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According to Misty Weltzien, managing 
partner, Pacific Advisors LLC, being 
a financial security professional is 
already incredibly difficult, but rising to a 
leadership position is exponentially harder.

RISING
CHALLENGE

TO THE

Facing pressures from 
COVID-19, a renewed 
focus on DEI, and 
evolving professional 
models, the financial 
security profession is 
prioritizing leadership 
more than ever 
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By Eric Johnson 
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“We all know that the statistics on 
financial security professionals are 
horrific,” she says. “Something like 1 
out of 10 make it. But leadership is even 
worse — more like 1 out of 30 — be-
cause you take all the things you have 
to be good at as a professional and 
then add five more roles.”

Darrell “Corky” Dawes, CEO, Peachtree 
Planning, agrees. “To be a leader in this 
business, you have to be a good producer, 
you have to be able to manage systems, 
structure, and process, then as a leader 
you have to emotionally invest in your 
people and be willing to be with them 
through thick and thin,” he says. “That’s 
why it’s the most difficult job there is: 
There are a lot of good producers, there 
are a lot of good managers, but we don’t 
have an overabundance of good leaders.”

Finding and developing good lead-
ers has never been easy, but given the 
recent challenges facing the financial 
security profession — everything from 
the COVID-19 pandemic to the evolution 
of the profession itself — leadership is 
proving more important than ever.

Defining Leadership
So, how do you identify someone with 
leadership qualities?

It’s the person who speaks up in a 
training to offer his or her perspective, 
Weltzien says. The one who takes a 
teammate out for a beer because he’s 
having a tough week.

“In my mind, leadership is personally 
committing to helping someone grow 
up to be what they want to be,” adds 
Dawes. “Just because you’re a good 
producer doesn’t mean you’re a good 
manager, and just because you’re a good 
manager doesn’t mean you’re a good 
leader. … [Good leaders] invest in people, 
even when it’s not their role. To me, 
that’s what leadership is: the emotional 
investment in people.”

Developing those traits is difficult, 
Dawes says, but the framework already 
exists. “I think it goes to how I was 
taught to develop clients,” he says. “If 
you understand what’s important to 
them — if you understand what’s in 
their heart when they set goals, and 
you can help them align what’s in their 
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heart with what they’re doing — then 
you can help them move through all 
the different stages and challenges 
that life presents.”

To continue the analogy he started 
earlier: Leaders won’t grow up to be what 
they want to be until they’ve helped oth-
ers grow up to be what they want to be.

Not everyone possesses the necessary 
skills, however — not even some of those 
who have been identified as good candi-
dates or who believe that’s the trajectory 
of their career. That’s why Weltzien adds 
responsibilities to new leaders gradually. 
“We dissected the leadership role into 
all of the individual parts so that people 
can dip their toes in the water and just do 
one or two aspects of leadership without 
damaging someone else’s career along 
the way,” she says.

Another eye opener: Unlike in other 
professions, climbing up the ranks of an 
organization doesn’t always bring the ex-
pected financial benefits. “I’ve got at least 
20 financial security professionals on my 
team who make significantly more income 
than I do,” Weltzien says. “That’s one of 
the things unique about this profession — 
it’s not a money play for most people to 
move into leadership; it’s a passion play.”

While never easy, finding people with 

the required qualities and drive has be-
come increasingly difficult, particularly 
over the last few years.

The Effects of the Pandemic
Obviously, the full impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic has yet to be mea-
sured, but the financial security profes-
sion has certainly experienced signif-
icant change because of it, especially 
when it comes to recruiting.

Though referrals have always been a 
good source of career-changers — those 
who are coming into the business from 
other areas — developing those hires 
often requires an education process be-
cause of their lack of awareness regard-
ing the work itself. “When it comes to 
knowing what a seasoned team member 
does, these folks usually have no idea 
— they’re gravitating toward the lifestyle 
that they see the person living rather 
than the job itself,” says Weltzien. 

Now, however, career-changers are 
proving much more difficult to attract. 
“One of the biggest attributes that used 
to really excite people about this career 
was the autonomy it provided,” Weltzien 
says. “But now, a lot of other professions 
or industries offer that flexibility. People 
are working from home, people can 

“Good leaders invest in people, even 
when it’s not their role. To me, that’s what 
leadership is: the emotional investment 
in people.”  —Darrell “Corky” Dawes, 
Peachtree Planning

http://Finseca.org
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choose to go to the office or not, they 
can choose their own hours. We didn’t 
have a lot of competition in that area, but 
now we do.”

Because of this, Weltzien says, her 
company is looking more closely at 
career- starters — those just out of 
college. “For the 10 years I’ve worked at 
Pacific Advisors, we were more attracted 
to those career-changers who had a 
family to fight for rather than people 
who had to be taught how to function in 
a professional environment,” she says. 
“But now we’re revamping our college 
market and are definitely planning on 
using that blank canvas.”

While statistics show that college 
students have a slightly lower chance 

of success at the beginning when 
compared to career-changers, if they 
make it, they’ll be far more profitable 
for the firm. Part of that is because 
they’ll have a longer career and there-
fore more time to make the company 
money, and part of it is because they’ll 
start at a lower salary initially. But 
Weltzien says there’s something about 
harnessing their drive out of the gate 
that leads to success.

“If you ask a room full of recruiters if 
they like college kids, they’ll say no, but if 
you ask them how many of them started 
right out of college, 75% or 80% of the 
hands in the room go up,” she says. “And 
if you look at the top producers, most 
started straight out of college. I did, and 

The move to hybrid workplaces has made it more important than ever for leaders to have good communication and listening skills, says Darrell 
“Corky” Dawes, CEO of Peachtree Planning. 
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two of the three other partners who work 
with me did.”

Attracting and retaining career- 
starters requires more than changing 
recruiting tactics, however. Weltzien 
says college students entering the 
workplace want the very thing the 
workplace has been shifting away from 
— that in- person office environment. It’s 
an unexpected irony: As the company 
promotes location independence and 
a small real estate footprint, these new 
hires are looking for the traditional office 
experience, especially early in their 
careers, when they are eager for more 
mentoring and reassurance.

To help provide that support, she says, 
her company has begun morning Zoom 
calls and holds pop-up events to keep 
the culture and community alive. It’s a 
balance that continues to provide that 
location independence to those who 
want it as well as other benefits that 
have emerged since the adoption of 
remote work.

“We were able to drastically cut our 
real estate expenses, and rather than 
just keeping that money for profit, we re-
invested it back into people and resourc-
es,” Weltzien says. “So we have better 
resources at the firm, which, in turn, is 
going to cause better productivity.”

That productivity, she says, can also 
be charted as a factor of improved time 
management. By cutting out commutes 
and eliminating the dead time that often 
comes from unnecessarily long meetings 
and idle office chitchat, top producers 
have more time to be productive. They can 
either add meetings to their schedules or, 
if they prefer to keep the same number 
of meetings, have more time to relax and 
enjoy life outside of work. When you’re 
happy and well rested, Weltzien says, you 
are going to be more productive.

According to Dawes, the difficult 
move away from face-to-face inter-
actions has also forced everyone to 
elevate their communication skills, par-
ticularly when it comes to listening. “I 
think that piece has created a challenge 
for people who relied on things they 

Elevating through 
recognition 
Recognizing leaders is an important part of elevating the financial 
security profession.

Finseca’s Leadership and Career Development Community Advisory 
Board helps grow, better recognize, and spur success for leaders in the 
financial security profession through high-impact education and by 
fostering a community of collaboration and wisdom.

Both Vincent Lewis, head of business development, Commonwealth 
Financial Group, and Scott Krueger, senior regional managing director, 
Principal, serve on the board.

According to Krueger, recognizing leadership in the current 
environment is especially important given the pressures of challenges 
including the COVID-19 pandemic, going paperless, the move 
away from face-to-face interactions, and the changing footprint of 
companies themselves. Successfully navigating these challenges 
requires leaders who can adapt to different situations and thrive in the 
quick pace of change.

“Leadership is the lifeblood of our profession, and I think you have 
to recognize the people who are recruiting, developing, training, and 
educating the future leaders who are strengthening the profession,”  
he says.

As the profession adopts more of a team approach — another of 
those changes Krueger mentioned — Lewis points out that there 
are many ways to be a leader. “We have to help people recognize 
that there is more than one way to be a leader and help grow the 
profession, because that’s really the goal: helping as many people as 
possible create financial security,” he says.

Creating those leaders isn’t an easy task, which makes recognizing 
them that much more important. “It’s hard to develop somebody in any 
profession, but here, when you see the results that come from it — the 
clients who are being taken care of and the positive impact success 
has on the financial security professional — it’s like lightning in a 
bottle,” Lewis says.

Do you know someone whose 
leadership efforts deserve to 
be recognized? Reach out to 
membership@finseca.org for more 
information about the 2023 Finseca 
Leadership Awards.

mailto:membership@finseca.org
http://Finseca.org
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didn’t even know they were relying on, 
like body language and other nonver-
bal cues,” he says. “It made it more 
challenging, because we had to learn to 
become better overall communicators.”

An upside, he says, is the fact that con-
versations have gotten deeper, with people 
opening up and disclosing more, which 
has led to an increased attention to facil-
itating. All of this, Dawes says, has put a 
greater emphasis on people development.

“Leaders are about helping people 
change — going from where they are 
to where they want to be,” he says. “A 
leader’s role is to help you down that 
path, and — when you want to backslide, 
because we all want to return to the 
familiar — [to] help you recall why you 
wanted to change and help you get back 
on the proper path.”

Evolving Models
In addition to the challenges that have 
been thrown at it, the profession’s 
landscape has naturally evolved over 
the years, requiring adjustments and 
realignments to help newer companies 
thrive and older practices migrate from 
outdated models.

“Forty years ago, when I started in 
this business, the words ‘financial 

planning’ weren’t even together, much 
less ‘comprehensive planning,’ ” Dawes 
says. “It was very much a PPGA mindset, 
where you were a personally producing 
general agent. Now, at Peachtree 
Planning for example, we’re in the 
mindset of trying to build teams and 
actual successor partnerships, not just 
old insurance- investment partnerships.”

The increased focus on diversity, equity, 
and inclusion initiatives has added anoth-
er layer of complexity for financial security 
firms, but Weltzien says the benefits are 
worth the struggle. “When people have 
representation, they feel more included,” 
she says. “When a young female is in the 
recruiting process and sees me, for exam-
ple, she knows she won’t be alone.”

When Pacific Advisors began track-
ing DEI efforts in 2014, its recruiting 
diversity was around 30% to 35%, she 
says. This year, it’s at 71% diversity 
hires. The company also now has a DEI 
task force that meets once a month to 

“When people have representation, they 
feel more included. When a young female 
is in the recruiting process and sees me, for 
example, she knows she won’t be alone.”  
—Misty Weltzien, Pacific Advisors LLC
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help direct the efforts. The task force 
is exploring ways to extend diversity 
growth into leadership.

The Enduring Value of Leadership
Earlier in his career, when Dawes was 
uncertain about making the jump into 
the management ranks, a mentor asked 
him a simple question: Why did he get 
into the business in the first place?

“I told him it was because I could 
make a difference with my clients, and 
that difference would help the peo-
ple they were responsible for — so, in 
effect, I was going to touch people I’d 
never met, and that was important to 
me,” he says. “And he told me that if I 
could attract and develop people who 
could do that, I could touch even more 
lives through them. That really made an 
impact on me.”

Weltzien approaches the value of 
leadership from a slightly different, 
but no less inspirational, angle. “Every 
recruit that doesn’t make it is hundreds 
of households we can’t help protect or 
help make financially secure,” she says. 
“When you really embrace the gravity of 
that, it makes you even more passionate 

as a recruiter, a manager, and a lead-
er. We didn’t lose 10 financial security 
professionals. We lost thousands of 
household communities that we’re no 
longer able to serve.”

Their approaches seem to be working. 
Both say that in spite of the challenges, 
their companies are coming off their 
best years ever.

Helping clients achieve financial secu-
rity is the goal of any financial security 
professional. But ensuring they have 
the road map to get there along with the 
necessary training and support requires 
leadership. Both Weltzien and Dawes 
agree that strong, agile leadership lays 
the foundation for success and provides 
the vision to navigate the challenges 
that come up naturally as well as those 
that are thrust upon the profession. 

http://Finseca.org



