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 Owning a business comes with no guaran-
tees of success. However, one thing is for sure; 
all business owners deal with stress. Whether 
it be difficult employees, unhappy customers, 
regulatory compliance, issues are guaranteed 
to arise unexpectedly. Putting out fires comes 
with the territory. 
 Now add in the dynamics of being a funeral 
director. Providing services to clients who are 
dealing with the unknown and are distraught, 
working under extremely tight timelines in a 
24/7 environment, and you have a situation 
where things can take their toll. Oh yes, and 
let’s not forget about a global pandemic.
 That being said, what can you do as a fu-
neral director running your own business to 
manage stress and take care of yourself?
 Leonard Zielinski is the owner of Northlake 
Funeral Home in Northlake, IL. He has been 
a funeral director for 36 years and is the past 
president of the Illinois Funeral Directors As-
sociation. 
 I had the opportunity to speak with Leon-
ard and ask him how he has managed stress 
and burnout during the last year.
 Leonard, you’ve been a funeral director 
for many years. What would you say is the 
most stressful part of the job, and how has 
the Pandemic affected that stress?
 On average, funeral directors have an un-
predictable day. Adding to this during the 
Pandemic was unraveling news, industry in-
formation trickling in, various government 
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mandates, and individual inter-
pretations. These all became the 
unknown factors of early 2020. 
 PPE supplies were becoming 
scarce. In some locales, the over-
whelming death tolls attributed 
to Covid-19 were alarming. All of 
the above factors were mixed into 
the psyche of all involved. Many 
of our colleagues were taxed to ex-
haustion. 
 This has been an experience 
many in our field had not antici-
pated. I don’t know if there’s one 
area of stress to comment on more 
than another. 
 There was also managing the 
public’s expectations (disappoint-
ment at times), dealing with vari-
ous obstacles in the preparation 
arena, and arranging an appropri-
ate funeral service within guide-
lines. 
 What steps have you taken to 
manage your stress? Did you or 
your team experience burnout?
 During the height of the pan-
demic, in addition to operating 
the funeral home, I was continu-
ously operating my embalming 
trade business. Because of an over-
all increase in volume, the days be-
came longer (12-18 hours), and 
it began to take its toll physically 
and mentally. Signs of exhaustion 
were setting in. I had to cut back 
on the trade responsibility and re-
gain a healthy mental and physical 
psyche. It took some time to refo-
cus on the importance of rest. 
 What has worked for you? 
What would you recommend 
other funeral director/owners do 
to avoid burnout?
 Depending on the size of your 
operation, cross-training and re-

linquishing certain responsibili-
ties can be a benefit. Realize that 
someone else can help with what 
we may feel only we ourselves 
can do. There is life beyond the 
funeral home. (I’ve known some 
long since passed funeral directors 
whose mantra was “vacations are 
for those who need it.”)
 Sometimes we’ve conditioned 
ourselves to be trapped, yet no one 
else is at fault except us. 
 What would you do differently 
if another unexpected event like 
this Pandemic happened again?
 In our lifetime, should we experi-
ence something similar to this, we 
will be better prepared. 
 How? Simply by learning from 
what we’ve gone through—having 
a plan (similar to a mass fatalities 
plan) that can be implemented to 
handle and hold an increased vol-
ume of decedents. Utilizing a net-
work of colleagues should the need 
arise, and you should take care of 
yourself to allow the best care for 
you the client families.
 In conclusion, during recent 
events, funeral directors have not 
been able to control the circum-
stances, but you can control how 
you react to them. Stress is a nat-
ural part of life, and it’s unavoid-
able. However, it’s crucial to man-
age it to do your best work. 
 Stress is not something that we 
need to wait until it becomes over-
whelming and starts affecting our 
mental health - we should start 
taking care of ourselves now. Dur-
ing times of uncertainty, this be-
comes even more important. 
 Colette Kemp is an experienced 
business owner/operator. She is the 
Founder of Kemp Funeral Group.


