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UNIT 5 

Managing Communication 

Unit Purpose: 
The purpose of the unit is to develop learners’ understanding of the need for 
managing communication with the client and within the funeral home.
This unit has six learning outcomes and four activities.
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UNIT 5 - Managing Communication

Introduction 

Learning outcome Unit criteria

1 Understand how to manage communication within a funeral home

2 Know the theory and process of communication

3 Know how to ensure effective and timely communication takes place

4 Understand the need for a combination of written and verbal communication

5 Understand the need for managing client and family expectations

6 Know how to manage and respond appropriately to social media
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Communication - Need and Impact
In general, any form of communication may be 
defined as “the exchange of thoughts, messages, 
or information, as by speech, signals, writing, or 
behaviour”. 

Communication is a two-way process that occurs 
through speaking, writing, listening and observing 
as individuals share their needs, expectations, ideas, 
thoughts and feelings. The ability to communicate 
effectively is an essential skill required by all funeral 
professionals, given communication with the 
bereaved comes at a time where life can be difficult 
and emotions raw.

However, the funeral director has a significant role 
in managing the communication and skills of the 
funeral team all of which are fundamental to good 
practice. As funeral director / team leader / manager 
or supervisor within a funeral home, it is your priority 
to carry out each of the following responsibilities in 
an effective manner: 

  Ensuring regular and accurate communication is 
taking place with the client and with staff members 
within the funeral team
  Ensuring accurate implementation of all relevant 
funeral arrangements take place based on the 
agreed requirements with the client
  Sharing of relevant information with those who 
need to know to be able to perform their own roles 
  Facilitating desired outcomes with third party 
suppliers
  Enhancing rapport and trust with the client, the 
team, and third parties i.e. Officiants

  Preventing problems with the arrangement and 
on the day of conducting the funeral by planning 
all the requirements and checking the detail in 
advance 
  Addressing any issues arising before manifesting 
into the potential for complaints
  Resolving conflicting responsibilities and priorities 
within the team
  Managing and communicating the need for 
improvement where applicable to ensure 
effectiveness in all areas of funeral practice.

Standards of Communication
Your role as funeral director enables you to have 
responsibility for leadership and supervision. 
Good, clear and concise communication skills for 
conducting a funeral team briefing is one of the 
important skills you will need to demonstrate. 

To share / delegate instructions, which need to be 
fully understood and acted upon, you must:

  Prepare carefully what message you need to 
convey – what information do people need?

  Deliver your instructions clearly –but at the same 
time, consider your style

  Check for understanding.

Question yourself - what are your expectations 
of each individual and why your expectations are 
important? What are your team’s expectations of 
you?

UNIT 5 - LO1.0 Understand how to manage communication within a funeral home

Activity 1

Take time to make a list of all tasks required from 
the point of receiving the first call through to the 
day of the funeral.

What information is required for each of the tasks; 
who is involved in each task – which role? Who 
should be involved and as such needs to be aware 
of requirements, things to do and arrange? List 
internal and external responsibilities.

Upload to your portfolio

Activity 2

Each individual within the funeral team will 
have their own preferred method for business 
communication, this may include but is not limited 
to face-to-face meetings, telephone, letter / memo, 
video-call or e-mail. Identify the advantages and 
disadvantages of each method and the most 
appropriate depending upon the circumstances for 
the communication.

Upload to your portfolio



National Association of Funeral Directors NAFD Funeral Directing DipFD

V1/DipFD

Briefing team members working with you about 
arrangements and on the day of the funeral
To prepare carefully, you may need to think through 
the following information:

Who
Who are you going to give the instruction to? Is 
this the right person? Do they have the skills and 
knowledge to carry out the task? You should adapt 
your pace to suit - giving instructions more slowly for 
new members of staff, for instance those who may 
be hard of hearing.

What 
What is it that you want the person to do? You must 
be absolutely clear about this in your own mind 
before you start to speak. Also, what resources will 
they need and are they available?

Why 
Explain why you want the task carried out – what’s 
the purpose?

Explain why it should it be carried out in the way you 
have explained. 

These are perhaps the most important parts of 
sharing instructions and, unfortunately the ones 
most often forgotten.

For instance, you might instruct your team about 
change of a funeral route, stating that the ‘main 
street’ to the crematorium is to be avoided, but 
not explaining why. The driver assumes that this is 
because of road works which are known to cause 
delays. However, just before the driver sets off, he/
she hears from a colleague that the road works have 

been removed and therefore decides to take the 
cortege using the ‘main street’ route to the 
crematorium. The driver can’t be expected to know 
that your client has specifically asked that the ‘main 
street’ is to be avoided – after all, the deceased was 
badly injured in an accident there, which contributed 
to his / her death.

The client would be justified in making a complaint, 
but the driver made the decision based on good 
reason. So always state WHY.

Always consider, when do you want the task done? 
Is the timing important? Does the task need to be 
done right away or can it wait? What information is 
essential – non-essential to share with your team?

Where    
Where the task should be carried out? On your 
premises or in your client’s home? Be sure to 
give exact instructions if there is likely to be any 
confusion about street names, churches, which 
crematorium etc.

Making a note of your message will help to give 
you confidence when you are speaking, and it is 
important to give the impression of confidence when 
instructing the funeral service team.

The words you use are also crucial to your success 
as a funeral director. Since you will be dealing with 
people who you work with on a daily basis, it is best 
to use every day and polite language. Use words that 
your team will understand and expect to hear from 
you.

People will not be impressed if you start to use 
pretentious language just to show that you are the 
supervisor or senior funeral director. Neither will 
they be happy if you bark instructions at them!

Remember: Always treat people the way you would 
expect to be treated yourself irrespective of their 
employment status, i.e. full time, part time or casual 
employment.

UNIT 5 - LO1.1 Understand how to manage communication within a funeral home



National Association of Funeral Directors NAFD Funeral Directing DipFD

V1/DipFD

Check for Understanding
It is always dangerous to assume that an instruction 
that has been given to someone, has actually been 
understood correctly. Even if you have followed the 
advice above regarding preparation and delivery, the 
message might still not be interpreted correctly.

The best way to make sure that your instructions 
have been understood is to check. It is often not 
simply enough to ask the person if they understand 
what you have told them. People are normally 
very reluctant to admit that they have failed to 
understand something someone has said to them. 
They will often try as best they can to interpret what 
you have said, and hope that they have got it right.

How can you get around this problem? The best way 
is to check for understanding – give everyone chance 
to think and reflect. This way, you can easily check 
that they have got the message. It is also an aid to 
individuals actually remembering the instructions!

Funeral Directors who master a good management 
style and are clear and concise communicators 
are more able to carry out each of the following 
responsibilities in a more effective manner:

  Demonstrate professionalism
  Practice compliance with legislation, standards 
and codes
  Maintain confidentiality 
  Obtain consent from the client
  Apply principles of client / deceased related 
accurate record keeping
  Avoid conflicts of interest
  Establish and maintain professional boundaries.

Funeral Directors need to be acutely aware of their 
own communication skills and how they give, receive 
and process information. The majority of complaints 
made are related to poor communication and 
management of people.

UNIT 5 - LO1.2 Understand how to manage communication within a funeral home
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Families want and need to trust you, their funeral 
director. Many walk into the arrangement meeting 
with little or no experience in planning funerals and 
look to you for professional guidance. 

They also often need you to be more than the 
funeral director; in many instances, they will look 
to you to be the problem solver, idea generator, 
information expert and trusted creative advisor. 
Before we move into specific ways to successfully 
connect with families, let’s explore and establish 
exactly what the family need from you, and how you 
need to ensure other staff within the funeral home 
have the same level of appreciation.

The Theory and Process of Communication
The basic communication process model illustrated 
below demonstrates, in a very simple manner, the 
way in which two people communicate. 

Based on the diagram, the sender will encode their 
thoughts / feelings into words, and then transmit 
them to the receiver. The receiver decodes the 
message and develops thoughts / feelings associated 
with the message that they have received. They then 
encode their thoughts / feelings into words and send 
a message back to the original sender.

It’s simply how humans communicate!

Communication is a two-way process; the process is 
effective when the sender sends their message, the 
receiver receives it, and the message is understood 
by both parties. It is the responsibility of the sender 
to make sure that the receiver gets the message and 
that the message received is the one that was sent! 
This is relatively easy for the non-bereaved, but for 
the bereaved, their ability to actively listen and make 
sense of information can be distorted.

UNIT 5 - LO2.0 Know the theory and process of communication

SENDER

Message is transmitted

Feedback is transmitted

Thoughts / Feelings

Message is encoded
into words

Message is decoded

Thoughts/Feelings

Message for 
feedback is encoded 

into words

Message from
feedback

is decoded

RECEIVER
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Barriers to Effective Communication
In some situations, there may be some type of 
obstacle or interference that enters into the 
communication process during arrangements, 
resulting in a decrease in the effectiveness of the 
communication. Such an interference or obstacle is 
referred to as a “barrier” to effective communication. 

The ability to recognise and deal with such barriers is 
essential to the effectiveness of the communication 
process. 

Some of the more common barriers to effective 
communication and strategies to overcome are 
illustrated below:

As we all live and work in a multi-cultural society, 
many funeral professionals may find it helpful to 
learn more about the customs of the various cultures 
that they may work with.

For example, in some cultures, it is inappropriate 
to look into the eyes of another person. In other 
cultures, physical touch such as shaking hands is 
inappropriate. In some cultures, it is important to 
consider the role of the father, husband or senior 
male in a family when providing care / services to 
clients. It is therefore important to understand that 
cultural differences exist and to be sensitive to the 
effects on communication.

UNIT 5 - LO2.1 Know the theory and process of communication

Distractions

Background noise, hearing difficulties, excessive heat or cold, interruptions, lack of 
privacy, pain / physical discomfort and stress are all examples of possible distractions 
that can interfere with the communication process during the arrangement process.
With this in mind, funeral directors should ensure that when communicating with 
families during an arrangement at the client’s home, they are able to deal with dis-
traction and stay focussed on the detail of the arrangements.

Poor Timing

When the timing of communication does not meet the needs of both parties, one or 
the other may be distracted or unable to listen and / or the sender may say things 
that are unrelated, thereby interfering with the communication process.
Consider arranging the funeral of a new born baby with parents.  Shock, trauma and 
disbelief, anger and sorrow – a cocktail of emotions will be prevalent. You may need 
to build the detail of the funeral arrangement over a number of days to allow for 
time and for space for parents to make the smallest of decisions.

Grief and emotion

The bereaved are very often overcome with grief, anxiety, anger, defensiveness, etc. 
and it is natural for people to become pre-occupied with their circumstances. They 
may not be fully engaged in the arrangement meeting –and may not be able to recall 
all the information you share with them. For this reason, funeral directors should 
remain sensitive to the emotions of those with whom they are communicating, 
ensuring that the information and decision making required is carried out in a timely 
manner, at the rate and speed of those who are bereaved.

Differences in 
Background

There may be interference to the communication process due to physical or mental 
disability, lack of knowledge, different language skills, cultural belief etc. in order to 
fully understand the information being conveyed. 

Prejudice

Prejudice may relate to a number of factors including age, gender, race, culture, 
religion, etc. Negative biases towards another individual for any reason have the 
potential to interfere with the communication process. To safeguard against preju-
dice, Funeral Directors should ensure that others within the team treat everyone as 
individuals and with respect.
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Strategies for Timely Communication
Managing effective communication is not based on a 
single skill, but rather involves several skills. 

Verbal Communication
When communicating verbally, the words that are 
spoken are very important.  However, the way in 
which the words are spoken is just as important as 
the choice of vocabulary.

In their interactions with clients, you and other 
members of the team can achieve effective verbal 
communications through the following strategies:

  Plan for and organise what information is required, 
consider the key points regarding what needs to 
be done before the funeral arrangement, what 
information and detail is discussed during the 
arrangement and what will happen on the day of 
the funeral in logical sequence
  Divide the information you have / messages into 
small sections, communicating each portion slowly 
to enable the client and family to absorb them
  Ensure that messages are understandable; choose 
vocabulary that meets the needs and level of 
understanding of the people you are meeting. 

The words….Crem, cremated remains casket 
and removal are just a few of the many words 
and phrases that have entered the daily working 
vocabulary of funeral directors everywhere. While 
much of the vocabulary used in practice at the 
funeral home makes sense to insiders, using these 
words and phrases can be exclusionary when talking 
with families. Some common funeral service words 
or phrases may even evoke fear or apprehension, 
as well as discomfort and confusion. Using the right 

language that doesn’t exclude the people who are 
interpreting your message adds value to the services 
you provide.

  Speak using a calm and respectful manner
  Be honest and straight forward using a tactful and 
considerate manner without venturing into too 
much technical detail
  Provide an appropriate amount of information; 
avoid information overload
  Summarise and repeat key points to reinforce the 
message
  Ask open ended questions to ensure 
understanding of the client. It is the responsibility 
of the funeral director to ensure that the 
communication process has been effective
  Give others the opportunity to ask questions and 
seek clarification.

Active Listening
The communication process is effective when there 
is mutual understanding between the sender and 
the receiver. Therefore, listening is just as important 
as speaking. However, it should be noted that 
listening is not the same thing as hearing. Hearing is 
a physical ability while listening is a skill that requires 
becoming involved and engaged in what is being 
said.  People who have effective listening skills are 
better able to do the following:

  Understand and recognise the underlying 
meanings in what is said by others
  Gain a clearer understanding of what is expected 
of them
  Build rapport with others – explore common 
ground in conversation

  Modify the speed of your speech to meet the 
needs of others

  Answer questions and offer to assist in resolving 
what may be seen as a problem to the client, but 
not to you

  Contribute and work more effectively in a work 
team.

Funeral Directors can manage the effectiveness of 
listening skills through the following ways:

  Ensure full attention is given to the person who is 
speaking; concentrate and remain focused on what 
is being said rather than thinking about what you 
will say next

  Allow the client to finish saying what they wish to 
say; do not interrupt

  Listen carefully for the main ideas, demonstrating 
respect for the client

  Provide appropriate feedback to reassure the client 
that you are listening, i.e. nod, smile, frown, laugh, 
etc. when appropriate

  Verify understanding of the intended message by 
using active listening techniques which include the 
following:

  Mirroring:  Re-state the key phrases of the client 
using their exact words

  Paraphrasing:  Re-state the key message of the 
client using your own words

  Summarise and Clarify: Provide a condensed 
version of what the client has said, emphasising 
the important requirements.

UNIT 5 - LO3.0 Know how to ensure effective and timely communication 
takes place
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Non-Verbal Communication
“Non-verbal communication” or “body language” 
refers to those messages that are sent without the 
use of actual words. For example, during a verbal 
exchange between two people, both parties will also 
convey messages through the following:

Facial Expressions
The expression on the face of a bereaved person 
will often reveal a great deal about their emotions, 
communicating feelings such as acceptance, 
agreement, confusion, anger, nervousness, 
defensiveness, embarrassment, etc.

Eye Contact 
There is a perception that, people who maintain eye 
contact during communications give the impression 
that they are confident, interested and engaged 
in the conversation. Alternately, those who avoid 
eye contact during communications often give the 
impression that they are passive, uninterested and/ 
or in some cases avoiding telling / sharing the truth. 
Losing eye contact during a period of bereavement is 
not uncommon.

Posture 
People who are comfortable and interested in a 
situation generally stand, walk or sit in a relaxed 
manner. Slumped shoulders may communicate 
feelings of depression or hopelessness. An anxious 
or tense person will often move stiffly and may sit 
or stand with their arms folded tightly in front of 
themselves.

Gestures 
The gestures of an individual also reveal a great 
deal about their attitude or feelings. Nodding may 
indicate that a person agrees with or understands 
what is being said but don’t take this for granted as 
some people may just be very nervous and will try 
and draw your attention away from them.

Physical Space 
Since the Covid 19 pandemic (2020) and the need 
for social distancing, people are generally receptive 
to creating a minimum of 1metre of physical space 
between themselves and another individual. The 
amount of space required will vary with each person 
and with the type of relationship. Some people just 
need time and space to absorb and to think. 

One of your goals is to make sure family members 
remember you and your business / employer for all 
the right reasons. This includes other members of 
the funeral home, and the services collectively the 
business is providing.

While client service is perceived and experienced in 
many different ways by the family, it is your personal 
ability to demonstrate empathy that has the most 
impact on the quality of excellence. 

Conveying empathy isn’t saying…..
“I understand what you’re going through.” It is 
making the effort to be aware of the family’s feelings, 
emotions and unique perspective. An empathetic 
approach will create more positive memories about 
the entire customer service experience with your 

funeral home. With the family’s feelings and point 
of view in mind, you are better able to anticipate the 
types of questions or concerns family members 
may have. Let’s look at three example situations that 
present a tremendous opportunity to demonstrate 
customer service excellence through empathy.

UNIT 5 - LO3.1 Know how to ensure effective and timely communication 
takes place

Activity 3

A son is making funeral arrangements for 
his mother, and he shares that there are 10 
grandchildren, all under the age of 12. In that 
very moment, how can you demonstrate that you 
care? What questions or concerns do you think 
the son may have about including the younger 
grandchildren in the funeral arrangements and the 
funeral service?

Share your thinking with your tutor and upload to 
your portfolio
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Verbal and Written Communication
Generally, when making a funeral arrangement, 
most families don’t know what to expect. They know 
they have the funeral arrangements to make with 
you and that’s where it starts and ends as they will 
look for reassurance. Regular communication during 
the funeral arrangement relationship is key.

Funeral Directors must ensure there is good 
management of communication practice within 
the funeral home and consistency of approach. 
Staff need to understand the process to provide 
written communications on a regular basis as they 
prepare the arrangement file; estimates; client notes, 
information / instructional materials, letters, memos, 
e-mails, etc.

Writing is one of the most challenging forms 
of communication for many people. Yet in 
many situations, writing is one of the best ways 
to communicate, being more concrete than 
verbal communications, with less room for 
misinterpretations, errors and mistakes. 

Clear, organised writing generally corresponds with 
clear, organised thinking processes. However, the 
opposite is also true; unclear, disorganised writing 
generally corresponds with unclear, disorganised 
thinking processes. Once something is in writing, it is 
permanent and is very difficult to take back.

  Write in a clear, accurate, concise, organised 
manner, ensuring logical flow
  Use language that will be understood by 
the reader; avoid slang words, symbols and 
abbreviations (unless clearly defined)

  Ensure use of correct spelling, particularly for the 
name of the deceased and the client
  Use of good grammar
  Keep sentences clear and short
  Proof read carefully; do not rely on spell check on 
your PC, tablet or mobile device.

Arrangement Meeting
Given the experience of Covid -19, it is quite feasible 
that many funeral arrangements have taken 
place using some form of IT based technology. 
Whether the arrangement is done face to face or 
using technology, the same principles apply. A soft 
informal introduction to the arrangement meeting 
may need to take place before entering into deeper, 
meaningful conversation. 

For example, “I would like to reassure you that with 
your help we will work together to plan a meaningful 
funeral service that truly reflects and honours your 
sister’s life in a unique way. 

There is no time limit and during my time with you 
I will be asking you several questions about your 
sister’s life, ranging from her hobbies and interests 
to her special relationships. Together, we will look 
at different ways in which each of you and everyone 
in attendance can celebrate the memories that you 
share. 

I will need to ask you several questions about your 
wants and needs, writing an obituary and preparing 
other necessary legal documentation as we move 
forward. We will also be discussing service times 
and what type of service you require. I will guide 
you through a choice of funeral service, the coffin 
options, floral and vehicle choice etc.  By the end 
of our time together, I assure you that I will ensure 
what we have planned will be a service of meaning 
and value, one that truly reflects the essence of your 
sister’s life.”

UNIT 5 - LO4.0 Understand the need for a combination of written and verbal 
communication
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Managing family expectations is as simple as keeping 
families informed every step of the way between 
the day of the first call through to the day of the 
funeral. To demonstrate positive intentions and 
keep communication lines open, always give an 
overview of what is to take place next to everyone 
participating in the arrangement meeting.

Eliciting Expectations 

  Aim to develop trusting relationships with your 
client. In a trusting relationship, clients are more 
likely to express their feelings 
   Listening to the client enables them to relate – and 
you to understand – why they have come, what 
they expect and how much they understand of 
what you explain to them
  Don’t interrupt as you listen to a client presenting 
potential problems, worries or concerns, and use 
cues such as nodding or ‘uh-huh’
  When the client stops speaking ask ‘if they need 
more time?’ This question will also help determine 
with the client what can be covered in that 
particular arrangement meeting and what may 
need to be prioritised to discuss at a later time. 

Taking one or two minutes to provide clear direction 
prevents unrealistic expectations and erroneous 
preconceptions by the family. 

UNIT 5 - LO5.0 Understand the need for managing client and family expectations
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Special Considerations When Communicating via 
Social Media
Although best practice strategies for written 
communication also apply via social media, 
whether for personal or professional use, funeral 
directors should pay close attention to their 
written communication style including tone, use 
of jargon, abbreviations and professional writing 
skills in general when communicating in an online 
environment. Content may also be taken out of 
context, therefore clear, concise, professional writing 
is essential at all times, via all media.

Responding to Clients on Social Media
When you post a reply to a potential client on 
social media you are not only answering that single 
potential client but all current and future potential 
clients. That means you need to have two agendas 
when formulating your response. To get your 
priorities straight, your primary focus should be to 
send a message to the person you are responding 
to and secondarily to send a message to everybody 
else who might read it. By tending to that potential 
client’s needs, you are also showing other potential 
clients that you care about people and you are there 
to help and to assist

Also, don’t be afraid to over-inform and answer more 
than what the potential client has asked. Doing so 
can proactively answer other people’s questions, 
which is always good.

Additionally, take conversations with current clients 
to private messages if any personal information 
will be required to resolve their question or issue. 
When doing so, be sure you are the one to reach 
out first privately too (if possible). You don’t want to 
make your clients reach out again if you can avoid it 
without good cause.

Ensure client confidentiality isn’t compromised due 
to the use of social media.

UNIT 5 - LO6.0 Know how to manage and respond appropriately to social media

Activity 4

How can you manage use of social media in the 
context of a funeral home environment?

Make your recommendations and upload to your 
portfolio.
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UNIT 5 - Self Reflection

Self Reflection
This particular unit aims to trigger your thinking 
about how you communicate and with whom.

Are you confident with your own approach to 
keeping the client informed?

Do you feel confident in supervising communication 
with work colleagues?

Do you feel confident to manage and monitor 
communication on behalf of your employer?

Are you aware of how you are perceived by other 
team members? 

Are there any improvements you could make?

If you are not feeling too sure, speak to your tutor.

Include your findings within your development plan.

Summary of Activities - Upload all to your portfolio

Activity 1 Take time to make a list of all tasks required from the 
point of receiving the first call through to the day of the 
funeral.

What information is required for each of the tasks; 
who is involved in each task – which role? Who 
should be involved and as such needs to be aware of 
requirements, things to do and arrange? List internal 
and external responsibilities.

Activity 2 Each individual within the funeral team will have their 
own preferred method for business communication, 
this may include but is not limited to face-to-face 
meetings, telephone, letter / memo, video-call or e-mail. 
Identify the advantages and disadvantages of each 
method and the most appropriate depending upon the 
circumstances for the communication.

Activity 3 A son is making funeral arrangements for his mother, 
and he shares that there are 10 grandchildren, all 
under the age of 12. In that very moment, how can you 
demonstrate that you care? What questions or concerns 
do you think the son may have about including the 
younger grandchildren in the funeral arrangements and 
the funeral service?

Activity 4 How can you manage use of social media in the context 
of a funeral home environment?
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