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3. The Economics of Death: Case Studies from Japan and the USA

(Timothy Newfields)

One of the many possible ways to examine the phenomenon of death is through the lens of economics.
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Funerals can be regarded as economic transactions in which a lifeless body is ceremonially transformed into
several kilograms of ash or else as burial point on earth. In many cultures, funerals are considered one of the
most expensive (and generally most important) transactions that individuals engage in.

This paper focuses on current funeral customs in Japan and the USA. First, let us consider funeral costs. It
appears that Japan is one of the most expensive places in the world to die. In 2008, an average funeral in Japan
was 2.31 million yen (Nihon Shohisha Kyokai, 2017). By contrast, in the United States it was one-third that
cost, or roughly 782,000 yen (Josephson, 2018). To offer a comparison, in neighboring South Korea funerals
typically run 1.3 million yen (Teray, 2017) and in China they are usually around 578,475 yen (Bezanilla, 2019).

Why does Japan have such inflated funeral costs? One way to explore that question is in terms of behavioral
economics. Several principles of behavioral economics seem especially pertinent to funerals. First is the notion
of irrational value assessment: a tendency to assess the worth of a transaction on the basis of subjective beliefs,
rather than utilitarian market prices. As a case in point, the 110 liters of fuel usually needed for crematoriums
to convert a human body to ash costs only 15,840 yen at 2019 prices. Why then are Japanese funerals generally
priced at over 145 times this amount? One possible answer is that funerals may have a perceived value in
fulfilling subjective, emotional needs. Indeed, the Japanese practice of bestowing Buddhist honorific names
(kaimyou) upon the deceased can be regarded as a way of enhancing the perceived value of the funerary rites,
not to mention the profit of priests. Likewise, in many other countries burial plots have perceived value as ways
of marking social status (Kamp, 1998). Cemeteries are attempts to socially state “who’s who” in hard granite.

Decision paralysis - the tendency to delay a decision until it is imperative - is another principle which frequently
explains funeral transactions. Despite that fact that death is inevitable and that it is “economically smart” to do
selective shopping for funeral arrangements while healthy, a surprising number of people contact funeral services
only after a death in their family occurs (Gaile, 2018, par. 10). At that point, pressured by lack of time and often
overcome with emotions, it is difficult to make fully rational decisions about funeral plane. Although death itself is
a certainty, the precise time and place of passing are generally unknown. With over 6,500 funeral services in Japan
offering a very wide range of mortuary services, most consumers are apt to feel flustered by the many variables
to consider. Decision paralysis is a frequent outcome of what Toffler (1970) describes as “overchoice”: having so
many options to compute that many people postpone decision making altogether.

Finally, the concepts of anchoring and framing play important roles in most funeral purchasing decisions.
Economically speaking, an anchor is anything serving as a price reference point. It is no coincidence that
funeral companies around the world tend to showcase their more expensive funeral options first, since
initial prices serve as anchor points for the less expensive alternatives. As Mitford (1998) points out, funeral

companies often nudge customers towards higher-priced purchases by offering a third, even more expensive
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option. Economists refer to this behavior as asymmetric dominance, though in sales psychology it is more
commonly known as a decoy effect. For example, in the autumn of 2019 residents of Yokohama received
a leaflet from private funeral service advertising three funeral plans. Plan A was priced at ¥88, Plan B at
¥248,000, and Plan C at ¥298,000. If only two options were offered, most customers would have selected the
less expensive funeral plan. However, this company astutely nudged customers towards purchasing a more
costly plan by offering a decoy Plan C. With this decoy, Plan B began to look like a relative bargain. This
underscores how easy it is to manipulate consumers regarding the purchase of commodities such as funerals.

Funeral businesses are especially well-known for how they describe death and body disposal in elegant, flowery
language. In behavioral economics and social psychology, this is known as framing (Patel, 2015). The Japanese
language has many specialized honorifics to frame funerary rites in ways that give the process added social
significance. Terms such as “koden” [funeral money] and “ihai” [cremains] carry considerable psychic weight for
most Japanese. This in turn makes it easier for funeral companies to charge higher prices for their services.

Conclusion—This article has briefly highlighted a few facets regarding funerary customs in Japan and
the United States from an economic perspective. It has shown how funeral business in both countries tend
to manipulate consumers into buying more expensive products. The need for consumers to become more
critically informed about how funeral services operate is underscored.

One thing this short article has not considered is how funerary practices are currently changing. Recent
trends regarding “eco-burials” and Al-powered automated post-mortem online messaging services as well the

use of augmented reality (AR) in “cyber- cemeteries” will be examined in a later publication.
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