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T
wenty-seven years ago, Lee
Bethel, CLU, ChFC, REBC,
RHU, had a brand-new col-
lege degree in hand and a
promising career path ahead

of him. The bright young salesman
was ready to plunge into the insurance
business. Then, three fitful years lat-
er, he very nearly junked it all to go
back to his hometown and open a
restaurant.

But fate had other plans. A second
chance at success was all he needed to launch what has
become a notable career in a demanding profession.

Lee is president of Comprehensive Benefit Services,
Inc., in suburban Washington, D.C. The company provides
employee benefit planning for small, privately owned busi-
nesses, most with fewer than 100 employees. Although he
also has many clients with individual insurance and in-
vestments, he markets himself as an employee benefits
broker/consultant. He and his small staff work out of a
modest office tucked behind a large furniture store, a
stone’s throw from Interstate 395 in a bustling commer-

cial section of Alexandria, Va.
“One of the wonderful things about

our profession is that you can make it
what you want it to be,” Lee says. “If
you find a passion for something, you
can determine to do that. You can fit it
to your personality.

“We do plan design and consultation,
so that we’re not just coming in to
quote health insurance. We assist em-
ployers in designing their benefits pack-
ages to attract and retain their em-

ployees.” As his company name attests, the plans are tru-
ly comprehensive, embracing not only health insurance but
also Section 401(k) retirement plans, disability benefits,
group life, dental, and voluntary benefits.

“The whole employee benefits field, and health insur-
ance specifically, is an area in which you will not get any
rejection,” Lee says. “Everybody is shopping prices in
health insurance, and everybody wants to see if they can
reduce their rates. Most people will talk to you about it
sooner or later.”

Lee is Series 7-licensed through Linsco Private Ledger and
does enough volume in investments and individual insurance
(his primary life company is MetLife) to keep his company
safely diversified. “Each of those three entities — employ-
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ee benefits, insurance, and investments — can stand on its
own individually and produce a decent income,” he says.
“Otherwise, if national health insurance came along, I’d
have a problem.”

The Second Chance
An untimely death in the family almost derailed Lee’s

insurance career before it started. After growing up in Ok-
lahoma City, he graduated from Morehouse College in 1978
with a degree in biology. He had entered college with a
plan to attend dental school and become an orthodontist.
That all changed, however, when his uncle, Ted Tillman,
invited him to come into the insurance business. Ted was
the second African-American agent hired in the history of
New York Life and was one of the company’s top 10 pro-
ducers. His Philadelphia-based career prospered with a
clientele weighted toward the professional ranks — physi-
cians and attorneys.

Ted saw something in his nephew that was just begin-
ning to emerge after Lee’s freshman year in college. Lee
had spent that summer selling “family-oriented education-
al reference books” for the Southwestern Company, a firm
in Nashville, Tenn., that recruited college students to sell
door-to-door. When they hired Lee, neither he nor the com-
pany knew he had an aptitude for personal selling.

“It was cold-calling at its best,” Lee remembers. “They
had an extensive training program. I got introduced to all
the motivational books — Think and Grow Rich, The Mag-
ic of Thinking Big, How to Win Friends and Influence Peo-
ple.” He worked many neighborhoods and towns during his
summer breaks, including the summer after he graduated.

“Over the four summers I probably knocked on 30,000
doors. I was all over the place,” he says. “I graduated with
no debt and had $15,000 in the bank.”

He also had plans to work under his uncle’s tutelage the
following January. But in December 1978, Ted Tillman died
of a heart attack at age 59. “We never worked together,”
Lee says. “I had taken the tests and had my licenses, and
I decided that since I had experience going places where
I didn’t know anybody, I’d go to Philadelphia and start
with New York Life, working in his office. His wife, my
aunt Elizabeth (Betty) Tillman, came into the business, too,
since his clients knew her.

“We were neophytes who didn’t know anything, so we
just serviced my uncle’s block of business.” Before long,
Lee got restless and decided to start building his own clien-
tele. He soon learned that selling insurance was far re-
moved from selling books door-to-door.

“Things weren’t going well,” he says. “In fact, I was about
ready to get out of the business. I determined that it would
be good to go back to Oklahoma City and open a restau-

rant specializing in Philadelphia cheesesteaks. There was
nothing like that there, and it’s a very beef-oriented area.”

It was early 1982. His bags were packed, and the
cheesesteak business beckoned. Then Aunt Betty pulled
him aside. “‘Before you go,’ she said, ‘why don’t you meet
Lang Dixon.’ Lang had moved to Philadelphia and had a
natural market selling insurance to African-American pro-
fessionals. He called on all my uncle’s clients. Aunt Bet-
ty introduced me to him, and he turned the light on for
me. He gave me the mentoring type of relationship that I
would have had with my uncle if he had lived.”

Lee became Lang’s case technician, preparing all the pro-
posals and reports, ordering physicals, and minding all the
details from application to policy issue and delivery. “We’d
go on calls together, and I’d watch how he handled them,”
Lee says. “He’d split the commissions with me, and that’s
what sustained me. By the end of my first year with Lang,
I qualified for the Million Dollar Round Table.” Lee has
since become a Life and Qualifying member of MDRT and
has made the Court of the Table three times.

Ted Tillman had established a strong client base in Wash-
ington, D.C., as well as Philadelphia, so Lang and Lee be-
gan frequently commuting to the capital and opened an of-
fice in suburban Falls Church, Va., in 1987. That’s when
Lee started dabbling in employee benefits as a complement
to the agency’s individual insurance services. He saw the
advantages of working with businessowners, who have much
broader financial concerns than the average individual.

“I wanted to work during the day,” Lee says, with his
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Lang Dixon, CLU, was Lee Bethel’s general agent and men-
tor from 1982 until Lang’s death in 1994 at age 54. Lang’s
company, General American Life, featured this photo of Lang
in its trade advertising in the late 1980s.

“If you take the ‘l’ off of ‘learn,’ what do
you have? You have to learn in order to
earn. If you learn, the earning will take
care of itself.”



characteristic hearty laugh. “I realized
there was more time between 8 a.m.
and 6 p.m. than there was between 6
p.m. and 10 p.m. I could see more peo-
ple.”

He also made more time for study-
ing his profession. Education has be-
come the cornerstone of his career.
With a string of designations longer
than his name, starting with the Char-
tered Life Underwriter earned in 1987,
Lee plans to pursue the Certified Fi-
nancial Planner (CFP) designation and
perhaps a qualified pension planning
degree as well.

“If you take the ‘l’ off of ‘learn,’
what do you have?” he says. “You have
to learn in order to earn. If you learn,
the earning will take care of itself.”
He is serious enough about freeing
more of his time to pursue the CFP that
he plans to add another person to his
administrative staff, which includes re-
tirement plan specialist Daphne Wright,
CPA, CFP, and office manager Victo-
ria Thomas, CEA.

Lee believes passionately in the val-
ue of professional education. “It’s vi-
tally important,” he says. “When I talk
with prospects about our services, and
I have more questions than they have
answers, there probably is something
they can gain from a relationship with
me. I can find some insight or advice
that can benefit them.

“I want my competitors, when they
see my credentials, to say to them-
selves, ‘We can’t go after him; it’s not
like he doesn’t know anything!’”

In a Growth Mode
Lee’s goals include qualifying for

the Top of the Table and taking on
more group cases above 100 lives
each. He has hired a direct marketing
firm to target more than 2,500 busi-
nesses in the 100-500 life range in
the D.C.-Maryland-Virginia region
and hopes to line up three to five ap-
pointments per month. He still finds
most of his new customers, across all
three of his business segments,
through referrals. He would like to

double his group accounts from the
current 75 to 150 and reach $50 mil-
lion of assets under management in
Section 401(k) plans.

“You do the same amount of work
for a five-person group, and some-
times more, as you do for a 100-per-
son group,” he says. “The 100-person
group usually includes a human re-
source person with experience who
can take some of the responsibilities
off of you. For the five-person com-
pany, you have to do everything.”

Lee shares the lament of all bene-
fit planners quoting health insurance
coverage: increasing premiums on re-
newals. “We average five or six re-
newals a month, and they can be chal-
lenging when they are going up all
the time. Sometimes it makes it dif-
ficult to bring on a new case because
you have a narrow time frame to
make everything happen.” The time
pressure can make it tempting to rush
through the arrangements for new
plans — a mistake Lee admits he has
made more than once. “I’ve learned
not to rush cases,” he says. “If you
rush it, inevitably something will go
wrong.”

One of Lee’s longtime clients is
Tom Hopkins, founder and president
of Operational Technologies Services,
Inc., an engineering services firm in
Vienna, Va. In the company’s startup
days in 1991, Lee set up the health
insurance and retirement plans and
has since added a full plate of bene-
fit programs for the firm’s 130-plus
engineer employees. “Lee always
seems to steer a client in the right di-
rection,” Tom says. “That means he’s
in it for the long haul. He’s kept us
out of trouble, and as we’ve grown,
we’ve relied on him more and more.
The bottom line — the thing he has
consistently shown over the years —
is his personal integrity and depth of
character.”

Integrity comes naturally for Lee,
who is a leader in his church, From
The Heart Ministries, in Temple Hills,
Md. Lee has directed the church or-

chestra for 16 years. “It’s a lot of
work, but a lot of fun, too,” he says.
It gives him an outlet for his love to-
ward both God and music. Both of his
parents were musicians, and Lee has
played bass guitar since he was 13.
When he’s not directing church mu-
sic, Lee devotes himself to his wife
of 19 years, Valerie, and daughters
Brittney, age 16, Kristin, 14, and
Lindsey, 11. 

Building a Legacy
Lang Dixon, CLU, died of cancer

in 1994. Lee sees himself carrying on
both Lang’s legacy and Ted Tillman’s.
One of the ways he does that is by
serving as chairman of the African-
American Advisory Committee for
The American College, helping the
school enlarge its outreach to African-
American financial professionals. He
also is an active member of the So-
ciety of Financial Service Profes-
sionals and has helped that group ex-
pand into employee benefits planning
as a focus of professional discipline
and study. 

He believes that just as life insur-
ance ultimately makes a genuine dif-
ference in the quality of people’s
lives, benefit plans can as well. “You
see employees who have gotten dis-
ability checks, or had maternities that
were paid for, or you see death claims
from group life — seeing all that in
action, and knowing if you hadn’t
been there, those plans might not be
there, either — that’s what I’m most
proud of,” he says. “You can look
back and realize you’re at least indi-
rectly touching the lives of so many
people through their benefits.
You have an effect.” 
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“I’ve learned not to rush
cases. If you rush it,
inevitably something will
go wrong.”
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