TEAMING UP FOR

SUCCESS

Working with other advisors requires a careful balance of give
and take. Those who have mastered this delicate art describe
the steps you need to follow if you want the make the most
of your professional alliances. Dave Willis

t was 8 o'clock on an election night, some 18 years ago, when advisor Kathryn Soderberg,
a Republican, sat down across the table from a Democrat—an Hispanic Democrat who
ran a home-based business, Their task was simple: Count and recount balbots cast in
Lynnfield, a small Boston suburb that’s home to Soderberg Insurance Services.
Soderberg, a blonde woman with a Swedish last name, saw the event as a way to give
back to her community. But while she counted, she formed what would become a last-
ing friendship with the woman on the other side of the table. Today, that woman is a real estate pro-
fessional with a booming business, who regularly recommends that homebuyers get their insurance

from Soderberg.
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This was the first in what would be-
come an ever-increasing network of pro-
fessionals who've helped Soderberg. a
Boston AIFA member and agency pres-
ident, penetrate Hispanic markets. "I've
created an army of people who support
the agency,” she says. This includes ac-
countants, attorneys, mortgage brokers
and other professionals who see Soder-
berg, a CPCU, as a trusted resource, and
whom she considers friends.

Insurance advisors havent always
called accountants and attorneys friends,
though. “Traditionally, people in risk-

TEAMING UP FOR SUCCESS

THOSE WHO UNDERSTAND
SUCCESSFUL ALLIANCES NOTE THAT
ALL ADVISORS ARE NOT
CREATED EQUAL.

based financial services viewed attor-
neys, accountants and trust officers as
adversaries,” says Southern Maine ATFA
member Philip Harriman, CLU, ChFC, a
partner in Falmouth-based Lebel & Har-
riman, “Oftentimes, they were the reason
cases slowed down or were refected by the

client.”

TURNING THE TIDE

Harriman enjoys alliances with a range
of advisors—fellow AIFA members who
specialize in certain disciplines, as well
as attorneys and accountants. “Part of
my firm's success comes from collegial,
almost collaborative relationships with
other advisors,” he says. These are gener-
ally informal. But informal doesn’t mean
without foundation.

Several overriding principles guide
Harriman's business. One that he uses
with his clients goes something like this:
“If we cant gain the confidence of your
other advisors, we shouldn't proceed
with your plan. We shouldn’t put you ina
position where you must decide between
conflicting advice you get from your ad-
visors.” Sharing this principle sounds like
a rather daring move on Harriman's part,

S0 OCToRER 2005 [DTEeCI00

but it works.

Here's proof, In the early 1990s, Harri-
man was referred 1o a small business that
was co-owned by several family mem-
bers. Employees held a minority stake
through a company-benefit program.
The family members—brothers and sis-
ters—were approaching the age when vi-
sions of retirement danced regularly in
their heads.

As Harriman met with one of the
brothers—the youngest, he recalls—he
learned the family had an agreement that
if one left—through retirement, death,
mid-life crisis or whatever—the remain-
ing siblings would buy his or her shares.
Harriman looked at the agreement and
found a problem. The pact allowed for a
buy-out all right, but it was the employ-
ees—not the siblings—who would get the
shares. This would leave the employee
stock-ownership program the majority
shareholder,

The client called his attorney, asking
him to meet with Harriman. The law-
ver acknowledged Harriman's analysis
and set in motion some changes, includ-
ing a recommendation that the owners
increase their life insurance by a million

dollars, since the value of the company
was inadequate. Harriman got the busi-
ness. “The case blossomed,” he says, "and
now the client and law firm eagerly men-
tion my name to other potential clients.”

STRENGTHEMING TIES
Other advisors use more structured re-
lationships. For example, Neal Slafsky,
CLU, ChFC, CFP, president of Capital
Planning Group in Ft. Lauderdale, Fla,
ran the financial-services operations for a
regional property and casualty brokerage
for vears. In the late 1990s, a Miami ac-
counting firm seeking to get into financial
services—but not interested in having its
CPAs become planners—approached Slaf-
sky. "1 was asked to write a business plan,
and that business plan became a compa-
ny," he says, when the accounting firm
bought half of his operation. Still, Skafsky
maintains bess formal relationships with
other advisors, especially altorneys,
Edmond Walters, a financial advisor
for 18 years and now CEO of eMoney Ad-
visor, a techrology-based service provid-
er in Conshohocken, Pa., believes formal
alliances are the way to go. “If you're go-
ing into this arena, go into it with your
heart over the wall,” he says. "Create a
formal agreement. Deal with all the is-
sues, for example, who owns the client,
how often you communicate with the
client, how each other gets paid, or how
you'll deal with unhappy clients.”

RECIPE FOR SUCCESS

Many advisors heed his advice. But
whether they do or not, all seem to agree
that people in successful alliances follow
several commaon steps:

They network feverishly.

First, Soderberg says, is a passion for net-
working, She belongs to a couple of orga-
nizations that put her in constant contact
with potential partners, One is ALPFA,
an association of Hispanic CPAs. An-
other is Business Network [nternational.
Soderberg recommends pursuing net-
working opportunitics that center on
business issues, not just social ones. Do-
ing so offers double benefits—network-
ing and education.
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