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Almost half of the most
experienced and least experi-
enced funeral directors earned
the same salary – or even less –
in 2019 when compared with
the previous year, according to
the 135 people who responded
to our annual compensation
survey.

Asked what happened to
funeral director pay from 2018
to 2019, 44% of respondents
said that the their most experi-
enced funeral director
(excluding the firm owner)
made the same amount of
money – with 2% of respon-
dents saying their pay actually
went down. 

The least experienced funeral
director on staff fared largely
the same, with about 46%
earning the same salary and
about 1% seeing their salary go
down.

For funeral professionals
who did enjoy an increase, the
most common boost was in the
0 to 3 percent range, with 37%
of most experienced funeral directors and 36% of
least experienced funeral directors getting a hike
in that range. (See the graphs on the next page.)

While there are more variables that go into what
owners pay themselves, they were even more

likely to earn the same salary – or even take less.
Seventy-one percent of owners said they kept the
same salary and 7% took less pay. (See the graph
on page three.)

Drilling down into the actual numbers, this is

Pay Levels for Owners and Directors Are Largely Unchanged,
But Enthusiasm for the Profession Remains Vibrant and Strong
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what the survey told us about
what the least experienced
funeral director, most experi-
enced funeral director and firm
owner made in salary in 2019 –
on average  – according to
respondents.

• Least experienced: $45,709
• Most experienced: $76,675
• Owner: $127,816

Determining what to pay
experienced staff versus
someone early on in their
career can be a challenge, says
Stephanie Ramsey, director of
business analysis at  The
Foresight Companies.  “It’s
about experience,” she says.

“Knowing how to deal with
families at the most vulnerable
and difficult time in their lives.
This is not something that can
be taught in school. It only
comes with years of
experience. The newly licensed
have gained just  a small
amount of experience com-
pared to the veterans. Now how
much should you pay for that?
There is no magic formula. My
best recommendation is to
factor an additional rate into
the salary that takes years of
experience and the quality of
the employee to be applied
toward the base salary for
funeral  directors in the
business.”
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With that said, Ramsey is not surprised that a large portion of “most experienced” funeral directors
did not see their salaries tick up. “There is a point where veteran funeral directors reach the top pay
range,” she says. “That said, I would recommend at least cost-of-living adjustments, or your funeral
directors’ standard of living is actually decreasing over time – and they will be tempted to find other
opportunities.”

Alan Creedy, chief strategist at Creedy & Co., notes that while veteran funeral directors have more
experience, they have some drawbacks, too. “Veteran funeral directors have developed their own
individual set of preconceived notions,” he points out. “Personally, I would prefer hiring someone I can
develop than bring in a bunch of legacy issues. That said, high-level licensees (and I feel I need to make
that distinction) have the experience to respond quickly and well to challenging situations. Ideally, they
should be able to function independently.”

But Michael Schoedinger, president of Schoedinger Funeral and Cremation Service in Columbus, Ohio,
says  veteran funeral directors tend to have more creative ideas on how to help families honor loved ones.
“They know how to handle challenges quicker and better,” he says.

Schoedinger notes that at his firm, there are pay ranges – and once a funeral director reaches the
maximum number, they cannot get a raise. They may earn a bonus, but it does not affect salary for the
next year, he says.

Gene Ogrodnik, president and CEO of the Pittsburgh Institute of Mortuary Science, suggests one way to
handle this dilemma may be for owners to be transparent with regard to profitability once veteran profes-
sionals reach a certain level of pay. Adding “perks” instead of salary can also help, he says.

Jeff Harbeson, a former funeral home owner and the director of cash flow solutions at C&J Financial, a
provider of insurance assignments, says the base income of a veteran funeral director should increase
based on cost of living. “Benefits such as vacation, paid attendance at national funeral conventions, etc.,
should be offered as additional perks of tenure,” says Harbeson, known to many throughout the profession
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as simply “The Funeral
Commander.” He adds,
“Otherwise, performance
income based on revenue
generated per call, low
accounts receivable and
family satisfaction survey
results could increase
income.”

Harbeson continues, “No
or slight increases for most
experienced funeral directors
should not be a surprise to
anyone. Funeral home
owners are responsible for
reviewing their overheads
and adjusting their pricing
accordingly. Overhead
analysis and pricing
adjustment should not be an
annual exercise reserved only
for when casket companies
increase prices. On the
contrary, continuous
oversight based on at least
the trailing quarter of funeral
home performance is
necessary. The tried and true
‘increasing prices only $100
less than the competitor’ and
of only increasing product
prices annually takes a toll on
employees and profitability ...
and based on the results of
this survey, is a problem for a
majority of firms.”

Kim Farris Luke, president
and CEO of Farris Funeral
Service & Crematory in
Abingdon, Virginia, says,
“Funeral directors theoreti-
cally should bring to the table
enhanced soft skills,

4

About the Respondents

Our compensation survey drew responses from 135 people. Here is some
more info about the respondents.

• Eighty-eight percent were from independent funeral homes. Coming in
second was Service Corporation International, at 4%. The rest of the
respondents belonged to other firms, including regional consolidators.

•  Fifty-eight percent of respondents identified themselves as suburban;
17% urban and 25% said they had multiple locations that served both
urban and suburban areas.

• The largest number of respondents (48%) came from the Midwest.
About 19% of respondents came from the Southeast; 17% from the
Northeast; 7% from the Southwest; and 9% from the West (including
Alaska and Hawaii).

• About 93% had at least one physical location.

• Most respondents (67%) said they closed less than 100 preneed
contracts in 2019 – with 17% closing between 100 to 200 and the
remainder more than 200.

• Most respondents (68%) were owners; 19% were managers; 8% were
funeral directors; the rest were “other.”
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especially in terms of communication
with the family and poise in handling
challenging situations. Because of the
overall value of years of experience,
the argument can be made that those
funeral directors should be compen-
sated at a higher rate.” 

However, newly licensed funeral
directors – especially those with
experience in other professions and
with more recent education –
sometimes have skills that veteran
funeral directors do not. Hence, a firm
may want to start them off at a fairly
high salary, she says.

A veteran funeral director has a
developed sense for what is happening
now, says Jack E. Lechner Jr.,
president and CEO of Cincinnati
College of Mortuary Science. “He/she
knows how to diffuse a tense family situation and refocus all on the reason they have come together,
which is to pay respects to the deceased.  They also have more responsibility at home ... They can’t
afford, nor should they be expected to work for a minimum salary,” he says.

As for millennials, Lechner cites data from the Pew Research Center that says they expect to be
promoted every two to three years. “That doesn’t mean raises only,” he says. “They can be given titles
and other perks that show they are valued by the firm for which they work.”

Experience should translate into more revenue generated per call, Harbeson says. “Without a solid
employee valuation program with measurable competencies, determining the value of a veteran or newly
minted funeral director is moot,” he says. “Funeral directors are revenue generators for funeral homes. A
solid compensation program should include revenue sharing for funeral director performance based on
revenue/profit per call, the amount of accounts receivable and family satisfaction survey results in
addition to their base income, no matter tenure.”

As to how much staff can earn, Creedy says it is all about the numbers. “The labor cost ratio for a
nonowner employee must remain at or around 20% of net sales,” he says. “This factor includes taxes and
benefits. Compensation can increase relative to the overall net sales of the funeral home. That said, one of
the ways to accomplish that is for the productivity of the licensee to increase above norms. The old ‘rule
of thumb’ relative to caseload was 85 calls per year per licensee. Some enlightened firms are finding they
can increase that caseload with fewer licensees without increasing the physical load of the licensee
relative to time at work. Unfortunately, veteran licensees often resist these system reforms.”
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A big mistake many firms make is they pay
“what they think someone is worth,” Creedy
says. Firms must budget what they can actually
afford, he says.

Nelson Thulin, director of business consulting
services at Johnson Consulting Group, says
every employee should contribute to the growth
of the company. “If they stagnate, so should their
compensation,” he says. “The veteran brings
immeasurable value to the funeral home with the
relationships they have developed over time and
the calm their experience brings to the company
during times of crisis or chaos. I am sure many a
funeral home staff have turned to their veterans
during the current pandemic.” He adds,
“Similarly, when it became necessary to
implement new strategies for video conferencing
arrangements or livestreaming services, I am
sure it was the younger staff members that
demonstrated their value.”

Every transaction, including compensation, is
an exchange of value, according to Thulin. “It is
vitally important for each side to express their
understanding of value,” he says. “JCG recom-
mends this conversation takes place prior to any
pay increase. This open and honest dialogue
gives the employee the opportunity to express their perception of value to the company. The owner has the
responsibility of explaining to the employee the full value of their compensation and what is required to
support the compensation. In addition, they should identify what the employee can do to increase their
value to the company with a clear understanding that when they do what is necessary to increase their value
to the company, then their compensation will also increase.”

Overall, Thulin is disappointed to see that at so many firms, salaries were stagnant for many funeral
directors. “Every strong relationship requires mutual growth and adaptability to that growth,” he says. “The
employee deserves the opportunity to grow throughout their lifetime with the company. In turn, the
company has the expectation that the employee will continue to grow and adapt to the changing needs of
the company and its clientele. If either side fails to offer or support that growth, then the relationship will
falter or fail.”

Moreover, simply giving staff an increase based on a cost-of-living adjustment falls short, Thulin says.
“(It) does little to inspire the average or below average workers to do more and will generally damage the
morale of the above average or excellent employees who may feel their extra effort is unappreciated,” he
says. 

Other Job Titles

Beyond the least experienced funeral director,
most experienced funeral director and firm owner
categories, we asked respondents about what their
firm pays other positions.

This is what respondents told us these categories
made in salary – on average – in 2019.

• Embalmer only: $55,263
• Aftercare manager: $42,063
• Receptionist: $32,787

Not every firm gave the above job categories a
bonus, but for embalmers, aftercare managers and
receptionists who did receive a bonus in 2019, they
earned the following on average:

• Embalmer only bonus: $2,633
• Aftercare manager bonus: $3,500
• Receptionist bonus: $3,771

Later in this report, we delve into what respon-
dents said about the salary for preneed salespeople.
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As to the salary owners are drawing from the business, it is hard to make any firm conclusions, Ramsey
says. “For example, those businesses that are structured as S corporations, the owners would have taken
additional profits through distributions and would not have felt the need to increase their salaries,” she says.
“In general, however, I find that funeral owners put the business operations first and themselves second.”

Schoedinger notes that his pay has not changed in 10 years – only the bonus he receives is based on the
performance of the company.

With the labor pool shrinking and firms needing to pay staff more, owners have generally taken up the slack,
Creedy says. “Unfortunately, the salary an owner takes is only part of the question and is directly tied to tax
laws,” he says. “In recent years, I have turned to gauging seller discretionary earnings. This number is signifi-
cantly larger than their salary and tells a different story. Unfortunately, that too, remains relatively static.”

It is not be uncommon for an owner to have a static salary, Thulin says. “As an owner, they shoulder the risk
associated with ownership and have the right to set their compensation without the requirement to achieve it
over time,” he says. “The variance in their compensation year to year is more a result of company
profitability.”

Looking at compensation overall, it is important to take “a wholistic approach” to budgeting in order to
maintain profitability, Thulin says. “Think of the prospective employee as an investment in the future of your
business. Understand their capacity to learn, adapt and especially grow. Once you have done the work required
to ascertain that information, then the compensation will be clear. To quote Richard Branson, ‘Train your
employees so they can leave. Treat them well enough so they don’t.’”

When one views the funeral business, the demographics, the players and consumer sentiment, the data that
this survey reveals about pay is not surprising, according to Ogrodnik. “For those owners whose salaries went
down (7%), that may be explained by either a loss of market share or by hiring a new employee because the
owner didn’t want to work as hard as s/he did in the past,” he says. “Likewise, the 71% whose compensation
remained the same, did so, because the business remained relatively stable or static. For the remaining souls
who benefitted with more compensation, business was good. These businesses were likely those who were
paying attention to the markets and meeting consumers’ needs.”

Size of Firm

The largest number of our survey respondents – 29% – work at firms that serve 100 to 200 families per year.
It can be a challenge for these firms to compete, Ramsey says. 

“Frequently, these size firms do not have the financial resources to provide top pay and other financial
benefits that larger firms can provide,” she says. “For example, retirement plan contributions, health insurance
plans, etc., may not be as robust as those provided by larger-volume firms.”

But these firms do have something to offer that larger firms often cannot, Ramsey says. “They can create a
better work personal life balance that is preferred by many employees today,” she says. “Having the oppor-
tunity to go watch your child play their high school football game or in their school play has a lot of value.
Also, creating a true team atmosphere tends to be much easier in this size of firm, allowing them to focus on



creating quality services to the families they serve while retaining the hometown feel.”

Creedy agrees that small firms have disadvantages and advantages. As to their disadvantages, he notes:

• They frequently don’t have the resources to compete regarding benefits.

• The staff is not large enough to create more balanced work schedules without overreliance on trade
services.

• Small business owners are often more reluctant to “share the limelight” in the community.

As to advantages, he says:

• Smaller funeral homes do offer staff (if they will allow it) more responsibility, being closer to the
community and a closer working relationship with the owner.

• Potential for buyout.

• If they are located in a smaller community, lower cost of living and a slower pace of life.

Thulin adds, “Small firms are disadvantaged by the simple reality that death has no schedule and paying
for 24-hour availability is a necessity whether you provide services for 100 or 1,000. Unfortunately, the
small firm will generate less revenue from which it can generate a competitive salary. These smaller firms
may be able to offer unique opportunities to improve work/life balance for a couple of employees, which a
larger firm could not afford to a large staff.”

Ogrodnik says while some may consider a firm in the 100-200 call range “small,” he thinks of firms that
serve 50 to 100 families per year as being more in that category.

“These firms have some real challenges in terms of employees,” he says of firms serving fewer than 100
families per year. “As the funeral customs have evolved over the last few years to only one to two days,
instead of the three to four days seen 25 years ago, the labor force required to serve families has commensu-
rately dwindled, as well.”

Depending on the age of the owner, these smaller firms usually have just one licensed staff member – often
the owner – with some office help. “As the owner approaches his/her 60s, the energy level which is required
starts to become compromised,” Ogrodnik says.

In contrast, a firm in the 100 to 200 call range probably has at least two professional employees, Ogrodnik
says. “When one thinks about 200 services per year, this is of the equivalence of up to four services per
week,” he says. “Once the reasonable compensation package is in place, perhaps the advantage of this size of
firm to the employee becomes more of being able to provide more of a lifestyle advantage. Perhaps a little
more freedom, time off, etc., during those times when there is a lull in business.”
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No matter what size the firm, it should look at its overhead – including staffing – closely, Harbeson advises.
“Price services accordingly, so the size of the firm is inconsequential,” he says. “Each funeral director should
service approximately 70 families a year (cremation-only providers may serve more families), and with the
advent of technology, administrative support should be minimal. Basically, funeral home personnel/payroll
should not exceed approximately 32% of overhead cost.”

Paying New Staff and Interns

Asked what they pay newly licensed staff, the largest percentage of respondents – 25% – said they pay them
$35,000 to $40,000. The next two most popular choices were $40,000 to $45,000 (21%) and $30,000 to $35,000
(18%).

Looking at the results for newly licensed staff, Creedy was heartened by the results. “It’s too bad we don’t
advertise that,” he says, referring to what he views as solid pay. “Apparently, much has changed for the better
regarding compensation – and this suggests that there are better earning opportunities for funeral directors in the
future. I suspect part of what is driving this is competition over quality personnel.”

“It has been quite some time since we hired a newly licensed director, but I remember hearing once that a new
funeral director should make about what a new teacher would make. In our area, that would be in the $35,000-
$40,000 range, which is in keeping with the mid-range in the figures you’re reporting,” Farris-Luke says.

9
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For interns who have completed their mortuary education, one respondent (less than 1%) said they pay less
than $10 per hour. Thirty-seven percent paid $10 to $15 per hour, 48% $15 to $20 per hour and 14% paid
more than $20 per hour.

Regarding interns, Creedy says the average seems to be in the $15 per hour range, which seems to be
“about right” for an intern.

“I am glad to see that interns are receiving a decent hourly rate of pay, because their position is one that
requires dedication and willingness to learn,” Farris-Luke says. “They should be paid more than someone
working as a funeral assistant.”

Regarding interns, Thulin notes that “part of their earning is their learning.” He adds, “With that in mind,
early in the internship, the compensation is the opportunity to gain practical experience and to learn the ways
of the profession and the lifestyle associated with it. However, as the intern learns the fundamentals and
begins to master various skills, their value to the firm increases and so should their compensation.”

JCG recommends a structured training program for interns, which mirrors the specific state requirements
for licensure. “As these requirements are met at the standards expected by the funeral home, the intern
qualifies for the next level of compensation. This is a great motivator for the intern to be fully engaged in
their growth and development and promotes greater levels of accountability,” Thulin says.

Many times, pay is determined by which region in a country a firm is located, but the ranges above fall in
line with expectations, Ramsey says.

10
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Schoedinger notes that his firm pays apprentices $17 to $18 per hour and starts new licensees at $50,000
per year.

For an intern to accept less than $15 per hour, the issue is most likely that the intern is limiting their
opportunity by a lack of willingness to relocate, Ogrodnik says. 

“This survey is indicating that 37+% of employers are paying (interns) about $30,000 per year,” he says.
“And my guess is that these owners are the same ones that are complaining about the quality of the help! I
would challenge any of these owners to craft a budget for this person and make it work. An interesting
exercise that many of us in funeral service education do is have the student go through this process of
creating a working budget, which would include taking an in-depth and honest look at what it costs to live
when no longer under the family umbrella. Invariably, they can’t go through life on $30,000. Walmart and
Target are paying more than that for full-time employees. And these Walmart or Target employees do not
have to deal with the dynamics associated with the funeral business. It is heartening to see that perhaps 25%
are reaching $40,000 for intern compensation. The effect of the labor pool shortage will continue to ramp-up
compensation packages for the new grads coming out of mortuary programs.”

Ogrodnik notes that the 2019 National Funeral Directors Association Student Expectation Survey
conducted through the American Board of Funeral Service Education resulted in an expected salary of
$45,000 out of school with 57.9% of these same students expecting to have a job before they graduate.
“Currently the demand/supply curve of professionals in funeral service is weighing in more favorably on the
side of the employee,” Ogrodnik says. “Additionally, 67.5% of students surveyed at the end of 2019
expected annual salary increases. I presume that this would mean that owners may have to up the ante in
order to secure professional help in the future.”

Lechner says since most apprentices are making around $15-20 per hour, more than $20 would be what he
would recommend. “The money is only part of what it takes to develop a great death-care professional,” he
says. “These millennials grew up in a time when everyone got a trophy. They need to know the employer
feels they are valuable to the business. They want to be appreciated – monetary is only one way to make
them feel appreciated.” He adds, “A new licensee should be making $40,000 to $45,000 per year with
benefits.”

What to pay interns depends on where the firm is located, Harbeson says. “Urban firms may pay more
than rural firms for various reasons, including cost of living,” he says. “Firms should have a solid training
program where interns are allowed to improve by measuring progress and being compensated for their
effort. The tried and true ‘follow me and do what I do’ has no measurement – and often results in handing
off poor practices.”

As for what newly licensed funeral directors should earn, that should be determined by the amount of
education and licensing required, as well as the number of families and services worked on their own,
Harbeson says. “In addition, the region of the funeral home will play a part of the pay,” he says. “A good
measurement may be comparing starting pay for licensed nurses in the area because the requirements for
education and licensing are similar. As with any position, a job description and measurable competencies are
required, otherwise retaining good personnel will be a challenge.”

Looking at what the survey says new licensees earn, Ogrodnik says more progress must be made. “To see
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that over 50% of owners
are paying less than
$40,000 for newly-licensed
professionals will only
further drive those out of
the profession,” he says.
“And this does become the
challenge for the smaller
operator. Further consoli-
dation of businesses should
mitigate this issue. And
when I talk of consoli-
dation, I do not mean like
that which necessarily
occurred 25 years ago. We
are in the midst of a new
wave of ownership consoli-
dation whereby the buyers
of funeral businesses are
the local funeral homes that
are purchasing their compe-
tition’s businesses. Many
communities have too many
operators for the population
being served.”

Bonuses

A large portion of respon-
dents – 73% – said that at
least certain staff members
were eligible to receive a
bonus.

As with salary, both the
least experienced and most experienced funeral directors who were eligible to receive bonuses likely
earned the same level of bonus or even less in 2019. The most experienced funeral director was slightly
more likely to earn a higher bonus than their least experienced counterpart, however, they were also more
likely to see their bonuses reduced, as well.

Forty-nine percent of respondents noted that the most experienced funeral director earned the same
bonus, with about 11% saying the bonus for this category went down. 

The least experienced funeral director took home the same bonus 56% of the time, with about 6% seeing
bonuses reduced. About 15% of most experienced and least experienced funeral directors were not eligible
for bonuses, according to our respondents.
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Owners handled their own
bonus similarly to how they
doled out payouts to their most
experienced funeral director,
with 49% of owners taking the
same bonus amount and about
8% drawing a smaller bonus.

According to respondents,
owners were much more likely
to give their staff a bonus than
themselves: About 25% of
respondents said the owner
does not award a bonus to
himself or herself.

As to what the least experi-
enced funeral director, most
experienced funeral director
and firm owner earned as a
bonus in 2019, this is what we
found the average to be among
those who received a bonus:

• Least experienced funeral director: $2,947
• Most experienced funeral director: $7,693
• Firm owner: $31,655

When it comes to bonuses, Ramsey has just one recommendation: They should be based on objective
performance metrics and should not be treated as “Christmas bonuses.” She adds, “Bonuses that are tied to
items such as positive family survey results, or collection of accounts receivables, etc., are very
measurable and can continue motivation for top-quality family service.”

As to who should be eligible, Ramsey says it should include “any staff member who you want to
provide exceptional experience to the families in your community. This allows you as a funeral business to
maintain the quality of your brand recognition.”

Every one of his 200 part-time and full-time employees is eligible for a bonus, Schoedinger says. He
adds the firm’s owners “love bonuses – if they are based on performance and not because you’ve been
here for one more year.”

“Money as a motivator is complicated,” Creedy says, noting that many firms treat bonuses as a gift, and
when they are not given out, it becomes a demotivator.

If you are linking a bonus to performance, you must manage it in such a way that it is “so simple as to be
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obvious,” he says.
“Additionally, it must be
administered with regular
communication. I am afraid
most small businesses are not
set up to properly administer a
bonus.”

“I do believe that a bonus
can be a nice way of providing
extra compensation that is
hopefully tied to the
performance of the
individual,” Farris Luke says.
“I like the idea of having a
baseline dollar amount in
mind, then adjusting up or
down depending on a variety
of factors, including family
responses on surveys,
initiative shown, attention to
details, etc.”  She adds, “I
think bonuses are most important for full-time staff, with the exception of perhaps a holiday ‘gift’ given to
all staff once a year (varied amounts).”

JCG highly recommends the implementation of incentive compensation plans, Thulin says. For
employees, he says the plan must be clear and understandable; achievable and fair; and measurable. For
the business, the plan must drive objectives of delivering exceptional customer service and achieving
targeted sales and financial goals. “Every employee has a measurable opportunity to improve the client
family’s experience,” Thulin says. “Customer satisfaction scores are a great way to provide an under-
standable and measurable eligibility standard for the overall staff.”

With the exception of perhaps casual help, all full-time and even regular part-time employees should be
included as being eligible for a bonus, Ogrodnik says. “Amounts and ultimate eligibility should be based
on ‘value added’ to the company, consumer feedback, productivity and attitude,” he says. “Mortuary
students recently surveyed by NFDA through the American Board of Funeral Service Education had an
expectation of bonuses to the tune of 44.7% of respondents. It’s good to hear that 72% owners are
reporting positively about bonuses to employees.”

According to Harbeson, “Bonuses should be developed based on overall funeral home profitability by
sharing a percentage of profit with the staff making profit happen in the first place. In addition, different
bonuses could be developed based on low accounts receivable per funeral director or sales of particular
products that increase funeral home profitability.”

In theory, every staff member should be eligible for a bonus, Harbeson says. “If any staff members are
not contributing to revenue, profit and positive family satisfaction, their position should not exist,” he says.
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Lechner says, “I believe bonuses should be predicated on bringing additional revenue to the firm. A
high preneed closer, a person who works weekends over and above to embalm or make arrangements,
someone positively representing the firm in the community.”

Benefits

About 76% of
respondents said their
firm provides medical
benefits to full-time
employees, but the
amount of insurance
premiums firms
covered varied. Many
firms still cover 100%
of premiums, but
some respondents
said the firm covers
80% of the premium
or – in a handful of
cases – only 50% .

While expensive,
medical benefits are a
highly desired perk,
Ramsey says. “Those
employers who do not
offer this benefit will
find that employees
will seek employment
elsewhere to get such
a benefit,” she says.

Providing medical
benefits continues to
become more
expensive, but firms
that offer them have a
significant advantage over competitors, Creedy says. “In the last 40 years, premiums have increased so
rapidly that failure to manage the cost can be disastrous,” he says. “The best system is to pay part or all
of the employee’s premium and let them pay for dependents. I have helped some firms establish a
maximum contribution to premiums (say $750 per month) and have the employee pay anything over
that. So, if the employee premium were $1,000 per month, the firm would pay $750 and the employee
would pay $250. I have yet to have pushback on that system.”

Firms were significantly less likely to provide dental benefits to employees, with less than half – 49%
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– offering that as a perk.

“If you can afford to provide it, it is a wonderful arrow in your quiver,” Ramsey says of dental benefits.
“Any benefit you can provide that makes you an attractive employer helps you retain quality employees.”

As to providing benefits, it can be a huge benefit – but one that some employees may not appreciate fully
if they’ve always had employer-provided health insurance, Farris-Luke says. “One advantage for a firm
offering benefits would be in recruitment and retention of staff,” she says. “One disadvantage is that paying
for those benefits in full for the employee may become cost prohibitive, and it’s hard to take something
away after providing it for years. I would imagine more firms are having staff contribute some portion of
the monthly premiums.”

The volatility of health insurance expense creates a variable expense that many small businesses struggle
to manage, Thulin says. “The most manageable solution is to offer a static allowance, which the employee
can use to offset their individual cost for the chosen coverage that best meets their family’s needs,” he says.

Medical benefits are extremely important, Ogrodnik says. “In a recent 2019 survey of mortuary students
conducted by NFDA through the American Board of Funeral Service Education, 69.1% of students
nationwide, expected to be provided with medical benefits, 28.8% expected disability insurance, 49.9%
expected life insurance and 38.8% of mortuary students expected to get maternity/paternity leave,” he says.
“I cannot think of any disadvantages to offering medical benefits to employees, with the exception of the
cost of this important benefit.”

Similarly, the same survey conducted by NFDA/ABFSE resulted in 57.9% of students expecting dental
insurance from their employers, Ogrodnik adds.

“There are payroll companies that get group rates based on the large number of individuals enrolled in
their system,” Lechner says. “Leveraging this type of payroll firm to provide extra benefits like dental is a
win-win.”

Asked whether the firm had made significant changes to how they approach benefits and/or additional
comments, responses included:

• We provide medical benefits to owner only. We are currently looking to hire an intern in 2021 and plan
to pay 100% of medical benefits with a policy through Blue Cross Blue Shield. 

• Yes, they had to start paying a portion for family plans. 

• Added simple IRA plan. 

• Still paid 100% as we have since 1982.

• Employee contribution went up 10%.

• Added medical, dental and vision. 
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• We started offering health care.

• Added a high deductible plan option, and gave the employee $2,000 into their HSA. 

• We use a base salary for all firm members, owners and associates. We use year-end bonuses to add to
compensation. Others may have a better plan, but this works for us. We also have a retirement plan that you
did not request information about. We match up to 4% of what the associate puts in the account. 

Preneed

About 60% of respondents said that they do not pay a base salary to preneed salespeople – the firm only
pays commission.

The most common response of what a full-time preneed salesperson who meets expectations is expected to
make was $50,000 to $60,000 – with 20% expected to earn in that range. Thirty-seven percent, however,
would make more if they met expectations.

“I am one of those that believes 100% commission is an acceptable pay structure for preneed sales,”
Ramsey says. “If you feel you have to pay a base salary, it should be a draw against commission and very
minimal. The goal is to keep the salespeople motivated to make sales. If they earn a base salary, they may
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become comfortable with just that base salary and not be motivated to make sales.”

At Schoedinger’s firm, preneed salespeople earn a small base salary – but mostly commission, he says.
“And full benefits,” he adds. “They are employees and not contractors.”

Creedy, who owned and operated a preneed marketing company for 20 years (Trust 100), says he is
“adamantly opposed” to paying preneed salespeople a base salary. “Most funeral homes generate 20% to
25% of their at-need volume in walk-in sales,” he says. “While the write up takes time, the commissions on
those sales constitute a regular income that the counselor can rely on. Unlike knowledge workers, people
who like being in sales are motivated by compensation. At Trust 100, we devised a compensation system
that provided our sales stars to earn over $100,000 a year, our performers the equivalent of an experienced
licensee and underperformers were not overcompensated. Everyone liked it and we never had to change it.”

Thulin notes, “There is an adage that a truly successful salesperson doesn’t care about minimum compen-
sation as long as there is no limit to the maximum. There is some practicality in providing a developmental
stage base salary, but for a highly successful salesperson, the investment in generating leads is more
valuable than a base salary.”

Ogrodnik observes that those who pursue preneed as a career are usually very motivated self-starters who
will do very well financially, are very organized, and would not choose to do anything else. “For those that
are given preneed duties in addition to their full-time at-need job, they will not be very successful and will
probably loath every minute of this job,” he says.

Commenting on whether to pay a preneed salesperson a base salary, Lechner notes, “If there is no base
salary there is no incentive to the employee to do anything that does not net them a commission.’

When it comes to whether to pay preneed salespeople a salary, it is clear not everyone agrees. “A base
salary for preneed salespeople makes sense simply because a preneed person is part of the funeral home
marketing program,” Harbeson says. “Certainly, a health commission should be included as part of the
income for preneed salespeople as well.”

Staffing

Many of the people who responded to our survey did so in the weeks and months immediately prior to the
stringent lockdowns that occurred as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, which should be kept in mind
when interpreting what our survey tells us about staffing.

About 7% of respondents said that their firm had laid someone off in the past 12 months, with about 5%
saying they anticipated their firm would lay someone off in the 12 months to come.

Hiring was robust, with 59% saying they had hired someone in the past 12 months and 51% saying they
anticipated hiring someone in the 12 months to come. Of course, some of these hires were no doubt the
result of someone leaving the firm or retiring.

Asked about what impact the coronavirus would have on hiring in the immediate future, Ramsey says it
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will depend on various factors.
“First, depending on your
location in the U.S., it may be
difficult to find qualified
licensed staff given the
increased rates of mortality,”
she says. “Additionally, there
may be some reluctance for
funeral directors to move to
areas where there is increased
risk of COVID-19. This may
lead to a need to increase
salaries to attract qualified staff
in certain areas. Conversely,
areas that have had low coron-
avirus rates may look more
attractive to licensed funeral
directors. I do believe that there
will be an increase in mortuary
school enrollment, as there have
been so many articles written
about the work that funeral
directors have been doing
during the pandemic. Which
will lead hopefully to a larger
pool of potential candidates in
18 to 24 months.”

As to the pandemic and its effect on hiring, Farris-Luke says, “I think many will be reluctant to hire
new staff and may decide to staff more creatively with part-time employees or contract labor.”

Thulin agrees that the pandemic’s effects on staffing could be long lasting. “Many firms were forced
to evaluate processes and procedures and the minimum personnel required to meet expectations in an
effort to maintain safe work environments,” he says. “(Paycheck Protection Program) loans helped
artificially maintain staffing levels initially. However, it is likely most of these adjusted staffing levels
will remain in place as long as COVID-19 is a factor, and in some cases, will remain in place as a part of
the new normal.”

Harbeson has a different take on the state of affairs. “Funeral homes have and will continue to deal
with infectious diseases, which are inherent to the death-care business,” he says. “The only change I
foresee is the competency of funeral directors using online tools and effective communication skills in a
new environment. If funeral directors are unable to adapt, their usefulness and need decline.”

Ogrodnik says, “From my perspective as the president and CEO of Pittsburgh Institute of Mortuary
Science, the students are excited to start their careers. Graduation expectations are on schedule and
placements should not be a problem. Last year, PIMS had a placement rate of nearly 100%. If the newly
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minted group of graduates are
amenable to relocation for
opportunities, I wouldn’t expect
any difference in the placement
rate for 2020. Due to the fact
that funeral
directors/embalmers are
considered to be ‘essential
workers,’ interest in our
programs are on the upswing!”

Lechner, however, has a
different take on the impact of
COVID-19. “I believe it will
have a negative effect on the
number of new graduates
coming out of mortuary
programs for several years to
come,” he says.

Biggest Frustrations

We also asked respondents to
share their biggest frustrations
when it comes to compensation
and funeral service – at their
own firm or for the profession
in general. 

It was clear from the responses that our survey was taken by a variety of job titles, including owners and
rank-and-file funeral directors. Responses included:

• Students coming out of schools think funeral service is a 9-5 job. It’s NOT. Young people need to under-
stand that removals and embalming do not just happen during an 8-5 workday. 

• Improper compensation relative to commensurate experience. 

• Finding competent, willing to work, realistic thinking employees. There is a misconception of salary
ranges, hours required, etc. Also, leave the tattoos/piercings off!

• I've been here five years with no increase in salary. 

• The salary expectation students have when they leave school – especially when they have no practical
experience, only institutional knowledge. 
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• The threshold is definitely changing for intern salaries and even experienced directors. The market is
demanding higher rates, which is great, but I do not feel an intern should be making over $50,000 not
being able to hit the ground running. A shortage of new directors is driving this increase and makes us
look to outside unlicensed talent to fill gaps. 

• The rising cost of medical benefits will likely affect salary and bonus schedules in the coming years
as well as contributions to employee retirement accounts. 

• The shortage of staff has required a dramatic increase in intern base pay. We are fortunate that we
have the University of Minnesota mortuary science school, of which we employ six students per year as
staff. We pick from our own to be certain that there is value received for the salary level. Many of my
colleagues experience hiring with little or no work ethic and no knowledge of the hourly requirements of
funeral directors. We screen by watching them throughout the year and when we need to hire, we know
who to approach. Most funeral homes do not have that luxury. 

• Revenues continue to go down with families choosing less services; it is hard for smaller firms to
compete to attract and pay competitive wages. 

• In general, most owners are underpaying staff and undercharging the client families. 

• Candidates do not have the same level of compassion and commitment compared to older funeral
directors. It’s just a job, not a career or calling. 

• We don’t have the call volume to compensate people for what they’re worth. 

• Finding people that can be self-motivated and who can find things to keep busy during slow periods. 

• The cost of health insurance.

• I feel that a majority of the younger funeral directors are underpaid for how much stress and time the
job entails, so they are not staying in the business. 

• Low pay – long hours. 

• Low pay for the hours and mental stress the job causes on a daily basis.

• Owners taking a disproportionate amount of salary compared to funeral directors and seeming to
know less about their business and how it functions than the other employees. 

• It can be difficult to compensate for the amount of personal time outside of 40 hours/week.

• Distrust among colleagues. Big guys trying to take little guys’ business or discredit smaller firms. 

• We can’t find licensed funeral directors.

• There is a lack of advancement opportunities for good staff. 
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• It is harder to compete with the salary and culture and draw quality individuals from larger urban
firms to the rural areas. 

• People showing up to work on time and not understanding the demands of a full-time funeral
director at a small firm 

• There is more interest in increasing new directors’ wages, and less interest in increasing experienced
directors’ wages. 

• Too many hours worked for minimal pay. 

• The high percentage of direct cremation makes it hard to pay good salaries. 
• Sometimes you end up feeling guilty if you make a large salary; I guess because we care what people

think of us. It’s a tough business. I think we deserve everything we make. 

• It is hard to pay good people what they are truly worth as the cost of funerals are not commensurate
with 20  years ago. 

• The owner gets everything, employees who work for it get nothing.

• With margins tightening, it is hard to lose profit and keep quality help by paying them more 

• That employees have a difficult time separating that sharing in the good times means sharing in the
lean times. 

• The rising costs of doing business and the decrease in revenues due to cremation. Lack of work ethic
in general of the millennials! 

• A very small gap in pay between no experience, just to get people to take the job, and someone that
has been a mortician for over 30 years. Having the firm tell you that you are a victim of timing and that
is just the way it is. 

• Finding and hiring motivated personnel.

• Paying enough to keep a good salesperson, but not enough that they are satisfied, and don't need the
commission. 

• Employees don't look at the total package, just base compensation. When you add in all of the
benefits that becomes a huge number. 

• The compensation does not really line up with the level of sacrifice and amount of time dedicated to
the job. 
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• Owners do not want to pay good salaries. 

• Matching the reality of the job with the expectations of those entering or expressing interest in the
job. Making removals and the other miscellaneous duties required in the small-town, rural setting is
great when starting out ... but much more challenging when employees have other life interests that
conflict with the schedule. This is compounded with a consumer that expects and demands instant
results following the death of a loved one. 

• Revenues are going down, young employees want more time off – causing owners to hire more staff.
This keeps wages down if the business wants to be profitable.

• Too stringent licensing requirements by the state board, which seems to be out of touch with the
reality of the challenge of attracting and retaining licensees.

• Compensation needs to rise at the same time as the average sale and burial mix decrease. 

• There is a lack of appreciation by staff for a fair wage, good benefits and great working conditions.

• Employees continue to expect an annual pay raise yet our revenues continue to decline. 

• Thinner profit margins mean less compensation 

• Some firms still pay in the Dark Ages with an unlimited schedule and salaried pay. 

Views of Funeral Service as a Profession

About 76% of respondents said they would recommend the profession as a career to others – a solid
result.

Given the disruption in the profession, that number actually seemed on the high side to Farris-Luke.
“I’ve talked to several colleagues who find the challenges faced today are beginning to outweigh the
benefits of working in this field,” she says.

The problem, Creedy says, is no one is recruiting for the future. “When they actually talk to nonpartic-
ipants about the career, they lament over the ‘long hours’ and ‘low pay,’” Creedy says. “Yet if you ask
practitioners why they love their job, they can go on forever about the psychic rewards of helping people
and the challenge of ever-changing routines. That insight they never share. So, this (the 76% result) does
not surprise me. But it does remind me that we need to do more recruiting.”

“I believe most funeral and cemetery professionals view their chosen profession as a calling,” Thulin
says. “For those who have made a career out of it, they have also adopted a way of life. It is not
surprising that anyone who has chosen to live the life of a caregiver would recommend it for others.”

For many years, anyone interested in funeral service would hear people question why they would ever
want to get into the profession, Ogrodnik says. Owners who complained about not being able to find
good help were often their own worst enemies as they sometimes spoke poorly of the profession, he
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says, adding that it’s good news that this may be starting to change.

Funeral professionals as a whole need to take some responsibility for how much satisfaction they get out
of the profession – and owners also need to think about how to make work meaningful, Lechner suggests.
“Potential employees need to interview the funeral home for the right fit,” he says. “The comfort of getting
a job wears off and can make funeral service a tiring profession for the non-owner. Finding ways to make
the employee feel valued has got to be the number one goal of the manager/owner.”

Harbeson, who has an unwavering and contagious passion for the profession, says he’d like to know more
about the 24% that do not recommend funeral service as a career. “What position do they hold in the
profession and what is their tenure in the business?” he asks. “Why do they not recommend funeral service
as a career and why are they still working at their current position?”
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It’s Still Not Too Late to Sign up for the Think Tank and Innovators Summit in Charleston, S.C.

It’s not too late to also sign up for the
profession’s first Technology Think
Tank, Sept. 17, and our Cremation
Innovators Summit, Sept. 18, in
Charleston, South Carolina.

The Think Tank features secret, six-
figure weapon Welton Hong of Ring
Ring Marketing; Jeff Parker of Park
Lawn Corp.; John Heald, the popular
innovator at Legacy.com; Lori Salberg of
Johnson Consulting Group; and Mitch
Smith of eFuneral.

The Innovators Summit features Rolf Gutknecht of LA ads; Courtney Gould Miller of MKJ
Marketing; Erin Whitaker, a board member of the Cremation Association of North America; pet loss
pioneer Coleen Ellis; and Mark Smith of McAlister-Smith Funeral Homes.

If you add promo code “VIP” at checkout (before entering credit card information) or mention the
code when registering by phone at 732-746-0201, you will save $100 off your registration – for either
or both events!

Visit https://events.kates-boylston.com to learn more.

https://events.kates-boylston.com/
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It’s been another busy week or two for funeral service. Here are some of the latest headlines you may
have missed ...

Sich Casket and Ring Ring Marketing Announce Partnership

Sich Casket, a leading provider of burial and cremation caskets to funeral homes throughout North
America, has announced that the company is partnering with Ring Ring Marketing to create the Sich
Casket Co-Marketing program that provides Sich distributors with free digital marketing tools for their
company and discounts on Ring Ring Marketing services for their funeral home customers.

“We have long realized that the key to the success of Sich Casket is tied to the success of our
independent distribution network. Without our distributors, Sich would be unable to deliver our quality
caskets to funeral homes,” Sirius Chan, president of Sich Casket, says. “That’s why I am so excited to
announce our Co-Marketing Program to give our distributors another marketing tool to build sales in
their local markets.”

The program offers Sich distributors the opportunity to receive assistance in several digital marketing
areas such as building a new, state-of-the-art website. Also, as part of the program, the distributors will
receive monthly updates to their websites at no additional cost. The program also allows distributors to
carry out advertising campaigns on Facebook and to employ a remarketing program with Google.

“I’m very excited to contribute to the continued success of Sich Casket and their distributors,” says
Welton Hong, CEO of Ring Ring Marketing. “In recent times, everyone in funeral service has faced
major challenges. With cremation rising, revenue per call declining, and the current challenges brought
on by the pandemic, funeral professionals need to evolve to be successful and the online tools that are
part of the Sich Co-Marketing program will be a great resource.”

Tim Bridgers to Share Lessons on Free Webinar

For funeral homes across the country, the current pandemic has fueled
increased cremation rates, decreased revenues per call and limited-service
options while holding onto consistent expense margins. 

During a free Aug. 25 webinar at 2 p.m. Eastern Time sponsored by Live Oak
Bank, Tim Bridgers, the bank’s senior vice president of funeral home and
cemetery lending, will share insights on how to operate in this new environment
during a webinar titled “How to Approach an Acquisition Amid the Pandemic.”
Expect a focus on pandemic-related questions, trend analysis, business plans,
liquidity and financial performance

Learn more and sign up for free at https://tinyurl.com/y69j4lxl.

The Latest Headlines from Throughout the World of Funeral Service
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Frazer Consultants Launches New Company Website 

Funeral technology company Frazer Consultants has launched a new company website that makes it
even easier for funeral professionals to learn about its products and the latest funeral profession trends,
according to a news release. 

“This new website really lets us put our money where our mouth is,” says Sam Ward, marketing
manager at Frazer Consultants. “We pride ourselves on the websites we create for our clients, but our
own website needed an update. I’m very happy with how it turned out. It’s much easier to find infor-
mation about all of our products now.” 

In addition to learning about their products, their website also features an extensive blog and eLibrary
filled with funeral profession resources. 

“Over the last four years, we’ve built a really extensive library of free digital resources for funeral
directors,” Ward says. “This new website highlights and organizes those resources so that funeral
directors can easily find information on virtually any topic they’re interested in.” 

Along with updating the website content, a lot of thought went into the new website’s design. 

“Our ultimate goals were to create a new website that’s intuitive for any user, and also easy to update
as often as needed,” says Ashley Silbaugh, marketing designer at Frazer Consultants. “The funeral
profession is constantly changing, and we wanted a modern website that was able to keep up. We’re so
proud of the final design, especially because we were able to do it in-house with the knowledge and
resources we already had. It was a team effort and that’s what really inspired us.” 

View the new website at www.frazerconsultants.com.

Take Funeral Service Insider’s Annual Casket Survey

Funeral Service Insider invites funeral directors throughout the United States to take its annual casket
survey.

The survey mines data from funeral home owners throughout the country. It yields key data and
analysis, including information on:

• Casket innovations that families like most.
• Tips on negotiating with suppliers.
• Insights on how Chinese companies are changing marketplace dynamics.
•  COVID-19 insights.
•  And more.

Visit https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/Casket2020 to take the survey.
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StoneMor Reports Second Quarter Financial Results

StoneMor Inc. announced its second-quarter and six-months earnings in an Aug. 13 news release.

Highlights included:

• Revenues for the second quarter were $70.7 million compared to $78.5 million in the second quarter
in the prior year. Six-month revenues were $142 million compared to $150 million in the prior-year
period. When adjusted to exclude revenues from properties divested since January 1, 2019, revenues for
the quarter and six months ended June 30, 2020, were $70.7 million and $140.5 million, respectively,
compared to revenues of $73.9 million and $141.8 million, respectively, for the prior-year periods.

• Cemetery segment operating income for the second quarter was $7.4 million compared to $4.8
million in the second quarter in the prior year, representing an increase of $2.6 million. Six-month
cemetery segment operating profit was $12.7 million compared to $7.6 million in the prior-year period,
representing an increase of $5.1 million. 

• Funeral home segment operating income for the second quarter was $1.4 million compared to $1.8
million in the second quarter in the prior year, representing a decrease of $0.4 million. Six-month
funeral home segment operating profit was $3.3 million which was unchanged from the prior year
period.

• Corporate overhead expense decreased to $8.8 million in the second quarter compared to $13.1
million in the second quarter in the prior year.

• Second quarter net loss was $3.9 million compared to $34.4 million in the second quarter in the prior
year. Second quarter net loss in 2020 included a gain on sale of business of $7 million and other losses
of $2.2 million.

• Second quarter operating income was $4.7 million, including a $7 million gain on sale of business
and $2.2 million in other losses, compared to an operating loss of $10.2 million in the second quarter in
the prior year, which included other losses of $3.4 million.

Joe Redling, StoneMor’s president and CEO, says, “After a strong first quarter, our second quarter
continued that trend, particularly as it relates to our cemetery sales production and expense management
initiatives.”
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