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The Inaugural Class ...
KELLY DATOUSH COPP
Carpenter's Funeral Home, LLC, Corning, NY

NICHOLAS FARENGA
Farenga Brothers Funeral Homes, Yonkers, NY

JANA L. HALDENWANG, CFSP
Campbell-Dean Funeral Home, Inc., Canastota, NY

SABRINA JOYNES 
Granby's Funeral Service, Inc., Bronx, NY

MARY J. KING
Robert M. King Funeral Home, Granville, NY

MARK J. NOLAN
Nolan & Taylor-Howe Funeral Home, Northport, NY

HEATHER A. RAUCH
V.J. Iocovozzi Funeral Home, Inc., Frankfort, NY

PETER J. ROSE
Betz, Rossi, Bellinger and Stewart Family Funeral Homes Inc., Amsterdam, NY
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We asked the inaugural class of the NYSFDA Leadership Academy 
to respond to the following question:

As an association leader, how would you deal with the changing 
landscape of the association industry, especially as it relates 
to recruiting and engaging tomorrow’s association members? 
What changes would you recommend to ensure the member 
benefits are current, competitive and cutting-edge?

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 dubbed themselves, the “Great 8” and they hope the 
following can be used as a tool for future NYSFDA leaders. 
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Kelly Datoush Copp
Carpenter’s Funeral Home | Corning, NY

As a graduate of the New York State Funeral Directors 
Association Leadership Academy, I have only just begun 
the journey of learning how to become an effective leader. 
Becoming a leader is not something one can achieve 
overnight, rather something one obtains by continuing 
to gain knowledge, develop and grow throughout their 
career. 

As I continue to grow and become involved in the NYSFDA, I believe 
we are going to have to take a look at the reality that the funeral 
industry is shifting from what it once was. We as funeral directors can 
no longer count on traditional funerals. Through the frustrations and 
discouragement many of us feel, we have got to find a way to educate 
not only the future association members, but the public as a whole on 
the importance of honoring our loved ones. 

Caleb Wilde said “Value is determined by the market. If you value it, 
you will pay for it.” It is a known fact that people used to value funerals. 
So, why don’t they now? I believe they aren’t educated on the topic. 

Collectively as an industry, the association leaders are 
responsible not only to funeral directors across the state, 
but to every family we serve to make them understand that 
what we do as a profession is valuable. 

With the discouragement among fellow directors, I firmly believe if we 
can come up with ideas on marketing and educating around the state, 
we can change the landscape of the shifting industry for tomorrow’s 
association members. 

We’ve all attended seminars for our continuing education credits, but 
how many have talked about the real issue? The issue of how to market 
what we do effectively. When you stop and think about how incredibly 
unique this industry is, it can be difficult to find ways to ensure member 
benefits are competitive and cutting edge. I believe one idea that 
would help members of the association would be to come up with a 
statewide education movement. If we could provide an educational 



4 5

and informative video presentation on what it is we do and why it is 
important for your loved ones, I think it would get people to think a 
little more about death and, perhaps over time, value it. 

We could begin with separate topics based on different individual 
needs, whether it be, “What to expect” during a preneed, an at-need, 
aftercare, etc. or “What does a Funeral Director do?” Starting with a 
common purpose and goal that we can each build off of based on our 
specific demographics and clientele would make it that much easier for 
our profession to begin the process of getting individuals back to the 
value they perceived years ago.

If our funeral professionals committed their time and efforts in taking 
part in this education movement throughout their own communities, I 
would be very interested to see if, as a state, we could curb the changing 
landscape of the industry.  : :
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Nicholas Farenga
Farenga Brothers Funeral Homes | Yonkers, NY

As an association leader, the way I would deal with the 
changing landscape of the industry is by doing one word: 
evolve. 

Today’s business is done much differently than a 
generation ago. Things change so rapidly that it 
doesn’t even take a full generation for things to change 

anymore. Entire long-standing industries can change in a year, a month 
or overnight if you don’t pay close enough attention. Five years is a 
lifetime in today’s culture thanks to the availability of information and 
technology that makes hard tasks easy to accomplish. In order for an 
industry to keep on top of things and ahead of the curve, it must evolve 
along with the times. 

Society dictates how an industry needs to work and if it can’t 
meet the standards, it will become irrelevant, outdated and 
is doomed to fail. 

The change in the funeral industry especially has occurred significantly 
over the past few years. There are still traditional-minded families who 
are used to a certain way of doing things and will always do things 
that way but the number of people who operate in the evolved way 
of thinking is growing exponentially. More and more people want a 
one day viewing or same day viewing with a low quality casket and 
cremation. There is nothing wrong with this, but the industry needs to 
recognize, understand and adapt to things like this in order to survive. 
Most importantly, it needs members to be able to adapt and comply 
with the needs of these people. If you have a family who wants fully 
customized merchandise and there is a funeral director who has been 
doing things one way for forty years, that director may not be able to 
accommodate this family no matter how good he or she is at their job. 
This stresses the importance of having staff that can accommodate any 
person or family that walks through their doors. 

It would be beneficial if these adaptable people are also in positions 
that can help their industry like a leadership position in an association 
or even just having a voice in an association. As long as they are being 
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heard then there is a chance to offer a solution or at the very least 
raise certain questions that can help address a situation. These people 
must be accepted into an association and considered valued members 
because they can bring the change needed to not only fix current 
issues but forecast future issues that may arise. If they are valued and 
appreciated then they will want to be part of the association and feel 
like contributors to the big picture which will encourage other like- 
minded individuals to congregate towards the association because they 
will feel like they have a chance to succeed as well. 

People love a success story; it inspires them and gives them the mindset 
that they too can reach higher levels than previously imagined. The 
larger the group of people trying to succeed, the more chance there 
is for success. This is the key to engaging tomorrow’s association 
members and the association itself. Once you have these valuable 
members as part of the organization, it is important to keep them. The 
association should make them feel at home and important as it should 
with any of its members. It needs to always make its members feel like 
they have full support behind them. It is always a good idea to take 
notice on what other associations are doing to help their members and 
see if it’s something that it can apply to its own members. But the most 
important thing that an association can do for its members is to listen to 
them. Be sure that its members know that the association has an open 
door to any comments, suggestions or issues. Feedback is extremely 
important because today’s world is so fast-paced and ever-changing 
that an association may be put out of touch quickly if it doesn’t listen to 
the people that have their ear to the ground.  : :
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Jana L. Haldenwang, CFSP
Campbell-Dean Funeral Home, Inc. | Canastota, NY

As an association leader, I would deal with the changing 
landscape of the association industry and the issue of 
engaging tomorrow’s association members in a couple 
of different ways. I think that because our industry is 
comprised of multiple generations, benefits need to be 
tailored according to everyone’s needs.

First, I think it’s important to recognize why this is an issue.  The fact 
that this and other associations include many different generations is a 
challenge because each generation is very different. The Baby Boomer 
generation is looking for value for the money they spend.  The three 
younger generations combined - Generation X, Generation Y and the 
Millennials - have different ideas as to what value is. 

The younger generations want to feel included in a group 
and be offered something they can’t get elsewhere.  These 
generations look at exclusivity as a bonus.

Associations and organizations all over the world are seeing decreased 
membership numbers because people just don’t join these groups 
anymore. Our world has become so accessible at the touch of a fingertip 
that any opportunity may be found online. This allows the individual to 
be able to do something, like volunteer work or attend a continuing 
education seminar, on a limited basis, without having to make a long-
term commitment.  By only participating in events one at a time, as 
the needs of the individual arise and they find the time, they may feel 
that there is no need to join something that they are only going to 
participate in on a limited basis.

As an association, we need to identify and offer benefits that wouldn’t 
be attainable otherwise or would be difficult to obtain. As the cost 
of running a small business in New York State increases, perhaps the 
association could help to alleviate some of the burden of those costs to 
a small business by offering some of the benefits they cannot obtain or 
afford on their own. These benefits can be offered similar to how the 
Directors Choice Credit Union operates now, offering special deals for 
association members. 
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I also think that the companies that run the group coupon deals have a 
great idea. There are enough of us in the state that may be interested 
in a small vacation or a new computer that would love a group discount 
that is only offered to association members.  Think like GROUPON!

One thing that our association does very well to engage members is to 
offer CEU seminars free of charge. These programs are high quality and 
often offer a chance to attend a seminar or listen to a speaker that we 
would not normally have access to.  Programs for newer directors that 
offer opportunities for professional and personal development, like the 
Leadership Academy, are also important. 

In this industry, networking is very important and I think that the 
association could offer newer directors a chance to meet other newer 
directors, or even be mentored by one of the Leadership Academy 
attendees.  I think that if the association could involve newer directors in 
the Annual Convention that would also be beneficial. Often, employers 
may not have the means to send a director to the convention so some 
sort of convention expense lottery drawing may be of interest to some.

I think one thing that the association is lacking is an avenue to present 
the members with some vocational opportunities through volunteer 
work.  Short term projects that have lasting results would be beneficial 
not only to the member but also to those we could help. If we had 
opportunities to volunteer on occasion, as our schedule permits, I think 
it could promote team building within our industry, increase networking 
potential, allow us to give back to a community and it would put the 
association out in the media and press as a group that gives back.  

In conclusion, I think the association already does a great job in 
recruiting newer members but we can do even more to engage them 
and get them involved. Offering more opportunities to fit the needs of 
each member according to interest and ability is key!  : :
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Sabrina Joynes
Granby’s Funeral Service | Bronx, NY

I believe that all efforts to attract the younger generation 
and aspiring leaders in funeral service will enhance the 
association. This group of individuals will provide the 
association with a fresh outlook, new ideas and a wealth 
of experience. The association in return must be willing 
to think outside of the box, step outside of their “comfort 
zone,” be open to new ideas and most importantly – be 

willing to accept CHANGE.  John F. Kennedy said, "Change is the law of 
life and those who look only to the past or present are certain to miss 
the future."

Attracting the younger generation should be a goal not only for 
the NYSFDA but every organization. I learned a lesson a long time 
ago regarding churches, “If you see a church with little to no young 
people, you are seeing a dying church.” That lesson could apply to any 
organization. Young people are the future leaders in an association. 
In order to keep them engaged, we must listen to them and get them 
involved. 

The creation of the NYSFDA Leadership Academy, I believe, is what 
will keep the association relevant and competitive. It is an opportunity 
to develop and foster leadership qualities and therefore emerge 
successful leaders. It is an opportunity to get a behind-the-scenes look 
at the association, the divisions and departments behind NYSFDA’s 
name. It also gives firsthand information regarding topics that concern 
our profession and reminds us that we have people advocating on our 
behalf on a daily basis. I believe this new program is a great benefit 
offered to current and future members.

The first change I would recommend to ensure that the member’s 
benefits remain competitive and cutting-edge is to find out what 
current members want. On a yearly basis, send out surveys whether in 
print or online, to find out how NYSFDA can better serve its members, it 
can also elicit changes that will make a difference in the funeral service 
profession.  The purpose of an association is to make us successful but 
also institute change.  

To increase retention and recruit new members, we must show value. 
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Just as the families we serve look for value for their money, current 
members must also see value for the money they spend to become a 
part of the association. One way to improve member retention rates is 
to remind members of all they have received from their involvement in 
the association over the past year. 

Secondly, recruiting new funeral homes in the association is also vital to 
the growth of the association. At the heart of nearly every flourishing 
association is a successful Membership Recruitment Campaign. The 
best approach is to have current members spread the word, with 
volunteers to advocate the mission and benefits offered to members. 
We must also show potential members the value and opportunities the 
association will bring to their firms. The benefits to the NYSFDA will be 
additional funds, new ideas, new volunteers and future leaders. 

We have a common interest that binds us together – 
caring, highly professional funeral directors. We can work 
together as a team by bringing together those with years 
of experience along with new professionals that will make 
the NYSFDA strong, competitive and current. 

One final thought from Henry Ford that summarizes these ideas is, 
“Coming together is a beginning. Keeping together is progress. Working 
together is success.”   : :
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Mary J. King
Robert M. King Funeral Home | Granville, NY

When I was accepted into the Leadership Academy, it 
was the beginning of a journey which I hope will make 
a difference to our industry and the families we serve 
every day.

The programs which have been a part of the program 
have been very helpful in many ways. They showed 

us all the intricacies of how the Association works (ours and others), 
how to work within the perimeters to make a difference and just how 
important relationships with our peers and fellow professionals are to 
our success and the success of the industry as a whole.

Now as I sit here writing this essay I realize what an opportunity I have 
been given. I am excited to be involved in the Association as a leader. 
It isn’t about any one person, but all of us together, working to make 
changes that will benefit all concerned. The staff at the Association is 
there to help us follow through with and carry out changes that will 
make our business environments more profitable, easier to work in, 
and help us to help families. 

Our business has undergone a lot of change in the past ten years. 
Changes we may have felt were coming, we didn’t see. Some for the 
better, some not so much. Whatever the changes and trends, together 
we can make it doable. 

While working on committee levels at the Association, we can help 
change legislation or share ideas to make positive changes not only a 
possibility but a reality. It is our duty to reach out to others who have 
not been active in their associations, whether national, state or local, 
and help them to see that they can make a difference. Their opinions 
are important. When people get together and share their ideas, 
solutions can be realized. It is not the job of the staff or only a few 
people to do this, it is the job of the entire profession. After all, who 
really understands what we do, how we do it and why we do it, better 
than ourselves and our fellow funeral professionals. At the end of the 
day, we want to feel that we have served families to the best of our 
ability, and that our long difficult hours are profitable to ourselves and 
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our families, and generally that we have made a difference in the world. 
Association involvement makes this possible. 

I have learned so much this year about how Association 
involvement on national, state and local levels works. I am 
very excited to take this knowledge and go to work for the 
benefit of our profession. 

I plan not only to work to make changes but to be an ambassador to 
others who may feel that they can’t make a change and they have to 
settle for the way it is. There are many powerful committees working 
to help us and every member recruited is another pair of hands, a 
thoughtful mind and a voice to make changes. 

I would like to thank the Association for taking the initiative to create 
this Academy.  I have found it very rewarding and am looking forward to 
joining the fellow members of the Academy in our journey to serve and 
change. This is something that should be looked at by other associations. 
It gives the knowledge to participants to reach out and make sure that 
our Association and our profession continues on.  : :
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Mark J. Nolan
Nolan & Taylor-Howe Funeral Home | Northport, NY

In the 19 years I have been working in the Funeral Industry, 
the ever-changing landscape has forced us to change with 
it.  Regardless of the changes presented to an association 
or the industry as a whole, I have learned that being part 
of both Local and State Associations can do nothing but 
benefit my leadership skills and my ability to become a 
better Funeral Director. I have found that being an active 

member in my two local Funeral Director Associations has been a 
tremendous help in dealing with change. 

Whenever like-minded individuals get together and discuss 
what the day’s issues are, and how we as individuals address 
them, a positive outcome is the result.

Any volunteer organization, whether it be philanthropic-based or 
association-based, is struggling to maintain membership and especially 
recruiting new membership. Tomorrow’s leadership is found in all new 
membership. Actively recruiting is a necessary step for any association, 
and is imperative for the Association to thrive. The NYSFDA has been 
creative and cutting edge in instituting the first ever Leadership Academy. 
I know I can speak for all of us in the inaugural class, appropriately named 
the “Great 8,” and say that I am truly amazed at what the association 
offers, and HOW they do it. 

It’s in the HOW, that makes our association great, and is the NYFDA’s 
strongest recruiting tool. I believe that technology will never stop changing, 
and as an association we have kept current, i.e. Website development, 
updating PrePlan forms, Facebook and other social media. All of these 
are necessary, and will continue to change, but are only as good as the 
people backing it up. The staff at the NYFDA offices is knowledgeable and 
extremely helpful. Through the guidance of the Association Executive, 
and the scope of the Board of Directors, the association continues to 
meet the membership’s wants and needs. I want to help continue that. 

“We are . . . so be happy” was my leadership quote. I tell people all the 
time that the best and worst part of my job is that I am continuously 
reminded of my own mortality. So to be completely in the present, I am 
blessed to be writing this for you to read, and look forward to becoming 
more active in the NYSFDA.  : :
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Heather A. Rauch
V.J. Iocovozzi Funeral Home, Inc. | Frankfort, NY

As funeral directors, as leaders and as human beings, we 
should be challenging ourselves to learn one new thing 
each day. As we head home from a long day at the funeral 
home, sit back and reflect in our trusty old lazy chair, no 
matter what time that may be in our profession, we have 
a choice. We can shut our eyes, setting aside the goings 
on of the day, slipping away into a cloudy abyss with the 

idea that our work will pick up where we left off again in the morning. 
We also have the option to reflect on what we learned and set a goal to 
use that bit of information in the most practical and relevant way. How 
will this benefit us personally, as professionals and in turn, benefit our 
lives and the families we serve?

I entered the Leadership Academy with the fabulous “Great 8,” the 
inaugural Class of 2014, not knowing exactly what to expect. I did, 
however, have a pretty good idea after meeting the staff at the New 
York State Funeral Directors Association that they would not let me 
leave without many pieces of information to reflect on.

When I attended SUNY Canton in 2004, I am sad to say that I had 
never heard of the New York State Funeral Directors Association. I was 
unaware of the great benefits that they offered to students entering 
their careers as funeral directors. I didn’t know about the scholarships 
and loans that were available while I was in school and I didn’t know 
about the opportunities that the association offered for me to make 
a difference as a leader in the future. Being a first generation funeral 
director, I didn’t know anyone who was a member of the association 
simply because I had never known a funeral director. I wasn’t made 
aware of the association during school and I only found out that it 
existed during my residency. As an association leader, I would reach out 
to current and newly enrolled Mortuary Science Students in New York 
State and let them know a little bit more about what the association 
can do for them and what they can do for the association to get them 
involved early on. I think that establishing a relationship with future 
generations would be extremely beneficial to both parties. 

In the funeral industry, times are changing. I know what you’re thinking, 
“I knew that.” I’m not a mind reader; I just see funeral directors, young 



16 17

and old(er) struggling to stay current in such a fast-paced world. I have 
been licensed for six years and I am just now starting to feel out of 
the technological loop. Just the other day, I asked my boss’ 13 year old 
son what he was doing on his phone. I was baffled when the words, 
“Snap Chatting” came out of his mouth. That being said, training 
funeral directors to better understand and potentially utilize the most 
current technology would be a wonderful tool for several reasons. It 
would allow funeral directors to give families the type of tribute to their 
loved one that would be memorable, special and unique. It would also 
allow funeral directors to more easily communicate with families, with 
the public and to utilize the world wide web. They could broaden their 
horizons and increase their business. 

It’s not news that technology is changing and evolving 
every day. New and even more confusing devices are being 
sold to consumers who may ask you to retrieve grandpa’s 
obituary photo from his Facebook page or hand you a flash 
drive that you can’t even identify, let alone get a picture 
of grandpa out of. I recommend basic computer skills and 
social media training for the membership. 

There are so many benefits to being a member of the NYSFDA, even if 
it’s just for entertaining funeral news or a great place to get a loan for 
that boat you always wanted. Every employee and board member at 
NYSFDA serves an individual purpose and plays a vital role in the way 
the great state of New York conducts funeral business. I bet there are 
some people who don’t know that there is a person at the association 
who fights our legal battles and makes sure our voices are heard when 
it comes to legislation affecting funeral service. There is also someone 
who deals with compliance issues and the dreaded OSHA inspections. 
I know very little about any of these things, but it sure is nice to know 
that somebody who does, has my back. I think member benefits are 
very current, competitive and cutting edge and I have a far greater 
appreciation for how great our association really is. 

Sitting back in my trusty lazy chair, reflecting on all the Leadership 
Academy has taught me, I would like to share with you what is in my 
opinion, the very best part. Since the moment I arrived on this earth, 
I was shy. Not the kind of shy where I liked to blend in and maintain a 
low profile but the kind where I crossed my fingers and then I crossed 
my toes and hoped to the heavens that the sprinkler system turned on 
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or there was a fire drill to get me out of this uncomfortable situation. I 
can’t remember a time when I wasn’t completely traumatized speaking 
in front of a group. I am happy to report that I am on the road to stage 
fright recovery. The Leadership Academy has given me tools and skills 
that have helped me to prepare for a group and understand what makes 
a good speech. For that, I thank the NYSFDA and wish you continued 
success with the Leadership Academies of the future. I hope our future 
leaders learn more than they ever hoped to and take away great things 
like I did. So hit that lazy chair and make a difference. After all, the more 
you know, the more prepared you are for what lies ahead. : :
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Peter J. Rose
Betz, Rossi, Bellinger & Stewart Family Funeral Homes |
Amsterdam, NY

To quote one of the greatest visionaries of our time, John 
F. Kennedy once said “Let us not seek the Republican 
answer or the Democratic answer, but the right answer. 
Let us not seek to fix the blame for the past. Let us accept 
our own responsibility for the future.”

The NYSFDA is comprised of some of the most dynamic 
and innovative people that I know.  As one of the oldest Associations 
in the country, we have stood the test of time and have become 
visionaries in our own daily practices.  We have collaborated as a group 
of professionals to promote, educate and  strengthen ourselves, and 
the communities that we serve.

One of the largest tasks that as a leader I would promote is our ability 
to face the new challenges that are on the horizon as it affects our 
members.  Representing over 900 firms within the State of New York, 
we are comprised of some of the smallest and largest funeral entities in 
the state; however, we have all agreed on one code, our code of ethics. 

We have also made a commitment to serve for the greater 
good.  Funeral Service as a whole has been around for 
generations.  It is through our educational programs, our 
leadership and our mission that we are able to cultivate 
ideas and to recruit new members.  

Programs such as The Leadership Academy, which I am proud to be a 
member of the Inaugural Class, is one of the many ways that will shape 
the leadership of tomorrow and carry our mission into the future.  Our 
group has coined the phrase, the “Great 8” with no surprise.  If the 
inaugural class is any indication of the leaders of our tomorrow, we are 
destined for great things.  I am certainly blessed to be a part of such a 
fantastic group of professionals that are from all parts of our state.

As our society and association landscape changes, we will continue 
to adapt, grow and support one another through the challenging 
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times ahead.  I find that communication is the key to any successful 
organization.  Through the use of technology, social media, e-newsletters 
and telecommuting, we as a group are on task.  What the future holds, 
we will never know.  But as a group of professionals, TOGETHER we 
have accepted the responsibility for our future, and we will shape our 
own destiny.  Through this collaboration, we will attract new members, 
and retain our existing ones.  Our members are not just members or 
colleagues, they are our friends; and friendship is one of the greatest 
things that any association can offer.  : :



New York State  
Funeral Directors Association, Inc.
1 South Family Drive
Albany, New York 12205

800-291-2629
www.nysfda.org
@NYSFDA

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 sessions, contact: 


