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As a funeral director or owner, you’ve become accustomed
to days that feel like a blur. The profession is one that is
arguably “always on,” working with families, staff or vendors.
Additionally, as any funeral director knows, the “always
on” nature of the business makes it difficult to spend time
dedicated to growing the business. However, doing this is
critical to success—ensuring that you are exceeding your
families’ expectations, but also running a sound business
dedicated to growth and profitability. Staying abreast
of emerging trends is an important part of running a
successful business that can evolve as needed.

Drawing insights on emerging trends—like those included in this paper—can influence how to train
staff, how to hire, and where to invest resources in growing your firm’s unique offerings. Having more
knowledge about consumer trends will help you stay ahead of the competition and it can help build a
new network of families that are loyal to your firm.
Funeral directors open to the idea of adapting to create meaningful, customer-centric experiences
can use this guide to anticipate and look for signs that your families may be embracing these shifts in
behavior. For now, take time to step back from the blur: see what you can learn about some of these
top tech trends, and how these trends are already shaping the future of funeral service.
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Artificial Intelligence
Is This the Future of Automating &
Enabling Interactions with Families?
®

2

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE
Artificial Intelligence (AI) is one of the most commonly used examples of the power of innovation to
improve lives. In a world already filled with algorithms and machine learning, AI is the overarching term
for technical and specialized processes of advanced machine or computer learning.
The effective use of AI can help direct consumers further down the path to purchase. In other cases,
it can help deal with common consumer questions or concerns—all in a human-like manner.
Take for example, Pypestream, a startup focused on connecting businesses with customers in realtime. The new application puts AI to use to create a platform in which businesses can automate
customer service, yet still give consumers accurate responses, via text messages, to their questions.
THE ADOPTION OF AI TECHNOLOGY: Is this the Funeral Service Experience of the Future?
AI offers so much potential because it provides a greater ability to deal with data, and it can help deal
with the routing (or directing) of information coming from consumers. Specifically, it provides the
ability to use data to improve a consumer’s experience. The technology is still being perfected, but
it’s only a matter of time.
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ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE
The future of AI for the funeral industry could be applied specifically to these areas:
• Ability to model (or predict) more about what
• Ability to manage incoming calls and
consumers may want—or how businesses may
ongoing inquiries
be better equipped to serve them
• Ability to draw deep insights from family feedback
Instead of calling, consumers may use AI for questions or customer service. If done right, it would
be like consumers were having an actual conversation with your firm, and no more of your time
would be required to do so.
Stepping back, consider some of the many challenges funeral directors have today:
• Increasingly offering personalized experiences
• Ability to manage ongoing requests and
for families—all while the demographic of
interactions with families and in a way that they
families is greatly changing
want to interact
• Ability to create a process that incorporates
• Gathering timely feedback from families—
online funeral arrangements
including the challenge of what to do with the
information once it’s collected
These four challenges create a unique opportunity. With the help of robust algorithms that have the
ability to gather and analyze data, funeral directors could spend more time focusing on the real problems
they are facing. Software already solves many of these pain points listed, but AI could provide the ability
to become more personalized in anticipating families’ needs and wants, while helping firms become even
more efficient in operations.
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ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE
BECOMING MORE INTELLIGENT

2015

When applied appropriately, AI can help entire industries become
more intelligent and process data and information in a more efficient
way. For the funeral profession, the question is: will these be new
channels to communicate with families in the future?
When a consumer can simply ask a question and get an immediate
response, it fulfills the need for instant gratification and it promotes
transparency. Only 20 years ago, most didn’t think consumers
would use the web to shop or interact with customer support reps.
However, in 2015, Cyber Monday sales were greater than $3 billion,
higher than forecasters predicted, according to CNBC.com. While
ecommerce Cyber Monday sales grew 12%, brick and mortar sales
dropped 1.5%. The trend is expected to continue. Will AI see similar
growth in the future and become the new norm?

Ecommerce Cyber Monday
sales grew 12 percent!
Brick and mortar sales
dropped 1.5 percent!
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Virtual Reality
Will This Impact How We
Remember Our Loved Ones?
®
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VIRTUAL REALITY
Virtual reality (VR) is a multi-media experience in the digital world
that replicates any given environment in the physical, real world.
VR also often refers to any kind of sensory experience that has
been artificially created in order to make that immersive
experience seem even more real.
Much has been reported on how both Facebook and Microsoft have
made heavy investments in VR and in VR technologies. Brands,
movie studios and gaming companies have also put a focus on
VR content. Last year also marked the year in which Google made
a push to try to get VR into classrooms, among other places. The
intention was that adding VR to education could allow students
to go on virtual field trips. More and more brands and apps are
providing experiences that combine immersive technology for users.

In advance of VR: More Powerful Videos
& Enhanced Obituaries
Curtis Funk, CEO of Tukios Inc., an
automated tribute video software
company, says that the number of people
who will be taking advantage of videos at
funerals is on the rise.
“In the United States, with 2.5 million
deaths per year, market research says
about 40% of families will buy a video
from the funeral home, or approximately
1 million videos a year. And from what we
can tell, that is accurate. Even the 60%
of families that are not buying [videos],
most of those are still having a video in
the service.” Funk explains that many
families still create a video or slideshow
on their own, but funeral homes have
the opportunity to offer this service to
families instead.

Virtual reality fully immerses the
user—engaging the senses to make
the experience even more real
®
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VIRTUAL REALITY
MAKING A BETTER EXPERIENCE THANKS TO VR
With any VR experience, people leave the experience often feeling
as if the display took them over. For one, VR is fully immersive
and memorable—in part, because it is new to us all right now. But
second, it can create what is best described as a fantasy world for
those that are a part of any experience or story. Applied to funerals,
this provides an ideal kind of atmosphere to allow family members
to fully celebrate and honor a loved one.
Are stone and metal markers a thing of the past? Will people
start to catalog their stories earlier in life to share with those they
leave behind, including family members that haven’t even met yet
because they’ll be born in the future? These questions show just
how much VR could change the delivery of funeral services.

What else should funeral directors know
about offering tribute videos or streaming
videos to families?
In the future, funeral homes need to focus
on making it easy for families, including the
use of a software provider that provides
the comprehensive set of tools for families
to easily upload video footage or photos.
“Families are going to have videos [now and
in the future], and even if they’re not buying
from the funeral home, they’re going to
bring one anyway so [funeral directors
will benefit] if they are able to present
tribute videos as a part of their package or
services.”
As for streaming video, Funk expects this to
increase in the future. He says every video
on the web has a link, and about 45% of
those links are being embedded into the
obituary today. “And that’s what we want,
and we encourage that,” explains Funk.
Right now he sees more than 100 video
views, on average, per funeral service
video, but that number may increase over
time. Those video views can also benefit
the funeral home, which may see an uptick
in traffic or brand visibility as a byproduct
of that link being shared.
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VIRTUAL REALITY
VIDEO VS. VR: Does This Signal More Experience-Driven or
Participatory Funerals?
While video of funerals are already readily available, VR would
simply add another level of sophistication to this experience. While
video shows people’s acceptance of that kind of evolved experience
or addition to the experience, VR would be carving out a whole new
way to story-tell at a funeral. The possibilities with VR as a part of
our funeral services are limitless. If anything could fully change
the funeral experience, it could be VR, with its ability to create
a fully immersive, sensory and unforgettable experience.

“The future of the tribute video in particular
is that we will move away from just a
memorial video or just a slideshow. We will
move towards personal biographies—
short videos, almost like a documentary.
These are really powerful, and it will be
beyond photos, and we will even see more
voice-overs involved.”
— Curtis Funk
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The Streaming Effect
& Real-Time Broadcasting
Revolutionizing How We Connect
With Events & Content
®
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THE STREAMING EFFECT
Many households have at least one streaming service
today, services that include Netflix, Hulu Plus, Amazon
instant video, HBO GO, Fox Now, Watch ABC and
others. In fact, as of early 2015, 41% of homes had a
subscription-based video on-demand service, according
to Nielsen’s Total Audience Report (1). In December
2015, it was reported that streaming video accounted
for as much as 70% of broadband usage (2). But our
streaming services aren’t just limited to TV or movies.
Video streaming apps, including Meerkat and Periscope,
were much talked about in the last year, as they brought
new eyeballs to live news and content coverage.

December 2015
Broadband Usage

70%

streaming video

Such on-demand services are being adopted by an
increasing number of people, but live streaming services
are also now being considered mainstream. Streaming
of content has reached a whole new segment of the
population, and an increase numbers, thanks to the
ubiquity of smart phones, tablets and the Internet.
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THE STREAMING EFFECT
REVOLUTIONIZING HOW WE CONNECT WITH EVENTS & CONTENT
At their core, streaming services offer consumers the ability to see content instantaneously from wherever
and whenever they want. The process to do so is easier than it has ever been—and there is more
content available to access, both in the professional and personal realm of consumers’ lives.
Streaming offers access to information more conveniently
than ever, and in a more portable-than-ever format.
All of these factors and benefits suggest that streaming
content will only increase in popularity and in accessibility.
In the past, the question was, “How will streaming
services change how we share, especially in social media?”
But now, the question for this industry is, “How will
streaming services change the funeral industry?” Many
church services are already available via streaming after all.
Just like TV, and prior to that with radio, the streaming
effect will change how we broadcast and celebrate our
loved ones.
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THE STREAMING EFFECT
VIDEO TRIBUTES & STREAMING TO REMEMBER OUR LOVED ONES
As discussed, video tributes are already popular, thanks to companies like Tukios. In many cases,
videos quickly replaced tributes that were done primarily with photo slideshows. Video tributes offer
people the ability to craft and tell a lasting story about their loved ones. The quality of production has
vastly improved and the process is relatively simple for families to be able to create a memorial video.
Streaming a funeral service offers loved ones who are out of town or who are not able to travel the
ability to join in on the celebration of someone’s life. In the majority of cases, funeral webcasting
happens live. Services also offer the ability to archive the video for on-demand viewing at any time.
Expect that video creation, and the ways in which we can publish or share that streaming video of our
events, will continue to evolve.

Streaming offers
global participation!
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THE STREAMING EFFECT
TO STREAM OR NOT TO STREAM
Consumers’ desire for dynamic and streaming videos is only increasing by the day. Whether the ability
to stream funeral services will bring drastic change or not to the industry has not yet been determined;
but what we do know is that it is the latest innovation in-demand by a growing segment of families.
Providing the ability for families to stream a service could be the differentiating factor for your firm.
With telecommunications providers touting “infinite capacity” to support streaming of events, music,
videos and other content, our ability to take advantage of connectivity via personalized, on-demand
streaming services will one day be an expectation, rather than an option.
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The Sharing Economy
Changing the Perception from
Ownership to Sharing
®
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THE SHARING ECONOMY
Consumers are increasingly turning to community-based platforms and to peer-to-peer
apps for a whole new kind of exchange of goods and services. We expect that more
consumers in the future will use services that fall under this “sharing economy” title.
The sharing economy, in general, refers to when individuals and companies take
advantage of under-utilized assets in order to make money. In the well-known case of
Airbnb, the company takes advantage of homes that aren’t being used, offering ondemand hospitality to others in the process. We’ve seen consumers switch to sharing
not just with hospitality—we also see it with gifts, home furnishings, belongings, and
transportation. With Uber or Sidecar, two other examples, we see just how many
people are willing to offer (and accept) rides just like a taxi service.

The ability to use
digital platforms
to find, share,
& trade underutilized products
and services is
not going away
any time soon.

BETTER THAN NEW: MORE SHARING & MORE COLLABORATION
The level of intrigue with companies and brands that have positioned themselves as a
part of the sharing economy is high, and consumers seem to enjoy being a part of this
peer-to-peer, more collaborative experience. From bike sharing to book swapping to
co-working, what can the funeral industry learn from this network effect? One thing
is clear: the ability to use digital platforms in order to find, share or trade underutilized products and services is not going away any time soon.

®
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THE SHARING ECONOMY
For funeral homes, this change in perception around sharing (versus ownership) could
mean an increase in rental caskets and in shared cars, and it could be applied to other
areas that could be shared between families. In certain geographies, there could be
an increase in outsourced embalming specialists and funeral directors renting funeral
homes/space in those areas they don’t cover or if they don’t have a physical location.
In the past, the idea of sharing various parts of the funeral service may not have been
popular, but we may see that more and more touch points for the consumer may be
rented out or shared altogether, especially with the rise in desire for green funerals. Funeral
directors will want to embrace the possibilities so that they can offer families products
and services from the funeral home (and the funeral director), versus third parties.
Many believe that the network effect provides consumers with more “power” in their
decision-making. But keep in mind that the shared economy could result in greater
flexibility or ability to personalize for the families that funeral homes serve. In some
scenarios, it could mean less investment is needed up-front in order to deliver what
consumers are demanding. With all the options available, even from rental platforms
and services (e.g. Zilok or Rentoid) that are not solely focused on the funeral industry,
funeral directors will need to be able to effectively communicate all that is available to
families, including how funeral directors are best equipped to deliver those services.

The network
effect provides
consumers with
more power in
their decision
making.
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THE SHARING ECONOMY
A FOCUS ON TRUST, SHARING & THE ENTIRE EXPERIENCE: Will Wakes Adopt the
Airbnb Model?
Consumers want to spend their money on experiences, and they will make purchase
decisions to create experiences that are as personalized as possible. In the future, we may
see families with the desire to honor a deceased loved one in their home as it was done
decades ago, or another location of choice. We expect to see more families embrace this
more natural, comfortable and familiar setting for a viewing. As a funeral director, how will
you adapt?
For funeral directors, the lesson from the rise of the shared economy is that people are
increasingly making choices that are based on trust, sharing and the experience—and
the idea of ownership within that experience is changing. Knowing that products and services
are more often being rented out and shared, funeral homes must be prepared for areas of
the experience that will be impacted by this shift. In other words, families may want the “end
result” or memorable experience, but they don’t need full ownership as they once did.

People are
making choices
based on:
•
•
•

Trust
Sharing
Experience

As a funeral
director, how
will you adapt?

One thing is certain: if funeral homes partake in any kind of sharing or collaboration with
consumers, it has to be a frictionless encounter, and perceived as an “easy” exchange. Just
like with Airbnb, consumers have to have a high degree of trust in the platform (or in the
collaboration) they are taking advantage of.
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3D Printing
Will it Help Families Honor Their Loved
Ones Through Personalization?
®

19

3D PRINTING
Much has been said about the potential of 3D printing, but when you sort through the hype, 3D
printing has already impacted several industries, and has the ability to influence almost every
industry. Thanks to the Internet, the process simply takes a blueprint of some kind, the substance for
printing, and a 3D printer to create objects. While 3D printing may be most popular in creative and
manufacturing fields, it is quickly being adopted across every industry.
THE 3D ECOSYSTEM MEANS PERSONALIZATION
3D printing enables the ability to make specialized products in a way that traditional methods are not
able. Not only can 3D printing create more specialized products and allow for greater personalization,
it can be more cost effective.
3D printing for prototyping (or experimenting) includes the low-cost ability to do trial runs of products
or concepts. Users can modify or change a product, then print it again, and result in very low-cost—
sometimes less than the cost of shipping a product. All of these benefits have the ability to allow
anyone the tools to create low-cost, personalized products to consumers.

PERSONALIZED
EXPERIENCE

+

LOWER = 3D PRINTING
COST
®
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3D PRINTING
CREATING MORE MEANINGFUL SERVICES THROUGH PERSONALIZATION
For the funeral industry, imagine being able to offer families more personalization and customization
than ever before thanks to 3D printing. As more and more people look at funerals as a way to celebrate
their legacy, personalized touch points will become integral to the creation of this unique and
memorable experience.
3D printing already has roots in funeral service. Foreverence has gotten much attention over the
company’s custom designed and 3D printed urns. As more and more people choose cremation, these
individually created urns are increasing in popularity. The company’s showcase of urns they’ve made
include urns made in the shape of an elephant, civil war cabin, a book, guitar, dove, piano, a cowboy
hat, ballet slippers, a fish, and a ’57 Chevy Classic car. Another company, UPD Urns, has found success
in offering 3D printed, sculpture bust urns.
There is real opportunity in specialized, custom jewelry (already available across other industries) and
casket corners that could be made unique for each and every memorial service. Families would see
the value in adding elements to a service that were truly unique and still affordable—especially if they
have the ability to collaborate in the creation of those personalized pieces.
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3D PRINTING
Casket manufacturers could provide a generic casket that funeral homes would be able to be
customized on-site, without ever having to take on excessive inventory. Funeral directors could
provide past examples or simply suggest ideas based on a loved ones’ description of their family
member. All of these customizable options to help families tell a loved one’s story can be designed
and printed quickly using 3D printers.
In some cases, people planning their own funeral could make decisions about how they wanted their
own memorial jewelry, urns, or a personalized casket to look. In the future, expect 3D printing to
provide a low cost way to provide an even more personalized and memorable experience for families.

CUSTOM CASKETS, URNS, & EVEN JEWELRY!
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3D PRINTING
3D PRINTING: A CUSTOMIZED EXPERIENCE
“3D printing democratizes manufacturing, so instead of having to set up a massive line to produce
many of one item, individuals using only a digital file, and a relatively simple device can manufacture
many different products—one at a time,” says John Hauer, cofounder and CEO of Get3DSmart, a
consultancy which helps companies capitalize on opportunities with 3D printing.
“In the future, people are going to want the output more than they’re going to want the machine,”
says Hauer. McKinsey & Company reports that by 2025, 3D printing could have a $500 billion
economic impact.
“There are certainly opportunities for 3D printing in the funeral industry. Cremation is one of them—
imagine if you’re no longer printing the urn but the person’s ashes are the object, like a statue or
whatever else you want? That’s possible today,” he adds. “It isn’t being done, but it certainly could be
a business model.” He also says there is potential specific to custom jewelry.
“The overall application for customized jewelry is definitely there, in fact,
it’s being used today. You can see why someone might want to have a
copy of a family heirloom, or they might want to bury or cremate the
loved one with the copy of the family heirloom.”
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3D PRINTING
“When 3DLT [Hauer’s previous company] launched fine jewelry with Sears, we asked 4,600+ Sears
consumers questions about 3D printing.” Hauer says out of 4,600+ consumers, only 11% said they had
no idea what 3D printing was. He compares that with just a few years ago when he says that probably
would have been split 50-50.
“We asked them what they thought was so compelling about 3D printing. I asked that question in an
open forum, inevitably, somebody will say customization or personalization. 17% of our audience
said that was what they found most compelling,” he says. Nearly 50% also reported that the ability
to have access to products they wouldn’t have access to otherwise was very compelling.
“The third response that we got from customers, and about 15% of the 4,600+ people said that it
was the ability to watch 3D printed products being made online or in store which was so enticing
to them.”
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CONCLUSION
As you can see from these trends, technology continues to change the way that consumers behave
and how they expect to be interacted with. While we don’t know fully how some of these trends will
impact funeral service, the only thing that is certain is that technology will continue to evolve rapidly
and funeral service must adapt.

What are you doing to ensure that your firm evolves
to meet the demands of the consumer today and
in the future?

®

25

BE READY
for Tomorrow’s Consumer
Take Your Business to the
Next Level With CRäKN®

LET’S GET CRäKN®
CRäKN is a new tool that provides everything you need to centralize your information
and manage day-to-day activities in order to streamline your operations, prevent
errors, and save time.
With CRäKN, you can enter information once, but use in multiple ways, stay on top of
what’s happening in your firm, manage everything, from anywhere. The ball is never
dropped and compliance is made easy. Find out more about how CRäKN can save
you substantial time and help optimize your resources: request a demo today.

SOURCES
1.

“STREAM ENGINES: Subscription Video Services Give Options to Consumers Looking to Spend on Content.” Nielson, 11 Mar. 2015. Web. 24 Mar. 2016.
<http://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/news/2015/stream-engines-subscription-video-services-give-options-to-consumers.html>.

2.

Kafka, Peter. “Streaming Video Now Accounts for 70 Percent of Broadband Usage.” Re/code, 07 Dec. 2015. Web. 24 Mar. 2016.
<http://recode.net/2015/12/07/streaming-video-now-accounts-for-70-percent-of-broadband-usage>.

®

28

