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BY DANIEL M. ISARD

My Knowledge Transfer Plan
Chapter 7: Gender, Race and Funeral Professionals

I

have seen many changes in the funeral
service profession during my career. Some
of these changes created challenges to the
business plan with which funeral directors
were indoctrinated, such as cremation and
funerals without merchandise. Some involved operating trials, such as the rise of
price-focused competitors. Others arise from cultural challenges that have changed the consumer’s
paradigm, such as natural burial, alkaline hydrolysis
and other new-fangled horticultural burial offerings. Any/all of these factors could change the future
of funeral service by impairing your profit.
There is one change moving along at full speed,
however, that could be part of the future in a positive way: the rise of women and minorities coming
into this business.
The single largest problem the funeral service
profession must deal with is who is going to serve
families. I love that technology now allows us to
write obits, build video memorials and keep detailed
information and records. In addition, businesses
can now do their accounting, send out bills and file
death certificates quicker than ever. But who is going to use the keyboards to type information into
the software? Who will make arrangements with the
family? Who is going to care for the body pending
its ultimate disposition? These steps all require human staffing.
One multi-location president told me, “When I
cannot sleep at night, it is because I am worrying
about who is going to run our businesses.” Well, you
don’t need to be a multi-location operator to experience this night sweat. Even single-location owners
struggle when looking for talent.
Yours is a service profession. You get paid to perform your service for a family. In the 1980s, there
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were battles over which funeral homes would, or
could, sell a particular casket company’s merchandise. Prior to the Federal Trade Commission’s Funeral Rule, funeral service operated under a merchandise model. Firms marked up their casket
and vault prices, and that compensation allowed a
family to use any or all of their offerings, including
the building for visitation and ceremony, as well as
automobiles.
Then the FTC made providers adapt to a service-and-merchandise model. Suddenly, firms got
paid through various service fees as spelled out on
their General Price List, and by selling merchandise.
The markup on merchandise prior to the Funeral
Rule was four to six times; afterward, the merchandise markup dropped to two to three times, in addition to the various service fees.
I don’t know if the FTC ruling wound up promoting cremation and partial services, but since 1985,
the cremation rate has increased from roughly 14%
to more than 50%. For those math-impaired morticians, that’s an increase of about 357%! Can you
imagine the peril the profession would be in right
now if you had to survive by providing all of your
services by marking up the price of an urn five times
in order to generate revenue? Whether the FTC Funeral Rule prompted cremation to rise or it gave
us the chance to get ahead of this pending societal
change can be debated, but given the cremation rate
right now, you should be glad you have service fees.
A SHORTFALL AND A SOLUTION

The largest cost of operating a funeral home is staffing, which includes full-time payroll, part-time payroll and those contractors acting in ways your staff
would normally act. It also covers payroll taxes paid
by the employer and any benefits offered to your
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Women entering the profession in a big way
provides a great solution not only for your
staffing needs but also for consumers.

staff, such as health insurance, vacation pay and other perquisites. This cost, relative to a firm’s revenue,
could be anywhere from 26% to 32% in a well-run
funeral business, and more in some that are not as
focused on business operations.
According to data from Statistica, there were
24,560 licensed morticians, undertakers and funeral
directors as of 2020. Earlier data from another source
in 2000 show there were 35,000 licensed morticians,
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undertakers and funeral directors. Now, if those
two data points are aligned, this demonstrates that
the industry now operates with roughly 70% of the
licensees it had a generation ago.
How can this shortfall occur? Assume that the average career is 25 years long due to death, burnout
and attrition. This means that in order to stay even,
the profession needs to add 1,000 funeral directors
a year. But actually, the number is higher than this
because many people with a funeral service school
degree find they don’t like the profession after working in it. That tells me the industry needs about 1,500
graduates each year to break even.
So, is there a solution? Yes, and it’s unfolding right
before our eyes. The May 5, 2022, issue of Memorial
Business Journal reported
the 2021 numbers from
the American Board of
Funeral Service Education
(ABFSE). The good news
is that the total number
of new enrollees is up. According to ABFSE, of the
3,395 new enrollees, 2,447
or 72% of all new funeral
service school sign-ups are
female! This rise in women entering funeral service
is not a one-year thing.
In 1983, the late David Baue (yes, Lisa’s dad)
helped found the National Foundation of Funeral
Service’s Women in Funeral Service Seminar, the
predecessor program to
today’s NFDA Professional Women’s Conference.
He realized that women communicated more
easily with other women
and that having this study
group would help the
small number of females
in funeral service build
relationships that would
benefit the profession.
Women entering the
profession in a big way
provides a great solution
not only for your staffing
needs but also for consumers. You don’t have to
be a fan of the book Men
Are From Mars, Women

NEW ENROLLEES BY ETHNIC ORIGIN AND GENDER, PROGRAM YEAR 2021
ETHNIC ORIGIN

MALE

FEMALE

TOTAL

Number

Percentage

Number

Percentage

Number

Percentage

White

559

58.97

1,496

61.14

2,055

60.53

African-American

283

29.85

506

20.68

789

23.24

53

5.59

263

10.75

316

9.31

Native American

5

0.53

25

1.02

30

0.88

Asian/Pacific
Islander

3

0.32

30

1.23

33

0.97

45

4.75

127

5.19

172

5.07

948

100.00

2,447

100.00

3,395

100.00

Hispanic

Other
TOTALS

Source: American Board of Funeral Service Education

Are From Venus to understand that women are typically better listeners, better at providing empathy
and able to physically touch another without being
a threat to the receiver. In studies I have done with
firms that employ both male and female arrangers, I have seen women with higher average-revenue-per-call arrangements. I have also seen women
be better preneed sellers for funeral and cemetery
arrangements.
This chart shows the dominance of female enrollees in funeral service schools in 2021, with an overall representation of 72%. It also shows the increase
of female minority students. Women represent 64%
of all African American enrollees, 83% of Hispanic
enrollees, 83% of Native American enrollees, 91% of
Asian/Pacific Islander enrollees and 74% of enrollees with other ethnic origins.
THE FUTURE WILL LOOK DIVERSE

Based on the current path to licensure, there are
several steps individuals must take to move from
new enrollee to funeral service school graduate to
licensed professional:

made up of some of 2021’s new enrollees and others presumably from previous classes. This usually
accounts for about a third of new enrollees, using
rounded numbers.

STEP 1 New enrollee joins one of the many funeral

STEP 3 Funeral service college graduate sits for and
passes the national board exam. But many students
cannot pass the national board exam. Those who fail
and leave make up another form of attrition.

service colleges.

STEP 2 New enrollee matriculates from the funeral
service college. Between Step 1 and Step 2, there’s a
chance the student will change his or her mind. This
is the first chance for attrition, which means someone has realized they don’t want to remain in the
business. Almost 940 students left the path toward a
funeral career in 2021. Of course, these people were

STEP 4 The individual passes board exam and be-

comes a licensed professional. This is where the
funeral service schools and ABFSE lose track of
students’ careers, unfortunately, as this is the next
opportunity for attrition. We tend to see the secwww.nfda.org
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ond-highest number of attritions at this point, but
it’s this group that hurts the overall numbers the
most.
In an ideal world, you want employees with five or
more years of experience. Given the number of female graduates replacing existing licensees who are
retiring, dying or leaving of their own accord, I predict that more than 50% of all funeral directors will
be women by the year 2035.
But the profession faces yet another issue. I don’t
see funeral directors turning away families, but
many families elect not to use a particular funeral
home because of ethnicity and/or religious preference. Families want a funeral home that knows their
specific culture and provides comfort to them.
The chart on page 25 shows that roughly 60% of
enrollees are white, yet just under 58% of the United
States population at present is white. Thus, we will

also see greater racial blending of funeral directors
within funeral homes in the future, so that even
historically white funeral homes will have minority
and/or mixed-race funeral arrangers.
This will pose a challenge for some who are not
prepared for a funeral business that employs a diverse workforce, but this is all part of its evolution.
We don’t see the line in the sand between Catholic and Protestant funeral homes like we did four
decades ago, for instance. Likewise, we do not see
the predominance of single-race babies born in the
United States today as the number of multi-race babies has tripled during that same period.
The funeral home of the future will use neither religion nor race to identify its service community, nor
will it be limited by gender or race for its employees.
Diversity is the direction for the future in terms of
marketing and employment.

Dan Isard is founder of The Foresight Companies, which has served thousands of funeral homes nationwide for the past four
decades. The articles in this series can be found in the Insights section of theforesightcompanies.com. Contact Isard at
602-274-6464 or danisard@theforesightcompanies.com.
Financial, legal or tax advice contained in this article is for informational purposes only, but it is neither a legal
interpretation nor a statement of NFDA policy and might or might 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.
Reference to any specific product or entity does not constitute an endorsement or recommendation by NFDA. The views
expressed by authors are their own, do not necessarily reflect views of NFDA, and do not imply an endorsement of them
or any products or entities they mention or represent.
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