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I like to treat people the way I wanted 
to be treated. It usually works out, but 
there are instances where the other 

side doesn’t follow the path I’ve taken. 
As a retirement plan provider, you need 
to take a certain path and that’s to avoid 
some of the perils I will outline. You want 
to be known for good things and not bad 
behavior, this article will spell court what 
kind of plan provider you shouldn’t be.

Word travels fast
Despite a business that is national in 

scope, the retirement 
plan business is very 
close-knit. What may 
take place in New York 
will eventually be heard 
about it in California. 
I’m still amazed that 
people actually talk 
about me (mostly nice 
things), thanks to ar-
ticles like this, in your 
hand. It’s great when 
they know you when 
you do great things, but 
it’s far more harmful 
when you’re known for 
not doing great things. If 
your business practices 
or your temper is none 
for bad things, expect other plan providers 
to keep score of that. There are certainly 
some great plan providers out there that 
people don’t talk about, but people cer-
tainly like to talk about rogue plan provid-
ers. People tend to focus and talk about the 
negative because we’re all expected to be 
plan providers that play by the book and 
common courtesy. People in this business 
will remember far more for the bad that you 
did than the good you did because you’re 
supposed to be good and professional.

Biting the hand that feeds
One of the most important parts of your 

business is your referral sources. Referral 

sources are the best form of advertising 
because it is all word of mouth. Referrals 
sources are the biggest blocks you need in 
building your business. You have to nurture 
these referral sources like you would with 
your backyard garden. What you can’t do 
is to really bite the hand that feeds. Biting 
the hand that feeds can take two different 
ways. The first way is stealing business 
from those that bring you business. That 
can happen if you happen to be connected 
in the same line of business such as being a 
producing third-party administrator (TPA) 

and the referral sources are financial ad-
visors. I can tell you if you steal business 
from people that bring you business, it’s 
not going to go over very well. Years ago, 
I was at a local office of a brokerage firm 
and the manager of that location advised 
me that representatives of a certain local 
TPA were barred from the office for steal-
ing business from one of his star brokers. 
When you steal clients from the people that 
bring you business, your reputation will be 
in tatters. The second way you can bite the 
hands that feed is by mishandling the cli-
ents from those sources of referrals. One 
of the quickest ways for an advisor to get 
fired is the incompetence of the TPA they 

referred. When people refer you business, 
you need to bring those clients your best. 
As someone who makes you referrals, I 
can tell you that there is nothing worse than 
making a bad referral because it ends up 
as a reflection of you. So imagine making 
someone who referred you business look 
bad? You have one chance to screw up with 
the people that refer you business, there is 
no second chance. Whether it’s billing is-
sues or compliance problems, you can’t 
cause harm to the clients of the people 
who refer you business if you expect more 

in the pipeline of busi-
ness from those refer-
ral sources. You should 
never bite the hate that 
feeds if you expect that 
hand to continue to feed.

Being terrible to your 
employees

I always joke that the 
reason I don’t have em-
ployees is that I was an 
employee too. The facts 
about your employees 
are that they are one of 
your most important as-
sets and you may not 
recognize that. The fact 
about the retirement plan 

business is that good help is hard to come 
by. You need a solid base of employees. 
Not only is it hard to find good talent, con-
stant turnover wastes resources because of 
the hours of hiring and training replace-
ments. The key to retaining employees 
is treating them right because happy em-
ployees don’t leave. Whether it’s pay or 
benefits, you need to reward your most 
important employees. You need to have 
empathy and understand that the decisions 
you make concerning your employees may 
have an effect on them, especially if it’s 
negative. I’ve worked at places where they 
would cut back on the health insurance 
benefit because of costs, but that impacted 
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me negatively. As 
an employee, I re-
sented the lack of a 
bonus, the cutback 
in benefits, and the 
small raises. When 
you feel you are not 
treated the way you 
want to be treated, 
you look to leave. 
Treating your em-
ployees well goes 
a long way toward 
retaining them. It’s 
hard to totally sat-
isfy your employ-
ees (I never met 
an employee who 
thought they were 
overpaid), but you 
need to try your best 
in keeping them.

Being unprofes-
sional with your 
clients

Clients pay your 
bills and you need 
to be professional with them. Not only does 
that mean that your work has to be excel-
lent, but it also means that you shouldn’t 
try to rip them off. Shoddy work as a re-
tirement plan provider is unprofessional. 
If your work is causing errors and grief to 
your clients, it’s time to look within and fix 
that. Consistently providing shoddy work 
will hurt your reputation and you don’t 
want to be known as having a schlock out-
fit. If you want to be well respected in this 
business as a professional, you need your 
work to be professional. Not only does 
your work have to be professional, but you 
also have to act in a professional manner. 
I’m from New York City and I’ve seen a lot 
of hustles in the streets of Brooklyn. Yet, 
I have seen more hustles in the retirement 
plan industry. I’ve known two retirement 
plan providers who went into business for 
themselves by stealing money from their 
clients where they are now both sitting in 
Federal prison. The more frequent hustles 
in the retirement plan business don’t deal 
with embezzlement, they deal with chisel-
ing clients with unnecessary fees. There 
could be exorbitant termination costs that 
weren’t properly disclosed. There could 
be surrender charges that the provider 
wasn’t upfront about or certain charges 
that the provider forget to mention at the 
onset. Whatever the shtick, this is unpro-

fessional conduct that will drive any cli-
ent away. The retirement plan business 
is relationship-driven, how you act with 
your clients and other providers is imp-
portant. Being unprofessional with your 
clients goes a long way to losing clients. 

Being unresponsive
Communication in this business is key, 

with your clients and other plan providers. 
One of the biggest problems that plan spon-
sors deal with plan providers is a lack of 
communication. Many years ago, I worked 
for a TPA and there was a plan administra-
tor who wouldn’t answer the phone during 
work hours. While he eventually would 
return those calls, it would annoy some of 
our clients to no end. There have been so 
many times in dealing with clients and the 
problems with their retirement plan, that it 
was next to impossible to contact their plan 
provider about the problem. In the days of 
email, there should be no reason why you 
can’t return an email or phone call within 
24 hours. Failing to communicate with your 
client is failing to do your job. There is ab-
solutely no excuse to be unresponsive, even 
with some of the clients that can be pains.

Being stubborn
I had a situation with a TPA recently 

where the owner refused to budge on termi-
nation costs that were never fully disclosed 

and tried to claim 
that the annual ad-
ministration fee 
didn’t come with a 
valuation and Form 
5500. He wanted to 
charge the plan for 
the valuation and 
Form 5500 about 
45% of what the 
annual fee was. I 
didn’t understand 
the stance he took as 
I had worked with 
that TPA on two 
other plans. When 
I told him that since 
we couldn’t agree 
on fair termina-
tion fees, I’d like 
for the Department 
of Labor (DOL) to 
review. The TPA 
owner flipped his 
lid, rather than try to 
negotiate on friend-
ly terms. He made 
wild accusations in-

cluding threatening to me because of my 
interpretation of the vague contract that his 
company drafted. This wasn’t the situation 
or “hill” that any TPA should die on. There 
are times where being obstinate makes no 
sense and there is no shame in compromis-
ing. Not every dispute should be fought, 
you need to pick and choose your battles. 
Don’t cut your nose to spite your face, 
there are times and points where being 
stubborn is detrimental to your business.


