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    Yet, when we visited Carpets Plus, an independent 
retailer, we were treated to an extraordinary buying 
experience. To our surprise, there were twelve kitchens set 
up for people to “visit” inside the store.  Each kitchen was 
fully furnished and fully operational with its own “theme.” 

  Michael Kubasak  
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Different flooring material, lighting, countertops and 
cabinetry were showcased in each kitchen along with 
different appliances. When I say operational, I mean it. In 
one kitchen a host was making fudge and cookies, 
demonstrating the oven, microwave and cook top. In 
another kitchen, a host was cooking a roast and juicing 
fresh lemons to make lemonade. Next door, chicken was 
being fried and potatoes were being boiled. In another 
kitchen, microwaves defrosted frozen foods, were baking 
potatoes, steaming vegetables and popping corn. 
Dishwashers in each kitchen could be turned on so 
customers could make noise comparisons between models. 
Refrigerators were fully stocked and customers were invited 
to shuffle different foods back and forth between them to 
get a feel for shelving. Customers were encouraged to “try 
out” various ovens, cook top ranges, and microwaves. For 
example, my wife wanted an ultra-quiet dishwasher, loaded 
several dishwashers with plates and with ease, was able to 
make comparisons among several working models.  
 
    At my former funeral home, I was fortunate to have an 
energetic staff that enjoyed working with client families 
and helping them create memorable (out of the box) 
farewell ceremonies. Some I will never forget: for the 
prizefighter who died, a portable boxing ring was erected 
in the funeral home’s celebration room; for a fireman, a 
life recognition exhibit was set up to highlight his 
accomplishments with an over-riding theme of public 
safety service; for an adventurer-outdoorsman, his family 
set a theme on saving the whales and the environment; for 
the “quilt lady” whose family chose to display her 
creations throughout the funeral home and sell the quilts 
with proceeds going to the local boys and girls youth 
club, just to name a few. 
 
    Working with bereaved families this way and 
developing theme farewells is challenging, time 
consuming and often requires different resources than 
those for a traditional funeral. In addition, creating a 
theme is almost impossible to do without the client 
family participating in some way themselves. The costs 
associated in arranging some events are not normally 
contained in a standard general price list. At my funeral 
home, to cover these services, a “per hour” charge for staff 
services was added to the general price list.  Depending 
upon what the family wanted us to do, sometimes it was 
not easy to establish price or accommodate them. More 
than once we had to say “no” when we were asked to 
build actual props. 
 
    For the funeral director and funeral planner, there are 
some things to keep in mind in setting a foundation for 
creating theme-experience based funerals and farewells: 
 

• In the arrangement conference, you will not have much 
success in approaching the concept of themed or unique 
farewells by merely saying to the client family, “We 
provide personal services, let me help you create a unique 
farewell.” No one will entrust himself/herself to an 
arranger unless a one-to-one relationship based on trust is 



 
formed. You must take time to get acquainted with the 
client family and learn about the deceased. 

 
•  Funeral/cremation services are very personal but life-

centered farewells are even more personal. If you are seen 
primarily as being a salesperson and merchandise is 
foremost to you, it is more difficult engaging the client 
family in order to learn how your service can become 
memorable for them. Interacting with the client family 
helps you figure out exactly what they want. Most 
cremation consumers do not equate merchandise with 
cremation and may view even ordinary services as 
unnecessary. They can be explicit as to what they do not 
want and have no idea what they might want or may 
need. Personalizing merchandise must not be a substitute 
for personal service and is not a replacement for engaging 
the client family. Until the cremation client sees a role for 
merchandise, they may completely disregard it. 

 
• The client family is the product. In our ever-changing 

world, ordinary goods and services no longer are the 
determining factor in satisfying consumers. As an 
example, funeral goods, once exclusive to funeral homes, 
are now sold in stores, shopping malls and over the 
Internet. Consumer studies inform us that more and more 
purchases of personal services (including 
funeral/cremation services) are driven by the consumer 
wanting to feel better, to change, improve or mend. 
Consumers can be very “I” focused. For the funeral 
arranger primarily focused on the dead body and sale of 
merchandise and not the feelings of the bereaved, it can 
lead to minimum service and minimum revenue. 

 
• Family participation. The more successful the arranger is 

in having the client family participate in the planning and 
execution of the celebration, the more the experience (of 
the planning and ceremony) is enhanced. After becoming 
acquainted, it starts with the client family being involved 
in making decisions, not the arranger. It can also include 
such things as having the family helping to set up the 
celebration room in the funeral home, the family 
composing the obituary, the arranger going to the family’s 
home to help them write a eulogy, the family gathering 
personal memorabilia for display or the arranger and 
family selecting food and refreshments together.  
 

• Effectively engaging the client family means the arranger 
can be more effective in assisting the family design a 
farewell that is specific to their needs and one that centers 
on the individuality of the decedent and survivors. 
 

• Offering customization with products can be an important 
part of the client family’s experience. Allowing the 
customer to personalize-customize goods with various 
options can help a family uncover wants and needs of 
which they were unaware. 

 
• Whenever possible, have multiple places (or stages) in the 

celebration room for the farewell. For the prizefighter 
funeral, the portable ring was the focal point, but not the 
only one. At one end of the room there were photographs 
of the fighter; at another end were his personal 
memorabilia such as boxing robe, shoes, gloves and 
championship belt. Multiple sites can make for a powerful 
emotional experience.  

 

 
 

• Think outside the box when it comes to memorial hand-
outs and goods. For the funeral of an avid bingo player, 
the memorial folder was a bingo card. On the back of it 
was printed her memorial information. The family of the 
“quilt lady” helped a local youth club by selling her quilts 
to people attending the farewell ceremony. These, and 
others, represent keepsakes (other than keepsake urns) of 
memorable events and help in socializing a somber event. 
Creative memorabilia and customized products also help 
entice new customers to your company. 
 

• Many consumers are visual and may not understand what 
is meant when you say, “Personal farewells.” Just as you 
display caskets, containers, urns and vaults in your 
casket/products selection room, it is helpful to have 
various life celebration displays for people to see. For 
many, “seeing is believing” and understanding as to what 
can be created. Large photographs showing various 
themes are an aid in “getting this picture across” to the 
customer.   

 
    The more you experiment with innovation the more 
you will evolve into meeting the needs of the ‘new” 
consumer. Shifting your focus beyond ordinary goods and 
services will accrue greater profits for you. Someday, the 
revenue from the sale of a casket, vault and an urn may 
become secondary to revenues generated by the 
marketing, sale and execution of “experience services.” I 
believe that recognizing experiences as a new source of 
revenue in addition to the sale and personalization of 
familiar goods represents a major source of economic 
growth for the future of funeral/cremation service.   
 

Michael Kubasak, author, speaker, business 
consultant and “coach” to funeral-cremation-cemetery 
service, is President of Kubasak Associates and can be 
reached by calling 702-345-3212 or via email at 
mike@kubasak.com or by visiting his website, 
www.kubasak.com. Your comments are welcomed. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This article was first published in the September, 2005, issue 
of the American Funeral Director Magazine.   

 


