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What is a think tank and how can a think tank help shape the future of funeral service?   A think tank is also referred to as a policy 
center.  It is a research organization that engages in policy analysis and often generates solutions.  The major think tanks are 
important sources of information to the media, the government, and to a host of interest groups involved in the public policy 
process (Weidenbaum, 2010, p 1).  Some popular examples of think tanks include: The Brookings Institute, The Cato Institute, 
RAND, The Center for Naval Warfare Studies at the Naval War College, and the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars.  
These organizations often discuss issues that have political or economic concerns.  The members of the think tank are often 
considered experts in their field of study and possess the appropriate academic degrees.  Probably one of the most common 
sources of research ideas is the experience of practical problems in the field (Trochim & Donnelly, 2007, p 25).

So how can a think tank benefit funeral service providers?  It would depend on the membership of the think tank.  Membership 
could include funeral service providers that demonstrate innovation and success in the industry and Executive Directors from 
progressive associations, as well as faculty members in the Funeral Service schools.  It would be helpful if the think tank member 
understood how to perform and analyze consumer research.  It would also be important if the research was subject to peer review.

In order to improve the funeral service industry as a whole the think tank must challenge the basic assumptions of what we do 
as an industry.  Will a funeral service be the same 10 years, 20 years, or 50 years in the future?  If you are an owner of a funeral 
service firm will your children have a business to inherit?  If you are near retirement and no children to take the reins can you sell 
the business for what you believe it to be worth?  Or will you have to settle for less?  Funeral service is definitely changing and will 
continue to change in the next few years.  Why not take the temperature of the consumers and find the most appropriate way to 
serve them.  Research is a systematic process of collecting, analyzing, and interpreting information (data) in order to increase our 
understanding of a phenomenon about which we are interested or concerned (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010, p 2).  Why not use good 
research to help shape our future?
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Continuing to Grow

Dear Academy Members,

If I need to communicate how to grow in one’s profession, I’m preaching to the choir. Here’s my 
introspection on my personal growth, and it’s only by looking into my past.  I have served in funeral 
service 30 years, and I’m finally starting to realize I’m not the best embalmer, funeral director or crematory 
operator out there.  I recently received an embalmed case from a colleague, and it was fantastic.  The 
features were set well, there was good firming, and great color.  I don’t think we appreciate all embalmers 
or funeral directors, even if they work for someone else.  We need to remember that many of us have 
different “gifts”, and I appreciate the gift of talking with our families and serving our community as well.  
Our eye for detail in this profession is far beyond the average, and when I notice the flaws, or in this case 
the great embalming, I always look twice and ask myself how the lighting, cosmetics and layout can 
enhance the appearance even more, because it’s never good enough until our families let us know.

As for being a crematory operator, I have now owned and operated ours for five years. In a small community 
we do it all.  Before, when I used a third party cremation provider, I would only be concerned that I was able 
to come back to the crematory to retrieve the cremated remains at a certain date or time, convenient to me 
for my next service.  Now as an operator, I continue to look at each cremation individually and consider the 
weight, verify the paperwork, begin the cremation process, and schedule my day accordingly.  I continue to 
grow in my profession, keeping up with rule changes and serving my community to the fullest.  Continuing 
education is so important to me, not because I stack up a lot of CEU’s, but because I want to have an arsenal 
of information in my brain.  I want to strive to have answers when our colleagues call with a question; I want 
to have options when I need them for embalming or funeral directing.  This is just a little time out of my 
year, because I know I need to be professional.  On the other hand, balancing marriage, volunteering and 
community service take up more time than classes for CEU’s.  If growing in your profession has come to a 
plateau, then focus on the next generation and allow them time to attend CE classes, to volunteer and to 
help to grow your business and their personal development.

I continue to hear remarkable stories of Academy members throughout the world, and I want to thank all 
of you for bettering yourself and your profession, daily. To our current Trustees and Ambassadors, thank 
you for serving and representing our great profession in your business, state associations and your life.

John W. Evans, CFSP • President, Academy Board
Email:  john@norwalkfuneral.com
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Fixer Upper

Who’s a fan of HGTV’s hit show Fixer Upper featuring Chip and Joanna Gaines’s thriving Waco business Magnolia Homes?  I know I am!  The renovations on run down, 
neglected, often abandoned homes have viewers astonished by the transformations.  Chip and Joanna Gaines demonstrate incredible authenticity and customer service skills 
that funeral directors can relate to as being key factors for exceeding expectations.

What’s evident in “Fixer Upper” is the potential Chip sees in every home.  He is a true visionary despite mold infested walls, caved in ceilings and rotted wood floors.  Chip is 
great about checking in with the couples, giving them peace of mind and building their confidence throughout the renovations.  

Don’t underestimate the power of providing peace of mind.  Families you’re working with need that 
boost in confidence from you.  It’s no surprise that some families appear unsure or skeptical.  It could 
be they have had a bad funeral home experience in the past or they’re simply not impressed because 
of a lack of pizazz at funerals they have attended.  Always keep the lines of communication open with 
families and don’t be hesitant in picking up the phone and giving the family an update or sending a 
quick email to check in with them. 

While Chip is talented in his own right, his better half, Joanna, is equally as talented.  Joanna exceeds 
expectations on every renovation and thrives on surprising couples with her personal, thoughtful 
touches.  Whether it’s using repurposed furniture, adding an unexpected pop of color to a neutral 
room or conquering a DIY shelf project using industrial pipes Joanna always has carefully thought out 
additions that leave homeowners speechless.

That element of surprise can go a long way with the families you serve, and when it’s the result of a 
very considerate action the level of trust in you increases.  When you’re planning with families and 
learning about their loved one ask yourself the question, “What’s one thing I could do that would 
exceed expectations and bring comfort to this family?”  Be excited about this element of surprise.  You 
will feel a new energy based on the feedback from families and quickly learn that it helps in creating 
positive memories during times of healing.  Perhaps it’s presenting a tribute blanket or giving the 
family a beautiful hardwood memory chest.  It’s your heart that is behind adding that element of 
surprise that will leave a lasting memory with every family you serve.      

In addition to Joanna being thoughtful with her personal touches, she also knows the right words 
to say at the right time.  She wants to make it clear to her clients that she is committed above and 
beyond from start to finish.  Check out this direct quote from Joanna where she passionately conveys 
her commitment at the conclusion of a client meeting.

“Now that I have your approval I’m going to put my heart into this and create something you will really love.”             

Wow, what a statement!  It’s simple and sweet yet expresses her dedication to the client in a very powerful way.  Consider the effect on a family if you said that you’re going to 
put your heart into creating a life tribute event that honors their loved one’s life in the most perfect way.

The idea of simplicity is a central theme not only on “Fixer Upper” and their successful businesses but in their home life on their farm with their four children and 60 animals.  
Many of you reading this article serve in a community that includes families who value simplicity.  For them an extravagant life celebration event has no appeal.  On the flip 
side, cremation with no service seems completely insufficient. 

• Simplicity is in the personal belongings displayed that help tell the person’s life story.  
It’s sharing a nurturing meal with family and friends.

• Simplicity is the participation in ritual that allows those in attendance to contribute to 
a collective remembrance of the person in that very moment.

• Simplicity is a family sitting with you, the funeral director, and having a heart to heart 
conversation about what their loved one meant to them.

• Simplicity is the quality of life people strive to achieve, and certainly it’s at the heart of 
a thoughtfully planned life tribute event. 

Those personal conversations taking place during the arrangement conference are an important 
part of a family’s entire experience.  The true intention of the arrangement conference is relationship 
building, providing important information on the value of what your funeral home offers and giving 
family members permission to grieve and share in a comfortable setting. 

Lacy Robinson • Member, Academy Board of Trustees • Email: lrobinson@nfda.org

The Quest for Nurturing Care: A New Look at Family Satisfaction Surveys

Funeral homes, like many businesses, are often stuck in an endless loop of searching for new answers to old questions. To name just two common ones in our profession, consider 
the time we spend discussing how to combat the rising tide of direct cremation decisions (i.e. raise our average revenue per call), or how to improve the casket and vault selections 
made by our client-families (i.e. increase spending). Surely these financial metrics (and many others) are important to the sustainability of a funeral firm. Nevertheless, one 
wonders if the unending treadmill of trying harder will ever foster new discoveries. Many of us feel that our latest and greatest ideas often lack new insights necessary for growth.

One area of stagnation used by many firms is the classic Family Satisfaction Survey. This 
standard tool has been utilized effectively for years as a feature of funeral home aftercare. 
Of course, every firm wants their families to be satisfied. We all know that a satisfied family 
is likely to return again in their next time of need. Many firms have also utilized the tool 
as a great way to increase preneed sales. Often those who indicate on a survey that they 
“would like to receive more information about preplanning” become great leads for a 
funeral home’s preneed department. Preneed sales representatives capitalize upon these 
opportunities with a follow up call or mailing to secure an appointment, and eventually a 
sale. And yet, notwithstanding the functionality of Family Satisfaction Surveys to generate 
preneed leads, some funeral homes have become stagnated by a repeated use of this old 
tool. Many of us realize that we are not doing much with our surveys to generate new 
insights that will help us become better professionals.

Despite the many challenges of managing a funeral home today, some industry advisors are optimistic about the future of professional funeral service, suggesting that the 
time is ripe for funeral homes to further cultivate their community presence as trusted bereavement support professionals. Funeral homes who focus their branding on being 
a comforting presence recognize an important and compelling truth. Not being defined primarily by casket sales, insurance policies, or event planning, funeral professionals 
serve vital functions in their communities – to provide comforting information, to offer comforting hospitality, and to create and facilitate comforting activities for one 
overarching purpose: to bring some measure of support, meaning, and hope to the realm of human suffering and loss. 

With a renewed focus on the dimension of comfort and care in funeral service, perhaps the time has come for funeral homes to repurpose their Family Satisfaction Surveys as well 
– to change the information that is important and indeed, to ask new questions. Though there is not an ideal list of specific questions to ask client-families to gauge their perceived 
satisfaction, perhaps funeral homes would benefit if they began to re-conceptualize their satisfaction surveys around one universal theme – the nurturing care of the bereaved.

We suggest to experiment by reframing survey questions from “what did you think of US?” to “how supportive was YOUR experience?” Changing the focus from US to YOU is 
significant. One way to do this is to ask families to rate their experiences in terms of how helpful a service or product was in providing their family support. For example, a survey 
may ask a family to evaluate their private family viewing, their decision to embalm, and their choice of casket in terms of being Very Helpful, Somewhat Helpful, Indifferent/
Unknown, or Not Helpful. Other questions could include what a family thought about the video tribute, the funeral sermon/message, the military honors, and the catered 
reception. Are we willing to hear what our client-families think about how helpful our products and services really are? We do a lot of grandstanding about the value of funerals 
(and rightly so), but what do our client-families really think? We may be surprised to find what a family feels indifferent about and what they perceive as actually supportive.

The point is that by designing a Family Satisfaction Survey in terms of helpfulness and comfort, the insights that can be gained from families are endless. Consider one 
example taken from a firm who started sharing their survey findings with families. Using real data from their own in-house surveys over a recent three-year period, their 
funeral directors now explain to families who are deliberating about whether or not to have a private viewing that 95% of those who chose to do so in their community have 
reported that the process was very supportive to them. In this way, families receive pertinent information that will help them in their decision-making.

Using real findings to educate families on what is supportive and comforting is an innovative use of satisfaction surveys. By asking better questions, perhaps we can plant 
seeds that will help each of us flourish as funeral professionals. Is it time to reframe new questions on your Family Satisfaction Survey? Ask, and you shall receive. And when 
you learn something new, be sure to share it with the rest of us. That, my friends, is how we all will grow.

Lynn Gibson, PhD, DPhil, CFSP, is a Managing Partner with Smith Life & Legacy in Maryville, Tennessee and a Research Associate at Stellenbosch University in South Africa.

Help us Grow. Reap the Rewards!

Our theme for 2017 has been “Let’s Grow.”  In order for the Academy to grow, we all must plant those seeds of 
interest in joining the Academy and becoming a CFSP.  The Academy Board of Trustees voted to award a $50 Gift 
Certificate to 5 Academy members who encourage funeral directors to join the Academy between September 
1st and December 1st.  Enclosed in this newsletter is a membership application that can be duplicated and 
given to someone you know who needs to be an Academy member.  You can also find an application online at 
the Academy website www.apfsp.org. Share with others your Academy membership story and make sure that 
your name is listed on the referral line.  Five Academy referral names will be drawn on Dec. 1, 2017.  So let’s all 
work to GROW the Academy.  By the way, your Board is not eligible for the gift certificates.
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