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Patrick Mahoney, the new CEO of the Financial Planning 
Association, has had what could fairly be described as a rocky 
tenure in his first official year on the job.  Rocky?  Consider that he 

was named interim CEO in June of 2020, at a time when the association’s 
membership had fallen, in just two years, from 24,000 to 18,000, which 
was merely the latest extension of a long membership decline that goes 
all the way back to the merger that started the organization 22 years ago.  
He stepped into the role during a time when the association was dealing 

Special to this issue:
Rejuvinating the FPA

Synopsis: After 20 years of wandering in the desert, is the 
Financial Planning Association finally on the right track?

Takeaways: New staff leadership is turning the organiza-
tion’s focus to benefiting the chapters and members.  And a 
new structure is in place for creating a productive dialogue 
between chapters and the home office. 

 The 2022 Insider’s Forum confer-
ence dates have just been finalized 
(announced here on the Kitces “Best 
Conferences” list): September 28-30 
at the Grand America Hotel in Salt 
Lake City.  Venue and dates were 
changed since renovations at the prior 
hotel were not completed.
 The conference will once again 
include advisor/founder tracks plus 
a deep educational track for ops pro-
fessionals—plus the pre-conference 
presentations specifically for the mem-
bers (or those interested in becoming 
members) of the HIFON Group.  There 
will be discounts for Inside Informa-
tion subscribers and HIFON members, 
and a steeper discount for the second 

EARLY WARNING
and subsequent attendees (founders 
+ operations managers?) who are 
attending from the same firm.
 Coming up: the AICPA & 
CIMA Personal Financial Planning 
Summit--one of the best meetings 
of the year, held virtually January 
25-26, with presentations followed 
by networking roundtables, and a 
closing keynote on "antifragile" 
leadership by performance coach 
Dr. Eric Bean.  Registration is open 
to non-CPA planners, but is recom-
mended for advisors with at least 10 
years of experience: https://www.
aicpa.org/cpe-learning/confer-
ence/personal-financial-planning-
summit.  

with the consequences of its 
latest misstep: an angry backlash 
triggered by the botched rollout of 
the OneFPA initiative that inflamed 
the FPA chapters’ distrust of their 
home office staff leadership.  
 And then there was Covid.
 “When I came onboard [as 
interim CEO], the Denver office 
had been on lockdown since 
March,” Mahoney recalls.  “It 
really affected my ability to meet 
people in person, which I always 
prefer.  Beyond that,” he continues, 
“one of the things we learned is 
how core that in-person experience 
is to the DNA of a financial 
planner.  Chapter meetings were 
disrupted, and the lack of being 
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Patrick Mahoney: 
Shifting FPA to a 
chapter-first, member-
first organization.

Three legs of the stool

 Mahoney was initially hired 
by the FPA Board as a consultant 
who (it was hoped) might offer 
some suggestions on how to 
steer the association out of the 
ditch.  At that time, given the long 
history of membership decline 
and recent chapter rebellions, it 
was possible to wonder about the 
organizations’s future survival.  
But where others had been focused 
on the discouraging past, Mahoney 
perceived an encouraging future.  
 “I had the benefit of guiding 
the board through a strategic 
planning session and the budgeting 
process during 2020,” says 
Mahoney.  “And along the way, I 
came to fall in love with the FPA.  
The planning profession resonated 
with me deeply, the impact that 
financial planners have on the 
nation, how people need financial 
planners for this transfer of 
generational wealth and for their 
own well-being.  When you think 
about the important relationships 
that people have professionally,” 
he continues, “aside from their 
physician, the talks you have with 
your financial planner are right 
up there in terms of intimacy.  
Financial planners touch a lot of 
different aspects of a person’s life, 
and the whole helping profession 
mantra really, deeply, resonated 
with me.  
 “The more I learned about the 
FPA,” says Mahoney, “the more 
I began to see that the glass was 
half-full here, not half-empty.”
 In his conversations with 
chapters and the board—and 

program for students and would-be 
advisors over the summer months, 
planting relationship seeds that 
will expand awareness of the 
profession among career changers 
and college students, and almost 
certainly grow future membership 
both in the profession and the FPA.  
 Perhaps most importantly, 
Mahoney has created something 
that had been crucially missing in 
the organization under its former 
staff leadership: a genuine two-
way dialogue where the chapters 
and members are able to effectively 
communicate their ideas and 
concerns with the Denver office—
and be heard.  The new FPA 
Advisory Council brings together 
(lately, virtually, of course) the 
leaders of 80 FPA chapters with 
Mahoney and key board members, 
who together are brainstorming 
ways to reverse the decline and put 
the FPA on what would be its first 
growth path since inception.

able to convene at the chapter 
and national level, in addition 
to the financial impact, really hit 
everybody in the solar plexus.  It 
reminded everybody of how we 
value the networking aspects of 
being a member.”
 Mahoney’s first official day 
as CEO of the Denver office was 
almost exactly a year ago as you 
read this, not long after the FPA 
had been forced to cancel its fall 
conference and as the 11 volunteer 
chapters began fully implementing 
a revised OneFPA roadmap.  
 With this swirly of chaos 
and controversy, some readers 
might be surprised to learn that, 
for the first time in decades, there 
is reason for optimism.  Over the 
past 12 months, under Mahoney’s 
leadership, the FPA’s membership 
has stabilized despite every 
possible headwind (including, of 
course, the Delta Covid variant).  
The association has executed 
a second successful externship 
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in this interview—Mahoney 
reliably repeats the idea that, 
going forward, he wants to focus 
on the windshield, not the rear-
view mirror—in other words, on 
the future, not the past.  Looking 
ahead, his agenda is to address 
what he calls the three legs of the 
stool, what he has come to to view 
as the three keys to organizational 
recuperation.
 The first leg was to reach 
out to the trade and national press, 
and tell the FPA’s story.  “I felt 
that the FPA was a bit of a candle 
under a basket,” Mahoney says.  
“Culturally, here in Denver, there 
had been this predisposition to 
focus on palace intrigue, rather than 
an emphasis on communicating 
the impact that our members were 
making in their local communities 
and their clients’ lives.  There 
was not, in my mind, enough 
emphasis on communicating to the 

The FPA is now reaching out to the 
press, communicating FPA's value,

and what the financial planning profession
means to the average American.

tours, and things like being 
interviewed on Ric Edelman’s 
radio show.  This is obviously not 
a quick fix, but one can certainly 
argue that a plan to systematically 
publicize the FPA and the benefits 
of the profession is long overdue.
 “The second leg of the stool,” 
says Mahoney, “was: I became 
acutely aware of the lack of trust 
between the national office and 
the chapters.  I wasn’t responsible 
for any of that; it all predated me, 
obviously.  But the buck stops with 
me as CEO.”
 The solution there was simple 
but labor-intensive.  “I decided, on 
my own, without anyone asking me 
to do it, to meet with every single 
chapter board, one on one,” says 
Mahoney.  “Covid didn’t help with 
that,” he adds wryly.  “But as of 
last Tuesday, I have met virtually 
with 45 chapter boards.  Typically, 
they would add me to the agenda 
of their regular meeting.  And what 
I discovered,” he says, “was that 

planning.  We’re here to help you, 
not the other way around.  I know 
that is a vibe that you may not be 
accustomed to from the national 
office, but that is the way we’re 
going to do things going forward.  
This is a partnership, and we have 
to do this together.”
 The key talking point, which 
Mahoney reiterated at several 
points in the conversation, is that 
the way to turn the membership 
decline around is to make a 
fundamental shift in the home 
office’s relationship with FPA 
members.  
 This change in perspective 
will be the key to Mahoney’s 
legacy, and represents a clean 
break from the association’s 
dysfunctional history.  In the past, 
the home office attitude, which 
was actually expressed directly 
to many of us in the press and 
during meetings, was that the 
members existed to ‘support the 
FPA.’ Those of us who questioned 

profession what our chapters were 
doing to drive professionalism.  I 
felt very strongly,” he adds, “that 
we had to get the word out about 
the value of FPA to the nation, 
and what the financial planning 
profession means to the average 
American.”
 This initiative has seen 
Mahoney and 2021 FPA president 
Skip Schweiss embark on press 

for most of them, they had never 
heard from the CEO before.”
 These initial conversations 
tended to be pretty basic.  “They 
told me that they were grateful that 
I was taking the time with them,” 
says Mahoney.  “What I told them 
was: this is my opportunity to 
listen, and to take your suggestions 
and ideas back to the office 
and incorporate that into our 
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As of his first day on the job, Mahoney
has declared that the FPA exists

to support its members and the profession,
not the other way around.

what seemed to be misguided 
policies or flawed execution were 
urged (sometimes angrily) to stop 
pointing out problems and ‘be 
more supportive.’  This focus on 
the association rather than the 
membership showed up most 
prominently in a strange lack of 
tangible member benefits flowing 
out from the FPA; indeed, virtually 
all of the benefits of being an FPA 
member, with the exception of the 

disbelief in the interviewer’s 
facial expression.  “They had a 
marketing department that hawked 
membership as a product.  But 
there wasn’t anyone specifically 
focused on membership retention 
and service.”
 This might actually have 
been the first leg of the stool, 
because it represented the first 
changes that Mahoney made in his 
staff leadership role.  “During the 

Journal and the new externship, 
were created and delivered at the 
chapter level, with little support 
from the home office.
 Going forward, as of his 
first day on the job, Mahoney 
says, the FPA exists to support its 
members and the profession, not 
the other way around.  The idea is 
that if the FPA’s pooled resources 
can strengthen and benefit the 
businesses of financial planners, 
the benefits will flow both to 
clients, on one end, and entice 
more members to the FPA, on the 
other.
 This introduces the third leg 
of Mahoney’s stool.  He says that 
the FPA’s inverse focus showed up 
immediately in a curious feature of 
the home office’s staffing.
 “I quickly realized that I 
had inherited an organization 
that didn’t have a membership 
department,” he says.  
 “You heard me correctly,” 
Mahoney adds, perhaps sensing 

summer of last year, when I was 
still the interim CEO,” he says, 
“I made some very tough staff 
changes.  We said goodbye to a lot 
of folks.  But that also gave me the 
opportunity to say hello to some 
new folks with different attitudes.”
 The new hires prominently 
include Leslie Whittet in the 
newly-created position of Chief 
Membership Experience Officer.  
Whittet was formerly Senior VP 
of Chapter Operations for the 
Association for Corporate Growth 
in Chicago, and has led workshops 
on creating beneficial association 
member experiences.  “The 
chapter DNA is deep within her,” 
says Mahoney.  “This was very 
important to me, because the DNA 
of the FPA is profoundly embedded 
in its chapters.  I felt that we had to 
reconstitute our level of service to 
them.”
 Whittet leads a new 
membership experience 
department and also a chapter 

experience team that will help 
chapters better serve FPA members 
on their level.  “I specifically hired 
people who have a chapter-first, 
member-first service mentality,” 
says Mahoney, “because I wanted 
our folks to engage deeply with 
our members and for our members 
to feel listened to and valued.”
 Other hires included Danielle 
Andrus, formerly Executive 
Managing Editor of Investment 
Advisor magazine, as the editor 
of the Journal of Financial 
Planning; new Chief Financial 
Officer Sandra Garcia from the 
Escuela de Guadalupe educational 
institution in Denver; Kyle Jordan 
as the new Director of Meetings 
from the INFORMS association 
for professionals in analytics and 
operations research; and Director 
of Strategic Partnerships Amy 
Woodward, who comes to the 
FPA from a position as Senior 
Director of Corporate Relations at 
the American Gastroenterological 
Association.
 The earliest fruits of 
their labors are negotiated 
discounted arrangements with 
Zoom, Constant Contact, Survey 
Monkey and Quickbooks.  “That 
puts the chapters in a position 
to save about $2,000 annually,” 
Mahoney says.  Denver staffers 
are helping to create or upgrade 
chapter websites and facilitating 
a standardized accounting service 
that would also allow chapters to 
benchmark themselves against 
each other.  “We’ve been rolling 
out technology services to the 
chapters on a strictly voluntary 
basis,” Mahoney explains.  “It is 
all about making things easier for 
them.”
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 For the rank and file 
membership, the member 
experience team has cut a deal 
that gives FPA members access 
to the Chalice Network and its 
various group discounts and tech 
offerings, plus group discounts 
on Verizon, Office Depot and 
continuing access to discounted 
group insurance programs through 
Ryan Insurance.  
 “And we recently negotiated 
a deal with SoFi, making that 
planning service available to our 
members, many of whom are 
dealing with folks who are carrying 
a heavy student debt load,” says 
Mahoney.

Advisory council

 Even the most ardent critics 
of the OneFPA initiative (this 
writer was one of them) will 
reluctantly admit that there was 
a lot of good mixed in with the 
bad, and Mahoney has spent a 
long year working with the eleven 
volunteer chapters to separate the 
one from the other.  The FPA sent 
out an update on December 10 to 
its membership, as the initiative 
was drawing to a close, and the 
message could not have been 
clearer about which aspects of the 

budgets of 80 chapters…
 Consolidation of the legal 
status of FPA chapters.  This 
was abandoned early on.  It has 
not been pursued, and will not 
be pursued.  Our ever-important 
chapters are independent legal 
entities.  Their autonomy is 
respected and encouraged.

 “Right after the FPA national 
conference in Chicago [2018], they 
asked some of us if we could stick 
around,” he says.  “They took us 
into a room and had us all sign a 
nondisclosure agreement.  I thought, 
oh, this is going to be interesting, 
if you’re asking us to sign NDAs 
before we’ve even started talking.”
 Tower recalls being handed a 
rough draft of the OneFPA initiative, 
where everybody was given about 
20 minutes to read through it before 
offering comments.  Tower noted, 
buried near the back of the proposal 
behind some exciting language 
about all the ways that the chapters 
would benefit, an incidental mention 
that the Denver office would take 
over management of each chapter’s 
finances.  “I distinctly remember 
when it was my turn to comment,” 
he says, “my comment was: Oh, so 
you’re trying to take the chapters’ 
money.  When it was rolled out to the 
entire organization,” he says, “a lot 
of people had a similar response.”
 But once the problematic 
aspects of the initiative were set 
aside, Tower says that the Advisory 
Council has precipitated an 
important shift in the FPA’s overall 

Mahoney has been very clear that
the Denver office will not be centralizing chapter 

finances or consolidating the legal
status of chapters.

finances.  This was abandoned 
early on.  It has not been pursued 
and will not be pursued.  There 
was little—to-no—acceptance 
of this idea by the chapters.  And 
there is no feasible nor practical 
method by which to review the 

 At the time, Tower was 
president of the Colorado chapter, 
and as such, he was one of the 
few  members to receive advance 
warning about the initiative.  The 
advance communication process 
did not inspire trust.  

original initiative were being 
cast aside.  
 It reads, in relevant part:

A frequent request is for me to 
directly address the lingering 
concerns about FPA attempting 
to (a) centralize chapter 
finances, and (b) consolidate 
the legal status of our chapters 
at the national level…
 Centralization of 

 What were the good aspects?  
Mahoney has already alluded 
to increased technology support 
from the FPA’s home offices, 
which was included in the initial 
OneFPA proposal.  The financial 
benchmarking tool was another part 
of the proposal.
 But by far the most important 
development to come out of OneFPA 
is a new FPA Advisory Council, 
comprised of representatives from 
all of the chapters—and including 
a new Advisory Council Executive 
Committee.  2021 Chairperson of 
the Advisory Council Executive 
Committee, Kris Tower of American 
Portfolios in Denver, recalls his 
skepticism when he was first 
informed that the FPA was about 
to roll out OneFPA to the broader 
organization.
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Claire Akin of Indigo 
Marketing: The power 
of custom content.

functionality.
 Meaning?  One of the 
criticisms of the FPA, for literally 
20 years, was that there was never 
a healthy communication between 
the chapters and the home office, 
because there seemed to be no 
easy way for the chapters to get 

here is the topic we’re looking at, 
and here are the questions we would 
like you to go back to your board 
and have a discussion about, and 
come back and be able to discuss 
this among ourselves,” says Tower.  
There would be breakout sessions, 
and then the group would reconvene 

finally, define who was its core 
member, which would help define 
the services that would be delivered 
from the home office and through 
the chapters.  
 “Most financial planners have 
an ideal client,” Tower explains, 
“and they know the services that 
are needed by that ideal client.  I 
think there was a feeling at the 
chapter level that there was some 
disconnect about who the FPA’s 
core target customer was, and what 
we were going to be delivering to 
those people to justify paying their 
membership dues.”

Core focus

 The idea of defining a core 
member of the FPA requires some 
courage, because by definition it 
moves the focus off of the broad 
penumbra of non-core members, 
and risks losing them.  There is 
evidence that the FPA leadership 
had been acting in fear of alienating 
anybody who might consider joining 
and paying dues, despite the fact 
that the original agreement, from the 
merger of the IAFP and ICFP, was 
that it would primarily focus on CFP 
practitioners.
 It should not be a surprise that, 
after meetings between Mahoney 
and the Advisory Council, this 
emerged as the definition of the core 
FPA member—its target client, so to 
speak.  “These were conversations 
that should have happened at FPA in 
the past, and I don’t know why they 
didn’t,” Mahoney concedes.  “But 
going forward, we define our core 
member as the certified financial 
planner, full stop.”
 Mahoney is quick to add that 
anyone involved in the financial 

In the past, chapter leaders felt as if
the home office thought the members

were a necessary evil.  Any communication
came in the form of top-down edicts.

the attention of the Denver staff 
leadership.  “When I was a leader 
at the chapter level,” says Tower, 
“that was one of my frustrations.  I 
would tell Lauren [Schadle, then-
FPA CEO], and David Brand [then-
Director of Strategic Operations], 
Hey, we’re in the same city.  My 
office is half a mile from yours.  How 
are we not communicating when 
we’re all in the same dang town?  
As the chapter president,” he adds, 
“I reached out to them and tried to 
have more communication, and it 
almost seemed like they thought the 
members were a necessary evil.”
 Whenever there was 
communication, he says, it was 
top-down, in the form of edicts 
from Denver.  “I don’t think the 
staff leadership had a really good 
understanding of what the chapters 
were dealing with in the trenches,” 
says Tower.
 The Advisory Council is 
changing that in a systematic 
way.  The current process is for 
the Advisory Council to send out 
a message to each of the chapter 
leadership teams, 30 days in 
advance of a meeting.  “We’ll say, 

and offer feedback that would be 
delivered to the home office.  
 “I think the great part about 
the Advisory Council,” says Tower, 
“is that any time you are in a new 
group of people, there is often a 
little hesitancy to be the nail that 
sticks up, to raise your hand and 
provide a dissenting opinion.  It has 
been wonderful to see, this year, 
how willing people are to offer their 
opinions.  We always focus on trying 
to catch the verbatim responses,” he 
adds.  “And try to convey what the 
chapters are actually saying, rather 
than some paraphrase that is coming 
from us.”
 What, exactly, was conveyed?  
“After we finally got organized 
in the latter half of 2020,” says 
Tower, “we started hearing from 
our advisory council reps exactly 
what I was hearing from my chapter 
leadership team: that we have a lot 
of challenges with membership.  We 
were struggling with some serious 
attrition.”
 The first and most basic 
recommendation that came out 
of those initial meetings was that 
the FPA needed to formally, and 
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planning industry is welcome to 
become a member.  “That is never 
going to change,” he says.  “But 
65-70 percent of our members 
happen to be CFPs, and the data 
analysis shows that our retention 
rate for that specific group, the CFP 
professionals, has been climbing 
all year long.  That means that the 
members of the FPA who happen to 
be CFPs are renewing at a faster clip 
than they have in the past.”
 Going forward, the 
association’s marketing efforts 
will be aimed directly at CFP 
practitioners.  The membership 
benefits will be primarily oriented 
toward making their lives easier, and 
more convenient, and highlighting 
in the press and elsewhere their 
importance as professionals in 
the personal finance landscape.  A 
revised website and revised social 
media campaign will focus on the 
FPA’s value to that cohort.  
 “We’re going to highlight how 
we’re helping them with benefits to 
round out their practices, and giving 
them learning opportunities, and 
making them aware of the advocacy 
efforts that we’re pursuing,” says 
Mahoney.  He adds that Retreat is 
still on schedule as an in-person 
event in April, and a reconstituted 
(details to come) 2022 national 
conference in Seattle is scheduled to 
be in-person as well.
 Defining exactly what that 
core audience wants from the FPA 
is a surprisingly tricky issue.  Tower 
says that he was initially attracted 
to join the association, early in his 
career, because he was fired up about 
an advocacy issue.  Today, as a more 
experienced business owner, he says 
that one of his primary member 
benefits is the group disability 

Not everybody joins the FPA for the
same reasons, and people who

joined for one reason initially might
continue on for other reasons entirely.

insurance he can buy through the 
FPA, which costs a fraction of what 
he would have to pay on his own.  
“It more than pays for my annual 
membership, many times over,” he 
says.
 Of course, others are attracted 
to the community and sense of 
connection that Mahoney referred to 
earlier.  But Tower doesn’t believe 

that ‘community’ should be the 
sole focus.  He makes the point 
that only about a third to a fifth of 
FPA members actually attend local 
chapter meetings, and fewer still are 
trekking out to the national ones.  
 “Not everybody joins the FPA 
for the same reasons,” he cautions.  
“With 18,000 members, you are 
going to have some diversity about 
why people join the organization.  
I think we have to be cognizant 
of the fact that there are lots of 
reasons, and maybe some of the 
reasons why people joined the FPA 
in the beginning are not the reasons 
they stay in the FPA.  Being able to 
communicate broadly a wide variety 
of member benefits, I think, is going 
to be really important.”
 The turnaround is going to 
take time, but the first steps have 
been taken.  Tower believes that the 
FPA is a different organization than 
it was 18 months ago, and he expects 
the shift to translate to membership 
growth and retention going forward.  
“The biggest thing that has changed, 
in my mind,” he says, “is that 

when I was a chapter leader, it felt 
very much as if it was us vs. them, 
chapters vs. national.  National was 
very disconnected from what we 
were doing at the chapter level, and 
what we were trying to accomplish.  
Today,” Tower adds, “when we talk 
about what is happening in the FPA, 
it is all ‘we,’ as in ‘we, together’ 
need to accomplish these things.  

If we have a membership attrition 
issue, well, national is not going to 
solve that by themselves, and the 
chapters are not going to solve that 
by themselves.  Going forward, we 
have to solve it together.” 
 Of course, having leadership 
in Denver that listens to chapters 
and members,  having a routine 
mechanism for vetting and 
debating core issues broadly across 
the chapters, defining the core 
membership and shifting the focus 
from benefiting the association to 
benefiting the membership—these, 
Mahoney recognizes, are nothing 
more than a good beginning. 
  “What we’ve talked about 
so far are the really basic meat 
and potato issues,” says Mahoney; 
“the nuts and bolts of any good 
membership organization—making 
sure we’re relevant and providing 
good value to our members.”  
 Then he repeats his mantra: “I 
am very much taking a windshield 
approach at the FPA, and we are 
focusing on building things up and 
out.”
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In my 2020 Fee Survey, I found 
that, based on their responses, 
advisors were spending an 

average of three hours of staff time 
on each of their typical annual/
quarterly client meetings.  That 
could be roughly broken down 
into one hour of preparation 
(including creating the agenda 
and asking clients for information 
and feedback on other things they 
might want to discuss), the actual 
one-hour meeting, and then an 
hour of followup activities (which 
includes writing up meeting 
notes, delegating various tasks to 
team members in the office and 
composing the summary to be sent 
to the client).  
 Early in his planning career, 
Anand Sheth, founder of the 
Pulse360 software, discovered the 
hard way why these pre- and post-
meeting tasks were taking so much 
staff time.  “In 2012, I was working 
late on my anniversary night,” he 
says.  “I had to skip dinner with 
my wife because I needed to write 
up followup summaries for several 
client meetings.  My wife,” he 
adds, “was not exactly happy.”
 At the time, Sheth was 
supporting a senior advisor who 
was primarily managing the client 

Messaging Productivity
Synopsis: Instead of writing all your client communications 
from scratch, try using Pulse360’s template system.

Takeaways: Every message you send to clients can become 
a template that can be customized in future correspondences.  
Batch process your meeting preparation, and automatically 
trigger workflows in your CRM.

relationships.  After he presented 
his summary followup messages 
to the advisor, the advisor spent 
more than an hour rewriting them.  
“I recognized, at that moment, 
that each advisor is going to have 
an individualized way of saying 
things, of using language, of 

Pulse360 is designed
to fit into a blank space
in the advisor software

ecosystem: documentation
and communications

software.

communicating with their clients,” 
he says.  “I was a senior person, I 
was very experienced, I knew what 
needed to be said,” he adds.  “I 
just wasn’t writing the summaries 
in the same way that the advisor 
would have.”
 Hoping to streamline the 
process (and possibly avoid more 
conflict with his wife), Sheth came 
up with a proposal.  “I said to the 
advisor, I’m going to take your 
words, put them in note templates, 
and when I do the summaries, 
I’m going to copy and paste and 

customize the templates with your 
words into the emails,” he says.  
“And then I coded, in Excel, a 
version of that template library, 
and that was the beginning of 
Pulse.”

Filling the gap

 Sheth believes that there has 
been a missing software category 
in the advisor’s toolbox.  You have 
the CRM, and planning software, 
investment management programs 
and various document management 
programs.  The missing link is 
what he calls the documentation 
and communication software, 
which might also be called simply 
client communication tools that 
streamline the process of organizing 
and simplifying repetitive client 
messaging.  “Somehow, our 
industry has skipped that part of 
the software,” he says.  “It’s not in 
the CRM or the planning software, 
the capability to collect template 
messages that you would use over 
and over again.”
 Pulse360 is designed to 
fit into that blank space in the 
advisor software ecosystem.  “Our 
ultimate goal is to give the advisor 
some of their valuable time back,” 
says Sheth, “so they are not having 
to recreate a new message every 
time they want to communicate 
the same thing they’ve sent out 
many times before.”  He estimates 
that a power user of his software 
can shave off at least half of the 
preparation and followup time for 
client meetings, turning a three 
hour process into two hours, and 
making room for senior advisors 
to spend more of their time on 
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marketing, client service and staff 
mentoring.
 The time savings estimate 
is predicated on the idea that 80% 
of client messages are advisors 
writing similar things to different 
clients.  “How many different 
ways can you tell a client that they 
should do a Roth conversion?” 
Sheth asks.  “How many different 
ways can you tell a client that 
you’re proposing to invest them in 
a model with an aggressive growth 
tilt, because that is more likely 
to meet their goals than the other 
models?”
 If your answer is that these 
messages are actually going to be 
pretty similar—that, in fact, almost 
all of the wording is going to be the 
same, but with different particulars 
dropped in that customize them 
for individual clients—hen 
you’ve made a great use case for 
an automated template library.  
Pulse 360 software actually comes 
with 70 note templates built-in, 
which can function as sample 
agendas for client meetings and 
bullet-pointed followup messages 
that advisors can customize.  It 
also integrates with Redtail and 
Salesforce, to automatically create 
tasks (for clients and advisors) and 
workflows built out of these tasks. 

Organized messages

 Pulse360’s interface for 
streamlining client messaging 
comes with an intuitive interface 
whose features can be accessed 
in a number of ways.  Typically, 
an advisor would call up a screen 
with a tab to select what category 
of message he or she wants to use.  

One of them might be investment 
recommendations.  Another 
might be meeting notes.  There’s 
an ‘opportunity’ tab for all of 
an advisor’s prospect messages, 
which calls up all of the prospects 
that have contacted the firm, and 
all the messages they’ve received, 
and the other message templates 
the firm can send out in a sequence.  
A task tab would interface with the 
CRM, which allows an advisor to 
assign tasks and trigger workflows 
that are built into the CRM 
software.

 To see the history of these 
messages, the advisor can scan 
a list of ‘contacts’—clients and 
prospects, and see every message 
that each has received through 
Pulse360, individually organized 
as (advisors can create their own 
categories) meeting notes and 
summaries, tax messages, financial 
planning messages etc.  
 “Let’s say I have a client 
meeting coming up,” Sheth 
proposes, “and I want to see 
everything that I have tagged 
for the next meeting.  Eight 
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that mentions this year’s RMDs 
from the client’s IRA accounts.  
Any customized agenda items can 
be dropped into the template, and 
it becomes a client message that 
can be saved as a PDF file and sent 
out as an email.  Each template 
agenda serves double duty as a 
checklist for the things that the 
advisor wants to remember to at 
least consider covering in each 
client meeting.
 Pulse360 will also allow the 
advisor to view all of the clients 
who are scheduled for meetings 
in the next 15 days, and also, on 
the same screen, the past 15 days 
of meetings, with listed dates.  
One column shows whether the 
agendas for future meetings 
have been created (this task is 
often delegated to the staff), and 
whether the agendas have been 
sent to clients.  It also shows, for 
the most recently completed client 
meetings, whether the summary 
notes have been input and followup 
messages have been sent out.  

 Sheth says that this upcoming-
and-followup dashboard is 
popular with a growing number of 
advisors who are shifting to surge 
meetings—bunching all their client 
meetings one after another during a 
few weeks a year.  “I can select all 
the client meetings that are coming 
in the future, apply what we call a 
collection,” he explains.  “Here is 
a template client review agenda.  It 
has the items that I always want to 
address with these clients.  I can 
literally go and say: add all, and 
it will add 18 notes to six clients.  
I can now jump into them and 
customize what I need to customize 
for each one,” he adds, “and with a 
click it is going to trigger off six 
workflows in my CRM.  If I want, 
I can keep selecting clients, and 
add 25 notes to all clients, and 
then go in individually and delete 
whatever doesn’t apply to that 
client.”  Call it mass-production of 
client agendas.
 Despite the fact that the 
program comes with a pretty 

notes come up,” he says.  “Some 
advisors have created a tax impact 
tag,” he adds, “so whenever they 
plan to recommend something 
that will have a tax impact, or 
have recommended something, 
they put this tag on it.  At the end 
of the year, they can summarize 
everything they have done for that 
client in that area, and also send 
that to the CPA as summary data.”

Mass agenda production

 But what about reducing 
that time spent preparing a client 
agenda?  The advisor can go into 
the note template library, pull 
up a template agenda that has all 
the different things that might be 
discussed in a client meeting.  Not 
all of those will be relevant to the 
client whose meeting is coming 
up, so the advisor would click to 
exclude different bullet points, like 
the request for the client’s most 
recent tax return or, since this client 
is under age 72, the bullet point 
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large template library, Sheth says 
that most Pulse360 users will be 
significantly modifying or creating 
their own templates—because, 
as he learned early-on, every 
advisor has their own style of 
communication.  But the process 
flows from the communications 
that an advisor would normally be 
sending out; you create a meeting 
agenda in your own words, send 
it to the client and also save it as 
a template.  You send a followup 
explanation to a client detailing 
your reasons for recommending a 
Roth conversion, and save that as a 
template.  The next time they want 
to send a similar message or create 
a client agenda, you pull up the 
saved message as a template—and 
avoid reinventing the wheel.
 And, since every template 
and note is editable, each time 
you re-use the saved template, you 
can improve the wording or add in 
new agenda items.  The messaging 
evolves, becoming clearer and 
more efficient over time.
 “The point is that this relieves 
advisors from sitting in front of a 
blank canvas every time, writing 
similar things that they’ve written 
in the past,” says Sheth.  “You 
can literally hand this task off to a 
junior staff person, and tell them to 
prepare it for your your review.”
 Pulse 360 also creates an 
organized record of every message 
sent to each client, which can be 
viewed by the date it was sent, by 
the client, or both.  This makes 
it easy to add those customized 
agenda items, while you’re looking 
through the followup message 
from the last meeting, or see at a 
glance what you’ve recommended 

of the year, pull up summary, and 
in less than 20 seconds I can send 
out to the client and say, Dear Tom 
and Mary, thanks for your trust.  
As the year has gone by, this is a 
summary of the work we’ve done 
for you.  This is next to impossible 
today for advisors to do without 
spending hours upon hours doing 
this,” Sheth adds.  
 Some advisors are storing 
their clients’ goals in the messaging 
tags, which accomplish a few 
additional service conveniences.  
Sheth says that some Pulse 360 
users are sending messages around 
this time of year, saying: Happy 
new year! Just wanted to let you 
know that this year we are working 
and focusing on these things for 
you.  You wanted to go to Alaska, 
and take another cruise, you want 
to buy another home, you want to 
fund Nathan’s education, we are 
aware of your goals and that’s 
what we’re working toward this 
year and onwards.”
 Other advisors have created 
“achieved” tags for client bucket 
list items, so they can pull up every 
client milestone that has been 
achieved, and send out milestone 

Financial Services in Naperville, 
IL, has created what some might 
describe as a complicated business 
life.  After years of providing 
financial planning services to a 
CPA firm’s tax clients, she inherited 
the tax practice to go along with 
her planning business.  And she 
also owns a property management 
company, which is convenient 
because her niche is clients who 
have real estate investments and 
need reliable management of the 
properties.  “I provide holistic 
services,” she says: “the tax piece, 
the financial planning piece, and 
the property management piece.”
 The challenge, of course, 
is that there is always a flurry of 
messages to send out during tax 
season, which involves gathering 
data and then, upon completion, 
sending back the returns with 
various instructions.  She sends 
out updates on the properties she 
manages—and this is in addition to 
the routine pre- and post-meeting 
communications with her planning 
clients.  
 “When I inherited the tax 
business, I realized that I needed 
better organization,” Beach says.  

Advisors who are doing surge client meetings
can pull up template agendas for 20 clients,
customize them on the fly and automatically
generate preparation workflows--all at once.

to each client.
 This feature also makes it 
easier to demonstrate your value to 
clients.  “Let’s say I’ve done all of 
my followups in Pulse360,” Sheth 
proposes.  “I can now, at the end 

congratulations and summaries to 
clients. 

Multiple roles, multiple templates

 Maggie Beach, of NexJenn 
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“I had to find a way to track all the 
messages that I was communicating 
to various parties through the three 
companies.”
 Beach found Pulse360 as she 
was navigating the early stages of 
the Covid pandemic.  “I actually 
contacted Anand,” she says, “and 
we worked together to come up 
with templates, checklists and 

and send it off,” says Beach.  “And 
every message has the same look 
as all of my other correspondence, 
so for my clients each message felt 
like the same experience between 
tax and financial planning.”
 What do the templates look 
like?  “The one I use most,” says 
Beach, “is after the tax return is 
prepared for the client.  It says: 
Dear client, your tax return has 
been completed, you owe such and 
such, and there is a field in the 
template where I can fill in that 
amount, or what the refund was,” 
she adds.  “And then, if they owe, 
I can drop in a link to a voucher.  
The next line would be: click here 
for your signature documents, 
and I drop in a direct link to their 
signature documents.  And the third 
part would be: here is a secure link 
to your tax return.”
 Beach will typically add a 
task which tells her to follow up 
with the client if she hasn’t received 
the signed signature pages back.

 Scheduling client planning 
meetings involves a template 
with a link to Beach’s Calendly 
account.  Before Pulse360, Beach 
says that client preparation could 
become chaotic.  “I would look at 
old emails, pull up files, but it was 
not all in one place and it was hard 
to get it well-organized,” she says.  
The system today makes it easier 
to send out summary messages, 
which, in turn, organizes what 
Beach needs to know for the next 
meeting.  “I have a little template 
that I can use after each meeting,” 
she says.  “What was discussed?  
What are the pain points with the 
clients?  What are the goals that 
we’re going to work toward?  What 
are my to-dos, and theirs?”
 She can drop these into the 
template as bullet points, and they 
create a record that allows her to 
prepare for the next meeting.  For 
compliance purposes, she can 
show the state regulators what she 
discussed with each client.  “And,” 
says Beach “for all the client tasks, 
they can drop into my calendar, 
so I can make sure they’ve been 
done.  Pulse 360 has completely 
changed the way I'm interacting 
with clients, and the way I keep 
client information.”

Workflow integration

 David Littlejohn, of Littlejohn 
Financial Services in Roseburg, 
OR, is getting an emergency lesson 
in creating staff efficiency.  “It 
took me from 2010 to 2014 to get 
up to $7 million in AUM,” he says, 
recounting a business history that 
includes knocking on traitor park 
doors to sell insurance policies, 

Beach says that Pulse360's
organization of client messages

has been as important to her
as the time saved in message composition.

templated letters that I use in 
Pulse360.  It allowed me to pull 
up one of the templates, drop in 
information and send it off to my 
clients, and I would have a record 
of it.”
 Beach says that the 
organization of messages has been 
as important, to her, as the time 
saved in message composition.  
“The program puts everything in 
chronological order,” she says.  
“It gave me organization about 
how I was progressing through 
my workflows, and where I was 
with each client.  You can see what 
you’ve done, what communications 
have gone back and forth with each 
client or COI, and since everything 
is digital, during tax season, I don’t 
send out tax returns via paper.  
I’m able to drop links to secure 
portals into these templates and, 
by customizing the fields, I can 
tell them what their refunds are, or 
their tax due, and personalize each 
message without writing them 

from scratch.  It’s saved me hours 
of time,” she adds.  “I’ve been able 
to streamline my tax season and 
make everything consistent.”
 The consistency feature 
was surprisingly important when 
Beach was communicating while 
wearing different hats.  “After 
every planning meeting, I pull up 
a template, pop in the summary 
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The CRM integration ensures that client
tasks will be completed.  The meeting summary
to a client will trigger workflows in the CRM--
and a reminder to make sure they're addressed.

running a private broker dealer for 
physicians and being the financial 
planner for various banking offices 
before starting his own business.  
“Since 2014,” he continues, “we 
have moved to $130 million, and 
we’re bringing in $2-3 million a 
month.”  
 When a younger advisor 
finally gets his designation, the 
firm will have four staff people.  
Leverage and efficiency went from 
unnecessary to urgent.
 Littlejohn prioritized 
better organization of client 
communications, and he logically 
turned to the software that houses 
all of his other personalized 
client data.  “You say to yourself, 
shouldn’t the CRM be doing these 
things?” he says.  “You would think 
it does, but it actually doesn’t.”
 Then Littlejohn found 
Pulse360, which offered the 
organization he was looking 
for—and the time savings from 
templated messages was icing on 
the cake.  He and his team are 
still in the process of building 
out templates, which he says 
happens organically; you compose 
a message, send it to a client and 
also save it as a template to be 
used later.  “You have to change 
your mentality when you compose 
these messages,” says Littlejohn.  
“Every message, you have to 
think, I want to be able to use 
this again, so how can I think in 
terminology where I can make the 
message not so specific that I can 
only say it to that client.  I want to 
create different customizable parts 
of the message where I can drop 
in the specific things that relate to 
each client, and have the rest of 

it communicate the things I say 
regularly in messages like that one.  
The residual benefit is ongoing,” 
he adds.  “The longer you work 
with it, the better it gets.”
 Littlejohn’s firm has made 
efficient use of another feature 
of Pulse360: the integration 
with his CRM to automatically 
trigger workflows.  “One of our 

workflows is preparation for the 
annual reviews,” he says.  “We 
have a standardized note sheet 
template.  If it is a very basic client, 
there may be a few things in the 
agenda, while for one of our top-
tier clients, we may include more 
items.”  Littlejohn has gotten to the 
point where he assign the agenda 
preparation process, through an 
integration with Redtail, to a staff 
member, who would know which 
clients tend to get which agenda 
items.  “They send it back to me 
and say, did we miss anything?  I 
say: looks good, and away we go.”
 The followup is similarly 
streamlined.  “We’ve gotten to the 
place where we can take meeting 
notes in Pulse,” he says, using 
a tablet.  “You summarize the 
notes in Pulse, create a followup 
summary saying, here’s everything 
we discussed, and here are the 
things we need to do and you 
need to do—and if any of this is 
inaccurate or needs to be clarified, 
please contact us.”  The add-on 

is for compliance purposes.  “If 
there is ever a he-said, she-said 
situation,” says Littlejohn, “then 
we have that backup.”
 The CRM integration 
ensures that tasks are completed.  
“If the meeting summary says we 
need to change a risk profile for a 
client, or move them to a different 
investment model, or we need to 

send them a cash distribution, we 
have tasks built into our templates 
that automatically push it into 
Redtail and start the workflows,” 
says Littlejohn.  “Each task is 
associated with a person and a 
time frame, and one workflow 
can trigger a whole series of steps 
for that client.  With Pulse360 
and Redtail working together,” 
he adds, “we don’t have nearly 
as much chance of human error, 
dropping the tasks or failing to 
follow through.”
 The risk profile change 
workflow has become surprisingly 
common during the pandemic.  “A 
client comes in nervous about the 
markets,” says Littlejohn, “and we 
say, okay, well, your risk tolerance 
number in Riskalyze is currently at 
75.  Do you want retake the risk 
quiz?  They’ll say, no, just move 
me down to a 60.  So then we’ll say, 
okay, that means there is a different 
portfolio that’s appropriate for a 
60 risk tolerance; basically plus 
this, minus that.  If they agree,” 
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The Broad Reach of M&A
Synopsis: A lot has changed in the marketplace for RIA 
firms—and most of it is beneficial to both sides of the trans-
actions.

Takeaways: Bank financing is increasingly available, 
which has transformed the deal structures.  There are many 
more prospective buyers than sellers, but the highest offer 
can take a back seat due to a seller’s client-first perspective.  

The M&A issues,
says Grau, boil down to: 
taking care of the clients 
and getting fair value for 
the business you've built.

In his breakout presentation at our 
Insider’s Forum conference, Da-
vid Grau, Jr. founder and CEO of 

Succession Resource Group (https://
www.successionresource.com/) out-
lined the range of issues involved 
in buying and selling advisory busi-
nesses—and he pointed out that they 

encompass a lot more than just the 
valuations.  The topic touches on the 
unprecedented inorganic growth op-
portunities in today’s marketplace—
Grau noted, firms that are looking for 
acquisition opportunities tend to be 
fastest-growing wealth management 
organizations in the profession. 
 Both buyers and sellers 
would be well-served to make their 
firms more attractive to the people 
on the other side of the table, which 
is fundamentally a practice manage-
ment conversation, covering every-
thing from effective staffing to client 
service and relationships, workflows 

and profitability.  “We show you how 
to set up your business to be some-
thing people want to buy, and also 
to be attractive to the sellers,” said 
Grau.  “And the ancillary benefit is 
that if you do these things, even if 
you never actually sell or buy, you 
can still have a better business as a 
result.  It will be more valuable, more 
efficient and more profitable.”
 And of course succession 
planning is fundamentally a sales and 
valuation conversation.  A compre-
hensive M&A conversation touches 
on pretty much every aspect of an 
advisory firm’s business life.  
 In Grau’s mind, all of this 
boils down to two fundamental goals.  
“When you’re ready to exit the busi-
ness, whenever that may be,” he told 
the audience, “you want to put your-
self in a position to make sure your 
clients are taken care of—which is 
my first priority as a consultant—and 
that you get fair value for the busi-
ness you’ve built.”

Industry trends

 A little over a year ago now, 
I was writing an article about some 
of the deeper issues around buying 
and selling an advisory firm, includ-

says Littlejohn, “then I’ll load in 
a template that says: discussed 
with the client reducing risk at this 
time, discussed moving the model 
portfolio from this one to that one, 
and it will create a note to the client 
saying, our team will adjust your 
model to your new risk tolerance.”
 That, in itself, saves time.  But 
the message also communicates 
with Redtail, creating a task for 
one person to update the client’s 
Riskalyze score and and a related 
task for another team member to 
change the portfolio and execute 
the trades.
 “It will also alert our 
administrative person to follow 
up and make sure everything 
happened,” says Littlejohn, “and, 
once the shift has been made, to 
send a note to the client that the 
tasks were completed.”  That note 
is also a template.
 The organizational aspect 
of it works like a double-entry 
bookkeeping system.  
 “Client messages are 
associated both with the client 
and an event.” Littlejohn explains.  
“Whether it’s a phone call, a 
meeting or an email, you are 
associating activity both with the 
client and the triggering event,” 
he adds.  “When I schedule a 
client meeting, I can bring up the 
template, with all the options for 
the agenda.  I may use four of them, 
click on each to build the template 
I want, and it populates the items 
for me—a checklist and workflow 
trigger at the same time.  
 “I see Pulse360,” he adds, 
“as an operating system for my 
practice.”
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ing the impact of different revenue 
models on a firm’s valuation and at-
tractiveness to buyers.  I interviewed 
principals with the four major M&A 
consulting firms in the advisor space.  
The most surprising result was that 
my interview with Grau offered 
more, and more detailed, informa-
tion than the other three combined.  
Among the things he told me was 
how his work was much like a fi-
nancial planner’s: to coordinate a lot 
of disparate expertise (valuation, fi-
nancing, legal contracts, negotiation 
etc.) into a coherent plan, and that 
(like a lot of planning clients) many 
planners are neglecting an important 
part of their own financial lives. 
 “Having done thousands of 
valuations, including a couple hun-
dred every year,” Grau told the In-
sider’s Forum audience, “we see that 
the advisor’s business is typically 
their most valuable asset.  When 
you ask what will happen with their 
other assets,” he continued, “there’s 
typically a very clear and specific 
answer: they’re all included in their 
estate plan.  But rarely do they have 
such a clear answer for what is going 
to happen with their business when 
they retire or if they were to die to-
morrow.”
 For most business owners, 
that would be an enormous problem, 
but Grau said that planning firms are 
a strange exception.  Our profession-
al landscape now includes the mega 
rollups, funded by private equity in-
vestments, plus a larger number of 
ambitious serial acquirers who are 
looking for $25 million-$100 million 
AUM firms to roll into their business 
operations.  “I want you to know that 
there is a ready and willing market 
today,” he said.  “You may not be 
planning to pull the ripcord and sell 

your business today, but that option, 
believe it or not, is out there.  That is 
not normal for all industries.”
 Better news, as you can see 
from the slide that Grau present-
ed, the prices that buyers are pay-
ing have been incrementally rising.  
“The multiples are at all-time highs 
right now,” he said, “and I happen to 
believe that firms are still underval-
ued.”
 Grau offered a quick summa-
ry of other trends in the profession’s 
M&A scene, including the fact that 
more of today’s advisors are transfer-
ring ownership of their firms (selling 
or executing succession plans) while 
continuing to work full or part time 
thereafter—something that wasn’t 
prevalent as recently as ten years 
ago.  
 Perhaps more significantly, 
banks are now willing to finance the 
acquisitions and successions.  “Fi-
nancing in our industry was nonex-
istent five or six years ago,” Grau 
told the audience.  “There was none, 
because you don’t have any collat-
eral in your businesses.”  But now, 
he said, banks have gained a clearer 
picture of the advisory firm business 

model, and they like what they see.  
“You know what you have that’s bet-
ter than collateral?” he said.  “Recur-
ring revenue.  Not a lot of other busi-
nesses have recurring revenue, and 
banks love it.  Today,” Grau added, 
“there are half a dozen banks that are 
consistently making capital available 
to buyers of advisory firms.”
 That, in turn, has driven an-
other trend.  In the past, Grau said, 
the acquiring firm would put down 
20% of the purchase price in cash, 
and the balance would be paid out 
of cash flow to the seller over three 
to five years.  Today’s acquirers are 
following a different model: they’ll 
typically borrow most or all of the 
acquisition price on a 10-year loan, 
put the money down for the pur-
chase, and amortize the loan out of 
cash flow. 
 Finally, Grau has seen what 
might be considered a counterintui-
tive trend from a purely economic 
standpoint: most sellers are not ac-
cepting the most financially lucrative 
offer they receive.  “I have not seen 
this with any of the other profession-
als we work with—insurance agents, 
CPAs or securities professionals,” he 
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said.  “Advisors will literally leave 
thousands or even hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars on the table, and 
pass on the best offer, because they 
believe the third- or fourth-best offer 
is a better fit for their clients.  The al-
truistic nature of our industry, where 
the clients’ interests are put first,” he 

added, “is why we typically see 95-
97 percent retention rates.”

Sellers and buyers

 From there, Grau turned to 
the business optimization part of the 
presentation, starting with the seller.  
He suggested that the ‘average’ mul-
tiples that you read about in the press 
are going to be meaningless for any 
individual advisor, since every firm is 
different.  Instead, he offered a look 
at how a buyer might break down the 
various aspects of an advisory firm 
when calculating a fair (individual-
ized) multiple.  
 “The price generally lands 
within that 4-9 times EBITDA 
range,” Grau told the audience, re-
ferring to the graphic on this page.  
Firms with younger clients, lon-
ger client tenure, faster historical 
growth, a turnkey team that will con-

tinue managing client services and 
relationships, strong recurring rev-
enue and profitability will command 
higher sale prices—and you can see 
how any advisory firm can measure 
itself on these various scales before 
going on the market.
 Typically, said Grau, he will 

ers, the situation is more daunting.  
“The current buyer to seller ratio is 
75-1,” said Grau.  “That is 75 buy-
ers for every seller.  But,” he added, 
“there is NOT a lot of demand from 
good, qualified, prepared buyers—
that is, firms that have their own 
house in order.”  
 Meaning?  As mentioned 
earlier, a key to attracting sellers, 
whose first priority is client care, is 
to be able to demonstrate excellent 
client service in your routine opera-
tions.  Potential sellers will also take 
a hard look at your capacity.  “That 
is the big one that derails buyers and 
sellers who have tons of chemistry 
and could be a good fit,” said Grau.  
“If the seller doesn’t believe that the 
buyer’s team can take on 200 house-
holds in 90 days, the seller may love 
you, and you may have set down the 
best offer.  But if they’re not confi-
dent that you can take care of their 

clients, they’re going to pass and 
move on to somebody else.”  
 Later in the presentation 
Grau asked every potential acquirer 
who happened to be in the audience 
to look at their own firm, and ask 
themselves: ‘would you sell to your-
self?’
 If not, no worries.  “Even if 
you’re not ready, start with some of 
your marketing activity anyway, be-
cause it takes time,” Grau told the au-
dience.  “I see advisors struggle with 
this, because they’re very linear,” he 
added.  “They get their house in or-
der, they do a valuation, they meet 
with their coach, and a year later they 
say, now I’m ready.  But then,” he 
added, “it may be two more years be-
fore they have any meaningful leads.  
You can do some of these things in 
tandem.”
 Grau spent a few minutes of-
fering advice on how a prospective 
acquirer should look for acquisition 
targets—and he said that the deals 
don’t necessarily have to come from 
formally listed businesses.  He rec-
ommended that you create a profile 
(location, size range, type of clients 
etc.) of the firm you want to buy, and 
network among your peers, look-
ing for older advisors who might be 
nearing retirement whose firms fit 
that profile.  If your schedule hap-
pens to include meetings with indus-
try wholesalers, ask them about the 
firms they’ve been talking with.  Are 
any of them considering a sale or 
nearing the end of their career with 
no visible succession plan in place?  
If you want to look at the listings, 
Grau noted that MyCompass isn’t 
the only place to find them; Succes-
sion Link offers a low-cost member-
ship and FP Transitions lists firms as 
well.

Earnings 
Multiples

Multiple

9.0x

4.0x

Client     Client       Growth       Turnkey ROA      Profitability 
Age        Tenure                            Team              

62 12 yrs 15% Yes 90bps 55%

72 7 yrs 5% No 65bps 20%

have 14-15 sellers listed 
on his free MyCompass 
platform at any given time, 
and their businesses are 
typically sold within seven 
to eight weeks.  “And those 
are just the on-market 
deals,” he said.  “There are 
a lot of deals where people 
meet in a room like this, 
where they have known 
each other for years, and 
those are the deals we nev-
er hear about.”
 For potential buy-
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A growing number of RIA firm sellers
are advisors who want to continue working

after they've sold their firm.  They can merge into
another practice or the buyer can hire them back.

 And be flexible.  Grau said 
that a growing number of deals are 
hybrid, which can be described as 
buy-ins.  “An advisor may say, I’m 
really not ready to retire,” he told 
the group, “but I would be willing 
to partner with somebody.  They can 
buy 50% of my business, we are go-
ing to work together for two or three 
years, I will have their staff make my 
life easier, and I can gradually step 
back from running the business, and 
they can buy the other half over time.  
Or,” Grau added, “you can buy the 
firm and hire the advisor back on a 
part-time basis.”  He also mentioned 
partial book sales where one firm’s 
‘C’ clients might be another firm’s 
‘Bs.’

Deal structures

 Potential buyers and sellers 
in the audience were equally inter-
ested in the recent evolution of deal 
structures, and apparently there has 
been a LOT of evolution going on 
recently.  As mentioned earlier, the 
availability of bank financing has 
shifted the profession away from ear-
nouts and majority-seller financing, 
to the point where the 2021 average 
deal structure featured a down pay-
ment equal to 85% of the purchase 
price, supplemented with 15% seller 
financing, typically over five years.  
“Interest rates are very low right 
now, which makes it a good time to 
acquire businesses,” said Grau.  “The 
banks will do up to 100% financing 
on a 10-year amortization.”
 But Grau warned that not all 
financing options are the same, even 
though they might seem like it from 
the outside.  “The lenders in our in-
dustry all have very different credit 
boxes,” he said.  “They’ll tell you 

that they can get your deal done,” 
he added, “and that’s not a lie.  But 
when you’re with the wrong bank, 
you’ll end up doing their deal, not 
your deal.”  Succession Resource 
Group has put the different industry 
lenders up on a website (www.Lend-
ing-Well.com), which allows poten-
tial buyers to specify the features 

they want from a lender.  “It’s basi-
cally our internal spreadsheet where 
we evaluate which lender we think a 
buyer should work with,” Grau told 
the group. 
 Taxes are another issue that 
should not be overlooked.  “I’ve seen 
way too many deals that come back 
with contracts from external coun-
sel,” said Grau, “and they were not 
done with taxes in mind.  Attorneys 
will write down what you ask for, 
but unless you know to ask for these 
things, they are not going to bake it 
in.”  
 So what do you ask for?  Grau 
showed a slide where, on a $1 mil-
lion purchase, $940,000 is allocated 
to paying for (buying) the client re-
lationships, and the other $60,000 is 
divided equally between a noncom-
pete clause and transition support.  
 The key is how that $940,000 
is characterized.  “If I’m the seller, I 
don’t care if the buyer purchases my 
equity for $1 million or my client re-
lationships for $1 million; it is long-
term capital gains to me either way,” 
Grau said.  But if the sale is charac-
terized so that the seller is transfer-

ring ‘personal goodwill’—i.e., the 
client relationships—then the buyer 
can write off the sales price over a 
15-year amortization.

Transfers of ownership

 Where does succession plan-
ning fit into all this?  Grau distin-

guished between unexpected transi-
tions and planned transitions—and 
said you need a plan for both.  The 
unexpected, of course, is the pos-
sibility that the firm owner will get 
hit by a bus; the plan would desig-
nate who (somebody on staff or an 
outside advisor) would take over the 
firm’s client service, and ultimate-
ly buy the firm itself, and on what 
terms.  “Without that written plan,” 
said Grau, “one of your most valu-
able assets can become worth almost 
nothing within 30 days.  And when 
you have a grieving widow or wid-
ower, the last thing they want to be 
doing is calling and talking to us and 
trying to figure out how to list the 
business.  We do it, but it’s not fun 
for anybody involved.”
 Citing a Financial Planning 
Association report, Grau said that 
only about 30% of advisors currently 
have a longer-term succession plan 
in place, even though 33% of advi-
sors expect to retire in the next de-
cade.  He conceded that the process 
can look daunting; your key team 
members may not have the resources 
to buy your firm, even at a discount, 
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and in any case many advisors are 
averse to giving up control of their 
business because they want to stay 
involved with it.  
 The first difficulty can be 
resolved with bank financing.  “If 
your key staff is buying more than 
$400,000 in total revenues, then 
banks are happy to provide the fi-
nancing,” said Grau.  But he recom-
mended that you plan ahead.  “You 
need at least five years, and ten is 
ideal,” he continued.  “That way 
you can exit on your terms, and you 
won’t have to sacrifice value to get 
there.”
 There are at least a dozen 
ways to structure these buyins, but 
Grau offered two basic models: the 
leveraged buy-in, on the one hand, 
and the shared growth model, on the 
other—both illustrated here.  The 
leveraged buy-in has the G2 genera-
tion purchasing up to half the firm 
over a seven-year period, paying 
incrementally more each year as the 
firm grows in value.  The G1 founder 
retains 51% of the firm until retire-
ment, at which point the G2 buyers 
consolidate their loans and buy the 
remainder of the firm on a new 10-
year note.
 The alternative is a shared 
growth model, where the Gen 1 
founder retains the base value of the 
firm at the time the acquisition is 
made, and the G2 buyers purchase 
or otherwise receive the future value 
of the firm.  When the G1 founder 
retires, the buyers purchase the base 
value back from the founder.
 Later, Grau offered a dis-
tinction between advisors who are 
interested in building a business vs. 
a practice.  The basic point is that 
when a business is designed for con-
tinuity, it is more conducive to an in-

ternal succession, where the succes-
sors will begin making operational 
decisions and start molding the firm 
into something that they will eventu-
ally own.  
 A practice, on the other hand, 
is more likely to be sold.  But Grau 
also said that he’s seen advisors who 
are running practices solve their suc-
cession issues by merging into an-
other practice.  The larger merged 
entity could evolve into a business, 
while the owner of that other entity 
(and staff) would provide the retir-
ing advisor with a longer runway to 
continue working with clients while 
gradually giving up management re-
sponsibilities.
 At the end, Grau said that 
he hopes to see more advisory firms 

“make succession planning more 
about growing than it is about go-
ing.”  That means creating a more 
attractive firm—whether it be to 
convince sellers to entrust their cli-
ent relationships to your firm as you 
grow inorganically, or build value for 
a potential buyer, or transfer a viable 
firm to the successors.
 With so many advisory firm 
founders retiring, and so many pro-
spective buyers and rising multiples, 
plus financing opportunities that 
were never available before, there 
are more opportunities to realize or 
increase the value of an advisory 
firm than ever before.  “This,” Grau 
said, “is a tremendous time to double 
down on the buying and selling strat-
egies that we’ve talked about.”
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Member Benefits

As I was writing the lead article for this issue of Inside Information, 
I came back to a question that I’ve been pondering ever since 
I worked at the International Association for Financial Planning 

back in the 1980s: what is the purpose of a professional association?  
 The easy answer is: to serve the members—and I would argue 
that some associations, including, for a couple of decades, the Financial 
Planning Association, have gotten that backwards, and somehow assume 
that their own health and viability is of key importance to the profession.  
I remember, from personal experience, when the IAFP made that same 
mistake; its members were reeling from tax reform, Black Monday 
and the collapse of billions in limited partnership investments, and the 
organization responded by cutting its budget and staff—and services—
and retreated into a shell until the smoke cleared.  
 A professional association’s existence only matters if it is, itself, 
key to the health and viability of the firms that make up the profession.  
The organization has to play a role subordinate to its members.  It has to 
benefit them.  Otherwise, I would argue, its own health is irrelevant.
 Benefit how?  Certainly the particulars are different for every 
organization and every profession those organizations serve, and the 
key benefits change over time.  Today, I would argue that the most 
important benefit a professional association in our space can provide 
is communication among its members—that is, to be a central hub of 
information and discussion about everything from particular client issues 
to the broad issues facing everybody, like regulation, helping clients 
navigate the markets and what the hell do we do about crypto?
 The lines of communication today might include vibrant forums and 
online discussion groups where there the association has attracted a high 
level of membership participation (hat tip to NAPFA), plus local in-person 
meetings (NAPFA-organized mix groups or FPA chapter meetings), plus 
national meetings where there is an opportunity to bring together more 
prominent speakers on bigger topics (BIG hat tip to the AICPA PFP 
Section, another hat tip to NAPFA and something I am told the FPA is 
working hard on).  Higher levels of information quality will drive higher 
levels of participation.  
 I would argue that the holy grail of the communication hub role is 
successfully facilitating a shared sense of community among the members.
 In addition, an association is fundamentally a shared resource, a 
pooling of the membership dues.  The idea behind the pooling is that 
the organization, as a whole, can do things that the individual members 
cannot do on their own—kind of like no citizen of the U.S. could create 
an army to protect them from outside invaders or build highways on their 
own.  The FPA’s externship program could not have been executed by any 

Parting Thoughts
individual advisory firm.  
 An association can use its 
bargaining power to negotiate 
discounts on the software and 
services that its members use in 
their business lives (the AICPA 
PFP Section has done a remarkable 
job of this), and hire lobbyists 
to advocate for the interests of 
the members with regulators and 
elected representatives (does 
anybody stand out in this area 
today?).  It can create business 
opportunities by operating a vibrant 
referral network, where consumers 
can find company profiles, connect 
and ultimately hire a planner to help 
them address their financial issues.  
(Another hat tip to NAPFA.)
 An association can contract 
with thought leaders who can 
offer insights and updates to the 
membership at large, not just 
through the conferences, but 
perhaps also in a webinar format.  
(Another hat tip to the AICPA PFP 
Section.)
 The guiding star of all of 
this is the overall health of the 
profession.  The temperature of 
water is fundamentally a measure 
of the average amount of heat 
contained in each molecule.  The 
health of a profession is a composite 
of the individual circumstances of 
the different advisors and firms that 
make it up.  But I would also argue 
that an association has an obligation 
to continually try to raise the 
quality of those advisors and firms, 
to set standards and include only 
the entities (advisor or firm) that 
meet those standards.  This, too, is 
tending the health of the profession, 
by raising its overall credibility in 
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the marketplace.
 There are a variety of ways 
to do this.  The CFA Institute and 
the Investments & Wealth Institute 
facilitate their own professional 
designations, while NAPFA 
enforces fiduciary and fee-only 
membership criteria.  All of the 
professional organizations have a 
code of ethics, though I have to say 
that the enforcement has been spotty 
with some of them.  (One might 
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say this is true of the regulators as 
well.)
 Despite my obvious 
(obnoxious?) nitpicking, I think that 
the financial planning profession 
is actually pretty lucky to have so 
many associations competing for 
your annual dues.  Professions 
that have evolved down to one 
single association are at risk of 
what might be called ‘association 
complacency,’ and any profession’s 

ability to evolve more and better 
ways of doing things may be 
stunted if it lacks competing visions 
of what the profession should be or 
where it should evolve to next.  
 Our existing associations 
are going to play an important 
role in the still-unfinished process 
of creating a real profession of 
financial planning, and I expect 
them to embrace that challenge 
going forward.  


