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Past, Present and Future
Selection Rooms
The main focus on how the selection 
of goods and services is handled 
should ultimately lie in what works 
best for families.

Edward J. Defort

L ong before this topic was put on the editorial calendar, 
a funeral director was overheard being asked about his 
firm’s casket selection room. His response: “I haven’t 

had a funeral museum in my firm in years.” Translation: This 
particular funeral director turned his firm’s selection room into 
an additional chapel/reception room back in 2002 and since 
then has presented merchandise options to both preneed and 
at-need families from, first, a detailed booklet and now on a 
laptop/tablet. For him, the future of the selection room started 
to take shape a dozen years ago.

Funeral directors have always been concerned about the 
amount of real estate a selection room took up in the funeral 

home. That, coupled with the reluctance or hesitancy of families 
that have just lost a loved one to taking those dread steps into 
a selection room, paved the way for the modular casket display 
systems that took hold in funeral service more than 20 years 
ago.

Since then, the merging of technology, such as laptop com-
puters and high-definition visual graphics, has taken merchan-
dising in another directions.

“When I began my career in funeral service, we simply had a 
room full of caskets and a very modest selection of urns,” said 
Lynn Ochiltree, Ochiltree Funeral Service and Aftercare, Win-
terset, Iowa.
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“I still remember the early 1990s, when the mantra from the 
casket companies to the funeral home regarding the selection 
room was ‘light the product and not the room,’” said Joe Wei-
gel, Weigel Strategic Marketing. “Everything went into making 
the caskets the stars and involved specifying the right lights, 
the correct paint color for the walls and the best carpet color to 
attain that effect.”

Real Estate
“Selection rooms have long been viewed as the most important 
real estate in the funeral home,” said John Horan, president and 
CEO of Horan & McConaty, Aurora, Colorado. “For many – 
perhaps most of the funeral homes in America – the selection 
room determines the firm’s profitability.”

But times have changed, and tech-savvy consumers can now 
decline the merchandise in the funeral home, opting instead for 
less expensive options via the Internet. For Horan’s firm, there 

has been a shift from recovering 
operating costs via mark-
ups on merchandise. “I see 

merchandise markups being reduced and service charges being 
increased to recover operating costs and yield a profit,” Horan 
said. “Some go as far as to offer merchandise at near cost, with 
service charges that recover almost all operating costs and prof-
itability. Consumers tend to understand and accept paying for 
good service – more so than high markups on merchandise.”

Horan recalls being moved by an Alton Doody-Doug Gober/
York Group video of consumers’ reactions when they walked 
into a large selection room – back when 20 to 30 caskets were 
displayed in a room of 1,000 square feet or more. “We all real-

ize that consumers are rarely experienced with selecting a cas-
ket, but I think we are less inclined to think about the emo-
tional wallop of walking into a room filled with open caskets,” 
Horan said.

In his firm over the years, Horan said he has tried rooms with 
(a) caskets only; (b) caskets, urns and cremation containers; (c) 
eight full-size caskets, 10 partial caskets, 12 additional kiosk 
caskets, urns and partial cremation containers; and (d) kiosk 
caskets, kiosk cremation containers and an urn selection.

He said he subscribes to what he calls the “Krieger Rule.” 
(Wilbur Krieger was a former executive director of National Se-
lected Morticians, now Selected Independent Funeral Homes.) 
“Krieger found that a progressive and fair selection of eye ap-
peal and price points resulted in an average sale that was at the 
break of the first quartile of what was shown,” Horan said. “In 
other words, if 24 caskets are shown, the break of the first quar-
tile is at the sixth or seventh casket, and that is where the aver-
age sale is. Of course, this can be manipulated with too much 
or poor eye appeal or price points that make it unlikely the con-
sumer will continue to consider the next casket.”

With the Krieger Rule in mind and using the same selections, 
Horan found that option C was the combination that produced 
the highest average sales and has remained well received by 
consumers.

“This [combination] uses half the square footage of a tradi-
tional casket selection room and includes a full selection of cre-
mation merchandise, including keepsakes and jewelry,” said 
Horan. “The freed-up space can more profitably be put to use 
as a reception center by combining a visitation room or two you 
aren’t using due to the decreasing rate of visitation.”

A Delicate Balance
“There’s a delicate balance between a funeral home’s profitabil-
ity needs and the fundamental calling to serve grieving fami-
lies,” said Troy Turner, Batesville chief marketing officer. “There 
are opportunities to do both successfully, and selection rooms 
and the tools used as part of the selection process are important 
elements of that equation.”

To understand this balance better, the company talked with 
funeral professionals and consumers about their experienc-
es. While the prevailing selection room discussion focused on 
“products or not” and “digital or physical,” Batesville research 
points to the human factors as most critical in determining 
whether a family makes an informed decision, which in turn 
influences the amount they spend and their level of satisfaction.

Research shows that the selection of a casket for a loved one is 
one of the most stressful steps but also one of the top attributes 
that contribute to a family’s overall satisfaction with the fu-
neral planning process. But families still describe feeling over-
whelmed when they don’t understand what creates the value 
(cost) differences among products, meaning they want the fu-
neral director to guide them. In their words, “Tell me what I 
need to know so I can make a selection I can feel good about.”

Turner noted that without a clear explanation of the op-
tions available or the value differences, families tend to focus 
on price. “They see ‘wood’ and ‘metal’ but not a lot past that. In 
the absence of knowledge, consumers make assumptions about 
things they don’t understand, and in our research, their as-
sumptions were overwhelmingly wrong,” he said.
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“For example, personalization is one 
of the primary areas of confusion,” said 
Turner. “Consumers don’t understand 
which personalization elements are in-
cluded with the casket and which re-
quire extra charges. And most don’t 
ask. However, once they learn that cer-
tain personalization choices are includ-
ed with the casket, they place more val-
ue on the products with personalization 
options because they understand the in-
trinsic benefits provided in celebrating 
their loved one’s life.”

Throughout the company’s research, 

consumers have let Batesville know that 
it takes more than signage or digital in-
formation on a monitor to give them the 
understanding they want and need to 
make informed decisions.

Said Marty Strohofer, Aurora vice 
president of marketing and product de-
velopment: “The selection room obvious-
ly has to reflect the choices families pre-
fer, but we have also seen that, as part of 
the arrangement process, the selection 
room can inspire families to celebrate the 
life of their loved one.

“We continue to see a shift away from 

elaborate, expensive, retail-style fixtur-
ings to more comfortable, family room-
style settings,” Strohofer continued. “And 
we see more firms implementing tech-
nology solutions that either accompany 
or replace a physical selection room.”

As for the future, Strohofer predicted 
that the number of funeral homes utiliz-
ing technology-based arrangement sys-
tems will grow, as consumers almost ex-
pect this. “As consumers, we’re used to 
utilizing technology to find the prod-
ucts and services we want,” he said. “For 
firms that continue to use physical selec-
tion rooms, I think a greater percentage 
of that space will be committed to crema-
tion products and also to helping fami-
lies visualize a meaningful and appropri-
ate service experience.”

“Here’s What I Know…”
Offering his insights into the philos-
ophy of selection rooms past, present 
and future, Doug Gober, who previous-
ly worked with Doody and The York 
Group/Matthews International on mod-
ular merchandise displays, said, “I have 
a lot of dear friends out there who have 
spent many hours developing these vir-
tual programs, but I still haven’t found 
anything that effectively replaces the tac-
tile experience and evaluation ability of 
the consumer.

“Here’s what I know,” Gober contin-
ued. “I know that anyone who has a phys-
ical fractional display that shows prod-
ucts in the good, better, best manner of 
all retail products is still succeeding and 
succeeding at a very high level. The diffi-
culty in doing this with a technological 
display of merchandise – on any type of 
screen or monitor, whether a 48-inch flat 
screen in the funeral home or a 16-inch 
laptop on somebody’s kitchen table – is 
that it is effectively nothing more than a 
technology catalog.”

The very root of the issue, said Gober, 
is that you want to create a display or a 
method to purchase a product that uses 
the criteria people use to purchase that 
product. “If I am selling shoes, not only 
do I want a display where you are attract-
ed to try them, I am going to try them 
on,” he said. “If I am buying an automo-
bile, even if I can find out everything 
about that automobile on the computer 
and it has all of those elements of func-
tion, I still want to know how I feel sitting 
behind the wheel.”
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None of those usual criteria that have 
to do with the performance features of 
a product enter the purchase of funeral 
merchandise. “A concrete vault, a casket, 
an urn all will do what they are supposed 
to do – from the least expensive to the 
most expensive,” Gober said. “So what 
are my criteria for purchase? What are 
the buying criteria that the average con-
sumer has as it relates to those kinds of 
merchandise where the performance fea-
tures are not nearly important?

“When it comes to funeral merchan-
dise, performance features are not as im-
portant and so the discretionary buying 
decision is based on two things – what it 
looks like and what it costs,” he contin-
ued. “In the case of caskets, urns and even 
to some lesser degree burial vaults, along 
with some of the ancillary products such 
as flowers, almost any funeral product 
you choose is chosen on that basis.”

Okay, but a fractional casket is not the 
whole casket, though it is a tangible rep-
resentative of a whole casket. A digital 
display is, obviously, just an image. “If 
products are purchased with the crite-
ria of what they look like and what they 
cost, then that makes it a comparative 
purchase,” Gober said. “I am going to 
compare the cheapest one and the most 
expensive one and those in between to 
determine what appeals to me from a vi-
sual standpoint and what appeals to me 
from a price standpoint.”

With a catalog or virtual display, the 
consumer still has the ability to use that 
comparative purchase mentality. How-
ever, what Gober emphasized is that if a 
consumer’s only criteria are what it looks 
like and what it costs, he or she needs to 
have the ability to compare the breadth 
and width of the offer. 

“What the fractional displays do is pull 
them very close together, making it easier 
to compare the differences that occur in 
the whole product line, rather than you 
showing me a picture in a catalog or on a 
computer screen, where you are going to 
leave that picture and go to another one 
and then another,” he said. “By the time 
you get to the fourth picture, the ability 
of someone who has limited knowledge 

about the product is now gone.”
For Gober, the problem with the full-

size casket room display is that they are 
so big and take up so much room, plus 
there is the emotional aspect of visual-
izing a loved one in the full-sized casket 
since it is impossible to remove that visu-
alization from an at-need situation.

The fractional display is still limited, 
but according to Gober does two things: 
It takes a little bit of the emotional ele-
ment out since you are only seeing a sam-
ple and it also puts the caskets closer to-
gether so they are now easier for me to 
visually evaluate and compare. “Remem-
ber, the basis for my purchase is visual,” 
he said, adding that the consumer is us-
ing comparison techniques with which 
they are already familiar.

“You will find [funeral directors] all the 
time who will say that when they went to 
the virtual display, the average sale went 
up,” Gober said. “Of course it did, but I 
would point out that it did because the 
offer was limited. You only showed them 
four [models] when you had more than 
20 to see.”

Gober also believes that if a funer-
al director shows products virtually, it 
is impossible for the consumer to be in 
control of the transaction. “When a con-
sumer buys something at any other retail 
store in America, they are in control of 
the transaction, not the salesperson,” he 
said. “If the salesperson tries to take con-
trol, what happens? The consumer says, 
‘No thanks, I’m just looking.’ Consumers 
are in control because of the way stores 
are laid out, organized and categorized, 
which allows the consumer to be in con-
trol of the transaction. If the consumer 
needs help, then he or she will ask for it.

“In a virtual display, the moment the 
funeral director or arranger puts the 
mouse in his or her hand and begins to 
navigate through those pictures, con-
sumers are no longer in control, and they 
know this,” he added. “They recognize 
consciously or subconsciously that they 
are being sold, and that is the root of the 
problem.”

If Gober had his way with virtual pre-
sentations, they would take place on a 55-

When it comes to funeral merchandise, performance 
features are not as important and so the discretionary 
buying decision is based on two things – what it looks like 
and what it costs.
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inch HD monitor on the wall in an ar-
rangement office, and each view would 
have eight to 12 pieces of merchandise 
lined up on the same page so the con-
sumer could potentially make those vi-
sual comparisons and say, for example, 
that they “would like to look at number 
3, number 6 and number 10.” All the rest 
then go away and those three appear on 
a page. The images can then also get big-
ger so they can see all of the visual differ-
ences that appear obvious in a fraction-
al display.

“On a 16-inch laptop, products only 
appear to be a quarter of an inch big,” he 
said, “so my ability to use the very crite-
ria I need to choose this product – what it 
looks like and what it costs – are now re-
duced to what it costs because I can’t see 
the visual differences.

“And if you limit what you are go-
ing show to the ones you want to sell 
me, then what am I going to do?” Gober 
asked. “I am potentially going to be open 
to buyer’s remorse because I wasn’t total-
ly in control of that criteria, that decision 
and that evaluation; whoever sold it to 
me was in control. That is the piece of the 

new technological advances in product 
display that hasn’t been fully explored.”

An additional element to consider is 
this: How do you virtually offer services? 
“Can you visually illustrate to me what 
those unique service differences are?” 
asked Gober. “To me, that is the highest 
and best use of the virtual ability.”

He does see some distinct advantages 
with virtual displays. For example, “With 
a 50-inch flat screen in the arrangement 
room and me deliberately leaving you in 
there by yourself for three or four min-
utes max, I have this constantly rolling 
video going on showing you every poten-
tial kind of service I can do for you, and 
I’m not even in there yet,” he said. “I am 
sharing with you a visual portfolio of my 
offerings.”

Looking Ahead
As for what the future holds, Ochiltree 
said that in his opinion, families still find 
some comfort in seeing real products 
they can touch rather than having only 
virtual options from which to select.

“My experience indicates that families 
almost always select from what they see 

in person rather than what they see on 
a computer screen,” he said. “Now this 
in no way means virtual sections are not 
positive for families, but I contend that 
the process of selecting funeral mer-
chandise folks can feel and touch makes 
the whole process more real. And I feel 
it is part of the necessary steps one takes 
as they accept the loss and begin deal-
ing with their grief. This goes hand in 
hand with my thoughts of where funer-
al service is going as it relates to families 
choosing not to view their loved one pri-
or to cremation – it’s perceived as easier, 
but is it really, in the long run, emotion-
ally healthy?”

In the view of Rose Milto, owner and 
principal of Research & Marketing In-
sight Inc. and Funeral Research & In-
sight, tomorrow’s selection room will re-
flect changing consumer demographics 
and preferences, incorporating technol-
ogy in all parts of the funeral arrange-
ment/selection process and even the ser-
vice.

“Selection rooms will expand to in-
clude service component selections in 
addition to products and may be an ex-
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O ne of my earliest funeral service 
memories is the selection room of 
a noted owner in the Pittsburgh 

area, circa 1979. It was well organized, with 
a walk-through pathway, and full of greenery 
to the point of looking rather jungle-like, 
though no vines fell from the ceiling. It 
was just caskets amid a floral landscape – 
extremely different and unusual compared to 
most selection rooms at that time. 

In 1934, Francis Manaugh, a funeral 
home consultant who served the profession 
for more than 27 years, wrote a book on 
funeral service entitled Thirty Thousand 
Adventurers, in which he covered many 
aspects of the profession, including 
merchandise and merchandising. In the 
book, he mentioned the questionable 
existence of “curbstone operators” – those 
funeral home owners without showrooms. 
In those days, the existence of selection 
rooms owned, staffed and operated by 
casket manufacturers was common, 
especially in larger cities. 

While some might believe that I was 
around in 1934, I only vaguely recall the 
existence of those casket manufacturers’ 
selection rooms in the 1970s, to which 
funeral directors brought families they 
served to select a casket. This way, the 
funeral home did not have to maintain a 
selection room or fork over cash for casket 
inventories.

The growing importance of caskets, 
including the common pricing tactic of 
bundling the services and casket price into 
one lump sum or unit total, held favor for 
many decades. The 1984 FTC Funeral Rule 
discouraged the old “unit pricing” model, 
splitting the selling prices for services and 
merchandise. Still, some firms kept the 
emphasis on the casket and the growing 
importance of the selection room. 

When casket companies flexed their 
muscle in the 1990s, selection rooms 
essentially became the domain of the 
casket company, as funeral home owners 
subjugated merchandise control to their 
supplier of choice. Worlds of bronze, copper 
and stainless appeared, as precious metals 
drew the attention of manufacturers and 

funeral home owners alike. The short-lived 
phenomenon gave way as consumers pushed 
back against the premium products with 
their high prices.

The advent of delivery on demand in the 
‘90s drew more funeral homes closer to 
their casket company, avoiding the need 
to inventory too many caskets, which led 
to the end- or quarter-cut selection rooms, 
which still exist today. Some would say 
that delivery on demand haunts casket 
manufacturers as they rush to deliver their 
products. Others have said that such high-
speed delivery has led to higher casket 
prices as producers attempt to recover 
delivery costs.

Some firms today have retired their 
selection rooms in favor of catalogs, 
lithographs and computerized presentations. 
Many that have breached the 50 percent 
cremation barrier have opted out of selection 
rooms altogether.

In my opinion, the debate over a traditional 
selection room versus pictures versus 
computer is moot. None of the presentation 
methods work better than the others. It is 
more about what you show families than 
how you show caskets.

Wrote Manaugh: “I am willing to forecast 
that the time will come when the funeral 
director… will not sell caskets or any other 
materials for profit…” placing him perhaps 
100 years ahead of his time in predicting 
the demise of casket sales and the re-
emergence of “modern curbstoners.”

There is still money to be made in 
merchandise, but the end game seems 
pretty clear to me – caskets are a 
diminishing commodity increasingly 
dismissed and unsought by consumers.

With new building or addition costs so 
expensive these days, it makes more sense 
to replace selection rooms with reception 
areas, common areas or other best uses for 
the square footage. If people don’t want to 
buy caskets, utilize your assets and make 
your business something they do want. 

David Nixon is president of Nixon Consulting 
and Heartland Funeral Solutions in Chatham, 
Illinois.

A Moot Debate
None of the presentation methods work better 
than the others. It’s more about what you show 

families than how you show caskets.

David Nixon
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tension of the arrangement room to easily take the family 
through their choices,” she said. “Product displays will include 
more environmentally friendly options and will be a combina-
tion of partial caskets, electronic displays, full caskets, urns, 
mini vaults and monument/memorial samples.”

Just as an updated selection room gives families a good idea 
of what the casket/urn will look like in the showing and funer-
al, Milto said service components will be incorporated into the 
selection room that offer vignettes that show families examples 
of ways to celebrate their loved one’s life.

Technology will be integral to personalization and will show 
various service styles and themes from which to choose. Large 
screens, music choices, samples of life summaries, unique ser-
vice program and memorial card samples, memento displays, 
options to have catering and gathering space, off-site service 
options, unique obituaries, memorial websites, options to 
bring in props (e.g., a favorite chair), etc. will all be included in 
selection options.

While some geographic areas will adopt many of these as-
pects sooner than others, Milto said that in general, the focus 
in tomorrow’s selection room will shift from products to ser-
vice components.

“With no research to prove otherwise, we remain convinced 
that digital platforms are best used together with – and in sup-
port of – physical selection rooms,” said Turner. “This enables 
families to have the online, info-laden experience as well as the 
physical, sensory-rich experience. Each is important, but nei-
ther should be the sole pathway.” Most importantly, neither 
will be effective without the active engagement of funeral di-
rectors.

“We’ve conducted a number of studies to understand the 
correlations between how products are displayed and present-
ed in a room and the choices families make and have validat-
ed those through field trials with funeral directors across the 
country,” continued Turner. Batesville has recently introduced 
Meaningful Selections, a new digital selection system, and is in 
the process of rolling out Simple Benefits, which is designed to 
optimize the physical selection room.

“By understanding the business challenges as well as the per-
spective of families, we’ve been able to create a more effective 
long-term solution that works for funeral homes and consum-
ers,” Turner said.

Said Weigel: “I may be in the minority, but I have always be-
lieved that funeral homes need to have at least one wood and 
one metal casket on display at the funeral home. Even with the 
number of preplanned funerals today, I feel that at-need fam-
ilies need a full-size physical representation to understand ex-
actly what they are selecting,” he added. “And I feel the future 
is not a selection room to show caskets but a room to showcase 
and select products and services displayed both physically and 
electronically. The actual space may be a hybrid of an arrange-
ment office and selection room. But in this scenario, there may 
not be room for my full-size caskets!”

Ultimately, Weigel said, he believes the companies that “get 
it right” will be the ones that base their rooms on the needs of 
the family. 

Edward J. Defort is editor of NFDA Publications.


