
Editor’s note: In this edition of What’s Working Now, an AdvisorRADIO feature in

which Horsesmouth members tell us about recent success they have had running and

growing their businesses, we hear from advisor Gary Matthews who sees the power in

communicating openly with his clients. You can hear the full interview by clicking the

audio file below. The following article features edited excerpts of Gary’s comments.

Chris Holman, Horsesmouth’s Executive Coach, conducts What’s Working Now

interviews. He also leads Horsesmouth’s Group Coaching Program.

I’ve been in the financial services business quite some time now. I started my career in

1979 and have been a CPA since 1981. I have a different background than many

financial advisors, however, because I found myself studying in seminary mid-career. I

did a PhD in social ethics, and when I finished that, I started a new practice

specializing in sustainable and socially responsible investing. It was a way for me to

put those two segments of my life back together again.

One thing I find success in is being intentional about providing excellent client service

and communicating openly about market gyrations. Being intentional means to be thoughtful and reflective and

purposeful about what I do during the day. When I say I’m intentional about great client service, I mean that I begin my

day with that thought and it drives what I do.

I have found that marketing is the toughest challenge we face, other than solving the problems for our clients. How do we

market ourselves? I believe the most effective way that we can market our services is to provide excellent client service.
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That’s something we have control over, unlike the markets. I’m intentional about client service because I believe that’s

the foundation for a successful practice.

When markets are volatile, clients are anxious and that’s the time to communicate. Any of us that have been in practice

for a number of years—especially through some of the huge market gyrations we’ve had in the last 15 years—have faced

those challenges and had to speak with clients anxious about the markets. Clients want to know that there’s someone in

their corner when times are tough.

That’s an integral part of great client service. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve had prospective clients come to me and

say, “You know, Gary, one of the reasons I’m here is because the markets are lousy and my current advisor doesn’t seem

to want to talk to me about it.” And that always amazes me. But I’m happy to take the business if somebody else doesn’t

really want it.

Emotionally, it’s understandable why financial advisors as well as clients tend to shy away from difficult situations. If

you’re a financial advisor responsible for your clients’ money and the portfolio is losing value—that’s anxiety producing

for you and your client. I don’t think any of us are immune to that. When the markets get crazy and they’re on their way

down I feel anxious but that’s the time I realize my clients need me to be calm.

We’re all counselors when it comes to market volatility. Many people are very anxious about money—it seems to be an

epidemic in our culture. We don’t have a great relationship with money. I think one thing clients need when working

with a financial advisor is for that person to be calm in the face of bad news and to be able to tell them why they need to

stay the course when they are ready to panic. My job is to stay calm even when I’m not feeling calm.

I’ve seen articles in Horsesmouth and other places about financial advisors who meditate. That’s something that I do

regularly. It helps keep me calm and steady in my work life so that when clients are anxious and reach out to me I can

talk to them without feeling anxious myself.

Many things in the markets are totally beyond our control. We can be very competent advisors and investment managers

and the markets and client portfolios can still go down. It’s not our fault and yet many advisors think it is their fault.

Managing our own emotions and staying real about what’s going on helps us discuss what’s happening with clients more

rationally.

It’s important to keep in ongoing contact with our clients— I blog and send newsletters to clients—it’s all electronic,

though, I don't send anything on paper these days. That’s just the world we live in! When markets are gyrating that’s the

time to do that and to address the fluctuation. I’ll write articles about why the market is going down and why it’s normal

for markets to fluctuate. [Read a sample of Gary's blog where he writes about coming market volatitlity.]

Your clients’ portfolios are never going to go up, up, up. There’s always risk when it comes to investing. It’s something

that most of us tell prospective clients and new clients. We want to manage expectations. And yet when the markets are

down, clients have a tendency to forget that momentarily.
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The other thing I do is reach out to those clients that I know are anxious. We all know who our more anxious clients are

and we have to reach out to them before they reach out to us—yelling and screaming and wondering what’s going on.

If I’m meeting clients during one of these volatile periods, that’s one of the first things I address. I don’t shy away from

portfolios that are doing poorly. In those meetings one of the first things I’ll say is, “I’m sure you’ve noticed that your

account is not doing all that well. Let’s talk about that.” I never run from this conversation. In fact, I seek it out when I

know my clients are likely to be thinking about it. Oftentimes, clients are worried, but they don’t say anything.

That can seem frustrating for financial advisors when a client is upset about anything. It could be markets going down. It

could be fees. It could be any part of our relationship. You can encourage them to be open and honest by asking

open-ended questions: How are you doing? What’s new in your life? How am I doing? Is there anything else I could be

doing?

Oftentimes it’s a matter of listening. I think that can be a challenge for financial advisors, including myself. It’s a

challenge to listen carefully when your clients speak and to watch their expressions and mannerisms. We need to be

aware of what they are saying but also what they are not saying. We need to be good technical people but also good

people people.

It’s crucial to our practice to be able to relate to our clients and not just be proficient at handling their money. We need to

be able to communicate about what is going on with their money and help them feel good about their money.

That’s something my clients care deeply about. They want to feel good about their money. They care about what their

money is doing in the world and that’s often why they come to me in the first place. They want to do something with their

money that they can feel proud of. They don’t want to invest in companies that treat their employees badly or make

unsafe products. Socially responsible investing is an integral part of my practice, so it’s important for me to be able to

communicate with my clients why they can be proud of what their money is doing in the world—while, hopefully, making

some money as well.

These practices have helped grow my business. As I said earlier, client service is the best marketing technique we have.

Our practice tends to be measured in terms of success not simply by numbers of clients but by the size of the assets we’re

managing. Current clients give me new money when they’re happy with me. Part of building a practice is how much of

your clients’ money you are managing versus somebody else.

Word of mouth is part of any successful practice. When clients are happy with your services they will mention you when

something comes up in conversation with their friends or family. You’ll get calls with people saying, “So and so told me

about you and how happy they are working with you. I’d like to talk about that.”

This is nothing new. It’s sort of common sense but how we advertise our practice and how we get noticed is becoming

increasingly complex with technology and the Internet. How do we get visible on the Internet? That’s a challenge that we

all face. I’m still working on it myself and I’m sure most of us are. But we do have control over how our current clients

perceive us and that doesn’t hurt. It helps us build our practices.
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