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Marketing for the Funeral Profession  

The funeral professionis perhaps only just starting to come to terms with modern reality that funerals are as much a retail business as any other. There is a service or product to be sold and what and how it is sold is impacted upon by finance, fashion and feelings as much as it is by the necessity to lay to rest the deceased.

In the past, where there was relative immobility of the workforce the funeral director could, rather ironically, rely on repeat business from family members. 

However, in today’s highly mobile society that may not always be an option. Funerals tend to take place close to the domicile of the deceased. So family custom is often terminated by a relocation. 

Also, as people become aware of the possibility of choice both of service and of the style of the funeral, they can be more willing to seek an alternative “supplier”.

Of course, there is also the commercial competition from the larger conglomerates offering a perceived “value for money” package.

The aim of every funeral director in marketing his business is to make their number the first and last one the family call when they need the services of a funeral home.

Given the nature of the profession, and the general reluctance of the British to discuss death, or even consider pre-planning, that makes marketing this business somewhat more complex than most retail operations – on the face of things.

It may seem obvious, but the first step required is a clarification of who the clients are. Is the firm happy with low budget, value for money services with the bill met by the Department for Work and Pensions? Is it a basic provider of a much needed service to the community, or does the long term business plan revolve around higher aspirations?

If the former, the business needs to ensure that this is what it is known for;  a good reliable, no frills service that meets the needs of those with an eye on their budget.

At the other end of the spectrum if catering for the top echelons of the market, the business will face higher costs and its prices need to reflect those costs. There are, however, more ways to deal with this than simply pushing up prices. In fact, at almost all levels of the market price is critical in attracting business, but the revenue comes from the “added value” services that are provided; that applies whether the client is buying a car tyre or a funeral. 

When most people buy a tyre they will perhaps make a few telephone calls. If they want a Michelin, they will find that the price is generally matched by most retailers. So, how do those retailers make their money – after all they give a free fitting service? Well, of course they replace the valve when they replace the tyre; they have to balance the wheel and tyre; they maybe offer to check the alignment and the brakes whilst they are doing the job.  These extras are the areas where the money is made. 

The funeral profession does exactly the same when offering additional limousines, or more elaborate casket designs. There is of course less price comparison done by funeral trade clientele, but nonetheless, there is a gain to be had in selling those "non-core" products and services – which is what they in effect are. The same applies too, to the other “added value” elements of the funeral, such as motorcycle or horse drawn hearses, floral tributes,  memorialisation after the event – even to the offer of a bagpiper at the graveside or crematorium.

The way in which these choices are presented, needs to be thought of as part and parcel of one’s marketing and merchandising. Does the funeral home rely on a bulky ring-bound folder with drop-in plastic inserts for prices, leaflets and service sheet samples? Is the grieving family merely handed a spread of brochures? Or is there a dedicated “house style” Bereavement Pack branded with the firm's logo, containing matching information and product sheets?

At the end of the day, presentation is all about making funeral facts, options and prices available in an easily-digestible manner. Not just for the 45 minutes to an hour and a half that it takes to complete a typical arrangement, but to leave the door open for the next of kin to come back and add an additional feature from that funeral home's portfolio of bereavement services.

Which leads us on to perhaps a more fundamental question for the funeral professional, namely, does one sell what one wants to sell? Or, should one leave clients to buy what they want to buy? There are pros and cons to both methods but that takes more space than we have here.

However, taking a step back from that face-to-face client contact within the arranging room, are there ways in which one can improve the way in which  the business marketed or publicised? Is there a way perhaps of further cementing existing relationships with the local retirement homes? Are there  potential affinity partners that one can reach out to? Local solicitors? Doctors? Home Care services? District Nurses? Of course, these people cannot sell specific services for the funeral director, but since most people have little experience of dealing with a death, they ask for advice.

So if there is a relationship with those who are in contact with the bereaved families, there is a better chance of them giving a recommendation than if there is no contact with them. We shall leave it to the imagination as to how one might create such relationships but sometimes just being good at what one does and making sure that the business’ name is known will do the job. 

Then there is of course the local paper. How can the impact of the advertising budget be maximised? Firstly, one needs to pay attention to the advert. Consider the market, consider changing times and make the advert relevant, or appealing. Only the local funeral director can judge how far to take catering for the modern market – the bright and colourful celebratory presentation may attract a “younger” market, but it may create issues with those still clinging to Victorian ideas about funerals.

It is possible sponsor your local sports team – having ones business name writ large on the shirts of the local cricket team is fine – so long as they are winning and getting positive coverage – but largely that route is less about publicising the business than it might be. 

The market today seeks professionalism in everything and proof of professionalism can be difficult to establish. The traditional business ploy of consumer endorsement of the product or service is an unlikely route for the funeral director, though word of mouth always has a result – one way or another. However, if one trains staff, whether it is in advanced driving skills, manual handling, embalming or in any other aspect of the business; that creates an opportunity to promote professionalism in the local media. 

It is possible to ask the local papers to send a reporter and a photographer around. Or, one can write one’s own press release and provide one’s own photography. However, there is a skill to both those elements. Some people can sit down and write 500 words and it will get printed without alteration, others will struggle to make 200 words and get nowhere with the papers. If in doubt, ask a professional to help. In real terms the value of proper PR, done by people who understand “your” business, is worth its money compared to advertising.

At this point, it is worth mentioning that there can be an odd reaction from most small to medium businesses when there is talk of marketing, or PR. Almost any marketing or PR professional will be familiar with the response, “We tried it once and it didn’t work.” 

There are few, very few areas where a one off press release or marketing ploy will bring in any business at all. Retail is not one of them, the funeral business even less so.

No-one would place one advert and expect an ongoing response over an extended period. In fact, few people would expect a fantastic response to any single advert. It takes a series of adverts to create familiarity. Just so, it takes an ongoing marketing campaign to develop awareness of any brand, of services, of professionalism – to those outside the immediate market.

So, when looking at marketing one’s funeral home, don’t consider it an add-on, a luxury one cannot afford. Look at it as an inherent cost of running the business, just as advertising is. Then you can develop its marketing in a meaningful and holistic way. 

A start is standardising the brand on all the services and products that are provided. Instead of that A4 loose leaf folder, or a handful of brochures, why not create a neat A5 card “Bereavement Pack” which contains all the information the clients are likely to need – all branded for “your” business. Done correctly it allows the addition of services and products and amendments to be made without any great additional costs. It is a small step, but one that will in the long term pay dividends.

The next step is to make sure that everything that follows has the same branding. Any changes in branding must be done across the board at one fell swoop. That is one way of promoting professionalism.
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