Technology

By Daniel M. Isard

THE IMPORTANCE OF ASKING

Before we had “social media” we had “social drinking” and,
of course, “social diseases” — that euphemism for those
things only bad people got. While technology has surrounded
this profession, the last dose of technology this industry
universally appreciated was gravity. Today we talk about the
new-fangled technology as if every funeral home in America
has actually abandoned their push letter message boards.
Nope, | am a cynic. | know better. So, when | have to write
about “new technology,” | am going old school.

To me, all the technological tools
available to this profession are
wonderful. Some are more wonderful
than others. Those that actually work
are really super wonderful.

Don’t lump me in a class of those
funeral curmudgeons that still brag
that, “I don’t even know how to turn
on a computer!” I do. I ran a
technology company that had more
than 300 firms using state-of-the-art
funeral software, 500 using aging art
software, and I monitored more than
1,100 websites. I have also created

82

my own management consulting
software with SRS Computing. I
know technology. However, as a
management consultant to this
profession, everyone is starting on
second base, and we all know in
baseball you can’t do that.

In order to employ any form of
technology in your business or building
you have got to ask yourself the one
question that gets you to first base. It is
a simple question. It is one word. That
word is, “Why?”

Pick any type of technology and ask

"

Deciding When to Use New Technology

that one word and you can then start
to define whether you need it or how
cool it really is. For example, it wasn’t
that long ago that someone chose to
use an automobile to do a removal
rather than the horse and hearse that
had been used. So, ask “Why?”

Well, have you ever hitched two
horses to a wagon? In the days before
automobiles, if someone wanted to do
a removal of a body from the place of
death, that party had to hitch the
horses to the wagon. That could take
about two hours to accomplish. You
have to groom the horses, get all the
straps in place and when you returned
with the body you had about another
hour to get those horses fed and placed
back in their pen. This does not include
the fact that the horses would walk
about 4 miles per hour and the first
cars were going around 30 miles per
hour. Time to get the motorized hearse
ready to do a removal: one minute.
Time to put it away: one minute. Time
en route: 10 minutes; the horse trip
could be 40 minutes. Round trip from
start to finish via horse would be four

American Funeral Director - October 2012



hours, while the motorized hearse
would be 20 minutes total. Who would
not see that as a remarkable oppor-
tunity?

To my way of thinking all the sales-
people out there trying to tell me why
their software or gizmo is better than
another company’s software or gizmo
are trying to sell me on second base.
Let’s start with these items and see if I
need them or want them in the first
place. Let’s jump a hundred years
forward and look at each of these
“new, new” things one at a time.

Management Software

Funeral management software may
be the most difficult to discuss because
of the many things it can do, but most
funeral home owners don’t use all of
the capabilities. Start off with the print
function for prayer cards and folders.
Let us ask “Why?”

Well, if T merely want something to
help me print out my folders, I don’t
really need to spend thousands of

dollars for some difficult program just
to print pretty pictures.

How about the functionality of the
database, logging in my cases? If I don’t
look at the cases, and since I still have
to print out the forms and get original
signatures on my files, once again there
is no great benefit to having this. If I
want to track my families, stay in touch
with them, see what merchandise I am
selling and revenue I am generating,
then there is a benefit to the software.
In fact, if I can get it to do all that and
print out fancy offerings, then this stuff
is a bargain.

If T can get my management software
to integrate with an accounting
software, now I have a trifecta of
savings. But why would I want to have
accounting software when I have an
accountant? To me, this is (with all due
respect) more a discussion on the horse-
drawn hearse and the motorized
hearse. Why should T work, run my
business and constantly be looking at
my financial information in the

rearview mirror?

Most accountants get the information
about three weeks after the close of a
month. They need some time to input
the data and get this back to you. You
close the month of January on Jan. 31,
but you don’t get your accounting state-
ments back until March 15? You are
running your business based upon case
count and cash in the bank, which is
like using night vision glasses but not
putting batteries in them. The use of
accounting software is simple, cheap
and produces results in real time. When
you couple the revenue from the funeral
management software and the expenses
from your electronic checkbook, you
have profit and loss statements that are
as current as you are.

Websites

Many of you today have websites. 1
wish it was 100 percent of all funeral
businesses, but it is not. In fact, it is
closer to 80 percent, but that is a
remarkable increase over the past
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several years. In 20035, I estimated that
only 50 percent of all funeral homes
had websites, but when you remove
locations belonging to large companies,
we were left with about 30 percent of
privately-owned businesses having
websites.

The No. 1 reason that families come
to a website is to obtain obituary infor-
mation. With the decline in newspapers
and the increase of online news dissem-
ination, it seems like a no-brainer to
have a website — for the obituary infor-
mation, at least. However, I must
reprimand this great profession because
we have let newspapers teach us how
to write an obituary. Newspapers
either offered obits for free, but limited
the space, or they started to charge by
the word. Either way, they taught us to
eliminate adjectives and adverbs to save
space. Within the past decade, they
taught us to use a picture, but they
limited the offer to one graphic per
obituary.

In the virtual world, we are not
limited in space. The bandwidth is no

different between a 100-word and
1,000-word obituary. We shouldn’t
be limited by one picture. The virtual
world can hold oodles of pictures and
the pictures can be supplied by the
arranging family or by the mourners
giving pictures to the family. So long
as we are not dealing with the burial
of Charlie Sheen, we shouldn’t be too
worried about what pictures are
submitted for posting.

Now, let’s recognize that families are
making decisions about using your
funeral home and wanting to
determine costs before they show up.
Just as restaurants can post their
menus, you can post your prices and
offerings. You can educate your
families with voice-overs or video
inserts to get a complete understanding
of the issues they are facing. A modern
day tool is the “live host,” which is a
video explaining how to navigate
around the website.

The “why” should be obvious. It is
not just the “why” of the website, but
it is the why of, “Do I need a virtual

business to complement my bricks and
mortar business?”

We all know what it is like to stand
by the front door, opening it as a
person walks into your building. We
see it. We visualize the eye contact.
Well, that might happen three times a
day or 100 times a month to your
brick and mortar business, without a
visitation, arrangement or service
taking place. However, for your
virtual business you should have about
100 people come in per call, per
month. Even a 120-call business will
have about 1,000 people come into its
virtual business. That is 10 times more
than your physical location. If T am
correct (and I am) why are we not
building Taj Majal websites to make
people feel comfortable?

There are many new tools out there
to consider. Let’s figure out what sets
the right image and gets the job done
on a timely basis, while at the same
time giving families peace of mind. The
new technology is really old common
sense — use it. ®
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