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			Our ‘Why’ 

			We believe passionately that the approach to advice we advocate 
can change lives. 

			This is a new kind of advice. We call it Life-First® because it is a holistic approach based on both the material and non-material needs of people and their families.

			We have seen both the benefits of such an approach and the enormous costs of the still too common alternatives in poor advice, product-led advice or no advice at all. Drawing on our two lifetimes of experience, we decided to write this book to encourage other advisors to adopt this way of thinking.  

			In fact, we believe that it is the only way of the future that clients will pay you for.

			We are confident it will improve the lives of your clients, give you enormous pride in your contribution and help you build a sustainable and growing business.

			Barry LaValley and David Haintz
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			This book is a labor of love for me.  I was one of the original participants in a conference of top advisors and leaders in the US in 2002; this was really the first effort to quantify the “life planning approach” to financial planning and was an initiative started by the National Endowment for Financial Education (NEFE).  Since that time, the movement has grown and spurred on by such influencers as Mitch Anthony, Carol Anderson and George Kinder.  I owe these people my thanks for spurring my own exploration of the topic and the formulation of this “Life-first Approach”.  In fact, Mitch Anthony wrote the first book on the subject in 2003 called “Your Clients for Life” with the assistance of both Carol Anderson and myself.

			 

			Since that time, I have been consistently writing and speaking about how advisors need to take more of a life-planning approach.  While I don’t feel that advisors are life-planners, I do think that their clients need to be when they develop a long-term plan.  In this endeavor, I received support from such people as Marshall Beyer of Moody’s Analytics, Leanne Davies of RBC and Carolyn Dabu and Dr. Amy D’Aprix of BMO.  I was able to test out my ideas with advisors in both Canada and the US and make sure they were “field tested”.

			 

			Mark Gochnour of DFA in Austin, Joel Teasdel in Singapore and Nathan Krieger, Caroline Holmes-Hannaford and Brigid Asquith-Hunt with DFA Australia introduced me to the Australian and New Zealand advisor community and allowed me to take my research overseas.  Alex Potts and Steve Atkinson of Loring Ward believed in the message and gave me the opportunity to work with Loring Ward advisors to further it.  My friend Mark Finke with Cetera in St. Louis was the perfect foil for my ideas and kicked back the ones that didn’t fly.  He also taught me to speak “American” instead of just “Canadian”. Rhonda Latreille of Age Friendly Business helped me understand how aging affects us all and impacts that way that we look at money.  Myles Morin has been a mentor and friend and truly understands today’s financial advisor and I drew on his knowledge continually over the years.

			 

			My wife Melissa stood by me every step of the way and I am forever grateful.  She continually pushed me to go further and to believe in myself and I could not have done this without her support and love.
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					Introduction – 
A New Kind of Advisor

				

			

		

		
			If you were to imagine your practice 10 years from now, what would it look like? How would your clients’ needs have changed? What role would you play in their lives? Would you still have a role?

			It seems evident that our industry is at an inflection point. Traditional approaches to financial advice are likely to diminish and a new kind of advisor will emerge. 

			We believe this new kind of advisor will be what we call the 
‘Life-First Advisor’ – someone who takes an approach that goes beyond financial planning and money management to the life issues that drive financial decisions. It’s a term that not only describes what such advisors do for clients but also a way for these advisors to differentiate themselves in the market.

			The Life-First approach recognizes that client needs change as they move from wealth accumulation to wealth conversion, wealth protection and, ultimately, wealth transference. Client planning requirements are evolving away from ‘single-need’ solutions such as investment management or tax planning and towards integrated solutions that demand a truly holistic approach.

			Yes, there are already ‘holistic advisors’ out there, but we don’t believe they are truly holistic. For some, holistic advice is a purely financial approach, defined in terms of looking at the client’s overall financial picture. Others take a life planning approach and focus on the psychological or emotional aspects of money. 

			But these two approaches used in isolation from each other are not holistic and on their own present problems. A focus on emotions can be much appreciated by the client, but they may find it hard to articulate what the advisor actually does for them. The purely financial approach can fail to differentiate the advisor’s value proposition from that of other advisors – clients assume you will look at all aspects of their financial situation in any case, and most advisors would claim that they do.

			The Life-First approach combines both of these to provide truly holistic advice.

			Staying ahead of the curve

			A restaurant we know has thrived for 50 years under the same family management. Hundreds of other restaurants have come and gone in that time, but this dining spot continues to attract customers through good times and bad. 

			Asked why he has been so successful, the owner told us: “Simple – we’ve probably undergone two dozen style changes since we’ve been open. It’s not so much that the food is good, but the fact that we’ve been able to anticipate the changing tastes of our clientele before everyone else. The restaurant industry is full of examples of good restaurants that have fallen out of favour simply because their owners rested on their laurels.”

			This example is seldom followed in the financial advice business, where firms typically stick with what’s worked in the past.

			 

			But when you consider the pace of change in most professions and industries today, it would be short-sighted to think the global financial advice industry would be immune. We are already seeing the impact of ‘robo-advisors’, Google and direct low-cost providers on the way clients seek advice and what they will pay for. 

			Traditionally, investment and financial planning focused on positioning the client for the future. Clients looked to retirement as the incentive to save for tomorrow. That future has arrived, and today’s client has different needs than a decade ago. 

			A maturing consumer is moving from the accumulation stage to more immediate concerns, such as:

			 

			
					Will I have enough?

					What kind of life can I lead now that I’m retiring?

					How do I plan for the day-to-day life issues I’ll face as I get older?

			

			The fact is, client needs change as demographics, technology and the wider economy evolve. To satisfy those needs and stay ahead of your competitors you need to be flexible and responsive, while continually examining the value you bring to clients, prospects, target markets and centers-of-influence.

			The Japanese business philosophy of kaizen holds that successful businesses make small, daily improvements in what they do so as to maintain their success. They never take their success for granted by just sitting with their formula. In fact, change is both expected and incorporated into planning. Instead of saying “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it”, consider what might break in the future.

			In pondering change, many advice firms presume it’s just a question of updating the positioning or the delivery of advice. This makeover approach is akin to rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic. 

			The reality is that the service clients want to buy has changed. In short, the success of your practice in the future will depend on the moves you make today to stay ahead of the curve. 

			Why Life-First Advice suits changing times 

			If the future that your advice was directing people to has arrived, how do you reposition yourself?

			Life-First Advisors help clients transition to the next phase of life. Using a ‘life-based’ instead of a ‘money-based’ approach, the advisor talks to clients about their needs, concerns, opportunities and goals before moving to financial solutions. 

			Because the nature of the discussion focuses more on the life and emotional issues that clients face, the advisor moves from being purely a financial counsellor to a mentor, a coach, educator and catalyst for change. 

			In other words, you become the primary advisor in clients’ lives, one who understands their key concerns and the financial resources available to serve them.

			This involves a transition away from transaction-based compensation to a fee-based approach, to ensure the services the advisor provides are in total alignment with the client’s needs and interests. Clients then understand that they are paying the advisor for a coaching and planning role rather than for their ability to pick stocks or forecast markets.

			Finally, and in contrast to many of their counterparts, Life-First Advisors take a strategic or ‘passive’ approach to portfolio asset allocation. They manage their clients’ nest eggs based on where clients are in their lives rather than on what the market is doing at any given time.

			The need is already there

			In the wealth accumulation phase, clients typically sought advice from different specialist professionals related to their investment, insurance, tax and other material needs. But moving to wealth conversion, wealth protection and wealth transfer, they want someone who can look at the whole picture.

			This is the holistic approach and it no longer carries the stigma of being ‘too far out there’ for seasoned investment professionals. In fact, whether or not advisors want to offer holistic solutions, research shows there is a clear and growing need for professionals who can tie financial issues to life issues.

			In research by Vanguard and Morningstar in 2015, a client’s return increased by more than 2 percent if the advisor provided comprehensive financial planning. Further research by Mercer pegged this increase at 2.27 percent1. 

			A 2011 study on client behavior released in the US found that those clients who received ‘holistic’ advice were more likely to stay with their advisors, provide referrals and view the advisor’s service levels positively2. 

			A study published in 2012 found that those advisors who took a holistic ‘wealth management’ approach had more than double the assets under administration of investment specialists and almost four times the annual income. Better yet, they were able to accomplish this with less than half the number of clients serviced by a typical investment advisor3. 

			Understanding the role that emotion plays in client decision-making, Life-First Advisors adapt their client communication to suit. Using the process of ‘Life-First Discovery’, advisors improve their knowledge of the client and use that to build a realistic roadmap for their future. This becomes an integral part of their positioning with clients, their branding in the marketplace and their differentiation strategy.

			Becoming a Life-First Advisor

			In this book we provide the roadmap to becoming a Life-First Advisor. Our focus is not on investment management or financial plans. Nor is this yet another practice management book. Think of this as your guide to positioning yourself as the ‘advisor of the future’, one who will survive as our industry goes through a paradigm shift. 
We will explore:

			
					Communicating with clients.

					Learning about clients using Life-First Discovery.

					Differentiating yourself using a Life-First Advisor value proposition.

					Marketing your unique approach to advice.

					Developing client contact programs.

					Using social media to build your business.

					The role of education events.

					Managing your practice effectively to give more time to clients.

			

			Heart and head

			Bob Veres, a respected commentator on the financial advice industry in the United States, once counseled advisors to “become a pioneer in the process of connecting financial affairs with deeper human values. Financial advice has become the most practical of professions … but that is going to change so quickly that if you blink you will miss it!”.

			‘Wealth’ is your clients’ ability to do what they want, when they want and how they want. It goes beyond money and addresses the most basic of human needs:

			
					To survive.

					To be safe.

					To belong and be needed. 

					To feel good about ourselves.

					To live the life of our dreams.

			

			Clients today demand more. They are demanding a partnership that revolves around their life and not just around their money. Every stage of life requires financial preparation and adjustment – and your clients know this. As a result, clients are going to turn these matters over to someone who has gained a clear picture of where they’ve been and are, and to someone who can help them develop a clear picture of where they’re going. 

			In the future, our business will be about teaching, coaching – both strategically and inspirationally – and connecting with the lives of our clients. 

			That is what the Life-First Advisor does. 

			If you’re willing to adopt this approach to financial advice and develop the necessary skills to communicate effectively, clients will find their way to you.

			Barry LaValley 

			Principal, The Retirement Advisor

			Vancouver

			David Haintz

			Principal, Global Adviser Alpha Pty Ltd 

			Melbourne 

			Do most of your clients understand what it is you do? Do they view you as a ‘finance’ person, or as a ‘trusted advisor’? In the future, will they be willing to pay you for what they think you do?

			“Look, I sell financial advice”, one advisor told us. “My clients expect that I will provide them with financial planning and investment advice. I’m not going to get into anything about life planning or the soft issues. It just isn’t me”.

			Many advisors feel the same way. “Oh, I could never talk to my clients about their ‘legacy’ and what their values are”, said another. “You can only go so far prying into personal information about a client.”

			To be fair, many clients don’t expect their advisor to talk to them about their hopes, dreams and feelings. After all, most of the marketing and advertising out there suggests the job of advisors is to talk about ‘financial stuff’.

			Yet, look at the relationship you have with your top clients – clients who have been with you for years, or with whom you’ve developed a great relationship. Have you noticed how your conversations with them often fall outside financial planning?

			What if you could bottle that part of the relationship and sell it in the marketplace? In other words: stop marketing your services as an advisor who basically does what everyone else tries to do anyway and start marketing what you really do.

			In fact, that’s what clients are looking for – even if they don’t know it. They want personal interaction with a trusted advisor. They want an advisor who can teach them the things they need to know about their money and their life. 

			Why not market your ability to help them with the things they value the most? This is why we developed the Life-First Approach.

			The role of the advisor must change to meet the needs of aging clients who are moving from asset accumulation to a search for life meaning. Sure, advisors will continue to sell financial products or provide investment and insurance advice. But this advice will be part of a much bigger picture and placed in the context of the client’s life.

			Let’s start by looking at the big-picture changes that are affecting the advice industry.

			Five megatrends 

			The aging population, the growing importance of women as clients, the changing regulatory environment, new compensation structures for advisors and the ‘disruption’ of industries and businesses in the internet era are megatrends that are all contributing to the emergence of the modern advisor.

			Trend 1 – An aging clientele

			Every day 10,000 Americans turn 65. Similar population ‘waves’ are occurring in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, South Africa and the United Kingdom.

			Today, it’s estimated the average age of a client in the US with investable assets of $1 million or more is 624, while in Australia the average age of a superannuation fund ‘millionaire’ is 595. 

			You’ve likely spent much of your career helping people save for this day – their retirement. Like many others in the industry, your focus has probably been on ‘accumulation’, with investment advice an increasingly prominent part of your role. 

			While investment management will remain an important element of what you do, it won’t be sufficient if you are to meet all the planning needs of an aging clientele. 

			As clients move their sights towards issues such as protecting their lifestyle or converting their savings into income for retirement, the type of planning they need changes. No longer are their goals in the distant future – their life needs, concerns and opportunities are now more immediate.

			And they are changing, too, as people. We know most people tend to become more ‘emotional’ as they age. This is partly because of hormonal changes, partly due to the perspective born from accumulated life experience and perhaps also because of the growing sense of our own mortality. 

			This has implications for the way advisors should communicate with clients. Communication that respects the role emotion plays in decision-making will resonate with older clients.

			Opportunities: This opens up a window for advisors to help clients understand and plan for the later-life issues that have financial consequences as well as personal ones. The advisor’s role here is as educator and catalyst. 

			Advisors can become ‘transition’ specialists, helping clients understand the major issues they will face in their later years and prompting them to address the key issues associated with each of these life changes.

			The advisor can also help clients find the information they need to gain a better understanding of all the issues associated with aging, not just the financial ones. This doesn’t you stop talking about money – it just means money discussions become more closely related to ‘life’. 

			Advisors can act as a guide, providing information through newsletters and websites, and in seminars and workshops. They don’t have to be the expert in all areas – but they need to be able to point the client in the right direction.

			Trend 2 – The growing importance of women as clients

			Women currently make up about 50 percent of the adult population but they will become an increasingly important market for financial advice as the population ages.

			When you consider that 60 percent of all American women over 65 are single, widowed or divorced, you begin to see the change that will occur in the financial services industry as the wave of baby boomers reaches and surpasses this age. 

			While it’s estimated that women currently control about 60 percent of the wealth in the US, this figure is forecast to rise to 75 percent by 20206. 

			There has been a lot of research on how women look at money and we know that, from a planning perspective, they’re more likely to take an objective-based approach than a purely financial one. While the financial goal for a man might be to ‘beat the index’, a woman is more likely to say her goal is to ‘protect our lifestyle’. 

			Meanwhile, just 30 percent of financial advisors are women – a number that hasn’t changed significantly in 10 years – and many of the marketing and communications approaches in this industry are still aimed at a predominantly male clientele. 

			Too often advisors lament the loss of a client when a widow moves money from one firm to another advisor. “I can’t believe my client would take her money and move it”, one advisor said. “We had great performance in her funds and I always had such a good relationship with her husband before he passed away”.

			Opportunities: Advisors who provide a service that meets the needs of both men and women, and whose marketing and communications take into account the differences between these two sets of clients, will benefit from these demographic changes. 

			Pay attention to how you communicate. Men tend to be drawn to left-brain, finance-based approaches while women tend to be more right-brain, life-goal oriented. Many women respond better to a coaching, consultative approach than a purely advisory approach. 

			This will not only affect how you articulate your value proposition but also, at a practical level, how you conduct discovery and the focus you take in the overall planning process.

			Review your ‘book’ to assess the risk of losing assets because you don’t have relationships with the spouses of your male clients. Involve spouses in planning discussions.

			Develop programs to market to female prospects and ensure your marketing material, education seminars and other communications appeal to both men and women. Ensure everyone understands your life-based approach.

			Remember the importance of relationship management, particularly with your female clients. You may have had relationships with male clients based on a shared interest in investment management, but for most women investment management is neither a game nor a hobby. They want a relationship with their advisor that’s relevant to their lives. We’ll talk more about this in chapter 12.

			The good thing is that paying more attention to relationship management will help you with both male and female clients.

			Trend 3 – A changing regulatory environment 

			In the wake of the global financial crisis (GFC) governments around the world took steps to address professional accountability, transparency and oversight in the financial services industry.

			In the US, Australia and Canada, new rules covering financial advice required advisors to know more about their clients than ever before. Advisors were put on notice that they must meet the highest standards of transparency, and that they must be cognizant of their ‘duty’ to those they serve.

			If advisors are to act in the best interests of clients, as these new regulations demand, they will have to go further in client discovery than simply understanding financial issues and personal balance sheets. To achieve a full understanding of their client, advisors will need to come to grips with the emotional issues that often lie behind client decisions.

			In this environment, there will be added impetus to expand their roles as educators, with financial literacy an important element of client care. While many do this now, the focus tends to be more on ‘money’ than on the life context within which money must be viewed.

			Opportunities: These new requirements to fully understand clients underline the need for a discovery process that helps clients see the larger life issues that are the backdrop to sound decision-making. 

			A deeper discovery process not only gives the advisor greater knowledge and understanding of a client, it also helps clients gain a better understanding of the advisor’s role.

			Clients would be well served if advisors had a good appreciation of behavioral finance and how clients think, act and make decisions. Advisors should be able to work with clients to moderate their emotional and cognitive biases and to adapt to those biases that are ‘hard wired’ into clients.

			If clients then see their advisors in the role of coach, educator, mentor and even ‘project manager’, they are more likely to see the true value the advisor provides.

			Trend 4 – New compensation structures

			Advisors are also under pressure to change the way they charge for what they do. Post-GFC regulations specifically addressed the issue of transparency of fee structure and clients around the world are becoming more aware of how fees are charged. They are increasingly likely to ask questions about the value they receive for those fees.

			The future is likely to include downward pressure on commissions (set by third-party product manufacturers) and an increase in fee-based advice (agreed between client and advisor). 

			There’s already a global trend away from commissions. In Australia, advisors are no longer able to charge commissions on investment advice, while a recent decision by regulators in the UK outlaws commissions for recommending specific products to clients. 

			In the US, a 2015 study found that the fee-based advisor is the fastest growing financial services channel – rising 40 percent since 20057.  

			Opportunities: The increase in consumer focus on advisor ‘value’ is likely to prompt the industry to examine how to demonstrate and communicate that value. Even if advisors don’t change what they do for clients, they’ll certainly have to change how they explain what they do, to make their practice stand out. 

			Enlightened advisors have the opportunity to redefine what an advisor does for their client in terms that differ from the current value proposition. Meet this challenge and you can become the standard by which other advisors will be judged. 

			We believe you should become the kind of advisor clients ‘didn’t know they were looking for’. 

			That means the way you provide advice has to look different. It’s hard to provide a different approach to investment management, tax planning or financial planning because they’ve become commoditized. These are just the how of financial planning; you can set yourself apart by defining what you do for clients in the context of their life goals.

			Changing fee structures support this by allowing you to be compensated for the real work you do with clients as coach, mentor, educator and project manager. Clients will soon understand that it’s these roles that provide them with real value for the fees they pay. 

			Now the advisor and client can truly be on the same side of the table, regardless of the short-term gyrations of investment markets.

			Trend 5 – Online disruption 

			Ten years ago, if you wanted to book a vacation you went to a travel agent. Today, you’d more likely book online. Think about how you buy books, music and consumer goods ... If the internet has been a game changer in every other industry, why would financial advice be immune?

			Your competition is no longer the other advisors in your marketplace. Every day your clients browse the internet for news and knowledge and to connect to the world. A 2013 study estimated that the average American spends 23 hours a week on the internet and that two hours of that time involves their personal finances8. Your client is exposed each and every day to advice and commentary, solicited or not.

			Clients can conduct transactions online, and they can obtain basic financial planning and investment advice without ever having to speak with a licensed advisor. 

			We are seeing the growth of the ‘robo-advisor’ and access to lower-cost transactions and advice. Providers such as Betterment and Vanguard are providing clients with access to advice as part of their offering for a small fee. Schwab offers basic financial planning at no cost.

			Advisors will argue a computer can’t do what they do, and we strongly agree. But if clients don’t understand what an advisor actually does – if advisors don’t successfully communicate what they do – then people can be forgiven for thinking they don’t need a professional advisor in the online world.

			Opportunities: Advisors need to focus on the things the internet can’t provide to clients and enlist the internet in connecting with the market. Use your web presence and social media to communicate the real value of the advice you provide. 

			The key is to stay ‘above the line’ – focusing your message on what you do for people emotionally rather than just what you do for their money (below the line). This is a concept we will revisit throughout this book. 

			Social media will be very important, and we discuss this in a later chapter. It will likely become the foundation of your marketing programs, client contact strategies and center-of-influence communications.

			The key is to understand the challenges and opportunities social networking provides, both from a client contact perspective and as a marketing and name recognition tool. Your opportunity is to use your internet presence to show people why you are different. In fact, it will help you deliver services downline once the trust is developed.

			The internet will not replace the value of face-to-face and the role that it plays in building trust.  While some may say that using Skype or other online meeting tools will save time for both you and the client, consider the price you may pay in the development of trust.  

			The new advisor

			Clients are getting older and it would be short-sighted to suggest they have the same needs today as they had when they were younger. 

			In the accumulation phase, clients required advisors who could help them make sense of the multitude of investment and savings options to help them build a nest egg for the future. The advisor role was often that of an investment advisor. In fact, many advisors still have the title ‘Investment Advisor’ on their business cards and focus their marketing on their ability to manage money and mitigate risk.

			But as clients get older their needs turn from wealth accumulation to wealth protection, conversion of wealth to income and, ultimately, wealth transfer to the next generation.

			Investment advice, while still necessary, becomes less important in the overall scheme of things as clients deal with health issues, pending retirement, the ‘empty nest’, along with many other aspects of aging.

			As these clients transition to a new phase of life, they will have more questions than answers and advisors will need to become:

			
					Educators helping clients understand the key issues that need to 
	be planned for.

					Mentors supporting clients who are uncertain about the choices 
	they face with both their money and their lives.

					Coaches keeping people on track and accountable. 

					Catalysts helping shape client decision making.

					Project managers liaising with other professionals, 
	and overseeing implementation of strategies – saving clients time 
	and inconvenience.

			

			We’ll look at these roles in more depth later in this book.

			Wealth management itself hasn’t changed. It’s just that the maturing client needs different elements in a wealth plan. Advisors will still deal with two basic elements when they provide advice: the resources the client has, and how to achieve the client’s goals. 

			As one advisor put it: “The hardest clients to help are the ones who have no goals. If the client just wants to make money, that doesn’t provide a standard by which to judge the value of your assistance. Help clients to frame a picture of their ideal retirement, or of providing for their children, so you then have goals to work towards”.

			We are on the verge of a paradigm shift in how advisors work with their clients. The Life-First Advisor recognizes that the value he or she brings to clients actually changes the way clients are viewed, the sort of advice delivered, and how a business is developed. 

			Outcomes-based advice

			In 2007 a client decided to move his portfolio to a new advisor who he felt would better manage his retirement funds. This client had $4 million in the portfolio and had just retired at age 65.

			The new advisor repositioned the portfolio to take advantage of an expected upswing in the market. They undertook all the due diligence involved in understanding the client’s risk tolerance and made investments that fit the client’s profile.

			In the following 18 months the client lost almost half of his portfolio in the GFC and had to return to work. If fault could be assigned, it might fall on both the client and advisor, who were scrambling to understand the new reality of volatile markets and economic upheaval.

			The advisor’s goal was to provide a return on investment for the client. In fact, one of the reasons he gained this new client was his offer of a ‘second opinion’. The client may have needed a second opinion, but not on how his money was being managed. Rather, the fresh look should have been on whether the client’s financial resources met his life needs and goals.

			This is objective-based or outcomes-based financial advice. 

			In the past, advisors tended to work ‘below the line’ and position financial products and services as the goal of their interaction with clients. (see chapter 4 for more on “above the line/below the line”).  The modern Life-First Advisor is more concerned about providing outcomes-based advice. 

			As we’ve outlined, this means tying life concerns, opportunities, needs and goals to the financial strategies needed to accomplish them. Richer conversations with clients that help both the advisor and client understand the true issues will be the main tools in this work.

			Those advisors who are able to reach deep into their client’s heads and hearts to uncover these will certainly earn the fees they charge. Their role in their clients’ lives will become transformational.

			The Life-First Advisor … 

			
					Acknowledges their clientele is aging and needs are moving away from accumulation towards wealth protection, conversion and transfer

					Develops relationships with clients to become a coach, educator, mentor, project manager and catalyst

					Understands the planning and communication needs of both men and women 

					Has a transparent approach to fees

			

			An investment advisor at a major firm was putting together a six-page client brochure. His goal was to provide potential clients an overview of what he does and why they should use him as their financial advisor.

			The centerfold of the brochure was to be a description of his 12-step investment selection process. As his consultants, we asked him why he had so many steps. His response was that his clients would be impressed that he was so thorough in his due diligence.

			Do clients really need to know an advisor has a 12-step investment process? Arguably, most would be comforted to know he at least has some process for making his recommendations and a few might want to know how many steps he takes. But even fewer would be interested in a ‘deep dive’.

			Ask yourself, “What do I really need to communicate effectively to my client? What is my role in their life and how do I use the communications methods at my disposal to reinforce that role?”

			Many advisors would say it’s their knowledge of the technical aspects of their craft that sets them apart. Yet it’s their ability to reach their clients, prospects and centers-of-influence that, ultimately, determines their success. 

			While it’s important for advisors to understand markets, tax planning and financial planning issues, it’s equally important they understand and can communicate with their clients.

			It doesn’t matter how much you know if the client isn’t listening. Yet we see it all the time: advisors using jargon, buzzwords and stilted language, assuming that clients and prospects have the same knowledge they do, and not realizing that what’s important to the advisor may not be as important to the listener.

			At what point do clients stop thinking about their investments as facts, figures and numbers and start to think about them in terms of their relationship to life issues? Probably a lot sooner than most advisors are willing to concede.

			The important ‘client conversation’ is the one that takes place in their brain, not yours. 

			What is effective communication?

			At its core, the Life-First approach is really a communications strategy. Communicating with your clients is not just a way to relate to them, it is what you do as a Life-First Advisor.

			As a Life-First Advisor, everything about your message will be aimed at how the client thinks, acts and makes decisions. You’ll get into your client’s shoes, speak their language and focus on their issues. 

			On the surface, the communications process between advisor and client seems straightforward. The advisor explains to a client why a course of action is in their best interest, the client thinks about what the advisor says and then makes a decision.

			Simple.
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