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Introduction 

Writing an obit is just like writing anything else for publication. It all boils down to 

answering two questions:  

1. What do you want to say? We’ll talk a lot about that later. 

2. Who do you want to say it to? That determines the vehicle(s) you use. These 

days, we have many more choices than the Sunday newspaper: online 

publication by newspapers and mortuaries, social media, especially 

Facebook, and even creating your own audio-video production! 

So who is your audience? Friends (or enemies); family (maybe love-hate 

relationships?), “The World” you want to impress or leave with thoughts to ponder 

or lessons you want to share; and historians and researchers. You could write 

different versions for different readers! 

One thing makes writing your own obituary unique: the feelings it engenders in 

you, the author. Are you grateful for your life experiences? Angry? 

Compassionate? Perplexed? On a mission? Proud? Sad to leave this world or 

excited and curious about what’s around the corner? Be prepared to navigate 

emotional seas as you drift through the past, but don’t forget you’re the navigator 

and the captain of your own ship. That’s why you set sail on these waters! 

As you get down to the task at hand, ask yourself, “What makes me tick?” Where 

did that energy, whatever it is, come from? Your family roots? Childhood 

experiences? Your dreams and how you fulfilled them (or not)? 

Storytelling is hard-wired into humans, so what is your story? Can you see a 

narrative arc, other than listing chronological fact after fact? Is there a theme, like 

“rags to riches,” discovering something, enriching your community, or giving birth 

(literally and figuratively)?  

Essentially, what do you want to come to mind when people say your name after 

you’re gone? 

Here are some suggestions and resources for you.  

 

 



 

 

 

Before you begin to write....  

 

1. DO contact your local newspaper to find out how long the obituary can be and 

what it will cost.  

Other publications: Newspapers elsewhere and/or academic, fraternal or 

professional publications have their own submission guidelines. Contact them 

directly.  

Online publication may be arranged, for a fee, through newspapers and 

funeral homes. If Facebook is part of your life, ask friends to post your obit on 

their pages when the time comes. (Instruct your family to close down your own 

Facebook presence, to avoid identify theft.) 

 

2. DO write down specific details of your life to include in your obituary.  

Use this as an opportunity to celebrate your life! Recollect, talk to friends 

and family and reflect on what has been meaningful for you. To help you identify 

and focus on these details, ask yourself:  

* How would I want to be remembered?  

* What notable turning points were in my life and how did I respond? 

* What people, activities, events, honors, books, pets, etc., meant the most to 

me?   

* Who had the greatest influence on my life and why?  

* How did I most influence those I loved?  

* Are there messages for family and friends that I want to deliver in my 

obituary?  

* What were my particular passions?  

* What family stories did I pass down and/or will be passed down about me?  

* What three adjectives best describe me?  

* What do I like best about myself? 

* What trips or experiences in my life were most memorable, and why? 

 

3. DO invest your time. It takes a while to pull these details into a cohesive story of 

your life. Give yourself a few uninterrupted hours. Sit down and write a draft, as 

though you were writing a letter to a good friend. It can begin with your birth—or 

not. Come back to it several times over the next few days. Keep revising: Your 

subconscious will be working on it as you do other things. Early on, decide which 

family members and others to name and how they will be identified. Try to 

mention everyone important to you, whether or not you had a formal relationship. 

Pets count, too. Double-check the spelling of all names and get all dates and places 



 

right. Don’t worry about grammar or punctuation until the final draft. Then, ask 

someone who knows you and your family to proofread the obituary for accuracy, 

correct your English and tell you if something is missing. Finally, specify who will 

update it before publication and where it should be submitted. 

If you wish, write shorter versions for civic, fraternal, professional, alumni 

or religious organizations’ publications, focusing on your experiences with these 

organizations and the people you shared them with. Include instructions for 

delivering your obituary to these publications at the proper time. 

 

4. DON’T forget photographs. They attract readers’ attention and refresh their 

memories. Find photos you like best from a school yearbook, fraternal or 

professional publications and/or family albums, then have them digitized at 150 

dpi to 300 dpi resolution. Scratches can be corrected, but the photos must be sharp. 

Head shots are typical, but if you prefer a glimpse of you doing something fun or 

with someone you love, use it. 

 

5. DO consider your funeral. If you plan to have a funeral or celebration of your 

life, what would you like the written program to contain? Do you have advice to 

give to those who will attend? A favorite poem or prose piece to share? Specific 

photos of yourself or perhaps a beautiful place you love? Again, this is your last 

event, so make it yours!  

 

 

TIPS AND RESOURCES  

 

from Legacy.com 

https://www.legacy.com/advice/how-to-write-your-own-obituary/) 

 

Do you want to be remembered on your own terms? You might try writing your 

own obituary. 

 

It can be a meaningful way to come to terms with the idea of dying, no matter how 

far in the future that may be. As you write, you have the opportunity to reflect on 

your life, reminisce and recall favorite memories, and say goodbye to family and 

friends.  

 

When you write your own obituary, you get the last word. (Toss in one final 

zinger, and you can even get the last laugh.) Your loved ones, meanwhile, get a 

lasting memorial that preserves your life story, details the family history, and 

showcases your unique personality. 



 

 

 

 

Ready to begin writing your obituary? We’ve put together this guide to help get 

you started. 

 

1. Choose Your Style 

Your obituary is all about you, so it should reflect your personality and style. 

Whether you are serious or silly, verbose or plain-spoken, methodical or a free 

spirit, let your unique character shine through.  

 

You are the teller of your story and you set the tone. Your obituary can be: 

 

Humorous 

Obituaries don’t always need to be solemn. If you’ve got a sense of humor, use it. 

A funny obit can showcase your unique perspective on life and provide a much-

needed laugh break for your grieving loved ones. 

 

Grateful 

Express your gratitude for those who helped you along the way with a heartfelt and 

sincere thank you to special friends, family members, teachers, doctors, nurses, or 

others who inspired you. 

 

Encouraging and Inspirational 

Use your obit as a platform to inspire and encourage others. Talk about obstacles 

you overcame, times you failed but tried again, or your hopes for future 

generations. 

 

Educational 

You’ve learned a lot in your life. Share your accumulated knowledge and wisdom: 

offer lessons learned, tips for living well, or a detailed guide to making the best 

lemon icebox pie. 

 

Biographical 

Most of us do not publish our memoirs. Writing your obituary may be your best 

chance to tell the story of your life from beginning to end. 

 

All of the above 

Of course, there is no need to limit yourself. An obituary can be biographical, 

inspiring, and funny all at the same time. 



 

 

First- or third-person? 

There is no right or wrong way to tell your story. Whether you say “I” or “she” 

when referring to yourself in your obituary is a personal choice. 

 

For some, it makes sense to use the first-person “I” when talking about themselves: 

“I hope to be remembered, with laughter, love and a good pint…” 

 

Others find it easier (or funnier) to tell their life story in the third-person: “He 

served 3 missions for the LDS Church but they stopped sending him because he 

always came back…” 

 

2. Add Substance 

Who has brought joy to your life? What has given you a sense of fulfillment? 

Writing your own obituary allows you to emphasize the relationships, events, and 

activities that have meant the most to you. It’s also an opportunity to preserve your 

experiences and world-view for those left behind (and those yet to come).  

 

In your obit, include what’s most important to you: 

 

Favorite People, Places, and Things 

The grandmother who raised you, the teacher who inspired your love of learning, 

the best friend who was always there for you, the pet iguana who was your 

constant companion, the stuffed animal you carried around (even when you went 

off to college). 

 

Unforgettable Moments 

Family vacations, flat tires, rainy camping trips, your grandfather letting you drive 

the tractor, meeting your husband for the first time, moving to a new city or 

country, holding your daughter for the first time. 

 

Accomplishments 

Graduating from high school, becoming the first in your family to go to college, 

finally finishing your manuscript, skydiving for the first (and last) time, or when 

you finally climbed the tree that your brother had shimmied up so easily. 

 

Lessons Learned 

Life is short. Be yourself. You get what you give. When life gives you lemons, 

make lemonade. Say “I love you” often. Listen more than you talk. Always bring a 

bathing suit. 



 

 

Your Place in History 

You don’t have to be famous to have been part of an important moment in history. 

Maybe you lived through the Great Depression, World War II, the Holocaust. 

Maybe you were on the front lines of the Civil Rights Movement. Maybe you can 

remember a time when phones were attached to walls and calls cost a nickel. Tell 

people about it. 

 

For the benefit of readers, and to create the most robust historical record for future 

generations, also consider including the following details: 

 

• Your Name (Including first, last, middle, maiden, nickname, title) 

• Dates of Birth and Death (You won’t know the latter, but someone else can 

fill it in later) 

• List of Loved Ones (Spouses, romantic partners, children, grandchildren, 

parents, siblings, long-time friends, even beloved pets) 

• Education and Career Highlights (Schools attended, degrees obtained, places 

of employment, awards or notable achievements) 

• Military Service and Rank (Branch of military, wars served in, rank attained, 

special distinctions and awards) 

• Memberships in Organizations (Any civic, fraternal, or religious 

organizations that were important to you) 

• Hobbies or Special Interests (Places you’ve visited, sports you’ve played, 

activities you enjoy participating in, things you like to collect, favorite 

movies and books) 

 

3. Finishing Touches 

After you’ve written your obituary, have someone else read it over to catch any 

errors and make sure your thoughts are conveyed the way you’d like them to be.  

 

Most importantly, be sure to let your family know 1) that you’ve written an obit, 

and 2) where to find it. If you’ve done any funeral pre-planning, you may want to 

include your obituary with your funeral documents. Typically, the funeral home 

assists the family with publishing the obituary, so it would be helpful to have those 

papers all in one place.  

 

Finally, be sure to include with the obituary any specific instructions, such as 

names of newspapers you’d like the obit published in, so that your family knows 

and can honor your wishes.  



 

 

To make the obituary memorable, says Susan Soper, author of ObitKit®, A Guide 

to Celebrating Your Life, include the details: "Try to dig for the intimate details 

that will keep the person alive in memory: quirks, hobbies, favorite passions, oft-

heard quotes, travels, food or unusual pursuits. It doesn’t matter if the person was a 

company president, an electrician, a cook or ballerina, everyone has a story to tell. 

But that story doesn’t come together by itself. Ask friends, children, parents, co-

workers and spouses for details they recall and favor. How did the person look or 

dress? What was his daily routine? Where did she find most happiness? Be 

creative, look outside the box to find the personality traits and characteristics to 

recall." (www.ObitKit.com) 

 

 

Condolence and eulogy expert Florence Isaacs, author of My Deepest Sympathies: 

Meaningful Sentiments for Condolence Notes and Conversations, Plus a Guide to 

Eulogies, encourages obituary, eulogy and condolence note writers to reflect on 

what made their loved one unique. "Recall specific instances where she made a 

difference in the lives of others, in her profession or field and/or in the community. 

Instead of just listing her achievements, tell a little story about them. Keep an eye 

out for moments that speak eloquently of her humanity, kindness, zest for life or 

even her cranky disposition—whatever fits. Did she take tango lessons or play 

poker in her 80s? Say so. Such information inspires people and helps them connect 

with the deceased. Before you sit down to write, take a day or so to think about 

what you want to say and take notes as ideas come to you. Then get started." 

 

  

“In the realm of narrative psychology, a person’s life story is not a Wikipedia 

biography of the facts and events of a life, but rather the way a person integrates 

those facts and events internally—picks them apart and weaves them back together 

to make meaning. This narrative becomes a form of identity, in which the things 

someone chooses to include in the story, and the way she tells it, can both reflect 

and shape who she is.  A life story doesn’t just say what happened, it says why it 

was important, what it means for who the person is, for who they’ll become, and 

for what happens next. …  Ultimately, the only material we’ve ever had to make 

stories out of is our own imagination, and life itself. Storytelling, then—fictional or 

nonfictional, realistic or embellished with dragons—is a way of making sense of 

the world around us.” – The Atlantic, August 2015 

http://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2015/08/life-stories-narrative-

psychology-redemption-mental-health/400796/ 

http://www.obitkit.com/
http://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2015/08/life-stories-narrative-psychology-redemption-mental-health/400796/
http://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2015/08/life-stories-narrative-psychology-redemption-mental-health/400796/

