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The face of financial services has evolved – and, along with it, the very nature of financial advice.
In an increasingly complex world where people are starving for someone they can trust, the time
has come for financial advisors to rise to the occasion and reinvent the value they provide to
better serve their clients. Of course, to make this evolutionary leap, advisors require a proven,
time-tested strategy. A methodology established by one of the most successful advisors in the
country and backed by decades of real-world application among thousands of advisors across
the country.In Proven in the Trenches: 11 Principles to Maximize Advisor Value and Transform
Your Firm’s Future, advisors will receive an actionable game plan touching on the core
dimensions of a highly-functioning financial services firm:•Understanding Investor
Behavior•Blueprinting Your Life and Your Business•Attracting Talent by Growing Your
Own•Putting Process Behind Your People•Building a Brand that Connects and Converts•Wealth
Planning and What It Takes to Revive Advisor Value•Creating a Compelling Client
Experience•Evaluating Partnerships•Attracting New Clients and the Art of Ethical
Persuasion•Plotting Your Succession•Making the Shift from Advisor to CEO



Proven in the Trenches11 Principles to Maximize Advisor Value and Transform Your Firm’s
FutureRon CarsonFellow financial advisors,I wrote this book for you, the pioneers of our
profession, for the firm you stand behind, and for the clients you so wholeheartedly serve. I hope
the proven strategies and best practices shared here enable you to serve your clients at the
highest level, that it feeds your growth and propels you forward, personally and professionally,
for years to come. We have the power to shift the face of financial advice, together.—Ron
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and the Process of TransformationIdentifying Your Engines—and Your AnchorsIt’s a
Transformation—For Your Business and Your ClientsCulture is the CruxDon’t Lose Your
IdentityYour Business is Your Biggest Asset9: Attracting New Clients and the Art of Ethical
PersuasionVying for New Clients Starts with Your Value PropositionPassion Prospecting Still
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of GrowthProspecting Requires Planning10: Plotting Your Succession and Protecting Your Firm’s
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SuccessorKnow When to Grow and When to Let Go11: Light the Way and Lead: Making the
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and an OpportunityYou’ve Won the LotteryAcknowledgmentsPublishing detailsIntroduction:
Advisors, What a Time to Be Alive!The universe has given you one lucky ticket. Warren Buffett
might’ve said it best when he explained how we’ve already won the ovarian lottery by being
chosen for existence. Not to mention, among the seven billion people on this planet, we are
among the fortunate few born into modernized countries, like the United States of America. A
country full of unbridled opportunity, limitless options and the resources to make even the most
improbable dream a reality.Even more statistically improbable, we find ourselves in perhaps the
most transformative era in human history. A rare period where change is the only constant,
creating room for any of us to impact thousands—even millions—of lives by doing something
truly meaningful. And here we stand as financial advisors, in the middle of this innovative boom,
in an industry fast becoming a legitimate profession, during a perfect storm that is reshaping the
very way we do business and deliver value.There’s only one way to put it: we are not only
granted a once-in-a-lifetime chance but in the midst of a once-in-a-mankind era. The
opportunities to succeed have never been greater, nor the distractions to fail.Now, in today’s
hyper-competitive environment, our success relies heavily on our ability to anticipate, our AQ
(adaptability quotient) and our effectiveness in implementation, because the threats can be
difficult to spot.Our space is also utterly new in many ways, built on new business models,
dressed in new technology, tasked with making intangible value tangible—and all designed to
serve a changing face of the modern-day investor and their ever-evolving expectations.It’s an
environment ripe with remarkable opportunity. But not immune from risk.It’s hard to believe it’s
been 15 years since the first edition of Tested in the Trenches hit bookshelves. This book—
packed with proven strategies, true stories and collective wisdom gleaned from working with
thousands of advisors over the past two decades—celebrates that legacy and furthers that
tested-in-the-trenches mission to help advisors navigate those shifty seas.The introduction to
my prior editions of this series kicked off with a list of topics, people and events that had recently



captured our attention; everything from subprime mortgages to Lady Gaga. While that illustrated
the breadth and depth of change that had shaped our perspective and actions up to that point,
as the old saying goes, we hadn’t seen anything yet.Driverless cars. Fake news. Alexa. Uber.
Netflix. Ebook Tops expanding into more than just an online shopping site. Smart homes. The
rise of the fiduciary and fall of the Department of Labor (DoL) Ruling.I could go on, but the point
is, since the last edition of Tested in the Trenches in 2012, the amount of change we’ve
experienced in every aspect of our lives has continued to increase. Moreover, this rate of change
is only going to accelerate in the years ahead. To stay competitive and current, we must move
from being “tested” to being “proven,” both in the way we lead our businesses and our lives. And
that is why this third edition in our series has come to fruition years later.Our profession is no
exception. From the technology consumers have come to expect, to the range of services and
products being offered, to the immediacy in which we all expect it to be delivered, financial
advice is being propelled by a wave of transformation that seems to reinvent itself in both speed
and impact.How you and your firm maneuver this impatient environment will depend on your
awareness of the change surrounding you and your energy to act. Quickly. Correctly. Swiftly.Old
Problems PersistOf course, not everything is new. Many still look at financial advisors with a
wary eye. Research suggests that up to 65% of investors don’t trust financial service providers to
some degree,1 while our industry still ranks among the least trusted institutions alongside car
salesmen, members of Congress and the media.2 An ominous truth has unearthed itself in
recent years: brand loyalty is harder than ever to keep, making almost every single relationship
replaceable.That widespread suspicion can be traced, at least in part, to another longstanding
criticism—an emphasis on sales over service. Many continue to see financial advisors as mere
product pushers or 1980s-style stockbrokers whose primary focus is collecting outrageously
high paychecks. In their eyes, the client’s interests are a distant second.I’ve witnessed it
firsthand. When I started in this business in 1983 out of my college dorm room, I was just
another newcomer to financial services—like so many others, an “unconscious incompetent”
who didn’t know what I didn’t know. But the more entrenched I became in this industry, the more
I realized that the majority of products being peddled were not, in fact, in many clients’ best
interests. All the while, Wall Street continued to pocket a fortune no matter how well or not the
individual investor faired.From my vantage point, it turns out those 65% of skeptical investors
had a point.However unfortunate, now more than ever that unsavory perception also holds great
opportunity for advisors who consciously serve clients as fiduciaries versus transactional
salespeople out for their own interests. During a conversation with my colleague, Paul West, who
is also a Barron’s top 100 wealth advisor for Carson Wealth, he very succinctly outlined what he
saw as common shared attributes of the most successful advisors:Awesomely accessible—
Especially when a client needs you most.Pure planners—Put your person first—and their plan—
before discussing investment strategy and portfolio allocation.Client-centric—Advisors must act
as a fiduciary, legally and ethically putting their clients’ best interests first.Time-savers and
stress-relievers—Free up your clients’ time, help them gain financial confidence by eradicating



unnecessary financial clutter, and release the burden of being the decision maker.Truth givers
and truth receivers—Value honesty and straightforwardness in all interactions; and be open to
that same forthright feedback in return.Active advocates—Serve to help clients pursue their life’s
purpose, as their financial life is just one component of many to help them get to where they
want to go.While these qualities may seem simple and straightforward, they take time, effort,
specific direction and skill to develop fully, which is why this book exists. To master these
qualities and build a business that stands for something bigger, you must examine every dusty
corner of your firm. But where do you begin? How can you methodically work your way through
every realm of your firm to kick-start change and forge a path forward? It can be an
overwhelming task. For most, reinventing our value proposition from the ground up is where
procrastination gets the best of us.I’m here to tell you it doesn’t have to. Before you convulse in
terror and run for the hills to an early retirement, know I’m not asking you to tackle it all at
once.The 11 principles included in the chapters ahead will walk you through each fundamental
area of your business, one component at a time, providing you with the actionable ideas and
proven processes you need to not only build a sustainable firm but also maximize your
value.These time-tested strategies and best practices come from decades of experimentation,
thousands of hours of advisor conversations and a lifetime of lessons from my own career on
what works and what doesn’t. All of this collective wisdom is boiled down into what I feel are the
core dimensions of any new-era advisory firm:Understanding Investor BehaviorBlueprinting Your
Life and Your BusinessAttracting Talent by Growing Your OwnPutting Process Behind Your
PeopleBuilding a Brand that Connects and ConvertsWealth Planning and What It Takes to
Revive Advisor ValueCreating a Compelling Client ExperienceEvaluating PartnershipsAttracting
New Clients Through Organic and Inorganic GrowthPlotting Your SuccessionMaking the Shift
from Advisor to CEOHaving a steady grasp of these 11 principles and adapting to all that has
changed in our profession will position you and your firm to take full advantage of the shifting
conditions, allowing you to chart your course like a battleship versus a sailboat at the mercy of
seas.Invisible InfluencersProven in the Trenches will also delve into various seismic shifts,
sometimes hiding in plain sight, that are influencing the direction of our profession. For one,
financial services continues to consolidate. The economics of scale, the availability of capital
and an aging advisor population lead me to believe we’re barely in the first inning of the ball
game. We’ll witness a third fewer firms serving more clients, more assets and more complexity.In
many ways, I liken the current environment in financial services to that of farming in the 1980s.
Many farmers went bankrupt because of record production and the price slide in commodities.
Farmland debt—some land prices in the Midwest dropped 60%—and equipment purchases
soared, forcing many to foreclose. The result? Decades later, we see fewer operations farming
more land. Those that remain have greatly increased in size and sophistication. Much like the
comprehensive menu of services that top advisory firms offer today, the modern-day farm
requires a range of subject matter experts, from a marketer to a technologist to an agronomist to
a mechanic to a weather forecaster. Whether growing crops or a client’s wealth, the future of our



profession favors the prepared.Owning a farm then is eerily similar to running a financial advisor
firm now. 2018’s RIA Marketplace report by Cerulli Associates found there were a little more than
500 retail-focused Registered Investment Advisors (RIAs) with at least $1 billion in client assets
under management3 (see Exhibit A). While those firms only account for roughly three percent of
RIAs in existence, they collectively oversee nearly 60% of the RIA channel’s assets (about $1.7
trillion). The vast majority, 73%, manage less than $100 million in assets, on average.Exhibit A:
Roughly 60% of the RIA market’s AUM share was controlled by billion-dollar RIAs in 2017Firm
AUM2017RIA AUM Share5-Year CAGR2017 Advisor HeadcountRIA Firm Share5-Year CAGR<
$10M$14.400%1.40%4,02330%−5.10%$10M to <$25M$39.001%2.30%2,21617%3.60%$25M
to <$50M$69.102%4.50%1,82614%5.50%$50M to <$100M$123.804%9.30%1,65012%10.20%
$100M to <$250M$288.0010%8.40%1,72813%7.70%$250M to <$500M
$293.5010%9.20%7866%9.00%$500M to <$1B$382.3013%11.10%5204%11.00%$1B to <$5B
$939.9031%14.30%4373%13.40%>$5B$841.6028%21.30%660%17.10%Total independent
RIA-managed assets$2,991.40100%13.40%13,252100%2.40%Source: Cerulli Associates
(2018). US RIA Marketplace 2018.Stealth fee compression is another invisible influencer that
disguises itself well. While fees have not increased significantly in the past several years, the
cost of servicing clients has jumped dramatically—according to some sources, as much as
three times. But, according to a study by the SEI Advisor Network, now known as Independent
Advisor Solutions by SEI, more than 60% of advisors haven’t modified their fees in at least five
years. The bull market cycle has buried a lot of concern, which unfortunately has given many
advisors a false sense of security about the overall health of their firm. Throw in the ever-looming
possibility of a market downturn, and this factor could be the deadliest, considering many
advisors are rich and tired and probably don’t have the energy to withstand a major market
event.In 2019, Cerulli unveiled another report which, among other things, examined the financial
health of advisors’ businesses. Basically, it illustrated that bigger firms—$5 billion and greater—
are exploding in value. By contrast, a firm with only $10 million of client assets actually dropped
in value.Why? While the bigger firms grew organically, the smaller firms’ concrete value had
been masked by a bull market. Instead of adding net new assets, those businesses were relying
on market growth to get by.While all of this is affecting advisors in their businesses, there’s
another massive shift at play outside our industry. It doesn’t yet exist—but may very well be a
reality in the near future.The majority of us have been delighted by the “Ebook Tops
experience”—convenient, comprehensive, effortless and affordable. Now imagine how that
experience could completely disrupt financial services, if Ebook Tops enters our world. You may
get a phone call one day from a client saying they’re moving their assets to “Ebook Tops Money”
or something similar because, well, they already have an Ebook Tops Prime account and why
not add another dashboard giving me visibility into my wealth. Free or deeply discounted for
Ebook Tops Prime members, the site will offer a comprehensive array of wealth management
services, from investment advice to long-term care insurance—all wrapped in a seamless client
experience. Ebook Tops won’t be alone—Google and Apple might unveil their own versions.



Apple has already taken their first step by introducing Apple Pay Cash as a way for users to pay
others or get paid right within your text messages or by asking Siri.Even if a client doesn’t jump
ship immediately, he or she may be casting an interested eye toward a brand they already
implicitly trust. We’re one market correction away from clients realizing they may not be receiving
value from firms that haven’t evolved, and out the door they go.The trust challenge is
compounded by one other factor: we, as consumers, often don’t know what we want until we see
it. Steve Jobs said it best when he told critics, “Some people say, ‘Give the customers what they
want.’ But that’s not my approach. Our job is to figure out what they’re going to want before they
do.… People don’t know what they want until you show it to them.”To survive and flourish,
advisors should think the same way. It’s our mandate to provide an incredible experience to
clients before the digital disruptors of the world do.Do We See What’s Happening?That begs the
obvious question: do most advisors believe these factors are influencing our profession to the
degree they are? And do they feel compelled enough to do something about it once they know?I
raised these questions at a recent gathering of advisors. The overwhelming consensus was that
people are always going to need a human advisor; further, they’re going to continue to pay us
the way they always have. In response, I told them they sounded just like Blockbuster Video,
which argued that customers would always want to go to a store to rent a movie because, as
Blockbuster argued at the time, it was an outing as much as it was a buying experience. One that
often included the dreaded late fees.That was an argument Blockbuster stuck with all the way
into bankruptcy—$900 million in the red. As of today, one single Blockbuster in the world remains
—in Bend, Oregon. And the only reason it still stands is because of its novelty.This book is
designed to counter that sort of dangerous denial. Proven in the Trenches will lead you through a
practitioner’s perspective of the most successful advisors and will equip you with essential
strategies you can leverage to build and grow a future-proofed advisory firm. You’ll learn what
you need to know to offer your clients the all-encompassing experience they have come to
expect and, in fact, demand. Additionally, I’ll offer guidance on how you can implement these
ideas and best practices by either building it yourself or evaluating a partner who can help. Many
of the tools, exercises, and systems will also be available to you through the Proven in the
Trenches workbook, which you can download by going to .I firmly believe in two very real forces
shaping our outlook: our ability to change and our capacity to act. There are “anchors” and there
are “engines”. Each can tip the scales with every decision we make in life. In some cases, these
are circumstantial elements; in others, these anchors or engines can be people. Anchors, as the
term implies, are things that hinder growth, adaptability and progress. They’re a hindrance to our
success and in doing what’s right for our clients.Engines, on the other hand, are things—or
people—that propel us forward. These are the people who embrace new ways of thinking and
don’t cling needlessly to the past. They’re the things that ignite innovation, infuse passion, and
inspire change for the betterment of those around them. This engine thinking compels us to
always put our clients’ interests ahead of our own, never losing sight of who and why we
serve.Be careful which of these engines and anchors you introduce to your life and your



business. Fearlessly familiarize yourself with your anchors and embrace your engines. They will
forever mold your future.In many ways, the 11 principles shared in this book are table stakes—
the baseline of what will be required to sustain a healthy, thriving business. These elements
aren’t optional or discretionary. You can’t simply execute one and ignore the others. All are
necessary. All are required in order to magnify your mission and leave a legacy.Throughout the
following chapters, I’ll provide a firsthand look at what it takes to build a growth-focused firm and
how advisors can better deliver value for clients. You’ll also notice I will prompt you with thought-
provoking questions designed to help you tackle these key business principles by buying it,
building it or partnering. Yes, Carson Partners is one of those such partnership options that has
helped advisors grow exponentially, all while becoming more efficient and scalable, but the
choice is ultimately yours. This book is designed to give you what you need, no matter which
path you decide to take.In effect, the advisor of the future looks and sounds more like a CEO
than a dispenser of advice. A leader with a clear view of their “why”, who offers an unmistakably
compelling value proposition that delights and inspires their clients.All of this begins with first
understanding the people who walk through your doors every day. It starts with examining
human behavior, client preference, and refining the art of creating an exceptional experience.
From searching for the right financial advisor to refining your options online for your next home,
our preferences as consumers have changed, and you can’t possibly begin to build a firm of the
future without first knowing the DNA of those you serve. All of this lies at the heart of why we do
what we do and is only the beginning of what we’ll explore next.1. Backman, M. (July 11, 2017).
“Most Americans Don't Trust Their Financial Advisors. Should They?” The Motley Fool.2.
McCarthy, N. (January 11, 2019). “America's Most & Least Trusted Professions [Infographic].”
Forbes.3. Cerulli Associates (2018). US RIA Marketplace 2018.1: The Many Sides of the
Modern-Day InvestorYou’ve changed. We’ve changed. Yet, the reality hasn’t hit most advisors
that the best way to understand the mindset of the modern-day investor is to take a look in the
mirror. Think about the last time you made a purchase that required thought and consideration.
How did you go about searching for a solution to that issue in your life? What information did you
require to make an educated decision? What sources did you gravitate towards first? And, what
made one option or service provider more compelling than the others?Your clients went through
this same decision-making process to find you. Were you visible or top-of-mind when the need
arose? Were you easily accessible? Did you delight them in an unexpected way?We’re
Distracted and OverwhelmedOwning mindshare and wallet share are rare commodities for a
company, no matter its size or stature. In part, because our attention spans seem to diminish at
an alarming rate every year. When our ability to stay focused is likened to that of a goldfish, I
think it’s safe to say we’re a different species today than the type I encountered decades ago.
There are more options, more solutions, more distractions and less time to sift through it all,
making us impatient, disloyal nomads constantly on the move in search of something that will
turn our fleeting gaze.About 5.6 billion search inquiries are entered every day on Google, one
billion of which are names, according to SearchEngineLand. The more shocking observation:



fifteen percent of those inquiries have never been searched before.4This singular glimpse into
online behavior should tell you a few things. For one thing, so much of what we seek information
on is about people instead of products or services. How often are your potential clients
searching for a person who can help them plan their financial futures and not finding you? Two,
with information overload consuming us each and every day of our frantic lives, how are you able
to differentiate your value, garner attention and maintain loyalty?A number of experts tout how
attention is the new currency, and I would agree—but I also think that understanding our clients’
pain or discomfort is just as crucial.To illustrate that point, I’m giving you a quick quiz, followed by
a quick story.The quiz: when a prospective client realizes a need, performs a Google search for
“financial advisors in my area” and visits your website, how long do you think you have to convey
your value proposition to that person before he or she loses interest and bolts to another
provider?No more than five seconds for that first impression—less time than it takes for a deep
breath.Shocked? I was, until I thought about my own online browsing behavior and how quickly I
sift through sites for information before I’m off to the next thing. Attention for anything is at a
premium, and the financial advisor who doesn’t take that to heart will find themselves buried by
those who do.We’re Emotional About MoneyNow, the story I promised.We have a client who has
known her Carson Wealth advisor for many years. Longtime friends, their children went to school
together. Recently, she came into the office for her annual review and, as they were walking into
a conference room, she seemed flustered.“Claire, are you okay?” the advisor asked.“You’ve
known me for a long time, and we trust each other, so I’m going to be direct with you,” she
replied. “I’m more scared coming in to see you than I am seeing my doctor.”Surprised, the
advisor asked why.“I just get nervous about money,” she continued. “At least with the doctor, I
know my results are either positive or negative. When it comes to money, I don’t know exactly
where I stand, and I feel intimidated by this area of my life because of how little I know. I want to
do what’s best for my kids, but I don’t understand any of this, and it makes me really
nervous.”That story raises several important points about the psychological component behind
our role as advisors. First, a client’s anxiety over money is an issue that’s as old as money itself.
So, why do we insist on making it more complex for them? If anything, our responsibility is to
simplify and provide guidance in a straightforward manner that elicits confidence and comfort.
(Carson Group’s mission is We Make the Complex Simple®.) Further, it underscores the reality
that, while investors have evolved in the past decade, not everything about them has changed
completely. I often tell advisors the market will do whatever it can to prove the greatest number of
people wrong at any given moment.We may have more sophisticated methods of gathering
information and expediting our decision-making process today, but we still operate heavily on
emotions, just as we always have. We’re human. But, that’s not an excuse. It’s the advisor’s
responsibility to minimize this emotional reaction and remind their clients of the path they’ve
logically outlined together through planning—and to stick to that plan without letting the market
dictate their actions.We’re Attracted to Magnets, Not MegaphonesWe’re all inundated these
days. Supposedly, adults make up to 35,000 decisions per day. Some more monumental than



others, of course, but it does put a tangible number to the countless things competing for even a
flicker of attention each day, from meetings at work to errands to hobbies and family
obligations.What does all this tell me? It’s virtually impossible to make yourself known in a world
with so much competing for our attention. It’s no longer about which brands shout the loudest in
the sea of noise. This is a losing battle, considering there’s always going to be someone else
with a bigger megaphone. It will drown you out before you even get started. Instead, the secret is
about shifting your perspective from shouting like a megaphone to building something that will
pull people in, like bees to pollen. The firms that target the exact type of people they serve best
are the ones who don’t get overwhelmed with taking on the world, because they don’t need to.
They build meaningful connections with those they serve, they have a memorable story, a clear
value proposition, and the experience they provide makes them irreplaceable to their clients.
Lean on your differentiators. And no, I’m not referring to your “comprehensive wealth
management” or your “decades of experience” or that you’re all about “transparency” and “peace
of mind.” Those are table stakes, not individualistic value propositions. Uncover the things
unique to your team, your firm, and amplify them. That is being a magnet.Simplify your brand. Be
brief and on point, from the information on your website to the conversations you have with
clients. Think of attention as a limited resource, like the number of calories you need to burn
every day to stay in shape. We each only have so many calories to burn, so keep those
interactions between your brand and your clients as frictionless as possible. The more time an
audience spends on interpretation and gaining clarity, the more calories they burn and the
quicker they become disenchanted with what you have to say.In addition to being a limited
resource, attention is more than mastering a single moment. It’s about consistency. Research
has shown that we often consult as many as ten different sources before making any sort of
buying decision, especially with products or services that are more complex. While this makes
us more informed consumers (a good thing, for sure), it also demands that advisors be
omnipresent in their marketing strategy. It’s more than having a well-designed website. You need
active social media profiles, WOM (Word of Mouth) advocates, in-person events, value-added
content, an engaging office environment and so much more working together to create a single,
cohesive message that conveys clarity.As an example, your website visitors should
instantaneously develop a feeling of connection that they found the right solution, the right
service provider or a credible source. They need to feel they’re in the right place. They need to
feel like you’re a familiar figure, but also intrigue them enough to take the next step, which is
essentially asking for another 10 to 15 seconds of their time. If your potential clients can’t get
that right away—if your message isn’t simple, omnipresent and compelling enough—they’ll
immediately search for the next option. More to come on digital marketing in Chapter 5.We Like
Seven-Minute ConversationsThe effects of our evolving behavior are particularly evident in
working with established clients who have more complex needs.If you’ve been in the industry for
more than a decade, no doubt you remember the client meetings of the past. The script was
vague and deliberate: Come on in, how’s the family, let me get an update on your golf handicap;



the usual chat before starting on a leisurely-paced 60 to 90 minutes of conversation.Those days
are long gone. Today, communicating with a client must be pointed and efficient, enabling you to
demonstrate your worth with every second that passes. This new environment mandates a fresh
approach to ensure your work with a client isn’t hijacked by fluff and surface-level banter.The
secret to maximizing your time with a client is keeping things simple.A Carson Wealth colleague
of mine told a story that illustrates this perfectly. An affluent client who owns several franchises
and pieces of real estate approached him and expressed an interest in obtaining a secured line
of credit. The idea was to obtain extra leverage so he could buy additional real estate to
diversify.First, our advisor contacted two custodial financial services companies to get interest
rate quotes. One quoted 4.2%, the second 3.95%. The downside to the lower quote was that it
would be set up in the company’s margin area and, as such, was tied to the client’s investment
portfolio.The advisor then laid out complete scenarios as to what was necessary to apply for the
line of credit, how long it would take to be put into place and any fees associated with setting up
the account.He called his client and outlined the pros and cons of each choice. Yes, number two
was cheaper, but the caveat was the tie to the client’s investments—a risk, but not an undue
one.“If it were me, I’d go with option number two,” the advisor said.The client agreed, and the
advisor then outlined the mechanics of applying for, setting up and accessing the account.All
this occurred during one succinct, seven-minute phone call.As the advisor put it, a substantial
amount of proactive legwork not only allowed him to address the client’s need for a line of credit,
but also to convey critical information, offer a recommendation and agree upon a course of
action within only a few minutes.“It was just a seven-minute phone call,” he said, adding jokingly,
“That’s the difference in today’s world. We had to do all this work behind the scenes, and you get
five minutes on the stage.”As stated earlier, attention spans these days are compressed, even
for those decisions that can carry long-lasting financial implications. On the other hand,
everyone can carve out a few minutes of time to tackle one key issue or concern. Once that’s
settled another matter can be taken up later on—also within a tight timeframe.These short bursts
of focused energy around a specific topic work so well, in fact, that this advisor now makes it a
habit to tell clients he’d like seven minutes of their time to talk about important matters. Not ten
minutes, not 20, not five. By specifying a somewhat unusual number—in this case, seven—the
advisor conveys a sense of focus and preparedness. He has a clear framework of what needs to
be addressed and reinforces the fact that the conversation will be brief and beneficial to the
client.This “micro-meeting” strategy has a lot to do with leveraging what you may know as
“recency bias”—our tendency to remember and elevate recent information as opposed to
challenging our mental capacity to store away multiple conversations, decisions, tasks and
advice that often overload us with stress. In the case of advisors helping their clients prioritize
the urgent, it’s valuable to let people talk about something that recently took place if it’s of
interest to them—but there is also a time and place to delicately maneuver the client
conversation back to the issues at hand.The overarching theme of attracting attention will be
acknowledged throughout this book. In many of the chapters ahead, I’ll share best practices



geared to various realms of your business, from sales and prospecting tactics to tips in
architecting your tech stack to building a unified client experience. I’ll also cover marketing a
memorable message and building a seamless proactive service model that surprises and
delights.But for now, let this sink in. To the people you serve, regardless of geographic location
or socio-economic status, time and attention have the power to forever impact the way we
conduct business. It’s as big a change as any in our profession.Why We Switch AdvisorsA
recent Connected Investor Report produced by Salesforce revealed the most common reasons
why a client would choose to leave one advisor in favor of another.5All the usual suspects made
the list—high fees, poor advice, outdated modeling, misaligned goals and so on.But the fastest
growing reasons why clients would consider switching advisors were outdated technology (a
newcomer on the list) and lack of communication (ranked second, under “high fees”).Two
reasons why this should catch your hard-to-earn attention. First, technology is no longer a
luxury; it’s a necessity. Now, before you jump to excuses, let me tell you tech is not just a
“generational thing.” In fact, the age groups with the fastest-growing adoption rates are often 60
to 80-year-olds. This goes for anything from online news subscriptions to social media
engagement. While Generation Z (those born between the mid-1990s and mid-2000s) is often
referred to as the “digital natives,” I would argue we all have become this way. For example, most
of us inherently know when the quality of an online experience leaves something to be desired.A
Carson stakeholder once pointed out: “When our clients see an old and outdated website (I
often pay attention to the copyright date on any advisor site I’m browsing), they’re thinking
there’s an old and outdated business behind it.” Whether it’s actually true or not, that’s a
completely valid response, since we expect to rely on technology for certain aspects of any
encounter.Accenture Investments found nearly four out of five people would use investment
support that was entirely computer-generated.6 And, according to a report by WE
Communications, 47% of consumers in eight countries believe technology itself will allow
companies to customize their experience in the next few years.7 While this may seem like a
bland prediction, consider just how much it will set a standard for complete personalization in all
we do, inside and outside of financial services. And, if we are met with a generic experience,
we’ll flee to the advisor who can make us feel like a person.Outdated technology is a ruthless
enemy if it creates a point of friction instead of fun.Second, I want to address lack of
communication in financial advice. This could mean a lot of things to a lot of people, depending
on how you translate the term “communication.” However, no matter your definition, advisors
must come to understand that sending a Weekly Market Commentary every Monday or the
occasional newsletter isn’t enough. In fact, just doing this and not targeting what your clients are
looking for may actually be a detractor. Mix up your mediums when sending information or
providing updates. Send emails, letters, videos, photos, social posts and even live presentations.
We need to know our advisor is not only competent but openly communicative. There is an
underlying reason why I feel “lack of communication” rose as one of the top two reasons for
changing advisors. That same Salesforce report also found that less than a third (31%) of



investors who have a financial advisor believe their advisor would actually recognize them if they
walked past them on the street. Our clients want communication because 1) they want to know
we care and 2) they want to know we’re remaining vigilant over their financial life. Reflect on your
own communication strategy for the year and think about how you’re fulfilling both of these
needs for your clients and prospects.Why We Respond Well to All-Encompassing
EcosystemsWhether it’s your communication strategy, your fee structure, your menu of services
or your technology, advisors must consider that building a cohesive ecosystem is table stakes
for the future. Financial planning, investment management, insurance services, estate planning,
behavioral coaching, budgeting, cash flow analysis, and even areas like trust services are all
baseline expectations of any client looking for an advisor who delivers a single-pane-of-glass
experience. A quick story to demonstrate this.It’s not unusual to work with clients who aren’t
particularly thrilled with their jobs. But I have a client who took that to a completely new level.This
client truly despised her job. She was constantly exhausted, having to travel to London every two
weeks. Her home life was no better—her kids were a mess, and she was on the verge of a
potential divorce. She knew she wanted a change but wasn’t sure how that could happen. Too
many forces converged in multiple aspects of her life, leaving her in disarray, constantly
overwhelmed and stressed.I met with her for a half day to see where we could lend a hand. Her
core concern was money—did she really have sufficient assets just to walk away from a high-
paying job, not to mention forgoing company stock options worth millions?The short answer was
yes. After an in-depth conversation, we implemented a strategic financial plan and set up a
generation-skipping trust, saving her nearly three-quarters of a million dollars. Admittedly, she
gave up some money by deciding to leave her job but, through our comprehensive menu of
services, we were able to solidify a plan that helped her become a much happier person. Her
experience with us turned into something she really couldn’t put a dollar figure on.This all-
encompassing experience could have been disjointed, time-consuming and complicated, but
because we served her as a one-stop shop, a potentially mind-numbing experience became a
highlight of her day/week/month/year.This anecdote also teaches a lesson in tangible value.
Many of us are providing these memorable and extremely valuable moments of advice but so
seldom do we articulate what we’ve done and where we’ve been additive. The more we
welcome in the personal and professional components of someone’s life, the more we’re able to
help and provide unmistakable value to those we serve. Ironically, this intangible value is what
we should be charging for and putting at the forefront of our offering. Lead with planning instead
of investment performance.Financial services is somehow behind in this very practical
realization. Think about the experience of buying groceries. What would it be like to buy bread at
one location, cheese and cold cuts at another, and condiments at a third?Unfortunately, this is
what an experience with an advisory firm has felt like for far too long. We go to one firm for
investment management, an uncle CPA for our taxes, a friend of a friend for estate planning, and
the list goes on. We can’t expect an all-encompassing and organized financial life without an all-
inclusive experience from a single firm.At Carson Wealth, we continue to evolve and expand our



menu of services to be an all-encompassing marketplace that meets the demands of our clients.
We’re introducing services like alternative cash management options for traditional savings
accounts. While this is a boon to our clients—yet another service that eliminates the need to go
somewhere else—we will also offer higher, FDIC-insured rates compared to the paltry sub-one-
percent interest rates available at most banks. That’s flipping the economics to benefit our
clients.Preparing legal documents is another area of exploration. Clients may be paying
thousands of dollars to have basic, fundamental legal documents drafted. By contrast, we’ll be
able to do it in-house for a nominal fee or no charge at all.Asset location services are another
fertile field. It’s all too common for clients to hold assets at varied locations with limited or no
knowledge of where they are, what they’re valued at, or when/how they can withdraw.
Consolidating that under one roof not only lets a client enjoy better overall visibility into their
finances, it can also be a lucrative addition to any wealth management firm (i.e. technology
exists that can generate 50 to 60 basis points a year just through asset management).Trust
services have also opened doors of opportunity. One current problem with trusts is a lack of
continuity—when drawn up by a bank or some other outside institution, you never really know
who you’ll be working with when the time comes to actually execute the trusts. By offering this
service through a single, well-informed team, clients can enjoy greater confidence in knowing
their wishes will be executed exactly as they’ve specified.Think outside the box, too. Beyond
finances. Soon, wealth management firms could tie a person’s entire health history to their
financial life for a more personalized financial plan. For instance, clients with a history of
dementia or Alzheimer’s in their family could integrate their annual health screenings and testing
into their financial plan, giving them a more accurate outlook into the challenges and
opportunities they might have in being better prepared for the once unexpected. How could that
kind of personalization completely change our business and our impact on those we serve?We
Like Clean Data Because it Creates a Clean ExperienceYou’ve likely heard plenty of headlines
and stories about “big data” but I want to touch on the advantages of “clean data” for a moment.
Expanding your menu of services is not merely a convenience for your clients; it also allows
cleaner, more accurate data to be compiled and weaved into a more compelling client
experience. The more context you have around each client, the better you will be at anticipating
their next need.As we grow increasingly comfortable with releasing certain pieces of personal
information to the services we use every day, we also expect these keepers of our digital
personas to make the most of it by personalizing our experience. I often think of how frustrating it
is when going in for a doctor’s appointment and filling in the same form repeatedly. My birth date,
first name, last name, Social Security number and health history will never change, so why are
we asked for it each time we walk in for a checkup? Imagine how much more positive a person’s
healthcare experience would be if we removed even that first layer of unnecessary friction. How
seamless would it feel to walk into that room and not feel like a transaction because the
receptionist greeted you with your first name and knew instantly why you were visiting that day?
That’s the power of how clean, usable data can improve every moment, from the first impression



to the parting goodbyes.While this may sound like a very time-consuming endeavor, let me
assure you there are ways to make this a reality. Similar to other ideas and strategies throughout
this book, it’s not absolutely necessary to build all this capability yourself. In fact, in most cases,
acquiring the capability simply means partnering with a vendor or service provider who has
already created the wheel and can simply plug it in to your firm. Whether you decide to build it,
buy it or partner makes no difference. What does matter is that you are leveraging client data
(likely already in your CRM, etc.) to create a frictionless experience for those you serve.We’re
Starving for ExperiencesConsumers are increasingly placing a premium on the totality of their
relationship with service providers, retailers and product offerings. Humans are creatures of
connection, and that’s why companies are changing the way they deliver services. In fact, this
process has been going on since the 1990s when Joseph Pine II and James H. Gilmore, co-
authors of The Experience Economy, first illustrated how we pay more for experiences than for
the products themselves.8 They described how, decades ago, you would simply pay a few
dimes for four ingredients (flour, sugar, eggs and butter) to bake a birthday cake. As time went
on, Betty Crocker found a way to premix the ingredients and charge a few dollars. Later, as time-
starved parents scrambled from one thing to the next, we simply bought a cake for $10 to $15.
Then, Chuck E. Cheese entered the mix and charged us $100 to “outsource” the whole
experience. Their whole argument at the time was that experiences weren’t simply a way to wrap
or package products and services; they were a distinct offering that most businesses had yet to
capitalize on.The same is true for financial advice today. Advisors have fallen behind in
innovating their value propositions. We often assign fees to the things that should be given away
for free—and give away the things we should be charging for (planning and advice). The nutty
paradox is, while the investing public is actually willing to pay more for experiences, advisors are
still leaning on more traditional, tangible products that most investors can get anywhere. We’re
our own worst enemy. We’re still trying to sell the eggs, flour, sugar and butter—while our clients
are screaming at us to sell them the birthday party.This mentality has quietly consumed us all
over the past 20 years. In 2014, Gartner was among the first to catch this trend when it published
a report stating that 89% of all businesses believed customer experience would be their primary
basis for competition.9 So, are you ready to deliver what your clients are asking for?While
businesses fight for attention in building better experiences, consumers have also taken on a
new role as the purchasing power itself has changed hands to our clients. This is because of
one undeniable trend: access to information. All of us are better educated and far better
equipped to make informed buying decisions because of our ability to get information from
anywhere at any time. Choosing—or leaving—your advisor has never been easier.
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Chris Schembra, “Legendary book for any professional services. I really enjoyed the chapter
about Modern Marketing. This should be a must read for anybody trying to get into professional
services. Obviously Ron knows a thing or two about it, from all the things he's accomplished.
Thanks for putting this out there!”

Dr. Rob bell, “Acquire and keep great talent.. Solid book that shares I think how to acquire and
keep great talent. Great insight into financial world.”

Doug Gjerde, MBA, CFP©, “Help to get past the plateau. Our profession is rife with natural,
internal conflict between running a practice and running a business. I bought Tested in The
Trenches years ago. I've often returned to ideas in that book when looking at practice
management issues. The information is presented in a practical way and isnt' just theory but
things that have been tested and tweaked and proven to work. The new book expands on the
first and brings it forward into the current environment.Much has changed over the years in the
industry and that change will just continue, if not accelerate. I think that Ron is always trying to,
"skate to where the puck is going to be, not where it has been," as Wayne Gretzky put it. I think
this book and Ron have a great view on things not just because Ron has access to many
leaders and forward thinkers in the industry due to his standing, not just because he has built a
great wealth management firm, but also because of the long-time success of the coaching firm.
The coaching organization not only provides great help to thousands of advisors but also, by
default, turns into a wisdom gathering vehicle. All the discussions between the coaches and
advisors is a great collective data source of what is working, what is not, best practices and
insight into where the puck is moving. It is a lot more than just one person's potentially biased
view of how they were successful. It contains a collective view from thousands of advisors
across the spectrum.I have a disclosure that I must make however. Our firm has been fiercely
independent for years. Almost to a fault, as one B/D president pointed out to me years ago. After
years of observation and reflection we decided in 2018 to move our firm, which was established
in 1992, to become a Carson Partner.My favorite part of the original book was building
processes and systemitizing. This is chapter 4, Put Process Behind Your People: The Seamless
Proactive Service Model, in this book. I took the information and for years struggled through
multiple CRMS and software and procedures to move our firm forward. When the chance to join
Carson Partners came about, very quickly in the due dilligence process, I could see this was a
way to get where I'd been working to get more easily and less painfully.You can take the wisdom
in this book and reflect on your business, your values, and your vision, and find great insight, that
really has been proven in the trenches, to move your business forward in this every changing
environment.”

Joe S, “THE MOST comprehensive recipe for advisor success in the modern era. One of



financial services' most recognized advisors, Ron Carson, does a phenomenal job (once again)
of breaking down the key components of what it takes to build and sustain a successful firm in
today's volatile environment. Packed with real-world anecdotes and industry-wide insight, this
third edition of the "in-the-trenches" series not only outlines the 11 principles every financial
advisor should adopt to run a modern-era firm but provides comprehensive, research-based
proof on why these principles pay off in the long run. A must-read for any financial advisor
looking to reinvent their value proposition, become a true fiduciary and serve their clients at the
highest level.”

J.J. & Lauren Peller, “Inspiring and full of wisdom.. If you want the best insights and ideas and
strategies for building your financial services business, this is a book you must buy and read. It’s
not only full of wisdom, it also inspires and encourages a sense of possibility. At the end of the
day, execution wins. Reading this book has been exciting for me as someone who coaches
financial advisors on how to build their businesses. I have the latest and greatest PROVEN ways
to help financial advisors WIN!! And, if you get this book, you will too.”

Advisor1993, “Proven Practices. Great advice from Ron Carson. What makes this book unique is
the practices have been tested and proven to push firms forward.”

KCG, “Full of steps you’ll actually put to work for you and your firm.. The amount and pace of
change facing financial advisors had already been substantial, but in 2020...well, it’s become
truly relentless. The best advisors learn from the best, and Ron Carson has the proven process
and business blueprinting experience to coach you forward in the middle of uncertainty, volatility,
and increased client needs.”

Shanny, “A game changer for growth minded financial advisors. This book was a game changer
in revolutionizing my financial services practice. The actionable steps illustrated are straight
forward and easy to execute.  A must read for any growth minded financial advisor.”

The book by Ron Carson has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 34 people have provided feedback.
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