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Baby boomers remaking once-stodgy funeral industry

Directors meet demand with new products, services

By Jennifer Graham, Globe Correspondent,

ICHMOND, Va. -- To celebrate the opening of its newest location, Bennett
Funeral Home threw open its doors to the nonmoribund public, inviting
families to ''come join the fun'' at an open house with music, food, and
tours.

About 60 people, including parents accompanied by young children, turned out
for the silver-platter buffet of roast beef, shrimp, and asparagus and tours
of the new brick building with its ornate chapel, salons, and casket
display. Visitors could choose a memento of the afternoon, too -- a sewing
kit, rain bonnet, emery board, or key chain imprinted with ''Bennett Funeral
Home, serving all faiths.''

In Charleston, S.C., McAlister-Smith Funeral Home is conducting funeral
services at sea. With families watching from a chartered boat 8 miles from
shore, the McAlister-Smith staff lowers a 1,500-pound ''reef ball,'' made of
concrete and cremated remains, into the water. The deceased are immortalized
on a plaque on the side of the reef. A quotation about the sea by President
John F. Kennedy is read, and families drop flowers into the Atlantic. ''It
is a powerful moment,'' said Brad Evans, manager of McAlister-Smith.

And so it goes for today's $10 billion funeral industry, which has weathered
corporate buyouts and the cable TV show ''Six Feet Under'' to arrive at this
place, where family-run funeral homes boasting a hundred-year heritage post
memorials online. The successful funeral home is a curious mix of old
customs and new products, thanks to the baby boomers, who are remaking the
once stodgy industry.

''This generation has changed virtually everything we do in this culture,
and they've changed funerals, as well,'' said David Walkinshaw, a spokesman
for the National Funeral Directors Association.

For about a decade, the industry has gone through an evolution, which is
''building in speed and intensity,'' said Walkinshaw, a third-generation
funeral director with Saville & Grannan Funeral and Cremation Service in
Arlington, Mass.

''This is driven by the public, not the funeral directors. They are asking
about alternatives to tradition,'' Walkinshaw said. ''I'm sure my
grandfather, 40 or 50 years ago, would never have thought we'd be offering
these things, talking about these things.''

''These things'' run the gamut, from products, such as jewelry made from
cremated remains, to remains disposal, such as the reef balls produced by
Eternal Reefs of Atlanta, to quirky services that are just as likely to
feature the deceased's college fight song as ''Ave Maria.''

And, since most people have limited exposure to funeral homes and their
wares, funeral directors find themselves having to advertise in ways they
haven't before.

''When we started in this business about 20 years ago, funeral homes thought
it was unethical to advertise, kind of like lawyers did. Then they realized
that things were changing around them,'' said Marilyn Jones Gould, president
of MKJ Marketing of Largo, Fla., which specializes in funeral home
marketing.

Change was occurring partly because of the baby boomers' desire to run their
own show, but also because national corporations were beginning to get into
the business. Companies such as Service Corp. International and Stewart
Enterprises bought family funeral homes and kept the family name while
expanding services. But corporate owners run fewer than one-fifth of the
nation's 22,000 funeral homes, leaving the rest with a marketing challenge:
letting the community know that they're still family-run and that they, too,
are changing with the times.

Funeral directors increasingly see themselves as coordinators of ''life
celebrations,'' not somber services of mourning. Like the late choreographer
Bob Fosse, who set aside $25,000 for friends to toast his life at Tavern on
the Green, people want their final send-offs to resemble weddings more than
the funerals of old, Gould said.

When David Walkinshaw's grandfather ran the business, he knew what a funeral
would be like as soon as he got word that someone in the area had died. The
service was determined by the deceased's faith and community traditions.
Those standards no longer necessarily apply, Walkinshaw said. Today, a
funeral may feature Beatles' music, and the corpse may be dressed in
gardening clothes.

''We had a family not long ago that made a sculpture gallery out of my
funeral home. The man was a sculptor, and the family brought in his work.
His wake was a sculpture gallery, and it fit him perfectly,'' Walkinshaw
said.

Then there are the products. At Moloney Family Funeral Homes in New York,
visitors can stop by a memorial gift shop, where they can purchase urns,
wind chimes, stationery, birdbaths, and jewelry to remember the deceased. A
popular item is the ''Thumbie,'' a 14-karat gold medallion created with a
thumbprint of the deceased.

''It's a very unique item. People either like it or they hate it,'' said
Peter Moloney, a partner in the family-run business.

At about 90 funeral homes across the country, the bereaved can purchase a
''Life Gem,'' a blue diamond made from carbon deposits left from the
cremation. More commonly available are gold or silver lockets designed to
hold fragments from the cremated remains.

''It's just a change in our value system, I think,'' Moloney said.

The casket remains the big-ticket item for most burials, and it is becoming
more ornate even for simple cremations. Casket stores and online sales have
prompted even the most traditional funeral homes to rethink how they sell
their wares. At the new Bennett Funeral Home in Richmond, a variety of
caskets are on display.
