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FOREWORD

At a national convention of Compassionate Friends, someone
said words that I'll never forget: “Sometimes when just one
person is missing the whole world seems so empty.”

This is precisely when you, the funeral director, are called.
Death has struck the family like a tidal wave. They are cut
loose from their moorings and are all but drowning in the
sea of their turbulent sorrow. As the bereaved are empty,
so is the world around them.

At precisely this moment, many funeral directors are searching
for their role-identity. “I'm a funeral director, not a counselor"—
familiar words that both Dr. Alan Wolfelt and I have heard on
too many occasions. We want to scream, “Look at the bereaved
sitting before you. Part of them is being buried with their loved
one. Pain and fear are washing over them in waves and they
are wondering if they will ever survive. They are looking to you
for consolation and guidance. The word counselor comes from
the Latin consilium meaning “to consult.” The survivors are
there for your advice, suggestions, and experience. It's not a
question whether you, the funeral director, like the word counselor.
By definition, you are! The needy, empty people around you
are there for consultation. The real question is whether you
will be an effective counselor or not.” “But I make a living out
of funeral service, how then can I be a counselor?” is the next
question we hear. So do helping professions like clergy,
psychologists, psychiatrists, and social workers “make a living”
by helping others. The word profit is not an evil word as the
Soviet Union is now learning. A caring and knowledgable
businessperson can be a warm and compassionate counselor.

Notice the word can. That is why Alan Wolfelt's book is destined
to become a classic in its field. The truth is that many schools
of mortuary science prepare the student on how to pass the
state boards in anatomy and physiology. Too long have counseling
and psychological techniques been conspicuous by the absence.
As Mark Twain said: “It's not what people know that gets them
in trouble but it’s what they know that isn't so.”
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Dr. Wolfelt's informative and comprehensive book will teach
you both practical and effective interpersonal skills that are
so essential to your response to those who come to you when
their world is empty. You will learn, together with your staff,
how to listen more dynamically to both their verbal and non-
verbal clues. As you test yourself by role-playing, sentence
completion, and self-evaluation, you will learn much about
yourself—your own genuineness, warmth, respect, empathy, and
trust.

Dr. Wolfelt has devoted much of his creative career to children
by reminding us that a person is a person no matter how small.
One of the worst problems is youngsters’ lack of understanding
because of adult secrecy. They, too, need to express their emotions
through the ceremonies of death—the wake, the funeral, the
“shivah,” the interment. Funeral directors are tenderly instructed
on how to be sensitive to the age and level of each child.

Most important, Alan Wolfelt has written: “If you want to
be more helpful to others, help yourself.” Ralph Waldo Emerson
said it differently: “Nothing can bring you peace but yourself.”
The book faces squarely the stresses of the funeral director and
the impending signals of burnout. Some of the latest empirical
studies now demonstrate that people with emotional overload
are not those who necessarily work your long hours. Rather
those who burn out are because of low self-esteem and sense
of professional inadequacy. Both Dr. Wolfelt and [ believe in
the great work you are doing in ministering to those in agony
and distress. We know that the research studies at the Harvard
Community School of Psychiatry and the Clarke Institute of
Psychiatry in Toronto rate you—the funeral director—as the highest
among professionals in helping the bereaved. Now, you must
believe it, too! With greater training in interpersonal skills, you
will feel even better about yourself.

One final word: The final activity is “Moving Toward Closure:
Gift-Giving.” As I read this book, I began to understand that
this marvelous book is not only for funeral directors, but for
all people in their relationship to self, family, and community.
We will all gain insights that will change not only our professional

viii Interpersonal Skills Training

Copyrighted Material



but our personal lives as well. I have grown as a result of
this powerful volume. Dr. Alan Wolfelt, clinical thanatologist
and educator, has given us a gift that can change our lives.
As Chamfort said: “God comforts us that we may be better
comforters.”

Rabbi Earl A. Grollman, D.D.

Lecturer

Author of “Living When a Loved One
Has Died”
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CHAPTER 1

WHY THIS BOOK?

The impetus for this book came from the enthusiastic
response of funeral home staffs who have discovered the rewards
of learning effective interpersonal skills. Effective interpersonal
or “helping skills” serve as the foundation upon which other
life skills are developed. Sound funeral service practice is
dependent on high levels of interpersonal communication.

This book is the culmination of the author’s efforts to
contribute to funeral service in a productive and, hopefully,
meaningful way. My desire is that the contents be of value
to both the student just starting out in funeral service and
the experienced practitioner. For the student, this book is
intended to provide a solid foundation in interpersonal skills
training and their mastery. For the experienced funeral director,
the book will serve as a resource for assessing current skills,
adding new skills, and enhancing professional competence.

As a trainer of funeral home staffs I work from the conviction
that all interpersonal relationships are either helpful (growth-
enhancing), neutral (neither helpful or harmful), or harmful
(destructive). I also believe that skills in responding helpfully
to others are not innate, but learned through modeling and
focused practice.

This book provides principles, practical skills, and activities
whose aim is to enhance funeral home staffs’ ability to respond
helpfully to others. So, in essence, the contents of this text
are directed at persons in funeral service who want to be more
effective in working with people. My hope is that by the time
you have completed this training program you will have some
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additional tools which will allow you to feel even more
comfortable in your interpersonal relationships.

During my years as a college student and prior to becoming
a person who works as a clinical thanatologist and educator,
I had the distinct privilege of living and working in a progressive
funeral home for seven years. As my own learning progressed,
I began to teach funeral home staffs—both employers and
employees—human relations or helping skills. What 1 discovered
was a group of very caring people who had a true desire
to find specific ways to better help people before, during,
and after the funeral. I also discovered that when funeral
home staffs worked together in an effort to learn interpersonal
skills, their effectiveness and sense of satisfaction with their
chosen profession of funeral service increased tremendously.

As I have traveled throughout the United States and Canada,
training funeral directors, I'm always disappointed when I
encounter that segment of funeral directors who firmly believe
that “funeral directors are not and should not be counselors.”

My own belief is that any funeral director who does not
believe he or she “counsels” families might want to consider
if this profession is really meant for him or her. This debate
about “Is the funeral director a counselor?” goes beyond
definitional semantics to the essential role of the funeral director.

Perhaps Howard Raether and Robert Slater (1975) responded
to this question best when they wrote in their text, The Funeral
Director and His Role As Counselor, that, “Most persons who
notify the funeral director of a death and ask him to be
of service are in essence saying, ‘I have a problem; what
should 1 do?" As soon as the funeral director acknowledges
this notification and begins to give direction to the person
or persons involved, he assumes the role of counselor.”

There is no doubt that this long-lasting argument about
the “funeral director as counselor” is based on how one defines
counseling. If we define counseling in the following way, perhaps
we can all agree that funeral directors are, in fact, counselors:
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