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hile the debate continues 
over how big a role private 
investment played in the 
recovery, San Francisco-

based lender Stilt, Inc., has added its own 
analysis indicating a direct correlation 
between investments through the 
Robinhood app and the spring 2020 
rebound of the S&P 500. When the stock 
market bottomed out the week of March 
16-22, Stilt research found Robinhood also 
experienced the largest inflows of retail 
investments. As the S&P 500 rebounded 
through mid-May to recover more than 
half of losses, Robinhood also saw a major 
influx of retail investments.

Research by Bespoke Investment Group 
focusing on lower-priced shares also 
concluded Robinhood activity played a 
significant role in the markets’ recovery. 
However, not everyone reached the same 
conclusion. A June study by Barclays PLC 
analyzing at the entire S&P determined 
when more Robinhood customers bought 
a stock, the result was lower returns rather 
than higher ones. Industry analysts also 
suggested the May rebound was more 
driven by such factors as low interest 
rates, $2 trillion in government stimulus, 
and Federal Reserve actions to backstop 
securities and bonds.  

The Stilt research was based data about 
its customers’ activities. Stilt primarily 
targets recent immigrants for its loan 
products. As a part of the application 
process, applicants agree to link the Stilt 

platform with their bank accounts. That 
connection provides Stilt with information 
at a transaction level to support credit 
decisions – and with raw data for further 
analysis. 

The company’s Robinhood study 
was based on 5,000 randomly selected 
applicants who applied for new loans with 
Stilt during the first five months of 2020. 
These applicants ranged from 18 years 
old up to as much as age 80, although the 
customer base skews more to the younger 
ages.

“We took these applicants and looked 
at activity in their primary bank account 
across different brokerages,” co-founder 
Rohit Mittal said in an interview with 
Advisors Magazine. “Then we zeroed in 
on how much money are people investing 
in Robinhood during 2020 week by week. 
Because we have detailed transaction-level 
data, we aggregated it on a weekly basis, 
and then mapped it to the S&P returns for 
the first 20 weeks in the year.”

The company added in its blog 
about the study, “With COVID-19 still a 
significant impediment to stock market 
health in the U.S., it remains to be seen 
if retail investment on Robinhood will 
continue to drive stock market recovery.”

Since the study, Mittal added, his firm 
has seen consistent Robinhood activity by 
its customers, but no real increase in the 
amount of money invested. 

The Robinhood study is one of many 
that Stilt undertakes using customer data. 

DO RETAIL INVESTORS 
MOVE MARKETS?

Did an influx of funds from retail investors drive  
the recent stock market rebound? 

by bobby l hickman

stilt inc. research links ROBINHOOD activity 
uptick to market rebound

Rohit Mittal,  
Founder of Stilt Inc.

Stilt is a mission-driven fintech 
company focused on providing 

credit to immigrants and 
the underserved. We build 

products to improve financial 
inclusion and democratize 

access to the credit.

W
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For example, the company recently found 
that immigrants prefer the cash transfer app 
Zelle over Venmo. 

“We do a lot of analytics,” Mittal said. 
“Our team is constantly analyzing the data 
to learn more about our customers and their 
habits. We have massive datasets that we 
are constantly analyzing for insight. When 
we find something interesting, we make it a 
blog post and share with everyone.” 

Data analysis is a key component to 
Stilt’s corporate mission to bring more 
financial services to recent immigrants and 
underserved American.

“Immigrants are often fairly neglected 
as a population,” Mittal said. “We want 
to make the world more aware of what 
immigrants are doing and how they're using 
financial services. In many cases, they are 
not getting enough financial services. We 
want to determine how we can deliver those 
services.” 

Mittal said the company grew from the 
obstacles he and co-founder Priyank Singh 
encountered as recent immigrants attending 

Columbia University. When he moved to the 
United States to pursue his masters, he was 
unable to rent an apartment in New York for 
several weeks.

“Everywhere I went, people would ask 
for a credit report, or a co-signer, or for 
six- to 12-months’ deposit. I had none of 
those things. I had to sleep on a Columbia 
alumnus’ couch for three weeks while 
searching for an apartment, said Mittal.” 

Singh, a roommate in the apartment, had 
been through similar struggles when he 
came to New York the year before. When he 
moved out, he rented Mittal a room in his 
new apartment. 

Finding an apartment is one example 
of the many financial challenges new 
immigrants encounter, Mittal said. It is 

difficult to get credit card or any kind of 
loan. (For example, when Singh began 
working at Microsoft, he had to take public 
buses to the office because he could not get 
an auto loan.) 

After graduation, Mittal was employed 
by a credit consulting firm in New York 
before moving to the West Coast to work 
as a data scientist. Mittal and Singh began 
working on side projects based on the 
previous experiences. One of those side 
projects evolved into Stilt, Inc., which the 
former roommates co-founded in 2015 and 
launched through the Y Combinator startup 
program the following year.

“Our personal experiences, plus my 
experience working in credit analytics, 
promoted us to think about different ways 
of solving this problem for the immigrant 
population,” Mittal said. “That's why we 
started the company: all of our friends, our 
colleagues, everyone we knew had faced 
similar challenges. We were just trying to 
build something that would make their lives 
easier.”

Access to most financial products in the 
United States is based on credit scores and 
credit history, he noted. New immigrants 
often do not even have a Social Security 
number. Even then, it can take at least six 
years to build a strong enough credit profile 
to qualify for high-qualify credit products. 

“Because of this problem, many 
immigrants have to resort to sub-optimal 
solutions – or they just have no solutions 
at all, “Mittal said. “It’s a burden on your 
parents back home because you have to 
constantly ask for them money. It creates a 
host of problems without any real solution. 
You can't take money from friends. You can't 
really go to a bank and you really don't have 
personal savings. Immigrants are on a back 
foot for years until they settle, get a job, and 

build their credit.”
The company initially focused on 

immigrant students and has slowly 
branched out. Many students take out loans 
in their home countries but find those funds 
do not last long in the United States. Even 
after graduation, many need money to 
relocate for a new job, buy a car, or secure 
housing. Stilt’s first product was a personal 
loan that could be used for many purposes. 

Mittal describes his firm as a fintech – a 
technology company operating in financial 
services industry. Every aspect of the 

“Immigrants are often fairly neglected as a 
population,” Mittal said. “We want to make 

the world more aware of what immigrants are 
doing and how they're using financial services."



business is technology-driven. 
“Looking at people without 

a credit history requires a lot of 
technology,” Mittal explained. “We 
use the latest in machine learning in 
customer service and underwriting 
loans. That allows us to scale the 
business. Today we are a total of 16 
full-time employees serving many 
thousands of customers.”

Mittal said the company takes 
a broad look at applicants when 
evaluating potential loans. Factors 
considered include their potential to 
make money, their potential to save, 
and financial responsibility. 

“They're able to take out a good 
quality loan at decent interest rates 
to make their dreams of working in 
the U.S. come true,” he said. “They 
are able to do so without straining 
their families too much, without 
going for really high interest rate 
loans, or without finding other sub-
optimal solutions.”

Over the past five years, Stilt 
has experienced significant 
growth. Mittal said applications 
volume grows monthly and loan 
originations increase by millions of 

dollars each month. He said 40 to 
50 percent of customers return for 
additional loans. Since Stilt was the 
one company to loan them money, 
he added, it has built a trusted 
relationship with its client base. 

The company is currently 
developing a bank account program 
for immigrants and U.S. citizens. 
Stilt expects offering bank accounts 
in addition to loans will help it grow 
faster and help more customers.

“We are trying to democratize 
access to credit for everyone – 
including underserved U.S. citizens 
– and provide them high-quality 
financial products,” he said. “We’re 
trying to figure out how we can 
serve them better, and who else 
can be served. We learn from 
our customers every day so we 
can improve the product and our 
operations, just to make someone's 
financial life a little easier.”

Over the long term, Mittal said, 
the company’s goal is to become 
THE bank for immigrants and 
the neglected, underserved U.S. 
population. The fintech firm plans 
to eventually add credit cards, 

mortgages, and other loans, 
providing provide end-to-end 
financial solutions that will create 
lifetime customers. 

Despite the company’s progress, 
easing the financial hurdles faced 
by the underserved remains a 
significant challenge that demands 
solutions across the financial 
industry, Mittal said.

“It's not just going to be Stilt 
solving all these problems. It will 
require a lot of other companies 
to make sure we build a more 
financially inclusive, more equal, 
and more empathetic world for 
people who are left behind by 
the current financial system. Our 
expectation is that with Stilt and 
some of the companies that we are 
able to bring together, we can make 
these customers’ lives a little bit 
easier than what exists today.
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Stilt Account App

For more information on 
STILT Inc., visit: Stilt.com

https://www.stilt.com/banking
https://www.stilt.com/banking
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TAX TALK INTERVIEWby amy armstrong

Small Business and  
Personal Tax Planning
Relationship-based approach yields savings

Certainly in September, April 
15 of the following year 
does seem to be a long 

way off. Yet, it is autumn’s financial 
moves that lay the groundwork for 
minimizing tax obligations due the 
next spring. That is not to negate 
the importance of end-of-the-year 
efforts, but as James Thomasson, 
owner of Accelerated Financial 
Services, Inc., based in Mobile, 
Alabama, has experienced, those 
year-end efforts are often more 
fruitful when tax planning becomes 
a year-round endeavor. 
While his firm has its roots in tax 

preparation, Thomasson is now 
a veteran of several tax seasons 
branching out to offer tax planning 
as well. 
“We have a philosophy that 

most people in our industry are 
very reactive,” Thomasson said. 
“When I say reactive, I mean they 
are looking at last year’s tax return 
or last month’s bookkeeping and 
seeing where the tax liability 
has been, when they should be 
more proactive looking forward 
throughout the year for ways to 
reduce the coming tax liability for 
the client.”
It is a mindset change – for the 

client and for the advisor.

That kind of tax planning 
happens best in relationships 
that span several tax years. 
And, relationships are just what 
Thomasson and his staff aim to 
create while preparing client’s 
taxes.
“We let people know that we 

care. They are not just a number 
here,” Thomasson said. “Even our 
clients that come in just once a 
year for just an hour or hour or so 
to do their taxes are folks that we 
continue last year’s conversation 
with this year – and we will 
continue this year’s conversation 
next year. We learn to know our 
clients.”
Knowing the client means being 

able to foresee necessary changes 
in the client’s tax and investment 
situation whether those be of a 
personal or professional nature. 
Would the client’s business be 
better protected with an LLC or a 
S-Corp status? Should the client’s 
IRA be rolled into a ROTH? What 
impacts does divorce, remarriage 
or the birth of a child bring to the 
client’s financial status? Should 
one buy or lease a new vehicle for 
business or personal use? Clients 
are seeking answers to these and 
many other questions.

There’s no time like the 
present for tax planning. 

This is where the team at 
Accelerated Financial Services 
excels. 
Thomasson is a Registered 

Tax Return Preparer with the 
Internal Revenue Service, 
a status that gives clients 
assurance that the outcome 
of his work is aligned with the 
federal agency’s policies. And 
two full-time tax preparation 
specialists at Accelerated 
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Financial Services maintain 
certification with online industry 
programs related to taxation and 
bookkeeping. 
But the firm also uses some 

commonsense tactics that he says 
many other tax preparers do not. 
For example, their clients don’t 
swing on by the office to pick up 
their prepared tax return at the 
front desk. Instead, Thomasson 
insists that he or one of the other 

tax preparation specialists meet 
directly with the client to go over 
the return line by line. 
“We like to go over a tax return 

completely with a client before 
they sign anything and are subject 
to the liability of owing taxes,” 
Thomasson said. 
He also offers an unconditional 

100 percent money-back 
guarantee if a client is not fully 
satisfied with the tax preparation 

work completed by the firm. That 
guarantee has no exceptions and 
will be honored, Thomasson said, 
for any reason. 
“If a client is not completely 

satisfied,” Thomasson said. “They 
owe nothing, We stand behind 
that.”
That guarantee even incudes 

confusion on the part of a 
customer.
He tells the story of a woman that 

sent her husband to get their taxes 
done. The gentleman mistakenly 
went to Accelerated Financial 
Services thinking that was where 
their previous tax preparation was 
completed. Turns out, his wife had 
been using a different preparation 
service and was not completely 
satisfied – mostly because her 
husband had gone to the wrong 
firm. 
No worries for Thomasson, 

though. He refunded the 
preparation charge for the couple 
that year. But the following year, 
the couple returned.
“After she saw us stand behind 

our promise, she decided to come 
back to us,” Thomasson said. 
That standard is a big part of 

what has helped Thomasson grow 
Accelerated Financial Services to a 
four-location firm with three offices 
in Alabama and one in Florida. 
That standard of quality customer 

service is also what guided 
his response to the COVID-19 
pandemic and how to best serve 
the firm’s clients. He knew that 
federal stimulus legislation would 
prompt plenty of questions from 
his clients and the need for face-
to-face discussions regarding what 
financial moves they should make. 
In a proactive social media move, 

Thomasson made his own video 
regarding the proper use of masks 
combined with what financial 
information clients needed to 
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bring with for their visit. He 
discussed how social distancing 
would work at Accelerated 
Financial Services offices and the 
fact that the firm purposely had 
fewer employees in the office 
at any given time as employees 
rotated working from home and 
working in the office.  
“Early on, I decided we needed 

to do a social media outreach 
to show our clients that we 
are taking all of the necessary 
precautions to protect our clients 
and our employees,” Thomasson 
explained. “We wanted to protect 
our clients and their families and 

protect our employees and their 
families. 
The challenge of mastering the 

nuances of the federal CARES 
Act (Coronavirus Aid, Relief 
and Economic Security) which 
includes the Economic Impact 
Payments from the IRS, and the 
Paycheck Protection Program 
for businessowners to keep 
employees paid during closure 
due to the virus, has been a bit of 
baptism by fire. 
Clients are asking reasonable 

questions that Thomasson – and 
so many others in the financial 
services industry – just simply 

currently do not have complete 
answers to. 
Why haven’t I received a stimulus 

check? Will my business have to 
re-pay the entire amount of PPP or 
will some or all of that be forgiven 
in the next tax year? 
These questions and the answers 

being sought have brought 
Thomasson more clients. 
“In addition to our regular 

business, the July extension was 
a blessing for us,” he said. “Folks 
heard about us on social media 
were referrals from current clients 
and we were able to grow our 
business during this. It certainly 
has been an unusual tax year,” he 
admits. 
In fact, it’s probably the strangest 

tax year since Thomasson began 
his career in October 1987 and 
since purchased Accelerated 
Financial Services in 1995. 
Through the years, his focus hasn’t 
changed. He doesn’t chase large 
corporate accounts. His attention 
is on small busines owners – their 
businesses and their personal tax 
preparation needs. That is still 75 
percent of the firm’s business with 
bookkeeping and payroll services 
also offered and expanding his 
role as a client’s trusted financial 
advisor. 
The firm’s website proudly states, 

“Better than the Rest,” and 
Thomasson stands behind that 
claim.
“We are a value-based company,” 

he said. “We are better than the 
rest because everything we do 
demonstrates to clients that we are 
in this for the long run with them.” 
 

For more information on 
Accelerated Financial Services, 
Inc., visit: acceleratedaccounting.tax

James Thomasson, president and owner of Accelerated Financial Services, Inc.

https://acceleratedaccounting.tax/?fbclid=IwAR1pbtHni3-Hvinwd0vEwwq8YejkYEHpFJSjzfK2d3pkHUZyPBnpt2ZNGL0
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AI ALGORITHMS MAKE

WINDY CITY

A TALK WITH FORMER NBA PLAYER CHRISTOPHER GANDY
by joe innace



Artificial intelligence 
has been around for 
several decades, but 

its element of deep learning 
– using algorithms to model 
high-brow abstractions from a 
constant stream of connected 
data inputs – is already having 
an impact in the insurance 
and financial legacy industry.

There are plenty of sources 
nowadays for collecting 
massive amounts of personal 
data including smartphones, 
fitness trackers, smart 
watches, tech clothing, 
eyewear, medical devices and 
even footwear. For example, 
a wearable device that is 
connected to an actuarial 
database could calculate a 
consumer’s 
personal risk 
score based on 
daily activities 
as well as the 
probability 
and severity 
of potential 
events, 
according to 
a 2018 report 
from McKinsey 
& Company.

Christopher 
Gandy, founder 
of Chicago--
based Midwest Legacy Group 
LLC and associate general 
agent appointed with the 
companies of OneAmerica®, 
said the insurance industry 

is already seeing algorithmic 
underwriting, which can allow 
for insurance companies to 
underwrite decisions based 
on historical data entered at 
a website, internet portal, or 
phone app.

“It’s similar to what 
they’ve done in baseball, 
basketball and football—
with the analytics,” he told 
Advisors Magazine in a 
recent interview. “It allows 
companies to underwrite 
based on analytics, not 
necessarily on health.”

CHANGE TAKES THE 
COURT

Gandy knows well the pro 
sports world. In fact, after 

playing basketball for the 
Fighting Illini at the University 
of Illinois, where he was co-
captain and earned Second 
Team All-Big Ten honors, he 

FAST BREAK INTO INSURANCE
ADVISORS MAGAZINE  /  15
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played in the NBA for the Chicago 
Bulls and the San Antonio Spurs, 
and then in L’Hermaine, France. 

He started his own financial 
services practice in 1999 and since 
then has worked with business 
owners, physicians, professional 
athletes and key executives all 
over the country. Gandy focuses 
on the areas of life insurance, 
disability income insurance, 
investments and tax-efficient 
strategies.

“If you’ve got a certain level of 
risk and you’re under a certain 
age and certain risk factors are 
not in your lifestyle, then you 
can go through algorithmic 
underwriting,” Gandy explained. 
“I would say by 2025-2030, 
if you’re under the age of 40 
and need say $100,000 in life 
insurance, you’ll apply for it and 
be able to qualify for the coverage 
in less than probably 30 minutes.”

Naturally, insurance 
professionals will have to engage 
with technology, embrace it, 

and be able to supply it to 
clients. They will also need to be 
transparent with clients, educating 
them about why an insurance 
company would adopt algorithmic 
underwriting. 

“The algorithmic underwriting 
allows insurance companies 
to save money in their back 
office—in the underwriting 
department,” Gandy explained. 
“And it allows for them to save 
money in the field with financial 
professionals. The bottom line for 
clients is greater speed to acquire 
coverage.  

Gandy believes that many 
people are unaware of the 
changes currently taking place 
in the insurance and financial 
services industries. Online trading 
platforms, internet investing, 
financial planning phone apps 
and other so-called robo-advisors 
could be handling in excess of a 
$500,000 portfolio.

“The industry is rapidly 
evolving,” he said. “People need 

Made in Chicago
a closer look at christopher gandy and his community work

Childrens Fund Raiser Hosting annual basketball camp Student National Medical Assoc.

Raising funds for children 
with special needs at Gigi’s 
Playhouse 

Hosting annual basketball camp 
at the ALIVE Youth Team Center, 
where Chris is a board member 

Supporting minority physicians at 
the National Medical Association,  
where he annually presents 
financial literacy workshops

https://gigisplayhouse.org/
https://gigisplayhouse.org/
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to be aware of the importance of 
personal engagement with their 
financial professional and have 
conversations with them about 
ultimately what are the financial 
professionals doing to be able to 
embrace technology and be able to 
add it to their practice so that the 
clients can benefit from it.”

The former pro athlete also 
knows that often the outcome of 
a game can come down to the 
intangibles. And that’s precisely 

what he looks for when clients are 
scouting his agency.

“At our agency we’re looking 
for the intangibles,” Gandy 
emphasized. “We’re looking for 
people that care about others 
as much as they care about 
themselves. We’re looking for 
progressive-minded individuals, 
or individuals who are trying to 
enhance their current situation.”

There is no minimum investment 
at Midwest Legacy because the 

agency does not qualify clients 
from a financial standpoint. The 
focus is on economic and financial 
behavior, which leads the agency 
to the type of clients who make the 
most sense.

“You can’t drive forward 
looking backwards and people 
get comfortable being just okay,” 
Gandy said. “Most of our clients are 
not comfortable with just the status 
quo; they’re trying to progress from 
their current financial destination. 
They’re trying to live an enhanced 
life, an enriched life.” 

 
THE CHALLENGE OF  
LONG-TERM CARE

The issues are clear; there is a 
renewed focus on quality of life 
vs number of years, or morbidity 
and mortality,  however, both are 
enormous challenges facing the 
insurance industry, in Gandy’s 
opinion.  According to the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human 
Services, someone turning age 
65 today has almost a 70 percent 
chance of needing some type of 
long-term care support in their 
remaining years.

“If interest rates continue being 
extremely low and people tend to 
live a longer period of time, we 
could see a streamlining of retail 
insurance products,” Gandy said. 
“In fact, that's already here, and in 
the future, there are going to be 
some pretty unique products, like 
the hybrids.” 

Hybrid policies encompass life 
insurance with long-term care 
protection, but others are likely to 

We’re looking for people that care about others as much as they care 
about themselves. We’re looking for progressive-minded individuals, 
or individuals who are trying to enhance their current situation.
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emerge predicts Gandy.
“You’re going to see income 

products like annuities bundled 
with life insurance and also long-
term care,” he explained. “You’re 
going to see a combination of 
those three products meld and 
merge to eventually come up with 
a product that can do three things, 
which is: if you live long, it will 
make sure you never run out of 
money; if you die too soon, it will 
pay out to your family, and if you 
happen to have a long-term care 
incident, it will take care of that 
also.”

What’s more, long-term care 
protection is now being used 
differently than in the past thanks 
to its tax deduction status as 
permitted by the CARES Act. 

“Helped by such legislation, we 
started to see significant long-term 
care deductions that individuals 
could take, potentially up to 
$11,000-$12,000 for one couple 
on a tax-favorable basis,” Gandy 
noted. “And people are now 
starting to take advantage of it.”

While Gandy contends that long-
term care protection is the number 
one need in the marketplace today, 
he’s also noticing that people are 
taking flight toward retirement 
income over asset accumulation. 
Retirement income has much to do 
with longevity and taking risk out 

So, I came into the industry to be able to take what I learned 
in sports, to be able to take what I learned in life and use 
those fundamentals be able to help people overcome 
obstacles that have impeded their financial success

of the portfolio as investors move 
forward and ultimately aim for 
financial independence. 

“We’re seeing more and more 
insurance companies that provide 
great products and services that 
will allow you not to outlive your 
money, but still have the benefit 
of market participation along the 
way so you can participate in the 
upside and the growth potential 
of the market without having to 
jeopardize the income base, which 
you’ve already set,” Gandy said.

 
DRIVING FOR DIVERSITY

Gandy got into the business 
and is dedicated to the financial 
security and enrichment of 

individuals for the simple reason 
that he didn’t have much growing 
up. Raised by a single mother who 
worked a few jobs during most of 
his adolescence, his early teenage 
years were spent helping to take 
care of the family and his younger 
sister. At the same time, he started 
playing basketball and discovered 
he was able to compete at a very 
high level.

“So, I came into the industry 
to be able to take what I learned 
in sports, to be able to take what 
I learned in life and use those 
fundamentals be able to help 
people overcome obstacles that 
have impeded their financial 
success—to be that coach who 

""

Class of young leaders
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helps to  execute on those things 
that are important to them, 
ultimately to be able to live a 
more enriched and empowered 
life for themselves,” Gandy said.

After his basketball career, 
Gandy started in the industry 
21 years ago in 1999 as a 
financial services professional at 
Northwestern Mutual, helping 
people organize their finances. 
He learned how to help people 
decipher the differences between 
insurance and investments.

“I helped them organize their 
financial junk drawers, or the assets 
they had,” he recalled.

That’s still very much part of 
his role to this day. Junk drawers, 
financial or otherwise, can be a 
scary mess.

“People tend to avoid things 
they are unfamiliar with, or things 
that scare them,” Gandy explained. 
“The information industry in 
which we’re currently in is one of 
oversaturation. And I think clients 
just have a difficult time organizing 
it all, so they have a tendency to 
shut down—not because they don’t 
want to deal with it, or because 
they don’t want to understand, it’s 
because, where do you start?” 

A key takeaway is that Midwest 
Legacy Group clients, like most 
people, are looking for simplicity 
and efficiency, according to Gandy, 
especially from technology. Also, 
companies see the power of social 
media, and they are witness to the 
effectiveness subliminal messaging 
and also the power of testimonials. 

“Going forward, everything we 
do will have to be technology-
enhanced,” Gandy said. “If you 
can’t get to it on your cell phone 
within 15 seconds, it’s going to be 
difficult doing business with those 
companies. So companies have 
to invest in technology platforms, 

and be symbiotic with the client 
interface. That has to happen.”

Another thing that has to happen 
in the industry is diversity – but it’s 
no easy layup.

Gandy is currently the sitting 
president of the National 
Association of Insurance and 
Financial Advisors (NAIFA) of the 

Chicago-land chapter and 
also serves on the National 
Diversity Task Force for NAIFA. 
His leadership, perhaps, could 
not be better-timed given the 
recent inflection point in the 
United States.

“I think the social unrest that’s 
happened in society now has 
brought out the fact that many 
companies, not just insurance 
companies, have struggled 
with the indirect oppression of 
their own employees, their own 
talent,” Gandy said. “They have 
not developed that talent and 
have not supported that talent 
to be all it can be.”

Gandy contends that 
most insurance companies 
lay claim to having various 
diversity inclusion initiatives, 
but they tend to struggle 
with strategy implementation 
and execution. The idea is to 
mandate and make sure that 
middle leadership and also the 
executive ranks look more like 
the general public. And so far, 
in his view, they have not done 
that. In short, he sees it as an 
industry that does not look like 
the marketplace it represents. 

"I think the  
social unrest that’s  
happened in society  

now has brought out the fact 
that many companies, not just 
insurance companies, have 
struggled with the indirect 
oppression of their own 

employees."

Supporting minority physicians at the National Medical Association,  where he annually presents financial literacy workshops
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A possible solution, or inspiration, 
might come from the world of U.S. 
collegiate sports, specifically what’s 
known as Proposition 48. Prop 48 is 
an NCAA regulation that stipulates 
minimum high school grades 
and standardized test scores that 
student-athletes must meet in order 
to participate in college athletics.

“I’d love for all the insurance 
companies – similar to Prop 48 
in college sports – to say we’re 
going to take five percent of 
our leadership programs, our 
leadership in the fields, our 
leadership in development, our 
leadership in management and 
executive roles, and we’re going 
to make sure a minimum of five 
percent – just five percent of our 
agencies – are operated and owned 
by minorities,” Gandy said. 

By minorities he means LGBTQ, 
African-Americans, Hispanics and 
others, whose populations account 
for negligible percentages at those 
companies. And not to forget, 
underrepresented women across 
the industry as well.  

“If they do that, they will change 
the industry. Our children will be 

able to come into the industry and 
ultimately have a chance to make 
it to the top as a president of an 
insurance company,” he said.

But that initial step, as when 
driving to the hoop on a basketball 
court, is critical. Gandy stresses 
that the industry must first embrace 
the changes in the marketplace 
and refuse to be overcome by the 
dramatic changes it has to make to 
be able to thrive for the next 50-100 
years.

It’s like the old comment he shared 
from a former coach: ‘When you have 
to, you got to,’ which also applies to 
his agency’s approach to conducting 
business during the pandemic. 
Midwest Legacy Group doubled 
down on its efforts, working twice as 
many hours now from home, and on 
the road and engaging with clients 
much more often to understand their 
current situation.

“And it’s all made me look at 
the idea that we have to be more 
efficient with our dollars and we 
have to be invested in individuals 
and not things,” Gandy summarized. 
“Investing in people is the new 
currency going forward. If you invest 
in people you get a return, if you 
invest in things that fulfillment is 
going to be short-lived.”

For more information, please visit: 
midwestlegacygroupllc.com

Christopher Gandy is a Registered 
Representative of and offers securities through 
OneAmerica Securities, Inc., a Registered 
Investment Advisor, Member FINRA, SIPC. 
Midwest Legacy Group is not an affiliate of 
OneAmerica Securities or the companies of 
OneAmerica and is not a broker dealer or 
Registered Investment Advisor.

https://midwestlegacygroupllc.com/
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FINANCIAL COACHING
THE SHOWDOWN WITH ROBO-ADVISORS

by joe innace



I
n late July, entrepreneur Kevin O’Leary of 
TV’s Shark Tank fame unveiled the latest 
of many mobile apps for automated 
saving and investing. “100 million 
Americans have almost no savings for 
retirement and I want to change that,” 
O’Leary said in a launch statement. The 

Beanstox Seriously Simple Investing app, as 
it’s called, joins the burgeoning field of online 
trading platforms and 24-hour, at-your-
fingertips investing apps widely referred to 
as robo-advisors, which are disrupting the 
financial services industry.

But Jeffry Weldon, J.D., CLTC®, and 
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Carolyn Weldon – the founders and husband/
wife team at Weldon and Weldon Financial 
Coaching, Inc., in northern New York – are 
on the side of peace rather than disruption. 
In a recent interview with Advisors Magazine, 
both expressed tremendous concern about 
the proliferation of robo-advisors, while 
explaining how their firm helps clients gain 
peace of mind around their finances.

“So you come in from the cocktail party 
at 1 a.m. after a few drinks and overhearing 
some hot tip,” Carolyn said. “You go online, 
and in 30 seconds you might make some 
devastating investing mistake that will affect 
your financial future – and there’s nobody at 
a robo-advisor that can coach you or maybe 
advise that it isn’t the best move.”

From the Weldons’ viewpoint, robo-
advisors are incapable of caring about a 
person’s financial or personal life, and not 



interested in an individual’s own goals, 
hopes and dreams. 

As financial coaches, the couple ultimately 
works to see their clients live their lives, 
rather than obsess about their assets. Jeff 
likes to say it is all about freedom, fulfillment 
and love – things robo-advisors can never 
provide.

“Our true purpose is to empower our 
clients to create freedom in their lives by 
transforming their investment experience, 
so even after we’re gone, these people will 
still be having great lives,” Jeff emphasized. 
“And through our coaching, we don’t only 
teach them how to focus on their financial 
behavior, but we teach them to focus on 
what’s important to them.”

The firm’s mission is to empower families 
in discovering their true purpose for money 
by transforming their investing and planning 
experience. Clients at Weldon and Weldon 
start with an investigative review of where 
they stand now and what is meaningful to 
them now and in the future.

“One of Jeff’s favorite phrases is ‘whoever 
God puts in front of me gets all of Jeff,’” 
Carolyn said. “We’re not going to turn 
anyone away. And it doesn’t matter if you 
make $50,000 or $500,000 or $5 million 
a year,” Carolyn, who is an Investment 
Advisor, continued. “Interestingly enough, I 
observe that those who make more money 
are often the most stressed about money.”

Such stress can lead to fear and behaviors 
that may prove harmful without the steady 
guidance of a financial coach.

“People may have a financial plan, but 
they also have fears,” Jeff explained. “Some 
have a scarcity mindset around money; 
something happened in their past life, and it 
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constantly pulls to keep the experience 
of  fear around money,” he added. “I 
have a client with over $5 million of 
assets and they are so fearful that they 
are going to run out of money. I don’t 
see any possibility of it from the facts, 
but they are very fearful about their 
future.”

Educating clients is beneficial 
and Weldon and Weldon do a lot 
of teaching as well as coaching. But 
because of each client’s own fears and 

individual biases, Jeff contends that 
the important thing to keep in mind 
is that knowledge does not always 
dictate action. He maintains that 
education is tremendously important 
and that clients must have a basic 
understanding of how markets work 
and then be coached on their behavior 
around money.

Worry, stress and fear were all in play 
during the height of the pandemic. 
The Dow plunged some 8,000 points 

"Our true purpose is bringing 
value to the clients that we have, 
so even after we’re gone, these 
people will still be having great 
financial lives." -- JEFF WELDON



was always: ‘When have you last seen 
the client?’ Now the question is phrased: 
‘When have you last seen the client, or 
been on Zoom with a client?’” Jeff said.

Most clients are now very comfortable 
with Zoom. The Weldons find millennials, 
especially, love it. Clients in their 50s and 
60s have adapted and are frequent users, 
and even most of Weldon and Weldon’s 
older, retired clients could now be 
considered boomer Zoomers.

“The pandemic experience reminded 
us of the importance of regular 
communication with our clients” Jeff said. 
“We even added additional staff to help 
us with that because we discovered how 
vital communication is and how we wanted 
to continue that outreach even when the 
pandemic ends.”

The Weldons called to listen to what 
was happening in the lives of their clients. 
Paying attention was prioritized over 
offering advice. In the process, Carolyn 
and Jeff say they learned so much that 
had absolutely nothing to do with the 
pandemic, in addition 
to information directly 
linked to COVID-19.

“See, no robo-advisor 
is going to call you and 
discover you’re now 
working from home, or 
your daughter’s wedding 
had to be canceled, or 
you lost a loved one,” 
Carolyn said.

In fact, Weldon 
and Weldon plans on 
countering the rise 
of the robo-advisors 
with even more 
meetings, increased 
communications and – 
get this – more human 
beings.

“We learned so many 

in the four weeks from February 12 to 
March 11, 2020. Those stock market losses 
threw many investors into panic mode, 
leading them to forget why they invested 
the way they did, and looking to flee into 
cash. 

“And that’s why regular contact and 
coaching are so important,” Carolyn noted. 
“Because when fear and bias’s come along, 
coaching can bring them back to what they 
are doing and why they are doing it—and 
talk them through those moments.”

That’s exactly what the firm did during 
the pandemic and is continuing to practice 
currently: Outreach. Listening. Feedback. 

“When the pandemic occurred, we 
made a commitment to call every single 
one of our clients,” Carolyn said. “That 
took some time and we did not get to 
everyone. Some of the conversations we 
had were on the tough side. People were 
suffering and they just needed someone to 
listen to what they were dealing with.”

She’s quick to acknowledge that there 
is no magic bullet or perfect solution, no 
cookie-cutter approach that applies to all. 

“So we made sure to be in contact with 
our clients to let them know that we are 
here, we are available. We can talk on the 
phone, we can set up a Zoom meeting,” 
Carolyn said. 

They both still prefer in-person 
meetings, but they’ve also learned a lot 
can be accomplished via Zoom.  

“We’ve even had groups of clients 
together on Zoom and those meetings 
have been very powerful,” Carolyn added. 
“People who might not necessarily know 
each other are connected through us 
and share their experiences and we have 
developed a great community in Zoom 
meetings with multiple clients -- that’s not 
something I had barely considered prior to 
March.”

Jeff pointed out that life insurance 
companies quickly responded to the needs 
of people during the pandemic. Emailed 
or faxed death certificates, with some 
companies, are now acceptable whereas 
a raised-seal certificate was previously 
required. Some underwriting guidelines 
have changed also.

“One of the underwriting questions 
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“ When the pandemic occurred,  we 
made a commitment to call every single 
one of our clients”  -- CAROLYN WELDON



things from listening to clients that need 
to be addressed,” Jeff emphasized. 
“And through this pandemic, we have 
added staff and believe we’ll have to 
add even more.”

Encouraged by the outlook at their 
own firm, the Weldons are not without 
their frustrations with the industry in 
general.

“In investing, there needs to be a 
change in how investing is offered to 
clients because clients are basically 
put in a situation where an opportunity 
is presented that is really no different 
from Vegas,” Jeff said, pointing out the 
big problem as rampant gambling and 
speculation. People profit once from 
a stock tip and think they can time the 
market and then attempt to make a 
bundle on their life savings. Falling prey 
to the best investing intentions.

“They’re picking stocks and it’s been 

proven over and over again that you 
can’t pick stocks,” he continued. “It 
can’t be done. That’s been academically 
proven over and over again. Market 
timing doesn’t work.”

What may likely have a better 
outcome is being a better saver and 
working with a financial coach around 
your investing behaviors. In fact, the 
personal saving rate in the United 
States, as calculated by the federal 
Bureau of Economic Analysis, jumped 
during the pandemic to 32.2% in 
April, surging from the March rate of 
12.6%, only to slide to 23.2% in May. 
And Jeff relishes the chance to have a 
coachable moment with a client around 
the practice of saving money. Strong 
savings will trump a riskier returns every 
time, he contends.

“If you’re someone who saves 5 
percent of your income for 30 years, 

and you made 12 percent in returns, 
and your neighbor had the same 
income, but he saved 20 percent of 
his income and made 6 percent, guess 
who had more money?” Jeff asked. 
“You have to have the world-class saver 
conversation.”

In the end, the Weldon and Weldon 
takeaway messages are indeed plain 
and simple: People need to find a 
coach who can really help them see 
their behaviors are the problem in their 
whole financial picture; clients must 
be empowered to discover their true 
purpose so they can focus on what’s 
important to them, and the ultimate 
objective is having peace of mind 
around their money. 

And one more thing: it’s best to avoid 
the financial sharks and robots.
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Better paying jobs, more 
opportunities and the anticipation 
of a better lifestyle stateside are the 

draw for hopping across the pond. Yet, 
relocating from the U.K. to the U.S. isn’t 
seamless. The economic differences can 
leave a chap feeling bloody knackered 
(frustrated or tired) that his finances will 
end up like a dog’s dinner (a mess). One 
must be aware that there are usually 
implications of being a British citizen who 
lives, works and maybe retires in the U.S., 
even if one secures US citizenship.  

Enter these two blokes working 
together on each side of the pond. 
Richard Taylor is the CEO and a Chartered 
Financial Planner with Taylor & Taylor 
Financial Services USA, LLC, located in 
Rye, New York. Thomas Quinn is the 
president and CRO based in London. Two 
offices separated by the Atlantic Ocean 
with one shared mission to help British 
expatriates. 

“There is a real lack of information 
readily available for British expatriates,” 
Taylor, said. “It is quite intimidating trying 

to navigate the additional requirements 
and there is an element of anxiety that 
often comes down to a fear of the 
unknown .”

It is a similar situation for Quinn in his 
position as the London-based advisor 
helping British expatriates handle their 
financial affairs in both countries.

“Many of them have significant 
wealth in the U.K. and need professional 
guidance on their returning,” Quinn said. 

Taylor, a British expatriate himself, 
knows how much more complicated 
retirement planning is for his former native 
countrymen who have monies in U.K.-
based pension plans and are also eligible 
for Social Security in the U.S. Ultimately, 
they are also seeking to conclusively 
answer one common question for all their 
clients – who are almost exclusively British 
expatriates –: “Am I going to be okay?”

Taylor sees a lot of client uncertainty 
stemming from the way financial 
information and news is presented to the 
public. While he advocates for change, 
he doesn’t see the financial industry 

THE BRITISH ARE HERE 
Helping British expatriates find financial security in the USA

More than 1.3 million British expatriates make their home 
in the United States and Canada. That rivals the number of 
Brits living in Australia, a more traditional destination for 
those leaving the United Kingdom. 

making strides in this area anytime soon. 
One change he’d like to see is that financial 
coverage is too focused on the short-term 
and he calls on financial advisors to provide 
clients with a different perspective. 

“We in the financial planning industry are 
working with long-term investments,” said 
Taylor. “We have to combat being short-
sighted because it does not do any favors 
for the client.”

Combating short-sighted decision-
making was front and center for Taylor 
and Quinn in the spring of 2020 when the 
markets fell due to COVID-19 concerns. 
As a result, communication with clients 
was kicked into high gear, and monthly 
contact became weekly. The Friday email 
to clients included encouragement for 
clients to reach out no matter what their 
concerns were regarding their finances. 
There was also an increase in video 
conferencing meetings with clients who are 
widespread across the Continental USA and 
accustomed to virtual meetings.

“Over this period of time, the number 
of clients that we encouraged not to sell 
at the wrong time reinforces some of the 
value we bring,” Quinn said of the many 
conversations he had encouraging clients 
that we’re long term investors not being 
drawn in to this panic sale. 

The idea that clients need to pull out 
of the market during volatile times is 
anathema to Taylor and Quinn. 

“We encouraged our clients to hold 
steadfast to their plans and hopefully 
prevented a number of people from bailing 
out in March,” Taylor said. “We went into 
a deep hole as a country, but over the past 
six months I believe our client relationships 
have strengthened and we are here to 
continue to get our message out of being 
able to serve British expatriates living in 
America.”

For more information on Taylor & 
Taylor Financial Services USA, LLC, visit: 
taylortaylorusa.com

L/R - Thomas Quinn, Richard Taylor, Martha Kern

by amy armstrong

http://taylortaylorusa.com/
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Families whose economic 
health was already being 
weakened by poor financial 
literacy face greater obstacles 

during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
subsequent recession.

Levels of financial literacy are 
“alarmingly low,” according to a 
survey conducted by the FINRA 
Investor Education Foundation 
and the Global Financial Literacy 
Excellence Center. Only 44 percent 
of active investors correctly answered 
the groups’ questions about basic 
financial concepts, while Americans 
who only invested through their 
workplace scored significantly lower. 

“Research shows that financial 
literacy matters,” the groups 
stated. “Investors with low levels 

of financial knowledge are more 
likely to exhibit poor investing 
behavior: diversifying naively, failing 
to identify dominated funds, and 
paying higher fees. Such behaviors 
can become costly for investors 
and be an impediment to financial 
security.”

At Carter Wealth Management 
Group of Wells Fargo Advisors, 
educating clients and improving 
financial literacy are a top priority, 
according to Kenneth W. Carter, 
CIMA®, Managing Director - 
Investments at the New City, New 
York, firm. He said education is a 
critical component of each client 
conversation.

“The best clients are the ones 
who are educated,” Carter said. 

“And we really pride ourselves on 
educating clients. There are so 
many situations where we can be a 
good teacher. The more informed 
clients are, the more successful they 
are as investors and at reaching 
their financial health goals.”

The industry is filled with 
numerous products, terminology, 
and language that are too 
complicated for most people to 
understand, Carter continued. 
Simplifying the process of 
investment planning to its most 
basic terms has helped his clients 
become better investors. 

“Our industry is notorious for 
using acronyms and difficult terms. 
We never use industry jargon with 
clients. We always bring it down to 

bEsT CLIENTs ARE ONEs WHO ARE EDUCATED

PRIORITIZING

EDUCATION TALKby bobby hickman
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precisely what they can understand.”
Investment planning is an 

individualized process tailored to 
specific needs, Carter said. Advisors 
must dig deeply into details of the 
client’s assets, goals, and comfort 
levels so they can create a customized 
solution. Discovering that full financial 
picture helps build beneficial and long-
term advisor-client relationships.

The firm’s engagement with new 
clients begins with an in-depth 
conversation about their specific goals. 
Once those goals are established and 
an investment plan is created, Carter 
said, advisors make sure the client fully 
understands the plan. This includes 
how they will achieve their financial 
objectives; what specific tools and 
investment will be used; and how 

those investments work.
After the plan is finalized, Carter 

Wealth Management follows up 
at least once every 90 days to 
keep clients updated on financial 
fitness information. Client meetings 
and phone calls always include 
additional coaching and educational 
opportunities.

Since the 2020 health and economic 
crisis began, Carter added, those client 
calls have become more frequent.

Retirement planning is a major 
component in those plans. Carter said 
clients need a written document that 
maps out a multi-decade investment 
plan covering a wide range of 
possibilities. For example, he said, 
seven out of 10 Americans turning 85 
will need long-term care at some point 
in their life. The longer people live, the 
more likely they are to have a disability.

“Wealth management is much more 
than simply managing investments,” 
he explained. “It also covers how 
to keep more money in your family 
for generations to come. This also 
includes recommending solutions that 
involve a steady, predictable stream 
of income throughout retirement. But 
again, it starts with a written document 
that maps all this out – for the client’s 
life and, even beyond that, for the 
children.”

Large institutional investors that 
oversee large pools of asset always 
have written plans and statements 
in place that detail their investment 

policies, Carter noted. 
He added, “It always amazes me 

how many individual investors don’t 
spend time on this – on having a 
written document that shows where 
you are going.”

Making sure his clients stay on track 
with those plans has been a particular 
focus at Carter Wealth Management 
during the pandemic. Carter said the 
firm has taken the same approach 
of frequent communications that 
worked during similar market events, 
such as the technology bubble of the 
late 1990s, Y2K, the September 11, 
2001 terrorist attacks, and the Great 
Recession of 2008-2009.

“Proactively reaching out to clients 
– explaining the markets and their 
impact to their plan in an easy-to-
understand methodology – is the 
single best way to help clients reach 
important financial objectives,” he 
said. “Clients know I am here with their 
interests and goals in mind, and that I 
will guide them through rough waters 
to help them reach their destination.”

Beyond the economic implications, 
Carter said, the dramatic impact of 
the coronavirus on countries and 
people around the world has been 
unprecedented in our lifetime. His firm 
continues reaching out to its clients 
to explain what is happening, what 
to expect going forward, and how 
they will still be able to reach their 
important goals. 

“Many advisors are sticking their 
head in the sand until this goes away,” 
he said. “But these are the times when 
we earn our keep.”

For more information on Carter 
Wealth Management Group, visit 
carterwmg.com

Top L/R - Steven L. Mattson, Patrick Harding, 
Bottom L/R - Emily Ruggeri, Kenneth W. Carter CIMA®, Luciano "Lou" Dela Cruz

https://www.carterwmg.com/
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Wherever 
someone 
may fall on 
the financial 

spectrum, Emma Foulkes, 
CFP®, CRPC®, managing 
partner and compliance 
officer at Greenwood 
Wealth Management, is 
ready to meet their needs.

“We don’t have a firm 
minimum investment”, she 
told Advisors Magazine 
in a recent interview, “We 
can’t realistically expect 
everyone to have half a 
million dollars to roll over 
to us.” 

Some clients may have 
children that they’re putting 
through college, or they’re 
facing rising healthcare 
costs, or have no pension – 
whatever their unique case 
may be. 

“So, we’ve built a 
model to meet people 
where they are,” she said. 
“It could be starting out 
with financial coaching 

first starting out on the 
road to investing. But later, 
if a person inherits some 
money, or receives a huge 
bonus, they may need a real 
advisor. 

“We’re not threatened 
by such apps,” Foulkes 
said. “We’ll take an hourly 
consulting fee to assess 
what they’re doing on Acorn 
or Robinhood to say, ‘okay 
you’re doing a good job, or 
you can do better.’ We’ve 
learned to adapt to the 
needs of this generation.”

Yet for every generation, 
there are stresses resulting 
from financial matters. 

“We need to know what 
are those conversations 
around the dinner table,” 
Foulkes said. “We need 
to know what we are up 
against. People can get 
stressed and then that leads 
to destructive behaviors. So, 
we take it to another level – 
really getting at the core of 
it – determining what are our 
clients’ money values.”

Such talks, however, can 
be difficult conversations. 
Remarkably, 75 percent 
of college graduates 

are financially illiterate, 
according to the nonprofit 
foundation DoughMain. 
Foulkes sympathizes 
that people are usually 
overwhelmed because they 
don’t understand things.

“We want our clients 
to feel empowered,” she 
said. “Before we do any 
investments with them, we 
give them an Investment 
101 course.” 

Clients are taught the 
differences between stocks 
and bonds, exchange-traded 
funds and mutual funds, the 
range of annuities and more. 
Then there’s the cocktail 
napkin rule. 

“Things need to be 
explained as though you’re 
writing on the back of a 
cocktail napkin,” Foulkes 
said. “And if they can’t 
understand it, if it’s too 
complicated, we just won’t 
do it.”

For more information 
visit: Greenwood Wealth 
Management

for those who need it, or 
maybe more transactional 
guidance – someone 
to hold their hand – or, 
whether it’s us doing full-on 
comprehensive financial 
planning.”

The philosophy even 
applies to the millennial 
generation, which is more 
apt to use online investing 
platforms. Greenwood 
Wealth Management has 
found a means to coexist 
with such platforms.

“People would not turn 
to robo-advisors if real 
advisors treated them with 
respect,” Foulkes noted, 
throwing some shade 
on one of the things she 
feels should change in the 
industry. 

She compared the 
growth of such platforms 
to transportation disruptors 
Uber and Lyft. She sees the 
investing apps as mostly 
a millennial thing. Such 
platforms are fine when 

Zeroing in on their needs

         RETIREMENT TALK INTERVIEWby joe innace

MEET PEOPLE WHERE THEY ARE

Just 30 percent of Americans have a long-term 
financial plan, according to Gallup, and even more 
have little or nothing saved for retirement.

https://www.greenwoodwealthmanagement.com/meet-the-team
https://www.greenwoodwealthmanagement.com/meet-the-team
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SURVIVAL TALK INTERVIEWby amy armstrong

You’ve got to be flexible. 
If there is one thing that the year 2020 

has taught Aaron Safier, it is the value of 
learning a new way of living and of working. 

The COVID-19 crisis has thrown business 
as usual out the window. Gone are the days 
when strict lines were drawn between the 
interaction of business and family life.

“My clients often have their children on their 
laps or running around in the background,” 
he said with a knowing chuckle because it has 
happened at his house too. “That is just part 
of the new reality of life and work amidst this 
pandemic.”

And that is more than okay, he said. 
Being mindful that working from home 

means those inevitable “family-oriented” 
interruptions will make the completion of 
certain “business-oriented” tasks take more 
time, he said. Yet, there are positive aspects 
to consider.

“I think for myself and my clients, coming 
out of this pandemic, we will have more 
balance in our lives having been able to spend 
this quality time with our families,” he said.

That notion supports the mission of his 
planning firm, Sapphire Wealth Advisory 
Group based in New York, New York, where 
the goal is to provide every client with a 
“flawless” level of service and commitment 
rivaling that of nature’s process to create a 
sapphire from the mineral corundum. A client’s 
current financial situation is like corundum 
– by combining time with the right set of 

ADAPTABILITY IS KEY  
TO FINANCIAL PLANNING
SURVIVAL DURING TRYING TIMES

“It is not the strongest of the species that survives, 
but rather, that which is most adaptable to change.”                        
-Attributed to Charles Darwin

The core of his 
practice is built around 
establishing and 
maintaining long-
term relationships 
with his clients. When 
first meeting a client, 
he takes the time to 
understand all the 
different aspects 
of their life, career, 
and their financial 
landscape. Aaron has 
been in the financial 
services industry for 14 
years. 

circumstances, it has potential to transform 
into a gem. 

Circumstances are certainly “right” now 
in Safier’s view as he sees people rethinking 
their health and wealth priorities. This global 
event has led to more business, not less, 
he said, while referrals from current clients 
provide Safier and his team with increased 
opportunities. 

“This whole pandemic has created a ‘reality 
check’ for people as they look at their lives 
and their own mortality,” he said. “Personally, 
I have found a lot more opportunity to do 
business and a lot more business coming 
toward us because of the nature of these 
uncertain times. Just helping people out goes 
a long way.”

Those uncertain times and that reality check 
also come with a renewed emphasis regarding 
the importance of the type of specialized 
planning Safier employs versus the use of a 
cookie cutter approach or the directions in a 
checklist found online at a robo-advising site. 

The human touch is key to guiding clients 
to the right financial choices – it is what allows 
us to educates clients to help make these 
choices, Safier said,

“Very often we will hear from a client 
that tells us what their friend or coworker is 
doing in their financial situation and it might 
sound very good,” Safier said. “But very 
often, it could be a disaster for our client and 
their situation even though it is working for 
someone else. Our job is to find what works 
for our client.”

 
To learn more about Sapphire Wealth Advisory 
Group: visit: sapphirewealthbuilders.com

https://www.sapphirewealthbuilders.com/


VION Receivable Investments, headquartered in 
Atlanta, Georgia, is an international provider of 
receivable investment services to businesses 
managing consumer and commercial receivables. 
VION provides a single, comprehensive source of 
expertise in commercial receivable factoring and 
consumer receivable purchasing, valuations, and 
process consulting.

VION Receivable Investments
400 Interstate North Parkway
Suite 800
Atlanta, GA 30339
877.845.5242 phone
678.815.1557 fax

Mesquite Corporate Center
14646 N. Kierland Blvd.
Suite 122
Scottsdale, AZ 85254
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Fort Collins, CO 80524
877.845.5242 phone
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VION Advisory Services
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818.216.9882 phone
818.891.8738 fax
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For a chair that works with your physiology to keep you primed and 
focused for excellent work, consider the Herman Miller Embody 
Chair. The Embody chair is meticulously-designed to stimulate 
blood and oxygen flow—freeing you from the aches and pains 
that generally accompany long hours put in at your desk. After 
consistent use, this chair may even slow fluid loss from your spinal 
discs, keeping you young and flexible for years to come. With all 
of the subtle yet powerful details included in this office chair, the 
Herman Miller Embody is undeniably a great choice for sitting long 
hours in your office!    hermanmiller.com

This Tissot watch is easily one of the best dress watches 
under $1,000. A trio of subdials allow for 60 second, 30 
minute, and 1/10th of a second time measurements. The 
combination of white and rose gold means the face retains a 
clean and unfussy appearance. There’s no question about the 
Tissot Analog Display looking impressive alongside a two-
piece suit, whether you’re going for an edgy modern look or 
something more stately. It would also make a good gift for 
any watch lover or man about town who needs a dress watch 
to complete his look.  tissot.com

If you thought gym bags couldn’t be classy, think again. The Hobo Hold-
all by Bleu de Chauffe is a masterful lesson in how to make a functional 
accessory stylish and luxurious. With this over your shoulder, you’re sure to 
have ninety-per cent of the gym looking at you as you sweep through the 
door. At 20 litres, this one of the smaller gym bags on our list but has ample 
room for your workout clothes and grooming essentials. Unobtrusive in size, 
it can accompany you to work or to out-of-office client meetings without 
cramping your style.  mrporter.com

made for you

1 HERMAN MILLER EMBODY — OFFICE CHAIR

2 TISSOT ANALOG DISPLAY — CLASSIC DESIGN

3 BLEU DE CHAUFFE HOBO — LUXURY GYM BAG

Hennessy is releasing an American exclusive, a Master 
Blender's cognac that is the third in the Master Blender’s 
Selection Series. The limited edition was created by Renaud 
Fillioux de Gironde, an 8th generation Master Blender, who 
created a single batch cognac blend that features eaux-de-
vie that are seven years old at the minimum and are aged 
in young oak barrels and then aged further in older oak 
barrels. This creates an aroma that is said to have a scent 
of sweet pastries with a flavor that is described to taste like 
toasted hazelnuts.  hennessy.com/en-us

With its unmistakably Italian-influenced design, Energica’s 
EGO is an electric motorbike that promises to capture 
attention before it even takes off. Being an electric 
motorcycle, it’s a bike that takes off immediately but without 
any of the ubiquitous engine-roaring heard from oil-powered 
bikes. It’s suitable for both longer and shorter distances, 
making it a great bike to ride in the city or down the country 
roads. It promises a range of around 100 miles and comes 
with a variety of driving modes, suitable for whatever speeds 
you’re hoping to hit.   energicamotor.com

The new Mercedes-Benz GLE updated for 2020 is the best all-around 
luxury SUV of 2019. Its build quality is exceptional. It comes with the 
most advanced onboard technology. And its overall look and design 
are superb. All that for a retail price that’s a great value. It’s in the 
large SUV category and can fit a third row of seats if you want to, 
yet it’s not too big to be uncomfortable to drive in the city. Step into 
the new GLE cabin, and you’ll instantly be transported to a world of 
luxury and delight. Price starts from $56,200.  mercedes-benz.com

4 MASTER BLENDER'S SELECTION — No. 3

5 ENERGICA EGO — ELECTRIC MOTORCYCLE

6 MERCEDES-BENZ GLE  —  LUXURY AT ITS FINEST
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In a world of fast food and one-size-fits-all sensibilities, how often does something feel made especially for you? The "Made for 
You" section celebrates those items that are created with such high quality of hand workmanship and degree of customization 
that they become individual to you. In each issue, our editors will endeavor to bring you special things from anywhere on the 
globe, choosing them solely on the basis of outstanding quality. Our goal is to give you guidance on the best of everything.

https://www.hermanmiller.com/products/seating/office-chairs/embody-chairs/
https://www.tissotwatches.com/en-us/t1224073603100.html
https://www.mrporter.com/en-us/mens/product/bleu-de-chauffe/accessories/weekend-bags/hobo-full-grain-leather-holdall/14097096497278367?cm_mmc=PartnerizeAM-_-ld-lifestyle-_-Blogger-_-1011l45858
https://www.hennessy.com/en-us
https://www.energicamotor.com/energica-ego-electric-motorcycle/
https://www.mercedes-benz.com/en/vehicles/passenger-cars/gle/?utm_source=luxe.digital


LIFE IS A JOURNEY 
THAT STARTS AND ENDS 
WITH FAMILY

Your life is unique.
Your journey is one of a kind.

You may be fiscally conservative, moderate 
or aggressive. Or, you may be  adventurous 
in life and conservative with money. No 
matter what your situation and outlook may 
be, your story deserves to be heard. 

SECURITIES OFFERED THROUGH SECURITIES AMERICA, INC., MEMBER FINRA/ SIPC. ADVISORY SERVICES OFFERED THROUGH SECURITIES 
AMERICA ADVISORS, INC. QUEST FINANCIAL SERVICES AND SECURITIES AMERICA ARE SEPARATE AND UNRELATED COMPANIES.

QUEST FINANCIAL SERVICES
30 Matthews St. Suite 301  Goshen, NY 10924
CALL (845) 294-1313  | www.questfinancialservices.com
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“Coaching” is a word 
mentioned frequently by 
founding partner Robert 
Cepeda, CFP® and BFA™, at 
Quest Financial Services in 
Orange County, New York. 
In a recent interview with 
Advisors Magazine, Cepeda 
made clear that serving as a 
financial coach, armed with 
deep knowledge and the 
latest information, is what 
drives him and his 10 team 
members. The approach, he 
maintained, is what gives 
his firm a leg up on the 
numerous robo-advisors 
nowadays.

“People prefer a doctor 
because it’s personalized,” 
Cepeda explained. “People 
need and want someone 
to coach them, especially 
through the tough times.” 
He refers to a financial 
advisor as an accountability 
coach; not unlike a trainer 
working to keep someone 
who wants to get in shape 
on track. “An advisor helps 
keep a person accountable 
to the financial goals and 
objectives, and helps make 
adjustments. Sometimes a 
person lacks the awareness 
that a change needs to be 

made.”
Advisors must educate 

themselves continually by 
talking to other financial 
professionals and having 
the willingness to embrace 
a lifelong learning process, 
added Cepeda. “Because 
I have a good team, we 
can stay on top of all the 
research and focus on 
the specific needs of our 
clients,” he said. “Many 
self-starters, those who try 
robo-platforms, lose interest 
quickly. We keep clients 
engaged and focused.”

Most people are good 

by joe innace

ADVISORS
AS COACHES

The importance of 
behavioral finance

Everyone goes through 
difficult times, financial or 
otherwise. Recovery from 
an injury is faster with a 
physical therapist, and so 
too can be recovery from a 
market downturn – with a 
strong financial coach.



at their chosen profession, but 
planning their financial future 
might not be their strong 
suit – Quest Financial Services 
excels at educating clients 
and guiding them through the 
financial planning process.

“People are focused on 
gaining knowledge in their 
field just as we are – every 
profession has a language,” 
Cepeda said. “We do our best 
to use language that is clear 
and concise and won’t confuse 
our clients. The most important 
thing is listening.”

Many people may have an 
idea of what they want in the 
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future, but don’t know how to 
get there, he explained. “So 
you listen clearly to the client 
and decipher what their values 
and goals are. This allows us to 
take a deeper dive into client 
goals and expectations,” he 
said.

One approach used by the 
advisors at Quest Financial 
Services is behavioral financial 
planning which centers on a 
rational, values-based process 
and better prepares clients 
for unplanned life events. 
It unravels how traditional 
financial practices are driven by 
psychology and neuroscience.

“We try to manage 
expectations and emotions 
– that’s more important than 
specific products, or the 
underlying investment,” said 
Cepeda, who earned his 
Behavioral Financial Advisor 
designation earlier this year.

“This designation has more 
strongly positioned me to 
help my clients avoid making 
emotional decisions about 
finances that can lead to 
negative outcomes,” he said. 
“This new knowledge, paired 
with my years of experience, 
allows my clients to focus 
even more sharply on making 
rational financial decisions that 
support their goals.”

As for his experience, 
Cepeda is also the author of 
Your Journey Goes On: 25 
Plus Years of Observations 
by a Financial Advisor, a 
book that utilizes personal 
and professional experiences 
with an anecdotal and 
conversational tone to discuss 
financial planning at every 
stage of life.

“It’s hard to create 
something really good with just 
one person; I’ve surrounded 
myself with some great people 
and we take a team approach,” 

YOUR CONNECTION 
WITH MONEY IS A 
RESULT OF YOUR 
HISTORY AND 
PERSONALITY. 

Cepeda acknowledges.
Quest Financial is a multi-

advisor firm, and depending 
on the advisor one works with, 
different minimum investments 
will apply. 

“We want to make sure we 
can help whomever comes to 
us because we want to help 
people get to where they are 
trying to go,” Cepeda said, 
adding that the firm manages 
over 600 million dollars in 
assets. “We try to be more 
proactive than reactive. We are 
diligent in our approach in the 
scheduling and communicating 
with clients, and we have 
clients across the nation.”

As an independent financial 
services firm, about 90 percent 
of Quest’s assets are in advisory 
type of accounts. 

“It’s important to understand 
that we are independent, which 
allows us to be unbiased so 
we can use multiple things out 
there that are in our clients’ 
best interests,” he emphasized. 
“The goals are the most 
important. The actual products 
that we use are secondary.”

Understanding such 
products can still be difficult 
for the average client, and 
Cepeda believes that greater 
transparency in the financial 
services industry remains a key 
change that needs to happen. 
He is encouraged, however, 
that prospectuses and other 
supplemental materials are 
improving in clarity. 

With people living longer 

today, the Quest Financial 
Services provides a tailored 
solution to retirement planning, 
often leveraged off a client’s 
unique behavioral traits. “It’s 
subjective; everyone has their 
own reasons why they want 
to do something, but their 
core values may be different,” 
Cepeda said. “And once we 
dive into those values, it makes 
it easier to do the financial 
plan.” 

He noted that this is one of 
the reasons he wrote the book, 
which explores the various 
life experiences we all share. 
“We feel like life happens to 
us, but things that we’ve gone 
through, others have gone 
through as well,” Cepeda 
explained. “Death in the family. 
Divorce. Layoffs. People just 
wanting to retire. Sometimes 
they can retire sooner than they 
expect.” 

Cepeda is most proud talking 
about the Quest Financial 
Services team and the systems 
and infrastructure they created 
over 28 years. Processes, such 
as video-conferencing – already 
serving clients from around 
the country – were in place to 
deliver during the COVID-19 
pandemic. It’s times like these 
when clients need seamless 
service. 

For more information about 
Quest Financial Services, please 
visit: questfinancialservices.com

Securities offered through Securities 
America, Inc. Member FINRA/SIPC. 
Advisory services offered through 
Securities America Advisors. Quest 
Financial Services and Securities 
America are separate entities

https://questfinancialservices.com/
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COMMUNICATIONS TALK INTERVIEWby bobby l. hickman

interactions during the 2020 crisis, Gorski 
said, he encourages his team to reach out 
during both good and bad economic times.  

“High contact at a level the client wants is 
important to our practice” Gorski explained. 
“Currently we are simply checking in and 
asking people how they are doing. We’re not 
necessarily asking about their portfolio or 
their financial plan – we’re just asking if have 
any questions and letting them know we’re 
here for them. They really appreciate it. I'm 
often just shocked at how little that happens 
in the industry.”

Gorski said the major lesson he shares 
during the current economic climate is simply, 
“Don’t panic.”

He added, “Some of the fundamentals 
have not changed and will never change. 
Money and risk management are always 
going to be there. The methodology may 
change: we may communicate over email 
and text, or get signatures digitally. But it still 
centers on helping people in a calm manner.”

One reason Gorski became a financial 
advisor was the opportunity to make a 
significant impact in people’s lives in an area 
where many need help. The combination of 
professional advice plus education to increase 
financial literary helps clients make better 

decisions. 
“Money is the root of all 

goals and endeavors,” he said. 
“You can reach those goals 
better through wise money 

management, and education is foundational 
to wise money management. One of our core 
values is self-discovery -- meaning that the 
client learns and understands for themselves, 
and comes to those ‘aha’ moments on their 
own.”

Other core values include personal 
responsibility and financial discipline, he 
added. While advisors can create financial 
plans, clients need to follow those plans for 
them to work effectively.

Gaining detailed knowledge about clients’ 
current financial situation and goals also 
helps Wela Financial create plans tailored to 
individual needs and potential future risks. 

“As people live longer, there are many risks 
out there,” he said. “We have sequence risk, 
taxation risk, longevity risk, extended care 
risk, and so on. There are solutions, products, 
and strategies that we employ in our planning 
to address all of those risks with our clients.

He added, “Our philosophy employs two 
key economic principles – interest rate power 
and actuarial power. When individuals build 
a plan around these two economic powers, 
they can mitigate the risks.”

For more information on Wela Financial, 
visit welafinancial.com

If some financial advisors have gone into 
hiding from their clients during the current 
economic crisis, they may find they are 
causing long-term damage to their customer 

relationships.
Fifty-four percent of financial advisors 

polled cited frequent communications as 
the most important factor in growing client 
relationships, according to Natixis Investment 
Managers’ 2020 Global Survey of Financial 
Professionals. Other top success factors 
included getting to know their clients on a 
personal basis (50%) and conducting regular 
financial plan reviews (41%), the study added. 

Learning what people want and helping 
them reach their full potential is central 
to attracting and retaining clients at Wela 
Financial in Bannockburn, Illinois, according 
to Dennis Gorski, CLU, ChFC, founder and 
president.

“We truly listen to our clients and what 
they’re trying to accomplish,” Gorski said. “We 
help them articulate their goals: what they're 
seeking to achieve, create, and protect. I think 
what attracts them to us is the feeling that, 
‘I am really listened to; this person gets me 
and takes the time to understand me.’ Once 
we know them, we create a financial plan that 
reflects their goals.”

The Natixis survey also found 50 percent 
of financial professionals consider proactive 
communications a critical success factor. While 
many advisors have apparently had client 

growing client
relationships
No. 1 Rank: Frequent Communications

life is filled with 
opportunities. will 
you be ready?

https://www.welafinancial.com/
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With equity 
indices like 
the Dow, S&P 

500 and NASDAQ 
consistently hitting 

new peaks, market volatility is more intense 
than ever, driven by a barrage of breaking 
news events, tweets and pandemic-related 
developments. Some investors and financial 
planners are okay with that, others prefer a 
more even keel.

Navigating turbulent waters is safer with a 
seasoned crew. And having an experienced, 
dedicated team of financial service 
professionals can provide some calm during 

unstable times.
The team-centric approach of Tennessee-

based Southwestern Investment Group helps 
clients navigate retirement needs no matter 
the market conditions. The corporation 
works mostly with a select group of clients. 
Some clients have made strong investments 
resulting in more assets and more cash, and 
understand the risks when markets fall – so 
they don’t need excessive annual increases 
in returns.

“For some of these clients, we were able 
to take a much more defensive approach 
and that helped make life better for them 
over the last six to eight months by taking 

THE IMPORTANCE  
OF A STRONG TEAM

TEAM TALK
INTERVIEW

by joe innace

In volatile times, it takes a village

some risk out,” Jeffrey T. Dobyns, president 
Southwestern Investment Group, CFP®, said 
in a recent Advisors Magazine interview.

“Other clients felt comfortable with the 
volatility and invested more money while the 
prices were lower,” Dobyns added. “And 
we did a lot of tax harvesting and were wise 
with tax planning. Even during the virus 
and the market collapse we were able to 
really save clients significant money from an 
income tax perspective.”

Dobyns started Southwestern Investment 
Group in 2002 and the company now has 
140 employees across 11 states. Raymond 
James is its broker-dealer, holding clients’ 
assets and providing support with reporting, 
statements, a trading platform, investment 
analysis, and more resources. Another 
extended team participant is Dave Ramsey; 
Southwestern Investment Group has been 
associated with his SmartVestor program for 
17 years. 

“We have a strong team of advisors and 
an excellent support staff –really sharp 
people,” Dobyns emphasized. “We’ve 
found, even people that are really involved 
in the financial markets, they just really 
love having a family-type of practice that 
can handle and help with everything from 
retirement planning to taxes and analyzing 
the impact to their investments.”

In addition to serving as company 
president, Dobyns services several clients 
with his own eight-person team, the Dobyns 
Wealth Team, that includes three CFP 
professionals, Drew McMillin, Josh McCoy, 
and Mandy Brooke, with whom he works 
directly.

Some of the clients have MBAs from 
Harvard, some are retired CEOs of big 
corporations, others are small business 
owners that never really invested in equity 
markets until they sold their own businesses.

“It’s fun to work with a wide range of 
people from different backgrounds, but 
there is also some commonality among 
those folks,” Dobyns remarked. “Everyone 
wants to have a trusted resource, a trusted 
companion to bounce ideas off of and to the 
extent they’re comfortable, we work really 
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Shard to take on a lot of the heavy lifting.”
Such lifting means doing a lot of 

comprehensive planning – everything from 
investments and taxes to estate planning 
– including a sharp focus on charitable 
planning and how to do that effectively. Also 
critical: assuring that a client’s investments 
align with their goals and reflect their risk 
tolerance, allowing for enough emergency 
cash, and having minimal to no debt so 
that clients are not in a position to need 
substantial income.

“Technology has made 
this all somewhat easier 
with people able to access 
educational tools, and guiding 
clients through these difficult 
markets that we’re in right 
now is always important,” 
Dobyns added. “And I think 
that requires a human being 
that has a lot of experience, 
who’s passionate about this 
business.”

To Dobyns, being a good 
steward simply means doing 
the right thing and avoiding 
some don’ts. Don’t sell 
proprietary products, don’t 
waste resources or money, 
don’t take on additional risk. 
Be responsible for actions and 
recommendations. Follow up 
with and serve clients.

That devotion to stewardship 
was reflected by the firm’s 
pre-pandemic preparation, 

Dobyns pointed out. And now he’s excited 
about the fact that clients were well-
positioned beforehand because markets 
have rebounded and all-time highs are being 
charted.

“We knew that there would be dark 
clouds,” he stated. “We didn’t think that it 
was going to be COVID, obviously, but there 
are always disruptions and challenges at 
times in the economy – that never stops.”

The pre-pandemic process involved 
educating clients that there can indeed be 

investing pitfalls.
“Our team was really well 

prepared and I’m very proud of 
all the effort, time and energy 
they put in,” he said. “All 
resources were used to help 
the clients; we encouraged 
them to back off the cliff and 
not jump – and thankfully 
that has worked really well 
with the markets rebounding 
significantly. As a result, we 
believe we are positioned to do 
well regardless of what comes 
down the pike.” 

Nonetheless, only 30 percent 
of Americans have a long-
term financial plan, according 
to research conducted by 
Gallup. So, Dobyns maintains 
it is important to help people 
understand that equity 
investment has historically been 
critical to achieving long-
term success and adequate 

FROM OUR TEAM

"It's truly an 
honor to serve 

on an innovative 
team that offers 
comprehensive 

objective 
financial 

planning, while 
always putting 
the client first. 

It's what led me 
to Southwestern 

Investment 
Group and what 
inspires me to 
great work."

resources for retirement. After all, you can’t 
go back in time.

“Folks 20 years ago could have had a 
million dollars in bank savings or CDs and 
generated maybe $80,000 a year in income,” 
Dobyns said. “But those same people today 
need $8,000,000 to generate the same 
amount of income given the low interest rate 
environment that we’re in.”

Southwestern Investment Group goes into 
the financial planning process asking where a 
client is now, where does that client want or 
need to be, and how do they get there – not 
only in the next 10-15 years, but well into a 
client’s 90s, as is more typical nowadays.

For more information about Southwestern 
Investment Group and the Dobyns Wealth 
Team, visit: www.dobynswealthteam.com

Any opinions are those of Dobyns Wealth Team and not 
necessarily those of RJFS or Raymond James. The information 
contained in this report does not purport to be a complete 
description of the securities, markets, or developments referred to 
in this material. There is no assurance any of the trends mentioned 
will continue or forecasts will occur. The information has been 
obtained from sources considered to be reliable, but Raymond 
James does not guarantee that the foregoing material is accurate 
or complete. Past performance does not guarantee future results. 
Investing involves risk and you may incur a profit or loss regardless 
of strategy selected. Raymond James and its advisors do not offer 
tax or legal advice. You should discuss any tax or legal matters 
with the appropriate professional. SmartVestor is an advertising 
and referral service for investing professionals (“SmartVestor 
Pros”) operated by The Lampo Group, LLC d/b/a Ramsey 
Solutions (“Ramsey Solutions”). Pursuant to an arrangement 
between Ramsey Solutions, Raymond James Financial Services 
Advisors, Inc. (“RJFSA”) and your advisor, your advisor pays 
Ramsey Solutions a flat monthly fee to: (a) be a SmartVestor 
Pro, (b) advertise services through the SmartVestor website, and 
(c) receive client referrals in the form of an initial introduction 
to interested consumers who are located in your advisor's Pros 
geographic region.  RJFSA and its affiliates (collectively, “Raymond 
James”) do not endorse and are not affiliated with Ramsey 
Solutions, except with respect to the arrangement described 
above, and neither Ramsey Solutions nor its agents are officers or 
employees of Raymond James. Further, neither Ramsey Solutions 
nor its agents are authorized to provide investment advice or act in 
any way on behalf of Raymond James, except in connection with 
providing your contact information to your advisor.

https://www.swinvestmentgroup.com/advisors/dobyns-wealth-team/


   WELLNESS  TALK INTERVIEWby amy armstrong

More than 
half of all 
employees say 
that financial 

matters are their number 
one cause of stress in the 
workplace. It isn’t a cranky 
boss or even the job itself, 
the latter of which ranked 
second in the 2020 
Annual Financial Wellness 
Survey conducted by 
Pricewaterhouse Cooper. 
Instead, 47 percent of 
employees said they have 
missed work because they 
were worried about their 
total financial wellbeing.

These trends have 
prompted more and 
more employers to offer 
comprehensive financial 
wellness plans for the 
employees, but there 
is plenty that financial 
advisors can also do to 
help clients feel better 
about their total financial 
picture – not just the 
amount of dollars in their 
bank accounts.

So believes Anthony 
Aulffo, founder of 
Cardinal Wealth Group 
based in Cherry Hill, New 

Jersey. 
“It is really hard for 

someone to live life in 
the moment if he or she 
is constantly stressing 
about financial decisions,” 
Aulffo said. “It isn’t about 
money itself, but instead 
money should be looked 
at as a means to be able 
to provide a lifestyle. 
People need to feel – to 
truly believe – that they 
are on the right track.”

This philosophy that 
wealth is about more than 
just dollars is what directs 
Aulffo to engage clients 
in conversations deeply 
entrenched in their life 
goals and what they want 
their hard-earned money 
to do for them and future 
generations. 

“I want my clients to be 
really thinking about what 
they want out of their 
life,” he said.

Becoming a financial 
advisor was a natural 
choice for Aulffo as 
he studied business in 
college. His college days 
also introduced him to 
the reality that not all 
people learn best in 
the same method. He 
also discovered he was 
dyslexic. 

“Financial planning 
can be confusing, so 
we try to demystify that 
process for our clients 
by discovering how each 
of them learns best,” he 
said. Noting that his firm 
uses everything from 
charts and graphs to 

videos on large screen 
television to white boards 
and old-fashioned printed 
reports, Aulffo said he 
takes on a coaching 
approach to help clients 
grasp unfamiliar concepts. 
“I have a certain way that 
I like to learn, and so do 
each of my clients. I want 
to meet them where they 
are.”

Aulffo is a big fan of 
running regular stress 
tests for his clients. He 
wants them to know 
ahead of time what 
the loss of a job or a 
spouse and a downturn 
in the investment market 
means for their financial 
wellbeing.

“We make sure we are 
prepared,” he said. 

Setting clients up for a 
retirement that is a tax-
free as possible is another 
of his advising goals. It 
takes work – and a lot 
of discipline – for clients 
to make that a reality, 
but in his opinion, it is 
more than possible. The 
use of Roth IRAs and life 
insurance planning are 
excellent starting points. 

“You are going to have 
to pay taxes one way or 
another on earnings, so 
you may as well pay those 
taxes sooner than later 
so you don’t have to deal 
with it over the life of your 
retirement,” he said. 

To learn more about 
Cardinal Wealth 
Management, visit: 
cardinalwg.com

Helping you achieve your vision for 
retirement is our number one goal. 

Anthony Aulffo
Financial Advisor and Founder

Financial Wellness is More than your Bank Balance

It's about planning for years to come
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by matthew edward

No doubt, the 
financial services 
sector could use 
some cultural 

change; and sometimes 
one person can help move 

the needle.  Like Jessica 
Rebmann, CFP™, who 
founded Turquoise Wealth 
Management, based in 
Lafayette, Indiana, in 2018. 
She has long contended 

Research shows that diverse workforces 
deliver greater productivity and 
profitability. “Companies in the top-
quartile for gender diversity on 
executive teams were 21% more likely 
to outperform on profitability,” reported 
the U.S. House Committee on Financial 
Services in February 2020.

CHANGING AN  
INDUSTRY'S CULTURE

that the financial services 
industry has been in dire need 
of a cultural shift – so she did 
something about it.

From her vantage point, 
such a cultural change needs 
to be rooted in teamwork and 
diversity, focused on employees’ 
well-being and success, and 
emphasize that employees know 
they are valued. 

“Ours is an old industry and 
the power is centered in a small 
demographic and tradition,” 
Rebmann told Advisors 
Magazine in a recent interview. 
“Work really hard, survive the 
whack-a-mole years, and when 
you make it, treat others the 
same. An older advisor actually 
told me my second year in the 
business, ‘just survive!’ That was 
his advice, and I’m not saying he 
was wrong, but I do believe that 
is sad.”

Teamwork, diversity, empowerment

“It is literally true 
that you can 
succeed best and 
quickest by helping 
others to succeed.” 
– Napoleon Hill
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Jessica Rebmann, CFP™
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Rebmann opted for happy 
at her firm, which is focused 
on teamwork and community, 
not internal competition and 
individualism. 

“We empower and 
encourage each other as 
female minorities in the 
industry,” she said.

Such empowerment and 
encouragement are often 
telegraphed to clients. And 
that means clients are also 
better off when their advisors 
aren’t working alone, when 
their advisors feel supported 
and valued by their company, 
and when their advisors feel 
their colleagues have their 
back.  

“Whether you can see it 
from the outside or not, it has 
to make a difference to the 
long-term client experience,” 
Rebmann added.

The client experience 
at Turquoise Wealth 
Management is similar 
to what’s happening in 
healthcare nowadays, to use 
one of Rebmann’s favorite 
analogies. 

“Physicians are under so 
much pressure from large 
insurance and medical 
systems to scale and see so 
many patients…they need to 
solve the problem, prescribe 

services and move on to the 
next room,” she explained. 
“We’re more like a concierge 
physician service who doesn’t 
have to see 100 patients a 
day, so they can take the 
time to spend half a day 
on a full health review, run 
some tests, take blood work, 
have conversations on health 
history and physical goals, 
and really get to know the 
baseline of a new patient.”   

Once that baseline is 
built, Turquoise can use 
its expertise and personal 
knowledge of a client to 
not only prescribe solutions 
to current needs, but to 
proactively create good 
financial health. And financial 
health baselines are all 
unique. 

“Sometimes clients will 
want to know how they 
stack up to other clients, 
or ‘normal’, and I tell them, 
‘there is no normal, there is 
only you,’” Rebmann said.  

A case in point is 
retirement planning. While 
the firm might use the 
same checklist and process 
for each client, the actual 
planning and solution set is 
customized.  

“Everyone comes in with 
different goals and values 

around what happiness and 
success look like, and they 
have different assets not just 
in terms of investments and 
money, but in terms of comfort 
with risk, knowledge of 
investing principles, healthcare 
benefits, insurance, income 
streams, etc.” Rebmann 
stressed, “We get to know our 
clients deeply.  What drives 
them, what decisions they 
are likely to make given their 
personal value system.”    

With Americans living 
longer, a self-insurance cost to 
long-term care is something 
Rebmann always inputs 
into a financial plan. In fact, 
according to the Centers 
for Disease Control and 
Prevention, the average life 
expectancy in the U.S. is 78.6 
years old, with women living 
4.9 years longer than men.

“We start with the average 
stay at the average age and 
just plan for that happening,” 
she explained. “So the 
baseline plan, unless there is 
already insurance, is that they 
are going to spend money on 
that down the road. If they 
don’t end up needing money 
for care, great!  More money 
for the kids.” 

While some clients choose 
to insure that risk, some 
don’t – but Turquoise Wealth 
Management encourages 
transferring the risk via 
insurance because it could 
happen anytime, and at the 
least, there’s a plan in place.

As for online financial 
planning and investing called 
robo-advisors and app-based 
trading platforms, Rebmann 
recognizes that they are 
innovative and challenge 
the status quo – a good 
thing. Another positive: 

they can help create some 
healthy financial habits for 
those who do not have the 
assets or income to afford an 
experienced advisor. But there 
are also some negatives.

“Many of these platforms do 
not have a fiduciary duty, and 
are selling something, even 
if it is just your information,” 
she cautioned.  “Further, 
free trading platforms can 
encourage risky investing 
behavior…It may be fine 
for play money, but when 
you have your life savings to 
invest, the cheapest platform 
becomes less of a priority 
-- and best or low risk, or 
great value becomes of key 
importance.”

Also vital is giving clients 
personal reassurance, 
especially during times of 
crisis. Rebmann is very grateful 
she was able to start Turquoise 
Wealth Management well 
before the COVID-19 
pandemic. As an independent 
advisor, she was able to record 
and share video messages 
to help collectively reassure 
clients when she couldn’t 
immediately meet with them 
all.

For more information 
about Turquoise Wealth 
Management, please visit: 
turquoisewm.com

L/R - Megan Skadberg, Jessica Rebmann CFP®, Lura Brown

https://www.turquoisewm.com/index.aspx
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Indeed, the five-person Paladin 
team is big on visuals and at-a-glance 
graphics. Visit the independent firm’s 
website and your eye goes immediately 
to a section called the ‘Color of 
Money Score,’ which is a risk analysis 
that assesses an individual’s financial 
standing. 

“This is one of the first steps on the 
road to a successful retirement,” Foley 
explained. “If we simplify assets into 
two colors – green assets which are safer 
things, and red assets which are at risk 
– we can make sure there is alignment 
with each client’s own goals and risk 
tolerance.”

Foley has been in the industry more 
than 23 years. Paladin Financial shuns 
any minimum investments because of 
Foley’s upbringing; he says he didn’t 
come from money. 

“The main thing we’re looking for 
is someone that wants help and is 
comfortable and willing to take advice,” 
Foley said. “And it doesn’t mean 
that they do everything that we’re 

Collectively, there are more 
than 1.3 million insurance 
agents, financial planners and 
registered investment advisors 

working in the United States, according 
to the most recent U.S. Bureau of 
Labor statistics. For sure, establishing 
what those three pillars of the financial 
services industry do exactly – and who 
does it best – can be a daunting task.

The differences between those three 
types of financial services professionals 
are clearly presented, however, by 
Paladin Financial, based in Arden Hills, 
Minnesota, during every one of its 
workshops and every discovery meeting. 

“We have a visual that depicts 
the three segments of our industry, 
their services provided, how they are 
compensated and what standards they 
are held to for the recommendations 
that they make,” Jeff Foley, CFP®, 
Paladin founder, told Advisors Magazine 
in a recent interview. Prospects and 
clients are also shown how best to 
research credentials.

suggesting be done, but that it’s a good 
two-way relationship.”  

That relationship starts with a five-step 
approach to retirement planning, which 
Foley considers the hallmark of the 
company. 

“Step one is to select a financial 
services professional that’s the right 
fit for you,” Foley said. “Step two is 
fact-and-feelings findings, so we’ll get 
into questions about a client’s personal 
financial well-being that includes that 
Color of Money risk analysis, and we’re 
looking for feedback along the way as 
we gather information.”

Step three is when a holistic 
retirement plan is developed based on 
a client’s unique goals and objectives 
and is then formally presented. Step 
four incorporates independent third-
party research and tailored solutions. 
And step five is the ongoing relationship 
that addresses long-term engagement, 
service and use of technology.

Among the tech tools: Paladin’s 
‘Generational Vault,’ its secure client 
portal where clients can access and see 
every detail of their retirement plan. 
In fact, the firm was positioned nicely 
when the pandemic hit because of its 
technological savvy.

The Generational Vault has document 
storage, account balances, calendar 
management, a variety of third-party 
reports, retirement education resources 
and more. “And it’s all integrated with 
our financial planning software so clients 
can see how their plan is doing from the 
comfort of their home,” Foley said.

At a time of economic uncertainty, 
Paladin Financial has managed so well 
during the pandemic that it is adding 
advisors to staff and expanding its office.

For more information about Paladin 
Financial, visit: financialpaladin.com

And discovering the color of money

OPENING   
      GENERATIONAL   
VAULT
THE
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GENERATIONAL TALKby joe innace

https://financialpaladin.com/


The debate 
over actively 
managed 
funds versus 

passive investments 
has raged for years, 
but recent market 
fluctuations have 
added a new twist.

According to the 
S&P Indices Versus 
Active Scorecard 
(SPIVA) released in 
mid-2020, indexed 
(passively managed) 
funds returned 
higher returns over 
each of the last 10 
years. Although 
actively managed 
funds posted what 
SPIVA termed 
“excellent absolute 
returns”, most 
active funds were 
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unable to outperform 
their benchmarks. 
But remember, 
we experienced 
the longest “bull 
market” during that 
same period.  These 
averages can be 
misleading.

Both types of 
strategies have 
their advantages for 
individual investors. 
While low-fee indexed 
funds mimic index 
performance and 
appeal to the “cost 
conscious investor”, 
actively managed 
investments have 
the potential to 
outperform the market 
during periods of 
market volatility.  

Often, 

market turbulence may boost alpha strategies

active vs. passive 
FUND MANAGEMENT

inexperienced, “do-it-
yourself”, investors look 
to passive investments 
such as indexed funds or 
exchanged traded funds 
(ETFs) without really 
understanding how 
they work, or what the 
underlying securities are 
that comprise the index, 
according to Thomas 
F. Scuccimarra, MBA, 
president and CEO of 
Thomas Wealth Advisors 
in the metropolitan New 
York City area. 

“Before the pandemic, 
everyone thought than 
an index fund, such as 
the S&P500, was all 
they needed in their 
retirement portfolios” 
Scuccimarra said. That’s 
understandable seeing 
that we’ve experienced 

a 9.5 year “bull market” 
the longest in history. 
“All changed with the 
COVID pandemic.  From 
February 10th to March 
16th the market plunged 
32%. Put that into 
context, a third of your 
retirement investment, 
one that took over 25 
to 30 years to build was 
lost almost overnight.  

If you just hang on to 
the old methodology of 
how you invested before 
– basically buy, hold, 
and hope – you may 
see another calamity in 
the marketplace if there 
is a significant second 
wave.”

A true apples-to-
apples comparison of 
actively vs. passively 
managed investments 
requires more than 
simply looking at 
“averages” and one-
year returns. Scuccimarra 
advises clients to do 
the research and find 
those active managers 
that have outperformed 
their benchmark for, not 
one year, but five and 

debate intensifies

AN 
INVESTMENT 

IN KNOWLEDGE 
PAYS THE BEST 

INTEREST
- BENJAMIN FRANKLIN

"

"
                MARKET TALK INTERVIEWby bobby l. hickman



ADVISORS MAGAZINE  /  53

ten years whenever 
possible. 

“You might have 
heartburn paying more 
in fees, I get it”, he 
said. “But when you 
look at the net return 
of active managers, 
their ability to move 
proactively – especially 
when the market goes 
down – it completely 
blows away your index 
fund.”

Scuccimarra spends 

considerable time 
with his clients to 
understand their 
individual situations 
and educate them 
about their options 
before he recommends 
investments. 

“I want to make sure 
they understand how 
these investments 
work and fit into their 
portfolios. Simply 
buying one mutual 
fund after another isn’t 

a sound investment 
strategy. A good 
asset allocation with a 
diverse portfolio can 
smooth out the bumps 
and provide downside 
protection. 

A retired naval 
officer and intelligence 
analyst, Scuccimarra 
focuses on federal 
employees and military 
veterans. Many of his 
clients are referrals 
seeking a financial 
advisor with a military 
or government 
background and 
extensive financial 
services experience.

“There are almost 
three million federal 
employees and they’re 
a very underserved 
segment. Many of 
them have never seen 
a financial advisor 
before. Typically, 
they come in about 
a month before their 
retirement with a 
deer-in-the-headlights 
look: they simply don’t 

know what to do or 
where to start,” said 
Scuccimarra.  “How 
should I invest the 
money invested in 
my Thrift Savings 
Plan – which is similar 
to a 401(k)? What 
are my insurance 
options in retirement 
and what should I 
do about long-term 
care? These will be 
the largest financial 
decisions they have 
ever made and will 
determine the quality 
of their retirement 
years.  It can be very 
intimidating.

I meet with them 
three or more times, 
getting to know 
what their goals 
are while building 
trust.  Then we work 
together create a solid 
retirement plan that 
will address all of their 
concerns and achieve 
their objectives.

He added, “I have 
an affinity for people 
who have served our 
country in any capacity. 
They will always 
have my undivided 
attention.”  

For more information 
on Thomas Wealth 
Advisors, visit: 
thomaswealthadvisors.
com

https://thomaswealthadvisors.com/
https://thomaswealthadvisors.com/


Registered Investment Advisor.

Gene C. Sulzberger, JD, CFP®, TEP, ADPA® 

President
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E-MAIL: gene@sulzbergercapital.com
OFFICE: 305.573.4900        FAX: 305.573.4990 

www.sulzbergercapital.com

Sulzberger Capital Advisors focuses on working with individuals 

and families offering investment advice, financial planning and 

overall wealth management. We work with a deep network of 

national investment service providers to find customized 

solutions for our clients.

Stability. Service. Solutions.

A BOUTIQUE INVESTMENT
MANAGEMENT FIRM.
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