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Case Objectives and Use

The case introduces students to an unusual business.  It allows them to observe how an entrepreneur seized an opportunity presented by changes in the environment, overcame adversity, and was highly creative in building a brand; in doing so contributing to the development of a new industry.  The case can be used to facilitate discussions of entrepreneurship, strategy, and franchising (what a franchise is, and what a firm must do to become a franchisor).  It is suitable for undergraduate or introductory graduate courses in entrepreneurship and small business management, as well as undergraduate strategy or marketing courses.
Case Synopsis

“The deceased must be protected and given a voice,” was the motto of Autopsy / Post Services, Inc., the private, mobile, for-profit autopsy firm founded in 1988 by Vidal Herrera.  Services were available 24 hours a day to families (and often the families’ lawyers) who wanted their loved ones to be given a voice just one more time: what caused their death?

A dramatic decline in the rate of autopsies performed by U.S. coroners and hospitals had created a market for private autopsies.  Paradoxically, as fewer autopsies were routinely performed, Americans were better informed about the evidence they revealed.  Television shows such as CSI, Law and Order, Crossing Jordan, The X-files, and others regularly featured autopsies – more often than not showing how forensic technicians solved mysteries that baffled the police.

Vidal Herrera, known as “El Muerte” (the dead one), cruised around Los Angeles in a van with autopsy tools in the back and 1-800-Autopsy written in large letters on all sides.  His macabre humor, charisma, and unusual vocation generated interest; he appeared in the press and on TV (CNN, Dateline, 60 Minutes).  He obtained endorsements from prominent lawyers (Johnny Cochrane, Milton Grimes) and was a runner up for the Inc magazine Marketer of the Year.  In 1998, Herrera announced that 1-800-Autospy franchises were available in 24 U.S. cities and in several foreign countries.  For $96,000, franchisees would receive training, technical materials, technical and marketing support, and a leased, fully-equipped 1-800-Autopsy van.  Herrera placed ads and rented a booth at the Death Care World Expo convention.  Yet in 2006, despite many conversations with potential franchisees, he had yet to establish a single franchise.  Herrera wondered what he needed to do to expand his business and turn the franchise project into reality.
The author developed the case for class discussion rather than to illustrate either effective or ineffective handling of the situation.  The case, instructor’s manual, and synopsis were anonymously peer reviewed and accepted by the North American Case Research Association (NACRA) for its annual meeting, October 19-21, 2006, San Diego, CA.  All rights are reserved to the author and NACRA.  © 2006 by Stephen J.J. McGuire.  Contact person:  Stephen J.J. McGuire, CSULA Entrepreneurship Institute, California State University, Los Angeles, 5151 State University Drive, STF 702, Los Angeles, CA  90032, 323-343-2906, steve@mcguire.net.
