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What’s the Best Way to Add Value 
to a Funeral Business?

ASKED AND ANSWERED Doug Gober and Paul Seyler

A s both of us work with com-
panies in the industry, we are 
often asked this question. The 

short answer is a deceptively simple one: 
Grow the business. More revenue usually 
means more profits, and together they’re 
the biggest drivers for the value of your 
firm. In the funeral business, that means 
expanding your market, your revenue per 
case or both.

Buying a Firm
Buying another firm has always been an 
easy way to grow market share. What’s 
new on this front is that capital is eas-
ier to access than ever before. And the 
growth of specialized industry lenders, 
such as Live Oak Bank, has made the 
financing market more competitive and 
has also spurred some other funders to 
up their games. Combined with histor-
ically low interest rates, that means it’s 
easier than ever to buy that guy in the 
next town.

If it’s the first time you’ve considered 
an acquisition, the prescription here is to 
do the math and try it on for size. Iden-
tify a likely target and gather some ba-
sic facts: location, call volume, etc. Don’t 
forget to look at your own business, in-
cluding any existing debt that could be 
refinanced at today’s low interest rates. 
Work with a lender or advisor who can 
help you project how an acquisition 
would affect your bottom line. 

Once you’ve proved it’s financially pos-
sible, you can have a productive talk with 
your prospective acquisition partner to 
work through the details. The next step 
is to work through how you’ll run your 
newly expanded organization. How will 
you help the “acquired” customers build 
a relationship with you and your firm? 

How will you make the most of your new 
staff and facilities?

Differentiating Your Offer
The other approach to growing market 
share is to differentiate your business – 
give customers a better reason to choose 
your firm instead of another in your 
market. The first frontier was cremation. 
Progressive firms started to branch out 
into low-cost cremation and now nearly 
every good-sized market has a couple of 
discount cremation brands.

With the market getting crowded at 
the bottom, the prescription here is to 
look for other ways to differentiate your 
business. One of the best methods is to 
create a different customer experience, 
one that gives a targeted group of cus-
tomers a reason to drive past a plain-va-
nilla competitor to come to you. It can 
be the design of your super-deluxe cre-
matory or the quality and content of 
your events. It can come from serving a 
unique area or a special ethnic/religious 
group. Your marketing becomes a prom-
ise: “For people like you, here’s why our 
firm can serve you better.”

Obviously, this approach only works 
in a market with enough of the target-
ed population to support your business; 
in the smallest markets, that won’t be 
an option. In larger markets, however, it 
may be happening whether you like it or 
not. Successful competitors may be forc-
ing you to become a niche player against 
your will by siphoning off their own tar-
get markets and forcing you to specialize 
in whatever is left. It’s much better to be a 
leader than a follower in that game.

More Revenue Per Case
The last option to grow your business is 

likely to be the most familiar: growing 
your revenue on each case. Every indus-
try convention is jammed with vendors 
that have a brilliant idea you should buy, 
something completely new yet somehow 
already proven to work in hundreds of 
firms just like yours. 

This not to say there aren’t some gen-
uinely brilliant ideas out there. Instead, 
we’re saying real growth is going to come 
from execution. The prescription here is 
to make sure that all of the moving parts 
are working together – that your prod-
ucts, people and facilities are aligned to 
sell and deliver that great upsell idea ef-
fectively. Adding a cremator is more ef-
fective if you can put it in a first-class, 
customer-friendly facility. Adding a re-
ception center is going to be more suc-
cessful if you have a great catering offer 
and your people know how to present it. 
The devil is in the details.

And Now for the Synergy
The best news of all is that all of these 
ideas play well together. When you can 
bring in your own proven tools to grow 
revenue and shift market share, every 
acquisition will produce better results. 
Conversely, when you have more roof-
tops and more families to serve, your 
investment in services and people is go-
ing to produce a higher return. When it’s 
done right, growth in one area helps feed 
growth in the others. With all of them, 
better access to capital can be what helps 
those great ideas take root and lets your 
firm grow even more. 
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