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Abstract 
Many scholars consider that the Hillsborough disaster and the death of Diana, Princess of Wales 
stand together as watershed moments in the way we acknowledge death and grief. The nature 
and expectations of a funeral service have changed significantly over the past fifteen years. This 
change is not in isolation: change has been evidenced across many facets of the behavioural 
patterns that surround death. There has always been change and development in this area but the 
change over the last decade has been both more rapid and radical than any of the changes over 
the preceding century. We might consider this change to be a paradigm shift.  
 
The Sociologist Allan Kellehear in his A Social History of Dying (2007) describes some historical 
paradigms before acknowledging that the working paradigm of social expectations around dying 
was breaking down. I will give an overview of Kellehear’s paradigms before examining how both 
Hillsborough and Diana broke from the existing paradigm and became drivers for a new and still 
emerging paradigm. I will focus this discussion through the case a sixth form pupil who died in a 
traffic accident in Essex fifteen years ago, with particular reference to the shortcomings of the 
‘traditional’ expectations of the funeral for the peers of the deceased. 
 
This case study will enable us to examine the some of the emerging themes of the new paradigm, 
what their historical antecedents might be, and what some of the wider cultural changes might be 
that are continuing to shape the social expectations of dying. Although we will focus primarily on 
the British context it will be noted that this is not uniform – there are regional variations. 
Moreover, it is possible that there is no longer a British way of dying. Hillsborough, I will argue, 
introduced a more European approach. Many of our expectations are also shaped by what we 
watch in film and other media – the influence of America, if not the Global Village. 
 
 


