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Are you a brand or a people business?

What draws people to a particular funeral director? Is it a tradition of service to the local community, a smartly turned out funeral fleet and a reputation for attention to detail? Or are we talking here about individuals and personalities - the compassion and care that a conductor or arranger will take of their families, and the longer term relationships formed with the next of kin that go beyond the day of the funeral itself?

In a nutshell, are your clients buying from you as an individual - or because they feel comfortable about getting a certain level of service when they walk through the door of your funeral home? Personal relationships with your community are built face-to-face and by word of mouth recommendation, whilst service expectations have more to do with how people who have never come into contact with you before perceive your business 'brand'.

The larger corporate chains take a great deal of trouble over branding, and making people aware of the value set that underpins it - facilities in their funeral homes, products and services on offer and the way that next of kin can expect to be treated - because their staff are not usually as 'embedded' into the local community, as is the owner/manager of an active independent.

Focusing on brand allows them to parachute into a location and skip the personal relationship phase of building their business - but not everyone is susceptible to this approach. Hence the emergence of the private name corporate owned branch, where the larger chain can also capitalise on a goodwill built up over 30, 50 or even 100 years.

As a SAIF member, should you worry overly about brand that much? After all, if you are carrying out enough funerals to keep things ticking over nicely, your marketing must surely be working. Be this newspaper advertising, club sponsorship, or even the little things like remembering to deliver hot mince pies to local care homes, hospices and hospitals at Christmas.
Where brand starts to matter, is when you want to shift the focus to target a group of customers who have not previously dealt with you. Perhaps they have used another funeral director in the same area. Perhaps they never have had cause to walk through the door of a funeral home before - as would be the case with a pre-payment plan sale. 

Local knowledge tempered with a bit of intuition will tell you whether the customers you want to reach have the same, greater, or just plain different expectations as your existing client base. And whether those same brand values that have served your firm well in the past will readily transfer across to this new group. If not, changes in premises, your customer relations approach or additional equipment will be needed. If it is an image thing, it could be that you need to place all your operatives on a funeral in tailcoats and striped trousers - yet a simple change in letterhead and a tweak here and there to the website might be just enough to do the trick.

Deciding to enhance your brand's customer's perceptions is only half the story. Yes, a shiny new funeral fleet will make an impact, but again only to those who see the vehicles rolling down the high street, and those mourners on the funerals they are used for. The fact that you have upgraded your hearse or limousine to better meet the needs of future clients, now really needs to be communicated to your target market through advertising, editorial in the local and regional press, and possibly even through exposure at events and shows.

The other thing about brand values too, is that by actively promoting them, it is your funeral home that can secure the marketing high ground. Firstly by setting a standard of expectations - which any would-be competitor will then need to meet or exceed - and secondly, getting people to automatically associate your business with them. So that when they see the firm's name - or graphic if you wanted to go that far - on letterhead, advertisement or signage, these are the values that immediately pop into the head. It also has the less obvious effect of reassuring past clients that they made the right choice at their time of need.

Get your brand attuned to your target market, and it can work as a 'force multiplier' to increase the effectiveness of other promotional measures you choose to use. At the end of the day, in a people business, people will still buy from people. What a strong brand does, is help ensure that when a client enters your funeral home for the first time, he or she is already most of the way there towards committing to use your service.
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