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Abstract: Death practices are a highly individual and sensitive, but also strongly social and socially
regulated issue. Passing rituals and types of burials have developed over centuries, and their
significant environmental cost is rarely discussed. In this paper, we propose an intervention that aims
to open up the conversation about green passing practices and help reduce the environmental impact
of current death practices in the United Kingdom. We used the multilayered installation design
approach, leveraging activity theory and installation theory to identify relevant stakeholders and
entry points for intervention. We then developed a holistic intervention strategy subsumed under the
green passer Initiative, which proposes intervention into burial practices at the physical, social, and
embodied level. We illustrate the intervention strategy with three ideal-type journeys of future green
passers and outline relevant implications for policy makers, researchers, and the general public.
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1. Introduction

In Western societies, death and death practices are a highly sensitive area, rendering
taboo most discussions surrounding the topic. Further, death is a social matter involving
the passing of an individual, bidding farewell to loved ones and acknowledging their
lives, and potential spiritual and religious beliefs concerning the afterlife [1]. As the global
population and, consequently, deaths increase, it is important to progress towards more
sustainable ways of passing, especially considering the negative environmental impact of
traditional death practices.

Itis important to bear in mind that rituals and practices surrounding death vary around
the world, with different societies and cultures having their own methods and practices.
This paper aims to set in motion a larger debate around sustainable death practices but
will take a case study approach as a first step, focusing on death practices within the
United Kingdom (UK). Although many of the learnings are transferable across cultures,
our research background, analysis, and understanding are firmly grounded within the
dominant death practices of the UK. The UK was chosen for this case study, firstly, because
a large share (around 50%) of the population does not identify with any religion [2,3] and,
secondly, many of the Christianity-based death practices such as burials and cremation are
also found across different religions and cultures [4,5]. Nonetheless, there are limitations to
our findings, and the recommendations will need to be adjusted carefully and in a culturally
sensitive manner to other cultural contexts.

The goals of this paper were twofold—firstly, to sketch a viable intervention designed
to incite much-needed social change around death practices in the UK. With this paper,
we want to spur conversation around the topic of death, hopefully increasing the overall
demand for green death practices to help address the environmental problems arising from
traditional death practices in the UK.
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Secondly, we aimed to detail how multilayered installation design (MID), a lean and
streamlined approach based on activity theory [6] and installation theory [7], can support
the development of effective and detailed interventions. This paper builds on our in-depth
analysis of sustainable death practices in the UK to develop a plan for a fully fledged
intervention, including the sketch of a business model and a mock-up communication
campaign involving stakeholders. Using the generative and creative power of the MID
approach, this paper illustrates for pedagogical purposes how we can develop solutions for
real-world problems and concretely demonstrates the usefulness and operational validity
of the MID approach with an example.

This paper will proceed in the following way: First, we will present a discussion of
the history of death practices in the UK, as well as an overview of the theoretical literature
pertinent to the topic. Second, we will briefly outline our change model. We will then
present our analysis of relevant stakeholders and installations for green burials in depth.
Finally, we will present our proposed interventions and discuss our recommendations, as
well as the broader implications of the project.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Death Practices in the UK

Death rituals are a way of expressing love and grief over losing a close person in a
way that is meaningful to both the deceased and their loved ones [8]. As such the varying
rituals hold important value across societies, and funerals and funeral services are among
the oldest rituals known to humans [9]. Here members of the community, friends and
family come together to commemorate and memorialise the person who has passed [8,9].
Though the context of funerals is changing, with more and more services being performed
for the unaffiliated outside of church, they still remain a crucial part of saying goodbye in
the Western world [9].

A component of funerals is specific practices such as burials or cremations. These
practices are embedded in religious, cultural, and social structures and carry symbolic
meaning. Death practices in the UK have changed over time, with one of the oldest
practices being burials [10]. In the past decade, cremations have become equally if not more
popular [10].

Burials or cremations are accepted across many religions [4,5] and are typical of
Christian funerals. Christian death practices remain steeped in rituals and traditions in
the UK, with, for example, the funeral procession, wearing black clothing in mourning,
and flowers [10]. While Christianity has traditionally been the dominant religion in the
UK, more recent surveys have shown an increase in individuals who are members of other
religions, as well as trends indicating that those who do not hold any religion now represent
nearly the majority of the UK population [2,3]. While many funeral traditions and rituals
still hold strong today, a broad shift in death practices in the UK can be observed as well,
from small changes such as a growing number of individuals replacing the use of flowers
with charitable contributions, to larger changes with more individuals treating funerals as
a ‘celebration of life’ and taking the focus away from death. In the UK, post-funeral pub
gatherings are popularised, as well as the favourite colour of the deceased being worn and
their favourite song being played [10].

Alongside these changes to death practices, there is a growing demand for ‘green
goodbyes’, with 72% of cemeteries reporting an increased demand for green burials [11] as
more people are becoming aware of the negative environmental implications of traditional
death practices (burial and cremation) [10].

2.2. Environmental Impact of Death Practices

The environmental costs of death practices are rarely discussed, and the reality is
quite shocking. The environmental impact of modern, Western death practices is threefold.
Firstly, they require a vast number of natural, potentially virgin resources such as water,
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wood, and land. Secondly, they may harm the ecological system with the chemicals
employed. Thirdly, they produce a large amount of CO,.

Burials require a vast number of natural resources to produce coffins and headstones.
Figures from the United States highlight the scale of the issue. The amount of wood
needed to produce enough coffins per year equates to building 4.5 million homes. Further,
1.6 million tons of reinforced concrete and over 100,000 tons of steel are needed to create
headstones and coffins annually [12]. Another example can be found in the practice
of embalming, a chemical process using a carcinogenic formaldehyde-based solution to
preserve the body for open-casket ceremonies or for transport [13]. Groundwater seepage
occurs due to the depth at which burials take place. With bodies deteriorating deep
underground, the heavy metals and toxins released cannot be filtered out by the soil and
eventually find their way into the groundwater. In addition to this, land management is
another key issue, as over half of the UK’s cemeteries will be full by 2030 [14]. Notably, most
available data come from the US, with figures from the UK being not readily accessible.
Although a simple, direct comparison should not be drawn, these numbers highlight the
scale of the issue at hand.

In England, cremations make up around 78% of death practices nowadays [15]. They
require a huge amount of energy to fully burn the body. One cremation requires 285 kWh
of gas and 15 kWh of electricity, equivalent to the domestic energy use of one person for
a whole month [16]. In addition, one cremation produces over 240 kg of carbon dioxide,
with 110 kg coming from the body alone, the same as a 500-mile car journey [16]. Due to
the heavy metals that are released from the body, scrubbing devices are required to filter
the gases emitted. The maintenance demands of these devices are extensive, however, and
cases have been found where the gases were not processed correctly [17].

2.3. Green Death Practices

Green death practices are still a nascent field, but they could offer solutions to the
problems with current passing practices discussed above. Green death practices can be
defined as “a statement of personal values for those who seek to minimise their impact on
the local and global environment” [18].

While modern and complex approaches such as decomposers that turn the body into
fertile soil [19] and fungi bodysuits that decompose the body to create new life are still
under development [20], aquamation, which yields the same results as cremation but uses
pressurised water, is newly available and growing in popularity [21,22]. The most common
green death practice is a simple burial that replaces the casket with a linen sheet and swaps
out the headstone for a tree sapling that goes on to create new life from the deceased [16].
To mitigate the environmental impact of modern Western death practices, it is advisable to
increase the popularity of these green death practices across the population.

3. Change Model

The analysis of death practices in the UK as well as the design of the intervention
applied the multilayered installation design approach [23] (MID). Following MID, we
used activity theory [6] to trace the individual journeys of stakeholders in death practices,
identifying potential issues and defining the scope of our intervention. Activity theory
(AT) understands human activity as a goal-directed trajectory from a given status quo
to a consciously represented, future state (goal). The attainment of the goal is driven
by the internal motives of the individual, which are satisfied once the desired state is
reached, and typically passes through several subgoals that are achieved incrementally.
This conceptualisation of activity is, therefore, highly subject-centric and focuses on the
individual perception and experience of action.

We then used installation theory [7] to design a multilayered intervention approach
that bears in mind the interests and motives of several key stakeholders. Installation theory
(IT) describes the way individuals and collectives are channelled into certain behaviours
through ‘installations” distributed at the physical, psychological, and societal levels. These
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installations not only channel individual behaviour but allow for the replication of cultures
and society through practice, guidance, and the control of behaviour.

The physical layer analyses objects within the physical space and their physical affor-
dances that allow or prohibit activity; they can be seen as “preconditions for activity” [24].
Embodied competences refer to the “interpretive systems” or knowledge structures within
an individual or collective, such as skills, experiences, habits, and common sense. Institu-
tions refer to the social and cultural regulations that constrain or prescribe activity and are
often enforced by other members of the group. These three layers assemble spontaneously
in naturally emerging contexts and, in combination, act as a “cultural reactor” that pro-
duces ‘appropriate’ behaviours in a systematic and predictable manner [23]. It is important
to note here that installations have a dominant influence on individual behaviour and
channel behaviour so thoroughly that individual decisions in installations tend to revolve
mainly around the setting of goals, with trajectories for their attainment usually being
predetermined. The MID approach, combining a thorough understanding of individual
goals and activities, as well as the societal factors channelling this behaviour, is therefore
particularly well-suited to designing effective and well-contextualised interventions.

The following section will outline three archetypical scenarios of potential green
passers in the UK and their activity trajectories.

4. The Problem Scope: Applying Activity Theory

We identified two different scenarios that individuals or their families could encounter
when dealing with death planning: ‘middle-of-life’ and ‘end-of-life’. In the ‘middle-of-life’
scenario (Figure 1), an individual proactively plans ahead for the end of their life, for
example, by taking up life insurance or writing a will so that their decisions and wishes can
be made known. On the other hand, in the ‘end-of-life” scenario (Figure 2), when no prior
decision has been made regarding the person’s death preferences, either the soon-to-be
deceased makes the final arrangements concerning their passing, or their family does.

Scenario 1:
Middle-of-life Scenario

Task 1A Sub goal 1A Task 2A Goal

ﬂ Individual engages in other Individual makes Individual makes Individual’s peace of
o' decisions that make death ‘other decisions’ decisions for own burial mind that his burial
. preferences salient preferences will be met
ﬂ Morive
Ensure he/she is
Initial State remembered by his

loved ones according to

Individual's death i
his own preferences

is not salient

Need for security/
agency

Task 1B

Individual does not engage in
any decision that makes death
preferences salient

Task 2B
Individual makes no decision
regarding his burial preferences

_

Figure 1. Middle-of-live green passer scenario.

The following graphs illustrate the activities that each scenario would entail regarding
death planning.

Considering the sensitivity of the topic, it is important to target the intervention
at a point where the person feels comfortable and may even seek to inform themselves
rather than being informed. ‘End-of-life” care is particularly sensitive, requiring the utmost
sensitivity from doctors and caretakers. Unfortunately, this is often not the case, and
more than half the complaints lodged with the National Health Service (NHS) concern the
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communication about passing [25]. On the other hand, findings implicate that millennials
are willing to talk about death, with over half of participants in a recent study saying they
had already discussed end-of-life care with a close family member [26].

Scenario 2:
End-of-life Scenario

i Task 3A Goal
"\3 Individual makes Individual’s burial preferences
decisions for own burial are considered and deployed
‘ \ after his death
Motive
e Task 4A Ensure he/she is

Initial State Individual does not make remembered by his loved
Individual is soon- decision for own burial, so ones according to his own
to-be deceased family does it for him/her preferences

Need for security/agency

Task 3A

Figure 2. End-of-life green passer scenario.

Since millennials were found to be more open-minded about death and the sensitivities
of ‘end-of-life’ care, we determined ‘middle-of-life” as a suitable starting point for interven-
tion. Using activity theory, we identified and mapped out three different scenarios with
varying behavioural sequences within the ‘middle-of-life’ context. In the following section,
we illustrate these scenarios through three target groups that we believe are most likely to
adopt sustainable death practices and become green passers: organ donors, future-minded
individuals, and eco-conscious individuals.

4.1. Organ Donors

The first scenario concerns Benjamin. Benjamin is 26 and has recently heard about
the UK’s new ‘opt-out’ system with regards to organ donations [27]. Whilst gathering
information and weighing his options to decide whether or not he wants to opt out, he
sees an article on the NHS website about the green passer initiative. Intrigued, he takes
a closer look at the article and sees that, similarly to the Organ Donation Scheme, there
is an initiative where people can register to become a green passer. After learning more
about both, Benjamin signs up to become both an organ donor and a green passer (an
illustration of an organ donation and green passer card is shown in Figure 3). The graphic
below illustrates the process of Benjamin’s decision using activity theory (Figure 4).
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NHS Green Passer & Organ Donor Card

Yes | donate and give back
ORGANDONATION & GREEN PASSER

organdonation.nhs.uk m
greenpasser.nhs.uk Green Passing & Organ donation

| have joined the millions of people registered as green
passers and organ and/or tissue donor bringing hope for
future generations and those in need.

Signed

| confirm | have had a conversation with my family
so that they know | want them to support mv
organ donation and green passer decision :] j

Figure 3. Green passer and organ donor Card mock-up.

Task 1A Sub goal 1A Task 2A Goal 2A
Individual engages in other Individual makes Individual makes Individual’s peace of
decisions that make death ‘other decisions’ decisions for own burial mind that his burial
preferences salient preferences will be met
-
& , Final Goal Motive
Initial State Deciding to sign up Ensure he/she is
o Seeking information about to become a Green remembered by his
|n|'f|_a| State organ donations Passer and Organ loved ones according to
Individual’s death Donation hi "
e is own preferences
Task 1 Task
+ Gather information
Gather information Need for security/
« Sub goal + Sub Goal Elan
Weighing options Weighing

options for both

Task initiatives

+ Gather information
+ Task

. Gather information
Information “pops up” about

Green Passer Initiative * New Goal

Consider both
Organ Donation
New state and Green Passer
| Curiosity Initiative

Figure 4. Green passing intervention strategy for organ donors.

4.2. Future-Minded Individual

The second scenario is illustrated by Alice. Alice is a 35-year-old mother of three, who
recently bought a house with her husband Marc. Being a mother and new homeowner
has made Alice more conscious of the future, and she wants to make arrangements for
her family in case anything should ever happen to her. While researching and browsing
the different insurance websites, Alice comes across an offer for a funeral insurance plan
within the green passer initiative. She is hesitant at first, not wanting to deviate far from the
conventional Anglican funeral services that her and her family are accustomed to. However,
after learning about the variety and customisability of services available, Alice decided it
was appropriate to take charge of the planning of her own passing, in a way that minimises
both the financial and environmental impact while still allowing her family to celebrate
her life and honour her wishes. She is especially enamoured by the idea of being replanted
into a tree, which to Alice serves the same symbolic purposes as a tombstone and beyond
(see Figure 5).
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S

Initial State
Individual’s death
is not salient

Task 1A

Individual engages in other
decisions that make death
preferences salient

" Initial State
Feeling the need to make
arrangements for the future

Task
Gather information about
" life insurance

+ Sub goal
Weighing options

Task
+ Gather information

* Information “pops up” about
Green Passer Initiative &
Funeral Insurance

New state
| Curiosity

Sub goal 1A
Individual makes
‘other decisions’

. Final Goal
Deciding to sign up
to become a Green

F d sign up
for funeral insurance

1 Task

Gather information

* Sub Goal

Weighing
options for both
initiatives

+ Task

Gather information

* New Goal

Consider both
Funeral insurance
and Green Passer
Initiative

Task 2A
Individual makes
decisions for own burial

-_

Goal 2A

Individual’s peace of
mind that his burial
preferences will be met

Motive

Ensure he/she is
remembered by his
loved ones according to
his own preferences

Need for security/
agency

Figure 5. Green passing intervention strategy for future-minded individuals.

4.3. Eco-Conscious Individual

The final scenario is illustrated by Beth, a 27-year-old environmentally conscious
individual. Beth tries to do her part by following a vegan diet and adopting a zero-waste
lifestyle. On her way to university, Beth sees an advertisement on the tube for the green
passer initiative. Although brought up Anglican, Beth does not identify with any particular
religion and is intrigued by sustainable alternatives to traditional funeral proceedings.
Beth bookmarks the website and gathers more information before deciding to sign up
for the initiative. She believes the green passer initiative is symbolic and reflective of her
personal values and is excited to wear the bracelet that comes with signing up to signal her
involvement in this green movement (see Figure 6).

Initial State
Individual’s death
is not salient

Task 1A

Individual engages in other
decisions that make death
preferences salient

Initial State
In transit (bus/train/tube)

Task

Get in the right train/tube/
" bus in time for plans
. Sub goal

Pass time in transit

by looking around

Task

+ Look around

Green Passer advertisement
is displayed

New state
. Curiosity

Sub goal 1A
Individual makes
‘other decisions’

* Final Goal

Deciding to sign up
to become a Green
Passer

t Task
Evaluate information

* Sub Goal

Weighing options

+ Task

Gather information

« New Goal

Considering Green
Passer Initiative in
future plans

+ Task

Go to Website

Task 2A
Individual makes
decisions for own burial

_—

Goal 2A

Individual’s peace of
mind that his burial
preferences will be met

Motive

Ensure he/she is
remembered by his
loved ones according to
his own preferences

Being eco-conscious

Figure 6. Green passing intervention strategy for eco-conscious individuals.

5. The Intervention: Applying Installation Theory

The scenarios of Benjamin, Alice, and Beth provide a valuable illustration from
which it is possible to locate possible intervention points that can be addressed using IT
(see Table 1 for an overview).
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Table 1. Overview of activity analysis and proposed solutions.

Activity Layer Issues Found Proposed Solution
Develop capacity to offer green passing services (e.g.,
Lack of space to register interest in or agreement to aquamation, decomposer)
Physical green burial for others to see when individuals pass Registration and database platform
. Green Passer Welcome
Lack of awareness of green passing
Rituals (e.g., tree planting, green passer bracelet)
Lack of awareness of green passing Include green passing in insurance plans
Social Unsustainable ritual practices currently in place, Social signaling (e.g., bracelet, card, or obituaries)
with little alternative at time of grieving Interfaith initiative
Lack of willingness to be proactive in planning
OWn passing NHS donor x green passer
Embodied

Lack of public communications surrounding
alternative death practices and the negative impacts

Funeral plan advisors and financial advisors

of current systems

5.1. Stakeholders

An integral step in creating lasting behaviour change is understanding the current
settings of an existing system through which behaviours are channelled [7]. This requires a
thorough assessment of the interests and motives of the stakeholders who are involved in
the process.

Applying the MID approach to the context of death and funeral planning, numerous
stakeholders were identified and mapped. Within the limited scope of this paper, we
focused on six high-influence stakeholders: individuals (to be deceased), relatives of the
(to-be) deceased, funeral insurance plan providers and financial advisors, the National
Health Service (NHS), funeral directors, and religious organisations.

5.1.1. Individuals (To-Be Deceased)

As the largest and most influential generation, millennials are also the “death positive’
generation [28]. They are marked by a movement away from formal religious observations
and memberships, especially in the UK [29]. These individuals are more open to having a
conversation about death and funeral planning, and this is reflected in the recent emergence
of ‘death apps’, which are digital platforms designed to help millennials plan their own
funerals by streamlining the arrangement process [30]. In the same way that people
personalise their wedding ceremonies, there is a growing trend of customising funerals
and finding a unique and authentic way of being memorialised [31]. More specific to
the context of sustainable death, millennials are known to be more health-conscious and
environmentally responsible than previous generations, leading to a rise in the interest in
natural and green burials [32].

7

5.1.2. Relatives of the (To-Be) Deceased

An important group to consider is the bereaved, who, in addition to the grieving
process, are often confronted with a significant financial burden [33] and the responsibility
of making funeral decisions to best honour the wishes of the deceased. Though this process
can be complicated and painful, these discomforts can be alleviated to a certain degree by
planning ahead [34]. Funeral insurance plans are a way to protect one’s family from the
rising costs of traditional funerals and establish communication channels that help family
members better understand one’s wishes. In this way, green burial practices can facilitate
how relatives of the deceased manage the passing.
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5.1.3. Funeral Insurance Plan Providers and Financial Advisors

Pre-paid funerals are a common way to assert one’s wishes, secure funeral prices
against rising costs, and alleviate the burden and financial stress on the bereaved. These
can be directly coordinated with a funeral guide or a plan provider, with coverage varying
from plan to plan [35]. Pre-paid funeral plans are usually provided by organisations that
have established ties with a large network of funeral directors and sold by third parties
such as funeral homes, strategic partners, and direct sales operations. Green passing could
develop a new branch of business for insurance providers.

5.1.4. National Health Service (NHS)

The NHS’s Organ Donor Register (ODR) is a non-intrusive way to introduce the green
passer initiative to the general population. The ODR is a confidential, national list of citizens
who are willing to donate their organs after their death. As of March 2017, 36% of the UK
population or 23.6 million people were registered [36]. Individuals who have registered
with the ODR experience increased mortality salience, which has been shown to impact
one’s attitude and decision making [37], as well as allowing for a delicate and seamless
segue into the topic of funeral planning. Furthermore, as individuals clearly articulate their
wishes and discuss them with their closest relatives as part of the green passing initiative,
the management of what is to happen with the deceased will be significantly simplified for
the NHS.

5.1.5. Funeral Directors

As millennials begin understanding their parents” wishes regarding their deaths—in
addition to their own—funeral directors should brace for the impact that these increasingly
secular and eco-conscious millennials will have on the funeral industry [38]. Innovative
service offerings and strategic partnerships with green burial sites and arboretums would
allow traditional funeral homes to be more adaptive and resilient against the changing
funeral landscape and open up a new branch of business.

5.1.6. Religious Organizations

Finally, religious organisations play an important role for their members when it comes
to passing. While there is a range of varying and overlapping practices and norms across re-
ligions that goes beyond the scope of this paper, most religions prescribe certain rituals and
practices around burials pertaining to a ‘dignified” ending to a physical life in accordance
with the respective religion’s core tenets (see [39] for an overview of the relationship that
the largest religions across the world have with death, as well as shared philosophical and
ethical approaches). These norms may sometimes be a barrier to green burial practices but
can go hand in hand with them as well. Many religions promote simplicity in their funeral
practices as a part of their rituals: for example, Judaism, whose followers traditionally use
a plain pine casket, with the body wearing a plain white shroud [40], and the Episcopal
church, which actively encourages its members to write wills [41].

Having identified the key stakeholders, we now present the proposed interventions to
facilitate more sustainable passing practices across the three layers of the installation.

5.2. Physical Layer and Its Affordances

The physical layer and its affordances are vital components that shaped our proposed
interventions and significantly increase their chances of success. We propose three interven-
tions within this layer that act as scaffolds to channel desired behaviours while honouring
the various rituals associated with traditional death practices.

5.2.1. Addressing Rituals Using Affordances

Rituals are a key aspect in the grieving process and resolution of grief, as they provide
order and stability to a group who are undergoing significant change [42]. As such, our
intervention includes the ritual of planting a tree from the green passer bracelet, which
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is made from biodegradable materials, to facilitate this grieving process with minimal
environmental impact (Table 2).

Table 2. Interventions in passing rituals.

Transformational Rituals Transitional Rituals Connectional Rituals
Selecting an item to represent  Taking part in a leave-taking Establishing an ongoing
the deceased (e.g.: tree ceremony, during which connection with the deceased;
planting, quilt making, and symbolic objects are burned, creating a supportive
memory boxes) buried, or given away community for the bereaved
Interventions
Green passer welcome kit bracelet: Tree planting

transformational if kept by loved ones,
transitional if buried with the body or planted
into a tree

partnership with arboretums to facilitate both
transformational and connectional rituals

5.2.2. Physical Installation 1: Green Passer Welcome Kit

The first intervention in the physical layer is a green passer welcome kit, which would
be posted to a person’s home upon registering. This kit would include a welcome letter,
a green passer card, and a green passer bracelet, made from biodegradable materials
(Figure 7).

elcome

Figure 7. Green welcome kit mock-up.

The welcome letter would introduce the individual to the green passer community,
providing them with further information regarding the environmental impact of their
decision, as well as a list of partnering organisations including funeral plan providers and
green burial service providers. The goal of these interventions is to consolidate the person’s
previous knowledge, enforce their commitment to a green passing, and encourage them
to take action in their purchase of a green funeral service from the list provided—all in
the intimate context of their own homes, allowing them to evaluate their options privately
and mindfully.

The green passer card and bracelet would act as social signalling devices by publicly
advertising the owner’s eco-conscious mindset and their preference for green burials. The
bracelet would also serve as a tool of distributed cognition, prompting conversations and
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shifting norms as the green passer initiative becomes more widely recognised [43]. In the
unfortunate event of an unexpected death, a bracelet worn on the wrist of the deceased,
or a green passer card found in their wallet, could inform relatives of their wishes for a
green burial.

5.2.3. Physical Installation 2: Tree Planting

Another intervention at the physical layer is the use of trees as physical representations
of the bodies once they are buried. Green passers would have the option to have a tree
planted in their name, marking the completion of their cycle of life. Depending on the plan
purchased, they could opt for more customisation and select a specific type of tree from
one of the partnering arboretums. This would provide an object and space for families
and friends to gather and grieve over the loss of their loved one. This would also open up
the possibility for green family plots where families can be buried together, creating tiny
forests for their trees to grow together. Aside from the obvious environmental contribution,
the symbolic contribution of this intervention is less overt but even more significant. The
planting of the tree becomes a symbolic enactment that supports all three pillars of the
bereavement process: transformation, transition, and connection [42]. The tree acts as a
ritualistic vehicle that holds the strong emotions of the bereaved groups in a physical object
and location [44]. It is also the more ecological option compared to tombstones and flowers
and candles, which increasingly use plastic and batteries (see Figure 8).

| contribute to

the cycle of life

Green Passing

Register online at greenpassing.org.uk,
through the NHS or with your insurance provider

'y

Green Passing

Figure 8. Green passing initiative advertisement mock-up 1.

5.2.4. Physical Installation 3: Registration Website

A key finding regarding the culture around death practices is that if not presented
with a trigger, the subject of death is largely not discussed. More generally, people are
reluctant to think about death [45], let alone plan for it. When the topic of death is brought
up, it is likely to be perceived as a problem for the future. As such, important conversations
with friends and families about one’s death preferences might be reduced to something
that can be dealt with in the distant future. Any intentions discussed in these conversations
will therefore fail to translate into future actions, making it difficult for close ones to know
and carry out the person’s wishes when the time comes.

With this in mind, we propose the final physical intervention: the establishment of a
database for green passers, where people can register themselves on a platform and thereby
declare their interest in having a green burial upon passing (see Figure 9).
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Figure 9. Green passing initiative website mock-up.

The aim of this intervention is twofold: Firstly, to create an otherwise inexistent
opportunity for an individual to register their interest in having a green burial in the
distant future. Secondly, the website would serve as a public search database for families
to look up their loved ones to understand their burial preferences when the time comes.
Privacy concerns can be mitigated, as individuals who sign up could declare whether
they would like to be found online or not. If they opt out of being searchable in the
database, they would be asked to confirm that they have talked to a close relative about
their decision, to ensure that their loved ones are aware of their choices. For those who opt
in, social media integration could be offered for users to easily share their decision with
their network, leveraging micro-influencing strategies through users’ personal networks,
as well as potentially creating cascade effects.

5.3. Embodied Competencies

With traditional religious funerals on the decline, people in the UK are turning to
direct cremation—a cheaper, no-frills alternative [46]. While cremations have been touted
as the more sustainable option compared to traditional burials, they also cause a signifi-
cant negative effect on the environment through energy consumption and greenhouse gas
emissions [47]. To facilitate the adoption of sustainable death practices, individuals must
be informed and made aware of alternative options. With the green passer initiative, this
knowledge will reach individuals via three avenues: the NHS partnership; funeral insur-
ance and financial advisors; and social media campaigns, including public advertisements
and obituaries.

5.3.1. Embodied Competencies Installation 1: Green Passer Website and Welcome Letter

Recall Benjamin, who is browsing the NHS website to learn about the organ donor
program when he sees an embedded article linking to the green passer initiative (Section 4.1).
On the website, he is surprised to learn about the negative impacts of traditional funeral
practices and decides to register as a green passer to plan ahead.

In the second and third scenarios (Sections 4.2 and 4.3), Alice learns about green pass-
ing through a funeral plan provider, while Beth learns about it through an advertisement
in the tube. Once an intention to acquire more knowledge about the initiative has been
developed, all actors are enabled to do so through this website.

The green passer welcome letter would contain a list of green burial partners (including
funeral homes that offer green burial services) and another list of funeral plan providers
for those ready to begin making arrangements. The letter would also provide infographics
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and statistics to illustrate the quantifiable impact a green passer has made by deciding on a
natural burial, accompanied by the green passer card and bracelet to further reinforce and
signal their self-identity as an eco-conscious individual.

5.3.2. Embodied Competencies Installation 2: Strategic Partnerships with Key Stakeholders

Partnering with the green passer initiative would benefit funeral plan providers and
funeral homes in several ways. As green burials are typically less costly than traditional
burials [48], providers may be able to increase profit margins by reducing material costs
while introducing innovative service-based offerings to maintain current revenue figures.
This could take the form of replacing tombstones with trees to reduce costs related to the
acquisition and maintenance of tombstones. Providers could also partner with arboretums
and charge a subscription fee for the upkeep of the tree that has been planted with the
bracelet of the deceased. Taking inspiration from death apps and online funeral concierges,
individuals may pay for additional features such as creating multimedia memorial port-
folios, making digital estate arrangements, or even passing off the passwords of all the
deceased’s digital accounts to loved ones after passing [30]. The capacity to generate
new revenue streams and adapt to changing consumer needs is a core competency for
traditional businesses in today’s modernising market. Recognising this, the green passer
initiative would also provide ongoing advisory services to support partnering funeral
homes and plan providers in navigating the evolving funeral industry. In the future, green
passing could become a default (opt-out) option for all those whose burial is dealt with by
administrations (e.g., the army, the homeless, and those without family).

Another benefit for these green burial sites, funeral homes, and plan providers would
be the additional exposure and publicity, as joining the green passer initiative would allow
partners to piggyback off its social media campaigns. Essentially, the green passer initia-
tive’s audience reach would provide partners with the added service of lead generation,
identifying and funnelling through a specific group of individuals who are the perfect
target market for their businesses.

5.4. Social Regulation
5.4.1. Social Regulation Intervention 1: Passer Card/Bracelet

The awareness campaigns aim to create social regulation through imitation and por-
traying the role and status that comes along with green passer behaviour, and to induce
influence and persuasion towards becoming a green passer. By carrying the card or wearing
the bracelet, people can signal their membership of the green passer initiative. Signalling
theory states that information is shared between two people via one’s social status or
membership in a group, or other social cues [49]. In the suggested intervention, different
identities and social memberships may be addressed or signalled, as our previous examples
of Benjamin, Alice, and Beth showed (Section 4).

5.4.2. Social Regulation Intervention 2: Social Media Integration

In addition to the social regulation generation that a physical card /bracelet can pro-
vide, the integration of social media from the registration website could be a significant
tool to create further social regulation.

Social media provides a platform that allows individuals to present themselves
through the creation of a virtual identity [50]. The integration of social media into the green
passer campaign would allow individuals to highlight their green passer credentials as a
part of their virtual identity. Social networks are representations of the connections that
form groups and organisations of individuals, and these connections have a significant
power to influence behaviours and decision making [51]. Social media provides a tool for
individuals to create large social networks of previously unachievable sizes. Through the
developments of social networks, the integration with social media could create further
social influence through an availability cascade effect [52], whereby leveraging the com-



Sustainability 2023, 15, 4082

14 of 19

mon embedding and “share to social media” functions to enable the sharing of one’s green
passer status could influence individuals within the same networks to explore green passing
(see examples in Figure 10). The presence of homophily on social media furthers the effect
that social media integration can have on social regulation [53].

lam a
Green Passer

Register at greenpassing.org.uk,
through the NHS or with your
insurance provider

®

Green Passing

Figure 10. Green passing initiative advertisement mock-up 2.

In our scenarios, Beth was environmentally conscious, and wearing the bracelet for
her might have functioned as a pro-environmental signal. The bracelet became an object
that enforced her identity of being an eco-friendly citizen and signalled to others that she
cared for the environment, which may have led her friends who identified with similar
values to imitate her. What is more, because the images and messages used in the green
passer campaign, as well as through the social media integration, align with core “green”
values, there would be a strong signalling need for those who hold these values to align
themselves with the campaign in order to enforce their green identity.

Benjamin and Alice on the other hand, were more driven by a need for security and
agency, whilst also being eco-conscious; they wanted to make informed decisions with
which they felt comfortable. The green passer initiative would offer this by allowing them
to plan ahead; additionally, by wearing the card or the bracelet, they could signal to others
that they had thought about their death and had made arrangements.

In addition to using the bracelets, cards, and social media as signalling tools, another
strategy for social regulation and bonding could be to include one’s decision to have a
green burial in one’s obituary postings, again generating awareness and informing the
general public about these sustainable alternatives. Finally, there are opportunities for
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arboretums to plant more trees in the name of the deceased (independent of their green
burial choice) to signal that these people have added to the “circle of life”.

5.4.3. Social Regulation Intervention 3: Interfaith Initiative

Many religious organisations promote an open dialogue surrounding death and, as a
result, should be included when trying to promote the option of green passing. In the UK,
the National Health Service has the "hospital chaplaincy’ as an allied profession. Stemming
from the Anglican clerical organisation, hospital chaplains assist families when talking
about end-of-life care and support [54]. The role that hospital chaplains provide highlights
the value that religious groups and leaders can have in the promotion of green passing.
The trust and authority of the clergy could thus be leveraged to raise awareness amongst
believers of the notion that their faith does not stand in conflict with, and in fact in many
cases includes and encourages, environmentally friendly burials.

Making sure religious organisations are involved in the green passing initiative is
synergetic and would facilitate better respecting people’s environmental and spiritual
wishes simultaneously. An interfaith initiative would be an excellent starting point to
integrate green passing practices with various groups’ respective beliefs and would uncover
pain points and important insights to adjust information on the green passing initiative to
each group’s requirements. Working with religious groups who are pre-disposed to a level
of openness regarding passing and whose members often value simplicity in their funeral
rituals could leverage pre-existing social regulations and trust in these organisations to
further integrate and promote green passing. As part of the initiative, broadly recognised
leaders within these religions (such as the Archbishop of Canterbury or the Dalai Lama)
could be sought out as champions of the cause. At the local level, clergy could then
include this information in their guidance when they are in touch with individuals making
preparations for the future.

6. Implications

In this paper, we provided an overview of how the uptake of sustainable passing
practices could be increased in the UK. We believe this work offers relevant insights for
a variety of stakeholders. Firstly, we hope the increase in green passers will raise the
interest of policy makers in pushing for more sustainable ways of passing. Currently, when
registering a death at the registrar, local authorities typically issue a ‘green form” to the
funeral director, which permits either a burial or cremation service [55]. This draws away
from green passers’ awareness-raising efforts, as people are naturally guided towards
the default options. By altering the choice architecture and presenting green passing as
an alternative option, governments have the opportunity to intervene at the final stage
of the decision-making process. Since local councils oversee pauper funerals to bury or
cremate those who do not have families or cannot afford it financially, there is also an
opportunity to shift towards public green burials and incorporate them into conservation
projects and woodland creation. Ultimately, the green passer initiative will alleviate the
environmental costs associated with traditional funeral practices and support the UK in
meeting its net-zero targets.

Secondly, we believe that market researchers and academics alike will be able to make
use of the green passer database to further their work in the field. Access to this data will
facilitate research and accelerate technological and social innovation in the sector. Moreover,
the green passer database will be a key information repository to better understand grieving
processes in an ever-changing, diverse, and globalised world.

Thirdly, we think that the general population will be able to benefit significantly from
the insights gained in this study. On a pragmatic level, the green passer database and the
associated green passing practices will alleviate the often substantial financial burden of
funerals for consumers and enable the families of green passers to honour their wishes.
Individuals who become green passers will also find comfort and spiritual fulfilment
knowing that their body will return to nature and that they are leaving this world in a
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better place. The initiative would also allow for a more personalised way of honouring
those who have passed, particularly for those interested in making their eco-conscious
preferences visible. Finally, with increasing adoption, green passing could also develop a
secular grieving community based on a shared eco-conscious mindset.

7. Limitations

As with any intervention, the proposal has a variety of limitations that shall be
addressed below. Fundamentally, this paper was based around a case study, and as a
result only a limited scope could be reached. Additionally, only the main interventions
were highlighted and explored, with only one culture taken into account. Despite these
limitations, we believe that the interventions proposed are relevant, feasible, and provide
concrete and actionable solutions to the issues highlighted.

Further, we must also address forms of resistance towards an intervention such as
ours. Of course, there is the subject of religion, in which there are traditional death practices
in line with certain beliefs. We did not address these in detail in our intervention due
to the extremely intricate and personal nature of the issue, with every religion having
different practices and beliefs. Whilst this may be a weakness of our intervention, our aim
was to first address millennials, who show higher willingness to talk about death, higher
eco-consciousness, and overall less religious attitudes [26,29,32]. Considering this first
target group as an ideal starting point, we hope that in time other people will be convinced
to sign up for the project and a conversation at the societal level will be sparked. Of course,
it is also advisable to continue working with religious leaders to educate ourselves and
exercise religious sensitivity.

Finally, we must address the fact that we targeted millennials, when it is the ‘boomer’
generation who will pass in the next few decades, with there being less space for burials
nowadays [14]. We are aware that we addressed a ‘less pressing’ population. Nonetheless,
millennials are often more open to talk about and address issues of death and sustainability.
As displayed in the example of Alice, the mother of three who just bought a house with
her husband, we hope that people signing up for the green passer initiative will further
persuade their peers (in Alice’s case, her parents). Thus, we hope there is a knock-on effect
that is sensitive, organic, and self-induced rather than forced.

8. Conclusions

This paper developed a possible intervention aimed to increase green burials in the
United Kingdom. Current funeral practices are usually very costly in both environmental
and monetary terms. We discussed a variety of alternative, more sustainable practices.
Using the multilayered installation design (MID) change model based on activity theory
and installation theory, we presented three ideal-type scenarios for the decision processes
of green-passers-to-be, in which it is feasible to intervene and foster behavioural change
around making arrangements for one’s burial. We also identified a variety of stakeholders,
ranging from individuals and families to funeral insurance providers, funeral directors,
and the NHS. Based on this analysis, we proposed an intervention addressing the physical
affordances, embodied competences, and social factors that would facilitate making death
practices in the UK more sustainable in the long run. Whilst this is a pressing environ-
mental issue, we are aware of course that it is also a highly sensitive and emotional social
issue. We therefore stress the importance of our intervention targeting individuals who
actively educate themselves or have an interest in informing themselves. We hope that by
targeting individuals who are open to addressing the issue of death, there will be a shift
in the cultural view of death in the UK in the long term, allowing the mitigation of the
environmental impact of death practices and influencing the conversation surrounding the
topic of death. This paper also presented a fully fledged example of the application of MID
to a concrete problem, including an outline of the business model and the communication
of the intervention, demonstrating the viability of the approach to develop impactful,
concrete, and sustainable interventions for pressing real-world issues. We therefore believe
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that the MID approach is well-suited to be applied to other topics in the sustainability space
and beyond.
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