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Avoiding The Better Mousetrap Syndrome

'Build a better mousetrap, and the world will beat a path to your door', so goes the old adage. This would be fine, if the other mousetrap makers were content to rest on their laurels and just let their products do the talking. Instead, they do nasty, unfair things like advertising, run promotions, employ professional salespeople and even do a spot of PR when it suits them.

For mousetrap of course read funeral home, where unlike the cut and thrust of the rodent control marketplace, a history of working within the local community and traditions of service still count for quite a lot.

Unfortunately, standing still is no longer an option for an independent facing the creeping onslaught of the larger funeral conglomerates. But that does not mean to say that you cannot pinch some of their good ideas and make them your own.

Funeral home 'open days' can work quite well, if you have some off-street parking space to display vehicles and give people some neutral ground to 'acclimatise' before actually going inside the building proper. Alternatively, see whether your local council would be happy for you to cone off a couple of car's lengths outside of the branch – always assuming that the businesses either side will not mind forgoing their customer parking for a morning or so.

A horse-drawn hearse is a good draw, or perhaps for the more adventurous, one of the Revd. Paul Sinclair's motorcycle combinations.

Inside the funeral home itself, create some space for people to circulate around in the public rooms, and see if you can set up some interpretive boards alongside physical objects such as coffins, urns, keepsake jewellery and any historical artefacts from the early days of the firm. Local newspaper cuttings featuring your firm are a good draw – especially if you can get them enlarged and mounted.

Many suppliers will be happy to send along samples or display kits.  Several of the natural coffin manufacturers also are willing to do on site demonstrations too. The physical act of seeing a craftsperson create an object from basic raw materials still has the power to enthral.

Inviting local charities to have a presence at such an event can be a good idea in more ways than one. Depending on the choice, their attendance can work to lift the atmosphere somewhat – the thought of facing up to mortality being the ever-present bane of all funeral marketing – and second, it provides your firm with a 'bridge' into an potential client sector which you might not otherwise reach.

Make up some handouts too for visitors to take away with them. If you have some branded information packs available, take out the more direct funeral related inserts, and substitute a ‘thank you for visiting us’ sheet or similar.

Right, now comes the clever bit. Instead of just placing a couple of advertisements in the local paper, and waiting for people to turn up on the day, take a leaf out of the other mousetrap makers' books.

Start by putting together a mailing list of all the ministers, care homes, hospital personnel, medical practice, Social Services and Department of Work and Pensions people who you deal on a regular – or irregular basis. Then go on to add local charities, professionals such as solicitors and accountants.

Of course, professional ethics might mean that this group might not necessarily endorse, recommend or suggest a particular funeral director. But life is full of blurred edges, and you want to be there when the corporate mask slips to reveal the human touch that reaches out in the time of need.

While you are at it, why not cast the net as far as the Women’s Institute, business clubs in the area, genealogy or local history groups?

Mail them – not email – a formal invite to your open day, with a programme of events. If you have time, plan for a last minute reminder to go out three or four days before as well.

Do not forget to use the power of the local and regional press to get ‘free’ advertising for the event. What can work well is a press release themed around dispelling the mystique and myths surrounding the profession – and tagging your open day date, venue and time on the end. If you can get a posed picture of yourself or a colleague smiling next to a representative from one of the charities attending, even better.

In a perfect world, not only would everyone on your list turn up on the day, but so would hordes of members of the public. Life unfortunately is not like that. But actually, even if you only had around 30 to 60 people walk into your funeral home, the open day would still be a success.

Why? Because merely promoting the fact that you are holding such an event, has already created a legitimate reason to ‘broadcast’ your firm’s name and services. You are not doing anything sordid as selling your services – you are ‘informing and educating’. People now know that it is your funeral home door where they need to go for the better mousetrap. And to maintain your lead over the competition, you do it all again in six to nine months time….
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