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 Step 6: 
 Building and Livery Investments
Some big decisions must be made on these major capital assets.

o remind you, the goal of this year’s se-
ries of columns is to give you a new vi-
sion on every aspect of the manage-
ment of your business. This month, I 
want to address the major capital as-

sets – building and vehicles – used in the business.
So, in light of our new forward thinking, allow me 

to pose four questions. Simply answer them in your 
mind as I’m working with a new AI software to tal-
ly these results. (After all, the financial decisions of 
many owners managing their businesses are made 
on artificial intelligence, aren’t they? I’m just on the 
cutting edge.) After answering the questions, you 
might either write the rest of this column for me or 
feel like you’ve read it without actually reading it. 
Here we go:

QUESTION 1: If your funeral home 
burned to the ground, would you rebuild 
it just as it was?  ___ Yes ___ No

QUESTION 2: If your limousine was in 
an accident and deemed totaled, would 
you replace it?  ___ Yes ___ No

QUESTION 3: If your hearse was  
in an accident and deemed totaled,  
would you replace it?   
___ Yes ___ No

QUESTION 4: If you were to rebuild your 
funeral home building, would it be the 
same square footage?  ___ Yes ___ No

With help from the internet and an app from “omni-
science.com,” I can tell the following based on the an-
swers of all who are participating:

QUESTION 1: 86% of respondents 
answered no, they would not rebuild the 
funeral home as it was before the fire. Of 
the 14% who said yes, half were thinking, 
“That’s what Dad would have done” and 
the other half just answer yes to any 
polling question.

QUESTION 2: 65% said no, they would 
not replace the limousine; the remaining 
35% responded, “What’s a limousine?”

QUESTION 3: Now, this an interesting 
result. Almost 90% said yes. However, 
this group also answered yes to questions 
about buying church calendars, Yellow 
Pages advertising and not billing for 
funerals until 30 days after the service.

QUESTION 4: This, unfortunately, was 
a poorly written question. While 70% 
answered no, most did not know how 
many square feet their existing property 
was or if the number included the 
basement and garage.

REAL ESTATE
In the interest of clarity and vision for the future, I 
beseech all of you still reading to wake up! As a pro-
fession collectively, we probably have $13 billion tied 
up in real estate, and the building is usually the larg-
est investment of capital in owning a funeral busi-
ness. For those who rent from a nonrelated party, 
your rent is the third-largest cost of operations af-
ter staffing and cost of goods. Simply, you’ve got a 
bunch of money going into that building. Is it giving 
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you a return on your in-
vestment?

If I seem frustrated, it 
is not aimed at this pro-
fession. I think modern 
society is making short-
sighted decisions when 
it comes to death. Over 
the past generation, the 
use of the building for 

visitations and funeral services has declined. I am 
not endorsing that people stop using the funeral 
home; I am merely reporting the statistics. 

What I do think we do poorly is we don’t sell the 
use of the building. We don’t promote why families 
find meaning and 
benefit in a convo-
cation when a death 
occurs. When the 
arranger asks, “Are 
you going to want a 
___ [fill in with vis-
itation, memorial or 
funeral service]” and 
the family says no, 
we move right on to 
the next question.

I have seen thou-
sands of websites 
(only 14, actually, 
but they were used 
by thousands of fu-
neral home URLs), 
and almost all have a 
picture of the build-
ing prominently dis-
played within the 
website, yet not one 
word explaining 
the purpose of the 
building. We need 
to show the words of 
endorsement from 
families; otherwise, 
people won’t be able 
to appreciate what 
you can offer.

Says Simon Sinek, 
author of the amaz-
ing book, Start With 
Why: “People don’t 
buy what you do; 
they buy why you do 
it.” Do you compre-
hend how this ap-

plies to your building (and your business in gener-
al)? We have huge investments in our buildings, but 
we don’t tell families why we have this investment 
and don’t invite others to explain why they elect-
ed to use the building for a gathering. Third-par-
ty testimonials are one of the most powerful tools 
you have.

But my wishes for consumer behavior are not rel-
evant. You are in the service business and your goal 
is to align your services to those actions for which 
the consumer wants to pay. Your risk is in balancing 
your overhead with what you can sell those services 
for. Imagine you a were steak restaurant and the 
world was being afflicted with a spread of mad cow 
disease. Would you offer other entrées? Of course 

WHAT I DO THINK 
WE DO POORLY  
IS WE DON'T SELL 
THE USE OF  
THE BUILDING.
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From spending hours tracking down a special song 
for a service to organizing a book drive for children 
in need… the very best funeral homes do more than 
what is expected for the families and communities 
they service.

For 40 years, NFDA has recognized this commitment to 
going above and beyond with the Pursuit of Excellence 
Award.

If your funeral home exceeds expectations before, during 
and after the funeral, you may already qualify.

Entries due July 15! 
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you would. It’s time to rethink your business mod-
el for the future.

If the use of the building is declining, should you 
charge more for its use each year or less? It’s anoth-
er question you should be contemplating. Assuming 
you’re in compliance with the omnipotent Funeral 
Rule, might it be something you offer for less?

LIVERY
The same is true for this profession’s livery. Before the 
FTC’s Funeral Rule, I understood that funeral service 
was the second-largest SIC (Standard Industry Code) 

for the ownership of automobiles, behind only the 
car rental business. Yet, immediately after the 1980s 
ruling, the use of limousines declined. When it was 
free (or included in the package), families felt good 
about choosing the car and driver. But when they 
were told the car and driver cost X amount, families 
began opting out. By my estimate, fewer than 5% of 
all funeral homes have limos anymore. 

Just as expensive is the hearse. I clearly remem-
ber a dinner I had with two industry stalwarts who 
enjoyed pushing each other’s buttons. Both are still 
alive, so I won’t unveil their identity, but the ex-

change went like this:
Mr. A: Hey, Mr. B, I have a ques-

tion for you. What is more im-
portant: the body or the casket?

Mr. B: I am incredulous, Mr. A, 
that you would ask a stupid ques-
tion such as this. It is the body 
that is most important!

Mr. A, sensing his pending abili-
ty to put Mr. B in checkmate: Then 
why is it that we put a body in a 
$10,000 removal vehicle, but when 
it is in a casket, we place the body 
and casket in a $100,000 vehicle?

Mr. B moved to change the 
subject, knowing he’d been am-
bushed.

Still, the question should be 
answered. I remember one client 
who had two hearses. The first 
was a current-year model, and he 
charged $895 for the use of it, and 
the other was 10 years old, and he 
charged $395 for its use. He was 
mortified that nine out of 10 fam-
ilies chose the older hearse! How 
many of your firm websites have 
pictures of your beloved cars! 
They mean something to you be-

Whether you’re seeking to buy a funeral home or sell a 
funeral home, our team is ready to offer solutions. Our 
financing expertise and industry knowledge will help you 
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cause you work very hard to pay for them. But alas, 
the world and your consumers are changing.

WHAT ARE THE SOLUTIONS? Evolutionist Charles 
Darwin, when talking about extinction, said species 
must migrate, mutate or die. I contend the same per-
tains to the funeral service profession and its busi-
ness. So, while you wait for your building to burn 
down, I propose the following for your physical 
structure:

• Do nothing. Hope and pray. But while you’re 
looking for divine intervention, please market differ-
ently. Explain to families why they need to use your 
building. Let families talk about it. Make it valuable. 
Offer other services, such as receptions (and if your 
state law doesn’t allow that, work to change your 
state law).

• Move to a smaller building. Make that build-
ing more functional. Have alternative sites available 
when you need a large chapel. 

• Merge your building with another provider. 
While you’re at it, maybe just merge altogether. End 
the duplication of expenses you both deal with. Re-
member last month’s column about staffing? Two fu-
neral homes operating as one need less staff than if 
they operate as two.

• Sell out. Let it be someone else’s problem. Short 
of that…

• Enter into a sale-leaseback with a company and 
get your money out of the building. 

Funeral service has been progressive in the ways 
we protect our investments in livery. We do not em-
ploy as much as we used to. We use third-party limos 
and other vehicles. We use hearses longer. We employ 
multi-use vehicles that can accommodate a casketed 
or uncasketed body, whether it’s a hearse or an SUV. 

Vehicles make up less than 3% of the annual bud-

get of a modern-day funeral home. In some cases, it’s 
0% of the budget as professional livery needs are a 
cash advance. This is half of what it was in the 1980s!

A FEW YEARS AGO, I was in the amazing country 
of Bali. At one point, our driver/guide stopped due 
to traffic caused by a funeral procession. Ahead, we 
could see people carrying the body in a coffin in 
a decorated, multi-level tower (a “wadah”) as the 
group moved toward the cremation area. I asked the 
driver if we could see a Balinese funeral home. He 
looked at me quizzically and asked, “What is that?”

In Bali, no one is employed to help a family deal 
with their dead. At first, I thought, “This is clearly 
a third-world country.” But another thought  quickly 
followed: “Or could it be they are more developed 
than we are in the evolution of caring for their dead?”

Dan Isard, MSFS, is president of The Foresight 
Companies, a business and management consulting 
firm specializing in mergers and acquisitions, 
valuations, accounting, financing, human resources 
services and family surveys. He is author of several 
books and hundreds of articles. Reach Isard at 800-
426-0165 or danisard@theforesightcompanies.com. 
Check out his new video blog at theforesight 
companies.com/video-blog. For copies of this 
article or other educational information, visit 
theforesightcompanies.com. Connect with Isard  
and The Foresight Companies by following them  
on Twitter at @f4sight, LinkedIn and Facebook. 

Financial/tax advice in this article is for information-
al purposes only and may or may not apply to your in-
dividual position. Readers are strongly encouraged to 
seek the counsel of qualified advisers before undertak-
ing any action based on this information.
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