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By Daniel M. Isard

ince I first set foot in a funeral home in 
1984, one best new thing has come along 
and evolved. No, you can’t buy it. No, 
you can’t steal it. And no, you can’t copy 
it from your competitor. This new thing, 

however, will help you increase your profit and the 
value of your business by thousands.

Will it bring a smile to your face? Absolutely! Is 
it advertised in the pages of this magazine? No. In 
fact, if you add it to your repertoire, you will be the 
only one to have it. You should be warned that it is as 
infectious as any virus, though, so it will infect your 
staff and those around you.

Are you stumped? Well, the best new thing is… 
confidence.

“But, Dan,” you say, “I am very confident.”
Well, saying it doesn’t make it so. Confidence 

starts with the belief that you do your work and 
your staff performs its ministry to families excep-
tionally well. If you have that belief, then you have 
no competitors!

I often find that even though a new client might 
not respect their competitor, they still react to them. 
How can you fear someone you don’t respect? By 
lacking confidence.

Confidence is quiet, not loud (that is braggado-
cio). As Teddy Roosevelt famously said, “Speak soft-
ly and carry a big stick.” Confidence is that big stick. 
Teddy also said, “Each time we face our fear, we gain 
strength, courage and confidence in the doing.”

To understand confidence, think about how you 
set your prices. The prices you set are supposed to 
generate sufficient revenue to cover your overhead, 
build financial assets to weather a difficult time and 
generate a profit. Yet most funeral home managers, 
most of whom are also the owner, set their prices by:
1. Adding a little to last year. This assumes that last 

year’s prices were analytically set and produced 
the result you wanted.

2. Setting prices a few dollars over or under a 
competitor. If you don’t respect your competitor, 
why are you letting them set your prices?

3. Imposing a “no-walk policy” and matching a 
competitor’s prices if necessary. You can only match 
prices if you have the same overhead. Are your 
buildings the same? Are your debt payments the 
same? Do you pay your staff the same? Probably 
not, so how can you offer to perform services at 
the same price point?

You also really can’t set your prices relative to your 
competitor’s until you know how your community 
sees each of you. Therefore, you need to conduct 
two surveys. First, survey the community in gener-
al for their opinions of every funeral home in the 
area. Next, survey just the families that chose your 
firm. Do you know why they chose you? Knowing 
is confidence.

We performed a survey on behalf of a client that 
was spending about 8% of revenue on marketing 
(preneed and at-need). Yet when we asked families 
why they chose the firm, we found that less than 2% 
said it was due to advertising or public relations. 
Instead, it was primarily due to their location and 
physical plant. Their building was their advertising!

When we then conducted the general market sur-
vey, we found that most people felt our client’s prop-
erty was much better than the main competitor’s. We 
also found that most people went to that competitor 
(about 20% of the market) because these families 
had limited means and knew this business would 
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Why be influenced by someone you don’t respect? A confident owner/manager 
who knows that his staff and firm deliver exceptional service has no competitors.

I OFTEN FIND THAT EVEN THOUGH A 

NEW CLIENT MIGHT NOT RESPECT THEIR 

COMPETITOR, THEY STILL REACT TO THEM. 

HOW CAN YOU FEAR SOMEONE YOU DON’T 

RESPECT?



www.nfda.org     October 2021 21



October 2021     THE DIRECTOR     22

still serve them based on what they could afford. 
This led us to push more of our client’s resources 
toward promoting preneed sales because it created 
assets for those families that heretofore would have 
gone to the competition. After five years, the com-
petitor was down to about 16% market share, and 
this was before most of our client’s preneed arrange-
ments matured. Knowledge increases confidence.

Some of you might know that I delayed complet-
ing my master’s degree because I had to take a class 

in business ethics, which I thought would prove a 
waste of my time. I knew what ethical behavior was. 
Within the first five minutes of the class, howev-
er, the professor explained: “Business ethics is not 
about ethical behavior. It is about taking actions in 
business for the right reasons!”

This was an epiphany to me and explained why 
so many businesses never reached their maximum. 
Imagine, for instance, a business owner who says, 
“My goal is to be the best funeral business in this 
town.” That is a fair statement, to be sure, but busi-
ness ethics challenges it to see if the owner’s actions 
are aligned with the goal (they usually are not):

• Website given for free by a vendor and offers no 
original content

• Prices $100 under competitor

• No written business plan 
   and no operational goals  
   communicated to staff

• Staff has no ongoing training  
   or continuing education  
   beyond the state-required  
   amount

• Staff is not given a written  
   review to help them improve  
   their performance

• No social media presence

• No charitable efforts within  
   or outside the community

• No communication with local  
   schools to encourage funeral  
   service as a career choice

• No profit-sharing plan for  
   employees because it is  
   “too expensive.”

Do you see how we often brag 
about goals but take no action 
toward them? Too often, people 
lack the confidence to be great.

During the Summer Olympics, 
we had a chance to see profiles of 
the athletes. Each had a mental 
paradigm of what he or she had 
to accomplish to have the best 
chance at a medal. Each athlete 
then geared their training to get 
their body in the best condition 
to reach those ideals. They didn’t 
do an eight-hour workout and 
then hit a drive-through for a 

“BUSINESS ETHICS IS NOT ABOUT ETHICAL 

BEHAVIOR. IT IS ABOUT TAKING ACTIONS  

IN BUSINESS FOR THE RIGHT REASONS.”  

THIS WAS AN EPIPHANY TO ME.
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Financial/tax advice contained 
in this article is for informational 
purposes only and may or may  
not apply to your individual 
position. Readers are strongly 
encouraged to seek the counsel 
of qualified advisors before 
undertaking any action based  
on this information.

shake and a burger. They put into their body what 
they needed to get out of their body. Not all of Team 
USA’s 600-plus competitors expected to medal, but 
they all expected to compete at their highest possi-
ble level. Getting beat is part of the risk of winning. 
They had the confidence to know they were going to 
do their best.

So how do you get confidence? Well, like an 
Olympic athlete, you might need some coaching, 
perhaps even a team of coaches. We all assume our 
accountant, who was a high school chum, knows 
their stuff, but does that accountant know the dif-
ference between the lines on your GPL? Do they give 
you proactive advice or just wait for you to ask them 
questions?

A new client once presented the firm’s books to 
me. Their business was a C corporation (taxed at the 
entity level), and when I asked why, I was told, “I 

have asked my CPA that for years, and he says it is 
the best for us.”

In this case, it was not best for them. After delv-
ing deep into the historical financials, I deduced that 
the CPA was lazy. Being a C corporation allowed 
the CPA to file the firm’s taxes in June, which spread 
out the accountant’s workload. Don’t just work with 
friends. Work with people who will challenge you.

When you start to gain confidence, you will real-
ize the actions of a competitor don’t affect you. Run 
your own race! Work to make your staff worth more 
after you’ve hired them than they were before join-
ing your firm. Will you lose some? Yes, but you can 

hire and train the next person 
to be just as strong. You have 
confidence.

If you set prices where they 
should be, will you lose some 
families? Maybe, but Ruth’s 
Chris managers don’t fret 
about the line at McDonald’s. 
They know their market. Like-
wise, you need to know that 
everyone in your county who 
dies was not necessarily your 
market. Have confidence.

Confidence is that smile 
on your face that comes from 
knowing you’re doing it as you 
desire. The results will come.

IF YOU SET PRICES WHERE THEY SHOULD 

BE, WILL YOU LOSE SOME FAMILIES? MAYBE, 

BUT RUTH’S CHRIS MANAGERS DON’T FRET 

ABOUT THE LINE AT MCDONALD’S.




