
Transforming Financial Services

M
ost financial services firms share busi-

ness similarities that, to some clients, 

make our practices look interchangeable 

and generic. So how can we differentiate 

ourselves? The book Blue Ocean Strat-

egy has helped me to understand the importance and 

strategic value of true, widespread differentiation — in 

terms of not only our client base, but also our culture.1 Blue 

Ocean Strategy compares markets in terms of red and blue 

oceans — with red oceans being well-defined industries 

and crowded market space, and blue oceans defined by 

untapped market space that allows for profitable growth. 

Many of us at the forefront of financial services face the 

challenges of a red ocean: a highly competitive marketplace, 

low retention across the industry, a lack of diversity, and 

a need for better succession planning. The challenge is to 

find the blue oceans of opportunity rather than struggling 

to swim in the bloody (and perhaps shark-infested) waters. 

Applying Blue Ocean Strategy to my own practice has 

been transformational. Leaders throughout our industry 

have embraced blue ocean thinking to enhance profes-

sional development and mentoring, increase their revenue, 

improve client outreach, and create cultures of success that 

lead to improved performance and significant increases 

in retention. In this article (based on research for LIMRA’s 

Research Agencies Group [RAG]), I share those experiences 

— through interviews with successful general agents (GAs) 

and others — to explore how to effectively differentiate in 

our competitive industry. 

58    LIMRA MarketFacts® / Number 2, 2020

FEATURE

By  Frank Scalese
 Managing Partner, Blue Ocean Wealth Solutions

 



Challenging Assumptions
Circuses used to mean cheap family entertainment, saw-

dust, cotton candy, and animal acts. Over time, their appeal 

diminished. The authors of Blue Ocean Strategy point out 

that this situation did not change until someone ques-

tioned the status quo, and asked why a circus had to be in 

a tent, why it needed to run on a shoestring budget, and 

why it needed animals. At the same time, theatre, while 

appealing, was viewed as out-of-reach for mass audiences. 

Those questions led to the creation of Cirque du Soleil — an 

experience that challenges the assumptions of a tradi-

tional circus and theatre experience. The outcome was an 

unqualified success. What happens when financial services 

companies challenge industry assumptions?

The Power of Simplicity
Adam Holt, CEO and founder of Asset-Map, LLC, built his 

financial services company by challenging a common 

industry assumption: Wealthy clients require massive 

amounts of data in order to make informed financial 

decisions.

“I realized that when we worked with very wealthy 

people, they didn’t care about our 800-page report on 

their financial situation,” he says. “They wanted an execu-

tive summary.” In response, his firm created Asset-Map — a 

one-page financial inventory.  “We built a product around 

this process of simplifying the customer experience. 

Now that product is used around the world and in 

multiple languages.” 
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Holt’s fresh perspective may come from his experience 

outside the industry, and his training as an architect. “I’m 

used to working visually, drawing out what I’m working 

on and seeing the relationships. Coming into insurance 

and investments allowed me to look at how we typically 

deliver complicated information and advice and to think of 

a way to make it simple. That’s important. Because when 

there’s confusion, people stop buying. Our driving goal 

is to communicate so effectively with the client that they 

understand clearly what is going on.”

Holt’s approach goes against the well-ingrained indus-

try conviction that an 800-page report is inherently better 

and more persuasive than a one-page report. The red 

ocean says complexity is required. The new, successful 

blue ocean strategy proves that simplicity reaches more 

clients. In addition to this new simple report, they have 

extended this principle successfully to their referral-seek-

ing abilities and analysis.

Priotitizing Culture
Highly motivated teams are made and shaped by culture, 

which in turn is established and nurtured by leadership. 

Developing a culture can also be a way to effect true blue 

ocean differentiation.

Focus on Relationships
Kelly Kidwell, CEO of Pacific Advisors, agrees that culture 

is everything. He claims, “Culture begins with values…and 

if you compromise your values for the sake of production, 

everybody will sniff you out. Your values should never be 

aspirational; they should be a reflection of the people you 

have around you.” 

Kidwell has always tried to make people and personal 

relationships a high priority. His initial success in the 

industry was the result of combining that priority with blue 

ocean thinking. “I had a target list of people to approach, 

developed through a lot of networking. I would come up 

with a one- or two-page strategy overview for them. I’d 

meet with them and share this strategy — and I’m not 

really selling anything at this point.” Afterward, he would 

ask for introductions to their CPA. He would keep in con-

tact with a select group of CPAs, and communicate a new 

idea every quarter, not trying to sell anything. In time, they 

began giving him referrals to business orders. 

Kidwell eventually turned this approach into a class 

called “Breaking into the Business Market.” His point was, 

“Stop thinking about breaking into business and focus 

on the people!”  He found his blue ocean partly because 

nobody had told him how he should be reaching out to 

prospective clients — or what the “right” way was to man-

age his business. Because he didn’t know any better, he 

actually did better, following a unique path that fit both his 

skills and his personality. 

His strategy exemplifies the blue ocean strategy that in 

order for companies to succeed they must “break out of the 

accepted boundaries that define how they compete.”  For 

Kidwell, that means being willing to take a clear-eyed look 

at the industry and, where necessary, make a shift to stay 

ahead of the curve. “We’re reinventing our firm,” he adds. 

“We’re making ourselves technology-agnostic, client-ser-

vice focused, and versatile as a team. I need to be the guy 

who can build product structures that create a dynamic 

team that delivers more to clients than what they expect.”

Asking “Why Not?”
Sometimes it is easy to become absorbed by the larger 

concerns of our industry. Focusing on the smaller ques-

tions may hold the key to finding a better, blue ocean way 

to manage our business.

The Importance of Taking Stock
Bonnie Godsman, CEO of GAMA International, noticed 

that, in all of her discussions with staff, no one complained 

about the time they spent with members. “No complaints” 

might sound like a good thing. “But we’re a member-

driven organization,” Godsman says. In other words, staff 

should have so many member interactions that she would 

naturally hear about them. “I realized that if membership is 

staying flat, there’s a reason. I didn’t want to see our mem-

bership decline or remain stagnant. So I took a step back 

and started calculating all the time of the team.”

Godsman’s research led her to a series of graphs illus-

trating her staff’s time investment. The outcome was worse 

than imagined. Although everyone at GAMA agreed that 
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servicing the needs of field leaders/members/donors was 

the organization’s number-one priority, it became clear 

that only 15 percent of their time was actually devoted 

to that goal. Instead, they were spending the majority of 

their time on resource partners, the number-three market 

priority. “It was alarming to see that we were spending our 

time and money in all the wrong places,” noted Godsman.

Godsman took steps to flip that balance, so actual time 

spent aligned with the organization’s stated priorities, 

as well as renewed attention to providing the benefits 

and support members most wanted. “GAMA members 

want community,” she says. “We like to interact, we like 

to network.” Utilizing a technology called Circles allows 

GAMA to offer a study-group experience, even across the  

22 countries they serve.  “As a CEO running day-to-day 

operations, a blue ocean that’s becoming apparent in our 

space — and will become apparent elsewhere — is the 

concept of embracing technology as a partnership.” Tech-

nology can lead to fundamental improvements in terms of 

culture and strategic solutions. 

Strengthening The Core
The Power of Celebrating People
J. Christopher Noonan, executive vice president for AXA 

Advisors (now Equitable), grew up in the financial services 

industry. “I found AXA right out of school, then joined the 

management team in Texas. I worked with a man whose 

desire was to grow leaders. I told him it was my goal to be 

the number-one team in the country.” Over time, and after 

several different offices, the two joined their organizations.

The relationship was a success. By 2018, they were #1 to 

#3 in everything measurable within AXA — including hir-

ing and productivity. Noonan credits that to having a clear 

vision — tying it into the blue ocean conversation. 

He cites one example of five branches that were declin-

ing or static in production and declining in headcount, 

that grew production by 15 percent, and doubled their 

headcount. The formula for this success was:

• Create a culture where people feel celebrated.

• Help people who want to grow.

• Expand the base by hiring and developing others  
in the industry. 

Noonan claims, “We had to look at how we needed 

to do things differently going forward, and that included 

determining the best way to do more with less. We went 

from multiple branches to one branch. We had to make 

decisions about our employees and headcount in terms 

of duplicity of roles and excess capacity. We had to look 

at the best way to reduce the number and get more from 

the remaining team. We discovered how to provide more 

support and services with fewer people, all with the 

objective to grow.” 

These lessons could benefit others in the industry. 

Which questions relate to the blue ocean here? Are you 

going to continue to do business in that market the same 

way? Does it make sense to continue managing staff in 

the same way? For Noonan, a significant differentiator is 

the people at the heart of your organization. “We need to 

celebrate people. But in order to do that you have to get 

to know them, professionally and personally. Birthdays, 

anniversaries, the kids, the things going well, and the 

challenges too. Communication solves many of the issues 

you’re going to run into. People just need to feel their 

voice is heard and that they matter.”

They followed through on this, communicating with 

their underperforming branches from top to bottom. They 

went to each branch, over 60 days, speaking to individual 

advisors. Leaders should provide leadership around cul-

ture. The future success of the industry may lie in how we 

nurture our leaders.

Developing Leaders
As I said earlier, leadership and culture must be devel-

oped. Often this involves a process of nurturing raw  

talent through education and training, and then relying on 

mentoring and joint work experiences to fill in the blanks 

and establish solid managerial practices. 

The result of this process is likely to be a seasoned  

advisor. That doesn’t necessarily make that person a 

leader. Leadership requires something more. It is tempting 

to equate blue ocean strategy with business approaches 

that are new, innovative, and even adventurous. But those 

are not necessarily blue ocean ideas. Sometimes blue 

ocean thinking means embracing something already estab-

lished, that the rest of the marketplace has abandoned  
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for the latest trends, leaving clearer, less-competitive 

waters open for exploration.

Lifelong Learning
“I just celebrated my 51st anniversary in the industry,” says 

Harry Hoopis, CEO of the Hoopis Performance Network 

(HPN). He started with pure life insurance agencies, then 

moved on to an investment practice. “When I retired, we 

had about $4 billion under management in the firm. At the 

time, that was a very big number.”

Hoopis claims to be retired, but evidence refutes that. 

Since leaving his practice, he has devoted himself to run-

ning HPN, a comprehensive professional development pro-

gram for financial advisors at every stage in their career. “I 

started running workshops in the mid-to-late 1980s,” he 

recalls. “I started by inviting groups of 30–50 to come to 

my agency for a two-day workshop, to tell people what 

we did and how we did it. As time went on and the internet 

became a factor, we began to film the programs that we 

ran at the agency and put them on this new platform so 

people could review and revisit them.”

The training model was what made HPN unique: It was 

a 5-year plan for agents, for personal and professional 

development. It was also speed reading, memory training, 

etiquette, sales psychology, and buyer psychology. The 

instructors/trainers were anyone who had expertise, any-

one you could learn from, even from outside the financial 

industry. “We spent every dollar we earned on developing 

programming,” says Hoopis. They also prepaid agent cer-

tification fees and then got reimbursed when they passed. 

Over 80 percent of their agents had a professional designa-

tion as a result. 

They then evolved from training agents to training com-

panies — both leadership and advisor training. Over half of 

the materials focus on team selling, marketing, hiring staff, 

and managing social media. For the veteran agents, who 

sometimes feel neglected in companies, they have created 

a professional development resource. Lifelong learning 

became their blue ocean.

 “We now have just over 50,000 users,” Hoopis says, 

“and, for the last 10 years, we’ve produced a new video 

every month. We signed our first contract for Asia, where 

we will go into six companies. Recently we opened a Latin 

America program, and have translated our materials into 

Spanish. We’re becoming worldwide.” 

Finding Your Blue Ocean
Because we are a highly regulated industry, and most of 
us run practices under the mantle of a head organiza-
tion, there are some things we cannot change, or have no 
control over. But, as we have seen, this does not mean we 
should give up and blend in, struggling to succeed in a sea 
of mediocrity. That approach only leads to frustration, fear, 
burnout, turnover — and a very red ocean of competition.

These leaders have found blue oceans where they are 
flourishing. They followed their passions and interests, 
considered their unique markets; and, in some situations, 
pursued untried strategies simply because they didn’t 
know any better. They were not afraid to fail; but more 
important, they were not afraid to try. This is the best time 
in our industry to ask the right questions, to shape cultures 
and individuals that reflect core values, and to build teams 
that truly enjoy their work, and understand their purpose. 
Ultimately, there is no better time than now to find your 
own blue ocean. F
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Frank Scalese leads a team of over 
200 professionals serving individu-
als, families, and businesses from 
offices in Long Island, Queens, and 
Brooklyn. Motivated by the ideas in the 
best-selling book, Blue Ocean Strategy, 
he encourages advisors to create a 
unique value proposition for clients.  

In 2015, North Coast Financial Group changed its name to 
Blue Ocean Wealth Solutions.
      In 2016 Scalese was inducted into MetLife’s Management 
Hall of Fame. Blue Ocean Wealth Solutions has earned  
MassMutual’s prestigious Silver Chairman’s Trophy, as well 
as a spot on Newsday’s “Top Workplaces on Long Island” list. 
He takes his message and passion for helping others indus-
trywide, serving as president of GAMA and as a member of 
LIMRA’s Research Agencies Group (RAG). He can be reached 
at fscalese@blueocean.us.com.
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The U.S. Research Agencies Group (RAG) was formed in 1931 by the Life Insurance Sales Research Bu-
reau (now LIMRA) for the purposes of cooperative study and research specific to agency management. 
RAG members are chief executives, managing partners, and directors of top agency-building firms.  

The group meets twice per year to share best practices and discuss findings of research papers they 
prepare on a variety sales leadership topics. RAG members have produced over 350 research papers 
and presentations. Research conducted by RAG over the years has clearly been ahead of its time:

• Salary Plans for Compensating Producers (1933)

• Women as Producers (1943)

• The Computer’s Impact on Insurance Marketing (1965)

• Marketing Life Insurance Through Banks (1996)

• Team Selling: Mentorship at the Next Level (2003)

• Fee-Based Advice (2004)

• Social Media and Financial Professionals (2011)

Recent research studies have covered a myriad of forward-looking topics, including:

• RoboAdvisors: Friend or Foe?

• The Case for the Small Business Market

• Team-Based Selling

• Adoption: Solving for the Retention, Continuation, and Talent Shortage in the  

 Financial Services Profession

• A Contemporary SWOT of the Agency Building Distribution System: Emerging Strategies  

 in an Era of Transformation

• Agency Management: Positioning for the Future

• Succession Planning and Practice Transfer

• Generational Buying Preferences

• Blue Ocean Differentiation: How a Blue Ocean Approach to Financial Services Can  

 Dramatically Transform Your Business

In its history, RAG has had 170 members from 43 different companies, including:

• 24 presidents of GAMA International

• 30 GAMA Hall of Fame members

• 7 GAMA Foundation Chairs
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