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the

future
of

green
Consider additional growth paths to draw 
coming generations, some of which are 

already exerting a huge influence 
on their aging parents.

By John McQueen
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Innovation
We all realize that innovation was 
slow to come into our industry 
for most of the 21st century, a 
fact presented often by that most 
common phrase, “We’ve always 
done it this way.” But times have 
changed, and in many cases, our 
profession is being dragged into 
this new world, albeit sometimes 
kicking and screaming.

Being the innovator in any pro-
fession can be difficult, but the 
rewards can be significant. Being 
the first to market with a distinc-
tive product or service that com-
petitors do not offer can provide 
your company a leg up on the 
competition. The late Steve Jobs of 
Apple said it best: “Some people 
say, ‘Give the customer what they 
want.’ But that’s not our approach. 
Our job is to figure out what 
they’re going to want before they 

do.” Jobs went on to say, “People 
don’t know what they want until 
you show it to them. That’s why 
I never rely on market research. 
Our task is to read things that are 
not yet on the page.” These pro-
found words should be adopted 
by every funeral service profes-
sional, but that’s a matter for an-
other article. 

Alternative options (aka green 
options) such as green burial, 
alkaline hydrolysis, composting, 
mushroom death suits and the 
so-far-only-theoretical promes-
sion (the process of freezing hu-
man remains, vibrating them to 
dust and dehydrating them) all 
represent new and innovative 
end-of-life disposition options. 
To those who have been in funer-
al service a while, many of these 
ideas may seem outrageous or 
unwanted, but we must remem-
ber that it’s not about what we 

When we think about “going green,” our minds are often directed to today’s  

“green movement” or, as some call it, “green revolution.” But going green is not a  

new concept. Although many think the movement began in the 1970s after the  

conclusion of two world wars and a shift in the United States from an agrarian society 

to an industrial society, a green movement also began in the 1830s and was defined 

as a movement to protect the ecosystems. Still earlier versions of green movements 

began centuries prior, when countries such as Germany, France and England began 

practicing sustainable forestry management during the medieval period. Communities 

in Asia also practiced soil conservation through terrace farming and other agricultural 

practices that promoted sustainability.

Today, the green movement is focused on new ways to protect the environment  

and educate people on the use of eco-friendly solutions in their daily lives, including 

the elimination of chemically treated foods, genetically altered seeds, chemically  

contaminated water, etc.

What has all this to do with funeral service, you’re probably thinking. There are several 

impacts to how we operate in our industry; this article will focus on four distinct areas: 

innovation, consumer demand, unique selling proposition and profits. Each can have a 

profound effect on your business, your market share and your professional talent pool. 
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want but about what consumers 
want. Only time will tell if these 
innovations will be true game 
changers or simply fade into the 
footnotes of history. Of course, 
during the Civil War, modern 
embalming was considered in-
novative, and I’m sure many 
undertakers thought it, too, was 
unnecessary.

Let us close this section on in-
novation with this final thought 
from Apple’s 1997 “Think Dif-
ferent” commercial: “The people 
who are crazy enough to think 
they can change the world are the 
ones who do.” 

Consumer  
Demand
Unlike Apple, most companies 
are chasing consumer demand – 
not creating it – in a desire to ful-
fill the wants and needs of today’s 
consumers. As we think about 
the lifeblood of funeral service, 
it’s imperative we remember that 
the Gen X (1965-80) and millen-
nial (1981-96) generations are 
exerting a huge influence on their 
aging parents and grandparents, 
with many of them making deci-
sions for their parents, including 
end-of-life decisions.

According to Statista’s 2019 
report on income by generation, 
Gen X has the most disposable 
income of all generations, and the 
millennial generation is essen-
tially tied with the baby boom-
ers. This is important because the 
Gen Xers and millennials have 
ample income to afford the prod-
ucts and services they believe fit 
their lifestyle and beliefs. 

Let us take a quick look at what 
these funeral influencers think 
about social and environmental 
issues, according to a 2018 Forbes 
magazine article titled, “Do Cus-
tomers Really Care About Your 
Environmental Impact?”
68% of millennials purchased  
a product within the last 12 
months that had a social or 

environmental benefit associated 
with it.

87% have a more positive image 
of a company that supports social 
and environmental issues.

88% are more loyal to the 
companies that support social  
or environmental issues.

87% would prefer to buy a product 
with a social or environmental 
benefit, if available.

92% are more trusting of a 
company that supports social  
or environmental issues.

So, unless you are the Apple 
of funeral service, consider these 
trends as you develop new ser-
vice and product offerings. The 
decedent may not be the environ-
mentalist in the group, but the 
child or grandchild who is help-
ing to make decisions will have 
a big impact on the results, and 
those results may just be green.

Unique Selling 
Proposition
We live in a world filled with 
noise, and consumers’ attention 
is pulled in a multitude of direc-
tions, with marketing campaigns 
vying for their wallets at every 
turn. Add to that the infrequency 
of the funeral purchase and the 
consumer can find himself lost 
in a “sea of sameness.” In other 
words, since consumers do not 
experience funeral purchases on 

a routine basis, they tend to paint 
all of funeral service with the 
same brush.

A unique selling proposition 
(USP) is that distinguishing fea-
ture, product or service that al-
lows your firm to break through 
all the noise and stand out from 
the crowd. For example, on one 
hand, most consumers think all 
funeral homes own a cremato-
ry, so telling them you own your 
own crematory may not make 
you stand out. You must put it 
into terms that are important to 
consumers.

On the other hand, being able 
to tell a consumer that you offer 
both flame and flameless crema-
tion is a unique selling proposi-
tion. If you are the only funeral 
home in your town or area that 
offers alkaline hydrolysis, green 
burial, composting, mushroom 
death suits or, perhaps in the fu-
ture, promession, you are a dif-
ferentiator.

If you want your firm to be 
noticed, you must find ways to 
stand out in your market. Offer-
ing options that address both so-
cial and environmental issues are 
a great way to differentiate your-
self, and it gives you a boost with 
the Gen Xers and millennials. In 
addition, your USP will help you 
overcome the price shopper. Too 
many funeral providers – large 
and small – do not understand 
the price shopper. When all else 
appears the same, price becomes 
the driving factor. However, a 
USP can assist you in shifting the 
conversation from price to value, 
and consumers are willing to pay 
more for something they value.

Profits
Funeral service is indeed a call-
ing or ministry for many. How-
ever, like any business, if we do 
not turn a profit, we will not be 
around long enough to contin-
ue our mission of ministering to 
those in need.

In a world filled with 

noise, consumers’ 

attention is pulled in 

every direction. Add 

the infrequency of 

the funeral purchase 

and the consumer 

can find himself  

lost in a “sea of 

sameness.”
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As cremation continues to 
rise and profits decline, we must 
discover new ways to grow mar-
ket share, boost revenues and, 
ultimately, increase profits. If 
you are in an area of the coun-
try with lower cremation rates, 
you may want to look at offering 
green burial options as an added 
growth path.

On the other hand, for many 
of us, cremation is now the pre-
dominant choice among con-
sumers, so focusing on “greener” 
options that involve cremation 
could be a win-win solution. Al-
though Bio-Cremation [a brand 
name for alkaline hydrolysis] 
was not the primary choice of 
consumers when I owned An-
derson-McQueen, it did make up 
approximately 20% of the crema-
tions performed for our premier 
brand. In addition to offering 
clientele an alternative, it also 
increased our market share by 
gaining us access to families that 
lived far beyond our traditional 
service areas. In fact, we received 
several deaths a year that were 
two to three hours away because 
the decedent or family wanted 
the water-based alternative to 
flame cremation.

Environmentally conscious 
options also allow for increased 
pricing. In a recent report issued 
by consumer intelligence pro-
vider Toluna, 37% of consumers 
seek out environmentally friend-
ly solutions and are willing to pay 
up to 5% more to obtain these 
products and services. A Nielsen 
global survey found that 3 of 4 

millennials are willing to pay ex-
tra for sustainable offerings, and 
72% of Gen Z are willing to pay 
more for products and services 
from companies committed to 
making a positive social and en-
vironmental impact.

So, is this just a younger trend 
that avoids our target market in 
funeral service? According to the 
same Nielsen survey, 51% of baby 
boomers aged 55-69 are willing 
to pay extra for products and 
services from sustainable brands. 
Will those individuals be choos-
ing you or your competitor?

Although global warming and 
climate change are hot topics 
that can be very divisive, espe-
cially in political circles, 79% of 
Americans consider themselves 
environmentally conscious. In 
addition, as our industry tries 
desperately to attract new en-
trants into the workforce, we can-
not avoid the fact that younger 

employees are looking for more 
from their employers than sim-
ply a paycheck. Many want to feel 
they are part of something great-
er, that their efforts are making 
an impact on people’s lives and 
the environment.

In fact, nearly 40% of millen-
nials state they chose a job be-
cause of company sustainability 
efforts. Given that millennials 
will comprise three-quarters of 
the workforce by 2025, we must 
consider not just the desires of 
our customers but also the de-
sires of our team members if we 
want to be successful in the years 
ahead. Nearly 70% of employees 
also stated that if their companies 
had a sustainability plan, they 
would stay longer, thus reducing 
turnover costs.

There is an array of green al-
ternatives you can provide that 
will meet customers’ needs and 
differentiate your brand in the 
marketplace. Choosing the right 
one and developing the strategic 
performance plan to capitalize 
on it requires professional ad-
vice. Through the proper imple-
mentation of innovative options 
and environmental sustainability 
practices within the workplace, 
you can also provide a greater 
sense of worth to your employees, 
increasing both their satisfaction 
and longevity. Happy employees 
will in turn produce happy cus-
tomers, and happy customers will 
increase sales by up to 37%. The 
increased sales will result in my 
favorite color, green – the one 
that comes on $100 bills.  
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