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Ken Biery, funeral director and 
founder of The Funeral Service 
Collective, has entered crazy ideas 
for changing the industry in his 
journal for most of the 26 years 
he has been a funeral director. 
He thought they were crazy 
because they were far beyond 
what funeral service did. Over the 
last few years, though, some his 
outlandish notions have appeared 
at the fringes of funeral service 
and began moving toward the 
mainstream. 

Strictly speaking, The Funeral 
Service Collective is a consulting 
company that helps funeral homes 
reimagine and expand their 
business models.

“We’re not traditional 
consultants where we look at 
your HR and we look at your 
accounting and things like that,” 

Biery said. “We really focus on 
just bringing new technology in. 
We work with a lot of technology 
companies to also bring a 
technology like livestreaming and 
online arrangements, things like 
that.”

The Colorado-based company 
has a lot of moving parts, many 
of which focus on developing or 
inaugurating event spaces and 
other retail at funeral homes. The 
centerpiece, though, is the project 
they call “The Collective,” which 
helps funeral homes apply some 
traditional thinking and innovative 
approaches with the end of 
increasing calls while reducing 
costs.

His watershed moment came 

in 2021 as he was founding 
the company. He connected 
with someone who identified 
themselves as a freelance funeral 
director on LinkedIn. It was one of 
the crazy ideas he had written 16 
years before in his journal. 

The nugget of the thought 
revolved around using trade 
funeral directors much in the 
way a company might use trade 
embalmers. The funeral director 
he connected with, who happened 
to be a trade embalmer, told Biery 
he decided to add licensed funeral 
director to his list of services. 

Renewing Traditional Practices
While the phrase “freelance 

funeral director” may not have 
entered the lexicon, having 
someone come pinch-hit during 
vacations or excessive busy times is 
nothing new. Funeral homes work 
with people who aren’t employees 
all the time. They also provide 
spaces for funerals that they’re not 
necessarily servicing. 

“I’ve worked in funeral homes 
where we’ve had other funeral 
homes rent our funeral home 
because they have a family in our 
area they want to service,” Biery 
said. “We do it all the time. It’s not 
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Editor’s Desk
When I spoke with funeral director Ken 

Biery for this week’s feature about freelancing, 
we got off on a bit of a tangent, speaking 
about Sparrow in New York and Last Exit in 
London. If you’re not familiar, they’re two 
funeral homes that have made a name for 
themselves by reimagining the funeral parlor, 
among other things. 

I’ve heard on more than one occasion that 
those two companies’ success was tied to the 
fact that, since they weren’t started by funeral professionals, they 
didn’t know what rules couldn’t be broken. Put negatively, they didn’t 
have the burden of tradition to contend with. Maybe that’s true.

Speaking with Biery, though, who started around the same time, 
provided a different perspective. He reached a point in his 26-year 
career when he decided the ideas he used to think were “crazy” didn’t 
seem so odd anymore. His ideas weren’t radically different from the 
aforementioned funeral homes. In fact, his experience in the industry 
helped him take his ideas even further. 

I don’t think it’s beyond the pale to begin to wonder whether 
reimagining funerals is just something in the zeitgeist. Maybe funeral 
directors all over are starting to dip into their own notebooks of 
“crazy ideas” for changing the way small funeral homes can operate.

This week also marks the last in the casket innovation series. I 
spoke with Jenn Parvin, Batesville’s vice president, marketing and 
technology. Although we spoke about some of the practical changes 
the company recently made, Batesville’s innovations go beyond the 
physical and dip into the digital. As I mention in the story, at the very 
bottom of innovation is the habit of wondering why we do things 
the way we do and supposing we probably can find a way to do them 
better. 

Finally, we included a story about Wreaths Across America as a 
nod to the program, but also a reminder of the simple things that still 
can make a cemetery a gathering place. I was shocked to learn that 
Dec. 17 will find more than 2 million people gathered at cemeteries all 
over the country. I was less shocked by the dedication of the cemetery 
volunteers, but still a little awed by the notion of digging hundreds of 
holes in the snow to help fulfill the promise to remember.

As always, if you have any questions, comments or coverage 
suggestions, feel free to send them along to the email below. 

Embracing Change Means Rethinking Everything

Tony Russo

Funeral Service Insider
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that uncommon, really.” 
The primary problem The 

Funeral Service Collective aims 
to solve is finding alternative ways 
for funeral homes to increase 
their revenue. Starting with the 
premise that funeral directors 
could work at a funeral home they 
weren’t employed by, Biery hit 
upon coordinating contract funeral 
directors with funeral homes.

His first opportunity to put it 
into action came earlier this year 
as he was consulting for a small 
funeral home in Colorado owned 
and operated by two brothers. 
They engaged Biery because the 
firm was so busy with funerals it 
didn’t have any preneed program 
to speak of. As the consultation 
was going on, they mentioned that 
they wanted to grow and believed 
there likely was a market, but they 
worried about whether they could 
afford to bring on a high-caliber 
funeral director.

Biery explained his contractor 
system, which would allow them to 
take more calls without increasing 
their employee overhead. 

A Collective Vision
According to Biery, 35%-

50% of a funeral home’s annual 
overhead goes to payroll. Because 
service comes first for funeral 
home owners, many worry about 
stretching themselves too thin 
when they’re on the cusp of 
growth. On the flip side, margin 
awareness may prevent them 
from being able to hire a full-time 
person because they might not be 
able to afford the payroll burden if 
business falls off. 

The solution for many is to 
work with part-time help, but that 
isn’t the key to sustainable growth, 
Biery said. His solution is to have 
funeral directors who own their 
own businesses but do not own 
funeral homes. 

The contractors take calls and 
take a half of the profit from the 
funeral rather than a salary. On 
the face of it, it may seem a little 
expensive. After all, the cost of 
part-time help isn’t nearly the same 
as paying someone half of the 
profits. The key for The Collective, 
though, is not just to take part of 
the revenue a funeral home already 
is making, but to expand it. It isn’t 
in either party’s interest to keep the 
business the same size.

“All the funeral directors that 
they’re going to have are going 
to be independent contractors, 
so they’re not going to pay their 
salary, benefits, taxes, retirement, 
anything on those folks at all,” 
Biery said. “What these folks are 
going to do is, of course, as an 
independent contractor, they’re 
going to perform beyond their 
duties.”

Biery talked about his own 
experience as a funeral director, 
doing the necessary community 
outreach. He joined the Rotary, the 
Elks and other civic organizations 
where business owners can 
network and get themselves out in 
front of the community.

The trouble he found, though, 
was that when you’re already at 
your call maximum, it’s hard to 
make the meetings and to do the 
other necessary things to expand 
your business. 

“The IFO (independent 

funeral owners) is out in the 
community and they’re working 
the community, they’re bringing in 
all kinds of calls, they’re bringing 
different things, and they can join 
those organizations,” Biery said. 
“But they don’t necessarily have to 
do that because they’re using social 
media, and we have a social media 
person who’s going to help train 
them and help them.”

All contractors who sign on 
to The Collective will be under 
exclusive contract with one funeral 
home (more on that in a minute), 
so all of their social posts are aimed 
at highlighting the funeral home 
where they perform their services 
as well as their own business. 

“If they’re out there and they’re 
promoting the business and 
working the community, they’re 
going to bring in new calls, so now 
you’re going to have increased 
calls,” Biery said. “If you do the 
numbers, it actually adds up to 
where if one funeral director brings 
10 calls in a year, just 10, not even 
one a month from his work, that 
you’re actually going to increase 
your bottom line.”

Biery introduced the brothers 
to his collective, which was right 
up their alley. From there it only 
was a matter of getting the legal 
implications clarified.

Contractor Versus Employee
As we have learned from Uber, 

DoorDash and other gig economy 
darlings, the IRS can get very 
interested in whether contractors 
are employees. Biery spent a 
significant amount of time and 
effort researching to make sure his 
plan was legal and accounted for 

(continued from page 1)
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differences between states. 
He discovered that in most 

states, more than one funeral 
business can share the same 
building, the few that can’t, 
including Florida, Kentucky and 
Louisiana, contractors will have to 
work from home. On the flip side, 
in Minnesota, up to five funeral 
businesses can work out of one 
location. 

No matter the state, the key to 
ensuring these funeral directors 
cannot be interpreted to be 
employees is in the contract. 
Under The Collective, funeral 
homes and contractors sign a 
renewable three-year contract, 
outlining the responsibilities and 
the financial revenue share. 

No funeral director has to 
have a space in the funeral home 

they contract to, even if it is 
permissible. Some have chosen 
to incorporate out of their home 
offices to keep the operations 
separate.

Contractors also pay the 
funeral home a membership fee 
to cover the cost of tools and 
supplies, like embalming fluid 
for example. Having this “tools 
and materials” fee keeps both the 
contractors and the funeral home 
on the right side of the IRS. 

“So, they’re under contract 
to work exclusively with this 
funeral home. And since they 
are independent contractors, 
legally, by the IRS, they cannot 
be scheduled employees,” Biery 
said. “They can’t sit all day in your 
building and answer phones and 
read the newspaper and wait for 

a death call because you (as the 
funeral home owner) cannot 
control their schedule.” 

Although the brothers were 
the first to sign on, there have 
been several more. As part of the 
consulting business, Biery and his 
team continue to promote this 
solution to startups. A funeral 
director looking to strike out on 
their own after years in a corporate 
setting recently engaged The 
Funeral Service Collective for a 
start-up funeral home project. 
A significant part of his decision 
was having the option to start a 
company without employees that 
can grow organically with buy-in 
from other funeral directors who 
may be looking for an alternative 
to the traditional 9-5 plus on-call 
hours as needed.

Volunteers Support Cemeteries That Support Veterans
Wreaths Across America Attracts Veterans and Supporters Alike

On Saturday, Dec. 17, 2 
million people will make 
their way to more than 3,600 
cemeteries across the country 
to lay wreaths on U.S. veteran 
gravesites as part of Wreaths 
Across America. Some people 
may know this practice is less 
than two decades old, but its 
origin story goes back much 
further. In fact, it took the 
internet to make Wreaths Across 
America.

Worcester Wreath Co. owner, 
Morrill Worcester, had an 

overabundance of wreaths as 
Christmas of 1992 approached. 
He decided to donate them to 
Arlington National Cemetery, 
where they would be placed 
on graves that may have gone 
unvisited. It was a practice that 
the company continued privately 
until 2005. That year, a photo 
of thousands of snow-covered 
gravesites crowned with wreaths 
went viral and people wanted to 
find ways to participate in the 
tradition. 

The nonprofit Wreaths 
Across America was 
incorporated in 2007 and has 

grown each year since. It has 
become one of the busiest days 
of the year for many cemeteries, 
and likely is one of the first 
introductions to visiting a 
cemetery for the hundreds of 
thousands of children who 
participate annually.

Diane Curto, superintendent 
of Northern New Jersey 
Veterans Memorial Cemetery in 
Sparta, New Jersey, has been on 
hand to watch the event grow at 
that cemetery. When she came 
on four years ago, the program 
was still in its infancy there. 

She had watched it grow from 

By Tony Russo
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an event run mostly by cemetery 
staff and a few volunteers 
to a significant community-
building event with hundreds 
of attendees. Much of the 
credit goes to Helen Peterson, 
a Wreaths Across America 
volunteer who elected to step in 
and do what she could to save 
and grow the event. 

Though Northern New 
Jersey Veterans Memorial 
Cemetery participated in 
Wreaths Across America 2016, 
it hadn’t attracted enough 
volunteers and was flagging. 
For context, the cemetery only 
opened in November 2015 and, 
after Christmas 2016, searched 
for volunteers to help run the 
program. 

Peterson found the 
opportunity much in the same 
way the rest of America had 
discovered the wreath donation 
program at Arlington: online. 
Her daughter, Cheryl Scavone 
had served in the Army and her 
son Jeffery Peterson has been 
serving in the Navy Reserve 
for 30 years. Peterson sought 
a veteran-oriented volunteer 
opportunity and came across 
the need for Wreaths Across 
America coordinator at the 
Northern New Jersey Veterans 
Memorial Cemetery, just 90 or 
so minutes from her home in 
the Poconos, a Pennsylvania 
mountain resort area. 

She traveled to Sparta to 
meet with John Harrington, 
cemetery president and one of 
the founders, and they hit it off 
immediately. Still, she had her 

work cut out for her. 
It’s the responsibility of each 

site to raise enough money at 
$15 per wreath to make sure 
they have enough for each 
grave. The early numbers were 
manageable enough, but there 
still was a lot of fundraising to 
do. 

“At the time, I forget what we 
had, it was under 200,” Peterson 
said. “We want to provide a 
wreath for the final resting place 
of each and every veteran, and 
that’s important.”

Raising the funds was one 
challenge, finding the support 
personnel was another. For the 
first several years, while there 
were enough funds and hands 
to get a wreath on every grave, it 
takes more than that to build a 
successful event. 

Volunteers are responsible 

for ensuring family members 
who attend are accounted for an 
escorted to the graves. Peterson 
sees this as a critical part of 
the event, ensuring that all the 
families place their own wreaths 
if they’re able. After confirming 
the attendees have found their 
graves, the volunteers go to the 
rest of the graves, say the service 
member’s name and lay the 
wreath. 

Other volunteers hand out 
coffee and refreshments among 
other day of duties. Someone 
needs to make sure that all the 
branches are represented at the 
opening ceremony, which takes 
a little doing some years. 

“One year it snowed, and we 
had to sweep off all the sites and 
have you,” Peterson said. 

From the start, these behind-
the-scenes duties were handled 

Volunteers from Wreaths Across America and cemetery staff ensure the snow is 
cleared from the graves as necessary well before the event begins. 

(Photo courtesy of Northern New Jersey Veterans Memorial Cemetery in Sparta, New Jersey)                     
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ICYMI
Not-in-my-back-yard residents of Miami-Dade 

County in Florida are up in arms after legislation 
allowing more funeral homes to provide cremation 
services passed. The legislation had previously 
been withdrawn.

The first alkaline hydrolysis system in Europe 
is set to go online in January. An Irish funeral 
home in County Meath will provide “resomation” 
services. 

Back in October, FSI reported on some of the 
LGBTQ+ issues facing funeral service. A Chica-
go community center has set up grants to help 
LGBTQ+ people change their names and arrange 
funerals. 

The Sonoma (California) City Council is consid-
ering a plan to help save three area cemeteries 
by changing their focus from burial to cremation, 
creating more potential sales opportunities. 

by Peterson and the Vietnam 
veterans who helped start the 
cemetery and made up most of 
the paid and volunteer staff. 

Curto said this will be the 
first year that the refreshments 
will be handled by different 
volunteers. 

“We are a nonprofit, so we 
really count on the help of 
volunteers,” she said. 

As the cemetery approaches 
500 gravesites, Peterson said the 
help is predictable and sufficient 
each year. 

“Whenever you do 
something like this, you find 
your friends first and you just 
kind of solicit,” she said. “And 
then you get groups who come 
and say, ‘Hey, how can we 
help?’”

The Sussex County Garden 
Club has stepped up this year to 
run the refreshments and several 
local Girl Scout troops have 
become regular participants. 

“I think the one thing to 
stand out every year is to see 
the older veterans,” Peterson 

said. “And some of them, they’re 
older and difficult to walk in 
there, but they do it every year. 
They walk the grounds. They lay 
a wreath. They’re very solemn, 
and it means a lot.”

An early lesson that Peterson 
learned was to start the 
fundraising earlier in the year. 
She usually kicks it off around 
Memorial Day, when people 
are thinking about veterans 
who have died. For her, as for 
many of the Wreaths Across 
America volunteers, a successful 

campaign raises more than 
it needs to pick up shortfalls 
elsewhere. 

For the cemetery, 
emphasizing visitation and 
helping people learn to care 
about the remembrance process 
helps it promote its mission to 
serve veterans. By supporting 
the event until it was able to 
stand on its own, it was able to 
show its commitment to the 
veterans’ community beyond 
providing for final disposition 
alone. 

“I think the one thing to stand out 
every year is to see the older veterans. 
And some of them, they’re older and 
difficult to walk in there, but they do it 
every year. They walk the grounds. 
They lay a wreath. They’re very solemn, 
and it means a lot.”  

– Helen Peterson, 
volunteer coordinator for Wreaths Across America

https://wsvn.com/news/local/miami-dade/controversial-proposal-to-expand-number-of-crematoriums-in-miami-dade-passes/
https://wsvn.com/news/local/miami-dade/controversial-proposal-to-expand-number-of-crematoriums-in-miami-dade-passes/
https://www.rte.ie/lifestyle/living/2022/1109/1335091-water-cremation/
https://www.rte.ie/lifestyle/living/2022/1109/1335091-water-cremation/
https://kates-boylston.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/FSI-OCTOBER-20v2.pdf?mc_cid=873d8a1d4e&mc_eid=bb6c3dc2ed
https://www.swoknews.com/coronavirus/deadnaming-misgendering-and-more-a-trans-and-nonbinary-community-grapples-with-end-of-life-complexities/article_ad1d24bf-274f-5c2c-9115-6282bd6f5d42.html
https://www.sonomanews.com/article/news/preparing-for-the-afterlife-the-citys-plan-for-its-cemeteries/
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Consumer Trends, Funeral Home Needs Drive Innovation at Batesville

For Jenn Parvin, Batesville’s 
vice president, marketing and 
technology, innovation is a habit 
as much as a process. It’s based 
on continually wondering why 
things are the way they are and 
being open to change them to be 
better. Put another way, casket 
innovation at Batesville is a 
manifold process incorporating 
materials, design, technology and 
consumer research.

For example, the company 
spends an improbable amount of 
time tracking consumer aesthetic 
trends. What might look from 
the outside as “just a new paint or 
color,” for example, is the result 
of tracking what consumers are 
choosing for their homes and 
working to find out whether and 
if it’s possible to incorporate 
those trends into their caskets. 

“We were able to go to a 
vendor that provided truly 
reclaimed wood and brought that 
finish into our industry, and no 
one has a casket that is made of 
truly reclaimed wood.” Parvin 
said. “There’s constantly this 
research going on in the back 
end to understand what are the 
influences in design and feature 
and those are brought into our 
plants to say, how do we bring 

that into our industry? What’s 
the next great finish? What’s the 
next great design that comes 
out?”

Wanting to produce a new 
finish and making it possible 
in the factory are two radically 
different things. A desired end 
becomes a problem to be solved 
by a joint effort between the 
engineers, the plants and the 
company leadership.

“At the core of our business, 
we’re a casket manufacturer and 
we’ve been focused on that for 
a long, long time, obviously,” 
Parvin said. “As the industry 
changes and the consumer 
changes, we have to think about 
the broader needs of just the 
funeral home and the funeral 
consumer in general.”

Dual Disposition
One of Batesville’s latest 

innovations is a dual disposition 
casket. It was developed as 
a multi-pronged solution to 
many of the difficulties funeral 
directors face but is focused 
on the consumer as well as the 
funeral home. 

“Oftentimes it was like, ‘Hey, 
you’re a cremation family so 
you’re going to go to this smaller 
back room over here,’” Parvin 
said. “And that is not a great 
consumer experience.”

She said when the engineers 
went to tackle the dual 
disposition problem, the 
challenge was to ensure that 
the casket could appeal to 
every family regardless of their 
disposition choice. The casket 
line includes fully-crematable 
bed lifts as well as the option 
for a dual disposition panel that 
allows for personalization. 

“When you think about 
helping elevate the experience 
that the consumer has coming in, 
they should walk in and have the 
same opportunities that burial 
families have. Nothing makes 
you feel more? unimportant 
than? when you get moved into 
a room that has one casket and 
five urns because you’ve selected 
cremation,” Parvin said. “That’s 

By Tony Russo

As part of our continuing analysis of the Kates-Boylston Annual Casket Survey 
we’ve approached casket manufacturers asking them to respond to the data. 

Each year we get a significant number of reader responses that 
say casket manufacturers aren’t innovating. 

Jenn ParvinJenn Parvin
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the norm in our industry now. 
So, the norm needs to be the 
experience that everyone has.”

On the funeral director side, 
in addition to reducing the 
need for storage and separate 
“cremation family” rooms, 
there also is less excess metal 
to dispose of in cremation 
cases. Maybe most important, 
it provides another opportunity 
for a cremation family to have a 
viewing and celebration, which 
can increase profitability for the 
funeral home. 

Consumers as 
Customers’ Customers

Another thing that drives 
innovation at Batesville is using 
the consumer research they 
do to benefit their customers. 
After all, their customers are 
funeral homes and not the broad 
consumer. 

According to Parvin, 
Batesville seeks to serve their 
own customers by helping them 
make the consumer process 
easier. They have the reach and 
wherewithal to respond to trends 
to that by the time consumers 
are asking funeral homes for 
something, the funeral homes 
already have it. Or maybe even 
a better version of it as with the 
dual disposition casket line. 

“We acknowledge the family 
as a consumer and the funeral 
home as the customer, but at 
the end of the day they’re all our 
customers,” Parvin said. “We 
take a lot of pride in being able 
to serve that end consumer and 
helping them honor the lives of 

the loved ones past.”
It was in this spirit that they 

were able to roll out a consumer-
facing version of “Batesville 
Connect” during the pandemic. 

Batesville Connect is 
the culmination of years of 
technological innovation to make 
ordering, tracking and invoicing 
easier for funeral directors. 
Meaningful Selections, part 
of the ordering piece, allowed 
funeral directors to configure, 
open and close the casket and 
see it from multiple perspectives. 
It was a convenience before the 
pandemic that became a necessity 
during it. 

The larger point is reminiscent 
of the old saw, “Luck is what 
happens when preparation meets 
opportunity.” By constantly 
working on Batesville Connect 
to improve the funeral home 
experience, when in-person 
meetings were off the table, 
funeral directors had a solution 
at the ready for their families. It 
has since expanded to allow for 
the detailed personalization of 
medallions.

“We have a product line that 
is a personalization component 
of our Family Choices line that 
allows a family to truly make 
their own medallion,” Parvis 
said. “So rather than, ‘Dad was a 
football fan, so I’m going to have a 
football,’ Now it can be, ‘Dad was 
a football fan and it’s a picture of 
Dad and I at the football game 
that we always love to go to.’”

Today Batesville Connect 
has become a central hub from 
which many of their customer-
facing innovations spring. It 
can track shipment in real-
time, which is a serious benefit. 
Parvin said that being in the 
business of assurance, it makes 
funeral directors all the more 
comfortable that they will have 
what they need when they need 
it. It also allows for more precise 
task-scheduling when you know 
pretty much to the minute when 
your shipment will arrive. 

“When you’re a funeral 
director you want to go to a one-
stop shop to find the things that 
you need to be able to service 
families,” Parvin said. 

“If as an industry, we aren’t adapting 
to the changes that the consumer is 
looking for, they will find another way 
to fill their need and they’ll find another 
way to fill that need outside of what 
the funeral home provides.”

– Jenn Parvin, 
Batesville’s vice president, marketing and technology
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After Loss Consultants Can Help Funeral Homes Expand Services

If anything makes funerals 
stand out as one of the most 
difficult events a person 
will have to plan, it’s the 
fact that most people are 
planning their first. There 
is so much responsibility 
placed on survivors and few 
good templates about how to 
proceed. 

For Rachel Donnelly, 
founder and CEO of Black 
Dress Consultants, dealing 
with life and legal logistics 
after her mother’s death drove 
the point home in a real and 
personal way. Navigating the 
complex and fraught after-loss 
landscape inspired her to start a 
concierge consulting company 
that does just that. 

Donnelly said as she 
looked for solutions, she 
discovered there was a gap in 
the market for people looking 
for administrative support for 
finding their way through the 
aftermath of a loss.

She’s not alone. Donnelly is 
one of an increasing number of 
after-loss professionals who act 
on behalf of families. 

“We are just like wedding 
coordinators, but for death 
and dying,” she said. “We can 
do as much of the ‘done for 
you,’ bespoke, like a wedding 
coordinator can take on the 
whole affair, or we can just 
provide guidance and coming 
up with a customized roadmap 

for those after loss logistics.”
“After loss logistics” includes 

but is not limited to funerals. 
It can be dealing with the 
department of motor vehicles, 
transferring a 401(k), closing 
Netf lix and other social media 
accounts and, of course, all of 
the other niggling problems 
that come with settling an 
estate. Donnelly said it can take 
between 420 and 570 hours to 
close an estate, months of part-
time work.

After loss professionals 
provide families more space to 
grieve by freeing them from the 
sometimes mundane or tedious 
aspects of formally closing 
out a life. Beyond paperwork 
and helping plan a funeral and 
repast, they organize estate 
sales or deal with emptying out 
homes. Every detail that could 
creep up on a grieving person 
has been accounted for. 

“That is a tremendous 
amount of time for a surviving 

spouse or adult child who’s 
working and having their own 
things in life to have all those 
tasks and decisions,” she said. 

By those lights it makes 
sense that there’s an 
opportunity for a service that 
streamlines and, in many 
ways, can ease the burden of 
administrating for the dead. 
The difficulty for Donnelly in the 
beginning – and for many people 
who are interested in engaging 
this kind of service – is that it’s a 
new industry. The standards are 
up to the contractor, which can 
be an uneasy proposition for 
families. 

Getting Organized
Donnelly had a vision for 

what she wanted to accomplish 
and as she began to standardize 
her practice, she also started 
inter-industry conversations. 
The after-loss profession is a 
growing one, so she started 
networking as a way to share 
and learn. She connected with 
three other after-loss concierge 
professionals – Esther Pipoly, 
Jasmine Hathaway and Mollie 
Lache – and the four decided to 
form a professional association. 

Professionals of After 
Loss Services formed with 
the mission to establish both 
standards and training for 
others interested in entering 
the industry.

“Our first goal with 
PALS was to really get the 

By Tony Russo

Rachel DonnellyRachel Donnelly

http://www.katesboylston.com


© 2022 Kates-Boylston Publications   •   www.katesboylston.com   •   800-829-9145

December 1, 2022

10

the last word
“ We want to know what happened. We all have perpetual care and 
then you know, all of a sudden, just everything stopped. ”

 – Barbara Leone, one of dozens of family members who tend 
Cedarwood Cemetery in Keyport, New Jersey, 

which has been declared abandoned despite the $130,000 
still available in its trust fund, according to NJ.com.

next generation of after-
lost professionals out there 
because we feel that this is a 
service that everybody needs, 
they just don’t know they need 
it yet,” Connelly said. “We 
want these professionals to be 
the experts, the conduits in 
their community to connect 
families and individuals 
with the best attorneys, 
accountants, funeral directors, 
so on and so forth, so that 
they have that continuum, 
they’re helping to build that 
continuum of care in their 
community.”

The group holds quarterly 
training sessions for new after-
loss professionals. In addition 
to teaching people the basic 
logistical needs families have, 
the course also has practical 
sections about establishing 
and running an after-loss 
consultancy.

While the preponderance 
of students have been 
from outside the industry, 
increasingly death-care 
professionals are interested 

in adding this service as 
an option for their clients 
and families. Death 
doulas, financial advisers, 
estate planning attorneys, 
professional organizers and 
others whose jobs are death-
care related have started 
adding after loss as an 
additional service.

“There are niche services 
in industries that help families 
with other parts of it,” 
Donnelly said. “But in terms 
of the project management, 
logistical support of death and 
dying, there’s nobody else out 
there doing this.”

Funerals as Events
Each of the founders works 

closely with their local funeral 
homes, some are clients and 
others referral partners, but 
there also have been places 
interested in adding after loss 
to their after-care programs. 

“We are hoping to partner 
with more funeral homes and 
directors,” Donnelly said. 
“We’ve actually had interest 

from some to train their in-
house staff or on-board, or 
offer this to their funeral 
directors so that this can be a 
service to provide that client 
experience to their customers 
and their families.”

As funeral homes seek to 
find ways to increase their 
services, after-loss consulting 
seems a natural fit. Helping 
families all the way through 
the grieving process provides 
a bridge to after care and 
preneed services. Beyond that, 
tying up all the after-loss loose 
ends is a genuine need families 
may not know they have. It’s 
an opportunity to work closely 
with a family and develop 
those lifetime relationships 
that can seem elusive in this 
more transient society.

“We not only see this as the 
training program for people 
who want to start their own 
after-loss services business, 
but also for those who want to 
add this as a service offering 
for their existing business or 
organization,” Donnelly said.

https://www.nj.com/monmouth/2022/11/care-of-abandoned-nj-cemetery-falls-on-families-who-ask-why-130k-in-trust-fund-cant-be-used.html
http://www.katesboylston.com
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