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By Patti Martin Bartsche

T1alking Tech

Leona and Sean McAllister, Founders of PlotBox

hen Leona and Sean
McAllister founded Plot-
Box back in 2012, the

couple focused on mapping. Born out of
Sean’s engineering and survey business,
the fledgling company’s initial goals were
to solve the mapping problems for ceme-
teries in Ireland and the United Kingdom
and to grow its customer base.

From the start, the company was — and
still is — designed around innovation.
Drones were just starting to become pop-
ular at that time, and PlotBox was the first
company to use drones commercially
within the cemetery space.

The early aspirations quickly grew the
more the couple worked in the industry
and understood the real problems that
death-care operators face daily. Their
solution would be an innovative cloud-
based digital death-care management
that could be seamlessly integrated into
a single, easy-to-use platform for more
streamlined processes and increased ef-
ficiencies.

“We started by asking one simple ques-
tion — what if we could do things better?”
Sean explained. “As such, we have built
our products and services alongside our
customers, recognizing the importance of
partnership and shared learnings in ensur-
ing our goals and mission are realized - to
help take away some of the pain around
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dealing with death, for families and those
who serve them”

Much has happened for PlotBox in the
ensuing 10-plus years: global growth, two
rounds of capital investments, numerous
awards, an inaugural Global Tech Summit,
and the continuing introduction of new
tools, including the unveiling of a new suite
of financial tools and applications in March.

We recently had a chance to talk with
the McAllisters about all things tech ...
from PlotBox’s start to the importance of
technology in the death-care space and ev-
erything in between.

WAS THE CEMETERY PROFESSION
READY FOR WHAT PLOTBOX WAS
OFFERING BACK THEN?

Leona: Yes and no. Location and seg-
ment played a part in that, for sure. In the
early days, some organizations were still
questioning the security of the Cloud,
which was a challenge for those operating
a SaaS-based business model.

Aside from that, as a start-up, we en-
countered a number of organizations
looking for a company with more years’
experience under their belt, so to speak.

That said, when we first came to the
United States, we started in California,
and I think there were more early adopt-
ers of something new and innovative than
we'd experienced previously.

RESEARCH SAYS ABOUT 90%

OF START-UPS FAIL. WHAT
CONVINCED YOU THAT PLOTBOX
COULD — AND WOULD — SUCCEED?

Sean: That’s a scary statistic! We always
had a strong belief that we were solving
real problems, and we are hearing that
validation from the market. Even in the
early days (when we didn’t have the prod-
uct developed to the breadth and depth it
is today), we always talked to death-care
professionals, who repeatedly confirmed
that the problems they wanted solved and
the outcomes they wanted to achieve were
very much aligned with our vision for
what PlotBox could deliver.

Our focus from the start was, and still
is, to align our mission with that of our
customers, having families at the heart of
what we build - this is still our north star
today.

WHEN DID YOU DECIDE TO BREAK
INTO THE U.S. MARKET, AND
LOOKING BACK WAS THE TIMING
RIGHT?

Leona: In 2014 we won the Invent
Awards — a competition held over a num-
ber of months to find the top innovation in
Northern Ireland. Following that, we were
invited to join the 500 Startups Accelera-
tor Program in Mountain View, Califor-
nia. At that stage, we knew we had a strong
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product for the UK. and Irish markets,
but our goal when we arrived in the States
was to focus on R&D to meet the needs of
cemeteries in America.

It absolutely was the right timing; while
we didn’t yet have the product fully ready
for this market, there was a great deal of
enthusiasm and excitement both for our
vision and what we were able to demon-
strate. Within a short number of weeks, we
had secured our first customer.

WHAT WAS THE MOMENT
THAT YOU REALIZED THAT THE
COMPANY WAS GOING TO
SUCCEED?

Sean: Not to sound overly confident,
but I think deep down we always knew. Of
course, there were times in the beginning
that were challenging, especially when
there was so much we wanted to do in
terms of product development and staff
acquisition. We had to come to terms with
the fact that we couldn’t do everything all
at once, and as fast as we wanted.

As entrepreneurs, you really need to
have belief in yourself, your product, and
what you can deliver, so that even through
the hardest of times, you can keep driving
forward.
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SEAN AND LEONA MCALLISTER, THE FOUNDERS OF PLOTBOX.

THE DEATH-CARE SPACE IS SLOW
TO CHANGE ... AND EVEN SLOWER
TO EMBRACE TECHNOLOGICAL
CHANGES. WHAT WERE THOSE
EARLY DAYS LIKE TRYING TO
SHOW CEMETERIANS THE VALUE
OF USING PLOTBOX?

Leona: The reaction to PlotBox, and what
we have to offer as a company, has always
been very positive, but yes, I would agree
that overall, the industry is slow to change.
It can be difficult to make the change even
when people know they should change. Most
cemeterians do see the value in digital trans-
formation, but it’s often the fear of change
that delays that decision. Furthermore, as an
investment, it can often be looked upon as a
cost rather than being considered more accu-
rately within the context of the value that it
can bring.

We've helped cemeteries calculate that
value by providing insights into the op-
portunities it will bring to improving effi-
ciencies in core processes, identifying risk,
identifying new inventory, and offering a
better service to families.

IN 2019 PAR EQUITY TOOK A
$2.5 MILLION (U.S.) STAKE IN
PLOTBOX IN PARTNERSHIP WITH

(PHOTO COURTESY PLOTBOX)

IRONBRIDGE CAPITAL. HOW DID
THAT INVESTMENT HELP THE
COMPANY GROW?

Sean: I'm aware there’s sometimes a
negative view of taking on investment,
(but) I don’t see it that way.

The investments we've secured have not
only helped us to scale faster but have also
provided our customers with greater con-
fidence in PlotBox. We have been able to
attract some of the most talented staff, who
are experts in their own right. It has allowed
us to build strong foundations across all
of our offerings such as support, security,
stability, and continuous product devel-
opment. Our customers are some of the
largest businesses in the industry, and when
they partner with us it is important that we
can demonstrate we are the full package.

That partnership allowed us to invest in
the product roadmap and build more of
the features our customers were asking us
for. It also helped us to grow the team, es-
pecially in the United States — something
which is strategically very important for
us, and we will continue to grow our pres-
ence alongside our customers.

THAT FUNDING CAME ABOUT
A YEAR BEFORE THE COVID-19



PANDEMIC STRUCK THE UNITED
STATES. HOW WAS PLOTBOX ABLE
TO HELP CEMETERIANS NAVIGATE
LOCKDOWNS, RESTRICTIONS, AND
MORE, ESPECIALLY SINCE “GOING
DIGITAL” FOR MANY MEANT
USING THEIR FINGERS TO FLIP
THROUGH A DUSTY COLLECTION
OF FILES AND LEDGERS.

Sean: The entire death-care indus-
try was under huge pressure to ensure
that essential frontline services could be
delivered safely under extreme circum-
stances and without a dip in the quality
of provision. For many, that meant that
the adoption of digital technologies went
very quickly from a “nice-to-have” to a
“must-have.”

It was clear to us that those who were
able to adapt most successfully were
those who had remote access to their sys-
tems, data, and information that PlotBox
provided. That ensured business conti-
nuity and unbroken communication be-
tween teams.

Also important for our customers was
the ability to roll out PlotBox in modules

so that they could get up and running
quickly without waiting for the implemen-
tation of the entire solution.

In effect, PlotBox allowed our custom-
ers to continue to meet the needs of their
families with minimal disruption.

HOW DID THE PANDEMIC FOREVER
CHANGE THE WAY BUSINESSES

— INCLUDING DEATH CARE -
EMBRACE TECHNOLOGY?

Leona: The time is never going to be
perfect to carry out a digital transforma-
tion, but COVID-19 certainly shone a
light on how the lack of modern technol-
ogy made it more difficult to deal with ex-
ceptional circumstances. We took the ap-
proach of focusing on what the pandemic
meant to our customers, which meant
providing value to counteract what was
causing them pain. We were able to ad-
just the onboarding process to align with
their new demands.

COVID-19 brought about a significant
sea change — consumers and businesses
are adopting technology at an accelerat-
ed rate, while the consumer experience

is fast becoming a digital one. Business-
es — and cemetery operators — are learn-
ing that in order to meet these changing
expectations, digital transformation is a
must.

WHEN IT COMES TO TECHNOLOGY,
WHAT ARE THE BIGGEST
CHALLENGES CEMETERIANS FACE?

Leona: Often, it'’s making the first step
and having the full team decide that now is
the right time. If there’s one insight we've
gained from speaking with prospective
customers, it’s that there is always a reason
to say that now isn’t the right time.

However, we have seen that once the
first step is taken, a “snowball effect” of
growing momentum takes hold and the
appetite for more change based on the
successes they’ve had increases exponen-
tially.

HOW HAS PLOTBOX'S CUSTOMER
BASE GROWN, INSIDE THE U.S.
AND AROUND THE WORLD?

Sean: The US. has grown to be-
come our biggest market, to the point

MARK KRAUSE

KRAUSE FUNERAL HOMES AND
CREMATION SERVICES

"OUR TEAM
IS LIKE
FAMILY.

NOW IT'S
A BIGGER
FAMILY."

Get in Touch with Foundation Partners Group
1-888-788-7526 » FoundationPartners.com

20

It was important to me that a
successor would preserve our
legacy of exceptional service.

I also wanted our team to
continue feeling appreciated,
with plenty of opportunity

for growth. The leadership at
Foundation Partners Group
was genuinely interested in
what we were doing as one of
the largest funeral providers in
Wisconsin. I knew it was the
right time to join Foundation
Partners Group. Maybe it’s the
right time for you, too.
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where we’re now the partner of choice
for death-care providers across Amer-
ica. Those include private cemeteries
as well as municipalities, archdioceses
and dioceses, and combo funeral home
operations. That diversity of market seg-
mentation is reflected right across all of
the regions we support, from the largest
organizations in each hemisphere to the
very smallest.

We say, “Start anywhere, go anywhere,”
meaning that we have developed a solu-
tion that can scale and grow as our cus-
tomers do. As well as the larger customers
many people know us for, were equally as
well equipped to support small commu-
nity-based locations and parishes - it’s
important that we make it easy for smaller
organizations to find a solution that’s right
for them.

Speaking specifically of the U.S. we
have invested heavily in local expertise,
meaning we have a large team of repre-
sentatives right across the States that can
provide on-the-ground support where it’s
needed. That person-to-person contact
has always been important to us.

LAST YEAR, PLOTBOX RECEIVED
A S6 MILLION (U.S.) CAPITAL
INVESTMENT LED BY GUINNESS
INVESTMENTS. WHY WAS IT
THE RIGHT TIME TO SECURE
ADDITIONAL FUNDING?

Sean: We have carefully built our
team, our product, and our position in
the industry. The timing of this invest-
ment is now about enhancing our offer-
ing further to the industry as a whole. We
have primarily focused on the back-office
management system, this will continue
with more functionality and expertise
being added to that part of our product
offering. We recognize that our custom-
ers’ strategies and families’ expectations
are evolving, and we plan to support our
customers in the context of these market
changes.

Ultimately, the funding further strength-
ens our position in the industry and helps
to continue to execute our strategy, allow-
ing us to continue to develop best-in-class
products and services that will continue to
revolutionize the way death-care facilities
operate and grow.

ACCORDING TO NEWS REPORTS,
THE NEW FUNDING WILL
SUPPORT PLOTBOX'S STRATEGY
FOR GLOBAL GROWTH AND
EXPANSION. CAN YOU EXPLAIN
THAT STRATEGY?

Sean: We currently share knowledge
and foster connections between our di-
verse customer base, which is North
America, the UK., Ireland, Australia, and
New Zealand. The pain of dealing with
death is universal for families, and Plot-
Box has been built with families at the
heart of what we do. The knowledge and
experience we have garnered will be used
to support expansion into other regions of
the world.

The investment allows us to go about
this in a thoughtful and prepared way to
ensure that what we offer to a specific re-
gion is relevant and fits the needs of the
operators. We will take a methodical ap-
proach to entering new markets, consider-
ing all the environmental, economic, and
cultural traditions of these geographies —
in summary, we will launch equipped and
ready to support these new customers.
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IN MAY 2023, INGLEWOOD
PARK CEMETERY IN INGLEWOOD,
CALIFORNIA, ANNOUNCED ITS
PARTNERSHIP WITH PLOTBOX.
HOW DID THIS COME ABOUT?

Leona: We had an initial consultation
with Inglewood, which led to an extreme-
ly rigorous process of procurement. Their
rationale was to choose not just a software
vendor but a long-term partner that would
help them to achieve their goals, and so
they invited us to be part of that process.

We were assessed on the product of
course, but also on how we could solve
their problems and achieve positive out-
comes for their cemetery operations.

CAN YOU TALK ABOUT THE DIGITAL
TRANSFORMATION JOURNEY
INGLEWOOD HAS EMBARKED ON?

Leona: Inglewood’s journey will con-
tinue to allow them to integrate and lever-
age the full suite of PlotBox solutions
across the full scale of their operations,
with the view to securing a sustainable fu-
ture for the organization.

In practice, that has included significant

conversion of their historic data, a detailed
audit of their inventory, and a streamlining
of their processes across the business.

Our mapping process provided a foren-
sic audit of the cemetery’s space portfolio,
even discovering inventory they didn’t re-
alize they had, which alone, they told us,
more than paid for the work several times
over!

We will continue to work in close part-
nership with Inglewood to develop prod-
ucts and solutions that will help them to
achieve their goals and objectives.

MANY LONG-ESTABLISHED AND
HISTORIC CEMETERIES STILL
HAVE INFORMATION STORED
ON HANDWRITTEN CARDS. HOW
CAN TECHNOLOGY HELP THIS,
AND WHY IS RETAINING THIS
INFORMATION VITAL?

Leona: We always say that lot cards are
the paper version of PlotBox’s core infor-
mation — including plot locations, owner,
deceased information, etc. Retaining that
information is of course crucial, but it can
be digitized and protected to reduce the
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risk of it getting damaged or lost.

We’ve done this for Inglewood, as well
as many other clients, by using existing
information — whether it be lot cards,
spreadsheets, or older IT systems, and mi-
grating the information into PlotBox.

In this way, the information is retained
securely against each record and can be
more easily retrieved than poring through
filing cabinets or reams of paperwork.
Technology gives organizations the op-
portunity to move away from the old way
of doing things, without losing the valu-
able information that they hold.

FROM A BUSINESS PERSPECTIVE,
HOW IMPORTANT IS IT FOR

A CEMETERY TO HAVE REAL-
TIME KNOWLEDGE OF THEIR
INVENTORY?

Sean: If you were a real estate agent, it
would be unthinkable not to know how
many properties you have, the addresses
of those properties, and if they were occu-
pied or available for sale.

More often than not, cemeterians, usu-
ally through no fault of their own, don't
have a clear picture of that information
when it comes to their burial plots. Cem-
eteries are generally very old, and the data
and methods of managing them have been
inherited over many years.

This happens due to the often-disjoint-
ed nature of their systems and processes,
as well as changes in record keeping over
time. Crucially, it’s also due to their data
not being linked to a plot location. This
makes it difficult to make data-driven de-
cisions with confidence, to really know the
value of a property, and to know if an error
of the past could create a problem in the
present. Lawsuits against cemeteries are a
very real possibility when an error made
years earlier comes to light in the present.

Knowing your inventory in real time
and proactively mitigating those risks
makes for a better night’s sleep.

HOW CAN TECHNOLOGY
STREAMLINE A CEMETERYS TOP-
TO-BOTTOM OPERATIONS?

Leona: The entire interview could be
spent on that question alone, but to put
it simply, it can do it by creating a “single
source of truth.”

All the essential functions of death-care
management — from scheduling to re-
cords, to deeds, plots, mapping etc. — are

American Cemetery & Cremation ®© May 2024



all linked within a single cemetery man-
agement software solution, updated in real
time, and all accessible by everyone with-
in the organization from anywhere at any
time — together that streamlines process-
es, improves communication, and reduces
risk. Perhaps most compellingly, it saves
time and money.

Consider a scheduled burial that’s
linked to map location, that’s linked to a
work order, that’s automatically sent to a
grounds team who can view and update
from a tablet device.

Suddenly youre seeing smart work-
flows that can be replicated across the en-
tire operation. That means resources can
be allocated more effectively, teams are
better organized, and staff have more time
to spend with families.

WE OFTEN HEAR ABOUT
TECHNOLOGY AND ITS ABILITY TO
TRANSFORM A CEMETERY. WHAT
DOES THAT LOOK LIKE FOR LARGER
CEMETERIES? WHAT DOES IT LOOK
LIKE FOR SMALLER CEMETERIES?

Leona: For all cemeteries, technology
provides the ability to transform their re-
cords management, which in turn touches
and improves every aspect of their opera-
tion. The single source of truth that it creates,
for both them and the public, creates tangi-
ble connections — between the cemetery and
their community, and the community with
their loved ones and shared history.

With larger cemeteries comes greater
complexity, given the scale of operations.
The larger the operation, the more op-
portunity there is to unlock value from a
transformation — in terms of workflows,
growth, data-driven decision making, and
trust management, to name just a few.

Importantly, technology, and specifi-
cally linking digital maps to deceased re-
cords, gives cemeteries the opportunity
to really know their inventory, which is
crucial for many reasons, but especially
when carrying out audits for the purposes
of acquisition.

WHAT IS THE BEST ARGUMENT
AGAINST THE, “THIS IS HOW
WE'VE ALWAYS DONE THINGS”
MENTALITY SOME CEMETERIANS
HAVE?

Leona: Cemeteries are challenged by
many things such as financial stability,
finding new talent, data protection and
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security, staff attrition, etc. because this is
the way they’ve always done things. Our
customers and their communities are de-
manding change, and that, to speak frank-
ly, is the long and short of it.

It can be assumed that sticking with the
way things have always been done equals
zero cost, however, once they realize
there’s actually a high cost associated with
“doing nothing,” the change is embraced.

The changes don’t all need to be done in
one go. We like to focus on “time-to-val-
ue” for customers by highlighting the areas
where the highest value can be achieved
first, but unlocking value is an ongoing
exercise.

THERE’S ALSO A FEAR THAT
TECHNOLOGY COSTS MONEY.

FOR CEMETERIES WITH SMALL
BUDGETS, CAN TECHNOLOGY BE A
REVENUE GENERATOR?

Leona: Firstly, there are multiple ways
to begin a digital transformation, depend-
ing on desired outcomes, so clients with
small budgets should not automatically
rule out technology.

Software should also be considered an
investment and an avenue to generate val-
ue, rather than being viewed only as a cost.
In most cases the cost of the investment
can be returned in a very short amount of
time.

There are many ways that a cemetery
management software solution can be-
come a revenue generator. As mentioned,
our mapping processes can help cemeter-
ies to uncover inventory that can be add-
ed back into stock for sale. It can help to
streamline sales processes, providing sales
teams with greater mobility and visibility
of data and inventory, providing custom-
ers with everything they need in the mo-
ment, removing all barriers to a sale.

Solutions such as the EverAfter public
portal can be used to create lead genera-
tion opportunities through the increased
interest in genealogy, as well as providing
additional services, such as flower deliver-
ies.

Taking it from another angle, as well as
arevenue generator, it also serves as a “lia-
bility limiter,” reducing the monetary risks
associated with errors.
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IN 2024, WHAT CHALLENGES ARE
CEMETERIES FACING?

Sean: The headwinds for cemeteries
and deathcare operators in 2024 have al-
ready been at play in 2023, for example ris-
ing costs of products, equipment, energy
bills, and not to mention the fall in death
rates from 2022. I expect there will con-
tinue to be another drop in death rates in
2024 but not as much as what was record-
ed from 2022-2023 possibly circa 5%-7%.
I expect the average death rates to gradual-
ly fall back into pre-pandemic rates ratio to
births. This is caveated that there will not
be another outbreak like COVID.

The aftermath of the pandemic has had
a knock-on effect on the recovery of the
economies globally and has added to the
rise in inflation. This has ultimately led to
arise in interest rates, which puts pressure
on the existing financing for these death-
care operators. The interest rates are not
predicted to reduce very quickly in 2024,
therefore highly leveraged operations will
need to look at other ways to become
more efficient.

Another well-known factor at play in
death care is the rising rates of cremation,
which puts pressure on cemeteries. Tradi-
tional burials typically generate more rev-
enue for cemeteries than cremations.

For sure there are challenges for death-
care operators in 2024, though there are
also opportunities. There has been a no-
table shift in how different generations
approach death and how they want to be
memorialized. If death-care operators can
create and adjust their offerings to these
changes, there will be many areas for
growth. We have to remember death isn’t
going away, it’s how we deal with it that is
important.

YOU HOSTED THE INAUGURAL
GLOBAL TECH SUMMIT IN
OCTOBER. HOW DID IT COME
ABOUT, AND WHAT DID YOU HOPE
IT WOULD ACCOMPLISH?

Leona: We've wanted to host our cus-
tomers for a long time, and it was a plea-
sure to invite them to Ireland in October.
The fact that we operate globally means we
get to see how the death-care landscape is
changing; we see examples of best practice
as well as challenges being faced in each
region.

We knew that getting our customers
together for shared learning and looking
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at the future together would be power-
ful, and it did not disappoint. We’ve been
overwhelmed with the positive feedback
from the attendees; it exceeded both our
expectations and theirs.

WHAT WERE SOME OF THE
HIGHLIGHTS OF THE TECH SUMMIT,
AND WHAT EXCITED YOU MOST
ABOUT THE EVENT?

Leona: For Sean and me, the week was
about partnership, about sharing knowl-
edge and expertise, about listening and
learning how together we can utilize tech-
nology to support families in the best way
possible. And that’s exactly what we were
able to achieve through discussions, work-
shops, and interactive sessions, alongside
keynotes from global industry experts and
academics who provided key insights on
some of the most prevalent technology
talking points within today’s death-care
industry.

Beyond that, I was most excited about
providing our clients with the opportu-
nity to connect, not only with each other,
but with the wider PlotBox team — and of
course seeing them enjoy the authentic
Irish experience!

IN DECEMBER, PLOTBOX WAS
RANKED 27TH IN THE 2023
DELOITTE TECHNOLOGY FAST
50 AWARDS. WHAT DOES THIS
RECOGNITION MEAN TO YOU?

Sean: It’s always nice to receive recogni-
tion; awards like this provide an opportu-
nity to step back and take the time to cel-
ebrate the achievements. The growth that
we've achieved is fantastic, so to share this
award with the whole team is great.

WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO BE A
LEADER IN THE TECHNOLOGY
SPACE?

Sean: It is important to have a vision
and a mission that is solving real problems
that make an impact on people’s lives.
I work on trying to be a good leader ev-
ery day, continuously trying to learn and
adapt to the environment.

The ability to see the emerging trends
in the industry is important, while having
the ability to inspire others to get on that
journey with you. This is not easy because
what you say and how you say it will be
interpreted differently. Effective commu-
nication ensures your team is reminded of

the direction of travel. I often see leader-
ship like steering a ship with an oar if you
don’t have a team that believes in and un-
derstands the direction of travel.

One thing that I struggled with early on
in my career was delegating. I would get so
interested in a topic that I'd want to jump
right on it, but then often what would hap-
pen was I'd get pulled away to something
else which meant I became the blocker.

Today I try to surround myself with
people better than me, and that sounds cli-
che, but I have come to understand what
my job is as a leader. It’s not to be the one
who has all the answers or the person that
every decision has to go through. My job
is to empower others, give them the right
information, support them, give them the
time to do their job, and get out of the way.
I'm in no way perfect, but I really enjoy
this part of my job.

Leadership is awarded; you might think
you are a leader because of your title, but
it is different from it being given to you by
your people. True leadership is different
from being the boss and probably far less
common than people think. It really does
have to be earned, and listening to your
team’s feedback and acting on it is very
important.

WHAT’S IN STORE FOR PLOTBOX
IN 2024?

Sean: I'm proud of our team, what we
have built, and how they support our cus-
tomers. This year, 2024 sees us poised for
considerable growth. We will continue
to support our customers and build out
the road map with them. 2024 will see us
launch new products that will help sup-
port the ever-changing and demanding
environment of death care. We expect to
announce new geographies and expand
our local presence in the regions in which
we operate.

The human element of death care is
almost unparalleled in other industries,
supporting families at one of the worst
times. Our mission is to help take away
some of the pain in dealing with death for
families and those who serve them. This
takes on many facets, and I believe tech-
nology can play a major role. 2024 will
see us release whole new products and
add-ons to the core PlotBox management
system in supporting our mission so that
it’s truly aligned with our customers and
families. «
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