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It is a subject no one wants to think about. But sooner or later, most of us have to make funeral
arrangements for a loved one. This article will guide you through the decisions you’ll need to make and
provides evaluations of area funeral homes.

For surviving family members and
friends following a loved one’s death, fu-
neral homes provide an important ser-
vice. But funeral homes are also
businesses, and are typically run with
an eye toward profit margins and maxi-
mizing the sale of various products and
services that you and your family may or
may not need.

Immediately following the death of a
loved one, the last thing most of us
would choose to do is sit across the desk
from a salesperson in a high-pressure,
time-sensitive situation that requires us
to make a series of important consumer
choices that may cost thousands of dol-
lars. At these times, survivors are vulner-
able to making hasty, costly decisions
that might not make sense with the per-
spective that a little more time would
bring.

This article will help you at the time
of a loved one’s death. It will give you a
review of the many choices confronting
you, and it will assist you in finding re-
sources that will help you get appropri-
ate services at a reasonable cost.

It makes sense to read this article
when there is no immediate need. That
will give you a frame of reference in the
future if the need suddenly occurs.

In addition, you can take this oppor-
tunity to make decisions in advance for
yourself or for loved ones—so that deci-
sions are made based on each individ-
ual’s expressed preferences, while also
considering the emotional needs of
survivors.

Though itis difficult for many people
to do, preplanning your own funeral ar-
rangements is a sensible and thoughtful
thing to do. Your willingness to become
informed will give you some power over
the final decisions of your life, and your
personal involvement in planning your
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own final disposition will be a source of
comfort to your survivors.

Imagine the more common alterna-
tive: a grieving family having to respond
on the spot to a long list of questions
from a funeral director. The funeral di-
rector is at ease in a situation of death
when the family is distraught and
knows little or nothing about the
choices or their costs. The family’s grief
and guilt may be subtly manipulated by
the funeral director to encourage expen-
sive purchases. This situation, far too
common, perhaps partially explains
why the average cost of funeral and
burial arrangements in this country is
over $6,000. There is nothing wrong
with an expensive funeral if that is the
choice of the family. What is wrong is for
a family that might prefer a simple, dig-
nified ceremony to end up with
something lavish and costly.

In what follows, we discuss five basic
topics in funeral planning: disposition
options, planning the ceremony, funeral
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home services, selecting a funeral home,
and payment options. We also report
our findings from surveys of funeral
homes and of funeral home customers.
In addition, we steer you to other re-
sources that can help you in your
decisions.

Disposition Options

There are several options for dispos-
ing of a deceased person’s remains.

Burial

One alternative is burial. Burial can
be direct or after a funeral. In either
case, burial usually requires that you
purchase a casket and a cemetery plot
and that you pay for the opening and
closing of the grave and cemetery up-
keep. At most cemeteries, a grave liner
or vault is also required. Immediate
burial is the least expensive option: a fu-
neral director sees that the essential
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Checklist of Tasks

Besides the funeral itself, whatever form it takes, a number of associated de-

tails need to be attended to. Friends, coworkers, and fellow congregants can
play a major role in relieving the bereaved family of many of these tasks.

What Has to Be Done Right Away

If the deceased wished to be an organ donor, remember that time is of the
essence. Notify the attending physician and medical staff immediately and
they will notify the closest transplant center.

A death certificate is required before a funeral director can move a body.
The certificate is issued either by a doctor who has been treating the de-
ceased or if such a doctor is not available, by the medical examiner or coro-
ner. If the circumstances of death are at all questionable, the medical
examiner is called.

In a hospital, staff doctors will arrange for the death certificate. But if

death occurs at home or elsewhere, call the police (unless your family doc-
tor can come to the home). The police will arrange for the death certificate
through the attending doctor or the medical examiner.
Remember also that it is the responsibility of the survivor to call the funeral
director. If you don’t know which funeral home you want to use and the
death occurred in a hospital, it may be possible to keep the body in the
morgue until you make a decision.

Other Tasks

Notify lawyer and executor.

Make a list of everyone else to be notified right away and make the calls.
If a memorial is to be substituted for flowers, decide on which one and let
people know in the obituary.

Write an obituary news item. Include age, place of birth, cause of death, oc-
cupation, college degrees, memberships held, military service, outstanding
work, list of survivors in immediate family. Give time and place of services.
Deliver in person, phone, fax, or e-mail to newspapers.

Make a list of additional people to be notified by letter, card, or printed no-
tice.

Notify insurance companies, including automobile insurance, for immedi-
ate cancellation and refund if available.

Keep a record of all calls and visits. Arrange for friends or family members
to answer door and phone.

Plan hospitality for visitors, including transportation, if necessary.
Arrange childcare as needed.

Coordinate supplying of food for the first days. Different friends might each
bring a dinner.

Consider special needs of the household, such as cleaning. Again, friends
can divide the work.

Plan for disposition of flowers after the funeral—for instance, to a hospital or
arest home.

Check promptly on all debts and installment payments. Some may carry in-
surance clauses that will cancel them. If there is to be a delay in meeting pay-
ments, consult with creditors for extensions of time.

If the deceased lived alone, contact the landlord, utility companies, postal
service, and newspaper carrier. Tell the police the home is empty and ask
neighbors to report unusual activity.

Prepare a list of people who should be sent notes or acknowledgments for
helping, visiting, calling, writing, or sending flowers or donations.
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paperwork is taken care of and that the
remains are taken directly to a cemetery
for burial, usually within one day. This
alternative eliminates expenses for em-
balming and some expenses for funeral
home facilities, and often results in use
of a minimum-priced casket. Though
most burials are below ground, another
(usually more expensive) option is
burial above ground in a mausoleum.

Cremation

If cremation is chosen, neither a cas-
ket nor embalming is generally re-
quired. But if the body must be held for
several days, refrigeration or embalming
may be necessary. Cremation, like
burial, can be direct or after a funeral.
Ashes may be scattered, kept at home,
buried in a cemetery, or kept in a
columbarium (an above-ground struc-
ture containing niches into which urns
with cremated remains are placed).
Burial in a cemetery or placement in a
columbarium adds to the costs.

Donation

Whether a body is to be buried or
cremated, part or all of it can first be do-
nated to improve the quality of life of
others—or, indeed, to give the gift of life
itself. Donation of at least some body
parts is an option for almost anyone, re-
gardless of age or medical history.
Whether donation is right for you is a
choice that requires personal reflection.

Donation can be of organs or tissues
or of the whole body. If you wish to be-
come a donor, let your family know of
your wishes and fill out a donor card
and carry it with you at all times. If you
wish to make a whole body donation,
make prior arrangements with the med-
ical school of your choice. A decision to
donate a whole body cannot be made by
the family without these prior
arrangements.

After organ and tissue donation, all
the usual funeral decisions still have to
be made. Even with the removal of or-
gans and tissues (which only takes a few
hours), the body will not appear dam-
aged in any way and, if you wish, an
open casket ceremony will still be
possible.

If arrangements have been made for
donation of a body to a medical school,
once notified, the school will transport
the body and assume responsibility for
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disposal by cremation. Depending on
the school, the ashes may be returned to
the family, but this may not happen for
as long as a year. With the exception of
removing the corneas, whole body do-
nation usually precludes the donation
of individual organs or tissues for
transplants.

Planning the
Ceremony and Choosing
Funeral Home Services

There is much room for variation in
type of ceremony between the simplest
direct disposition and the most lavish
funeral. Think about whether you want
a traditional funeral, with the casket
open or closed, or whether you would
like a memorial service instead, without
the body present. Holding a memorial
service, church service, or graveside ser-
vice is generally less expensive than a
conventional funeral.

You also need to decide if you want a
religious or secular service. Either can
be held at a funeral home, religious es-
tablishment, residence, or elsewhere.

Finally, decide whom you want to in-
vite. Do you want the ceremony open to
all relatives and friends or for immediate
family only?

Think in terms of what would be a
meaningful commemoration of the de-
ceased. Often something simple can be
quite profound. You don’t need an ex-
pensive funeral to show love and respect.

Although making these decisions is
difficult, it’s much easier than it was be-
fore 1984, when the Federal Trade Com-
mission issued a rule that requires
funeral homes to give consumers de-
tailed price information and that pro-
hibits certain selling practices.

Now, if you ask a funeral home for
service and price information, it must
give you itemized prices for at least the
following, if offered—

e Direct cremation

e Immediate burial

e Basic services of funeral director and
staff (and overhead)

e Transfer of remains to the funeral
home

* Forwarding of remains to another fu-
neral home
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Never go by yourself to a
funeral home to decide on
services. Alone in the
hands of a funeral director
you are too vulnerable to
making purchases based
on grief or guilt. You need
someone else who is less
involved to assure you that
sensible cost-saving
decisions are all right.

* Receiving remains from another fu-
neral home

* Embalming

¢ Other preparation of the body

* Use of facilities/staff for viewing

 Use of facilities/staff for funeral cere-
mony

e Use of facilities/staff for memorial
service

* Use of equipment and staff for
graveside service

* Hearse

* Limousine

* Either individual casket prices or the
range of casket prices that can be
found on a separately available cas-
ket price list

e Either individual outer burial con-
tainer prices or the range of outer
burial container prices that can be
found on a separately available outer
burial container price list

The funeral home must answer ques-
tions regarding prices of these items by
phone, and must give you a copy of a
price list if you actually go personally to
the facility. The funeral home is not re-
quired to send you a copy of its price list
via fax or mail, but in our experience
most facilities are willing to do so.

There are many other items offered by
funeral homes, and it’s reasonable for
you to expect full disclosure of the costs
of these other items as well. For example,
a home might offer prayer cards, flowers,
music, burial clothing, programs, memo-
rial flags, placement of newspaper death
notices, a police escort, hired pallbearers,
and acknowledgment cards.

The funeral home is required by law
to make certain disclosures about your
choices. A home must tell you—

* About all of the services it offers and
that you are free to select only the
items you desire. If legal or other re-
quirements mean you must buy any
items you did not specifically ask for,
these must be explained on a written
statement describing the goods and
services you selected.

Except in certain special cases, em-
balming is not required by law. Em-
balming may be necessary, however,
if you select certain funeral arrange-
ments, such as a funeral with view-
ing. If you do not want embalming,
you usually have the right to choose
an arrangement that does not require
you to pay forit, such as direct crema-
tion or immediate burial.

If you want to arrange a direct crema-
tion, you can use an alternative con-
tainer. Alternative containers encase

the body and can be made of materi-
als like fiberboard.

Since most of the items offered by a
funeral home cost money and each
might affect the emotional aspects of a
funeral service, you need to make care-
ful decisions about what you want and
don’t want. These decisions are per-
sonal matters and should not be dic-
tated by a funeral director. Several
deserve brief discussion.

Preparation of the Body

As we have said, embalming is usu-
ally necessary if the casket is open. It is
also necessary in cases of delay before
the funeral, certain diseases, or a need
to transport a body a long distance.
Some funeral homes will arrange a pri-
vate viewing of the remains without em-
balming if it is done soon after death.

The cost for preparation of the body,
including embalming, cosmetology, and
dressing, ranged in our survey of funeral
homes from $250 to $1,253 with the av-
erage around $720. If the funeral home
provides the clothing, the cost will be
even more. The main thing to remember
is that embalming and an open casket
open the door to all sorts of additional
funeral expenses.

If the casket is to be closed but the fu-
neral will not occur for several days, an
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alternative to embalming may be refrig-
eration. If death occurs in a hospital, the
family can ask if the hospital can hold
the body for a few days while arrange-
ments are being made. The problem
with refrigeration in some funeral
homes is that the cost per day may
quickly add up to be as much as or more
than the cost of embalming.

Casket

The casket is the single most expen-
sive item in most funerals, but just how
expensive depends on your choice. Cas-
ket prices range from less than $1,000
for the least expensive pine or pressed
wood box, to the most elaborate, made
of copper or bronze with innerspring
mattresses and plush velvet or silk lin-
ings, for $15,000 or more. Since the
markup on a casket is often three to five
times its wholesale price, a funeral direc-
tor’s advice, and even the design of the
selection room, may be geared toward
influencing you to make an expensive
choice. Most people choose midrange
models made of steel or hardwoods like
mahogany or walnut, at $2,000 to

$5,000. By draping a closed casket with
a flag, funeral pall, or flowers, a less
expensive casket can be used.

The least expensive kinds of contain-
ers are cardboard containers or
pouches. These are adequate for crema-
tion or direct disposition. Some homes
may have available a rental casket. It can
be used for viewing, allowing you to buy
a less expensive one for disposition.

You may have to ask to be shown less
expensive models, as they may not be
on display. Do not be misled on emo-
tional grounds or on the basis of a cas-
ket’s claimed preservation qualities.

Vault or Grave Liner

Avault or grave liner to hold a casket
is required by many cemeteries to pre-
vent the ground from collapsing or cav-
ing in. This item, unlike a casket, is
rarely included in the package price of a
“complete” funeral. Prices of outer
burial containers typically range from
about $500 for the least expensive con-
crete grave liner to $8,000 or more for a
“triple reinforced” bronze vault. Because
neither vaults nor liners preserve

Questions and Complaints

If you have a consumer complaint, first try to resolve the problem with the
funeral home or cemetery. If you are unsuccessful, you can contact one of the

following resources for help:

Federal Trade Commission
600 Pennsylvania Ave, NW
Washington, DC 20580
1-877-382-4357

www.ftc.gov

Massachusetts Division of
Professional Licensure

Board of Registration of Funeral
Directors and Embalmers

239 Causeway Street, Suite 500
Boston, MA 02114

617-727-3074
www.mass.gov/dpl/boards/em/

Cemetery Consumer Service Council
P.O. Box 2028

Reston, VA 20195

1-800-645-7700

www.icfa.org
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National Funeral Directors Assoc.
13625 Bishop’s Drive

Brookfield, WI 53005
1-800-228-6332

www.nfda.org

Massachusetts Funeral
Directors Association
536 Broad Street, Suite 4
Weymouth, MA 02189
781-335-2031
www.massfda.org

Better Business Bureau

Serving Eastern Massachusetts,
Maine, and Vermont

235 West Central Street, Suite 1
Natick, MA 01760

508-652-4800

www.bosbbb.org

remains, a cement liner serves the same
purpose as an elaborate vault, at a con-
siderably lower cost. You might be able
to purchase a vault or grave liner at a
cemetery for less money than through a
funeral home, so check this out before
making a decision.

Selecting a Funeral Home

When you have decided on the
means of disposition, type of ceremony,
and services and merchandise you de-
sire, you can turn to the task of selecting
a funeral home. We have gathered some
data to help you.

Customer Survey

We surveyed area consumers (primar-
ily CHECKBOOK and Consumer Reports
magazine subscribers but also a sam-
pling of other consumers) for their rat-
ings of funeral homes they have used.
Table 2 shows results for the 82 homes
for which we received 10 or more ratings.
In general, the homes rate rather high.
But there is some variation, with some
homes rated “superior” for “overall per-
formance” by more than 95 percent of
survey respondents while others were
rated “superior” by 70 percent or less.

Price
Our callers shopped for prices for
three types of services:

* Direct cremation—Includes the firm’s
basic fee, the least expensive crema-
tion container/casket offered, and
the crematory cost.

Direct burial-Includes the firm’s ba-
sic fee, the least expensive casket of-
fered, and the least expensive grave
liner offered.

Traditional funeral-Includes the min-
imum services of the funeral director
and staff; transfer of deceased from
place of death to the funeral home;
embalming, cosmetology, dressing,
and casketing; least expensive solid
oak casket; least expensive grave
liner; one two-hour visitation session
at the funeral home the day before
the funeral service; supervision by
the home’s staff of a funeral service at
a church; hearse; one limousine; and
the home’s supervision of a
committal/graveside service.
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Cemeteries

In our survey of funeral costs, we did not include costs
of a cemetery plot or the opening and closing of a gravesite.
These items may add hundreds of dollars to the other fu-
neral expenses. The following are a few tips to help you deal
with a cemetery.

* Do some comparison shopping. You will find that there’s
variation in the prices of lots, merchandise, and services.
If you are considering purchasing cemetery property
and services before death—

— Remember that if a death occurs before payments
have been completed, the outstanding balance on the
site, the interment charge, and the receptacle for the
casket is usually due immediately.

— Consider the fact that you and your family members
may not always live in your present area. Ask if the
cemetery belongs to an exchange program, so that
your lot(s), merchandise, and/or services can be trans-
ferred if you move. If not, find out if the cemetery offers
alternative plans, such as repurchase or resale on your
behalf, and if there is any restriction on your right to re-
sell the property or merchandise yourself.

— Make sure you know how any prepayments will be
safeguarded. Ask if they will be deposited in an inter-
est-bearing account or trust fund.

— Don’tbe frightened into pre-need purchases by being
told that the cost of burial and burial merchandise
could become prohibitive in a few years.

— As an alternative, consider creating your own special
savings account for future cemetery purchases.

Take note of the general appearance of a cemetery you

are considering. Drive around and check the condition

of the grounds. Are buildings and walls maintained
well? Ts the grass mowed and clipped around monu-
ments and markers?

Be aware that perpetual care of the cemetery does not al-

ways include maintenance of monuments and markers.

Be sure that you understand exactly what will be pro-

vided as part of the purchase you are considering.

» When you talk to the sales representative:

— Check whether sites you are considering for two bod-
ies are side by side or a double depth.
— Ask if the cemetery has a price list you can examine.

— Check whether you are discussing an exact location
or area within the cemetery (the prices of lots can
vary according to location).

— Explore potential savings in buying a family plot or
lawn crypts.

Be sure to read the cemetery rules and regulations to

learn about any restrictions or additional costs. For ex-

ample, grave liners are not required by law but are re-
quired by most cemeteries. Remember that vaults are
more expensive than liners.

Once you have made a choice, revisit the cemetery for

another inspection before signing any contracts.

There are various choices to consider in the purchase of

a grave marker or monument. The size, style, inscrip-

tion, material, and installation charge affect the price of

the marker.

You cannot be forced to buy a marker or monument

from the cemetery where you buy your lot. Before you

use an outside supplier, however, check the cemetery’s
rules and regulations regarding installation, care, and
maintenance of the memorial.

Ask if the cemetery or supplier buys the merchandise in

advance, sets it aside, and provides you with a record of

ownership. This policy may mean protection for you if
the seller has financial problems at a later date.

The charges for opening and closing a grave are usually

higher on the weekend. If you intend to pre-purchase

these services, ask if there will be a refund if burial takes
place during the week.

Before signing any contract for property, merchandise,

or services, carefully review its terms and provisions. Be

certain that it conforms exactly with your understand-
ing of what you are buying. Make sure that, among the
other things listed, it includes the following:

— A full description of the lot and its location.

— A description of the type, size, and design of burial
merchandise and a description of services to be per-
formed. Does the price include installation of mer-
chandise?

— Guarantees for transfer of lots to another cemetery
(or other arrangements) should you or your family
members move, if that is part of the agreement.

— The cost of each item purchased and the total cost.

The price range for each type of ser-
vice was very large. The price of a direct
cremation ranged from $620 to $3,985,
with an average of $2,045. For our sam-
ple traditional funeral, the price range
was close to $6,000, with an average of
$7,747.

You might want services different
from the packages for which we got
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quotes. Table 1 gives you a sense of what
different elements cost if selected sepa-
rately. As you can see, the variation is
large.

You may wish to consider one of the
many area homes for which we have no
data. If so, the best approach, if time per-
mits, is to shop by phone first and then
make personal visits to a few homes.

When you call for prices, the funeral di-
rector very likely will encourage you to
come in “because these matters are too
complicated to discuss over the phone,”
or “because we will surely be able to
work something out between us if you’ll
just come by.” But you do have the right
to get prices on the major items over the
phone.
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Other Considerations

In addition to price, you will want to
consider a home’s location, tastefulness
of facilities, and willingness to accom-
modate your wishes.

Payment Options

Timing of Payments

For many people, it is difficult
quickly to pull together several thou-
sand dollars to pay for a funeral, and the
funeral industry is aware of this. On the
other hand, since it is impossible to re-
claim a coffin or take back any of the ser-
vices surrounding a funeral, it is
understandable that funeral homes
want assurance of payment. Our survey
of area homes turned up several differ-
ent arrangements for financing a fu-
neral. A few homes want payment in
advance once arrangements are decided
upon, although in cases of need they
might be willing to work out another
payment schedule. (Advance payment
is most often expected in connection
with cremation.) Other homes allow a
period of 30 to 60 days for payment
with no interest charges, and almost all
homes accept credit cards. Some funeral
homes have their own installment
plans, some with and some without
interest.

Prepayment for a funeral
represents d major
financial commitment
and, in our opinion,
generally is not a good
idea. Do not enter a
prepayment plan without
having a lawyer look over
the contract before you
sign it.

Benefits That May Be Available

Because the settlement of an estate
usually takes quite a while, benefits are
an important factor in partially or even
completely defraying funeral ex-
penses. Yet many people are not aware
of the benefits available for final ex-
penses. As a result, money often re-
mains unclaimed. Remember that
most death benefits must be applied
for and will not be sent automatically
to survivors.

Social Security
Social Security benefits are available
to cover any person who worked under

Table 1

Low, Average, and High Prices for
Standard Elements of a Traditional Funeral

Service Low price Average price High price
Transfer remains to funeral home §180 5289 $450
Embalming $200 541 $885
Cosmetology, dressing, and casketing $50 §179 368
Least expensive solid oak casket §1,495 $2,555 54,800
HiprdiElt [ o | wa | ow
Supervision of funeral service af a church §200 $520 $925
Hearse §150 $§293 425
86 CHecKBoOK

the Social Security system. For 2005,
the payment for funeral expenses is
$255. This payment is available only to
surviving, eligible spouses or depend-
ent children (under 18). When there is
no survivor, payment will not be made.
An application for the lump sum pay-
ment must be filed within two years of
the death of the deceased. Payment is
made directly to the surviving spouse or
entitled child, never directly to the fu-
neral director.

Veterans’ Benefits

Many but not all who have served in
the armed forces during wartime are
entitled to benefits from the Veterans
Administration in addition to any bene-
fits available from Social Security. Bene-
fits may include burial in a national
cemetery, a grave marker, and a flag for
the casket. Specific benefits vary ac-
cording to whether death is service-re-
lated or nonservice-related. We advise
you to check with the Veterans Admin-
istration to determine what benefits
you (or the deceased) are entitled to
and under what conditions. You can
call the Benefits Office at 1-800-827-
1000.

Other Benefits

Other benefits that may be available
are death payments from fraternal or-
ganizations, lodges, clubs, union wel-
fare funds, retirement plans, and
employers. To track these down, survi-
vors should get in touch with organiza-
tions and institutions the deceased
worked for or was affiliated with. Many
of these benefits are available to a sur-
viving relative to use as he or she sees
fit and not necessarily only for a fu-
neral. These benefits generally can be
applied to whatever kind of disposition
is arranged.

The filing for death benefits on be-
half of survivors is a standard service of
most funeral homes. If survivors decide
to file their own claims, the funeral di-
rector should be asked if this will result
in a deduction on the home’s “profes-
sional services” charge.

Necessary Documents and Papers
Whether survivors apply for death
benefits themselves or use the services
of the funeral director, a number of doc-
uments will be needed. Certified copies
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Advice on Donations

Be aware that circumstances and location of death may
limit organ, tissue, or whole-body donation possibilities.
Here are a few caveats:

* Organs—If death occurs due to brain damage from acci-
dent, stroke, or any situation where life can be artificially
sustained by machine, the body can be used for dona-
tion of all major organs. This would only be limited by
medical history that indicated problems with any
organs.

Tissues—Donation of tissues, including corneas, bone,
bone marrow, and skin can always be done in situations
where organs could be donated and can also be done in
other circumstances up to 24 hours after the heart has
stopped beating. Cornea removal can be done in the fu-
neral home, but all other tissue must be removed in a
surgical setting.

Whole body donations—Donations usually cannot be ac-
cepted if embalming or an autopsy has been performed,
if death is due to cancer (or other specified diseases), or
after a mutilating accident. If death occurs far away from
the specified medical school, the arrangement might not
be possible. A rare circumstance of refusal might be that
the medical school has an oversupply of bodies. If whole
body donation is the option of choice, be sure to have an
alternative arrangement.

The family never pays for donation procedures nor is it
paid for the organs or tissues. (Transportation to the hospi-
tal for the removal of tissues, if death occurs elsewhere,
does have to be paid for by the family.)

Here is a list of medical schools for whole body donation
and contact information for the New England Organ Bank,
which can advise you on tissue and organ donation—

* New England Organ Bank
One Gateway Center
Newton, MA 02158
1-800-446-6362

* Boston University School of Medicine
715 Albany Street
Boston, MA 02118
617-638-4245

Harvard Medical School
25 Shattuck Street
Boston, MA 02115
617-432-1735

* Tufts University School of Medicine
136 Harrison Avenue
Boston, MA 02111
617-636-6685

University of Massachusetts Medical School
55 Lake Avenue North

Worcester, MA 01655

508-856-2460

To become an organ donor, contact the Department of
Motor Vehicles and request that your intent to be an organ
donor be indicated on your driver’s license. It’s also a good
idea to fill out an organ donor card and carry it with you at
all times. (You can download and print a donor card at
www.organdonor.gov.)

Itis also a good idea to have several people close to you
know of your wishes. Even if you have an organ donor en-
dorsement on your driver’s license and have completed a
donor card, permission of next of kin is required before ac-
tion is taken.

are required in some instances; photo-
copies are usually not acceptable.
Survivors will need:

e Social Security number of the de-
ceased.
At least ten certified copies of the
death certificate to establish insur-
ance claims, Social Security, and
other claims.
Copies of birth certificates of surviv-
ing spouse and minor children for
Social Security and VA benefits.
Copies of marriage certificate for So-
cial Security and VA benefits for sur-
viving spouse and minor children.
Copy of W-2 form or federal income
tax return for the most recent

www.checkbook.org

calendar year as proof of the de-
ceased’s employment record for
Social Security benefits.

» Copy of veteran’s discharge papers
for VA benefits.

* Copies of receipted bill from funeral
home for VA benefits—also for Social
Security benefits if applicant is not
the surviving spouse.

Prepaid Funeral Plans

You can write down your own prefer-
ences for funeral arrangements and give
your description to a likely survivor. Al-
ternatively, you can file a preference
form with a funeral home without mak-
ing any financial commitment. These
are desirable steps.

In contrast, prepayment for a funeral
represents a major financial commitment
and, in our opinion, generally is not a
good idea. Under a prepayment plan, you
arrange with a particular funeral director
for yourself to make a lump sum payment
or installment payments on all the items
selected for your own funeral. You can
make these payments into a trust or a life
insurance policy arranged through the
funeral home. Before making such a com-
mitment, find out—

» What the contract does not cover;

* What happens if you die before the
plan is fully paid up;

* What money you get back if you de-
cide to cancel;
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* Whether the funeral home has a
good reputation and has been in
business for many years;

» What happens if the funeral home
goes out of business;

* Whether the arrangement is guaran-
teed to cover the cost of your selected
funeral arrangements even if costs go
up;

* Whether the money you put away will
earn interest, and at what rate; and,

* What happens if you move.

Do not enter a prepayment plan
without having a lawyer look over the
contract before you sign it.

A simpler arrangement is to open a
savings account, called a Totten trust, at
a bank, naming your chosen funeral
home as the recipient of the funds upon
your death. Alternatively, you can open
ajoint savings account with a likely sur-
vivor; then the survivor will get the
funds at your death. Either of these ar-
rangements lets the funds avoid probate
so they will be available immediately for

funeral costs. Under both arrange-
ments, however, you must pay income
taxes on earnings.

Tell your likely survivors about any
arrangement you make with a funeral
home so they don’t pay for services at a
different home.

Where to Get Help

Most people need help making fu-
neral arrangements. This is especially
true when arrangements are made dur-
ing the time of bereavement. And there
is one firm rule: never go by yourself to a
funeral home to decide on services you
will be purchasing. Alone in the hands
of a funeral director you are too vulnera-
ble to making purchases based on grief
or guilt. You need someone else who is
less involved to assure you that sensible
cost-saving decisions are all right.

The obvious places to turn for help
with funeral arrangements are family,
friends, members of the clergy, and

Death Away from Home

If You Want the Funeral Held Elsewhere

If a body needs to be shipped by public transportation, a funeral director
can arrange the transfer. You will be charged for services provided by the fu-
neral director who accepts the remains as well as by the person who ships
them. The funeral director at either end can make the necessary arrangements.
Check what the funeral director’s markup or service charge will be in addition

to the airline or railroad charge.

Make sure that between the two funeral directors, you are not charged twice
for the same services, especially embalming. Also, unless you want one casket
for shipping and another for the funeral, don’t let yourself be sold two caskets.

The least expensive way to ship remains is after cremation. The ashes can
then be transported by a family member or friend or shipped through the mail

to a final location.

Death Overseas

When death occurs overseas, local rules and regulations must be followed.
If you are overseas, your first call should be to the American Consulate. If you
are in the U.S. making arrangements for someone who has died overseas, con-
tact the Department of State’s Office of Overseas Citizens Services, at 202-647-
5226. This office should be able to advise you about local requirements and
the options available to you. Be sure to ask about all possible arrangements
and ask for cost estimates of each. Keep in mind that local customs may limit
your choices; for instance, embalming is unheard of in some areas.

88 CHECKBOOK

hospital social workers. But there are
also organizations set up specially to
help you.

A particularly helpful source of ad-
vice can be a funeral consumer group,
often referred to as a memorial society.
These are nonprofit, cooperative mem-
bership organizations that assist people,
either beforehand or upon someone’s
death, in planning funeral arrange-
ments at the lowest possible cost. There
is typically a one-time, nominal mem-
bership donation, which entitles you to
the services of the affiliate nearest you.

The Funeral Consumers Alliance is
the umbrella group for affiliated funeral
consumer groups in the U.S. Many local
affiliates perform price surveys of area fu-
neral homes and have been able to nego-
tiate discounts at participating homes.
They can also assist in making arrange-
ments for organ donation and provide
information on legal requirements and
death benefits. They do not arrange for
funerals, pay for funerals, or choose a
specific funeral director for you.

We've listed below the memorial so-
cieties in Massachusetts. To find memo-
rial societies in other states, contact the
Funeral Consumers Alliance at 1-800-
765-0107 or visit its website at www.fu-
nerals.org.

Funeral Consumers Alliance of Eastern
Massachusetts

66 Marlborough Street

Boston, MA 02116

617-859-7990

Funeral Consumers Alliance of
Southeastern Massachusetts

71 8th Street

New Bedford, MA 02740
508-996-0046

Funeral Consumers Alliance of Cape Cod
& the Islands

P.O.Box 1375

East Orleans, MA 02643
508-862-2522

Funeral Consumers Alliance of Western
Massachusetts

P.O. Box 994

Greenfield, MA 01302

413-774-2320

Funeral Homes
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Kraw-Kornack Funeral Home 781-762-0482 80%
1248 Washinglon St Norwood (10) 90% 90% 89% 83% $§2045 $2600 §7015
Lane Funeral Home 781-729-2580 88%
760 Main 51, Winchester (16 75% 75% 80% 86% $1855 $2685 $8100
Lehman & Reen Funeral Home 617-782-1000  100%
63| hestut Hill Ave, Biighon (10) 100% 100% 90% 100% $1820 $3410 $6755 /
Levesque Funeral Home 978-744-2270 85%
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Levine Chapels 617-277-8300 94%
470 Harvard S, Brookine (81) 90% 94% 85% 85% $§2790 $3315 $9310
MacDonald Funeral Home 781-834-7320 73%
1755 Ocean St Marshfield (15) 67% 80% 73% 67% $§2305 $2695 $8370
MacDonald Rockwell MacDonald 617-924-4700 91%
6 Riverside St, Watertoun () 91% 91% 70% 83% $1935 §2115 §7455
Magoun-Biggins Funeral Home 781-878-1775 79%
135 Union St Rockland (14 86% 86% 77% 67% $§1730 $§2745 $6990
McDonald Funeral Home 781-245-3550 86%
19 Yale Ave, Wakefeld 1) 83% 86% 81% 82% $§2050 $§2875 $8105
McDonald Funeral Homes 781-335-0045  100%
809 Main St, South Weymouth @31) 100% 100% 100% 90% $1810 $3240 $6520 /
McDonough Funeral Home 978-458-6816  94%
14 Highlond St, Lowel (16 88% 88% 88% 75% $§2735 $3400 $8694
Murphy Funeral Home 978-744-0497  62%
85 Federal t, Salem (13) 69% 85% 75% 83% $1965 $1945 §7470 /
Peterson-0'Donnell Funeral Home ~ 978-774-6600 93% 6 6 6 7
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Pike-Grondin Funeral Home 978-283-0884 92%
61 Middle S, Gloucester (13) 92% 85% 92% 80% $§2045 $§2815 $8060
Potter Funeral Home 508-636-2100 91%
81 Reed R, Westport () 100% 91% 100% 89% $1940 $§3250 $§7630
Prophett Funeral Home 508-697-4332  100% g
98 Bedford S, Bridgewoter i) 100% 100% 100% 88% $§1785 §2070  $8075 / /
Robert J Lawler & Croshy 617-323-5600  100%
1803 Centre S1, West Rotbury (14) 100% 100% 79% 78% §1775 $§1795 $9260
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Roberts-Mitchell Funeral Service 508-359-2000  100% 6 6 6 7
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Robinson Funeral Home 781-665-1900  100%
809 Main St Melrose (19 88% 94% 86% 80% $2390 $3460 $8455
Rock Funeral Home 508-995-5772 91%
1285 Ashley Bid, New Bedford (22) 95% 91% 86% 92% §1720 $3140 $9500
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Percent of surveyed customers Prices for three CHECKBOOK's
rating firm “superior” for... sample funerals for... top rating (v)
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Rogers Funeral Home 617-876-8964  100%
380 Gariticge SH) Carbidge (12 100% 100% 100% 100%  S1800  $2790  $8790 /
Saunders-Dwyer Home for Funerals  508-994-0100  95%
495 Park St, New Bedford (20) 100% 90% 85% 100%  S1880  $3425  $7180 /
Saville & Grannan 781-643-1634 80%
418 Massachusetts Ave, Arlington (10) 78% 0% 80% 67% 25 SM460 98170
Schlossherg-Solomon Memorial Chapel  781-828-6990  85% 9
824 Washington St, Canton (13) 85% 85% 7T 75% §1990 o S7190
Silva Funeral Home 508-822-0081 90%
0 e o (10) 89% 89% 89% 40% §2140  $2995  $6080
Solimine Landergan & Richardson ~ 781-595-1492 96%
426 Broadway, Lym (25) 92% 92% 88% 91% §2935  S3670  $9070
Stanetsky Memorial Chapels 617-232-9300 84%
1668 Beacon t, Brookine (25) 79% 80% 80% 671% §2605  $3365 59280
Stanton Funeral Service 617-924-3838  100%
786 Mt Auburn St Wafertoun (12 100% 100% 92% 100%  $2360  $3625  S7075 /
Sullivan Funeral Homes 781-878-0920 86%
551 Washingfon S1, Hanover (14 100% 100% 92% 100%  $2525  S3375  Sh665 v
Sweeney Brothers Home for Funerals  617-472-6344  83%
3 ibpendtges o, Gy (19 82% 83% 83% 91% §2920  $3390  S7165
Sweeney Memorial Funeral Home ~ 978-667-9934  80%
s o, [ (15) 93% 100% 87% 75% $2015  $3005  $7230
Tighe-Hamilton Funeral Home 978-562-3252  100%
50 Central St Hudson (1) 100% 92% 100% 86% §1750  $2730  $8010 /
Torf Funeral Service 617-889-2900 88% 9
151 Washington Ave, Chelsea AR L A L L RS U B L
Vertuccio Home for Funerals 781-284-7756  100%
773 Broadnay, Rever g5 10%  100% %% 100%  SI00  S2850  $7315 v v
Waring-Sullivan Affiliated Family ~ 508-676-1933  77%
178 Winter S, Fal River (13) 73% 7% 58% 40% §3225  S4155  S11,155
Weir-MacCuish Funeral Home 781-322-0834  92%
144 Salem . Molden (13) 85% 92% 92% 86% §3455 53820 $8400
FOOTNOTES:

1See text and page 104 for description of research methods,
dates, and limitations. We've included all firms that received 10 or
more ratings on our customer survey. If a firm is not listed here, it
simply means that we did not have at least 10 ratings for it; that
fact has no negative or positive implications.

2This price includes the firm’s basic fee, the least expensive cre-
mation container offered, and the crematory cost.

3 This price includes the firm’s basic fee for immediate burial

services, the least expensive casket offered by the funeral home,
and the least expensive grave liner offered by the funeral home.
4This price includes the services of the funeral director and staff
for a traditional funeral; transfer of deceased from place of death
to the funeral home; embalming, cosmetology, dressing and
casketing; least expensive solid oak casket; least expensive grave
liner; visitation at the funeral home the day before the funeral;
funeral services af a church; hearse; one limousine; and a

graveside/committal service.

> Insufficient data. Firm was not offering solid oak caskets at the
time of our survey.

8 Firm would not send us its price list.

7 Insufficient data o determine whether checkmark is warranted.

8 Firm was not offering solid oak caskets at the time of our survey;
we used its price for the least expensive oak veneer casket offered.

? Firm typically does not offer immediate burial services.
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How We Gather (and How to Interpret) Our Data

Our tables rating individual firms will be
more valuable to you if you know how the
data were gathered and how they should be
interpreted.

Opinion Surveys

Customer survey scores reported on our
tables are from our surveys of consumers,
which are conducted via mail, telephone,
and the Internet. We primarily survey Con-
sumer Reports and CHECKBOOK subscrib-
ers, but we also survey a sampling of other
consurmers.

Since many firms were rated by rather
small numbers of raters, small differences
between two firms in the percentage of raters
who gave a particular rating (say, “superior”)
should be ignored. The table below gives a
rough guide to minimum differences you
should look for in deciding on one firm over
another.

When using these survey data, remember
that the questions are to some degree subjec-
tive and that the differences among firms
might be explained by differences in the per-
sonalities, backgrounds, critical standards,
and other characteristics of the raters or by
biases these raters might have.

Complaints

Our ratings tables on auto detailers, car-
pet and rug cleaners, housecleaning ser-
vices, movers, and plumbers show the
number of complaints filed against individ-
ual firms with the Better Business Bureau
Serving Eastern Massachusetts, Maine, and
Vermont (BBB) for a three-year period and
with the Consumer Protection Division of
the Massachusetts Attorney General’s Office
for a two-year period. (Counts of complaints
shown for movers are the combined num-
bers of complaints on file for each firm with
the Transportation Division of the Massa-
chusetts Department of Telecommunica-
tions & Energy and the Consumer
Protection Division for a two-year period.)

On our ratings tables, we calculate com-
plaint rates, where we are able, by dividing
the number of complaints by the best mea-
sure we can devise of each firm’s business
volume and exposure to complaints.

There are limitations to the complaint
data. One problem is that some complaints
may be unjustified, simply filed by cranks.
Another problem is that, in some cases, we
didn’t have a measure of business volume
and therefore couldn’t control for differ-
ences in firms’ exposure to complaints.

We always recommend that you look for
substantial differences in complaint counts
and rates. We also advise giving little weight
to complaint counts if the total count against
a firm is less than three or four.

Survey of Firms

To gather much of the other information
on our tables, we surveyed the firms. In
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general, our researchers surveyed firms by
phone (sometimes without revealing their
affiliation with CHECKBOOK), but in some
cases data were collected by mail or from
firms’ websites, or phone responses were
confirmed by mail follow-up.

Price Index Scores

To compute our price index scores, we cal-
culated an average price for each job or item
for all the firms that quoted on that job or
item. Next we compared each firm’s price to
the average. One firm might come in at 120
percent of the multifirm average for a partic-
ular job, and another firm might come in at
90 percent. We took each firm’s percentage
score on each job or item, standardized it,
and assigned a weight to each job or item,
based on our judgment. We then averaged
the standardized, weighted percentage
scores to find how the firm compared to
other firms overall. Finally, we multiplied
this overall percentage score by a flat dollar
amount, say, $100.

The price index score, then, is intended to
indicate the relative prices we found for the
firms, adjusted to the base of this flat dollar
amount. These index scores are imperfect for
various reasons: for instance, the jobs or
items checked may not be representative;
the weighting of various jobs or items in the
index may not accurately reflect typical ex-
penditure patterns; and the number of jobs
or items is small.

Timeliness of the Data

All of the data must be interpreted in view
of timeliness.

Our customer survey data are from sur-
veys conducted from April 2000 to Septem-
ber 2005 for auto detailing shops, carpetand
rug cleaners, housecleaning services, funeral
homes, movers, plumbers, upholsterers, and
window washers; January 2002 to Septem-
ber 2005 for delivery services; and August
2001 to April 2005 for primary care physi-
cians. Survey respondents were asked to re-
port on experiences in the preceding year.

For the BBB, the data are for a three-year
period dating back from a date from May to

June 2005 (different three-year periods for
different articles).

For the Consumer Protection Division of
the Massachusetts Attorney General’s Office
and the Transportation Division of the Mas-
sachusetts Department of Telecommunica-
tions & Energy, the complaint data are for a
two-year period dating back from December
31, 2004.

The data from our survey of firms were
collected from July to October 2005 for car-
petand rug cleaners and plumbers; from Au-
gust to October 2005 for housecleaning
services; and from September to October
2005 for movers and window washers.

Our price data were collected from Febru-
ary to July 2005 for plumbers; from March to
September 2005 for housecleaning services
and upholsterers; from May to September
2005 for funeral homes and movers; from
May to October 2005 for carpet and rug
cleaners and window washers; and from
June to September 2005 for auto detailers.
Price data for delivery services were col-
lected from firms’ websites on October 5,
2005.

For the most part, our tables include firms
for which we collected 10 or more ratings on
our customer survey during the customer
survey period mentioned above, but we do
not report data for periods prior to firms’
changes of name and ownership. As a result,
some large firms are not listed at all. If only
name or ownership changed, we do report
the data. Changes subsequent to the dates
listed above may not be taken into account.

Top Ratings

We give checkmarks to firms that score
highest on a scoring system that we devise
for each service field. Our scoring systems
weight the various data in our tables and
text based on our subjective judgment of
their importance. Since the scores are based
entirely on information presented, you can
apply your own subjective judgments, and
decide whether you prefer firms we have not
given checkmarks. Where we do not have
important data on a firm, we cannot give our
checkmark.

A Rough Guide for Do not give much importance to the
Deciding Whether the And a second difference between the frequency with
Difference Between  Ifonefirmhad  firm had this  which the two firms experience a particular
Two Percentagesis  thisnumberof ~ numberof rating or result unless the difference is at
Important ratings: ratings: least this many percentage points:
Assuming the average of h ]0 i
2 30 30 26
the two firms’ percentages
is 50 percent 60 60 18
120 120 13
Assuming the average of ]0 ]0 i
- 30 30 21
the two firms’ percentages
is 80 percent L ol 1
4 120 120 10
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