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In January 2019, Beyond the Dash 
conducted a survey of 600 respondents 
living in the Northeast census region of the 
United States. Respondents were asked 
questions pertaining to their values 
surrounding funeral planning, and 
whether they had initiated any advance 
planning of their own arrangements. 

Introduction
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"WHAT IS YOUR FUNERAL BUDGET?"
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Respondents were asked "What is your funeral budget?"
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The average cost of a funeral in the United States is between $7,000 
and $10,000. Most funeral homes offer affordable direct cremation 
packages, which can run as low as $500, but tend to be closer to the 
$1,000 mark.

When these results are broken down by age, they paint a more vivid 
picture of funeral budgets. 
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FUNERAL BUDGET  AGE 1834
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FUNERAL BUDGET  AGE 3554
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FUNERAL BUDGET  AGE 55+
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In the 35 – 54 age category, 20.5% of 
respondents said they expected to pay $500 
or less on their full funeral arrangements which 
was 4% more than those in the younger age 
range. 

Respondents who were 55 years of age or older 
were more prepared to pay higher amounts for 
their funeral arrangements. In fact, 14% of older 
respondents indicated their funeral would cost 
$10,000 or more.

Overall, those between the ages of 18 – 34 
expected to pay less for funeral arrangements 
than older respondents. Out of 200 
respondents, 30.5% expect to pay between 
$2,000 and $5,000, whereas only 9% expect 
to pay more than $10,000 for funeral 
arrangements.

FUNERAL BUDGET
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These results show that older respondents tend to feel more 
comfortable paying more for funeral arrangements. One possible 
reason for this is greater financial security later in life as respondents 
approach retirement age. Another may be that older respondents 
have more insight into funeral costs. Older respondents may be more 
likely to make funeral plans in order to protect their families against 
unexpected funeral costs. 

However, these results don't tell the full story. The type of funeral 
arrangements desired directly impacts the cost. For example, 
embalming services for a visitation service followed by full traditional 
burial in an embossed casket will cost much more than a direct 
cremation with no memorial. As societal values about how our 
bodies are handled post-death shift, so do funeral costs and budget 
projection.

FUNERAL BUDGET
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Respondents were asked "If your desired funeral arrangements 
cost significantly more than your funeral budget, what would 
you do?"

"IF YOUR DESIRED FUNERAL ARRANGEMENTS COST 
SIGNIFICANTLY MORE THAN YOUR FUNERAL BUDGET, WHAT 

WOULD YOU DO?"

Increase Budget
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DESIRED ARRANGEMENTS BY AGE
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Respondents aged 18 – 34 were the most willing to increase their 
funeral budget. 

Of the 2.3% of respondents who selected Other, answers included 
 •A combination of changing some arrangements and 
     increasing the budget
 •Letting survivors pay for arrangements
 •Letting life insurance pay for arrangements
 •Asking for donations

FUNERAL BUDGET

Despite their initial funeral preferences, over 71% of respondents said 
they would change their plans if their desired arrangements cost 
significantly more than their budget. 

A
ge

% of Respondents
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Funeral arrangements can vary widely. Respondents were asked 
"How would you like your bodily remains to be handled when 
you die?"

"HOW WOULD YOU LIKE YOUR REMAINS TO BE HANDLED 
WHEN YOU DIE?"
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FUNERAL ARRANGEMENTS
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Bodily Remains Respondents were offered the following definitions:

Burial: Burial in a traditional casket.
Cremation: The incineration of remains into ashes.
Eco-friendly casket: An eco-friendly casket or 'natural burial'.
Biocremation: the process of chemically dissolving remains.

Other: Of the 3.2%, a popular alternative to traditional handling of 
remains was to be donated to science for research. Other (more colorful) 
answers included: Mummification, Cryogenic freezing, Above-ground 
casket burial, Taxidermy.

6

BEYONDTHEDASH.COM



Respondents were asked "What kind of funeral service do you want?"

Respondents were offered the following definitions of service options:

Funeral: A remembrance service with the body of the deceased person 
present. 
Memorial: A remembrance service with the body of the deceased 
person not present.
Celebration of Life: A non-denominational memorial service, with 
greater focus on life than death.
Graveside Service: A funeral service held at the gravesite.
Open Casket Viewing: An event with the body present and on display 
for mourners to view.
No Memorial: No services held in honor of the deceased person.
Other: Respondents wrote their own answers to the questions, including:
 •Ashes sprinkled in the sea, with no ceremony
 •Cryogenic freezing
 •Combination of Ceremony of Life and Memorial service
 •Picnic

"WHAT KIND OF FUNERAL SERVICE DO YOU WANT?"

Funeral
23.3%Other

1.3%

Celebration of Life
20.2%

Memorial
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No Memorial
13.3%
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Open Casket Viewing
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FUNERAL SERVICES

Types of Services

7

BEYONDTHEDASH.COM



0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

Funeral Memorial Celebration
of Life

Graveside
Service

Open Casket
Viewing

FUNERAL SERVICE PREFERENCE BY AGE

%
 o

f R
es

po
nd

en
ts

No Memorial Other

18-34 34-54 55+

FUNERAL SERVICES

The following chart breaks down funeral preferences by age:
 •Funeral was the most popular choice across all ages.
 •People aged 55 and older preferred a Memorial to a Celebration of Life.
 •People over 34 preferred No Memorial more often than those who were younger.
 •Older people were more likely to prefer a Graveside Service.
 •Younger people were more likely to prefer an Open Casket Viewing.
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Respondents were asked, "Do you have an up-to-date and legal 
will prepared?" 67.8% of those surveyed had no legal will, and 31.7% 
of all respondents have a legal will prepared.
 
Though most 18–54 year olds did not have a will prepared, nearly half 
of those surveyed who were 55 years of age or older did. 

"DO YOU HAVE AN UPTODATE AND LEGAL WILL PREPARED?"
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Yes No Other

PREPARED WILLS BY AGE
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ADVANCE PLANNING

Legal Instructions

Funeral pre-planning is a person's chance to make decisions about how 
their death will be handled when they are gone. From the funeral 
service, to the final resting destination of their remains, to financial 
considerations, people who decide to pre-plan have some control over 
the impact their death has on loved ones, and the world. 
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Respondents were asked, "Do you have any funeral plans prear-
ranged with your chosen funeral home, to be enacted in the 
event of your death?"

"DO YOU HAVE ANY FUNERAL PLANS PREARRANGED WITH 
YOUR CHOSEN FUNERAL HOME, TO BE ENACTED IN THE 

EVENT OF YOUR DEATH?"

RESPONSE BY AGE
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ADVANCE PLANNING

Perhaps surprisingly, those in the 18 – 34 age category had 
enacted slightly more funeral plans than those in the 34 – 54 age 
group.

Pre-planned Funeral Arrangements

•78.3% of respondents surveyed had no funeral plans at the time of 
    the survey.
•21.3% indicated they had planned at least some of their 
    arrangements.
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Respondents were asked: "What do you think of planning your 
own funeral?", and given an open form field to share their thoughts.

Of the 600 responses received:

 •60% expressed positive sentiments about pre-planning.
 •30.3% expressed negative sentiments about pre-planning.
 •9.7% expressed neutral sentiments about pre-planning.

ADVANCE PLANNING

“WHAT DO YOU THINK OF PLANNING YOUR OWN FUNERAL?”

Positive
60.0%

Neutral
9.7%

Negative
30.3%
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Positive

Of the 60% of respondents who felt positively about pre-planning 
funeral arrangements: 

 •41% said pre-planning is wise and necessary.
 •34% said they didn't want to leave their survivors with the 
     burden of planning their funeral.
 •14% said they already had some funeral plans prearranged.
 •11% said pre-planning gave them control over their own 
     funeral arrangements.

Negative

Of the 30% of respondents who felt negatively about pre-planning 
funeral arrangements: 

 •35% said they didn't want to think about it
 •25% said they thought it was a bad idea, or pointless.
 •20% said pre-planning was too morbid
 •20% said someone else should handle their funeral plans

A number of respondents claimed to be disturbed by the survey's 
death-related content. 16.5% of all respondents surveyed said thinking 
about death was uncomfortable or too morbid.

"I feel like it actually makes me feel better. Not scared or 
anything. Like everything is okay even if the worst 

happens."

"I think it is actually a responsibility of mine. I don't believe 
asking my family to do it is fair to them."

"I am stressed just thinking about it."

"It is something I have put off—I guess I just don't want to 
think about it."

Neutral

Nearly 10% didn't express feelings one way or another about 
pre-planning funeral arrangements.

 •6% said they didn't know.
 •2% said they didn't care.
 •2% refused to answer the question

ADVANCE PLANNING

"Who cares? I'll be dead."
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When we compared the results by age, positive sentiments toward 
pre-planning grew from 52% in the 18 – 34 group; to 57.5% in the 
35 – 54 group; to 70.5% in the 55+ group. Negative sentiments 
decreased with age, as did neutral sentiments.

There are many possible reasons for this. For many, acceptance of 
death as a natural course of life comes with age and experience. As 
people experience more funerals, they get a better sense of what 
kind of arrangements they would prefer. Older people generally 
have more established finances, and therefore the means of paying 
for funeral arrangements in advance. Older people may have 
children and grandchildren whom they would not want to be left with 
a sudden expense.  

PLANNING SENTIMENT BY AGE

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

Positive Negative Neutral

18-34 34-54 55+

ADVANCE PLANNING

%
 o

f R
es

po
nd

en
ts

13

BEYONDTHEDASH.COM



"WHEN YOU DIE, DO YOU PLAN ON HAVING AN OBITUARY?"

Answers were generally consistent across all age ranges.

OBITUARY DESIRE BY AGE

72% 26% 2%

Yes No Other

     •72% of respondents answered “Yes.”
     •26.2% indicated they did not plan on having an obituary
     •1.8% selected Other, with most noting they were undecided 
         or hoped friends would share memories less formally.
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An obituary is a published notice announcing the death and funeral arrangements of a community member. These notices have evolved in recent years 
to tell full life stories, detail accomplishments and show a glimpse of the deceased person's character. Obituaries can be placed in print newspapers, or 
online. Respondents were asked: "When you die, do you plan on having an obituary?"

OBITUARIES
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OBITUARIES

Respondents were asked "What is the best place to publish an 
obituary?" Answers were more divided when it came to determining 
where to publish obituaries. In the past, obituaries were usually printed 
in newspapers as a paid classified ad. Though this is still the way many 
obituaries are published today, access to technology has moved some 
of life storytelling to online spaces. Online obituaries are usually more 
affordable than print obituaries. 

Publishing an Obituary

When it came to publishing an obituary in a print newspaper only, 
results varied by age. Older respondents were more likely to consider 
print to be the best place to publish a life story.

Overall, 47.2% of respondents preferred for their obituary to be 
published both in print and online. Responses were fairly similar across 
age ranges.
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“WHAT IS THE BEST PLACE TO PUBLISH AN OBITUARY?”
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OBITUARIES

PUBLISHING PREFERENCES  AGE 1834
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   •1.5% selected Other.
 •Answers included "On a board" and 
     "Nowhere."

   •3% selected Other.
 •Answers included "It will be 
     available at the funeral or 
     viewing" and "Absolutely no 
     place...it's dangerous."

   •2.5% selected Other.
 •Answers included "In a card," and 
     "Not sure."
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Obituary prices vary, depending on how they are published and in 
which publication. A basic death notice usually costs between $50 
and $100. A short printed obituary costs between $200 and $600. 
Adding a photo or a very detailed account of the person's life can 
push the costs of a printed obituary above $1,000. Respondents 
were asked, "How much would you expect an obituary to 
cost?"

"HOW MUCH WOULD YOU EXPECT AN OBITUARY TO COST?"

$0.00
7.3%$1,000+
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OBITUARIES

Obituary Pricing

Almost 75% expect to pay less than $300 for their life story.
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Respondents were asked: 

"What are the top 3 things on 
your Bucket List. That is, what 
would you like to personally 
accomplish before you die?"

Answers generally fell into 1 of 10 
categories:

     •Travel (32%)
     •Stability (15%)
     •Activities (13.5%)
     •I don't know (11%)
     •Accomplishments (10%)
     •Family (9.5%)
     •Financial (5.5%)
     •Religion (1.5%)
     •Sex (1%)
     •My bucket list is complete (1%)

Discussions of death are often reminders that there is a lot left to do in 
life. Most people have at least a general idea of the things they want to 
accomplish before they "kick the bucket." For some, writing a list of 
concrete life goals is motivating.

BUCKET LISTS
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Travel (32%)

Travel goals accounted for nearly one third of all responses, with 
respondents wanting to vacation to exotic locations, visit historical 
landmarks and see other cultures. The top 5 most popular bucket list 
travel destinations were:
 1. Hawaii
 2. Europe
 3. Disneyland 
 4. Italy 
 5. Grand Canyon 

Other popular travel goals were to go on a cruise, and ride in a plane.

Stability (15%)

Many respondents didn't want a dream vacation or lottery jackpot. For 
15% of respondents, a stable life was the most important thing to 
accomplish before death. These respondents want a home, marriage, 
kids and financial stability above all else:

"Pay off my mortgage"
"I would like to have the mortgage paid and house fully renovated. I 
would like to regain my health."
"Pay off my credit cards. Clean my house.
"Pay off debt, buy a house and leave some money for my kids and 
grandkid."

Activities (13.5%)

Many people, when asked what they wanted to accomplish before 
they die, responded with an activity or experience such as skydiving. In 
fact, skydiving accounted for nearly 3% of all responses, making it one 
of the most popular bucket list activities. Other notable activities 
included: 

"Eat a Deep dish pizza from Chicago" 
"Ride in a limousine" 
"See a balloon festival."

I don't know (11%)

11% of respondents said they didn't want a bucket list or didn't know 
what they would put on theirs. 

Accomplishments (10%)

Ten percent of respondents had life goals, career milestones and 
creative endeavors on their bucket list. Those answers included dreams 
of finishing school, completing a novel and starting charities. Interesting 
goals for personal achievement included:

"Perform in front of a sizable crowd."
"Meet Beyoncé."
"Have a movie theater entirely to myself."
"Start a foundation to help fund the monies for folks to be able to care 
for retired racehorses and greyhounds who can no longer race or be 
abused for profit."

BUCKET LISTS

Bucket List Trends
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Family (9.5%)

Spending time with loved ones was consistently mentioned by 
respondents across all ages. Many wished for a partner, children or 
more pets. Over 15% of those who had family aspirations noted that 
they wanted to see their grandchildren.

"Raise my kids, live to see grandchildren and earn million bucks."
"Hang with my children somewhere fun and spend time with my fiancé."
"Make up with my brother."

Financial (5.5%)

While some wished simply for financial security and support, 5.5% of 
respondents had more material goals:

"Buy a mansion for my family to live in for the rest of their lives."
"Have a huge video game collection."
"Buy a luxury car." 
"Get a Pontiac GTO 1969."
"Hit big at the casino."

Religion (1.5%)

Only 1.5% of respondents mentioned their religion or beliefs in their 
bucket list:

"Obey everything God's calling me to, tell people about Christ and 
what He's done, love and grow my family."
"I would like to see all of my family saved."

Sex (1%)

Mentions of sexual goals accounted for an even smaller portion of 
surveyed bucket list items, making up only 1% of responses:

"Sex, drugs and rock and roll."
"Have great sex with my wife."

My bucket list is complete (1%)

1% of respondents said they had already completed all of their bucket 
list items. 

BUCKET LISTS
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These results offer a glimpse into the funeral preferences and end-of-life 
values of respondents over 18 years of age who were living in the US 
Northeast Region as of January 2019. Beyond the Dash will be 
conducting further studies in other US regions later in 2019. 

CONCLUSION
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