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The overall theme for this year’s program has been: Funeral 
Service 2.0. We asked the 2018 graduates of the NYSFDA 
Leadership Academy to respond to the following question:

How do we need to rethink the way we’ve been doing 
things to ensure funerals (the event itself), funeral service 
(the role you play, what you do) and funeral directors (as 
professionals) remain necessary, relevant and valuable? 
How will you help to be part of the solution?

We asked them to answer thoughtfully as they reflected 
on what they learned during the 11-month program. Their 
essays were creative, serious, insightful, humorous; a true 
reflection of their own leadership style.  

The class of 2018 hopes their responses can be used as a 
tool for future NYSFDA leaders. 
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Anthony Cartagena
Plaza Jewish Community Chapel | New York, NY

The way society’s thinking is headed predicates that a 
funeral service is more an event rather than simply a 
service. 

Funerals are becoming longer in length and more 
elaborate in scheme. 

People are more sensitive to the costs associated with 
funerals (which can be vast) and frankly, for the amount of money 
spent, they want to get their money’s worth. That comes in the form of 
more speakers and tributes, videos, music (sometimes live music), food 
and drink and overall length of service.

The funeral director has become more an event planner and coordinator 
than ever before. 

In order to stay relevant, a funeral director has to have their hand in 
every part of the service. From the arrangements with the family, to 
the preparation of the deceased, to the funeral service, to the burial. 
All aspects must have been “touched” by the funeral director. Nothing 
can be left to chance. 

The key to staying relevant in a technology-centered and evolving world 
is customer service and the sense of urgency in which it is demonstrated. 

Keeping the loved ones abreast of all issues and procedures, asking for 
feedback and making the funeral experience as interactive as possible 
is the way to preserve our value as funeral directors. 

A person who has lost a loved one is in a state of mind where they 
feel alone and pressed to hurry up and wait, so to speak. As funeral 
directors, we need to project that we are on this journey with the loved 
ones of the deceased and that they are our priority. This will help to 
establish trust in the relationship.

A veteran funeral director can be part of the solution in a few ways. 

First, it is important that a funeral director maintain the integrity of 
the profession and impart that to the residents that they are teaching. 
Stressing professional dress and speech, time management and 
promptness, politeness and professional demeanor go a very long way 
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in helping the next generation of funeral directors. 

Secondly, a funeral director must constantly stay educated on the trends 
within the industry. This should include the rise in cremation, the use 
of technology and staying current on all continuing education classes.

Finally, a funeral director should be happy to be in this profession. The 
attitude we project is seen by the public at large, many of whom do not 
know what goes into being a funeral director. 

Funeral service is just as much a calling as it is a profession and the few 
of us in it should be happy we call it our own.
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David A. Conley
Granby’s Funeral Service | Bronx, NY

In retrospect and recapitulation, I often wonder where 
my life may have been without death. 

At an early age, 10 to be exact, I was intrigued by 
a “mortician“ who serviced my church. He was a 
stately man, well-spoken and impeccably dressed. 
He commanded the audience as he approached the 
microphone to render instructions. This is only a portion 

of what led me down this path. Roy L. Gilmore, thank you. 

A path of service is not one which is easily followed. It is often riddled 
with confusion, disappointment, struggle and heartbreak. However, 
when your path is that that of a higher calling, it all seems to work itself 
out. 

I was once told that in service “some are called, some are sent and 
some just go.”

It is imperative that we as funeral service practitioners uphold and 
preserve the integrity of our beloved profession. 

In an effort to accomplish this goal, the NYSFDA Leadership Academy 
has undertaken the task of committing to change the industry. However 
challenging it may be, we understand and recognize the need to 
succeed and the importance for funeral service to stay relevant in the 
21st century. 

As service professionals we are charged with serving outside our offices 
to be present and visible within our communities. Educating the public 
on our role during death is crucial. Participating in civic and fraternal 
organizations along with sponsoring and participating in cultural and 
religious events ensures that the communities we serve are able to put 
a face to the name as well as humanize our role. 

Ensuring current firm owners that a commitment to service is not an 
ancient philosophy, but truly attainable by today’s youth, we hope to 
bridge the generational divide by openly discussing the relevance and 
future of the profession. The purpose and benefits of a succession plan 
is crucial as is nurturing and educating future funeral directors. 



6 7

The old adage “you can’t take it with you” holds true. Remain willing to 
commit the time and energy to nurture those who are willing to learn. 

An intense look and overhaul at our residency qualifications and 
curriculum should ensure proper training. We must dedicate ourselves 
to training our successors in a manner which will honor our legacy.

We must help to create the nexus between “now and then.” The future 
practitioners will need the guidance and expertise of our predecessors. 
While they possess the tools and knowledge to succeed, the know-how 
and finesse of those who “hold the torch” must be delicately transferred. 
All the while, the “torch holders” must remain open-minded and willing 
to recognize the need to change some things. 

I look forward to being a part of the movement that will provide our 
profession with a definitive future and preserve our legacy. 

We must encourage those who demonstrate a commitment to service. 
Help them recognize their calling. All the while weeding out those who 
are only driven by the potential financial gain (boy are they in for a 
surprise!). 

We must be a mentor in its true sense, not just to attain unfair labor. 

We must recognize that no civilization has been preserved without 
reverence for its dead. We are upheld to preserve ours by creating an 
atmosphere whereby everyone can feel as though this is necessary for 
their legacy. Commitment to change and dedication to service coupled 
with an open mind will ensure our legacy. 

A calling is a commitment to serve the masses, not yourself. 
Accomplishment is not judged by our completion of a task, but 
the commitment to complete the task to serve others.
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Nicholas D. DeCelle
William J. Burke & Sons Funeral Home 
Bussing & Cunniff Funeral Homes | Saratoga Springs, NY

As discussed in many other conversations, and as it seems 
to be playing out in the world today, traditions seem to be 
cyclical. For example, there was a stretch where children 
would finish high school, go away to college, and never 
return home.

Now, it seems that people are returning to the philosophy 
that “it takes a village to raise a family.” 

To me, what this means is that the bond of family ties is returning to the 
levels of strength from previous generations. 

I have been working in funeral service for just shy of six years. In that 
time, I have seen a wide range of “trends.” 

One thing that seems to be consistent is the understanding of how 
therapeutic it can be to treat the deceased with dignity. Even for 
immediate cremations, families understand the finality of never seeing 
their loved one again. 

There is a quote by Sir William Ewart Gladstone which reads,

Show me the manner in which a nation cares for its dead and I 
will measure with mathematical exactness the tender mercies 
of its people, their respect for the laws of the land, and their 
loyalty to high ideals.

I think there is an upward tick towards traditions in all cultures that 
reside in the United States whether it be Jewish traditions, Roman 
Catholic traditions, or even as far as ethnic traditions (Italian, Irish, 
etc.). One of the reasons why funeral directors are so important is we 
can help ANY ethnic or cultural background honor the life of their loved 
one.

In my opinion, the way to ensure funerals and funeral service 
remains necessary, valuable and relevant is to: “Do whatever the 
families need . . . as long as it’s legal.” 
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There is no cookie cutter funeral. 

What will I do to help be part of the solution? 

I will do my best to help the community as a funeral director, as a citizen, 
volunteer, neighbor, friend and teacher. 

A large part of being a funeral director is working closely with religious 
groups. Most of the groups involve a person by the name of Jesus who 
was most commonly referred to as a teacher. 

I was once told to “teach the Gospel, and when necessary, use words.” 

So, by example, I will try to make everyone around me a better person. 
Not just as a funeral director, but as an individual. 

After all, a great funeral director is just a great person who can embalm. 
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Michael J. Gorton Jr.
McManus-Lorey Funeral Home | Medford, NY

The world is constantly changing around us.

Look at technology: from new operating systems for our 
computers to new Samsung and iPhones to refrigerators 
that can tell us when we are low on milk. 

But what happens when we are in an industry where 
technology takes a back seat?

We are in a profession where people skills and our interaction with 
people will make the difference on how successful our business is and 
how successful the funeral service we help plan is. 

Steve Jobs said “. . . success is in the details.” 

How successful are you and how close are you to paying attention to 
the details?

Funeral service is ever-changing as well. 

Remember the times when stainless steel caskets and copper-lined 
vaults were asked for and sold regularly? In today’s families’ eyes, 
those are like Motorola Flip Phones. Families are asking for and wanting 
thumbprints, keepsake jewelry and rental caskets.  Are we listening to 
the wishes of the families we serve? Are we talking about these changes 
with our employees? Where are you in this? Are you learning the new 
trends? Are you dictating what families “should” do instead of what 
they “can” do?  Are you hiring competent, knowledgeable staff or are 
you burning yourself to the ground doing it yourself? 

These are tough questions. Challenging questions for sure and some 
that may make you feel uncomfortable. 

As Judy Blume said, 

We’re supposed to be uncomfortable when we read something. 
That’s how we learn.
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This past year I have had the honor to work with seven of the brightest, 
unknown stars in our state association. I have learned so much from 
them as a participant in the Leadership Academy. The program, 
coordinated by NYSFDA, has enriched me beyond belief. We have 
looked at how we as funeral professionals should be striving for higher 
knowledge. We have looked at the well-being of ourselves as funeral 
directors and how we struggle with finding balance between our work 
life and our home life. We also took a look at some of the skill sets that 
the future is gaining either in school or just after school.  

As part of the Leadership Academy, I have been challenged to be 
a better leader, which will make me a better person. It forced me to 
look at things and how I could have done things differently. I have felt 
uncomfortable, because it went against my thoughts on how to do 
things, because of that I have learned. My fellow classmates and our 
leaders have pushed me to be better. As a group we looked at how 
change can bring good, and in the end . . . success. Over the last year, 
we have looked at things and asked “why?” and then looked at things 
that haven’t happened and asked “why not?”

We are funeral service professionals, no matter how you look at it. 

And with a funeral comes a service we must lead, steer and direct. 

The idea is to embrace the new trends, to accept the changes that we 
face and - by working with each other - come to a resolve and offer the 
best possible service we can. I really want to help you be successful, be 
better funeral directors, be better people. Now, more than ever, I love 
to engage in “death talk” and in the end, it becomes “life talk.”

Be proud of the service you provide to your community. Embrace the 
change that they will bring you. Listen to your families and peers and 
learn from them. Being open-minded and willing to learn will make you 
and this profession you chose be lasting, rewarding and successful. 

Success is no accident. It is hard work, perseverance, learning, 
studying and most of all, love of what you are doing or learning 
to do.
 ~ Pele. 
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Stephen S. Karboski Jr.
McGrath, Myslinski, Karboski & Nunn Funeral Directors | Utica, NY

It is so difficult to rethink something that has been going 
on since the beginning of time. 

The event of funerals and how they happen and are 
planned have changed, but the main theme has always 
been the same: getting the dead from where there are to 
where they need to be. 

We can look back in time and see funerals being massive events in 
people’s lives as important, memorable and special events. The only 
thing that has changed has been people, not death. 

Today’s society has demonized, bad-mouthed and covered up funerals. 

Part of that could be from funeral professionals, but it could also be a 
part of who people have become as a whole. 

We do not have the time to grieve, we do not want to “see” mom again, 
we do not want to have a funeral, we do not want to greet guests and 
we certainly do not want to pay for a funeral. 

I believe in a sense, the event of a funeral has come to where it is today 
due to the lack of funeral professionals rethinking the event. 

We are so fearful of cremation, or a receiving line at church and people 
not doing calling hours that the public has changed the event of funerals 
on their own. 

We know that funeral directors will be necessary, but to be relevant and 
valuable is key to serving people. 

Today’s funeral service is not about merchandise, the casket, vault, urn 
or urn vault, it is all about serving people.

Funeral directors need to be available to serve their families in a 
capacity that makes sense to them logistically, financially and especially 
technologically. 

In order to properly serve families, we need to not be afraid of the 
unknown. We need to be able to try new procedures and not simply do 
what we have done for the past 50 years. 
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I find it refreshing when a family comes in and wants to do “new” things. 

We had a family who wanted a celebration of life. They wanted to wear 
Hawaiian shirts and have food and drink. We welcomed them into the 
funeral home with open arms and the entire staff wore our Hawaiian 
shirts that day as well. Some people were shocked, but the family loved 
it and they told everyone they knew about the service they received 
and the people who took care of them. 

It’s difficult to simply say that “I” will be part of the solution. 

At our funeral home, we talk about a team effort. Everyone is hands-on 
and everyone is “responsible” for the outcome of the funeral. I think 
that in order to be a part of an ever-changing world, we must be open-
minded to people’s opinions as well as be able to take constructive 
criticism, especially from those around us. 

One of our funeral associates, Bob, had a great idea to incorporate 
the candles we make at the funeral home into the casket spray or urn 
spray. We have been doing it for about a year and people have been so 
affected by it, in a positive way, that it is one of the more memorable 
things they see. It is changes like these that will help keep us relevant 
and part of the solution to serving people better. 

It is small changes, or even big changes, like not wearing a suit, that will 
keep funerals, funeral directors and our industry necessary, relevant 
and valuable. If anyone has any questions, just ask the family who 
wore the Hawaiian shirts. They know that the service we provided was 
valuable far beyond pearls. 

I look forward to the years to come and the way the funeral service is 
changing and will continue to change. There is no doubt in my mind 
that funeral directors are a necessary part of life and we play a huge 
role in the funeral process, we just need to make sure our egos don’t 
get the best of us.
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Michelle Ironside Kinville
Ironside Funeral Home | Oneida, NY

Necessary. Relevant. Valuable.  These three words are all 
things that not just every funeral director strives to be, 
but every individual.  It’s in our DNA. It’s why we were 
put on earth in the first place.  

We want to be necessary to society, we want to stay 
relevant, we want to be valuable to others; if not, we 
become extinct. 

Same goes for funerals, funeral service, and funeral directors.

Funerals need to be able to adapt and adjust to what the consumers 
want and need.  

As the consumer changes, the way they view death and funerals 
changes with them.  

If a celebration of life is what the consumer wants, then that’s what we 
must provide them. 

The funeral needs to reflect the life of the deceased and become 
personal for their family. If it is cookie-cutter or cut and dry, the 
consumer is not going to see any value in what they are paying for.  

The funeral event needs to be just that - an event for that family. It 
needs to become a necessary part of our journey through life for us to 
remain relevant in our history and for future generations to remember 
us.

We, as funeral directors, play an important role in striving to stay 
relevant and important in our society.  We need to be able to adapt 
and change, sympathize and grieve with families, and be the backbone 
and voice for our families and the deceased.  We need to hear their 
opinions and wishes, and make their dreams come true.  We need 
to channel our inner Walt Disney and help to pay tribute to the most 
important people in the families’ lives.  When we are able to do that, 
we will remain necessary, relevant, and valuable.
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It is a corporal work of mercy to bury the dead.  We, as a human race, 
have been honoring the dead since the caveman.  We need to make 
sure we take pride in what we do and show the deceased honor and 
respect.  

If we as funeral service professionals don’t take pride and honor in what 
we do, how can we expect the public to see us as necessary, relevant, 
and valuable?

I believe I was born to be a funeral director.  I try to stay up-to-date on 
the newest technology and changes in funeral service.  I keep myself 
open to new ideas and try not to judge a family on their thoughts and 
views.  I hope that I am still able to keep an open mind as I become 
more experienced in this field. 

I hope to pass on to future funeral directors that we are necessary, we 
are relevant and we are valuable. 

Society needs us, and we need society.  I just hope that we can all keep 
an open mind and stay relevant, so we don’t become extinct.



16 17

Marika McMeans
Miller Funeral and Cremation Services | Rochester, NY

At 98 years old, Grandma G. had been ill over the past 
decade. Her grandchildren and great-grandchildren, of 
which she had many, created their relationships with her 
while she was unable to be active and eventually when 
she became bed-bound. 

Their favorite bonding activities with Grandma G. were 
coloring, drawing and crafting. She had a room full of 

their favorite markers and pencils and they would spend hours together 
making beautiful things. 

When Grandma died, this is how we celebrated her: she was placed in 
an unfinished beetle-kill wooden casket, in her favorite purple dress and 
was surrounded in sparkly bags and ornate boxes full of her permanent 
markers. 

Each child ranging from 4 to 20 was encouraged to draw with Grandma 
one last time. They had a few hours together to draw and write on her 
casket before the general public was allowed in the building.

A 65 year old charter bus driver died suddenly leaving a distraught 
family behind. His son, also a driver, led the funeral procession with 
dad’s bus from the funeral home to the cemetery. Dad’s casket was 
lovingly placed in the storage compartment. One final ride.

I have done funeral arrangements on the front lawn of my funeral home 
because a widow was too distraught to come into the building. 

I have done funeral services on the edge of a stream in the mountains. 

I have done funeral services where people danced and sang, wore 
costumes or favorite colors. 

If we let go of this idea that we must do everything the way it has always 
been done, we have the potential to truly serve our families in a way 
that can be the support they need as they continue through their grief 
journey.

How do we stay relevant in an ever-changing world? We must remember 
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that we are in a position of service and our personal feelings should 
have nothing to do with the services we offer. So, we offer unique. We 
offer traditional. We offer everything within the realm of possibility 
because that is the only thing that will bring families back to us. 

We must stay up-to-date with technology, utilizing webcasting, music, 
videography and social media. We must be creative and suggest unique 
options fitting for each family. We must help educate our community 
on the possibilities. 

How many of your families walk into your facility not knowing that we 
can allow food in the building and how could that simplify the family’s 
planning?

Let us think outside the box. That means bringing the riding lawnmower 
into calling hours, placing cremated remains in a remote-control 
snowmobile, using a bus as a hearse. This means telling families that 
you can do those kinds of things. This means education. 

In my mind, funeral homes tend to be peaceful, beautiful places but I 
often hear how nervous people are to come into our buildings. There 
is a deeply instilled sense of fear of funeral homes and our directors. 

Let us change that. 

Invite your community in for movie nights or for a gathering of some 
kind. 

Fill your space with soft, comfortable beauty and make sure it smells 
nice. 

Be open and honest about your staff, your prices and what being a 
funeral director actually means. Let us show our humanity and prove 
how we really are not “scary” or “stereotypical.”

Let us be the change, and revel in the opportunities of the future of our 
industry. If we choose to, we can begin to help our families in a more 
personal, memorable and profound way.
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Brandi A. Reed
Lakeside Memorial Funeral Home | Hamburg, NY

Funeral Service 2.0: Let me start by defining the adage. 
Oxford dictionary states 2.0 “denotes a superior or more 
advanced version of an original concept.” 

Funeral service is an ever-evolving 2.0. 

Remember that embalming was a far-fetched idea.
Remember that “funeral parlors” were a strange concept. 

Remember that, at one time, flowers were the ONLY reason you did not 
smell a body that was laid out. 

We have already come so far. Why? Because society demanded it then 
as it is demanding change now. 

Gone are the days of showing limited options to every family and 
expecting them to be pleased. Now are the days of learning which 
options each family may benefit from and sometimes coming up with 
new options. We should not be surprised.

Cookie cutters had to branch out from classic star and Christmas tree 
shapes, why would funerals be allowed to stay the same?

Participating in the Leadership Academy has introduced me to funeral 
directors from all walks of life. I have had the opportunity to discuss 
ways to create impact before, during and after meeting people who 
have suffered loss.

I have learned that many people can tell you exactly what they need, 
others only think they can, while some cannot tell you anything. This 
helped me see how desperately people need support and guidance.

Our roles as professionals in the death care industry is not to tell people 
how to grieve or what they need, but rather to stop and to listen. 

Hear their hurt and pay attention to the potential for healing. Every 
person has a different grief journey and each needs to be facilitated 
appropriately. 
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Selling funeral services cannot be the focus. Helping people heal must 
be the top priority. 

Almost anyone can follow a checklist to put together an event, but few 
can help others move forward from grief in a healthy way.   

That is not to say that funeral services are unnecessary, they are. I think 
the term “funeral service,” however, needs to be more broadly defined 
in the industry. 

Carrying a casket to a hearse, to a cemetery and laying someone to rest 
is what a lot of our communities believe funerals need to be. They fail 
to realize, and we often fail to educate them, that it is a basic human 
need to come together and share a loss. We must stop, acknowledge 
feeling, come together and share. 

Georg Christoph Lichtenberg said,

Man loves company even if it is only that of a small burning 
candle.

I believe he is saying that even if you think you are insignificant in 
someone’s life, your presence in the right moment can be powerful. 

Coming back to the 2.0 concept. I think everyone wishes to be a superior 
version of themselves but few people have the strength, will power and 
heart to make it happen. Maybe it is because we would have to first 
admit that we are not already doing our best. 

If given the proper inspiration and cause for drive, each of us could 
achieve marvelous feats. I want to seek out people who may need a 
little push and help launch them into their path to a higher potential.

I want to, and shall be, the change I wish to see in the world. 

What are you waiting for?



The NYSFDA Board of Directors recognizes that an organization is only 
as good as its leaders. To ensure the continued success of the state 
association, and to develop the funeral service leaders of tomorrow, 
the Board was pleased to introduce the NYSFDA Leadership Academy in 
2013. For more information about future NYSFDA Leadership Academy 
programs, contact Marianne at 800-291-2629 or marianne@nysfda.org.

To identify, inspire and mentor emerging 
leaders in funeral service;

To provide leadership development 
training programs tailored specifically to 
funeral directors;

To recognize the value of diversity to 
the future success of funeral director 
associations;

To develop a lifelong professional network 
of funeral service leaders;

To facilitate the promotion of new funeral 
directors into leadership positions at the 
state and local levels.

The 11-month program involves:

• a competitive application process;
• leadership development 

workshops;
• monthly web-based training 

programs;
• a group capstone project; and
• a graduation ceremony at the 

NYSFDA Annual Convention.

NYSFDA Leadership Academy 

      Goals:


