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FOREWORD
“Why is culture so important to a business? Here is a
simple way to frame it. The stronger the culture, the less
corporate process a company needs. When the culture is
strong, you can trust everyone to do the right thing.”
— Brian Chesky, co-founder and CEO, Airbnb

In the financial services and insurance industry, we rely heavily on
metrics to measure performance of our people and organizations.
Culture — the beliefs, behaviors, actions and attitudes of the people
in your organization — shapes how strategy is executed and what
outcomes are achieved. Culture is the leading indicator of high
performance.
We can’t measure culture directly, but we can measure its impact by
tying it to key performance indicators. The 30 field leaders, home office
executives and GAMA Resource Partners we interviewed for this book
explain how they have developed business cultures that contribute
to their high performance. The stories they share here demystify this
intangible concept and show us how to develop a culture that drives
the attitudes, behaviors and strategies leading to high performance.
Today’s tight labor market means the most talented people can be
selective. They want to work for organizations that set them up to
succeed. They want to be placed in roles that allow them to use their
unique talents. They want continual opportunities to learn and grow,
leaders who listen to them, meaningful feedback and recognition
for their good work. We can attract the best talent by building the
type of culture that enables everyone to thrive, both individually and
collectively.
This book is a companion to the GAMA Foundation report titled,
“Building a High-Performance Business: Optimizing Your Systems
for Finding, Building and Keeping the Right People.” That report and
the research it summarizes are described on the next few pages. The
study revealed best practices for building a high-performing business
within four specific types of culture: high-impact recruiting culture,
high-expectations culture, high-trust culture and high-impact learning
culture. We have organized the stories in this book into those four
categories.
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We know you will find more than a few concepts, ideas and strategies
in this book that will inspire you to make culture a top priority in your
agency or firm.
I hope the knowledge and wisdom in this book will prove valuable to you
as you work to ensure that your organization is a true reflection of your
community.

Athan P. Vorilas, CLU® CLTC® CMFC®
CEO and President
Lighthouse Financial Network, LLC
2017–19 Chair, GAMA Foundation for Education
and Research Board of Trustees
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ABOUT THIS BOOK AND THE GAMA
FOUNDATION RESEARCH THAT INSPIRED IT
In 2018, the GAMA Foundation conducted research to
determine to what extent culture contributes to a highperforming business. Close to 1,000 financial services leaders
participated in the interviews, surveys and focus groups
we facilitated to compile this research. Based on the iconic
Finding, Building and Keeping the Right People studies, this
research identified the best practices that contribute the most
to firm-building success in the areas of recruiting, retention
and productivity. The study boils these practices down to their
essential elements and reveals keys to building and sustaining
your own high-performance business.
Later in 2018, we published the results of that study in the
report, “Building a High-Performance Business: Optimizing Your
Systems for Finding, Building and Keeping the Right People.”
The report presents the findings from the research and distills
the results into 10 best practices that define high performance
and four key areas of focus for field leaders:
High-Impact Recruiting Culture

1. Cultivate a strong recruiting mindset within the agency or
firm.
2. Focus on warm-source recruiting activities.
3. Apply a rigorous, systematic and consistent approach to the
recruiting and selection process.

High-Expectations Culture

4. Set high expectations and hold new agents and advisors
accountable for meeting them.
5. Strengthen new agent and advisor connections to the
profession and to the firm.

High-Trust Culture

6. Act with integrity.
7. Acknowledge the contributions and expertise of top
performers.
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High-Impact Learning Culture

8. Seek out and become an early adopter of new ideas and best
practices.
9. Emphasize the positive aspects of risk taking.
10. Overcome barriers to execution.

Additional Resources

Additional resources available in the Building a High-Performance
Business collection take a deeper dive into each of the focus
areas:
•

Field Leadership Series (FLS) workshop on Building a
High-Performance Business.

•

Building a High-Performance Business podcast series.

Visit www.gamafoundation.org for more information.
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PART 1
HIGH-IMPACT RECRUITING CULTURE

RECRUITING FOR IMPACT AND
ACCOUNTABILITY
At the beginning of 2018, I returned to the Dallas AXA Advisors’
office as regional senior vice president after running the San
Antonio and Austin offices for three years.
I wanted to build in Dallas, as I had in the other offices, a culture
of accountability but also a leadership team that would help me
recruit for impact. I believe a culture of accountability starts at the
top and trickles down. Leaders are thermostats; they determine
the temperature. If they’re having a good day, then the rest of the
office is having a good day. If they’re having a bad day, then the
rest of the office is having a bad day. Creating a culture within
their own teams of accountability, expectations, fun and energy
starts with leadership.
I also believe recruiting is the most relevant thing a leader does
on any given day — especially in the financial professional
business where we strive to help people retire with dignity. In
order to identify and retain the right talent, I put processes in
place that would help us better define good candidates. We want
to ensure candidates understand our company mission, the work
environment and roles and expectations.
We recruit from three core markets:
1.

College campuses. We find almost 70 percent of the best
and brightest from college campuses. We have a lot of
success hiring brand-new college financial professionals,
and I am proud to be an example of that.

2.

Recruiting seminars. Our seminars are geared toward

3.

Social media. In today’s digital world, we’ve had a lot of
success recruiting people through social media such as
LinkedIn.

people who are making career transitions or recent
graduates, and allow us to talk to 30 people at once versus
one.

We’ve seen real results from our recruiting efforts. Last year
alone, over 80 people accepted offers and we hired 21 new
financial professionals — a big increase from 2016 and 2017.
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And retaining the right talent and leadership further promotes
accountability. Our recruiting efforts won’t matter if we do not
hold our leaders to a standard and hold them accountable to
that standard. To accomplish this, I have a weekly one-on-one
meeting with all 10 hiring managers I oversee. This is a break
from the norm in our industry as typically, once a person reaches
a certain level, they are pretty autonomous. But, making sure our
managers are tracking progress toward their goals is something I
focus on.
Creating a culture of leaders who find great talent gives us the
opportunity to impact more people because of the leverage we
get from hiring. If I go out and hire ten people, those ten people,
ultimately, are going to go out and impact thousands of lives. I
can’t do that on my own — it takes a team. Recruiting is about
impact. And accountability comes from recruiting the right teams.

J.R. Crowel, CFP®
Regional Senior Vice President, AXA Advisors, LLC
Dallas, Texas

AXA Advisors, LLC (NY, NY 212-314-4600) member SIPC, is an Equal Opportunity Employer
M/F/D/V. CFP® and CERTIFIED FINANCIAL PLANNER™ are certification marks owned by the
Certified Financial Planner Board of Standards, Inc. PPG-142762(02/19)(exp.02/21)
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RECRUIT WITH A FOCUS ON ACHIEVING
A COLLABORATIVE TEAMING CULTURE

HIGH-IMPACT RECRUITING CULTURE

We build the culture of our firm from the recruiting process
forward. It doesn’t happen overnight, but with time and effort,
your hiring decisions will have an impact on the overall culture of
your organization.
We have more than 24 financial teams. The average team is
composed of four advisors, although some of our teams have
as many as 10 advisors, and some have just two. Not all new
advisors are assigned to teams right away; they go through a
six-month training process first. The advisors that go directly
onto teams are usually referred by the team.
About 20 percent of our established advisors work as solo
practitioners. They are good producers but do not work well
on teams. And that’s OK; I think that will always be the case.
However, those individuals do collaborate with other advisors
through our infrastructure support. They’re still, in many ways,
part of our overall firm team, even though they are not partnering
with someone else on every case. They are still tapping into our
resources so they’re not making decisions on their own all the
time, and they offer their expertise to other advisors.
If a solo practitioner who is currently in the organization is
intrigued by the teaming process, we arrange for him or her to
partner with a team for three months. Then we re-evaluate if that
person seems to be a good fit with that team.
We have incorporated questions into our interview process
to guide us toward finding candidates who fit our culture of
teamwork. We ask candidates for examples of how they have
been part of a team in the past, how they have collaborated.
That gives us an indication of how open they are to the team
environment.
Teams are built around trust; it is critical to making teaming work.
We try not to “arrange marriages,” as we call it. We involve team
members in the interview process because teams know what they
are looking for. They can build trust right from the start. We can
match expectations and personalities. It is an intentional, wellthought-out process for forming teams that helps build a hightrust culture.
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Our expectation is that our teams will follow our process. That
helps us build a culture that is very structured. All of our teams
are expected to have a weekly touchpoint, to have monthly
gatherings to see where they are compared to their goals and to
have an annual teaming meeting to set goals and expectations
for the following year. Together, they decide how to continue to
grow, and they determine their recruiting needs.
We have a robust infrastructure that provides support to our
advisors. Our Wealth Advisory Team includes specialists in life
insurance, investments and auto and home insurance, as well as
an attorney who prepares wills and handles legal matters for our
advisors’ clients.
Every team is a little bit different. We have some teams who are
working together with different levels of clients. For example, even
though all the advisors on a team are focused on investments, the
team leaders will focus on high-net-worth clients, while the others
work with lower-tier clients who are still building their assets. We
also have teams who come together because they all represent
different but complementary product lines.
Cross-generational support has become a big part of the
culture in our firm. The average financial advisor is 50 years old,
according to a report by Cerulli Associates, “U.S. Advisor Metrics
2017: The Next Generation of Planning.” We have created a
culture that attracts the next generation while helping our older
advisors feel like they are still valued employees. We have some
parent-and-child teams who are building a succession plan for
the next generation.
When I attended a GAMA meeting in Las Vegas with my
management team, I arranged for us to visit Zappos. Tony Hsieh,
the CEO and founder of the company, is known for his unique,
and highly effective culture. I thought it was a really important
exercise for my leadership team to understand how culture can
have such an impact on a firm’s success. Hsieh’s culture is very
quirky and fun, and his management team believes it is important
to make sure people feel understood and that they are being
heard. He hires a lot of millennials, and he believes millennials
have a different view of career goals than other generations. For
example, they tend to get bored very easily, and they like to be
challenged.

8

Building a High-Performance Business | Research In Action

When we got back, I focused on building a culture that will
help attract millennials. Our teams really needed to have youth
incorporated into them. We also make sure our advisors know we
are here to support them and to help them grow their businesses.
And we have incorporated excitement around community
activities and community service to attract the next generation of
financial advisors.
The one area where I have seen conflicts on teams is in
differences in work ethic. When advisors work as partners, it is
important for them not only to recognize each other’s talent but
also to make sure that their work ethic matches well. When teams
begin working together, they set expectations regarding the
number of hours the advisors will work, the amount of dedication
they show and the quality of service they will provide to clients.
When an advisor falls short of those expectations, it can cause
a lot of issues. It’s important to keep the lines of communication
open so everyone knows what is expected and when they might
need to increase their effort in a certain area.

Bellaria Jimenez, M.B.A., CFP® ChFC®
President, MassMutual Tri-State
Iselin, New Jersey

The opinions above belong to Bellaria Jimenez, General Agent. The information contained
herein does not necessarily represent the opinions of MassMutual. Insurance representative of
Massachusetts Mutual Life Insurance Company (MassMutual), Springfield, MA 01111-0001, and
its affiliated US Insurance Companies. Local firms are sales offices of Massachusetts Mutual
Life Insurance Company (MassMutual), and are not subsidiaries of MassMutual or its affiliated
companies. CRN202101-242517

Building a High-Performance Business | Research In Action

9

HIGH-IMPACT RECRUITING CULTURE
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In our organization, we are trying to implement new ideas to
incorporate the startup culture. We aren’t your typical insurance
company. We are thinking differently. We are a firm with an
incredible foundation, but we also understand that we have to
be nimble like a startup. When I bring in recruits, they will see
people hanging out, playing ping-pong, socializing, going to
baseball games together and going to dinner together. We have
also re-evaluated our dress code. These experiences are our new
currency, and this culture breeds a lot of success.
The other night, I was at the office, and it was about 7 p.m. I
walked to the other side of the office and saw about 15 people still
hanging out. They were making calls and discussing cases. After
a while, they all decided to grab dinner together. I think there is a
misconception that when coworkers hang out together, they aren’t
working. We all know that if you are going to be successful in this
business, a lot of your work is your life, and your life is your work.
We are constantly talking about the business. This socialization is
one of the ways culture and experience are breeding the success
of our organization.
We also talk a lot about respecting the past, being realistic about
the present and being optimistic about the future. Our firm is made
up of all different ages, experience levels and ethnicities. If you
were to ask some of the veteran advisors in our office, I think they
would say this new culture has re-energized them. They’re seeing
young people come into the organization, and they see the growth
it brings. Everybody was new to this industry once, and even our
most senior advisors are embracing the changes that are bringing
new talent into the business.
We communicate our vision every day. At some point, people
are going to buy into it or they’re not. We aren’t going to change
everybody, but with the right experience and culture, we will find
more and more people who have the same vision and can buy into
our future.

Michael Kane
CEO, Empire Wealth Strategies
New York City

2389523PH_Jan21
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ASK YOURSELF TWO QUESTIONS ABOUT
EVERY CANDIDATE YOU INTERVIEW

HIGH-IMPACT RECRUITING CULTURE

In our business, there are tremendous ups and downs. It’s easy
to be happy in your work environment when things are going
well — when you’re closing business and clients are saying yes.
However, it’s challenging to maintain a positive outlook when
things don’t go according to plan.
To help get through the ups and downs we face in this industry,
I try to hire people who are compatible with our culture and who
have the same core values we have as an organization. Sharing
values helps us get through the challenges we face in this
industry.
In addition to hiring to our core values, I ask myself two questions
when I am looking at a prospective hire:
1.

“Do I like being around this person?” I spend an inordinate
amount of time at work, far more than I do at home with my
own family. I need to make sure I enjoy being around the
people I work with.

2.

“Would I bring this person out to dinner with my best client?”
This means having professionalism, polish and great
communication skills.

If I can check off both those boxes, it improves not only the
chance of success for a candidate, it also improves the
relationships and positivity in our office environment. I’ve passed
over quite a few candidates for whom I couldn’t check off both
boxes.
When I arrived at this firm, the culture existed, but we didn’t have
the population we have now. My partners and I, over the years,
have been charged with growing the office, and we have done
so in a very methodical, calculated way. We have a three-round
interview process that is very selective. If we interview 50 people
in the first round, only two to three make it to the final round, and
we might make one offer. We are very meticulous in handpicking
the people we want to hire into the firm.
We want to recruit financial professionals who want to be a part
of our winning culture. This means always crossing the finish
line. It means starting something and seeing it through. We are
in a complex business, and we handle very serious matters. We

12

Building a High-Performance Business | Research In Action

handle people’s finances, which is an important task. It can take a
mental toll on somebody who truly wants to help clients succeed
with their goals. The main goal in our culture is to help clients
across their own personalized finish line. Our staff all understand
that this is the epicenter of everything we do.
Unfortunately, in this business, especially for new people, things
don’t always go their way. A new financial professional might
go into a new week and say, “This is going to be a great week.”
Maybe they have 12 appointments set up, and they are very
confident. But by the time Friday afternoon rolls around, they’ve
finalized two appointments, and both prospects said no. Being
part of a strong culture is what helps override disappointment. It
overrides negative dissent that might creep into one’s psyche after
having gone through those types of disappointing weeks.
We use what is called the People Analyzer™ (available from
EOS, or Entrepreneurial Operating System®) in recruiting new
candidates and evaluating our current organization. We run each
person through our set of core values and see if they fit. An FP
might sell you a bill of goods in an interview and play the part for
the first six or 12 months, while trying to get on the same page with
the company’s values. But the reality is, core values are intrinsic
within people, and it’s hard to change.
What I’ve learned is that we should spend our time on people who
share our values. You cannot change a deep-rooted value that’s
embedded in somebody. In our organization, everyone knows
what our core values are. They know that every decision we make
comes from those core values. Sharing these values is what gets
us through the difficult times and across the finish line.

Philip Kim, CFP® ChFC® RICP®
Senior Vice President, Southwest Branch, AXA
Advisors, LLC
Scottsdale, Arizona

AXA Advisors, LLC is an equal opportunity employer. M/F/D/V. CFP® and CERTIFIED FINANCIAL PLANNERTM are certification marks owned by the Certified Financial Planner Board of Standards, Inc. These marks are awarded to individuals who successfully complete the CFP Board’s
initial and ongoing certification requirements. AGE-142611(1/19)(Exp.1/21)
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HIGH-IMPACT RECRUITING CULTURE

USE AN ASSESSMENT TOOL TO IDENTIFY
CANDIDATES WHO ALIGN WITH YOUR
VALUES
I think culture starts with having clearly defined values and a very
clearly stated core purpose that guides every decision. A core
purpose is what you stand for — a passion or a cause. Our core
purpose is “empowering others to pursue their best futures.”
That means everybody: our advisors, our staff members and our
clients.
Culture creates teams, and there is power in teams. When
people work together, you get a better return on your labor and
better results than if everyone works independently. One plus
one should equal more than two — an exponential result. That
happens when people are in an environment in which they are
using their unique abilities and are appreciated for what they
bring to the table.
When we are interviewing people, we talk about three reasons
our organization is unique. These attributes define what we are
uniquely good at and what enables us to predict performance:
1.

World-class training.

3.

A culture in which people feel celebrated, not tolerated, and
in which people feel like their voices matter and they are
heard.

2.

Coaching, mentoring and teaming centered around helping
everyone on their personal leadership journeys.

Creating an organization in which every single person feels like
he or she matters is game changing.
Our six values are the pillars that make success predictable:

14

1.

Teamwork.

2.

High trust.

3.

Service to others.

4.

Humble confidence.

5.

Unwavering loyalty.

6.

A responsible mindset.
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We hire to those six values. Those values aren’t stuffed in a drawer;
they are alive and well and active in our organization every day.
To make sure a candidate’s values align with ours, we review
our values with candidates in the first interview. At the end of the
interview, we ask ourselves if we feel that there is value alignment.
We use an assessment tool called The People Analyzer from an
organization called EOS (the Entrepreneurial Operating System®).
This tool scores everyone in the organization on these six values,
and that tells us whether or not someone is aligned with our values.
We use it with everyone, whether they’re in the interview process
or are already working with us. We also use it when we have a
performance-related issue. The scoring system has three potential
outcomes:
1.
2.

3.

Plus: If a candidate scores a plus, his or her values are
aligned with ours.

Plus–minus: If a candidate scores a plus–minus, there is a
question about his or her values; if it’s is a big question, the
candidate gets a minus. Someone can have up to two plus–
minuses, and that means we have to dig a little deeper and
ask more questions.

Minus: We will not hire anyone with a minus, so if a candidate
scores a minus during the interview process, that person
is no longer a candidate. We don’t expect everybody to be
perfect, but we would like to get to six pluses.

When we use The People Analyzer in our performance process,
we ask the person we are working with for his or her input, and
together we come up with a plan of action for helping that person
get to a better place in terms of performance. Now, if there is a
values misalignment — if one of our team members doesn’t have
a responsible mindset and he or she blames others and makes
excuses — we deal with that. We have a three-strike policy, so if
we don’t get closer to having alignment, then we will exit people
from the business. These are values-based discussions.
We recently had to let someone go from our organization, and that
person was very well liked. Our leadership team divvied up the
advisor and staff list and made personal phone calls to everybody
in our firm to let them know that we were letting this person go.
We checked in to see how everyone was doing and answered
any questions we could. That sent a message to the organization
that people matter. Why go to the trouble on something like that?
Because staff decisions affect the culture and everyone in it, and
that matters.
Building a High-Performance Business | Research In Action
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It’s better to over communicate than to under-communicate.
Repeated communication might bore people, but undercommunication can cripple an organization. You will win or lose
your culture based on how you handle situations that affect people.
People want to feel celebrated. Recognition and rewards enable
you to celebrate your advisors and staff who meet your high
expectations. Public and private recognition are both important.
Some people don’t like the limelight, but they certainly appreciate
words of affirmation. A personal handwritten note does wonders
for relationships. People appreciate receiving an email saying they
did a good job, with a copy to their supervisor and/or business
partners. Those little gestures make a difference. When you go out
of your way to nominate your employees for big awards, you are
saying, “I believe in you; I believe the work you’re doing is making
a difference in the lives of others.”
The small stuff is just as important as the big stuff. Be sure
to recognize everyone’s birthdays, anniversaries and baby
announcements. Never miss a funeral. Try to make weddings. We
call it “making a deposit in the relationship bank account.” This
is how we celebrate people, let them know that they matter and
empower them to pursue their best futures.

J. Christopher Noonan, CLU® ChFC®
Senior Regional Vice President, AXA Advisors, LLC
Fort Worth, Texas

Securities offered through AXA Advisors, LLC (NY, NY 212-314-4600). Member FINRA, SIPC,
Annuity and insurance products offered through AXA Network, LLC. AXA Advisors, LLC is an
equal opportunity employer. M/F/D/V. GE-1427521/19 ACS PPG-142752 (01/2021)
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HIGH-IMPACT RECRUITING CULTURE

FOCUS ON LONG-TERM QUALITY,
NOT SHORT-TERM HIRING GOALS
In our firm, we focus on building a culture that attracts, develops
and retains the very best talent in both advisors and leadership.
High impact is not the same as high activity, but I think many
people in our industry see them as interchangeable. There are
some people in the industry who still have a tendency to “throw
spaghetti at the wall and see if it sticks.” There is often more
of a focus on quantity of hires than quality. I think we have a
responsibility to have more integrity than that.
I set goals for the year, certainly, but they are focused more
on net growth that I expect for the firm rather than a specific
number of hires. My goals are not arbitrary numbers; they’re
based on my experience. I don’t hire someone just to reach a
number. I’d rather miss my goal than bring in the wrong person.
To me, culture is anything that’s scalable in a business.
You have to hire people who become capable of being
contributors and leaders in the firm, in whatever capacity they’re
contributing. For this to happen, we need a culture in which
people are expected to take ownership and become personally
accountable for everything within their roles. For example, if
someone comes up to one of our managers and says, “I’m not
sure how this works,” then the manager will direct that person
to the appropriate resource instead of telling him or her the
answer. People learn a lot more by reading about a topic and
then writing down a number of questions to discuss later than
they do by being told the answer. That applies to any type of
training.
One way to attract quality hires is to be very transparent with
people about the pros and the cons of this business before they
join the firm. When recruiting, I like to make sure that I lay out the
top reasons why people fail in this business. I make sure they
acknowledge their understanding that those are the challenges
they will have to overcome and the strengths they’re going to
have to develop. I’m looking for opportunities to allow them to
back out of the process much more than I think is frequently
done.

Building a High-Performance Business | Research In Action
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The people in your organization need to see the same level of
integrity around your recruiting process that they see in your
client process. The people around you are referring people
they care about, including their own kids, to you. Let them
know you’re going to take care of people. If we don’t believe
a particular candidate is capable of doing what it takes to
succeed in our business, then we should not bring that person
into the firm.
Once we agree that a candidate has the potential to be a
great fit for us, we provide all our advisors, from day one,
with access to the most advanced planning tools, knowledge
and information. When they are helping clients, they will have
everything at their disposal to do so. We operate in a very
collaborative environment, and everyone shares knowledge with
one another.
We like to show new advisors how they’re going to learn. We like
to show them that they are going to become very independent
and have their own investments and their own stories. But
initially, we provide a very clear path for them so they are
comfortable knowing we are providing oversight as they learn
the business.
Another aspect of a high-impact recruiting culture is focusing on
the long view, not on the short-term hiring quota. I have another
20 years in this industry, and I think we have responsibilities to
do the right thing around recruiting, which is to bring the right
people into this business. This requires patience and a long
view rather than just a focus on pure numbers. You have to bring
the right people into the firm to build the culture and long-term
success you want. If you’re focused on short-term results and
your own personal gain, then the culture is probably going to
suffer.
Sometimes, new advisors struggle with building a market once
they exhaust their initial natural market of people. The key is
that we believed in these advisors enough to hire them in the
first place. We look for people we think have the capacity and
ability to be great in this business, so we stand by them in those
difficult times. We help them see that if they keep going, they will
begin to see steady progress and then they will succeed. We
have seen a number of people who really had to hang in there
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through tough times longer than many people would, and I can
honestly say I’m sure they’ll be with us until they retire. They’ll
be with us for 20 or 30 years because of the confidence and
stability that they have in the business now.
We are asking people to make major investments in us, in
terms of the confidence they have in our ability to make them
successful, and we have to make the same investment back in
them.
Initially, when people start in our business, they’re thinking
about themselves. If you fast forward to people who are very
successful in this business, when they’re in a client meeting,
they’re not thinking about anything except whether or not they’re
effectively communicating how they can help their clients. That
is the place we have to get new advisors to, then they will be
successful.

Amy Salo, CFP® CAP®
Managing Partner, Wealth Advisory Group, LLC
Latham, New York
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HIGH-IMPACT RECRUITING CULTURE

BUILD TEAMS TO CREATE A HIGH-IMPACT
RECRUITING CULTURE

20

Teaming has many benefits. It fosters a culture of high
expectations and high-impact recruiting, and it enables you
to build a brand that has the potential to exceed customer
expectations. In my experience, because of the collaborative
opportunities it offers, most clients prefer working with a team.
The days of relying on one person to meet the complex needs of
their clients is history.
Teaming allows for high-impact recruiting. For me, it is a great
lever to help grow capacity. An agency, field leader or recruiter
can only hire so many people and launch them effectively while
working solo. With teams, you get an extra boost in capacity
growth. Everyone on the team has a vested interest in helping
launch newcomers and they share in the buy-in and ownership
of the team’s success.
When talking with other industry colleagues recently, I learned
that many companies are trying to move toward this model. I
have supported teaming for a long time. As a regional practice
director for Thrivent Financial, I support and encourage existing
teams, and spend a lot of time developing new teams. I
generally see two different types of teams: association teams
and ensemble teams:
•

The association teaming model pairs two or more financial
professionals who work together and share a team name
and office. This allows for economies of scale, like the
capacity to have a larger office space, the ability to exceed
customer expectations, and the benefit of sharing the costs
of support staff and marketing efforts. For a new financial
professional, especially during the first two years, the
association team is an excellent model because it allows
someone to come into the industry and prove themselves
before they start sharing clients and revenue. At first, they
have no clients or revenue to share. Of my region’s 37
teams, 33 are association teams.

•

The ensemble team is a true partnership. Two or more
professionals come together and clients become “team
clients” as opposed to “my clients” and “your clients.”
This model provides a strong value proposition to clients
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because they can call and get most types of support from
anyone on the team. All revenue from the practice is split
based on a set agreement, including the sales, the overrides
and recurring revenue streams. The office expenses can also
be split contractually. The downside of this type of team is that
it’s harder to identify people with similar motivations and work
philosophies. With ensemble teams, proceed carefully. I’ve had
more divorces than first-year anniversaries.
Money is a very personal thing to many people and this can be a
pitfall of the ensemble model. If you ever hit a lull in production,
especially if revenue is being split contractually, finger pointing
can start to happen right away. To avoid failure with the ensemble
model, I advise starting with a vision of what a team means to you.
If one professional is in growth mode and the other is in a relaxed
mode of maintaining a certain level of production, the team is likely
to fail. However, when you have the right people with compatible
goals and shared vision, the ensemble team can be an effective
strategy for growth.
I work for Thrivent Financial, a membership organization of
Christians that is structured differently than many other firms.
We have a community-focused team mindset. Using mostly the
association model, we typically have one to five people in an office
who work together collaboratively. The financial professionals might
share expenses and do joint work, but they can still have separate
clients and specialties. For instance, one professional might focus
on young families while another is focused on retirement clients,
enabling them to leverage each other’s expertise. At the same
time, the team benefits from marketing the team name and from
economies of scale with the shared office.
As leaders, we continually strive to develop high-performing
qualities in our professionals and teams. It takes having a solid
vision for the future, the ability to cascade that vision and being
able to motivate the team, regardless of the model being used.
Joint field work is a foundational element in our region. So, whether
you are a brand-new professional with up-to-date knowledge from
recent training or an established professional who has a lot of great
relationships, I suggest joint work as an early step in forming a
team.
I generally hire people who are new to the industry and my region
has a robust, hands-on and highly accountable training structure.
I have had a lot more success when I hire someone to a team
compared to a solo practice. The camaraderie of a team helps
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young professionals who can feel lonely in this business. Being
surrounded by a team of people who are working toward the same
goals can lead to higher levels of success, income and retention. I
hire people to teams as much as I can.
I have been with Thrivent for 25 years, the first 11 in the corporate
offices and the last 14 in San Diego, working across our region’s
five-state area. I think the culture and success of our region have
been defined by our joint field work, high-performance recruiting
and having fun. I always remind my teams that if we’re not having
fun, then it’s called “work.”

David T. Saviage, M.B.A., ChFC® FIC
Regional Practice Director, Pacific Southwest Region,
Thrivent Financial
San Diego, California

THRIVENT IS THE MARKETING NAME FOR THRIVENT FINANCIAL FOR LUTHERANS.
Insurance products issued by Thrivent Financial for Lutherans. Not available in all states.
Securities and investment advisory services offered through Thrivent Investment Management
Inc. A registered investment adviser, member FINRA and SIPC, and a subsidiary of Thrivent.
Licensed agent/producer of Thrivent. Registered representative of Thrivent Investment
Management, Inc. Advisory services available through investment adviser representatives
only. Thrivent.com/disclosures.
2400923-012919
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HIGH-IMPACT RECRUITING CULTURE

SUPPORT YOUR OWN REPS SO THEY WILL
WANT TO REFER CANDIDATES TO YOUR
FIRM
The industry has struggled with a low retention rate for years;
the needle hasn’t really moved. We can solve this problem
by supporting our own reps so well that they want to refer the
quality people they know to us. Statistically, when you hire
recruits from “warm” introductions through people in your firm,
they have a higher chance of success, compared to other hiring
sources. Approximately 90 percent of the people on my team
came from warm introductions from my team.
Warm sourcing is successful for many reasons. First, the agents
who work in the firm already know the culture, so it’s easy for
them to identify people who would be a good fit. They know
what it takes to be successful in the organization, and they can
look at personality traits of people they know and say, “Yeah, I
think this person really has it and would do well here.”
Also, people are more willing to help people they know and like.
Agents are more likely to mentor others in an informal capacity
than someone they don’t know. Because of this connection, new
reps are likely to be launched quickly, and their learning curve is
much less steep than if there were no personal relationship.
We set the stage for referrals early in the recruiting process.
When we bring new advisors on board, we sign a letter of
understanding that outlines what we expect of them and what
they can expect of us. In the same conversation, we explain
that, just like they were referred to us by an advisor, we expect
that they will do the same if they know or meet someone who
would be a good fit for the firm.
We also recognize agents who have given us referrals. During
team meetings, we recognize advisors who made referrals the
week before. We also have a fun prize wheel that agents can
spin when they give us a referral. The recognition is for the act of
making a referral, whether or not we hire the recruit.
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At our annual event, I deliver a State of the Agency address
and report on our recruiting efforts. I cover where we are from a
growth perspective and what our goals are for that year. I also
make a clear call to action for advisors to bring in referrals. We
present an annual award to the person who had the biggest
impact on recruiting in the firm. It is a subjective award; it can be
someone who referred the most recruits who came on board, or it
can be someone who gave us the highest-producing recruits.
One time, a rep gave me about 40 referrals in one sitting. He had
been in the industry for 20 years and went through his contact
list. He is the one who prompted us to create the award, and he
earned it that year. Another year, we had someone give only two
referrals, but both came on board and were strong referrals, so
he won the award.
To keep referrals coming in, be mindful of the support you’re
providing to your current team. If your current team isn’t happy,
why would they want to give you referrals? The biggest challenge
I’ve faced is that if people don’t feel supported, there is no way
they are going to give you referrals.
There was a time where I had overextended myself. My agency
was growing faster than I had the capacity for, and I didn’t have
the systems in place to support the growth. I felt the strain, and
my reps felt it, too. At that point, I stopped recruiting so I could
take care of my current team. I wanted them to feel supported. If
they didn’t feel supported, they wouldn’t bring in referrals. Also,
unhappy agents can make for a toxic culture for new hires.
To improve the culture within my current team, I started to keep
open lines of communication. When I held meetings, it wasn’t all
about the numbers. I asked them for feedback about how they
were feeling and how we were doing in terms of supporting them
as a firm.
Create dedicated time for recruiting activities, and stick to it. Set
recruiting goals, whether it’s a certain number of hours to devote
to recruiting calls, a certain amount of activity on LinkedIn, or
making sure recruiting is on the agenda in team meetings with
advisors.

24

Building a High-Performance Business | Research In Action

I have had managers tell me, “I’ve asked my team for referrals,
and they won’t give them to me.” I tell them that they might not
be getting referrals because their agents don’t like what they are
getting from the firm. I advise them to take a step back and think
about who they are as leaders and what the culture is in their
firms.

Misty Weltzien (DeLomba), CFP® ChFC® CLU®
Managing Partner, Pacific Advisors
Newport Beach, California

Misty Weltzien, CA License #0F97449, Registered Representative and Financial Advisor of Park
Avenue Securities LLC (PAS). OSJ: 3585 Maple Street, Suite 140, Ventura, CA 93003, 909-3991100. Securities products and advisory services offered through PAS, member FINRA, SIPC.
Financial Representative of The Guardian Life Insurance Company of America (Guardian), New
York, NY. PAS is an indirect, wholly-owned subsidiary of Guardian. Pacific Advisors LLC is not
an affiliate or subsidiary of PAS or Guardian. Insurance products offered through One Pacific
Financial & Insurance Solutions LLC, DBA of Pacific Advisors LLC. Pacific Advisors LLC is not a
registered investment advisor. The Managing Partner title does not infer any actual ownership of
a partnership entity. 2019-72835 Exp. 1/21
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TIME FOR ACTION

HIGH-IMPACT RECRUITING CULTURE
In a high-impact recruiting culture, leaders:
•

Cultivate a strong recruiting mindset within the agency or
firm.

•

Focus on warm-source recruiting activities.

•

Apply a rigorous, systematic and consistent selection
process.

To create a high-impact recruiting culture in your agency
or firm:

Include your entire team
in the recruiting process.
Treat your centers of
influence and nominators
as part of your recruiting
team.

Train your team,
nominators and
centers of influence
on your ideal
candidate profile.

Be rigorous in your selection process, making sure
every candidate goes through every step.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
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•

Is everyone on your team fully trained in how to approach
potential candidates?

•

Can you explain the purpose for each step in your
selection process?

•

How do you screen for fit with your culture and with the
profession in your process?
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CATCH PEOPLE IN THE ACT OF LIVING
YOUR VALUES

HIGH-EXPECTATIONS CULTURE

PART 2

When a company has goals and aspirations of achieving higher
levels of success, it’s not about creating a better product
or service. The key is culture. Culture is at the center of any
organization; it’s what defines the trajectory of your success.
Culture is ultimately what will propel a company forward. I
would go so far as to say that culture can make or break a
business. While the products, services and bells and whistles
we offer are important, culture is what sets the stage for a highperforming business.
Having a solid definition of your purpose and core values is the
foundation of your culture. Culture is a by-product of purpose.
You have to ask yourself, “What we are here to do? And how
are we going to do it?” Not from the technical side, but from the
cultural side. And then you need to live that purpose.
At North Star, our purpose is three simple but impactful words:
Changing Lives, Forever. We know we change the lives of
the advisors who join our business. We’re giving them a
career in which they can experience the three big I’s: impact,
independence and income. Over the course of five to 10
years, they can build practices for themselves that will allow
those three I’s to come to fruition. The advisors change their
life trajectory and the trajectory of their families’ lives forever.
In turn, they also have the potential to change the lives of their
clients forever. That is our purpose.
Your values are what will help you live out that purpose every
day, with every decision. At North Star, our values form the
acronym RFIGGS: responsibility, faith, integrity, growth,
gratitude and service. We strive to run and lead the company
around these values, and we look to them whenever we make
decisions.
If you have never defined your personal values or your
organization’s values, I recommend using the Values
Card deck that Doug Lennick produced for his company,
think2perform®. On each card in the deck is printed a word
that represents a core value. Look through these 120 cards,
and keep the 60 you relate to the most. Then eliminate half of
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them so you have 30. Then eliminate another half so you have
15. Choose the five to seven values you want to represent your
agency or firm. It is a powerful exercise that takes less than half
an hour. You can do the exercise with your management team.
I have done it personally. There is an online version at
https://www.think2perform.com/our-approach/values/new.
Every day, I make sure I am making decisions around my own
core values, in addition to North Star’s values.
So your purpose and values are the foundation of your culture;
your people are the heart of your culture. Attracting and
retaining the best talent who can collaborate and cooperate
will foster better performance and results. This is true when
you look at high performance in any setting. Take sports,
for example — what separates one team from another is the
people. It is the same in business. People don’t join companies,
products or services. People join other people and causes.
Your people and causes make up your culture. Having the right
team in place will lead to peak effectiveness.
You can have a billion strategies, but when you have the right
culture, people start feeling like a family. They don’t want to let
each other down. It’s no longer about “me,” it’s about “we.”
There is an underlying element of accountability. It’s not
accountability out of fear of losing your job, being demoted
or being put on probation. It’s accountability because people
really care. They develop respect for their peers and don’t want
to disappoint them. This underlying element of accountability
happens when you have a strong culture, and that is where big
results happen.
You have to continually evaluate your actions and decisions,
making sure they are in line with the culture. This is sometimes
easier said than done, especially when faced with tough
challenges.
Years ago, we had a group of young leaders who were doing
everything right from a business standpoint. They were high
producers and led a strong group of advisors. Their production
kept going up. However, they were immature, they weren’t
making the best decisions with their social activities and they
were treating their support staff poorly. They had a sense of
arrogance and entitlement, and they were just bad bosses.
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This put us in a tough spot. Were we going to allow that behavior
to continue? Were we going to let production rule? Or were we
going to take a stance and stand behind our culture? We took
a stance. We had some difficult conversations, and ultimately,
we asked them to leave the firm. They took their entire team with
them, and we lost a lot of business — six or seven figures’ worth.
It would have been easy to let them continue on the same path,
but what we did sent a powerful message that we have a culture
that is respectful. We value gratitude and responsibility above all
else, and we will do the right thing.
Tough decisions like these have to be made in every business.
As leaders, we must make decisions that stand behind
our culture. Where I see companies stumble is when they
compromise those values to some degree, even in small matters.
Every time this happens, it weakens the culture that has been
built.
A great way to remind your team members what your values
are is to catch them doing things right. Diane Yohn, our chief
operating officer, is a fantastic woman. She is a beautiful person
in every aspect. She does a great job of catching people living
our values in the organization. She will catch people doing
something that aligns with our values. Maybe an advisor sends
someone an email to thank a client or team member. Diane will
send that advisor an email saying, “Hey, thanks for sending that
email to your colleague thanking them because one of our core
values is gratitude.” If someone stays 15 or 20 minutes late to
wrap up a project or get something done for a client or advisor,
she will send an email to that person saying, “Hey, thanks for
living our value of service today.”
Try to catch people in the act of living your values. That’s how you
enhance the culture.

Ed Deutschlander, CLU® CLF®
CEO, North Star Resource Group
Minneapolis, Minnesota
Securities and investment advisory services provided by CRI Securities, LLC and Securian
Financial Services, Inc., members FINRA/SIPC. North Star Resource Group, 2701 University Ave
SE, Minneapolis, MN 55414. 2399914/DOFU 1-2019

Building a High-Performance Business | Research In Action

29

SHOW PEOPLE YOU CARE BY HAVING
HIGH EXPECTATIONS FOR THEIR
SUCCESS
I think organizations and small businesses fail when their
culture is not positive and is not characterized by a learning
and growth mindset. It’s easy to get to a certain level of
success, both individually and as an organization, and then
plateau. The culture will either help you grow, develop and
be better every day, or you will become stagnant. I believe a
culture in which the expectations are high will lead to continual
growth.

HIGH-EXPECTATIONS CULTURE

One of my favorite quotes is “Shoot for perfection, and you will
land on excellence.” None of us will ever be perfect, but people
live up to what you expect of them, whether it’s a child, the
people you work with or the team you coach and develop. If
you accept mediocrity, that’s what you’re going to get.
Having high expectations of ourselves means that we ask
ourselves every day, “How can I be a better person, a better
leader to my team, a better friend, a better partner to my
peers, a better spouse, a better parent?” Every day, if you read
insatiably and make tiny tweaks in your personality, that all
adds up to growth. I am fortunate that during my 30-plus years
with State Farm, the people I’ve worked with and worked for
exemplify that commitment to continual learning and growth.
I have been through all kinds of leadership classes. Historically,
the companies that create a culture of openness, learning,
vulnerability and caring are the ones that succeed. Caring
means that you have high expectations of people. If you care
about somebody, you coach them. You share with them the
things they do really well, as well as the areas that are getting
in their way and help them get better.
I had my own State Farm agency for five years, and that was
my dream. But in 1997, someone I respected immensely at
State Farm asked me to go into leadership for the home office.
In my role as vice president, I lead a team of sales leaders, who
work with independent contractor agents to help them have
success within their own businesses.
When I first got to this role 12 years ago, I was very fortunate to
have a couple of women from our Learning and Development
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Department that sat with me for an entire day and said, “OK,
you’re in a different role now. Leading leaders is a different
deal than coaching players.” They helped me figure out what
I believe in, and it turned out to be three C’s: communication,
collaboration and a commitment to excellence:
1.

2.

3.

Communication. To me, communication is leadership,
and leadership is communication — period, end of story.
Your body language, how you present to a group, your
written communication all contributes to how you lead. Do
people feel that you’re connected to them? Or when you
are talking to them, are you looking around the room to
see if there’s something more important somewhere else?
Collaboration. I absolutely know that teams who care
about each other, work together and win together are
more successful than a group of individuals who go off
on their own. When you collaborate, you learn from each
other. You lift each other up. You share great ideas.
Commitment to excellence. Again, we won’t ever be
perfect, but if we work every day to be the best we can
be, we can be excellent in all we do.

When I do monthly coaching with an individual sales leader,
I observe that person’s communication, how well he or she
is collaborating as a team and what he or she does well.
Everybody is excellent in something. It’s fun when you can
combine people’s strengths to create a powerful team.
In my previous role, I worked with a quiet leader. He assumed
leadership of a team that wasn’t passionate, and some of the
team members were disgruntled. There wasn’t a sense of team,
either. I think the world of him, and it was so much fun coaching
him because we would roleplay and talk about different
situations. He went into that agency and showed every single
person that his or her voice mattered, and then brought them
together a lot, to socialize and spend time together. The results
were amazing. They went from average production to, within a
year or two, being well above average.
There is no doubt that it’s because of the leader and how he
coached. He also had high expectations. He had a huge heart.
He saw the potential in people and he encouraged them to get
there. He set some ground rules for how people were expected
to behave on the team. It was wonderful to watch a group that
probably felt a little bit downtrodden begin accomplishing
things they’d never done before.
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To me, this is a perfect example of the leader creating a positive
culture of high expectations. Trust is a big factor. You can have
high expectations all day long, but if people don’t trust you and
they think you’re just out for yourself, forget it. I’ve worked with
people like that before, and I’ve tried and tried to coach them.
If someone cares only about himself or herself, it’s difficult to
impress the importance of caring about others.
I try to give every single person an opportunity to grow. I like
to use 360-degree surveys so leaders can understand how the
people they work with and for view them. I use that feedback
to help them learn what they do well and what they can do
differently to improve.
Be authentic. You shouldn’t be one person at work and
somebody else at home. You are who you are. Authenticity and
vulnerability are necessary for you to create an environment
where people can push back. I always like to look at it like it’s a
circle of leadership, not a hierarchy of leadership.
The most important thing is to lead with love. If I threw out
everything I just said and kept just one piece of advice, it’s that
Patty Jackson said, “Lead with love.”

Patty Jackson
Vice President, Agency Sales, State
Farm Insurance
Jacksonville, Florida
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BE CLEAR ABOUT YOUR HIGH
EXPECTATIONS, AND LOW ACHIEVERS
WILL OPT OUT
You can feel, almost immediately, if an organization has a
well-defined and positive company culture. For instance, when
I walk into a store, a restaurant or any other type of business,
it’s easy to sense if the culture is positive, neutral or negative by
simply observing the people working there.

HIGH-EXPECTATIONS CULTURE

Company culture is the cornerstone of a business, and when
a company doesn’t strive toward a positive culture, there will
be high levels of frustration with employees, which then gets
passed on to clients and ultimately hinders the business as
a whole. In an ideal culture, there is high satisfaction, which
fosters better results. Building this type of ideal culture for
an organization starts with a vision from leaders. Culture is a
reflection of the leader.
It is unfortunate that some organizations and their leaders don’t
realize how important the right culture is to a high-performing
business. Or they admit it is important, but they feel like it’s
something that just happens. Culture and expectations need to
be discussed before they can come to fruition. As a leader, you
have to be clear about your expectations. If you want people to
be fast-paced and energetic, you have to talk about it.
When I got to Concord Wealth Management, the culture was
not collaborative at all. It was a culture of complacency. It was
pretty easy to see that if we stayed on that track, the company
would fail. I had to take a hard look at the reality of the current
business, where we needed to go and what it would take to get
there. I had to put my stake in the ground and say, “OK, here
is who we are, and here is who we’re not. Either you get on the
bus, or you get off.”
When you are that clear about your expectations, and you set
the bar high, you’ll find that some people will self-select out.
You won’t even have to have a tough conversation with them
because they realize that you are building an organization of
people that are different caliber than they are.
We had about 10 people here in the beginning; most of them
were not willing to put in the work that needed to be done. A
lot of the people here were just the wrong people. If you can’t
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change the people, you have to change the people. So I rebuilt
the organization. Of the 50 people here now, three were here
when I got here. It’s pretty much a scratch organization.
When we are interviewing candidates, we are very open about
the company culture. We talk about it and describe it. We talk
about what we want, what we are, what we don’t want and what
we’re not. We are very clear about our expectations. We let
candidates come in and experience our culture for themselves
by job shadowing, sitting in on a class or watching how our
phone clinics are run. This way they can get a sense of the
culture beforehand so there are no surprises.
During interviews, I tell candidates, “If you’re the type of person
who likes to be left alone, who likes to close your door and just
do your own thing, we’re probably not going to be the right
place for you.” When they spend time here, they will quickly see
whether or not they might be a good fit. They will typically opt
out if they see they will not be able to meet our expectations.
Our culture at Concord Wealth Management is fast-paced,
energetic and fun. We also have very high expectations, and
there is a lot of collaboration. No one is left on their own island,
so to speak. Our office is designed to foster this collaboration
with a physical office space that is very open. We also have
a diverse mix of people in terms of everything from age,
background, personality type, gender and ethnicity. We value
having a full mix, and I am very proud of this.
We work in a very serious industry, and we take our work
seriously. But we don’t take ourselves too seriously; we like to
have fun. We’re the goofy company where people dress up
for Halloween, play dodgeball, have scavenger hunts and go
on “escape the room” adventures. Because we are a highexpectation culture, these breaks are important to help our
advisors perform well. They look forward to it because they like
the people they work with. If you ask people in our organization
what they like most about the company, I think the culture would
be in the top three, if not the first thing, they mention. As a
result, our clients get better advice and service.
My advice for building, or reshaping, the culture of a business
and shifting toward a high-expectations culture is to start with
the vision of what you want yur company to look like — and then
talk about it. If you communicate your vision, it is amazing how
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quickly things start to shift, and the culture you envisioned starts
to form. You will start to see positive changes and measurable
results.
I believe, without a doubt, that results follow culture. Some people
think that culture follows the results, which isn’t the case. You need
to have the vision of the right culture before you can begin building
it. If you, as a leader, keep your finger on the pulse point of the
culture, others will follow.

John Laurito, CFP® ChFC® CRPC®
President and CEO, Concord Wealth
Management
Boston, Massachusetts
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EXPECT YOUR TEAM TO AIM HIGHER
THAN THE MINIMUM GOALS
At North Star, we have referred to our culture for decades as
being a “high-performing, no excuse culture.” It’s an unspoken
undercurrent at North Star. We always expect much more than
the minimum performance from everyone on our team. Shooting
for the minimum can, over time, lead people to shoot only for
the minimum. Striving for what it takes just to exist is detrimental
to the culture we have developed. Even our recruiting process
is designed to weed out people who are not likely to fit in with
our high-performance culture.

HIGH-EXPECTATIONS CULTURE

We offer paid internships as a sort of final interview that enables
us to “test-drive” people. During formal interviews, people give
the answers you want to hear. However, when they’re working
in the office as an intern, you can start to see if they tend to
make excuses. Maybe they are consistently late and blame it
on traffic. You can begin to see if they’re going to be a good fit
in the organization or not.
I find people interact differently with colleagues than they do
with management. As a result, I lean on my younger advisors.
I will ask them which interns they would be proud to introduce
as a part of our team. I’ve had some intern classes in which our
advisors said, “Nobody.” I’ve had other intern classes where
they said, “These two for sure.”
We always strive to hit more than just the minimum standards.
On my team, I teach that yes, X is the minimum goal in the
industry, but our minimum is to strive for 3X. The goal is
everyone shooting for 3X, with the idea that not all are going to
hit it, but maybe they will fall back to 2X, which is still twice as
good as the X that many firms strive for.
It’s similar to the age-old tale of striving to hit the barn with a
bow and arrow. You don’t shoot for the barn because, more
often than not, you are going to fall short of hitting it. But if you
shoot for the moon, even though you probably won’t hit it, it’s a
safe bet that one of the arrows that falls short of the moon will
hit the barn. And that was the original goal.
We don’t really recruit people. We tell them about the
opportunity, and then we actually push them away with the idea
that it is difficult to succeed in this industry. Other firms might
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be selling them on all the great things about the industry, but we
also want them to hear the reality. This way, they can’t come back
with the “you never told me that” excuse. For the recruits who make
it to the intern stage, we show them if they follow our systems and
trust leadership, they can succeed, but it’s not going to be easy.
We tend to recruit a lot of student athletes. Dedicated athletes are
often less likely to make excuses. They didn’t get where they are
as athletes by making excuses. We look for a natural propensity to
make excuses and disqualify people with that mindset.
With the intern program, we can see pretty quickly who will fit in with
our high-expectations, no-excuse culture. In my division, we hire,
on average, about 20 percent of the people who intern with us. It’s
not a large percentage. We have three intern classes a year with
six to eight interns in every class. They are paid internships and will
include some fairly mundane work, but they understand coming in
that this is the final interview. They get to see if we’re a good fit, and
we get to see if they’re a good fit.
Through the recruiting process, our advisors have become our
culture keepers and serve as mentors to newcomers. It’s sort of like
tending a campfire. You don’t let it die down, but you don’t have to
pour gas on it. One log that is burning will light the next log.
We find that our culture tends to spit out the anomalies. If somebody
does get through the selection process and comes in ungrateful
with an entitlement mentality, leadership doesn’t have to do much
because the individual advisors in the office will spit that person out.
That new hire will either realize, “Oh, I guess no one makes excuses
here, so I need to stop that habit,” or he or she will feel like an
outsider and leave. It’s usually pretty clear when the culture forces
someone out.

Shaun McDuffee, CLU® ChFC® AEP CEPA

Senior Vice President and Senior Partner,
North Star Resource Group
Austin, Texas
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REWARD ADVISORS WHO STRENGTHEN
THE CULTURE
All companies have a culture, whether they intend to or not.
The culture is based on the policies we set, the decisions we
make and the values the organization and its leaders stand
by. However, a professed culture can be very different than a
culture in practice.

HIGH-EXPECTATIONS CULTURE

It’s easy to say that you have a mission and a core set of
values as a company, but your actions as a leader need to
align with the culture you profess. The little things you do send
a message. As leaders, we can spend a lot of time crafting
strategies and making decisions, but if these don’t align with
the values of the organization, the culture will suffer.
At North Star, we have a very distinct and well-communicated
value proposition that guides our culture. We have both a
mission statement and a vision statement. We also apply our
core values to the decisions and actions we make daily. When
we are presented with a challenge or problem, or when there
is a conflict of interest, we sit back and ask ourselves, “What is
the right thing to do?”
I think all organizations should have an articulated values
statement. Deliberately acknowledge, in writing and in
speaking, why your firm or agency exists, your purpose and
your vision. Be very deliberate about saying what you are
and what you are not. Incorporate this message into all your
communications.
Leaders need to define, use and repeat the language that
exemplifies the culture. Language is everything. Communicate
your values consistently. For example, you can insert them
into daily conversations, feature them in written articles or
blog posts, share client stories and recognize advisors who
exemplify the organization’s mission and vision with integrity.
One of our values is integrity, which is doing what you say you
are going to do, even when no one is looking. This creates a
culture of trust. It means you need to think carefully about how
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you are going to behave, even when no one is watching. Will you
still do the right thing? On the other hand, you have very visible
and observable opportunities to do the right thing, like when you
host a training class or a recognition event where your culture is on
display.
We recently had our summer summit meeting, which includes
a recognition dinner. For the first time ever, our first five awards
had nothing to do with sales. This year, those first awards were
focused on people who led community volunteer projects. As a part
of our culture at North Star, we want to serve and be seen in the
communities we live in, so we recognized the advisors who have
excelled in giving back to their communities.
Today we are seeing more literature about how sales contests
might not be as effective as we once thought. Are they appropriate,
given that our culture is about improving clients’ financial lives and
dignity? If we focus solely on sales, is that what we are delivering?
No — it’s not all about the products and figures; it’s about what our
business does for the health, wealth and happiness of our clients.
That’s a culture. The focus should be more on the impact our
actions have and less on the products and services we offer.
I recently saw two billboards sponsored by a local real estate agent.
The first stated that the agent had achieved $50 million in sales the
previous month. The second billboard said the agent found homes
for 100 families. I thought, “I’d rather be known for the message on
the second billboard. It’s not about the sales; it’s about how many
people they were able to help.” That is the magic number. Did an
advisor help 200 families have greater financial security, wealth
accumulation, financial dignity, successful retirement or funds for
college? That is how I like to measure performance, and this leads
to a high-expectations culture.
If you have people who are violating the culture, it’s important to
remind them of what your company stands for and where you are
going. Reiterate that their behavior or way of thinking is not in line
with the culture.
I like to use the analogy of a broken window in a building. If you see
a building with a broken window, it signals that no one cares about
the building or the neighborhood. However, if you fix or replace the
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window, you send a signal to the community that people care. It is
the same when you have an advisor whose actions do not align with
the core values of the organization. You have to put in the work to
“fix” — or replace — the advisor like you would the broken window.

Gary H. Schwartz, CLU® ChFC® CRPC®

Executive Vice President, North Star
Resource Group
Minneapolis, Minnesota

Securities and investment advisory services provided by CRI Securities, LLC and Securian
Financial Services, Inc., members FINRA/SIPC. North Star Resource Group, 2701 University Ave
SE, Minneapolis, MN 55414. 2387168/DOFU 1-2019
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MEASURE YOUR TEAM’S PROGRESS
TOWARD YOUR CORE VALUES
I am often quoted as saying, “Culture is what leads when
leadership is not around.” Culture is made up of expected
norms regarding behaviors and attitudes that govern the dayto-day actions in an organization. Your culture is going to make
your organization attractive to people who are aligned with it,
and it will repel individuals who aren’t aligned with it.
I would describe our culture as one of high expectations
around growth. It’s also aspirational. Everybody in our
organization has what I call a “stretched mind.” They are trying
to become more than they currently are. Your culture is set by
agreed-upon values.

HIGH-EXPECTATIONS CULTURE

Here are our four core values as an organization:
1.

Commitment to growth.

2.

Commitment to personal responsibility.

3.

Commitment to abundance.

4.

Demonstration of gratitude.

Those four values govern our behavior and also allow us to
measure the impact our culture is having on the performance of
our business. What gets measured gets accomplished. When
you set high expectations, you need to measure your progress
toward them to know how well your team and your organization
are doing.
For example, in terms of commitment to growth, we expect all
our advisors to get their CERTIFIED FINANCIAL PLANNER™
(CFP®) certification within the first five years and to continue
their advanced education. I can track that. We expect our
associate financial representatives, who are employed staff, to
get their CFP® as well. We also measure lives, which is a direct
correlation to activity in the marketplace. Regarding gratitude,
we track the amount of charitable contributions that each
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representative in our firm makes in terms of hours spent contributing
in our community. Our goal as an organization is to contribute
10,000 hours per year to charities. If you want to have a strong
culture, you need to measure the components you have built into it.
We want to make sure our new colleagues align with our culture.
The way we test for alignment is to ask questions in our interviews
that are specifically designed to see how candidates respond
to questions about our core values. For example, I might ask a
candidate what his or her first job was as a child and what he or she
did with the money. The response I get gives me a glimpse into the
candidate’s level of personal responsibility.
For a new manager who is establishing culture, I have four pieces of
advice:
1.

2.

3.

4.

To establish a strong culture, set your core values in
accordance with the values you personally hold dear, and
articulate them well. Let everyone know you expect them to
abide by those values, and hold them accountable. Measure
how well your team is doing in terms of exemplifying each
core value.

To keep your culture strong, pay attention. Look for consistent
behaviors that are obviously out of step with the culture you
want, and address them. Have the courage to part ways with
people who are out of alignment with your culture. What you
tolerate, you’ll continue to get.
Set up policies, procedures and activities that are connected
to your core values. If you can’t operationalize your core
values and defend your policies based on your core values,
then it will be difficult to define and build your culture.
Create an ideal candidate profile so you can bring in people
who are going to best fit your culture.

I’ve had individuals who have chosen to quit because of
misalignment with our core values. In one situation, we were giving
some honest feedback to one of our key contractors about her need
to grow personally in a particular area. She said, “I just don’t want to
grow. And if it’s required, then this is obviously not the organization
for me.” That has happened on numerous occasions. As a matter
of fact, another person who didn’t want to adhere to some of the
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structure we have, although he was performing well, didn’t feel like
we were a cultural fit for him. He was right. We care more about
cultural fit than production.

Leo Tucker, CLU® CLF®

Managing Partner, Northwestern Mutual
Washington, D.C.

About Northwestern Mutual

Northwestern Mutual is the marketing name for The Northwestern Mutual Life Insurance
Company, Milwaukee, WI (NM) and its subsidiaries. Leo C Tucker is an Insurance
Agent of NM. Certified Financial Planner Board of Standards Inc. owns the certification
marks CFP®, CERTIFIED FINANCIAL PLANNER™, CFP® (with plaque design) and
CFP® (with flame design) in the U.S., which it awards to individuals who successfully
complete CFP Board’s initial and ongoing certification requirements.
CA License: #0K10988
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CELEBRATE EVEN SMALL VICTORIES
WITH YOUR TEAM TO MAKE THEM
FEEL VALUED
I believe having high expectations drives behavior and
promotes strategic action. I learned this lesson firsthand when I
first entered this industry nearly 40 years ago.
When I was 23, a sales manager asked me how much money I
wanted to make. I was trying to impress him, so I said I wanted
to make $87,000 that year. That was 40 years ago, so $87,000
was a lot of money. The sales manager looked at me without
smiling and said, “Why do you think so small?”

HIGH-EXPECTATIONS CULTURE

That was a turning point in my life. His expectation drove
my behavior immediately. Having high expectations, both
personally and professionally, is critical to success.

44

When I became a manager, I wanted to have that same type
of impact. I created a slogan that said, “I will triple your income
and double your fun.” Some people wanted to make X amount
of dollars; I increased the number by three times. I told the
team, “I’m going to try to create a synergy in this organization,
but be careful of hanging out with me because you’re going
to catch the disease.” The disease is “Think big, no excuses.”
At the same time, we’re human. I know we’re not always going
to hit those high expectations, but it’s going to push us a lot
farther if we aim for them.
Along with high expectations, I believe in making people
feel valued. I’ve been in this business for 38 years, and
recognition is still the No. 1 thing our producers want. Those
of us, including me, who have been doing this for a long time
are accustomed to winning awards; we put them in boxes in
the closet. But new people don’t have boxes of awards; they
appreciate recognition. So I over-exaggerate recognition
because we all need it. It can be something as small as
someone saying, “Man, that’s a nice jacket.” Once two or three
people tell you in one day, you feel good. It’s kind of a planned
strategy.
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When something good happens to one of my advisors or to
someone close to them, they hear from me first. I use what I call
the “10-touch system,” which is my strategy to make people feel
good and valuable 10 times. Sending an email doesn’t count.
If one of my advisors does community service, participates in
an event or if one of his or her children wins a track meet, I will
congratulate the advisor first and then tell the other staff members
about it.
I don’t do long-term goals, like five years out, because I believe
things will change so much in that amount of time when it comes
to personal planning and expectations. So I break larger goals
into smaller “baby” challenges. If you focus only on a yearly goal
and then miss it by a small margin, you will feel like you lost. So
instead, focus on a weekly or monthly goal. Maybe you will lose
this week but win the next. If you can win every other week, that’s
better than winning or losing once a year. So in my team’s culture,
we talk about baby victories. I say, “We’re having baby victories
this week. Share with me your baby victory.” Before you know it,
people are sharing their victories, both big and small. We all need
victories.
When I got into management about 20 years ago, I had to
experiment with the type of culture I wanted to establish. I knew I
was hired because the organization needed change. When one
becomes a new head NFL coach, that’s generally because it is
time for the team to be “reborn” if you will. The inflection point is
upon us to transform and re-position the game plan. Like a new
coach in the NFL, I too, had to come in and try to create a distinct
culture that was constantly encouraging high expectations and
strategically design it to balance people’s personal goals with the
bottom line business objectives.
I decided I could either look at the culture and see, or I could
step into the culture and feel. I started with getting to know
people personally. The idea came from my mother, who never
went to college. She told me, “You can have all the degrees in
the world, but if you don’t have a degree of caring for people
and paying attention to them, you’ll never graduate from the real
university.”
I had my ideas, but I quickly realized it wasn’t about what I
wanted; it was about what they wanted. I am held accountable,
obviously, for corporate goals. The challenge for the “middle
person” like me is how to fulfill what the advisors need while still
meeting and exceeding corporate objectives.
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I would say, “Hey, you know what? Forget about the company
goals. Forget about the awards and the trips. Let’s just talk about
your personal goals.” I asked them to write down 21 goals they
wanted to accomplish that had nothing to do with the company. I
asked them, “What do you really want to accomplish?”
Also, I tried something a bit unorthodox in our industry: I started
sharing my own personal goals with my advisors.
What I have noticed about leaders is that we tend to talk
about ourselves — how great the company is and all the great
programs — but we don’t know anything about our people. We
don’t know if someone’s spouse is dying of cancer. We don’t
know if someone’s kid is graduating from college. It has been
my experience that if I talk about business goals and sales all
the time, I tend to lose a lot of their attention and focus. We know
people will work hard for a vision, for a statement, for a company,
but they’ll break down walls when they have a purpose and feel
valued.

Roy L. Vale, CLU®
District Manager, Farmers Insurance
San Antonio, Texas
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INCREASE YOUR EMOTIONAL
INTELLIGENCE SO CULTURE WILL LEAD
WHEN YOU’RE ABSENT
One of my favorite quotes is, “Agency culture manages when
the leader is not around.”

HIGH-EXPECTATIONS CULTURE

As a home office executive, I have been to some agencies
when the leader wasn’t there for whatever reason. Maybe he or
she was attending a conference or was on vacation. Everyone
in the agency worked just as hard as they would have if the
leader were there. They met high expectations on their own.
In organizations like this, the roles were so clearly defined that
the CEO would be present in a meeting but didn’t feel the need
to run the meeting. For this to happen, people need to be in
the right positions, highly engaged and motivated, so they run
the meeting successfully themselves. The CEO might chime
in occasionally. Everyone is empowered to own their roles in
fulfilling the company’s vision.
In an agency with a negative or unestablished culture, people
tend to think, “Oh, we don’t have to work because the leader
isn’t around.” But in a high-performing culture, it doesn’t matter
if the leader is present or not. All the pistons are firing, and
everyone wants to perform at a high level, whether or not the
leader is physically present.
The key to establishing this type of environment is for the leader
to have a high level of emotional intelligence — the ability to
recognize, understand and manage his or her own emotions
as well as the emotions of others. It is possible to increase
your emotional intelligence by managing stress and negative
emotions such as fear, expressing your thoughts and emotions
openly and clearly, being proactive instead of reactive when
dealing with difficult people and bouncing back from adversity.
As an adjunct professor at Fairleigh Dickinson College, I
teach a class on client relations and wealth management. In
the first part of the class, we explore different personalities by
completing the Myers–Briggs Type Indicator® assessment. It
is an important tool in any organization because it identifies
differing psychological preferences in how people perceive the
world around them and make decisions. It sets the foundation
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for effective leadership and the ability to establish the culture of
an organization. I also teach on the important role of emotional
intelligence in leadership.
Daniel Goleman is known as the father of emotional intelligence. In
1996, he published his bestselling book “Emotional Intelligence.”
His research showed, basically, that a CEO’s emotional intelligence
dictates the culture and the climate of his or her firm. If a leader
has high emotional intelligence — that is, high self-awareness and
social awareness and the ability to self-manage — then the firm
will be high-performing. There is also a lot of trust. When this trust
is strong, people in the organization are willing to take some risks
to get things done because they don’t feel like they are going to be
backstabbed by their leader.
On the other hand, if you have a leader with low emotional
intelligence, there is likely to be a lot of infighting, politics and
mistrust. Nothing gets done. It is the leader who forms the culture
and sets the tone.
Often, when I am coaching a new leader who is starting at an
existing firm, culture is one of the first things he or she has to turn
around. It takes a long time to change a culture, but the leader
is the catalyst in doing that. Leadership can’t be dictatorial. You
can’t be a new leader who arrives at a firm and says, “It’s my way
or the highway.” If a leader isn’t established and respected in the
office, people aren’t going to be willing to follow blindly. Having
an impressive title doesn’t give someone the license to dictate the
culture and expect others to follow automatically. The leader has to
win people over first.
When you have a leader who is low in emotional intelligence, it can
create a culture in which everyone walks on eggshells. We had a
situation like this at an agency whose manager thought he could
make progress leading with negativity. He yelled at people, berated
them and did not treat others with respect. People in the office were
complaining that it was a horrible environment. We developed a
plan for the manager to attend anger-management sessions and
leadership counseling. He committed to change but didn’t do so.
He would skip meetings with his personal coach, for example. His
production numbers were not low, but his leadership style didn’t
mesh with our value system and what we were trying to build as a
firm, so we had to let the manager go.
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This leader did not see himself as a servant leader. When leaders
see themselves as servant leaders, it helps lay the groundwork to
facilitate change in the culture. It forms a collaborative climate within
the team so they will want to do better work and begin to push the
envelope to do so. When the culture starts to shift, the office will get
to a point where it will run smoothly, even when the leader is not
there. The culture manages the office.

Greg Winsper, CLU®
Vice President, Field Development & Training,
National Life Group
Greater New York City Metro Area
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TIME FOR ACTION

HIGH-EXPECTATIONS CULTURE
In a high-expectations culture, leaders:
•

Set high expectations and hold new agents and advisors
accountable for achieving them.

•

Strengthen new advisors’ connections to the agency/firm
and to the profession.

To create a high-expectations culture in your agency
or firm:

Set expectations above
industry standards.
Use joint-work and peer
accountability groups to
reinforce high
expectations.

Provide the structure
and support new
agents and advisors
need to succeed.

Use real-life stories to help agents and advisors
understand the impact they can have on their
clients’ lives.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
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•

What opportunities are there to strengthen purpose and
passion in your culture?

•

What opportunities are there to strengthen connections
between new and experienced agents or advisors?

•

What obstacles might get in the way of new advisor
success?
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GO ON A “LISTENING TOUR” TO LET
PEOPLE KNOW THEIR CONTRIBUTIONS
MATTER
I was asked to take over this organization because the
gentleman who was running it unfortunately had to retire early.
It was delicate coming into this situation because a positive
culture was already in place. It was difficult to come in and take
over an organization whose team members were extremely
attached to the leadership. I think that can be more difficult
than taking over an organization with low performance.

HIGH-TRUST CULTURE

PART 3

During that process, one of the first things I learned was that I
needed to find out what the culture was and, if it was positive,
build on it without disrupting it. If it was not positive, then I
would take a different approach.
I learned what the existing culture looked like by going on a
“listening tour.” I talked one-on-one with everyone at all levels
of the organization. I let people know I wanted to help them
exceed their career aspirations and grow. I asked them to tell
me about themselves, and then I asked how they felt about
the current organization. I wanted to know what they saw as
positive, what challenges they saw and what they would like
to see done differently. At the end of each meeting, I asked
if there were one or two things they would do to move the
organization in a positive direction.
From those comments, I was able to compile a list of common
beliefs, attributes and measurements of success that the team
shared. I sat down with the people who were already well
respected — the “positive influencers” — and took the time
to debrief them, without names, about what I had learned.
Then we put together committees based on the feedback.
The committees addressed the top action items to propel the
organization forward. I knew people would come together and
work toward positive outcomes if they felt they had been heard,
without it being forced on them.
As a result of the listening tour, people at all levels of the
organization felt there were a mission and vision they had been
a part of creating that they could buy into and hold each other
accountable to. When you have a supportive culture, a leader
is there to guide people along the way and show them that the
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culture is being built based around their ideas. They are aware
that their contribution matters. If the culture is the opposite of
that — coming from the top down, with only a few people playing
a role in it — it doesn’t last. Everything falls apart. No one does
anything because they don’t believe their contributions matter.
The first organization I took over in Tampa was ranked 88th
out of 90 in the country. I learned that experienced financial
professionals were taking their business outside the organization
because they did not respect the leader. When they saw
that I would incorporate them into building the new culture,
they brought their business back. Eventually, we became
No. 1 in the country over three years because everyone was
working together on the same team, and everyone knew their
contributions mattered.
To have consistent and repeatable high-level results, it’s critical
there is a supportive culture in place. The culture needs to be
cohesive and aligned at all levels to include everyone, from
the newest person in the organization to the leaders and top
financial professionals. When your culture is strong and positive,
it also makes it easier to get the recruiting results you need for
your organization to grow.

Susan Cooper, M.S.M., CLU® ChFC® CFP®
RICP®
Managing Director, Prudential
East Brunswick, New Jersey

The Prudential Insurance Company of America, Newark, NJ.
1016589-00001-00
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DEVELOP YOUR LEADERS TO BE GREAT
COACHES FOR THEIR ADVISORS
Establishing a culture starts with the leader’s vision of the
desired culture he or she wants. Then the leader has to model
that culture and put it into practice. It comes down to changing
the behavior of people. Is there a common language around
this culture? Do you have a process to get people to align their
behaviors to achieve that culture?
A high-trust culture is foundational. High trust provides the
turbo charge for a laser focus on recruiting, learning and high
expectations. If people don’t trust you, they’re not going to buy
in to the learning you’re trying to instill.

HIGH-TRUST CULTURE

There are three basic steps for shaping the culture you want to
build:
1.

Create a vision of that culture.

2.

Define what that really means as far as skills and
attitudes. How will people act or think differently?

3.

Then answer the question: How do we develop those
skills and attitudes that align with the culture of the future?

This involves building a learning process that develops the
skills and shifts attitudes, and that takes more than just a
one-day workshop. If you really want to shift culture, you
must change behaviors. That doesn’t happen by sending
out a memo or giving a speech. It includes accountability to
practice, reporting on progress, plus leaders modeling and
coaching those skills and attitudes. It also requires consistently
recognizing people for using the new behaviors and keeping
the strategy alive.
In 2017, we worked with a large mutual insurance organization
that wanted to improve recruiting and retention. Retention is
critical to their bottom line results because every 1 percent
improvement in retention means an increase of $50 million
profit. To impact recruiting and retention, they wanted to create
a culture of world-class coaching.
So we began a cultural transformation in a very structured,
prescriptive way to produce world class coaches at each level
of field leadership. Leaders were trained to be incredibly strong
coaches of their people.
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The process started with a foundational one-and-a-half-day
workshop where the leaders were immersed in world-class
leadership concepts. They also explored the business case for
coaching and practiced the coaching methodology before they
coached their advisors.
Once a week for the next eight weeks, the leaders connected
with us via web meetings in small groups to share how they
coached the previous week, what happened, success stories
and the impact coaching was having on their office and culture.
Each week we introduced new leadership concepts for them to
apply with their team.
The field leaders modeled the process, using it in weekly
scheduled meetings with their people and just-in-time coaching
moments. Coaching was woven into every aspect of the
business as part of their growth mindset philosophy.
For example, they learned the communication styles of their
advisors so they could coach them in a way that honors their
unique style. We partner with Dr. Tony Alessandra, the foremost
expert on the DISC profile, which stands for Dominance,
Influence, Steadiness and Compliance. He allowed us to
customize and install our styles language on his platform to have
the credibility and validity from his 45 years of experience. Our
profile is similar to DISC with easy to recognize names such as
Talker, Doer, Controller and Supporter.
It’s inspiring to see the incredible breakthroughs leaders have
when using this strategy to build a culture of coaching and high
trust. For example, one leader told us, “I’ve never been able to
communicate with this person who’s a Controller. Now I realize
that he likes data, an agenda, structure and time to think about
things and be prepared. It’s the best weekly meeting we’ve ever
had.”
Another breakthrough happened with an agent who had been on
a 4-year plateau. After the leaders started actively coaching him,
he made fifteen sales in a month and one of those sales was the
largest premium of his career. Another example is two agents in
their early twenties. After being coached with high expectations
and a high level of trust, they sold ten life cases per month for
the next three months, putting them on track to qualify for MDRT.
A new leader we worked with was moved to a new office and
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inherited a difficult leadership situation. He was able to turn
around the culture by using this process. Afterward, he said, “It
has brought people back to the office. People are in their offices
with doors open for the first time. Communication has been
incredible. People are showing up because they want to, not
because they have to.”
Our goal is to teach leaders how to help advisors discover the
ideal plan for themselves. What we find is that people have
greater buy-in to an idea when they come up with their own plan.
This happens through great questioning by coaches to define
and execute on their purpose and passion.

Mike Esterday, CEO

Terri O’Halloran, CPC, Vice President of
Client Development
Integrity Solutions
Nashville, Tennessee
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THE KEY TO CREATING A MAGNETIC
CULTURE? FAMILY.
Before I founded Asset-Map®, I was an advisor for 15 years.
I took the technology that I built in that role, and now it is used
by more than 3,500 advisors around the world with their clients.
Asset-Map employs 16 people, and we aim to double our team
in the next year.

HIGH-TRUST CULTURE

When I helped build a financial services firm, only three of us
were in production. We had a shared appreciation for being
kind to each other and never haggling over the small stuff. We
wanted to be in business with each other over the long-run.
We genuinely liked each other. My two mentors who had just
started a partnership before I joined were adamant about two
things: doing the right thing and prioritizing family. Organically,
as we added employees, they saw that we were always mindful
of being at all our family events — every recital, ball game or
emergency. We would run at the drop of a hat for our families,
and we would take any call regardless of what was going on in
the day.
The most important reason most of us work in the first place
is to take care of our family’s goals and values and to be
supportive. That’s why we believe in putting family first. If
anything important happens with your family or is a concern,
we tell our teammates they should leave the office and take
care of them. “We will cover for you.”
That has become a cultural mantra for us. One of the things
that happened, as a result, is that employees felt comfortable
that we cared about their priorities too. They didn’t have to miss
the things that were important in their lives due to being stuck
at work. Even if something happened in the middle of the day,
they knew they could take care of their family matters.
That is the precedent we have set at Asset-Map as well.
If you want to double an organization and grow, you have to get
everybody inspired to be magnets and attract people into it.
That’s the best way to build an organization: Create something
so appealing that people want to be part of it.

56

Building a High-Performance Business | Research In Action

That is evident most often in our culture. When people are
working in their circles — either socially or with family and
friends, and even on social media — if they’re not promoting
the organization, then we’re missing out on the opportunity to
grow with like-minded people. An organization that focuses on
culture is going to try to bring in people that are like the ones
who are already on the team. The only way to find those people
is not just through outbound searching but rather by creating
attraction strategies that inspire people to join.
People will self-select to your group and say, “I want that, too.
I want to make a difference. I want to connect like a family. I
want to feel empowered by a clear vision. And I don’t want to
have constant oversight; I want to take ownership and make
decisions and contribute to an organization that appreciates
me, and I can love my work product. I want to work for an
organization that trusts me and allows me to put my family first.”
That happens only if people who are a part of your culture are
saying, “That’s my world. Wouldn’t you like to be a part of it?”
I think it’s uncommon to consider love and trust as fundamental
business values, but these are values we embody as people.
So, when we wanted to build our own business, these values
permeated through the culture and created a dynamic work
environment. In many cases, it doesn’t feel like work; it feels
like our work family. We look out for each other, support
what matters in our personal lives, and we just happen to be
physically at the office, working and generating income.
Another important element of our culture is that we trust
everyone here enough to solve problems on their own. We
recognize that people are not always going to answer them
the way leadership would, but if we empower them to act,
then productivity increases. It gives people ownership over
their projects and the decisions they’re making, as opposed to
feeling dictated to, like they are just implementing somebody
else’s vision.
If you want to promote innovation as a culture, you have to
allow people to bring ideas that might be utterly disruptive to
your process. You have to be willing to accept that there may
be a better way to do something. Sometimes, new ideas might
fail. Question the way you do everything and be open to trying
new ways — not just with the big stuff, but also at the smallest
details because that’s where incremental change happens.
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Finally, because we view each other as family, we always have
to have a good attitude and treat each other well. Just like in
a family, even if you have problems, or there are aggravations
within the organization or on the team, eventually you’re going to
forgive each other. We encourage open communication, and we
always expect our leaders to set the example. Leadership has
to be a constant example of the culture you want to create. And
that’s not always easy.

H. Adam Holt, ChFC® CFP®

Founder and CEO Asset-Map®, LLC
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
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ESTABLISH GUIDING PRINCIPLES TO
DEFINE THE RULES OF ENGAGEMENT
People who work in a positive environment are more productive
than those who operate in a chaotic, disorganized environment.
When people are happy and healthy, it shows up in the
numbers. They are more organized and better able to leverage
their strengths for the greater good. This is true both in our
home lives and in our businesses.
It is up to us as leaders to set the tone for our organization. That
means establishing and communicating well-defined rules of
engagement. This gives everyone a very clear understanding
of what we’re trying to accomplish as a team and removes
the chaos of operating under different agendas. Building trust
allows people to function at their very best instead of wasting
time by sweating the small stuff.

HIGH-TRUST CULTURE

The culture we’ve built in our region is based on our vision,
“We’re Here to Serve!” Our guiding principles and values
of integrity, passion, leadership and service help define
who we are and what we stand for. All of these combined
help us sustain a positive culture based on trust and open
communication.
My first recommendation to a new manager starting or taking
over an office is to spend time defining who you are and what
type of culture you want to create. If you had a magic wand
and could build the perfect environment for your team, what
would that look like? Then create a document around that
vision. Exposure to new ideas from industry leaders in the
GAMA Essentials of Leadership and Management course have
helped me build my own set of guiding principles.
What if you are inheriting an established team and you want
to change the culture? Rely on your current agents/advisors
to help create your vision, so they will buy-in to your new
leadership style. If your team is involved in shaping your
culture, they will see it as “ours,” not “mine” or “yours.” The
first step is brainstorming. What are the core beliefs? What
values do you stand by? Get them down on paper, finalize an
official document and communicate it regularly. These guiding
principles you adopt will be reflective of your team.
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As a leader, you need to model your values daily, live in them
and be visible to the people you are serving. If you do not
model the behaviors you preach, you cannot expect others
to follow. Living these principles yourself creates a high-trust
culture in which productivity and retention thrives because
people want to build their careers with you.
In our region, well-defined guiding principles lay a great
framework to lean on. There isn’t anything that comes up that
can’t point to one of those values. We use them frequently
in our coaching. If someone isn’t reflecting our vision and
values, we can usually remind that person of one of our nine
guiding principles to help him or her see things from a different
perspective and get back on the right path.
On a fairly regular basis, I will get a phone call from an agent
who has an issue to discuss. Maybe he ran into a client of ours
who works with a different agent, and the client expresses that
she isn’t happy with that agent. One of our guiding principles
is being part of the solution, not the problem. Keeping that
principle in mind, I will ask the agent, “What do you think
the next best step is?” Almost always, there is a long pause
because the agent knows what he or she needs to do.
Eventually, the agent will say, “I need to call the agent, let him
know what’s going on, and see if there’s a way I can help him
work through this.” I am sure that if the roles were reversed,
they would appreciate a phone call instead of being replaced
by another agent without ever hearing about the issue and
having a chance to correct it.
Another guiding principle in our organization is to solve
problems, not share them. Sometimes, an agent gets frustrated
about something and is burning up the phone lines venting to
other agents. In this case, I ask them, “What have you actively
done to solve this problem?” I remind them that we solve
problems, we don’t share them.
We have a paper copy of our vision and mission statement.
We provide a copy to all our agents, and we review it often
by handing it out at agent meetings. In the past, we used
big poster boards in our agent meetings that displayed our
message to reinforce the culture. We also use it in recruiting.
When people are considering joining our business, it’s one of
the first documents we give to them along with our company
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vision and values. It is important for recruits to have a very clear
understanding of who we are and what we stand for.
I think organizations perform at a much higher level when
the culture is shaped through design rather than by default.
Building a set of guiding principles, values and a mission,
and communicating them clearly and frequently can have a
significant impact on results.

Michelle Hubert, CLF® LUTCF®

Regional Vice President, Farm Bureau
Financial Services
Oakley, Kansas
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HOLD EVERYONE TO YOUR VALUES —
EVEN TOP PRODUCERS
If we don’t have a high-trust culture, it doesn’t matter what else
we do next. Before I entered this industry, I was once involved
in a very large-scale consumer-packaging marketing effort. A
veteran of that industry once told me something I thought was
brilliant: “All a really good package for a bad product does is
help people discover the bad product faster.”
Similarly, I would say a high-trust culture is paramount. If all
you’ve done is create great packaging around something that
isn’t high-trust, high-integrity, and frankly high-recognition, you
are not likely to have a high-performing business. If you don’t
have a high-trust culture, none of the rest of it matters because
your clients and advisors will quickly realize you don’t have
integrity, and they’ll move on. That is the foundation of what we
do and how we do it.

HIGH-TRUST CULTURE

To maintain integrity and build trust around everything we do,
we live by our five values, which form the acronym DEEDS:
D — Do the Right Thing.
E — Elevate Community.
E — Embrace Teamwork.
D — Drive Improvement.
S — Solve the Problem.
These five values have become our criteria for evaluating
performance.
From a practical standpoint, how do you know if your company
values are real? It’s easy — people are acting on them with
others in the company and with their clients. People who don’t
reflect the values aren’t let in or aren’t allowed to stay. In these
two ways, you can see your company values in action.
For the most part, it is readily apparent when someone’s
actions don’t reflect these values. This applies to everyone,
not just new agents. If you have a top producer who does not
personify the values of your business, that person can diminish
your culture, regardless of how much he or she produces.
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Several years ago, we had a top producer who demonstrated
our values with his clients but not with the other people in the
office. We told him, “Look, you can’t treat our staff that way.
You can’t treat other agents and advisors that way just because
you’re a top producer.” We had to remove him from our offices.
He was able to stay in his own location by himself with his own
team, but he could no longer be part of our community because
he didn’t elevate the community. Also, he had to come up
with his own brand. Because he did not reflect our values with
everyone, we no longer allowed him to use our agency’s name.
In our organization, whenever something goes wrong, we
coordinate together and ask, “Gosh, I wonder what it is about
that staff person or that agent or advisor that’s throwing us
off here.” We will go through the five values and will find the
answer. We realize that someone was not solving a problem; he
or she was just handing the problem off to someone else and
saying, “That’s not my responsibility.” Even if that advisor isn’t
the person who can solve the problem, he or she can certainly
take the time to find the person who can.
Values show up in a practical way — sometimes subtly and
sometimes dramatically. Now we have incorporated our values
into our recruitment criteria. When we interview people, we
assess them against our values and rate them during the
interviewing process so we can try to avoid culture clashes.

Eric McDermott, CFP® ChFC® CLU®
Managing Partner, Pacific Advisors
Claremont, California CA

Insurance License # 0G88182, Eric McDermott is a Registered Representative and Financial Advisor
of Park Avenue Securities LLC (PAS). OSJ: 3585 Maple St Ste 140, Ventura, CA 93003, 909-399-1100.
Securities products and advisory services offered through PAS, member FINRA, SIPC. Financial
Representative of The Guardian Life Insurance Company of America (Guardian), New York, NY.
PAS is an indirect, wholly-owned subsidiary of Guardian. Pacific Advisors, LLC is not an affiliate or
subsidiary of PAS or Guardian. Insurance Products offered through One Pacific Financial & Insurance
Solutions LLC, a
DBA of Pacific Advisors, LLC. Pacific Advisors, LLC is not a registered investment advisor. 201972800 Exp. 01/21
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DEVELOP AN ADVISOR-CENTRIC
CULTURE WITH NO TRADITIONAL SALES
MANAGERS
One way you can tell whether or not your culture is contributing
to your performance is to look at your retention. If your advisors,
staff members and leadership team are staying with you, that is
certainly a good indicator that you have a very solid culture.

HIGH-TRUST CULTURE

Retention is still a sore spot for all leaders in our industry right
now. We are trying to change that by shifting from traditional
sales managers to functional managers in our firm. This helps
because we don’t have people who are trying to protect just
their individual units. Our leaders in this organization are all
paid salaries with a significant bonus opportunity, based
primarily on how the entire firm does versus how their unit
performs. There is a small individual bonus component that
measures their specific results, but two-thirds of their bonus is
based on how the firm performs.
Without a focus on individual units, everybody has a mentality
of interdependence. We need to make everybody better in all
areas. This has allowed us to improve retention and improve
the productivity of the advisors we are serving. Our results
prove that. We’ve had tremendous horizontal and vertical
growth at 1847 Financial (Penn Mutual was established in 1847;
that is the basis of our company name). We have been named
one of the best places to work in Pennsylvania for the seven
years we have been in existence. I think this is an excellent
indicator that our culture is working.
When I took over this firm in 2011, we were ranked in last place
in production, 21st out of 21 in the company. We set a goal to
become the top-ranked firm in the Penn Mutual enterprise and
we achieved that goal in only three years. Seven years later we
are still ranked first out of 26 firms. We achieved this goal by
developing an advisor-centric culture based on mutual trust.
Advisors have a choice where they do business every day,
and if we aren’t earning their business, they are going to go
somewhere else. The hard work we do at the firm each day
is on behalf of the entire team, which includes our advisors,
clients, staff and leadership team.
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I am a graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy. In the military,
organizational charts are top-down, command and control.
That type of structure is needed in the military. But in the
financial services business, it could be a hindrance. I wanted
an organization that relied on the interdependence of the entire
team — an environment in which we all need each other to be
successful. We need the advisors and the advisors need us.
During one of our management meetings early in the process,
we were trying to define our team via an organizational chart. I
said I wanted our organization to be in the shape of a sphere,
not the conventional top-down structure with leaders at the top.
I stopped for a second and said, “I want a beach ball,” and
everybody laughed. But it stuck and it took on a life of its own.
The beach ball remains our organizational chart today. We
have it displayed on my desk; everyone in the company has
signed it as a commitment to each other. The sphere shape is
an illustration that we are all interdependent upon each other.
We all have a sense of responsibility and accountability to each
other. It is this nontraditional thinking that put us on the right
path.
We ask all staff and advisors, “What does a great life look like
for you in three years? If we could accomplish your definition
of what a great life looks like in three years, would that be
something you’d be willing to support?” It’s not my plan. It’s
not what my great life looks like, it’s theirs. Each answer is
absolutely unique to every single person you ask. For the
advisors, especially, if they can put that personal vision into
words and document it, then, as a leadership team, we can
help them strategically on how to get that done.
It is not just about business. We don’t ask what a great
business looks like in three years. We ask people what a great
life looks like in three years. What does that mean from a
community standpoint, a spiritual standpoint, health, business
and family? When people are willing to share those plans with
us, it makes it a heck of a lot easier to partner with them toward
accomplishing their vision. This is nontraditional thinking, a little
unique, but it has certainly worked out very well for us.
Some people who were a part of the firm when I started were
not doing very well in business.
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The firm was not in a good place. But we didn’t try to come in
and force our changes on them. We decided we would start
with new people and build a new culture. If advisors who were
already here wanted to participate in the new culture, terrific. If
not, that was OK, too.
I’m a big believer in Ronald Reagan’s mantra to “trust, but
verify.” I trust people implicitly and inherently; it’s just who I am.
Sometimes that philosophy burns me, but most times, it has
been very good advice to lean on. When I came on board here,
I gave people a chance. Some of them clearly weren’t going to
be able to participate at the level we needed them to so we had
to make changes. But we didn’t come in and make wholesale
changes at the beginning. We took our time with a strong
listening tour.
Interestingly enough, the existing advisors who stayed
completely supported us and encouraged what we were
building. Their skepticism diminished when they realized we
were demanding excellence and had high expectations. They
realized that we were going to do this together and that we
trusted each other to do the right thing. We were all going to roll
up our sleeves and make everyone’s lives better.
All of these changes didn’t happen at once. Our philosophy
was to keep things simple: We started with a couple of
goals towards our much bigger vison. Keeping strategies
uncomplicated helped advisors and leaders implement them.
Visions that are simple and practical tend to be sustainable.

James J. Meehan, M.S.M.
Managing Partner, 1847 Financial
Conshohocken, Pennsylvania

2386466RM-Jan21
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ASK FOR CONSTANT FEEDBACK TO
INCREASE LOYALTY AND RETENTION
If you’re trying to identify what your culture is, or how well it’s
working, the first place to start is by asking the people who are
part of it. I should know: I started with Prudential 19 years ago
and have taken the White Plains Agency from 38th out of 48
agencies to No. 1 this past year. (I am also a third-generation
Prudential manager — a nice testament to Prudential’s cultural
emphasis on retention.)
When I started with this agency, I walked in and started asking
a lot of questions. I asked what financial professionals liked and
disliked about their jobs and what they thought we should do
differently. I continue to meet with my financial professionals
quarterly and ask them what they think about the state of the
agency and what we could be doing better.

HIGH-TRUST CULTURE

Getting feedback helps identify not just what I think the
culture is, but how others perceive it. You could think one
thing and feel good about it, but if your financial professionals
or management team think something completely different,
there isn’t going to be alignment. I stay as close to the sales
people as I can to get their immediate reactions and feedback,
especially when things aren’t going well. That’s how I find out if
our culture might be going off track.
When people see that you genuinely value their opinions,
it leads to trust and loyalty, which leads to retention. When
people are happy and feel like they are working in an
environment in line with their values, they want to stay on
board. They know they are contributing to the goals of the
entire organization while also meeting their own goals. There’s
a culture of one vision, and everyone is driving toward the
same types of results.
What works for our organization is that we have a familyfocused, high-accountability culture. We focus on the people
first. We know how to get the business, and we know how to be
successful, but when people feel like they are part of a family
that cares about more than just numbers, they are more likely to
be successful and stay. They will push through those hard days
and come back and go at it again.
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When we are recruiting, we talk about the fact that this is not
an easy business. However, if on the hard days you love where
you come to work every day because there’s a culture where
you feel supported and cared about, you’re going to power
through those hard days.
A great testament to that culture happened late last year when
I started getting phone calls from some of my senior financial
professionals asking if anyone needed help closing business;
they wanted to help us win the trophy as an organization.
Instead of being interested in just their own business, they
wanted to help the entire agency. That’s really, really special,
and we got there thanks to our great, family-focused culture
and our work environment that constantly welcomes feedback.
It ensures everyone is driving toward the same objectives.

Stephanie Rivas, ChFC® CLU® LUTCF®
Managing Director, Prudential
White Plains, New York

The Prudential Insurance Company of America, Newark, NJ.
1016588-00001-00
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FLIP YOUR ORG CHART UPSIDE DOWN
I believe that culture is everything in an organization. It
completely trumps business plans, mission statements, value
statements and vision statements. All of that is great, but
without the right culture, it doesn’t really matter. I can’t tell you
exactly in dollars and cents, in a measurable way, what culture
has given us in GDCs or FYCs. But sure as I’m sitting here, I
can tell you that without the culture, there’s no way we would
have achieved the level of success that we have achieved and
will continue to achieve.

HIGH-TRUST CULTURE

Our culture is about family, teamwork, caring and respect. Our
purpose, which we discuss often, is that we change people’s
lives. The lives I’m changing are those of my managers, my
administrative team and my advisors. Those are the people I
work for. I work for everyone else in the organization; they don’t
work for me. When you look at most org charts, the CEO’s or
president’s name is at the top, and then the people who report
to them are listed below their names. We have flipped that
upside down. I am at the bottom of the org chart. Our clients
are at the top.
If you’re at home telling your spouse, children, parents and
siblings that you love them, you believe in them and you’re
proud of them, why can’t you have a work environment where
you tell your colleagues the same thing? That’s something that
we do on a daily basis here. We really run our organization
like a family. So I came up with a concept we call “3,4,5.” The
number 3 represents the three words in any language that
resonate more than any others: “I love you.” The number 4
represents the powerful words “I believe in you.” And the 5
represents another powerful phrase: “I am proud of you.”
When people in our organization send me texts, they will end
their messages with 3, 4, 5. I do the same.
We have an open-door policy. We don’t close our doors. We
want people to have access to us when they need us the
most. Also, our management team is very transparent. We’ve
had a lot of changes going from MetLife to MassMutual.
We have always kept everyone in our firm informed about
what’s happening and why. People might not always like the
information they receive, and they might not always agree with
our decisions. But everybody respects that we are transparent.
Transparency creates trust.
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Being genuinely interested in everyone you work with and their
families also creates trust and loyalty. When I was a brandnew manager, we had an advisor named David who was quite
ornery. The former manager didn’t treat David well. When I got
promoted, David often came in to meet with me and told me how
unhappy he was about the way he had been treated. Then one
day, at our holiday party, which we invited spouses to attend, I
met his wife, Randi.
The next time David came into my office, he was angry about
something. He came in like guns ablazing. As usual, he wanted
to complain to me about something. I said, “David, by the way,
how is Randi?”
David became quiet. He couldn’t believe I remembered his
wife’s name. After that, he never again came into my office
to complain. That was 15 years ago, and to this day, he is so
appreciative of the fact that I took the time to remember his
wife’s name and to ask how she was doing.
When I started in 2005, it was just me and one sales manager.
Over the years, I started to build out my leadership team. And,
that’s really my Blue Ocean. My differentiation is my team. We
now have more than 20 people on the leadership team. They
each have their own unique responsibilities and roles and are
helping our advisors every single day to build their businesses to
the level of success that they would like to reach. And I’m proud
of that.

Frank Scalese, LUTCF®, General Agent
Tracey Bianco, Marketing Director
Blue Ocean Wealth Solutions
East Hills, New York

Local firms are sales offices of Massachusetts Mutual Life Insurance Company (MassMutual), and are not subsidiaries of MassMutual or its affiliated companies. Securities
and investment advisory services offered through qualified registered representatives of
MML Investors Services, LLC. Member SIPC. [2200 Northern Boulevard, Suite 200, East
Hills, NY 11548. 516-686-7000] CRN202101-242322
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CONNECT VALUES WITH EXECUTION

HIGH-TRUST CULTURE

Measuring something intangible, like culture, can easily fall
to the bottom of a firm’s to-do list. There are teams who think
up high in the clouds with vision & strategy with mediocre
execution and others who think at the execution level without
much reference back to the vision & strategy. Neither of the
teams are doomed and if you get selection just right, you can
even find success. However, there is nothing like the magic
that happens when you have a team that was built on a strong
foundation of values executing on a vision that was built based
on those values.
A critical step in creating a values-based culture is to connect
the organizational vision to some core values. This step is up
to the leader to initiate and drive to completion. While this can
get extremely over-complicated and lead to meetings about
meetings, I encourage you not to overthink it. Start small. For
instance, if one of your core values is that every client deserves
a plan, then the strategy should support developing a process
and the team to conduct thorough, needs-based fact finding
that leads to a well-rounded plan. Then in daily practice the
action that backs up these values will solidify the belief in
your culture. In this case, maybe you ask to review the plan
created for each closing appointment and periodically audit
those. Some of the actions you take can be fun and exciting,
maybe you give prizes for plans. The more fun you have with
inspecting, the easier it will be to get all the advisors in the
firm on board. Simple contests like a gift card for a “plan of the
week” with a quick lesson on why you picked that plan can set
the tone for the importance of that value in your culture.
No one will ever master the process of connecting daily
execution with values because it evolves just as quickly as your
team does. In times of growth, it is important to restate the core
values often and continue to ask for additions or if there are
any objections to the values. This is one of those things that,
even as a millennial, I do not recommend doing by email. It is
important to do these in a face-to-face setting so that you can
see the facial expressions of the people on your team. These
ticks and eye brow raises can be a hidden thread of discontent
or a sign of misalignment on your team. Any time I uncovered
something that seemed off as I reviewed our team values,
I addressed them in a one-on-one meeting sometime later
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that week. This process of gathering feedback based on our
values has uncovered some important individual struggles and
cultural challenges and has always been worth the investment in
leadership capital.
Our recruiting process also focuses on connecting our values to
the right candidates. When we are recruiting we have a system
where we look at specific milestones and ask questions that
allow us to connect day-to-day execution and the candidate’s
strengths with our core values. We carefully assess if their values
will align with ours as one of the most important measures of fit.
This creates an engaged culture because operating on shared
values solidifies trust in people and drives higher performance if
they feel like they are executing on those values.
As with anything that’s really worth it, there will be sacrifices, and
some people will thrive, and some will opt out. The people who
opt out do so in different ways. Some are willing to see it and
are very open with you that they no longer fit while others will
decide to stay and hate. I’ve found that those who stay and hate
are typically the ones who are more ego driven. As I reinforce
the values of our culture in our meetings I encourage the open
dialogue if a team member wonders whether they are a fit
because as a leader it is up to me to protect the culture. We may
find that there are some ways we can move forward, or we may
find that there’s a better fit elsewhere, but having the dialogue is
productive. What I don’t leave as an option on the table is to stay
and hate.
To truly achieve top performance with a high-trust culture,
there is no room for ego or entitlement. A sense of entitlement
can create a lack of trust within even the strongest cultures.
As a leader it’s important to find ways to break down ego and
entitlement. You must be willing to ego check from time to time.
One of my most common checks is: “This isn’t about you. It’s
about the beneficiaries who, 15 years from now, are going to be
relying on you to carry out whatever their parents’ wishes were.”
This is a short and sweet way to check ego, reduce self-pity or
victimization, and motivate team members to find a way to move
forward. The same attempt could be made by imploring them
to call more people, prospect more or work harder. When you
frame the coaching moment in a way that pulls to a core value,
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people have a hard time objecting, and you get a much more
immediate response. With young teams you’ll have to do a lot
of the heavy lifting with this, but as the team matures their peers
take over and correct the culture faster than we as leaders ever
could. This is where the magic happens.

Meghan Wilke
Director, Advisor Development,
Mutual of Omaha Advisors
Omaha, Nebraska
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TIME FOR ACTION

HIGH-TRUST CULTURE
In a high-trust culture, leaders:
•

Act with integrity.

•

Acknowledge the contributions and expertise of top
performers.

To create a high-trust culture in your agency or firm:

Provide recognition that is
meaningful and personal.
Involve top performers in
discussing the direction of
the agency or firm.

Provide top
performers with
support appropriate
to their level of
achievement.

Keep your word, even when it is difficult to do so.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
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•

How often do you solicit feedback from your agents or
advisors?

•

What opportunities are there to make top performers feel
more like business partners?

•

What can you do to strengthen trust between agents/
advisors and the leadership team?
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PROVIDE RESOURCES FOR ADVISORS TO
ACHIEVE LICENSES AND DESIGNATIONS
The fundamental values of our organization are growth,
integrity, mutual respect, passion and leadership. One of the
key values of integrity shows up a lot as it relates to the type
of work we do for our clients. We have established a culture of
wanting to make sure we do the right thing for our clients and
making sure we grow personally so that we can serve them
better.

HIGH-IMPACT LEARNING CULTURE

PART 4

For the past seven years, we have run a program we call
“Elevate Your Foundation.” If any of our advisors have
questions about pursuing continuing education toward licenses
and designations, we have answers and resources for them.
As soon as advisors join our firm, we lay out a clear path for
them regarding the licensing and credentials we expect them
to complete. We give them the time frame and framework we’d
like them to follow, and then we put in systems to help them
achieve those goals. We have built IRPs, which stands for
Intensive Review Programs. For example, we will host a twoday class for advisors to attend that will help them prepare for
the series 6 or series 7.
We look at the calendar to figure out the times of the year when
we can have the most people participating. Then we present
the class to them as, “This is meant to help you push your
education forward. You will have to do a lot of work personally,
but we want to support you in your growth, and here’s one of
the resources we are offering you.”
Whereas most advisors have to self-study for these licenses,
we bring in a professor who knows the content and will teach
it for a couple days. We create an environment similar to a
college class. The advisors can ask subject-matter experts
questions about the tests.
We believe all our advisors should get the Certified Financial
Planner™ (CFP®) designation. It’s one of the best ways for
them to show up in the marketplace. As a result of that belief,
18 months ago, we started a program for advisors to help them
become CFPs. Over the course of two years, they complete a
number of review programs on the various classes they need.
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We basically provide a tailwind that makes it easier for them to
obtain that designation.
We partner with the American College in Pennsylvania. We
bring the professors up here to teach our classes. Most of the
time, the people who are teaching our advisors the material are
the people who wrote the exam for the CFP designation.
This helps us culturally because our advisors are learning
together, asking questions together and going through the
same experience together. Relationships are formed as a
result. Idea sharing happens when questions are asked and
specific client scenarios are brought up. We believe it’s a really
good use of time, even though it does bring our advisors out of
the business for a day or two.
We don’t want to be solely a sales culture. We want to be a
planning and advisory firm. When we initially communicated
that message, we discovered some negative water-cooler
chatter. Advisors were saying, “Oh my gosh, we’re not going to
do anything fun anymore because sales aren’t important.” But
that wasn’t the message at all. So we reframed the message to
say, “Sales are really important. Without sales, we’re not having
any impact. Every life insurance policy we sell is a problem
solved for people.” That is the theme we are driving through to
our leadership teams.
One practical pivot we made to reinforce this theme is that we
have shifted the culture over the past few years from rewarding
advisors for sales to rewarding them for activity. We believe the
activity will drive sales.
A lot of candidates we interview respond well when we talk
about professional designations and continuing their learning.
They feel better about coming into this industry if they know
they will receive training. Also, they love the idea of having
letters after their names because designations carry a lot of
weight in our industry. When advisors can show clients that
they have some letters after their names, it indicates expertise
in their field.

Michael C. Doolittle, CLU® CLF® RICP®
Chief Development Officer, Dodd Network Office,
Northwestern Mutual
East Syracuse, New York
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HAVE ADVISORS IDENTIFY KNOWLEDGE
GAPS, AND ADDRESS THEM WITH PILOT
PROJECTS
When there is a performance gap between where your
organization is at and where you’d like your organization to be,
we all have access to very good strategic planning tools. The
difference between recognizing the gap and bridging the gap
lies in introducing change and getting advisors and staff to buy
into the steps necessary to achieve the desired results. I have
always believed that leadership is about creating a compelling
vision of the future and, in doing so, inspire and motivate others
to join in for the journey.

HIGH-IMPACT LEARNING CULTURE

Our team decided that a key component of any highperforming organization is to create and foster a culture of
continuous learning and growth. We believe that personal
growth, meaning and purpose in what we do and being part of
something that is greater than any one of us will differentiate
our firm in a highly competitive marketplace. Our leadership
team designed a plan to get everyone in the organization to
want to be a continuous learner by making it be about them as
opposed to forcing it upon them.
Every year, we take time to analyze whether the forces that
can influence our business will have an impact on our strategic
vision. Acknowledging that we exist to empower those who
have chosen to assist others in achieving their financial goals,
creating a feedback loop with our customer is of paramount
importance. We put in place an annual process of asking our
advisors to complete a survey to establish benchmarks for their
own practices and to give feedback about the direction of the
company. If we are going to define a five- or 10-year strategic
direction, it is very important that all the stakeholders in the
process have an opportunity to be heard. They need to have a
part in the messaging so they will take personal ownership and
believe in it. It is very much a consensus approach.
The survey we send out also allows advisors to come up with
a gap analysis outlining where they would like to improve
and what the best medium would be to achieve these
improvements. We ask them about all facets of their business,
such as how they rate themselves and what knowledge, skills
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or traits they need to improve to take their businesses to the next
level. Based on the collective feedback we receive, we come
up with actions to enhance the knowledge base and skills that
advisors identified. For example, we will hold training meetings
with an outside professional or conduct inside study groups.
I think this step helps us, as leaders, revisit our mission, core
vision and values. We need to follow the principles we have
established. I can’t get up there every year and give a State of
the Union address that says, “This is who I am, and this is who
we are,” and not act in ways that back it up. For example, if I say
we are an organization that believes in continuous learning, but
I don’t do things to foster personal growth and development and
create opportunities for our agents to learn, there is a major gap
in the message because it isn’t backed up by action. The survey
allows us to take action, and it creates confidence in the process
and credibility.
The other part of our planning methodology is a process by
which the advisors define their goals — where they want their
businesses to be. We can then break down what they believe is
preventing them from getting there. It opens a focused dialogue
about what is hindering their success and whether they are facing
a critical roadblock or just a perceived barrier. In turn, we can
really dig into what type of help we can provide.
The survey allows us to consult with our more experienced and
successful advisors and keep a finger on the pulse of where we
need improvements. It leads to in-depth discussions where we
learn about what we can do to help them and what they feel is
important in the onboarding and training of new advisors. New
reps can then get training and development based on what
comes out of the survey feedback from the veteran advisors. We
want the new advisors to follow the playbook. Once they start to
grow, then we build personalized and customized training and
growth plans.
Based on the collective feedback we receive from the surveys,
we will bring in study materials and facilitate a weekly class for
everyone. A common request lately is that our advisors want to
do fee-based investment advisory work.
In addition to training that advisors request, there are topics we,
as a management team, want to introduce to the firm. Instead
of mandating that everyone must participate in this training, we
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conduct small pilot programs with a few advisors we choose
to participate. I have always believed in the pull approach of
leadership, as opposed to the push approach. I’ve never been
about imposing my will on someone else. What I want to do is
create some excitement and enthusiasm about something that
advisors will want to be a part of on their own, as opposed to my
trying to push on them.
For example, we are doing a pilot program right now with a new
teaming construct. The idea is that if we can get a small group
of people to participate in this small innovation lab, hopefully the
outcome is that they get incredible results. Then other advisors
will ask them, “What are you doing differently, and how did you
improve so much from the previous year?”

Jeff Golan, ChFC CLF CLU
Regional Managing Director, Southern California Business
Center, Principal Financial Group®
Costa Mesa, California
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ADOPT A GROWTH MINDSET, AND
MAKE LEARNING A TOP PRIORITY
When you are building a new organization, the most important
element in the scaling-up phase is discovering your culture and
setting up systems. You need systems to reinforce the culture.
Some of the most effective strategies we’ve employed were the
wackiest. To really move a culture or to reinforce a culture, you
need some wacky systems because people embrace them and
talk about them.
The company was growing so fast that hiring couldn’t keep up.
So we had to develop our own people. To build and reinforce
a learning culture, we hired the School of Rock to teach Rock
Bands in all of our offices. Our team members could volunteer
to play the drums, the guitar, the bass, keyboard or sing. They
were coached in groups of five. At the end of every year, we
had a huge battle of the bands event and invited 1,000 clients.
It was super fun and wacky, and it really reinforced the value of
learning.

HIGH-IMPACT LEARNING CULTURE

We were trying to send a signal that learning was important.
Your manager has to make time for you to learn, and you have
to make time for yourself to learn. For the battle of the bands,
each band comes up with its band name. One of the bands,
in their conversation about band names, was interrupted by
the head of technology, who said, “We’re doing a software
upgrade right now. Could you please stop messing around?
This is urgent.”
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One of the guys replied, “I don’t understand. Which is my
priority?”
The manager said, “This is not your highest priority. Come do
the software upgrade.”
So the band chose the name This Is Not My Highest Priority,
and it made the cover of Inc. magazine.
You have to send the signal loud and clear. If you want learning
to be a core value, you have to let it be a priority. Values are
best reflected on your calendar. Are we making time for people
to go to training, to go to learning, or not?

Building a High-Performance Business | Research In Action

My executive assistant, Bridget, told me she always wanted
to have a career in human resources. Also, she had always
wanted to learn to play the drums. So Bridget got to learn
to play the drums. Once we started our Rock Band activity,
she remembered that it takes practice and coaching. She
remembered that it’s a team sport. And today, she is running
human resources at a tech company. Bridget will tell you that
our Rock Band activity shook her out of a career rut. We like to
think this happened a few times because we reminded people
to learn.
We didn’t mandate participation in a band; people opted in.
But I have been learning a lot about the growth mindset, and I
have learned that if you create an initiative and people resist it,
that’s a red flag. If people say, “I’m not musically inclined” or “I
can’t do math” or “I’m not a salesperson,” that is an indication
that they do not have a growth mindset, which is essential for
success. When we hear that kind of negative pushback, that’s a
great time to encourage people to question their assumptions,
the stories they tell themselves and their fixed beliefs. Some
of the best salespeople I’ve ever had said, “I’m not a great
salesperson. I don’t do sales.” But then they learn that it’s a
skill, like any other.
The growth mindset requires that we learn to learn. Do you
have a mindset that’s stopping you from learning a new thing?
My current company is called Circles. I believe that we learn
better in circles than we do in rows. We try to make it easy
for people to help each other learn in peer groups. One of
the reasons I have spent time in financial services is because
while many people in this industry might be less far ahead
technically, they are very far ahead in terms of peer learning.
GAMA as an organization is about peer learning. There is a
culture of study groups. At the LAMP conference, every Hall
of Famer stands up and thanks his study-group members
by name, one by one. I am very interested in this industry
because I think there is an opportunity to use study groups,
and the culture of small teams, to address some of the most
commercial challenges such as new-agent churn, recruiting
and appealing to a new generation.
One of the things I have observed in growing a learning
culture is that the only thing that ever worked was selfdirected learning. Taking the sales team on the third day of the
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President’s Club weekend to listen to an inspirational speaker
for four hours didn’t work. It’s much more effective if people
become inspired to work on their own, whether it is computer
skills, selling skills or learning a new language. The company
can help by connecting them with peers to learn with. We take
the friction out of the system. That works.
Leaders often have a training agenda. But it has to be your
people’s training agenda. And luckily, thanks to technology,
that can be personalized. We have all the world’s content
available out there, and we can connect over video to great
teachers. But it really starts with fanning the flame for your
people.
Sit down and learn. You can learn to be a better presenter. You
can learn to be a better communicator. You can learn to tell
stories. You can learn to ask good questions. You can become
a top salesperson. You can make $430,000 a year instead of
$43,000 a year by finding approaches that really work and
sharing them with clients.

Dan Hoffman
Founder, Circles Learning Labs, Inc.
Brooklyn, New York

82

Building a High-Performance Business | Research In Action

ADOPT A DIGITAL MINDSET
How many times each day do we touch our phones? You know,
skimming, scanning and scrolling through?
More than 2,000 times — each day.
Think about that for a minute. Basically, we’re addicted to a
device we didn’t even know we needed a decade ago. We’re
captivated by it. Distracted by it. And we’re incredibly anxious
without it.
The phone has transformed our customers and clients into
digitally savvy consumers. They don’t think twice about using
their mobile devices to shop, pay bills, track their steps
and track their kids. They have favorite apps for seemingly
everything — using them to get worked up (there are 330,000+
fitness apps) and calm back down (The meditation app Calm
was Apple’s app of the year in 2017). The list goes on.

HIGH-IMPACT LEARNING CULTURE

Everything is advancing so fast, it’s tough to keep pace,
much less get ahead. That’s especially true in the financial
and insurance arenas, which are being disrupted not just by
mobile technology, but by emotion analytics, AI and charming
chatbots. People have always talked about lifelong learning
in these industries, but today, that is not just a cliché; it is a
mandate.
To be a leader in a digital age, you must become a digitally
savvy leader. You can’t just outsource this to Zach or Sara
down the hall. To stay competitive, you must embrace a culture
of constant learning.
The challenge: Doing the work needed to adopt digital
mindsets and skillsets is the kind of stuff that sounds good. But
too often ends up in the “to-do-next-year” pile. That can’t last.
No leader today can afford the luxury of procrastination. The
time is now to embrace these core mandates:
1.

Make every touchpoint matter. Today’s customers
expect every business interaction to be mobile, custom,
fast and easy. And engaging, social, informal and even
inspiring. Digital is not just about tech and trends. It’s
about creating amazing customer experiences.

Building a High-Performance Business | Research In Action

83

2.

Think connections, not commercials. Cold calling is 0.3
percent. It’s time to rethink old-school approaches that no
longer work. We don’t mean you should add a little social
media content marketing to your sales mix. Posting isn’t
prospecting. We’re talking about embracing full on gamebased competition, tracking and rewards to get more leads,
get more meetings and get more done.

3.

Communicate with power, clarity and impact. The
average professional gets 147 emails every day and reads
most of them from their phones. No wonder we delete
so many without opening them. To break through the
noise, you’ve got to embrace SOS: short, organized and
skimmable approaches. This takes training. In the old days,
you taught teams how to talk on the phone. Today you need
to teach them how to write for the phone.

4.

Tell more powerful micro stories. Our brains are wired

for stories — but telling memorable, engaging ones is
becoming a lost art. Make this the year you embrace micro
storytelling — and create short, compelling stories that
answer: 1) why you should do business with my company
and 2) why you should do business with me. Don’t tell me
what you do. Tell me what you love about what you do and
what that means for me.

All of us have had the experience, especially in sales, of standing
awkwardly by the shrimp bar at a networking event. And no one
wants to spend hours calling prospects who never answer the
phone. Why not embrace new business approaches (especially
in sales) that are both more fun and more effective?
Here’s a quick example: I’ve been working with a great team
of financial advisors who were all excited about learning to use
LinkedIn to get more sales appointments (OK, the head guy was
a little dubious at first.) After going through training and landing
some new clients, he said he had an epiphany:
“I realized my team members can go home, put their kids to
bed, get in their groups on LinkedIn and have some great
conversations. They end up with more leads than they can get by
spending hours at a Chamber event. It’s a real eye-opener.”
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Once you see the benefits of a digital approach, there’s no going
back. It’s time to move from reluctance to relevance. That takes a
willingness to learn how to communicate, sell — and especially,
to lead — in a digital age.

Debra Jasper, Ph.D.
Founder and CEO, Mindset Digital
Columbus, Ohio
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ENCOURAGE EVERY AGENT TO BECOME
AN EXPERT IN ONE SPECIALTY
Every advisor and leader in our industry needs to be thinking
about improving his or her intellectual skills every day. People
inherently have a thirst for knowledge and a desire to connect
the dots. I think learning and striving to improve every day is
one of the most important things you can do to improve your
skills. Eventually, you will become an expert at what you do.
When you’re recruiting, look for people who will run with an
idea, latch onto it, research it, apply it and turn it into ROI. You
don’t want to be pulling people along or pushing them up the
hill. You want them to be pulling you. We look for two traits
when we recruit: a good attitude and a desire to grow.
New agents have a clean slate — they don’t know what they
don’t know. They tend to be open minded, which makes
learning easier than it is for people who already have a lot
of experience. If you can give them one main idea and say,
“Here’s the subject matter you want to expand your learning on
each day,” their level of expertise will explode.

HIGH-IMPACT LEARNING CULTURE

For example, if an agent wants to become an expert in life
insurance, he or she needs to be reading something about life
insurance every day — watching YouTube videos, listening to
podcasts, reading industry articles and having a discussion
with a partner every day. Agents need to devote at least a half
an hour, if not an hour, to learning about one dedicated topic
every day.
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As the old saying goes, “With a year of learning, you’ll become
the expert in your field.” Whether you live and work in a town
like mine, with a population of 100,000, or you’re in a city of
millions, you can be the expert because most other people
won’t put that level of dedication and time into one specific
topic.
Recently, I asked an agent what he would like to focus on
in his business, and he said business insurance. I replied,
“That’s great because our industry is moving toward business
insurance, whether it’s property and casualty or life. It’s one of
the biggest doors to getting business. It’s a money machine.
Now, let’s narrow down your focus.”
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I asked the agent to choose a specialty within the scope
of business insurance — maybe automotive or restaurant
insurance. I told him he needs to learn everything he can within
that specialty by reading the trade publications every day,
participating in company-sponsored education and watching
training videos.
That agent took that advice. As a result, he went from selling
no business insurance for his carrier to being one of the top
agents in his carrier’s system in less than one year. When you
know significantly more than the people you are talking to, it
allows you to speak with confidence and establish yourself as
an expert and authority.
If leaders follow this strategy with every single producer, it
can lead to a high-impact learning culture and a huge impact
on your agency’s ability to serve your clients. Whether you
are working with a few people, 20 or even 200, encourage
every one of them to excel in their areas of interest. Be a great
steward of your team’s talents when you have only a few team
members, and continue to do so, regardless of how many
people you work with. If you can’t create or manage something
when the amounts are small, there’s no way to do it when the
amounts get bigger. I think that’s a great philosophy, and I
learned it early in my career.

Troy Korsgaden
President and Consultant, Korsgaden International
Visalia, California
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TIME FOR ACTION

HIGH-IMPACT LEARNING CULTURE
In a high-impact learning culture, leaders:
•

Seek out and become early adopters of new ideas.

•

Emphasize the positive aspects of risk taking

•

Overcome barriers.

To create a high-impact learning culture in your agency or
firm:

?

Identify and address the
operational and cultural
barriers that get in the way
of new ideas.
Foster collaboration,
experimentation and
knowledge sharing.

Constantly seek out
new ideas and new
ways of doing things.

Create a culture where it is safe to fail.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
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•

What barriers to new ideas exist in your agency or firm?

•

What are some ways you can seek out new ideas from
outside your agency/firm, company and industry?

•

When thinking about a new idea, do you focus more on
success and reward or failure and loss?

•

How are you encouraging continual learning in your
agency or firm?
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This Research in Action book is based on research by
the GAMA Foundation for Education and Research. This
collection of stories from industry leaders will help you to
create a high-performance business that focuses on:
•

High-impact recruiting.

•

High expectations.

•

High trust.

•

High-impact learning.

WWW.GAMAFOUNDATION.ORG
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