
What doyour families
want?By:  Doug Gober, Gober Strategic Capital

As an outsider, an observer, and 
a non-legacy funeral person, I 

can easily say that my life has been 
filled with blessings and goodness 
from having spent the majority of 
my working life associated with 
funeral service and its people for 
36 years. Most people use the term 
“luck” to describe the success of 
people they don’t like. However, 
you will never meet a luckier per-
son in funeral service than me.
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In my career, I’ve been fortunate enough to have worked 
in all 50 of the United States, Canada, Mexico, Europe, 
Singapore, The Philippines, and Guatemala. I have done 
more than work in these places. I now have funeral ser-
vice friends in all of these places. These are the kind 
of friends that would come get you in the middle 
of the night if you were broken down on the 
interstate. It has happened. A friend will help 
you move. A real friend will help you move 
a body.

As I look back over my career, or as my 
friend Terry Owens says, “In the twilight 
of a mediocre sales career…”, I can’t help 
but reflect on the fact that most of what 
I know about funeral service was taught 
to me by funeral professionals or other 
acutely interested observers like myself. 
There are funeral directors who were 
willing to try something new just because 
I suggested it, like cutting up caskets into 
smaller pieces. Today, a lot of funeral people 
I know are asking what I do now. I have been 
involved in funeral home and cemetery financing 
for over three years. My standard answer now is, “I look 
for people who have both passion and a vision for funeral 
service, and provide them with the money to implement 
it”.

Over these 36 years, I have made the transition from a 
CPA who sells caskets, to a person who has a tremendous 
appreciation of what funeral service stands for. However, 
now my peeps are under siege from every angle. It seems 
as though everyone is taking their best shot at us. There 
are those who are declaring funeral service dead, in the 
ultimate pun. They believe everyone wants to make funer-
al arrangements at Starbucks or Denny’s. In their world, 
no one should ever be sad that their Mother is gone. They 
should only celebrate her life. It’s the only alternative.
Just as “dark and depressing” is a bad idea, so is the idea of 
chucking the whole gathering to mourn. It’s OK to have a 
party, but maybe not just a party. Or, in the worst case, not 
to gather at all. Happiness, unhappiness, laughing, crying; 
all have their place in funeral service. The one element 
that most of these “replacements” have going against them 
is the basic human need to feel loss when someone close 
to us dies and to understand it’s OK to stop what you’re 
doing and feel something. Ignoring it won’t make it go 
away as if it didn’t happen. I recall a woman in a focus 
group once who described her no-service experience this 
way, “It was as if he just disappeared. He went off to work 
that day, and I never saw him again”.

The ultimate consumer has broad choices in every other 
business, why not in our little corner of the business 
world? As the funeral service atom continues to split into 

things many of us don’t like or understand, there 
has to be a substantial reason for their 

existence. The driving forces behind 
these changes cannot be ignored. 

The mobile society, the difficult 
economy, the disintegration of 

organized religion, the de-
struction of the family unit, 
intermarriage of races and 
cultures, and many other real 
life North American societal 
norms are all examples of 
trends that affect broad ac-
ceptance of “standard” funer-

al service. You can use them 
as excuses, or accept them as 

reasons why our customer has 
every right to reject our standard 

offer. Dr. Alan Wolfelt refers to this 
as the de-ritualization of society. He 

says society has become “death averse”. 

The fact is that two songs and a sermon may not strike the 
same desirable chord with most of our constituency even 
in the most conservative of communities as it once might 
have. If they see an offer they like somewhere else in a 
more “free” funeral environment, the consumer is likely 
to begin to mentally demand it in their small world back 
home. If they can’t find it there, the alternative is for them 
to bring the more desirable offer back to their own town 
through some online choice. They may default away from 
the local in lieu of the different even though it may not be 
what they attended and observed in the other town at all.

What about us, you, my friends that I so desperately care 
for? What responsibility do we have in this chaos of mass 
funeral diffusion? There are some key ways that we’ve 
become disconnected from the people we serve.  For ex-
ample: most funeral professionals do not participate in the 
mobile society, moving to a new community as an adult – 
disconnect. Most funeral professionals participate in some 
type of organized worship while a growing segment of the 
public does not – disconnect. Most funeral profession-
als are doing well financially – disconnect. Most funeral 
professionals are men, most funeral decision-makers are 
women – disconnect.  Serving food as a normal part of 
social gatherings  – disconnect. Don’t even get me started 
on funeral regulation. I certainly agree that funeral profes-
sionals are not totally oblivious to the world around them. 

want?
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However, they may not be participating in these trends at 
the same rate as the rest of our society. Relating to some-
one whose lifestyle is so radically different from yours is 
always difficult. When they are your grieving customer 
who just flew in from Seattle to make all of their mother’s 
funeral arrangements in Topeka, overcoming the discon-
nect can be like scaling Mt. Everest in a bikini – a pretty 
uncomfortable experience with a low likelihood of suc-
cess.

Our people, place, process and product (service and mer-
chandise) all require more than a little flexibility in areas 
where the internet now operates, (uhh, everywhere). The 
race to the bottom of the funeral pricing barrel is getting 
so crowded that there may be no room left for those who 
want to play there. Rather than standing quietly by and 
letting the $495 direct disposer take every call, let’s real-
locate our thinking. Reallocating does not mean neces-
sarily playing the price game, but understanding that it 
appeals to more people than ever before because of our 
unwillingness to do anything to make our own offer more 
appealing and valuable. Reallocating resources, people, 
capital, facilities, and marketing dollars are just a few areas 
to consider.

My friend, Paul Seyler of Competitive Resourc-
es, is a supporter, as am I, that it is the middle 
of the funeral pricing model that is the most 
vulnerable for funeral opportunists. He uses the 
hotel example where the fastest growing area of 
their business is the mid-priced brands (Hamp-
ton Inn, Hilton Garden Inn, Springhill Suites, 
etc.), not the legacy brands (Hilton, Marriott, 
Westin, etc). Some who have approached the 
soft middle of funeral service have somewhat 
succeeded except that they have tried to emulate 
the legacy brands so closely in their offer that 
they, too, are evaluated only on price. Even the 
cremation societies and low-priced cremation 
providers who use price as their attraction al-
most always have a higher average sale than the 
stated bottom price point.

Does Funeral Service need its own funeral 
service? Hardly. It does require the same grit and 
determination that our funeral ancestors used to 
establish the standard funeral. Funeral service just 
needs to get a haircut, lose some weight, and get 
healthy again with a renewed sense of purpose. 

When we get old and tired, we don’t care about those 
things as much. I became a student of funeral service 

because of the appreciation I developed early for funeral 
professionals. In Southern terms, “Now I are one”. Funeral 
service is not what you do, it’s who you are.
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The race to the bottom of the funeral 
pricing barrel is getting so crowded that 

there may be no room left for those 
who want to play there. 


