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MY 2020 TAKEAWAY

BY DANIEL M. ISARD

Before I comment on the top
slides in the survey I think ev-
ery funeral director should be
focused on, allow me to say that
I love the fact that this survey is
intentionally trying to be more
inclusive.

One key point I must assert first
is brought about by these chang-
es in survey demographics. The
2020 survey takes into consider-
ation people of wider race and
age than ever before. It’s weight-
ing younger this year, with 62.1%
of respondents between ages 40
and 54 (compared to 36.1% in
2019 and 23.7% in 2018). The
survey is also weighting more di-
verse. A higher percentage of re-
spondents identified themselves
as Hispanic (15.5%, compared to
11.1% in 2019), and fewer identi-
fied themselves as white (52.4%,
compared to 57.9% in 2019).

I also believe that leading to
a shift in perceived results is the
higher percentage of respondents

reporting a lower income level.
Household income of “less than
$50,000 per year” was 43.0% in
2020, compared to just 25.8% in
2019. Given the old adage, “The
longer the driveway, the lower
the funeral bill,” with more con-
sumers of a lower income weigh-
ing in, we should see more shop-
pers, more influence of religion
and more institutional thinking
than in the last year. In fact, in
this survey, we see “Catholic” or
“Christian” at almost 44% (37%
in 2019) and “no religious affil-
iation” at about 18% (from 21%
last year).

The change in the influence
of those who are religious, re-
gardless of what the formal reli-
gion might be, is important. Over
the past several years, we've seen
a trend toward less religious in-
fluence in our country, and from
that, an influence on the deci-
sions made for funeral choices.

Protestants embraced crema-

tion much sooner than Catholics.
Those not associated with a reli-
gion embraced cremation even
more than Protestants. Certain-
ly, religion was a base reason for
the consumer who chose burial.
We saw very clearly that the Prot-
estant religions of Europe had
a much higher cremation rate
than those countries centered in
Catholicism. Thus, I would not
jump at a changing trend be-
tween 2019 and 2020 in matters
that household income and reli-
gion would influence.

Given that, it's possible that
these slight changes may become
more dramatic changes over the
two or three years studied. Mat-
ters I believed were trends in the
past are apparently not trends
currently.

These changes, of course, do
not invalidate the survey - they
simply cause us to pause any con-
clusions, as trends must have two
data points from identical data.




POINTS TO PAY
ATTENTION TO

SHOPPING

In the 2020 survey, we see that
more people did shop for a fu-
neral home. This shouldn’t sur-
prise anyone in a younger age
group and with lower household
income. However, the degree of
the change in results from 2017
and 2019 to the 2020 survey is
significant. Today, far fewer folks
are “not shopping.” Most 2020 re-
spondents shopped either one
or two funeral homes. The main
reason for shopping continued to
be to compare prices.

This tells me that most funer-
al homes are not doing a good-
enough job of explaining their
strong suits to consumers. When
all funeral homes are deemed
equal, price will always be a qual-
ifying factor.

How consumers obtained price
information was primarily in per-
son, with the secondary choice
being via telephone. Clearly, we
need to educate families on how
to choose a funeral home. We
must prepare more people in
the business to talk to consum-
ers about pricing and choices.
Choosing a funeral home solely
on price is like choosing a sushi
restaurant based on price!

Most respondents who price-
shopped found it relatively easy.
In the past, price shopping, or
“transparency, was an obstacle
unique to the funeral profession.

PRICE

Price shopping is one thing, but
choosing a funeral home because
of its perceived affordable price is
quite another. In this survey, the
number of people choosing a fu-
neral home because of its afford-
able price was almost 4 out of 10.
That’s up almost 100% over last
year and almost 250% over 2018!
Is this a result of the younger age
or lower household income de-
mographics? Or of directors not

demonstrating their strengths? I
don’t know.

An unrelated question dealt
with price information. Most re-
spondents said they would seek
price information from a local
firm, but almost 26% would ask
hospice and almost 19% would
use Google. Does everyone have
a hospice relationship and a Goo-
gle campaign?

THE OBITUARY

“Who wrote your loved one’s obit-
uary?” was a new question added
for 2020. In 60% of cases, the fam-
ily perceived writing it. What is
astonishing is that about 11% said
an obituary was not published at
all. This goes hand in hand with
the slow death of newspaper obit-
uary publishing.

But just because someone is not
publishing an obituary in a news-
paper doesn’t mean an obituary
should not be created. They are
more popular than ever on social
media and should be published
on the funeral home’s website.

THE INTERNET

Funeral home websites are still
the most popular method for
seeking information on plan-
ning a funeral or memorial ser-
vice, said almost two-thirds of
this year’s surveyed group. But
I have to tell you from my own
reviews of hundreds of funeral
home websites every year that I
don’t know what this group was
talking about! I do not see very
many funeral home websites that
actually help consumers under-
stand what their options are and
how to plan a funeral.

One of the dark shadows fu-
neral homes should be aware of
pertaining to this question is that
the usage of national consum-
er websites dedicated to funerals
have gone from 8.9% to 12% of
respondents in 2020, an almost
33% increase. Hospice went from
almost 4.7% to 6.7%, close to a
50% increase.

THE BODY

The body at a funeral or memori-
al is a huge matter. Howard Rae-
ther, longtime NFDA executive
director, used to say in the 1970s,
“When the body is not at the fu-
neral, we will be out of business!”

I was not active in this pro-
fession when career profession-
als stopped calling themselves
undertakers and began calling
themselves funeral directors. But
I am active now, and now is when
two-thirds of all respondents
have attended memorial services.
It’s clear to me that a funeral ser-
vice and a memorial service are
becoming synonymous. Most
people cannot tell where one ends
and the other begins.

In the past, somewhere be-
tween 23% and 30% of consum-
ers thought it was very import-
ant that the body be present. This
year, it's almost 40%. However,
I tend to think that is more be-
cause of the younger age of the
respondents, who have never
made an arrangement, and the
more religious.

If this is a true trend, then we
must capitalize on it. If this is an
aberration, we still need to capi-
talize on it. Begin educating fam-
ilies, as opposed to falling into
the perilous group of arrangers
who are mind readers and claim,
“I know what you mean when
you say ‘direct cremation.”

SOCIAL MEDIA USE
Social media is a great aid be-
cause it costs absolutely nothing
to use. Using it properly, how-
ever, can have a cost. That cost
might be modest in the big pic-
ture. Did you know that more
than 50% of respondents said
they checked Facebook at least
daily? Thats up almost 25%
from the previous year, when the
numbers were about 42% of re-
spondents. Still, almost 2 out of
3 respondents said they had nev-
er seen or visited a funeral home
Facebook page.
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