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Preventing Compassion Fatigue Among Funeral Directors

After enduring the hardships and uncertainties brought upon us by the devasting Covid-19 pandemic, this year, 2023, has finally felt like life and our surroundings have normalcy again. It is a year that feels like a breath of fresh air, as our lives slowly but surely return to a semblance of what we once considered normal. Various aspects of our lives that we took for advantage of are now seen as the gift that they are, social interactions, economic progress, travel, education and group settings, and mental and emotional well-being.

Having had the blessing of being nominated to become a Mentor at NFDA’s Meet the Mentors which is sponsored by the Funeral Service Foundation, I was confronted with a sobering thought, “Am I putting my team’s emotional wellbeing a the forefront of my organization?” All too often as operators the focus is on financial gains, market share, staff benefits (payroll, health plans, retirement) but how many funeral homes are actively focusing on Compassion Fatigue, Mental Health Awareness, and Manager training to help identify compassion fatigue.

At Meet the Mentors we had an amazing presentation by Lynda Cheldelin Fell, Founding Partner at the International Grief Institute about compassion fatigue, resilience, and managing grief in the workplace. I left convicted yet motivated to institute immediate change. The Mentor became the mentee, you are never done learning.

As Founder and Operator of Jersey Memorial Group, with assets across funeral homes, crematories, pet services, insurance agency, and publication services in multiple states, I met with our Michael Grandi and our leadership team to develop a comprehensive Staff Support Plan to ensure the team’s well being. We quickly found that one plan would fall short, we needed TWO plans. One for our staff members and equally important, one for our location managers to be able to help identify and promote wellness. Operating numerous roof tops presented challenges in that we needed to be able to scale, make financial investments, and educate team members. Also having the honor of previously being award NFDA’s POE and Best of Best our intent was to make a plan that can be easily adopted and shared with our colleagues throughout our profession. We wanted a plan that would work for a single rooftop or multiple roof tops, family firms or corporate locations, as well as with suppliers.

We decided to roll out the program in each firm but started with furniture, equipment and building modifications in two of the locations with plans to roll out companywide furnishings and be finished by the 4th quarter of 2024.

We experienced such an overwhelming response that something else happened, something we had not anticipated. We started to receive resumes from funeral directors, apprentices, and non-licensed support staff. Word got out. We may have lived through a health pandemic, but funeral service is in another pandemic, and Employment Pandemic. We learned quickly that our profession has overlooked the very same thing we promote, guidance in dealing with loss and grief, just on a professional level. But when an operation places their priority in their team and their well being by identifying overall mental and emotion health moral skyrockets.

As a testament, Jersey Memorial has been able to fill every position across each funeral home with resumes continuing to come in. I have had the pleasure of adding to the team Funeral Directors, Managers, Crematory Operators, Dually Licensed Advanced Planning Directors, Administrators, Apprentices, and Accounting team members. My hope is that these simple steps outlined in a plan for staff and the mangers would be able to be replicated and funeral homes that take make compassion fatigue a main focus will be able to separate from other firms and employ the very best practitioners.


A Comprehensive Staff Support Plan

Introduction:
Funeral directors play a critical role in providing compassionate care and support to grieving families during one of the most challenging times in their lives. However, the continuous exposure to grief and loss can lead to compassion fatigue, a condition that affects their emotional, mental, and physical well-being. To ensure the well-being of funeral directors, it is crucial to implement a comprehensive staff support plan that addresses their needs and prevents compassion fatigue. This plan outlines various strategies and resources, including massage chairs, quiet rooms, collaborative areas, mental health days off, and reading materials, to promote self-care, relaxation, and mental health support.

1. Implementation of Massage Chairs:
a. Provide massage chairs in designated areas to offer relaxation and stress relief during breaks.
b. Collaborate with professional massage therapists to provide occasional on-site massages to alleviate tension and promote relaxation.
c. Encourage funeral directors to take advantage of these resources during their downtime.

2. Establishing Quiet Rooms:
a. Designate specific rooms or areas within funeral homes as quiet spaces for funeral directors to take short breaks.
b. Furnish these rooms with comfortable seating, dim lighting, soft music, and calming scents.
c. Encourage the use of these spaces to facilitate relaxation, meditation, or simply to find solace during challenging moments.

3. Creating Collaborative Areas:
a. Designate specific spaces within the funeral home that encourage social interaction and support among funeral directors.
b. Furnish these areas with comfortable seating, coffee machines, and a relaxing ambiance to promote informal discussions and bonding.
c. Encourage open communication, sharing experiences, and seeking advice from peers to foster a sense of camaraderie and support.

4. Mental Health Days Off:
a. Recognize the importance of mental health by implementing a system that allows funeral directors to take mental health days off without stigma or guilt.
b. Develop a policy that outlines the procedure for requesting and approving mental health days off, ensuring confidentiality and understanding from management.
c. Encourage funeral directors to utilize these days for self-care activities, seeking therapy, spending time with loved ones, or engaging in hobbies that bring them joy.

5. Access to Reading Materials:
a. Establish a library or resource center within the funeral home that provides books, articles, and other reading materials on grief counseling, self-care, and mental health.
b. Collaborate with local libraries or grief counseling organizations to curate a collection of relevant resources.
c. Encourage funeral directors to make use of these resources during their breaks, helping them enhance their knowledge and coping strategies.

Conclusion:
The demanding nature of the funeral director profession makes it crucial to prioritize staff well-being and prevent compassion fatigue. By implementing strategies such as providing massage chairs, quiet rooms, collaborative areas, mental health days off, and access to reading materials, funeral homes can create a supportive environment that promotes self-care, relaxation, and mental health support. This comprehensive staff support plan not only benefits funeral directors but also ensures that they can continue to provide compassionate care to grieving families with empathy and professionalism.


Executive Coaching Plan for Funeral Director Managers to Support Teams Dealing with Grief and Stress
Introduction:

Funeral director managers play a crucial role in supporting their teams, who are exposed to grief and stress on a daily basis. To ensure the well-being and effectiveness of the entire staff, it is essential for managers to possess the necessary skills and knowledge to provide effective support and guidance. This executive coaching plan outlines a structured approach to develop funeral director managers' abilities in addressing their teams' needs, managing stress, fostering resilience, and promoting a healthy work environment.

1. Assessing Managerial Skills and Knowledge:
a. Conduct an initial assessment to identify strengths and areas for improvement in funeral director managers' abilities to support their teams dealing with grief and stress.
b. Utilize surveys, interviews, and feedback sessions to gather insights from managers, staff, and external stakeholders.
c. Develop a comprehensive understanding of the managers' current skill set, challenges, and areas requiring development.

2. Providing Education and Training:
a. Organize training sessions or workshops to enhance funeral director managers' knowledge and understanding of grief, stress, and their impact on individuals and teams.
b. Collaborate with grief counseling experts, psychologists, or mental health professionals to provide specialized training on supporting employees dealing with grief and stress.
c. Ensure that managers are equipped with effective communication techniques, active listening skills, and strategies to address team members' emotional and psychological well-being.

3. Developing Resilience and Self-Care Strategies:
a. Provide executive coaching sessions to funeral director managers focused on developing personal resilience and self-care techniques.
b. Explore stress management strategies, mindfulness practices, and exercises to help managers maintain their well-being while supporting their teams.
c. Encourage managers to model healthy self-care habits and prioritize their own well-being, setting an example for their staff to follow.

4. Enhancing Emotional Intelligence:
a. Conduct coaching sessions to help funeral director managers develop their emotional intelligence skills.
b. Assist managers in recognizing and managing their own emotions while empathizing with their team members' feelings.
c. Train managers to navigate difficult conversations, handle conflicts, and provide appropriate support to their teams based on individual needs.

5. Implementing Team Support Strategies:
a. Collaborate with funeral director managers to develop strategies for supporting their teams dealing with grief and stress.
b. Encourage managers to foster a supportive and empathetic work environment by implementing regular team check-ins, open-door policies, and confidential communication channels.
c. Provide managers with resources such as grief counseling referrals, community support networks, and educational materials to assist their teams in accessing the necessary resources for coping with grief and stress.

6. Ongoing Coaching and Support:
a. Provide regular coaching sessions and check-ins to funeral director managers to ensure the continued development of their skills and support strategies.
b. Create a safe space for managers to discuss challenges, seek guidance, and share best practices.
c. Offer opportunities for managers to share their successes, lessons learned, and personal growth experiences with their peers through workshops or team-building activities.

Conclusion:
By implementing this executive coaching plan, funeral director managers can develop the necessary skills and knowledge to effectively support their teams dealing with grief and stress. Equipped with enhanced emotional intelligence, resilience strategies, and a supportive work environment, managers can create a culture that prioritizes the well-being of their staff while maintaining professional excellence. This plan not only benefits the funeral director managers but also contributes to the overall success and satisfaction of the entire team, resulting in improved service delivery to grieving families.
