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When you hear the name “Jason Burlage,” you probably immediately think of 
Batesville or Hillenbrand, but for the past two years, the seasoned executive has had 
another job altogether: He is the CEO of Vertin Co., which operates 85  funeral 
locations and three cemeteries across seven states. 

 
Burlage, 46, grew up in South Dakota and attended the University of Minnesota, 

earning a degree in mortuary science before landing a job at Batesville a couple 
years after graduating. He would stay with the Hillenbrand family for about 20 
years, working in various executive roles at Batesville before making the move to 
join its sister company, TerraSource Global, where he doggedly worked his way up 
to president. 

 
We recently caught up with Burlage to find out what he learned at Batesville and 

how he’s helping Vertin succeed amid the pandemic. 

You spent 16 years at Batesville in various roles before taking on an executive role at TerraSource Global. What did 
you enjoy most about working at Batesville and the Hillenbrand family? 

 
I started my career as a funeral director right out of college, and it was great to be able start out learning the 

industry as a provider. 
 
My plan was to go work at Batesville  for two or three years to learn how bigger businesses operated and then 

go buy a business. Staying  came down to the people at Batesville and their philosophy of investment in devel-
oping people. I had the chance to do more than I ever imagined and work with so many thoughtful, talented 
people. 

What was your greatest accomplishment at Batesville? 
 
I would say what I am most proud of centers around three things: being a strong voice of the customer as a 

former funeral director, overseeing the development of so many new products and consumer personalization 
features while leading product marketing, and having the opportunity to work with and develop others in the 
organization as my career progressed.  

Why make a change after working 20 years for Batesville and one of its sister companies? 
 
I was fortunate to have so many different leaders challenge me in so many roles over the years. I really wasn’t 

looking for something new at the time, but it came down to me being ready for a new challenge.  
 
Tom Vertin loved my diverse experience, and I think it was the new challenge combined with being able to 

partner with Tom. I saw the opportunity to be part of a great company that had a strong foundation of financial 
strength, integrity and the ability to grow, and joining Vertin allowed me to do something really entrepreneurial at 
a private company where I could make a difference by applying the skills I have learned along the way. 

 

Jason Burlage Is Still Making His Mark ... This Time at Vertin Co.
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Who was your most important mentor at Batesville and why? 
 
It was a mix of a lot of people who I learned from over the years, including customers.  
 
The Hillenbrand companies have a long history of a culture of investing in and helping people. Mike DiBease 

(senior vice president of strategic accounts and business development at Batesville) is simply tremendous at living 
and fostering that culture of investing in people.  He is an excellent leader in the industry and at Batesville, and 
early on, he believed in me. I would say he did more than anyone to set up opportunities for me to take risks – and 
he gave me the confidence to work hard and tackle them. 

You spent several years out of death care at a sister Batesville company, TerraSource Global. What brought you 
back? 

 
Spending five years outside the industry allowed me to come back and have a fresh perspective. I certainly 

learned that the challenges other industries face are similar to what we face – and it comes down to having a clear 
strategy.  

 
Coming back to this industry was easy because it has such an incredible purpose and outstanding people. 

How is it working for Tom Vertin? 
 
First and foremost, Tom has built a strong brand based on integrity. It is a privilege to learn from and work with 

Tom both in and out of funeral service, and Tom lives up to his reputation. 
 
We have been investing in enhancing our structure designed to support our field locations and make them 

successful, and our business system has quite a bit of operating strength that allows us to have above average 
margin performance and a strong balance sheet that is still built on a foundation of core values. This system 
allows us to leverage our scale and continue to expand through tuck-in acquisitions so we can enter new markets. 

Tell us a little bit more about the company. Which seven states do you operate in? 
 
We primarily operate in funeral service and enjoy being a private company that started over 117 years ago.  We 

invest in businesses for the long term and provide tremendous back office and operational support to our field 
locations. Over the past two years, we have been investing in enhancing our business system and support services, 
and our operating strength allows us to deliver above average margin performance. The work we are doing will 
allow us to continue to perform while also expand through both tuck-in acquisitions and entering new markets.  

 
We have over 600 employees and operate funeral businesses in Minnesota, Wyoming, Montana, Wisconsin, 

Iowa, and North and South Dakota. 

Did you have to relocate for the job – and if so, how tough of a decision was that to make? 
 
During my time with Hillenbrand, my wife Sara and I moved our family four times, and when I joined Vertin 

we made the decision to move to Minneapolis. We spent the last five years in St. Louis. While it was tough to 
move our kids (three boys, ages 18, 15 and 10), it has been nice being closer to family than we had been for 20 
years.  Minneapolis was the obvious choice to open a new office and invest in new talent for the future of Vertin, 
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while relying on a talented team still in Breckenridge.  

Your website says that you are “primarily focused on funeral service.” What other businesses are you involved in? 
 
We constantly evaluate investments in other industries, but our core is funeral service – and we believe in the 

long-term opportunities in funeral service.  
 
We have three strategic objectives for the business: 1) To provide differentiated experiences to increase satis-

faction; 2) Utilize the Vertin business system to improve performance, leverage our scale, and attract, retrain and 
develop talent; and effectively deploy capital to invest in our core and grow through acquisitions. We successfully 
acquired the Ballhorn, Westview and Wenig businesses located in Wisconsin late in 2020.  

What do you look for when you are evaluating whether or not to buy a firm? 
 
For us, we are looking for a strong brand, good demographics and team and above average financial potential 

where we know we can bring value. We are constantly evaluating how much capital we want to deploy, and if we 
find the right businesses, we will acquire them.  

How has COVID-19 affected Vertin and the families you serve? 
 
As an organization, we focused on four key areas: Having a clear plan, communicating and training constantly, 

deploying resources and support, especially in technology, and most importantly, keeping people safe through 
protocols and PPE. 

 
I think we were fortunate to have invested prior to COVID in our business systems and technology, which has 

helped us support and communicate quickly across the entire organization. These actions helped us move from 
uncertainty to some certainty, which translated down to the families we serve. People understood clearly what 
they could and could not do.  

 
I am really proud of our team and how we have continued to provide service to families. Our average sale is 

down just marginally, which is a testament to our staff continuing to serve families and help them have a grieving 
process that is as healthy as possible. 

How do you think this pandemic will affect funeral service longer term? 
 
I think it has helped evolve the industry and has been a wakeup call on how to meet consumers where they are. 

It has also shown that we can be pretty resilient and has accelerated the use of technology … but shame on us if it 
doesn't accelerate improving the consumer experience. I also think it gives us an opportunity to reinvent 
ourselves with the kind of service and value we need to provide. 

What is the best business piece of advice you have ever received? 
 
My father and grandfather taught me early on that if you are fair and honest with people, it usually works 

out.  As leaders, it is incumbent upon us to have a clear vision of the future, develop a strategic path to get 
there, and invest and believe in your talent.  Do that, and you will find that an organization will achieve more 
than you thought possible.
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Early-Bird Offer to Funeral Future Extended for FSI Subscribers! 
 
 If you missed the early-bird rate on 

Funeral Future, March 26, in 
Philadelphia, then this is your lucky 
day. 

 
Allison Sullivan, the longtime 

publisher of Kates-Boylston 
Publications, has extended the $100 
savings for Funeral Service Insider 
subscribers. “This is our way of saying 
thank you to our readers. We know 
Funeral Service Insiders readers are 
among the most forward-thinking 
professionals in the business, which is a 
big reason we are extending the savings 
for them,” she says.  

 
The event includes some of the profession’s top operators and consultants: 
 
• Tom Holland, vice president of national accounts at Atlantic Coast Life Insurance Co. 
• Jennifer Graziano, an owner at Coxe & Graziano Funeral Home. 
• Justin Baxley, formerly of Foundation Partners Group. 
• Chris Cruger, CEO of The Foresight Companies. 
• Welton Hong, a secret seven-figure weapon and the founder of Ring Ring Marketing. 
 
To get the savings, enter promo code “VIP at online checkout – or mention the code when subscribing by 

phone by calling 732-746-0201.  
 
The Academy of Professional Funeral Service Practice has approved the event for 5.5 CEUs. Numerous 

other states have approved the event, too, including Pennsylvania and New Jersey.  
 
Visit https://events.kates-boylston.com/event/funeralfuture to register now – and don’t forget the “VIP” 

code!
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Sincerely, 
 

 
 

Thomas A. Parmalee, Editor 
tparmalee@kbpublications.com 
www.linkedin.com/in/thomasparmalee

https://events.kates-boylston.com/event/funeralfuture/
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