PROFILE

By Patti Martin Bartsche

A Conversation with

John D. Smith

hen John D. Smith took the
helm as CEO of Founda-
tion Partners Group seven

months ago, he stepped into the role not
with quiet steps but more like a running
back ready to make the next big play.

In some ways, it makes perfect sense.

By his own admission, Smith has been
an athlete “competing all my life.” From
humble beginnings, he had to compete
for everything, engraining in him a de-
sire to be the best at whatever he did. That
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desire — and competitive spirit — earned
Smith a D-1 football scholarship playing
at Temple University, acceptance to the
Harvard Business School, and a resume
that includes positions at leading compa-
nies such as GE, Merck, IBM, McKinsey,
Target, and Caesars Entertainment.
Most recently, Smith served as chair-
man and CEO of New York City-based
Icon Parking, where he garnered the Na-
tional Parking Association’s Innovator of
the Year Award in 2023. Prior to joining

John D. Smith listen-
ing to and learning
from Foundation
Partners Group team
members.

Icon, he was chief operating officer at
Aaron’s Inc., a leading omnichannel pro-
vider of lease-purchase solutions.

He had planned to retire after leading
the sale of Icon Parking to a large inter-
national parking operator but found that,
after several months of travel and relax-
ation, he still had more to give.

And that, Smith says, is how he found
his way to Foundation Partners.

“Foundation Partners is very much
aligned with what I'm good at and what
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Foundation Partners Group CEO John D. Smith with area and support center leaders. (All photos courtesy Foundation Partners Group)

I'm passionate about — leadership and dis-
ruption,” Smith explained.” It’s a brand
and an industry ripe for transformation
— a mission-driven consumer concept,
with multiple units across an expansive
footprint. We have an opportunity to
apply digital strategies and analytics to
work smarter in our decision-making
and service to families.”

We last spoke to Smith when he was
about six weeks into the job. His top
priority was to get to know the people,
Foundation Partners and gain an under-
standing of the reason why things are
the way they are. “Specifically, what may
be impeding us from performing at the
highest level? And how are the organiza-
tion’s health and culture helping or hurt-
ing our performance aspirations?” he
said. “I'm asking team members at all lev-
els of the organization a simple question:
‘If you were me, what would you do?””

From day one, Smith has emphasized
a people-first philosophy. He prioritized
listening tours across Foundation Part-
ners’ growing portfolio, meeting with
funeral directors, location managers, and
support staff at every level. The meetings
aren’t performative — they are purpose-
ful. “I don’t want to run this company
from a boardroom,” he said early on. “I
want to understand what our teams need
to deliver exceptional care to families.”

And that’s precisely what he’s done in
his first months on the job.
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We recently checked in with Smith to
see where he’s been, what he’s been do-
ing, and what comes next.

THE FIRST MONTHS IN

It’sbeen very positive. When you come
into a job, and people learn about your
background, they might not understand
(why you're there). They might not think
you can (or will) understand the business
or what the company does. That wasn’t
the case at Foundation Partners. It’s been
very welcoming.

Unlock Your Value,

Plan Your Future

LISTEN FIRST

My transition objectives have been
to go out and listen and then talk to ev-
eryone I can. Talk to everyone I can who
has a point of view on where we are and
where we came from so I can understand
what’s keeping us from performing at a
higher level. Then, what is it about our
culture and the way we operate, the way
we do things, that’s either helping or im-
peding our performance.

I've been in six or seven markets,
talking to our people in mini roundta-

Clear, expert valuations to guide your next steps.
Whether you're planning for growth, succession, or sale, understanding
your business value is essential. Foresight's valuations give you the

clarity and confidence to make smart decisions — protecting your

legacy and unlocking future potential.

THEFORESIGHTCOMPAN

FORESIGHT

35



ble-like sessions. I've talked to previ-
ous owners. I've talked to our vendors.
I've attended industry events. I've done
a lot of listening ... and asking ques-
tions.

I've learned a lot. My first takeaway
is that our people are really, really pas-
sionate. That’s what you’ll find in folks
who are committed to this industry;
theyhave a calling, a deep desire to help
families and help people through the
grieving process. Obviously, I'm biased
in thinking our people are the best, but
if you're going to drive change, if you
bring it back to what you’re trying to
do, which is to help families, then your
people are a great place to start.

Another takeaway is that the busi-
ness model of a lot of the consolida-
tors, is consolidation. Right? You go
out, acquire, assimilate, and then you
keep going. Foundation Partners has
done that, but we could have done a
better job of bringing in brands, inte-
grating them and becoming one com-
pany. I've observed we don’t perform
well as an operating company, mean-
ing we don’t yet have a standard way of
doing things. Yes, there are different
price points with different brands, and
on the margin, there might be some
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nuances, but the core business of how
we do things should be a “Foundation
Partners Way.”

Another takeaway is that we need to
invest more in our people and in our
infrastructure, which we’re planning
to do. I believe that if you are in a ser-
vice business and take care of custom-
ers, and if the team, the people on the
frontline, and the people supporting
people on the frontline aren’t really
excited about working for the compa-
ny, they’re going to disconnect. So, we
have an opportunity to improve our
training, reward and recognize our
people, and get them excited and ener-
gized with a definitive direction of how
we’re going to grow. We need to tell our
story better.

ON THE ROAD AGAIN

Going on the road is something that
I've always done when I've come into
a new position or industry. I think it’s
probably because when you grow up in
retail, in multi-unit situations, where
your stores are based all over the coun-
try, maybe all over the world, the value
of the business doesn’t happen at the
corporate office; it happens in that mo-
ment of truth: If you're in hospitality,
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it’s in the restaurant; if you're in retail,
it’sin the store. How do you run a busi-
ness if you don’t see what the invento-
ry looks like? If you don’t see how the
customers move through the store? If
you don’t get a chance to talk to the
store team and the general manager
and say, “‘We'’re losing business; what’s
going on here?’ If you don’t ask, “What
are our competitors doing?” and “‘What
do you hear our customers complain
about?” If I don’t ask, ‘Do you have the
tools to do the things that we’re asking
you to do?’

If you don’t go out and have those
conversations, if you sit back in the
office, you get further away from the
truth. Nobody wants to tell you the
bad news; they don’t because it’s hu-
man nature.

So, it was important for me to see
it with my own eyes, to understand
for myself what was going on. It also
establishes a relationship so that if
someone on my senior team is telling
me one thing, the data is telling me
one thing, but if I've been out in the
field, I can text a regional manager or
a location leader and ask what’s going
on, they’re not freaked out by it. They
remember John came to the market, he

American Funeral Director ® July 2025



sat in my funeral home, and I can have
a dialogue with him.

It’s also about being present. Peo-
ple get to see you as a human, not as a
CEO. When you are standing there at
a break, and you’re talking about kids,
football or whatever, it’s not John the
CEO, you're just John. It’s a dynamic
change. I've been in a presentation,
and everybody’s sitting there tight.
Then you have a chance to join them at
lunch, and somebody says, T'm an Ea-
gles fan,” and I'm like, ‘I'm a Cowboys
fan,” and you start bantering back and
forth, having a laugh. They forget that
youre CEO, and now you have a real
conversation.

BEING AUTHENTIC

I'm comfortable with who I am,
comfortable that people might look at
my background and see all this stuff
I've done. Yes, I went to Harvard,
but I grew up in the projects of West
Philly. My dad was in the Air Force, so
we moved around a lot; I had to make
new friends every two or three years.
I learned to connect by just being au-
thentic. People can appreciate it and
(at the same time) see through people
who are inauthentic.

How you show up in situations will
result in one of two outcomes: Peo-
ple will either shut down or open up.
Sports, family, and food are the easiest
things to talk to about; theyre com-
mon ground, and they start the con-
versations.

By being authentic, I hope the bar-
riers come down. My objective is to
really know what team members are
thinking about, what they’re con-
cerned about, and what they see.

COMMUNITY ADVISORY BOARD

I've been in multiple industries, and
I usually didn’t grow up in that indus-
try, so I don’t know everything I need
to know. Yes, I have a set of skills that
are valuable, but how do I put people
around me to start providing insights,
bounce ideas off, and fill the gaps until
I get up to speed?

In this case that meant establishing
a Community Advisory Board with
three former funeral business own-
ers who represent the best in service
to families. They (Mark Krause, Rick
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Tuss, and Kevin Waterson) are smart,
creative problem solvers who have
proven track records of success. They
are committed to Foundation Part-
ners success and having them available
even to bounce questions off of has
been invaluable.

MISSION AND VISION

Other people may use the word em-
ployees, but I think a better word is
team members. Employees, it’s very
contractual, right? Employee means
you have this contract, an agreement
that I’ll pay you for work. But if you're
going to drive forward with transfor-
mation and growth, I need more from
folks than just a contractual arrange-
ment. It’s even beyond engagement;
it’s discretionary effort, and how do
you get that? The only way you really
get that is people have to feel like they
have a voice.

That’s why getting out and talking
to people is important. So, when they
start expressing what they’re frustrat-
ed with or if they want to see a start/
stop on something, they know some-
one is listening. I may not be able to
do what they want, but at least they get
a chance to express it, and have a dia-
logue.

Any organization needs a compel-
ling vision of what’s possible that will
get people excited and energized. De-
fining and communicating a growth

Unlock Yo
Growth

strategy is important. Saying, ‘Here’s
our perspective on the industry, here’s
what we’re really good at, here’s what
the market wants and needs, but what’s
missing, and here’s how I think we can
fulfill that and therefore we’re going to
go this way.” That also energizes peo-
ple, gets people excited, and once that
happens you start growing and win-
ning in a big way. The key, though, is
if you don’t com-
municate your vision and mission
loudly and often, they won’t matter.

communication ...

GOING FORWARD

We're in the process of crafting our
strategy (for the second half of 2025
and beyond), but I would say anything
we’re going to do is going to be about
improving the customer experience.
There’s a lot of information we know
as funeral home owners and funeral
directors, but the families do not. And
if that information is not shared, it be-
comes a transaction. If a family comes
in and says they want an $895 crema-
tion and there’s no exploration of all
ways the family could memorialize
their loved one, then it’s a lost oppor-
tunity. Later, the family is upset be-
cause (after the fact) there were other
things they could have done.

So, any strategy we have will be fo-
cused on how we best serve families in
a unique way, in a way families really

want. KB
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