
Jayden survived.  Now, here we are 18 
years later. Dana and I find ourselves at 
a time we thought would never come so 
quickly. Our little girl is going out into 
the world and beginning her university 
studies.   

I look back over the past 18 years and 
remember all the challenges, fun, and 
love Jayden and I shared. There were 
a few arguments. Once-in-a-while I had 
to make a visit to school for disciplinary 
reasons, or, for Honor Roll assemblies. 
There were the times I met her date at 
the door, and stayed up late to welcome 
her home. We grew together. In all of 
those memories, she will always be my 
baby.

When funeral home owners reflect on 
their funeral home, I can’t help but 
believe they carry the same sentiment 
for their funeral home as I do for my 
daughter. Most funeral homes started 
with nothing – scrapping by, calling 
on colleagues for help, living above 

the funeral home to save money. Over 
the years, their businesses grew and 
the fear of “Are we gonna make it?” 
slowly passed. It didn’t happen without 
challenges and trials, nonetheless, it was 
those challenges, trials, and successes 
that made the firm what it is today. They 
raised it up, and watched it grow. In a real 
sense, the owner of a funeral home views 
their firm as their baby too.

When a funeral home contemplates 
selling, the thought of handing their 
baby over to someone else can stir up 
feelings of uncertainty, or even feelings 
of abandonment. Some thoughts may be, 
“Surely, no one can care for my firm the 
way that you do.” “No one understands 
my staff, my families, or my community 
better than me.” “Will my legacy 
continue?” To an extent, those thoughts 
may have some merit. 

However, if we place our children in the 
right hands, they will continue to grow, 
develop, and have success.

This past summer I had the experience 
of exploring schools with Jayden. 
Interestingly, I found the process had a lot 
of parallels to what a funeral home owner 
should do to help with the uncertainties 
of whom to sell their funeral home.  When 
weighing your options about who to sell 
your firm to, consider it like helping your 
child select the right college or university 
to attend. Let’s explore what the process 
is like.

SELECTING THE SCHOOL(S)

Within the funeral profession, there are 
generally four schools to select from 
when deciding to sell.  They are:  
1) Selling to an Employee or Family Member 
2) Selling to a Local Competitor 
3) Selling to a Private Company 
4) Selling to a Public Company. 

BY JASON
WIDING

JULY 1ST, 2000 – THAT DAY CHANGED MY LIFE FOREVER
This was the date I became a father to a beautiful 7 lb., 7 oz. 21 in. little girl named Jayden Kahaulani. 
My wife, Dana, and I had been married for three years. We were both full-time university students who 
barely had enough money to pay for the gas to get to the hospital. In front of us loomed the uncertainty 
of how we were going to pay for diapers, wipes, and all the pleasantries that come with caring for a 
newborn. Two days later, Dana and I entered our 520 square-foot studio apartment with Jayden in our 
arms, took a deep breath, and prayed for the best.

It goes without saying, the road ahead wasn’t easy. Luckily, we had a few friends who were in the same 
situation. As friends, we pitched in together to help with the needed baby supplies. Living in Hawaii 
meant that most days Jayden could get by with wearing only onesies – saving us the cost of baby 
clothes. Dana and I both worked in the school cafeteria, allowing us to bring home a plate of food each 
night. With hard work, ingenuity, and many miracles, somehow we survived. A greater miracle, somehow 
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Each have their own unique advantages 
and disadvantages. The part of this step 
that is important is weighing the differing 
options against how well they align with 
your goals. Even more important, an 
owner must ask themselves the hard 
questions, “Why are my goals what they 
are, and, why are they so important to 
me?” When an owner comes to a self-
acceptance of what they really want, it is 
easier to select the type of school they 
will effectively align with. Just because 
your dad received his degree in business 
management, that does not mean you 
can’t select a school that has a strong 
elementary education program. You have 
to be willing to ask yourself what is most 
valuable to you, and choose accordingly. 

THE CAMPUS VISIT

The point of a campus visit is to get a 
sense if a school “just feels right”. I am 
not saying you have to travel to wherever 
your buyer is to take a look at their 
company. I recommend becoming actively 
engaged in knowing more about the 
school of your choice. Do the research 
on the organization or person you’re 
exploring. What do you know about 
them? What is written about them? Take 
a hard look at the materials they give you 
about how they would serve your families 
or your community. What are the unique 
services or offerings they would bring 
into your firm that would add value to 
your brand? Most importantly, discover 
what their culture is like. If you find 
yourself saying, “I could totally see myself 
here”, then you are on the right campus. 
If, after the research (visit), it doesn’t feel 
right, move on and save yourself lots of 
time and money.  

SIT IN ON A CLASS & 
EAT AT THE CAF   

One of the funnest things about getting 
to know a school is sitting in on classes 
and eating in the cafeteria. It is here that 
you get to know what student-life is really 
like. As a funeral home owner/seller, you 
have to look past the fanfare and general 
“sucking up” of the buyer. Let’s be 
honest; a buyer wants you to sell to them 
and only them. As a whole, buyers are 
ethical and honorable. But, at the end of 
the day, you need to have a strong sense 
for what life is like after the sale. Take the 
time to talk with your peers. What have 
they heard about the potential buyer? 
Ask for references. The buyer should be 
willing to give you a list of individuals you 
can contact to talk more about culture, 
operational expectations, or the quality of 
the work environment. Importantly, what 

is the feeling for the leadership of the 
organization? From what you are hearing, 
do you feel the leadership is carrying 
the organization forward, and do they 
align with your expectations? You can 
learn a lot more about campus life from a 
sophomore in English 202, than you will 
from the Dean of Admissions.  

DETERMINE A HOUSING 
& MEAL PLAN

In order for a student to be successful, 
the basic essentials of food and shelter 
need to be met. However, the degree to 
which they can be met vary significantly. I 
am sure my daughter would love to have 
her own dorm room with an unlimited 
meal plan…it ain’t happening. But, what 
she is getting is a clean, new building, 
with a 14-meal/week plan. Reasonable 
compromises were made, and the needs 
are being met and slightly exceeded. 
So it is when evaluating the offerings 
of a potential buyer. What are the little 
details that fit well with your needs, and 
the long-tern needs of your organization? 
This is another step where an owner has 
to be self-critical. Ask yourself if what 
you are requiring from your buyer is a 
reasonable must have. As an owner/seller 
you must to be willing to, 1) ensure that 
your reasonable essential needs, and the 
essentials needs of your organization, will 
be met, and 2) create opportunities that 
allow the buyer to exceed those needs. 
In this process of give-and-take you 
may find the buyer brings something to 
the table that off-sets one of your must 
haves. Instead of getting a flat screen in 
your dorm room, you may find out that 
each floor has 24-hour complementary 
washers and dryers, and that every 
Thursday night there’s free ice cream. 

FINANCIAL AID

Know the numbers. What will the end 
number be, or what is your expected 
valuation? Sometimes we are blinded by 
our own perception of valuation. Jayden 
is beautiful, kind, and loves to laugh. To 
me she is priceless. However, I also know 
she keeps a filthy room, can be stubborn, 
and drives too fast. Funeral home owners 
sometimes fall into this same trap when 
setting expectations on their firm. They 
have difficulty seeing beyond their 

emotional ties to their business. If your 
valuation expectation is 6 Million, but the 
market only says 4 Million, it is important 
to understand why. I recommend seeking 
out the advice of others who have 
recently gone through the valuation 
process. I emphasize, recently. All 
valuations are made in today’s market. 
Additionally, ignore all past valuations 
on your firm. If 7 years ago someone 
offered you a large sum for your firm, it 
has no bearing on the valuation today. 
And please, for everyone’s sanity, forget 
all the stories you heard about owners 
who sold in the 90’s – those days are long 
gone. Know where your firm’s valuation 
sits in the marketplace. It would be great 
if we all got scholarships to Harvard. 
Reality is, very few do. 

THE APPLICATION AND ESSAYS

Transcripts, ACT/SAT scores, and essays; 
what are they used for? As wearisome 
as they may seem, they are a quick 
and easy way for schools to evaluate 
how an applicate stacks up against all 
the other applicants. Because of your 
research and preparation, you already 
know what a buyer may be looking for 
in their purchase. An owner needs to 
make every effort to put their best foot 
forward to showcase their firm. Now 
is the time to tell your story. Ethically 
put your finances in order to highlight 
profitability and growth. If your numbers 
are not perfect, explain your reasoning 
and point the buyer down a clear path to 
success. Share what distinguishes your 
firm from all the rest – please do not say 
you care for families, or prepare a body 
better than anyone else. Dig deep. Talk 
about the results of your community 
outreach, the compliments you receive 
since remodeling the foyer, the rebricking 
you had done on the retort last month. 
Be proud of who you are, stand tall, and 
tell them why you are the best applicant 
in the pile.

THE ACCEPTANCE LETTER 

The day will come when the letter arrives 
to tell you if you were accepted, or if 
you received the valuation you wanted 
for your firm. A funeral home’s valuation 
is directly reflective of how it stacks 
up against the market. If your business 
portrays market share growth, excellent 
facilities, a strong level of preneed, and 

“The buyer should be willing to 
give you a list of individuals you can 
contact to talk more about culture, 

operational expectations, or the 
quality of the work environment.”

“I recommend seeking out the advice 
of others who have recently gone 

through the valuation process.  
I emphasize, recently.”



if you have made a convincing case 
for your story, the firm should see a 
high level of acceptance – a premium 
valuation. But what if you didn’t receive 
a premium valuation? What is Plan B? 
Always have a plan B. Many times owners 
become discouraged when they don’t 
receive everything they wanted for 
their firm. Don’t be. Seek to appeal the 
application, i.e. renegotiate the offer. 
You may have discovered a different 
school, or buyer, who better aligns with 
your goals and ideals – give them a call. 
Or, maybe the timing isn’t quite right. 
Because of this process, you now have a 

clearer understanding of what is required 
financially and operationally to receive 
the valuation you want. When you make 
the decision to sell with a high level of 
confidence, you’ll find yourself jumping 
around in celebration, hugging your 
friends and family, and everyone wearing 
sweatshirts that have the school mascot.

Dana and I love Jayden with all our 
hearts. I know the majority of funeral 
home owners feel the same way about 
their firms. The idea of someone else 
caring for Jayden’s development and 
wellbeing both scares me and excites 

me. I have a tremendous amount of 
confidence in her and her abilities. 
Importantly, I have confidence in her 
decision to attend school this fall. Why? 
Because I have done my part – I have 
raised her well, I have given her the tools 
she needs to be successful without me, 
and it’s time for her to stand on her own 
two feet. 

Long-time funeral home owners have 
done exactly that. They have cared for 
their staff, have watched their firms grow, 
and they influenced their communities for 
good. 

Because you know your firm so well, you know the right type of person 
or organization to secede you. By following the guidelines shared, you 
will make this decision with the highest level of confidence, and will be 

proud as your child develops far into the future.

Jason Widing – American Funeral Director – July 2018


