 16 11.1 
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Appendix F—Adjectives and Phrases Not Common Between Genders 

 These adjectives and phrases were used to describe either men or women, but were not 

common to both genders. Overall, men received 36 percent more descriptors than women.  

Adjectives/Descriptive Words 
—Used only for Women 

Adjectives/Descriptive Words 
—Used only for Men 

Activist Abrasive 
Adept Accepting 
Army wife Adored 
Asked for nothing Adoring 
Attention to detail Advisor 
Attentive Appreciative 
Beaming Ardent 
Blessing Arousing 
Busy Articulate 
Captivating Astounding 
Civil Audiophile 
Classy Awesome 
Comfort Best 
Constant Big heart 
Cutthroat Bold 
Difficult Born teacher 
Driving force Brave 
Eccentric Brilliant 
Effortlessly Capacious 
Elegance Captain 
Empathetic / showed empathy Carefree / free spirit 
Encouraged Challenge 
Engaging Champion 
Exemplary Charismatic / charmed / charming 
Fair Complex 
Famous Congenial 
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Adjectives/Descriptive Words 
—Used only for Women 

Adjectives/Descriptive Words 
—Used only for Men 

Feisty Conscientious 
Feminist Consultative 
Ferocious / ferociously Contemporary 
Fierce defender Courteous 
Fierce love Curious / had curiosity 
Fiercely independent Darling 
Fiery Dearly loved 
Flare Debonair 
Formidable Devil's advocate 
Friendly Driven 
Fun-spirit Dutiful 
Giving  Eagerness 
Good marksman Endearing 
Gourmet Enjoyable 
Grace / graceful Enquiring 
Hands-on Entrepreneurial 
Heartfelt / heartfelt connection Erudite 
Home manager Ethical 
Humble Expert 
Impactful Eye for detail 
Industrious Faithful 
Insightful Fanatic 
Interesting Fashion a phrase 
Involved Fighter 
Knack Force of nature 
Knowing Forward thinker 
Lady Friend 
Laugh / had an infectious laugh Funny 
Led by example Gentleman 
Light up a room (ability to) Glue 
Maestro's touch Great 
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Adjectives/Descriptive Words 
—Used only for Women 

Adjectives/Descriptive Words 
—Used only for Men 

Matriarch Gregarious 
Minced no words Guardian 
Multi-faceted Gutsy 
Multi-talented Handsome 
Never stuffy Hanky Panky 
Not boring Helping 
Nurturing Hero 
Opinionated Honest 
Organized Honourable 
Perfectionist Hopeful 
Prairie girl / Prairie Lily Hospitable / showed hospitality 
Proper Igniting 
Pure magic Incisive 
Reliable Indomitable 
Respectful Innate 
Sensible Innovative 
Simplicity Insatiable 
Single minded  Integrity 
Singular Jack from Alberta 
Skilled Jovial 
Special Keen 
Special talent Knowledgeable 
Spunky Larger than life 
Stern admonition Leader 
Strongest link Lifelong learner 
Stylish (dressed in style) Lovely 
Substance Man of few words 
Sunshine / ray of sunshine / shining / bright 
light 

Man of great faith 

Supported Man of the outdoors 
Talented Man's man 
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Adjectives/Descriptive Words 
—Used only for Women 

Adjectives/Descriptive Words 
—Used only for Men 

Tenderness Many in one 
Tomboy Meanest 
Valiant Mindful 
Vibrant Mischievous 
Vivacious Modest 
Well-informed / well-read Never complained / no complaints 
Well worth knowing Never giving up 
Well-known Never suffered fools gladly 
Wing man (‘dad’s wing man’) Nicest 
Young-at-heart Non-judgmental 
Zest (for life) Old school kind of guy 
 Omnivorous 
 One of a kind 
 Open 
 Optimistic 
 Outspoken  

Partner  
Peremptory  
Perfect  
Perseverance  
Phenomenal  
Pillar  
Polite  
Pragmatic  
Principled  
Prodigious  
Proficient  
Profound  
Provider  
Quick  
Rare gift 
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Adjectives/Descriptive Words 
—Used only for Women 

Adjectives/Descriptive Words 
—Used only for Men 

 
Razor sharp  
Ready  
Reassuring  
Regular Mr. Fixit  
Role model  
Sage  
Savvy 

 Scientist  
Seeker  
Seer  
Sincere  
Spiritual  
Sportsman / sports-minded 

 Steady  
Stoic  
Stubborn  
Successful  
Superb 

 Talented  
Teddy bear  
The Captain  
The Watchmaker  
Toughest  
Trapper Trev  
True Renaissance Man  
Understanding  
Upstanding  
Vocal  
Voracious  
Warrior  
Wayfarer 
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Adjectives/Descriptive Words 
—Used only for Women 

Adjectives/Descriptive Words 
—Used only for Men 

 
Well loved  
Well respected  
Work ethic  
Youthful 
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