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Last week I hosted a roundtable lunch for a group of 
advisors. 

A focus of the conversation was starting the year full of 
enthusiasm and ambitious objectives, yet at the end of 
January feeling bogged down and out of steam. 

Despite starting with good intentions, the difficulty is that we quickly get caught 
up in the day-to-day demands on our time. Steven Covey wrote about this in his 
book, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, when he talked about getting 
so consumed in things that are urgent in the short term that we fail to invest the 
time to deal with the things that are important in the long term.

The good news is that we’re only ten percent through the year. There’s still time 
to put in place initiatives that will position our business for the future, provided 
that we are serious about making this happen.

Balancing timeframes

It’s a question of balance – we all need to do the things that are pressing in the 
short term because that’s what keeps us in business.

If we don’t put resources against the things that are critical in the mid and long 
term, however, we risk being stuck where we are and never building our 
business to a substantially higher level. 

Happily, you can put in place some proven tactics to achieve the kind of 
breakthrough many advisors strive to achieve. 
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I conducted a series of workshops last year that had the best response of 
anything I’ve done in 20 years working with advisors. In large measure, this was 
because of the single minded focus on implementation – the workshop wasn’t 
about sharing new ideas, it was about making these ideas happen. 

In talking to advisors who attended last year’s workshops, I identified seven 
strategies that advisors used to achieve substantial changes in their business.

Step one: Focus on a manageable number of high impact activities 

A key reason for failing to execute is that we try to do too much. The reason that 
advisors walk away from workshops excited and with good intentions and then 
fail to implement is almost never because they don’t have enough ideas – it’s 
almost always because there are too many.

The first step is to select a small number of key initiatives to really concentrate on 
in 2010. These initiatives fall into three categories – dealing more effectively with 
existing clients, attracting new clients and improving practice efficiency.

Start by picking one or at the very most two initiatives in each of these three 
areas as the key priorities for the balance of the year.

Some candidates:

Existing clients: 

• Increase number of meetings 
• Introduce structured telephone meetings 
• Use an agenda for every meeting 
• Invite clients to small sandwich luncheons to discuss the market outlook
• Each month email clients a relevant article or video

Attracting new clients:

• Get to know accountants of best clients
• Increase the number of prospective clients with whom you’re 

communicating 
• Use client activity such as roundtable luncheons and emails to talk about 

people clients know who might find these of value
• Seek out speaking opportunities
• Increase visibility among a key target group
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Practice efficiency:

• Upgrade your team
• Improve the computer skill for you or your assistant 
• Establish regular monthly planning sessions
• Sit down for weekly meetings to lay out the next five days
• Introduce a regular schedule that you repeat each week

Once you’ve picked your priorities, write them down and beside each one write 
down your level of commitment and enthusiasm for it, from 1 to 10, with 1 being 
low and 10 being high. Than eliminate anything that’s not a 10 from the list – if 
you aren’t fully committed going in, your chances of success approach zero.

Step two: Incorporate new activities into your workflow 

It’s unlikely you’ll succeed in trying three or four significant new things at the 
same time – and trying to do so is a prescription for frustration and failure.

One simple step is to lay out a plan where you select one or two key new 
initiatives per quarter.

The goal is not to get these completed, but rather to get momentum behind them 
and build them into your routine.

Lay out a grid and identify one or two key initiatives for each quarter of 2010.

Step three: Build into your routine and make them a habit

The only way to effectively introduce new activities into business is to make them 
a habit – in this respect, changes to your business are no different than lifestyle 
changes such as diet or exercise.

One way to do this is to delegate aspects of new initiatives to other members of 
your team wherever you can. Once you’ve identified your key initiatives, look for 
things where you can get help. 

Another strategy that’s paid dividends for advisors is to block out time in your 
schedule for new initiatives. There’s nothing new about this – time blocking is as 
old as the hills. 

Sometimes, however, the best ideas are the old ones. Some examples of 
advisors who’re used time blocking to introduce new initiatives:
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One advisor booked off three afternoons a week for structured telephone 
reviews with key clients, identified who he wanted to talk to – and then 
gave his assistant responsibility for scheduling these.

Another advisor booked off lunch on every Friday to meet with the 
accountant of a key client – and also blocked off time each week to make 
the calls to set these lunches up, opening up each call with the words: 
“We have a client in common -  Joe Smith has told me great things about  
you. He’s also given me written authorization to discuss his financial  
situation – I’m calling to see if we can schedule a lunch to sit down and 
talk. ”

 A third advisor had several clients who owned franchises of fast food 
restaurants. He booked off every Thursday morning to build visibility and 
profile among other restaurant franchisees in his community

Step four: Establish short term goals

Annual, quarterly and monthly goals are fine – but to really make change happen 
you need weekly and daily goals.

The most successful advisors I know set time aside each week to identify key 
priorities. As you plot out each week, identify what you’re going to do to advance 
the one or two key initiatives you’ve picked for this quarter.

Step five: Learn from the week just passed

Years ago, I talked to a fabulously successful advisor who attributed much of his 
achievement to a habit he’d begun early in his career.

Every Sunday at 9 pm, he sat down for fifteen minutes with his calendar for the 
week that had just passed. He reviewed every day and asked himself three key 
questions: 

1. What worked well?
2. What didn’t work so well?
3. What am I going to do differently this week as a result?

With packed schedules, it’s easy to get so busy that we fail to take a bit of time to 
step back and really think about our business.  As part of your weekly planning 
session, consider setting aside ten minutes to think hard about what you can 
learn from the week that just passed.
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Step six: Establish accountability 

Few of us are so disciplined that we wouldn’t benefit from making ourselves 
accountable for doing the things that we set out to achieve.

You can achieve accountability within your team – as part of your weekly 
planning session, take a bit of time to go through the key commitments that 
everyone agreed to for the week just passed. 

Or you can establish accountability with one or two other advisors in your office, 
agreeing to meet for coffee on Friday morning to review progress against the key 
goals that you all established the week before.

Step seven: Celebrate successes

When trying to implement change, it’s easy to get discouraged – we typically 
have to invest lots of time and energy up front before we see results.

That’s why it’s important to acknowledge and celebrate small successes.  As part 
of your weekly planning, write down one, two or three things that happened last 
week to feel good about. They won’t necessarily be big things – but you need to 
build in recognition and reinforcement where you’re seeing even a bit of 
progress.

Starting out with ambitious goals for your business is a good thing – but as the 
old axiom goes, a vision without a plan to achieve it is just hallucination.  

If you find yourself falling short of the ambitious goals you set from at the 
beginning of the year, consider using this seven step structure to make 2010 the 
year that you look back on at the end of your career and say: “That was the year 
I really broke through in my business.”

* Dan Richards conducts programs to help advisors gain and retain clients and is  
an award winning faculty member in the MBA program at the University of  
Toronto. To see more of his written and video commentaries and to reach him,  
go to www.strategicimperatives.ca.
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