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Being a successful business owner requires vision, and 
the clarity of that vision will provide the best chance 
of success into the future. You must see – or predict – 
the future and be prepared to address its issues sooner 
rather than later. You also must communicate your vi-
sion for the future to the many stakeholders who rely on 
your decision-making, some of which are more reliant 
on your prognostication than others. Your community, 
employees, lenders/investors and family all have a vest-
ed interest in your ability to make good decisions. Of 
course, you rely on your decision-making as well.

Experience is one of the best teachers; it shows you 
what can happen and the kinds of decisions you should 
be prepared to make. The key to future planning is es-
timating the obstacles, some of which you may have 
avoided or screwed up in the past. The only problem 
with running a funeral business today is that what we 
are seeing for the future has never been seen before. 

Imagine you want to make a sound decision regard-
ing a casket company contract. There are many issues, 
so on which will you focus? Do you focus on workman-
ship, delivery, price, contract terms? How do you es-
timate the number of caskets to which you can com-
mit in a world of declining casket sales? You’ve not 
made decisions like these before! How many years into 
the future should you commit to a casket company? If 
yours is a 125-call business, selling some 80 caskets a 
year now, how many will you be selling five years from 
now? The length of the contract should be limited by 
your vision for the future, not the discount, pricing or 
rebates.

At the turn of the century, there were about 22,000 
funeral homes in the United States. Today, there are 
some 20,000. How did we lose almost 10% of all funer-
al homes? Population is up and mortality rate is up, and 
therefore, total deaths are up. How did we lose 2,000 fu-
neral homes? We believe it’s due to the lack of vision by 
the typical business owner.

Can you imagine 2,000 businesses dying? It means 
2,000 families liquidating their reputation for salvage 
value. It means about 10,000 employees being let go. It’s 
about 30,000 families that have prearranged with a fu-
neral home only to learn of its demise. It’s 2,000 build-
ings repurposed, with people walking by them, saying, 
“Didn’t this used to be the funeral home?”

Do you know any of these 2,000 funeral homes, 
which included those that were privately owned as well 
as those owned by public companies? What are the 
chances your business will be part of the next 2,000 to 
put up their shutters? The inability to effectively see the 
future adversely affects everyone. 

Perhaps we had a glut of funeral homes 20 years ago. 
Maybe this contraction is good for business, just as cull-
ing a deer herd through hunting and introducing pred-
ators is beneficial for the species. Between us, over the 
years, we have been in 49 states and set foot in thou-
sands of funeral homes, and there are places in this 
country with more funeral homes than fast-food fran-
chises, especially in small towns. 

Visualize a rural area with 20,000 in population and 
40,000 in the service area. There are maybe 300 to 350 
calls a year, and there are three funeral homes. Break-
ing it down economically, we have three buildings pur-
posed for funeral homes. There are three ownership 
families and perhaps six to eight licensees, with anoth-
er six full-time employees. These three businesses prob-
ably own 12 business vehicles, three of which might be 
hearses. How inefficient is that?

Next, imagine there are just two funeral businesses. 
One building, four cars and perhaps one licensee could 
be freed up. The building and cars would free up invest-
ments of about $1.5 million or more, and since staffing 
is getting tougher and tougher to deal with, the employ-
ee savings can be significant. Annual savings on facil-
ity maintenance, utilities, upkeep, advertising and in-
surance could be $100,000 to $130,000. The savings 
could be used to curtail the cost of funerals, create add-
ed profit for the two ownership families, or a bit of each. 
Think about the huge amount of money saved when this 
is multiplied by 500 rural locations!

Now, we’re not saying we should go through the 
country and reduce the number of funeral homes. Soci-
ety is doing that for us. This phenomenon is not always 
just a rural issue, as urban funeral homes are also sub-
ject to this risk. As the average revenue per call reach-
es an apex for many, costs of operation increase, and 
therefore, profit declines. Business owners who do not 
focus their vision on operations will be hallucinating 
before going blind. 

The year 2020 is being heralded by NFDA as a clari-
on call to funeral home owners to employ a vision for 
their business going into the future. You must decide, 
as Darwin predicted of all species, whether to “migrate, 
mutate or die.”

We suggest you do this in a predictable way. Thus, 
your vision must answer four questions.

QUESTION 1 
Do I want to stay in business  
into the future?
We in this business know that life is short. The ultimate 
question you must ask yourself is, “Are you happy doing 
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what you’re doing?” It doesn’t matter if you’re 30 or 70 – 
you have free choice over what you do as an occupation. 
If you don’t want to be in the business, you’ll need to fig-
ure out two decision points: What do you want to do and 
who will carry on the business?

Maybe you want to be a funeral director but not 
a business owner. That is allowed. There’s no need to 
stress yourself out and not love your life!

QUESTION 2 
What changes to my physical plant  
are needed to stay in business into  
the future? 
Here’s another way to consider this question: Visual-
ize your building burning to the ground. Would you 
rebuild the same building you had? When we ask cli-
ents this question in planning sessions, almost 90% 
say they would not recreate their existing building. Of 
those 10% who would, most have built their facility in 
the past 20 years, with an eye toward the present-day 
business.

The building is the biggest investment you make in 
capital assets. Is it functional for the way funerals are 
practiced today? I have seen many buildings adapted 
over time to be funeral homes, but in reality, they don’t 

work – too many steps, bathrooms that are too small, 
a location not near enough to where families reside. If 
that’s the case, create a plan to rebuild the building in 
the location that is best for the families you serve.

QUESTION 3 
What operating changes are needed to  
successfully survive into the future?
It was easy to run a funeral home in the 1980s. With 
two days of visitation and each body casketed, you 
couldn’t help but make a profit just by marking up the 
merchandise. Well, today, almost 50% of all bodies na-
tionwide are not buried, visitation is half what it used 
to be and merchandise is more moderate or not being 
sold. Making a profit with a multimillion-dollar build-
ing is tough – tough, but not impossible.

A good place to start is knowing your consumers 
and what they are willing to pay for. You must set your 
prices analytically, not a tad higher or lower than your 
competitor. Marketing effectively is critical. You don’t 
fight for calls; you must be where consumers are look-
ing when they are looking and then they will choose 
you. It takes more than just joining Rotary or a church 
to market today.

QUESTION 4 
When will I enact these changes?
There is only one answer to this question – today! 
Don’t wait until some undetermined time or until 
things get worse. Write out your plan. Write out your 
job description and then hire advisors and other staff 
to help you. Employ technology to make your time be 
spent effectively. 

You must see the future. You must communicate that 
vision to your staff, advisors and community. You must 
set gating events and confirm that you are moving in 
the right direction, communicating those points of 
completion to your stakeholders along the way.

If you don’t have the vision, move over and let some-
one else lead. Migrate or mutate your business or face 
the inevitable – you will not be part of the 2020 Vi-
sion but rather the next group of 2,000 funeral homes 
to close. 

Dan Isard, MSFS, is president of The Foresight  
Companies, a Phoenix-based business and management 
consulting firm specializing in mergers and acquisitions, 
valuations, accounting, financing and customer surveys. 
He can be reached at 800-426-0165 or danisard@
theforesightcompanies.com. Jeff Harbeson is Foresight 
director of marketing. He is also co-host of Funeral  
Nation, a weekly video podcast, and author of The 
Funeral Commander blog. He can be reached at  
jeff@theforesightcompanies.com or 602-274-6464.
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Not many answering 
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to take a first call. Fewer still 
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service. Fortunately, we 
are not just any answering 
service; we’re a full service 
provider to a full service 
profession. That means  
that the resources and 

experience we’re exposed 
to are vast, providing us 

the advantage in achieving 
higher standards.


