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ABSTRACT

Funeral and mourning ceremonies are collective rituals that serve to alleviate individual
grief and strengthen social solidarity. Field observations, however, indicate that
participants do not exhibit uniform behaviors or attitudes; rather, a wide range of
responses, from deep empathy to indifference and self-interest, may coexist within the
same ceremony. This study examines and categorizes this behavioral diversity and seeks
to explain the underlying psychosocial mechanisms that shape it. The study employed a
qualitative, exploratory ethnographic approach. Data were collected over a two-year
period through participant observation and semi-structured interviews with 21 participants
across 125 ceremonies—including funerals, third-day, seventh-day, and fortieth-day
mourning ceremonies—in nine provinces of Iran. Purposive sampling continued until
theoretical saturation was reached. The data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s
thematic analysis and ATLAS.ti software. The analysis resulted in two overarching
categories, namely “the attentive” and “the indifferent,” encompassing six subcategories:
the compassionate, the empathetic, the altruistic, the indifferent (spectators), the
reciprocal, and the self-interested. This categorization is strongly associated with the
participants’ familial relationship and degree of intimacy with the deceased. The
compassionate are predominantly immediate family members, while the empathetic tend
to be individuals who have experienced a similar loss. By contrast, the indifferent and
self-interested are found across a broader range of relationships. Participation in mourning
rituals is a multifaceted phenomenon shaped by the interplay of unconscious processes,
observational learning, social exchange, and rational choice. This diversity reflects the
tension between collectivist and individualist values in contemporary Iranian society. The
findings may be useful to sociologists, psychologists, anthropologists, and cultural
policymakers in designing supportive policies and promoting the psychological well-
being of bereaved individuals. The principal limitation of the study was the scarcity of
previous research directly relevant to the subject.
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INTRODUCTION

Funeral, burial, and mourning ceremonies are social and cultural practices that
serve important functions in reducing individual grief and strengthening social
solidarity. Human beings are emotional and social beings who need the presence
and support of others, particularly during crises and experiences of loss.
Accordingly, collective participation in mourning ceremonies can provide
emotional support to bereaved individuals and contribute to the maintenance of
social relationships and solidarity.

The theoretical and empirical background of the study draws attention to the
social significance of collective rituals and cooperation, including the perspectives
of Durkheim, Weber, and Simmel on social solidarity and social interaction.
However, field observations conducted during funeral and mourning ceremonies
revealed considerable variation in participants’ behaviors and attitudes. While some
individuals displayed intense empathy, compassion, and willingness to support the
bereaved, others appeared indifferent, acted primarily as spectators, engaged in
reciprocal exchanges, or participated mainly to pursue their own interests.

This diversity raises a fundamental question: Do participants in funeral and
mourning ceremonies share a common purpose, or do they participate with different
goals, motivations, and emotional orientations? Although funeral ceremonies are
generally understood as collective occasions for expressing grief and supporting the
bereaved, the observed diversity suggests that participation cannot necessarily be
understood as a uniform form of social action. The research gap, therefore,
concerns the systematic identification of different behavioral and attitudinal
patterns among participants and the psychosocial mechanisms underlying these
patterns.

Accordingly, the study addresses two main questions. First, do participants in
funeral and mourning ceremonies display diverse emotional and attitudinal
characteristics that can be organized into a six-type typology? Second, what
psychological and social motives and mechanisms explain the formation of these
roles, including unconscious factors, positive and negative reinforcement,
observational learning, social exchange, and rational self-interest?

METHODOLOGY

This study employed a qualitative, exploratory ethnographic approach. Two
complementary methods were used: participant observation and ethnographic
interviews. Participant observation focused on the behaviors and customary
practices of individuals attending funeral and mourning ceremonies, while semi-
structured ethnographic interviews examined participants’ attitudes, goals, and
motivations. Observation data were used to complement and confirm the interview



findings, making it possible to examine both observable behavior and subjective
attitudes and motivations.

The study was conducted among participants in burial and mourning ceremonies
in Tehran, Mazandaran, Yazd, West Azerbaijan, Kurdistan, Isfahan, Sistan and
Baluchestan, Alborz, and Gilan. The selected settings included both urban and rural
areas and reflected ethnic, religious, and cultural diversity. Over a two-year period,
125 ceremonies were observed, including 42 burial ceremonies, 31 third-day
ceremonies, 29 seventh-day ceremonies, and 23 fortieth-day ceremonies.

A total of 21 individuals participated in the ethnographic interviews.
Participants were selected purposively, and sampling continued until theoretical
saturation was reached. Observations were conducted in natural settings and
recorded through semi-organized descriptive field notes. The collected data were
analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis approach with the assistance
of ATLAS.ti. The initial coding process produced 44 open codes, which were
subsequently reduced to 30 codes and organized into six main themes. The study
also employed expert review and measures including Holsti, Pi-Scott, Cohen’s
kappa, and Krippendorff’s alpha to examine the validity and reliability of the
coding process.

FINDINGS

The findings indicate two overarching levels of participation: “the attentive” and
“the indifferent.” These two levels comprise six distinct behavioral and attitudinal
categories: the compassionate, the empathizers, the altruistic, the indifferent
(spectators), the exchangers, and the selfish. Overall, the six categories are
represented through 30 sub-indicators.

The attentive participants attach importance to the grief of the deceased’s family
and to providing emotional or practical support, whereas the indifferent participants
show limited involvement in the central purpose of the mourning ceremony.

The compassionate are primarily members of the immediate family or
individuals with very close emotional relationships with the deceased. They
experience intense grief, which may be expressed through crying, lamentation,
recalling memories, and feelings of regret or guilt. They also tend to remain
involved in the ceremony for longer periods.

The empathizers are often individuals who have experienced a similar loss
themselves. Their participation is shaped by their ability to understand the bereaved
person’s situation through their own previous experiences and to place themselves
in the position of the grieving individual.
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The altruistic participate voluntarily in order to help others without seeking
personal or reciprocal benefits. Their assistance may include financial
contributions, receiving and assisting guests, arranging chairs and tables, and other
forms of practical support. Their actions are motivated by human, religious, or
cultural obligations, even when they have no close relationship with the deceased.

The indifferent or spectators often attend because of their acquaintance with the
bereaved rather than because of a strong emotional connection with the deceased.
Their behavior may include talking and laughing during the ceremony, focusing on
refreshments or their costs, gossiping, and taking photographs or videos. Their
participation therefore reflects limited engagement with the central emotional
purpose of the ceremony.

The exchangers participate primarily within a framework of social exchange.
Their attendance may be intended to reciprocate previous participation in another
person’s funeral ceremony, fulfill a perceived social obligation, or maintain social
capital that may be useful for future reciprocal support.

The selfish, unlike spectators, may actively participate in the ceremony, but
their actions primarily serve their own needs rather than contributing to the
reduction of others’ suffering.

The findings also demonstrate a strong relationship between behavioral patterns
and the nature of participants’ relationships with the deceased. The compassionate
are predominantly found among first-degree relatives, including spouses, children,
and parents, as well as among individuals with close emotional ties. The
empathizers are often connected to the bereaved through similar experiences of loss
rather than necessarily through first-degree kinship. By contrast, indifferent and
selfish participants may be found across a wider range of relationships, from close
relatives to strangers, with their participation more strongly influenced by
obligation, habit, or self-interest. Exchangers are more commonly associated with
acquaintances or more distant relationships in which social reciprocity plays a
significant role.

No single theoretical perspective adequately explains all six categories. Rather,
the findings point to the combined influence of observational learning, social
exchange, and rational choice, alongside unconscious factors and processes of
reinforcement and punishment.

The diversity of these patterns also reflects a tension between collectivist and
individualist values in contemporary Iranian society. The compassionate,
empathizers, and altruistic reflect forms of traditional solidarity as well as religious
and ethical norms, whereas indifferent, exchange-oriented, and selfish behaviors
reflect social change, the individualization of emotions, and the increasing influence



of economic logic on emotional and ritual relationships. Thus, the observed
diversity should not simply be interpreted as a social pathology. Instead, it reflects
the complexity of Iranian society as it encounters modernity and redefines forms of
collective ritual. Funeral ceremonies consequently constitute settings in which
different identities, forms of social status-seeking, processes of social-capital
reproduction, cultural changes, and forms of resistance may become visible.

CONCLUSION

This study examined the behaviors and attitudes of participants in funeral, burial,
and mourning ceremonies and investigated whether individuals attending such
ceremonies share common goals or participate with diverse objectives and
motivations. The findings indicate that participation is shaped by a range of factors,
including unconscious processes, reinforcement, avoidance of punishment, and self-
interest. These findings are consistent with the theoretical framework employed in
the study and with some of the previous studies discussed in the research.

The six-type typology identified in the study—compassionate, empathizers,
altruistic, indifferent or spectators, exchangers, and selfish—was confirmed by the
findings. The results demonstrate that funeral ceremonies cannot be understood
solely as homogeneous collective expressions of grief and solidarity. Rather, they
provide a setting in which diverse forms of social action and motivation emerge.

The findings may be wuseful for sociologists, behavioral sociologists,
psychologists and social psychologists, anthropologists, and cultural officials in
understanding patterns of behavior surrounding loss and mourning. At the same
time, the study has limitations related to the research tools and the lack of fully
relevant previous studies. The study therefore suggests future cross-cultural
comparisons of the proposed typology as well as historical investigations of
changes in these behavioral patterns over time.

NOVELTY

The main innovation of this study lies in its examination of a social and cultural
ceremony following human death through a systematic analysis of participants’
diverse behaviors and attitudes. Rather than treating participation in funeral and
mourning ceremonies as a uniform social response to loss, the study identifies a six-
type typology organized within two overarching levels: the attentive and the
indifferent.

Another innovative aspect of the study is the combination of the observation of
objective behavior with the examination of subjective attitudes and motivations.
This approach makes it possible to consider funeral ceremonies as settings in which
multiple forms of social action can coexist, ranging from compassion and empathy
to reciprocity and self-interest.
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The proposed typology can also provide a basis for subsequent research on
human behavior in relation to loss and death and for further examination of the
social and cultural dimensions of funeral and mourning practices.
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3. Braun & Clarke

4. guided analysis
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