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From theWomb to the Tomb
Wal-Mart Looks to Gain Customers for Life ... and Beyond;

Death Care Assesses the Impact on the Market

TRENTON, N.J. –With a product inventory that ranges from
Pampers to caskets and almost everything in between, Wal-
Mart is building a customer base who turn to the retail giant
for items to meet their every need from the womb to the tomb.

And now, Star Legacy Funeral Network, the casket supplier
to Wal-Mart, has reached an agreement with Internet giant
Amazon.com to add an extensive line of cremation products to
the site. The Wrst wave of the rollout, 117 SKUs of cremation
urns, appeared onAmazon.com onNov. 10. In about two weeks
the rest of Star Legacy’s cremation offerings— pet urns, jewelry
and Xowers — will be added.

Caskets distributed by Star Legacy are expected to appear
on Amazon.com in the Wrst quarter of 2010.

It was just two weeks ago when caskets debuted on theWal-
Mart web site. Since then, the retailer has added a selection of
urns for both humans and pets to its online selection, and it has
adjusted the prices of its caskets. The new prices most likely
represent an adjustment to differentiate the actual retail price
from the shipping costs. Prices for its lowest-priced 18-gauge
steel model are marked at $895 — nearly $100 less than origi-
nally posted. But shipping will be about $99.

Other 18-gauge models range from $1,099 to $1,599. Two
stainless steel models were both priced at $1,799 and the price

of the bronze model dropped by about $300 to $2,899.The urns
are available for less than $215 (again, the prices do not include
shipping).

Although Star Legacy Funeral Network is the supplier of the
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Wal-Mart caskets, independent conWrmation by the Memorial Business Journal has identiWed St. Joseph Casket Company,
St. Joseph, Tenn., as the manufacturer of the caskets.

Meantime, the Bentonville, Ark.-based behemoth’s entry into online casket and urn sales is having a multi-pronged af-
fect on the death care market. First, funeral directors have been reminded that competition by third-party providers is to
be taken seriously, especially when the participant has the clout of Wal-Mart and Amazon.com.

Second, more funeral homes will look to package their services to make it attractive for a family to view the funeral
home/cemetery as the one-stop shop for all goods and services.

Third, more funeral homes will need to make the hard decisions on pricing. Are you the price leader? The discount
provider? Both? Or somewhere in the middle? 

And fourth, there is a second tier to the Wal-Mart angle in the form of a planned partnership with funeral homes by
Star Legacy Funeral Network. 

Third-Party Competition
When news started circulating on Oct. 20 that Wal-Mart had begun selling caskets, many in the industry recalled

Costco’s entry in the funeral service a few years ago. Although much was made of the foray at the outset, the numbers 
didn’t really cause funeral directors to lose sleep at night. However, Wal-Mart’s presence did give this particular intro-
duction plenty of free publicity from consumer media from USA Today and New York Times, among other newspaper,
to nightly and cable TV news programs, and even to talk shows where Dave (Letterman), Jay (Leno), Conan (O’Brien)
and Jimmy (Fallon) weighed in with some monologue material.

What Costco’s decision to sell funeral goods did was to reinforce the notion that funeral service practitioners no longer
had a corner on the product market. The handwriting was already on the wall by then as third party retailers started
springing up with increased frequency.

Today’s reality for funeral homes owners is that some are facing a renewed challenge for casket sales, putting down-
ward pressure on casket pricing. Others are seeing a formidable challenge for the Wrst time as a company the size of Wal-
Mart starts working their side of the street.

“Wal-Mart represents a bigger threat than Costco since they have so many nearby locations,” said David Nixon, pres-
ident of Nixon Consulting, Chatham, Ill.  “Even though their caskets are only online, the retail power is the largest in the
United States.”

Funeral director Mark Krause, president of Krause Funeral Homes and Cremation Service, Milwaukee, Wis., agrees.
“What makes Wal-Mart different is their permeation and their cultural acceptance in the marketplace,” he said “People
do not like what Wal-Mart has done to Main Street America but that does not stop them from going there to make their
purchases.”

Mark Allen, executive director of the Casket & Funeral Supply Association, sees Wal-Mart’s entry into funeral service
as a good news/bad news situation. “The good news is that Wal-Mart, like Costco, is putting the option of choosing cas-
kets — domestically-produced caskets — in front of buyers,” he said. “The bad news is that mass marketing a limited num-
ber of styles based on low pricing encourages consumers to regard caskets as a commodity rather than as an important
way to add meaning and personalization to the memorialization process. Plus, it offers consumers yet another opportu-
nity to skip the funeral director when planning a funeral.”

Alan Creedy, president of Trust 100, Raleigh, N.C., calls Wal-Mart’s entry into funeral service as part of ongoing trend
toward unbundling. “This is not an overnight cataclysm, but a slow, inexorable chipping away of pieces,” he said.

Although time will tell if the Wal-Mart foray in funeral service has any legs. B.T. Hathaway, vice president of Hathaway
Family Funeral Homes, Providence, R.I., would not be surprised if the end result for consumers is that prices actually jump
if Wal-Mart succeeds. Hathaway cited the book, “Why Popcorn Costs So Much at the Movies: And Other Pricing Puzzles”
by Richard B. McKenzie as why he thinks consumers might actually pay more in the future.

“Among many other pricing puzzles, [McKenzie] examined the aftermath of the anti-trust lawsuit which caused the
movie studios to divest their ownership of movie theaters,” Hathaway said. “In the end, the total cost of distribution of
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movies rose after the divestiture and so movie goers ended up paying more to go to the movies after the breakup occurred. 

“I suspect that a similar counterintuitive outcome would occur in funeral service as well,” he added. “If so, then in the
long run Wal-Mart will end up hurting consumers a bit rather than helping them. Though they wouldn't probably per-
ceive it that way, the hard numbers down the road would probably tell a different story. There is often a big difference
between consumer perceptions of value and the dollars and cents realities.”

Packages Present Alternatives
The concept of funeral packages has been making a comeback as the competition for third-party providers has in-

creased. At the recent National Funeral Directors Association Convention & International Exposition in Boston, Scott
Gilligan, NFDA general counsel, offered a seminar on funeral packages that had the highest attendance of any session on
the program. 

A package may include as many or as few services and products as a funeral home may wish to offer. For example,
Gilligan said a traditional funeral package may include the basic services of funeral director and staff removal of the re-
mains, embalming, other preparation of the body, visitation, funeral ceremony and committal, hearse, limousine service
and printed materials. Or, he continued, a funeral home may offer packages of components such as a visitation and fu-
neral ceremony package.

Of note, only the state of New York prohibits the use of packages. 

According to Gilligan, both the FTC and the United
States Court of Appeals have recognized that funeral homes
may offer discounted packages as an incentive to encourage
consumers to purchase caskets and other merchandise from
the funeral home. “A funeral home may indicate in its pack-
age listing that the discounted packages are only available to
consumers who purchase a casket from a funeral home,” he
said. “If a funeral home opts to restrict discounted packages
in this manner, it is recommended that any such restriction
be printed in conjunction with the package to avoid any mis-
understandings with consumers.”

Gilligan stressed that there are two important caveats
when offering discounted packages to encourage casket sales.
First, the dollar amount of the discount must be reasonable
and not a sham discount. A sham discount, Gilligan ex-
plained, would be if a funeral home artiWcially inXated its
prices if a consumer did not purchase a casket from the fu-
neral home to make purchasing a casket a larger savings than
it actually would be. 

As a rule of thumb, Gilligan suggested the dollar amount
of the discount offered by the funeral home should not ex-
ceed the amount of the proWt, which the funeral home expects
to earn from the sale of the casket. “If you look at your average proWt on a casket sales, and if your discount is less than
your average proWt, you can justify that discount,” Gilligan said. “For example, if a funeral home is only earning a $300
proWt on the average casket sale, but offers a $1,000 discount to encourage consumers to buy a casket from the funeral
home, the amount of the discount would be unreasonable.” 

One area where the FTC is abundantly clear is that a funeral home cannot discount the basic service fee. “When de-
scribing the package, you cannot put anywhere in there that there is a discount on the basic service fee,” Gilligan said.
“We’re not saying where that savings came from. This is the package and this is what you are saving. What you don’t want
to do is say, ‘this package represents a 10 percent savings on all the items included in the package.’ Reducing your basic
service fee is illegal. You don’t want to put an itemized list on one side and a package itemized list on the other side and
show a reduction in the basic service fee.” (See example above)

Packages may also be the place for funeral homes to enhance the menu of services offered by death care providers may
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Example

Complete Funeral Service Package with Family
Limousine  $___________

(Package available only to families who purchase caskets from
our Casket Price List)

Includes basic services of funeral director and staff;
embalming, other preparation of the body; transfer of
remains to the funeral home; use of facilities and staff
for viewing at the funeral home; use of facilities; equip-
ment and staff for funeral ceremony at the funeral
home or off-premises; cemetery setup; lowering de-
vice; funeral coach; family limousine; Xower car; me-
morial register book and acknowledgement cards.

Package Price $__________
If Purchased Separately $__________
Your Savings $__________



MCHENRY, ILL. –While most of the attention has been directed at Wal-Mart, another angle to the story is unfold-
ing. Supplying the caskets, urns, jewelry, Xowers, and pet memorialization items to Wal-Mart is Star Legacy Funeral
Network, McHenry, Ill. Founded in 2006, the company supplies funeral-related products to end users and also assists con-
sumers with planning and preplanning funerals.

In addition to Wal-Mart caskets, Star-Legacy currently supplies urns for Costco, and offers a wide range of funeral items
for the Internet site Overstock.com.

Since 2007, Star Legacy has supplied funeral product as part of Wal-Mart’s employee beneWts program, which is sep-
arate from Wal-Mart online. Through this program, Wal-Mart employees are able to purchase funeral goods, including

Star Legacy Funeral Network Looks to Partner 
With Funeral Homes in Employee BeneIts Program
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need to be enhanced to not only meet but exceed the expectations of the families. Packages could include services such as:

• In-house showings of the decedent’s favorite movie in the funeral home
• Food service (where permitted by law)
• Home-sitting services (during the visitation or during the cemetery a funeral home staff member being at the fam-

ily’s home to not only provide security but doing things like preparing the coffee and setting up the house for guest that
may arrive afterwards)
• Baby-sitting services
• Full automobile service (when you choose a funeral home, a car and a driver is made available to the family for its

purposes)

Is the Price Right?
Various parts of the country and markets face different challenge at different times. While Costco won’t cast as big a

shadow as Wal-Mart, some areas are dealing with a serious sales competitor for the Wrst time. However, Mark Krause con-
tends that Wal-Mart is only part of the threat. “Funeral homes need to wake up and adjust their casket pricing down and
place their service charges were they should have been years ago,” he said. “Cremation is, perhaps, an even more impor-
tant reason to get the service charge in the correct percentage to revenue and realize that the casket is a commodity.”

To meet the challenge from third-party sellers and the rising cremation rates, funeral directors have historically re-
sponded by increasing service charges thereby lowering their casket margin dependence. However, as a whole, the pro-
fession is still not heavily tilted in that direction. According to David Nixon, it is the service charge that is the most
frequently compared aspect of funeral service — not the casket price. With Wrms such as Everest Funeral Package offer-
ing consumers funeral price comparisons, primarily on the service charge, there can be downward pressure on the serv-
ice charge as well.

“Every Wrm needs to look at their particular way to handle the challenge or problem,” Nixon said. “There are so many
factors involved that you can’t generalize — pressure on merchandise and service models.”

Nixon is a Wrm believe in the concept put forth by Harry Beckwith in his book “Selling the Invisible,” which states that
there are only two market positions, price leader and the discount provider. Funeral home owners need to ask, Which mar-
ket are you competing in? Or do you want to tackle both markets. Where are the threats coming from in your market?
Are they coming from a third-party supplier, or a low cost competitor?

“The price leader is a viable position and some people will pay a premium for the guidance, care, direction and coor-
dination that a funeral director provides to a family,” Nixon said. “They will be able to charge a reasonable, but premium
price for their services.”

However, depending on the challenges in their particular market,  a funeral home may opt to be the discount provider
because there is a signiWcant segment of the population that will always go for the least expensive option.

“There are two markets,” Nixon said. “But the in between is no man’s land because you are not the cheapest and you
are not showing that you are providing quality because your prices aren’t showing that they are quality.”                 MBJ
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Xowers, urns and caskets, just like life insurance is a beneWt.

It is the vision of Rick Obadiah, Star Legacy president and CEO, to create a network of funeral homes as part of ben-
eWt program Star Legacy provides to major corporations such as Wal-Mart.

“Our goal is to create a major beneWts program that has within it, as one of its components, a directory of afWliated
funeral homes,” Obadiah said. “Because of our contacts in the mass market, we will be able to bring customers to that net-
work.”

What’s in it for funeral homes? “We will give people who join our network a differentiation from their competitors,”
Obadiah said.

“There are some people who will see us as a competitor and be angry and upset,” he said. “There will be those who
will see the opportunity that comes out of changing markets. It is a very hard thing. It is an interesting industry but it is
in Xux. There are aspects to every job where the Internet changes it.”

Other principals in the company include Joe Semon, director of manufacturing and product development, who has
been in funeral service for 43 years; Wes Johnson, director of information technology; and R.J. Grissoff, director of sales.

Michael Kubasak, a funeral director and author of “Cremation and the Funeral Director: Successfully Meeting the
Challenge” and “Traversing the MineWeld, Best Practices: Reducing Risk in Funeral-Cremation Services,” serves as a
consultant for Star Legacy Funeral Network.

“Wal-Mart employs a couple million [1.5 million] people and those people have deaths in their family,” Kubasak said.
“A part of that network is going to suggest an afWliated funeral home to the employee. That is going to be the key in-
gredient for a funeral home to realize additional business [from the network] through exposure to many potential buy-
ers. Plus there will be the assurance to the consumer that I am dealing with the best funeral home in the area.”

A funeral director advocate for many years, is Kubasak concerned that his afWliation with Star Legacy will be inter-
preted as a sign he is now a competitor? “At present there may be funeral directors who see Star Legacy as a competitor,”
Kubasak said, who has been consulting with the company for about a year.  “However, as I, and other industry consult-
ants and experts have been saying for years, funeral directors must learn how to emphasize the service aspect and not look
for the majority of their proWtability merely from the sale of a casket.”

It is here where Obadiah and Kubasak are hoping funeral directors look at the overall plan and not just on the online
casket sales aspect.

“For us, we look at funeral homes, everybody in the industry as our potential partners, whether they are funeral homes,
urn suppliers or casket manufacturers,” Obadiah said, “And our customers are the end users. We don’t view a funeral
home as a customer to buy our product, of course if they want to, they can. And that distinction is what differentiates us.”

There have been occasions when a consumer has seen a casket on a web site and has gone to the funeral home and ask
the funeral director to complete the transaction. “Obviously it is an awkward situation for the funeral director, we say to
them, if they are actually doing this, we give them a professional courtesy,” Obadiah said. “We had a shared customer and
we try to cooperate when that happens. By being cooperative we have actually struck some strong relationships with
some funeral directors.”

Obadiah expects the speciWcs about the network to be rolled out to funeral homes no later than June 2010. “Funeral
directors have a skill that can never be replaced,” he said. “They provide a service. And if we can bring to them people
that need the service, I think it is a win-win situation for everyone.”

Kubasak added that if funeral directors walk away thinking that Wal-Mart is going to cause them to lose a casket sale,
they would be missing the most important point. The key word here, Kubasak said, is network. “In a very short period
of time, the network is going to be in place,” he said. “It is the network portion that has to excite the funeral director. It’s
a great way for an independent funeral home to get their name in front of a lot of potential purchasers in their market-
place.”

MBJ
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BOSTON – The National Funeral Directors Association is reporting an 11-year high in attendance at this year’s an-
nual convention and international exposition in Boston. This year’s attendance is the highest for the association since
NFDA’s last visit to Boston in 1998. Total attendance this year was put at 6,056 (3,918 attendee registrations and 2,138
exhibitor representatives), which has topped every NFDA attendance mark since 1998 when Boston attracted 6,892 at-
tendees (4,545 attendee registrations plus 2,347 exhibitor registrations).

Attendee registration for 2009 was put at 3,918, 19.6 percent more than the 2008 convention in Orlando which drew
3,150 attendees. Interestingly, Boston also drew more attendees this year than at either of NFDA’s visits to Las Vegas (in
2007, 3,434 attendees and in 2003, 3,550). During the period from 1998 to 2009, NFDA’s lowest attendance Wgures were
in Orlando in 2001, not surprisingly since the Sept. 11 attacks took place two weeks before the convention.

Christine Pepper, NFDA chief executive ofWcer, said that at the 1998 attendance was buoyed by a substantial number
of walk-up registrations. This year, the association beneWted from its one-day registration, a concept that was introduced
at last year’s event in Orlando and has proven to be a success.

“Last time we were in Boston, we had 1,800 register on site,” said Pepper. “We know that a good majority of our mem-
bers are in this area, within a couple hour drive.” She noted the national convention doesn’t come to the northeast very
often so when it does a lot of funeral directors come to it. 

“We offer the one day because we a lot of individuals can only come for one day, they are predominantly family-owned
businesses, we wanted to make sure the opportunity is there for them,” she added.

Allied Membership Misses Mark
In other news, the NFDA House of Delegates came

within 23 votes of amending its constitution to create an
Allied member category. To amend the NFDA constitution,
a 2/3 vote was required for passage. Of the 647 votes cast,
409 favored the measure while 238 opposed it — 23 votes
shy of a 2/3 majority. 

The amendment would have permitted any business or
individual not otherwise eligible for membership in NFDA
who is involved in a Weld allied to the funeral profession to
apply for an allied membership. The measure had little sup-
port in the northeast as Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont,
Massachusetts and Connecticut voted against it, with Rhode
Island the only New England state to vote yes. Delegates
from New York, New Jersey and Pennsylvania accounted for
93 of the no votes. 

The topic is expected to be revisited by NFDA leadership.
“I think you’ll see it come up again,” said John Reed, whose
year as NFDA president came to an end at the conclusion of
the convention. New president William C. Wappner said the
factors behind initiating the allied membership proposal
were four-fold: 

• To have more effectively representation in Washington,
D.C.
• To better shape positive messages for the media.
• To provide more timely, insightful information, train-

ing and resources to help members better serve families.
• To keep NFDA member dues lower.

Reed estimated that the allied membership would have

NFDA Reports 11-Year Attendance High at Boston Show
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Honor Guard presents colors at the opening of the NFDA
Convention & International Exposition last month in Boston.



7Memorial Business JournalNovember 2009

netted about $100,000 in new dues for the association. “We
wanted to expand our sphere of inXuence more than any-
thing else and this is the way to do it,” Reed said. “The dol-
lars would not have made a major impact.”

Added Wappner, “We were doing it to bring in people
who are allied with funeral service and to get our messages
out.”

Wappner suggested the amendment didn’t reach the 2/3
majority because of a lack of a clear understanding of what
the allied membership entailed.

“NFDA is doing a review of its governance structure to
see how we interact with states,” Wappner said. “We’re not
coming up with a plan. We’re going to let the states help us
develop a plan. We may have large changes, we may just
tweak what we got or we may do nothing. We want to take a
look at it to see if it’s working. After we look at the gover-
nance structure, I think we will look at the allied member-
ship to see if it makes sense. The industry is changing.”

Allied membership has been a recurring topic for the Executive Board, Policy Board and the House of Delegates over
the past 12 years. The topic historically has been met with a resounding no vote. The near miss probably would encour-
age the NFDA Executive Board and Policy Board, who both favored passage of the measure this year, to give it another
shot.

The International Cemetery, Cremation and Funeral Association and the Cremation Association of North America al-
ready allow a similar form of allied membership.

A New Association in Arizona
The NFDA House of Delegates did approve a resolution to authorize the issuance of a state membership charter to

the new Arizona Funeral, Cemetery and Crematory Association. The Arizona Funeral Directors Association, which holds
a state charter from NFDA, will combine with the Arizona Cemetery Association, effective Jan 1, 2010, to create the new
association.

Uncontested elections were also held for the 2009-1010 association ofWcers. As John Reed moves to past-president and
William C. Wappner, becomes president, Patrick Lynch was elected NFDA president-elect, Randall Earl treasurer and
Robert T. Rossen  secretary for 2009-10.

The NFDA Executive Board also voiced its support of the Bereaved Consumers Protection Act, referred to as the
Rush Bill after U.S. Rep. Bobby Rush (D-Ill.) who introduced the bill on Sept. 22. Rush said the bill is designed to
strengthen funeral home and cemetery regulation. Rush, who is chairman of the House Subcommittee on Commerce,
Trade and Consumer Protection, said his bill is in response to the allegations made at Burr Oak Cemetery. In general,
the bill calls on the FTC to “prescribe rules prohibiting unfair or deceptive acts or practices in the provision of funeral
services.”

Earlier, the International Cemetery, Crematory and Funeral Association announced its position on the bill. According
to ICCFA, the association:  “supports the concepts contained in H.R. 3655 as good business practices reXecting the prin-
ciples in the ICCFA Model Guidelines that were published over a decade ago; and recommends amendments to H.R.
3655, speciWcally to make illegal disinterments a federal crime punishable as a felony; and to preempt any state laws that
prohibit retailers from selling funeral goods.”

ICCFA noted that it has reservations over whether the penalties for violations of H.R. 3655 are excessive and outweigh
the harm done by such violations. The association also questioned the constitutionality of the Rush Bill by subjecting all
religious cemeteries to its requirements.

Rossen noted that NFDA at-large reps raised $82,900 for the association’s PAC fund. “Even in these extreme hard eco-
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Boston Convention 
Box Score

Total attendance: 6,056
Attendee registration: 3,918
Full convention registration: 934
Complimentary full convention registration: 274 
(includes past presidents, Executive Board, state presidents, 
Policy Board representatives, etc.)
One-day licensee: 168
Non-licensee, spouse, guest registration: 721
Student and student spouse registration: 178
Exhibiting funeral directors: 64
Expo-only registration: 1,576
Exhibitor Registration: 2,138
Other data:
International registrants: 304 (representing 41 countries)
Media representatives: 27

Source: NFDA



NFDA Convention Workshop Attendance
The following list of the workshops at the NFDA Convention is broken down according to attendance to gauge

what were the hot topic among the funeral director at this year’s convention.

TOTAL – Title – Presenter(s)
396 – Funeral Packages by Scott Gilligan
305 – Advance Cremation Arranging by Bill McQueen
292 – Simple and Practical Best Practice Ideas of Leading Funeral Homes by Alan Creedy, Bill Booker, Keith 

Walker and Ken Cahall
238 – Strategies for Raising Revenues and Decreasing Expenses by Alan Creedy
230 – Preparation Room Extremes by Bob Mayer
225 – With Push to Cremate: Five Reasons to Encourage a Viewing and Ritual for the Deceased by Robert 

DeVries and Susan Zonnebelt-Smeenge
204 – Recession-friendly Ideas to Accelerate Innovation in Your Firm by Lynn Ochiltree
200 – Contemporary Mortuary Cosmetology by Darla Tripoli
200 – Burying a Child: Funeral Director's Work with the Bereaved by Lisa Dinhofer
200 – Arlington National Cemetery: Past, Present and Future by Jack Metzler
175 – Prepare for the New Employment Regulations by Stephanie Peters
175 – Ethical Thinking in Today's World by Chris Kuhnen
160 – A Review of the World's Wrst Commercial Resomarium by Sandy Sullivan
135 – Event Marketing that Drives Funeral Business by Richard Aaron
120 – Embracing Technology to Bring Total Service to the Families You Serve by John Canine and Bob Vandenbergh
115 – Innovate Your Workplace for Greater Satisfaction by Andy Smith
100 – Does Formaldehyde Cause Cancer: How NFDAs Formaldehyde BMPs Can Protect You by Carol Green, 

and Ed Ranier
100 – Welcome to Wikiville: The New Internet for Your Funeral Home by Jim Spellos
100 – Strategic Budgeting in Today's Economy by Tom Johnson
90 – Customer Loyalty is Not Built From 30,000 Feet by Doug Gober
98 – How to Prevent Debt from Becoming Uncollectable by Todd Wahl
93 – The Science of Shopping: How Your Product Can Sell Itself by Georganne Bender, Rich Kizer
80 – Pet Death Care: Replace the Earnings Lost to Cremation by Roberta Knauf, Tom Flynn, John Flynn and 

Coleen Ellis
80 – Are You an Aardbalm User? by John Hermann, Jeffrey Budd
74 – Reconstructive Techniques for Facial Repair of Trauma by Vernie Fountain
65 – Conversation Cafe: Gadgets and Gizmos by Jim Spellos
60 – Navigating the New TSA Known Shipper Requirements by David Brooks
60 – Stress: The Spice of Life or the Kiss of Death by Richard Obershaw
60 – OSHA 101 - An by Overview Richard Best
50 – Cremation Litigation by Mike Nicodemus
50 – Wanted: Jurors for the Wrongful Dismissal Trial of the Century by Scott Gilligan, Bob Pederson, 

Shawn Harvell and Dana Jones Wynn
45 – Insurance 101 by Mike Russell
36 – Conversation Cafe: Finance Ideas by Alan Creedy
35 – Green Funeral Home is More than Burial by Bob Prout
25 – Conversation Cafe: It Isn't Easy Being Green Jim Olson
23 – CertiWed Preplanning Consultant Seminar/Exam by NFDA Staff
20 – Marketing Your Cemetery to Today’s Customer by Michael Eddy

Source: NFDA
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nomic times I am extremely proud of the at-large representatives and members of the Policy Board for turning that com-
pletely around,” Rossen said. “That is a very positive step for us. It will help our advocacy when we go to Washington.”

“Usually it takes something like the Rush Bill to get the interest of the funeral director.” Wappner added.

To date, no hearings on the measure have been scheduled. MBJ



November 2009 Memorial Business Journal 9

Financial Tip Sheet:

What You Should Know When Visiting Your Banker

TRENTON, N.J. –Over the past month the economy has once again been sending mixed signals. First it was reported
that the unemployment rate has exceeded 10 percent. This wasn’t unexpected but then again the news was not welcomed.
Then we read that Ford Motor Company has posted a $1 billion proWt (its Wrst quarterly proWt since 2005), due in large
part to the government’s Cash for Clunkers program. Shortly thereafter, we read that CIT Group, one of the nation’s
biggest lenders to small and mid-sized businesses, has Wled for Chapter 11. And earlier this week, we see that the Dow hit
a 52-week high at the very same time the Dollar Index hit a 52-week low. Confused yet?

What this boils down to for the death care is the fact that banks are reducing their lending at the fastest rate on record.
According to the Federal Reserve, total loans by banks are down $476 billion since December 2008 to $6.78 trillion.
Commercial and industrial loans are down $204 billion to $1.41 trillion. The Fed also reported that consumer credit de-
creased at an annual rate of 6 percent in the third quarter of 2009.  Revolving credit decreased at an annual rate of 10 per-
cent, and nonrevolving credit decreased at an annual rate of 3-3/4 percent.  

The volatility is hitting many business owners right in their QuickBooks leaving them little chance of borrowing
money to expand their businesses or to reWnance maturing debts. The ongoing credit squeeze has been called a signiW-
cant obstacle in the economic recovery.

What can funeral directors do in this environment to keep either growing or refreshing their businesses?

This question was posed to Phin Stubbs, owner of PSI Funds, Dallas. “First, it must be said that any bank or lender
that has current debt on any funeral home  — or any other business or asset — that wishes for a borrower to reWnance
with another lender upon maturity, is really stuck to the extent their is no replacement Wnancing in the market and the
borrower has a timely pay history,” he said. 

In the case of a maturing loan coming up for payoff or renewal, and a lender is expressing its desire to be paid off, Stubbs
said a borrower/funeral home owner should take the following steps:

1. Prepare three years tax returns and business Wnancials;
2. Obtain existing loan pay history from the existing lender;
3. Obtain the tax assessed value of the real estate for each of the past 5 years; and
4. Visit at least three local banks and submit the information in an effort to obtain (take-out) Wnancing.

“In the process of submitting the substantial information described above, document the activity,” Stubb said. “This
can be accomplished after visiting a bank by sending a letter, which evidences that you met and submitted information
and look forward to a reply. If they say no, verbally, then follow up in writing again. ‘...I was disappointed to hear that you
will not provide Wnancing because of...’

“After this process and upon maturity of the existing performing loan, any lender would have a tough time in any court
taking any adverse actions and would likely renew and extend the existing loan,” Stubbs said.

In other cases such as Wnancing for acquisitions, debt consolidations or working lines of capital, Stubbs suggests fol-
lowing the same steps 1 through 4 listed above.  

Stubbs noted that PSI Funds is currently the only single focused lender to the death care industry. The company is still
making loans based upon the cash Xow of the business and does not focus on any minimum real estate value requirements
or even order real estate appraisals.  

PSI Funds does not currently provide working lines of capital loans but does consider them on a case-by-case basis.
The company does provide capital in a new program known as Funding The Difference, which serves to Wll the gap be-
tween what a bank will lend and the amount the borrower needs. PSI Funds also provides Wrst lien loans up to 100 per-
cent Wnancing.

MBJ
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Tech Tip Sheet:

It’s Easier Than You Think to Unmask ‘Anonymous’ Callers

BOSTON – While on the exhibit Xoor at last month’s National Funeral Directors Association’s Convention &
International Exposition in Boston, I was involved in a discussion with two funeral directors, one of whom was interrupted
by a call to his cell phone. He looked annoyed at the phone as it continued to buzz in his hand. As he put the phone back
in his pocket he looked up at me and said, “I really don’t like getting anonymous calls on my cell phone.” He made a joke
that it was probably his competitor and we had a bit of a laugh about it. Yeah, I commented that caller ID has really
spoiled me from picking up any anonymous calls. I mentioned learning about a service that literally unmasks anonymous
callers and lets you know exactly who was calling. He was very interested in knowing how.

Earlier this year, the service TrapCall was introduced by TelTech Systems, located in Toms River, N.J., and was billed
as the Wrst cell phone service that unblocks anonymous calls. The technology is very easy to set up and requires no soft-
ware or downloads and works with any cell phone registered to a carrier. 

There are four levels of plans with TrapCall. The Wrst, most basic ID unmasking service is free. After signing up, users
are asked to reprogram their cell phones to send all rejected, missed or unanswered calls to a toll-free number provided
by TrapCall. When an anonymous call appears on a user’s cell phone, the user just presses the button on the phone that
would normally send the call to voice mail. The call is then routed through TrapCall’s servers where, in a matter of sec-
onds, it is unmasked and the caller’s number is then sent back to the user’s phone. While TrapCall is doing its thing, the
caller continues to hear a normal ring tone. Unanswered calls are sent to the user’s voice mail.

Other TrapCall services range in price from $2.95 to $24.95 per month, and include such services as revealing a caller’s
name as well as the number, blacklisting unwanted callers (where the caller will hear a “number disconnected” message),
converting voice mail messages to receiving text messages of callers to your cell phone even when the phone is shut off,
as well as recording phone calls (which brings up a whole host of legal issues which need to be answered by an attorney
about what calls can and can’t be recorded with or without the consent of one or both parties). SufWce to say, TrapCall’s
pay service menu is extensive.

Of note, TrapCall does admit that while a majority of anonymous or private calls can be unmasked, there is a per-
centage of calls that cannot be unblocked and will remain blocked. Also of note, TrapCall is only able to unmask anony-
mous calls to your cell phone, not landlines. Also, think twice about calling a number gleaned from TrapCall. The person
who tried to call you anonymously probably did so for a reason.

This article is for information purposes only and is not to be construed as a recommendation or endorsement of a par-
ticular product or service.

MBJ

The National Funeral Directors Association honored Robert G. Mayer, author of “Embalming: History, Theory &
Practice” with a resolution at its convention recognizing his accomplishments and dedication to funeral service. The res-
olution notes that Mayer,  a full-time instructor and clinical instructor at the Pittsburgh Institute of Mortuary Science from
1967 to 1982, and an adjunct professor from 1982 to the present, donated the proceeds from the book to the American
Board of Funeral Service Education to further the advancement of mortuary education in the United States and abroad.
Mayer also co-founded the American Society of Embalmers in 2004, along with Melissa Johnson-Williams, and served
as charter president, and as a permanent member of its board of directors.

Douglas Keister’s fourth book on cemeteries, “Forever L.A.: A Field Guide to Los Angeles Area Cemeteries & Their
Residents” is due out in spring 2010. Keister is familiar to death care professionals for his other cemetery-related books
“Going Out in Style: The Architecture of Eternity,” “Stories in Stone: A Field Guide to Cemetery Symbolism and
Iconography” and “Forever Dixie: A Field Guide to Southern Cemeteries and Their Residents.” He is also well known
for his entertaining and informative lectures on cemeteries and cemetery symbolism. Sunset magazine said, “Keister has
done for cemetery exploration what Audubon did for birding.” “Forever L.A.” proWles a dozen of the most iconic ceme-

The Notebook
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teries in the Los Angeles area as well as the Los Angeles Pet Memorial Park and the Haunted Mansion at Disneyland.
The book includes chapters on cemetery symbolism and architecture. “Forever L.A.” will be available on Amazon.com,
through the publisher and in bookstores. Autographed and personalized copies will be available by special arrangement
through the Memorial Business Journal. Douglas Keister is a recognized expert on cemetery symbolism and funerary ar-
chitecture. He has authored and co-authored 38 books. Contact him at doug@keisterphoto.com.

New England Burials At Sea has launched a service offering individualized and personal memorial cremated re-
mains scattering services and full body burials at sea from Maine to Delaware.  For more info, call 781-834-0112, email
OceanBurial@aol.com or visit www.NewEnglandBurialsAtSea.com.

Eternal Branding, a division of Premium Promotions & Imports, Inc, has added “Eternal Photo Memories” an on-
line service to its Signature Services series for funeral homes. Eternal Photo Memories is free technology being offered
exclusively to licensed funeral homes and allows families and guests to create their own photo memory books and other
photo items online simply by adding a link or banner to the funeral home’s web site directed to the Eternal Photo
Memories web site. The entire ordering process is accomplished online eliminating all paperwork, inventory and over-
head. For more information contact Patty Fay at 888-451-3905 Ext. 3225 or email pattyfay@ourppi.com

Batesville Casket Company has formed an alliance with Legacy.com to give funeral homes access to the largest na-
tionally networked obituary system. Through relationships with more than 750 newspapers, Legacy.com hosts online
obituaries, memorials and guest books for more than 70 percent of the people who die in the United States. This alliance
allows funeral homes to be part of this national network through Batesville’s ObitLink online obituary and memorial-
ization solution. ObitLink will be fully integrated with Legacy.com’s network of online obituaries, death listings, memo-
rial web sites and guest books. Funeral homes using Batesville’s WebLink Web site solution will have direct access from
their local funeral home web sites to Legacy.com's database. ObitLink is expected to be available in January 2010.

Illinois Governor Quinn said he would have liked to have seen the state’s cemetery oversight bill approved during
the veto session. The legislation, which would require owners of private cemeteries to apply for a license, and burial
records would have to be submitted to the state, was approved by the Illinois House 89-27 in October but was delayed
in the Senate. The governor is conWdent it could pass next time lawmakers meet in January 2010. The bill is a direct re-
sult of the grave desecration at Burr Oak Cemetery last summer.

Lisa Branch-Tucker and Lyn Johnson have published a novel titled “Lady Undertaker,” which is billed as a “fasci-
nating and provocative tale about three women in the male dominated world of funeral service.” The novel celebrates
African-American funeral service by offering insight into the daily operations at a Wctitious Maxwell, Ga., funeral home.
For more information, email ladyundertaker09@aol.com.

The International Conference of Funeral Service Examining Boards is holding its 106th annual convention Feb.
25-26 at the Doubletree Anaheim/Orange County Hotel in Anaheim, Calif. For more information, call ICFSEB at 479-
442-7076. MBJ
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Sequels 
There was a certain level of irony in that my Wrst road trip representing the

Memorial Business Journal was to the National Funeral Directors Association
Convention & International Exposition in Boston. My Wrst trip in funeral service
was to cover the NFDA convention in Cincinnati in 1996. 

The stories that I needed to focus on during that Wrst trip included the major
consolidators buying up funeral homes, third-party casket suppliers springing up
with greater frequency and NFDA itself laying the groundwork on a vote that
would take place a couple years later to decide whether the association should
open its membership to include allied afWliate members within funeral service.

This year as I drove to Boston I thought of the stories of the present day.
Service Corporation International had just acquired Keystone North America
(and two months earlier SCI acquired Palm Mortuary in Las Vegas), Wal-Mart
had just announced that it would begin selling caskets on its web site, and on the
agenda at the Policy Board meeting and at the House of Delegates was a vote on
whether NFDA should create a new category of allied members. It sounds like
the perfect plot to a perfect sequel. Or it sounded like an easy “Back to the Future”
analogy. Quite coincidentally, the NFDA exhibit Xoor sported a replica DeLorean,
the very vehicle used as a time machine in that mid-1980s movie trilogy.

The only thing that kept me grounded in present day 2009 was hearing a song
called “Cell Phones Ringing (In the Pockets of the Dead)” by a singer-songwriter
named Willie Nile on the radio on the drive up to Boston. That is deWnitely not
a song I would have heard in 1996, nor would such a song have been written back
then. 

It was at the industry conventions years ago where I was turned on to the writ-
ing of Peter Drucker. Drucker, who died in 2005, authored nearly 40 books that
transformed corporate management. He enjoyed a well deserved reputation for
being a business management visionary. Among those who say they were inXu-
enced by Drucker include Winston Churchill, Bill Gates and Jack Welsh, and
many others. 

How’s this for analyzing a developing trend: In 1997, Drucker predicted there
would be a backlash to the growing practice of corporate executives rewarding
themselves with seven-Wgure salaries. He was quoted as saying, “In the next eco-
nomic downturn, there will be an outbreak of bitterness and contempt for the
super-corporate chieftains who pay themselves millions.” Interesting stuff Pete. I
guess that’s what they mean when they label someone a visionary. Drucker was
able to see the seed of a trend and map it out to where it would grow. Everyone is
familiar with the term “drill down,” where you deconstruct something until you
get to the root. A visionary drills up, calculating what the trend’s potential will
bring as well as any long-term consequences.

What we are supposed to do with information whether it be taken from a con-
vention seminar, a TV show or a book is to not dismiss it, but rather measure its
implications to our own business and where this idea may lead. With that in mind,
I present the second pre-launch issue of the Memorial Business Journal.

Edward J. Defort
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