
Gratitude 

When the family of the deceased said thank you.  
Death notices in Geneva and Valais 

Marthe Nicolet 

Contact: Marthe.Nicolet@unige.ch 
SSG - Fribourg  

January 29, 2016 

Context 

In demographic terms, the rectangularization of the survival curve has increased the link 
between death and old age. In Switzerland as in other developed countries, a large majority of 
deaths occur in very old age (OFS, 2014). This reality affects the representation of life’s end. 

In this new context, it is important to identify who is there and how to support the dying and 
their relatives during the last chapter of the life. 

Contrasting for comparing 

Geneva 
Area marked by Protestantism and also influenced by modern urban values, showing the 
economic structure of a large city.  

Valais (French part) 
Mountainous semi-urban area still characterized by a specific local culture, the impact of 
Catholicism, as well as ‘traditional’ relationship and family models 

Death notices 

Definition 
• Report the death to the community, factual and standardized (Eid, 2002) 
• Everyone can have a death notice in a newspaper (Halbu and Vandagriff, 1987) 
• Type of information : age, place of death, marital status, religion, number of children, 

family’s feelings about the departure, gratitude 
• Three types of notice: Main death notice, Association/company notice, Gratitude notice 

Data 
• Two newspapers:  Nouvelliste (Valais) and Tribune de Genève (Geneva) 
• Archive from 2008 
• People aged 65 years and older 

 
 
 
 
 

• Data are representative in Valais 
• Data base: three notices are linked together and anonymized 
• 3 groups of people are mentioned in the notice: close family (partner, children and grand-

children), extended family (brothers and sisters, nephews, cousins) and friends. 
• 8 categories that announces the death : « Closed family», «close and extended family», 

«close family and friends», «close extended family and friends», «extended family and 
friends», «extended family», «friends», and «nobody» when no one is mentioned. 

Newspaper 
Number of  

Individual death notices 
% of total deaths 

Nouvelliste 1264 90% 

Tribune de Genève 2002 70% 

Tribune de Genève: Main death notice Nouvelliste : Main death notice 

Nouvelliste : Gratitude notice 

Tribune de Genève: 
Association/company notice 

How families and relatives expressed their gratitude? 

Where is the gratitude? 

• Gratitude is found into the two places, either directly in the 
main death notice or in a separate one “gratitude notice”.  

• 59.3% in Valais and 52.6% in Geneva of people expressed 
gratitude, but people do not express gratitude in the same 
notice. 

Who said thank you? 

• Sex of the deceased does not have any effect 
• The two biggest advertiser categories are «close and 

extended family» and «close, extended family and friends», 
and they also tend to thank more.  

• In Geneva, «extended family» express more gratitude that 
«close family» and only to care providers 

The influence of the place of death 

• 80% of the Swiss population die in a nursing home or in a 
hospital (OFS, 2009), whereas 91% want to die at home. 

• Whatever the place of death, in Valais, we find gratitude in 
the same proportions. In Geneva, gratitude is expressed 
almost systematically when we know the place of death as 
«nursing home» or «hospital». 

• Dying at home implies that less thanks are expressed 

Conclusion  

Figure 2: Gratitude by advertiser category and area in percent, 2008 Figure 1: Proportion of gratitude, Geneva and Valais, 2008 
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• Most gratitude is published after the 
funerals, they are given to those who 
supported the family in the days of 
mourning, to health care staff who 
supported the deceased during the last 
years of life and to those who contributed 
to the funeral arrangement. 

• Previously we explained the importance of 
the catholic religion, we can see the 
importance of the religious people 
(religieux, religieuses) who were there for 
last sacraments, accompanying bereave-
ment, or celebrate the mess. 

• Words as sympathy (sympathie), testimony 
(témoignage), affection refer to those who 
supported the family. The family explains 
their feelings: it is grateful (reconnais-
sante), touched (touché). 

• Few words are found to describe how was 
the health care staff and there is a 
tendency to thank all the nursing home or 
hospital team than a specific unit. 

• In figure 5, we notice the prevalence of 
seven words that we can put in three 
categories: 
− People who are thanked, as nursing 

home staff (personnel EMS), medical 
doctors (médecin);  

− Words of gratitude (merci, remercier)  
− Words that positively describe the 

medical staff attitudes, like kindness 
(gentillesse) or dedication (dévotion).  

• In Geneva, we observe two trends of 
thank structures : only an extensive thank 
(toutes les personnes) or in the opposite 
way, specific gratitude to the particular 
units (nursing home or hospital) where the 
deceased was hospitalized. 

• Comparing with Valais, we find more 
people nominated who can be identified 
as friend, neighbor or caregiver, but less 
information about those who contributed 
to the funeral arrangement or religious 
people. 

Figure 3: Gratitude by place of death and area in percent, 2008 

Figure 4: Wordcloud, Valais, 2008 Figure 5: Wordcloud, Geneva, 2008 

• Importance of the health care staff when the deceased does not have a close family  

• The way the end of life is represented leads to the fact that more emphasis is put on death 

and mourning in Valais whereas in Geneva  the focus is on the life of the deceased. 

• In Valais, the gratitude is general and unspecified while in Geneva  the emphasis is on the 
various care providers and their attitude. 

• Mourning (public expression) and funerals (rituals) are important in Valais and much less in 
Geneva. 
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