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Websites: Showcase or Sideshow?

Without asking people to their faces, it will always be difficult to know just how many families will be using the internet to locate a funeral director. Yes, you may be able to check visitor numbers from the log files produced your website's reporting toolkit – but the hard part will always be in matching up individual 'hits' to funerals actually undertaken. Or for that matter,  memorial masonry sold, or funeral plans purchased.

Chances are that even if you could unravel the individual skeins and extract meaningful data on these lines, the results would be disappointing.

Simply because the internet is merely another channel through which to reach your prospective client base, and works best when tied into conventional advertising such as Thompsons, Yellow Pages and the local newspaper. Used in isolation, a website lacks the drip-drip-drip of awareness-building that your funeral home's name will get when appearing alongside more general content in print. Unless that is you pay to have a link to appear on the top of every page returned by Google – or similar search engine – every time a local services search is undertaken.

What a website is good at is in fostering relationships – both during the process of arranging a funeral, and beyond. By placing as much information about your business online, you give clients the ability to go back and explore the depth of services available at their leisure and away from the pressures of the arranging room. Other family members have a chance to provide an input – good from the emotional aspects of involving everyone in the process, and the opportunities for having extra-cost additions made to the arrangements.

There are two schools of thought as to website content – which incidentally also apply to the world of print too. One approach is to try to include everything you can think of – from the involvement of the coroner right down to burials at sea. By doing so, you demonstrate competence and professionalism – and put your firm ahead of another funeral director who does not have as comprehensive an internet presence. The other, is to only provide just enough information to get the visitor's attention, stimulate interest and kindle a desire to take action to get in touch – whether by email, telephone or personally visiting the funeral home. Which is when the relationship-building can begin. 

Many funeral directors already post copies of death notices on their own websites as a matter of course. Some offer online condolences books, with the potential to accept donations in lieu of flowers as an option. If your website designer lacks the technical know-how to build in these features, then it is always going to be possible to have a clickable link to an external provider who does. But remember that by doing so, you are letting someone else in to have a slice of what should by rights be your very own piece of cake…

So, how feasible is it to travel towards completely automating the arrangement process? The short answer is very – but would you want to? The offering of bereavement aftercare, empathy and words of comfort at a most difficult time is not something that can be done remotely by a mere mouse-click. More to the point, this is where the funeral director makes his or her real contribution towards helping the next of kin take the first faltering steps on the long road towards coming to terms with a loss.

Even with pre-payment plans and memorialisation – which are never going to be as immediate as the funeral proper – personal contact is always going to be a key element in winning business. Yes, the client may be perfectly happy to tick all the boxes on a shopping cart off your website, but will it be to buy, or just to get a quote? If you do decide to go down this route, give visitors every opportunity to contact a human being –  for example by placing a 'request for ringback button' on the same page. Get them to talk to you, and there is a good chance that even if your price is more expensive than the competition, people will still want to come on board because they feel they can trust you to do the job right.

At the end of the day, the internet is not the 'magic bullet' that will solve marketing problems overnight. What it can do is to add depth and breath to existing promotional strategies – as long as you can avoid being seduced by rapidly emerging web technologies. Just because you can, does not mean you should…. 
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