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Being a retirement plan provider 
isn’t easy. The fees seem to be get-
ting smaller and the work seems 

to becoming more and more. The latest 
curveball is the Coronavirus (COVID-19) 
pandemic. What sets a minor leaguer 
from a major leaguer is learning to know 
how to hit the curveball. This article is all 
about how you need to hit this curveball 
of Coronavirus if you want to remain and 
thrive when things come back to normal.  

Some providers are go-
ing to go out of business

I was on a videocast 
recently and a panelist 
suggested that I’m a pes-
simist. I told him that I 
wasn’t a pessimist, but 
that I was just simply “the 
turd in the punch bowl.” 
Being the turd in the 
punch bowl means that 
I kind of spoil situations 
by offering an uncensored 
opinion. I don’t want to be 
the bearer of bad news, but 
the Coronavirus pandemic 
has negatively impacted 
all retirement plan provid-
ers. So it stands to reason 
that there will be several 
plan providers who either 
go out of business or feel 
the need to merge with a 
stronger rival. I’m not try-
ing to create a sense of fear, but create a 
sense of reality because history has shown 
that with any change, certain plan providers 
will fail at adapting to it. It’s like changing 
tides in the ocean and the only way not to 
drown is to navigate it correctly. There will 
be a few plan providers who won’t know 
how to change tactics because they’ve 
been operating the same way for the last 
20-30 years. Change, no matter how nega-
tive, is still an opportunity for those who 
can change with the times and avoid the 

pitfalls that those who can’t change tides. 

Keep things in perspective
When Hurricane Sandy destroyed half my 

house, it was devastating. What really kept 
me going and not falling into despair was 
thinking about my grandparents who sur-
vived the Holocaust and the hardship they 
went through in. By doing that, it allowed 
me to put things in perspective and that 
whatever hardship I’d have to go through in 

rebuilding my house and my business paled 
in comparison to whatever my grandparents 
had to endure. This Coronavirus pandemic 
is probably the hardest thing anyone of us 
has been through in our lifetimes. Septem-
ber 11th was a tragedy, but the disaster was 
centered primarily in New York, D.C., and 
Pennsylvania (United 93). This pandemic 
is affecting every industry and forcing 
most of us to act like hermits, which has 
turned a bull market into a bear. Yet when 
we look at the Great Depression or World 

War II, this pandemic looks like a blip on 
the screen. Things are tough and will be 
tough for some time, but we’ll get through 
this. Just keep things in perspective.    

Taking care of your most important 
asset

As a former third-party administrator at-
torney (TPA), I’m a little biased as to what 
your most important asset is. It’s not your 
technology, your website, your distribu-

tion channels, or your 
relationships. Your most 
important asset is your 
employees. My favor-
ite local business person 
where I live is my me-
chanic Ralph, who has 
operated a car care center 
for 40 years. Unlike me, 
he wasn’t flooded during 
Hurricane Sandy, but his 
business was decimated 
as he was closed for 2 
weeks and 1/3rd of his 
customers got new cars. 
Ralph valued his long-
time mechanics and found 
that finding replacements 
for such skilled employ-
ees impossible. Ralph 
decided that he needed 
to dig into his life’s sav-
ings to keep his staff em-
ployed. He’s flourishing 
today while competitors 

went out of business because he made that 
decision in October 2012 to his staff intact. 
You might not be in the position of Ralph 
where you can afford to do that. In the re-
tirement plan business, well-skilled work-
ers are hard to find. There are too many 
employees who aren’t very good or lack of 
training. So if you have great staff make 
sure you can keep them employed because 
great help in this business is really hard to 
find. If you can’t afford to keep your staff 
intact, you will have to make hard deci-
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sions. While you may have 
to make these tough deci-
sions, you also need some 
empathy for your employ-
ees. You might have to 
eliminate hours, furlough 
employees, or terminate 
some employees. A law 
firm that I interviewed with 
over 10 years ago, recently 
eliminated some staff (just 
within two weeks of the 
pandemic affecting busi-
ness) and their email to 
the staff that remained 
was just cold and imper-
sonal. You might have to 
make some very difficult 
decisions in letting em-
ployees go, but remember 
they have feelings too. 
If you have to terminate 
employees, think of the 
morale of those who stay.
 
The market will still be 
choppy

When this pandemic ends, your guess 
is as good as mine. When the bear market 
ends, your guess is as also as good as mine. 
When the stock markets enter bear territory, 
history has shown that there are less inter-
est in setting up new 401(k) plans and more 
interest in terminating retirement plans and 
freezing benefit accruals/contributions for 
those plans with minimum funding/manda-
tory contributions requirements. If you’re 
a financial advisor who gets paid basis 
point on plan assets, I don’t have to tell 
you how bad your Second Quarter fees are 
going to be (sorry, turd in the punch bowl 
here). The hope is that the market might 
recover before the Fourth Quarter, maybe 
it won’t. Either way, be prepared that the 
effect of this Coronavirus pandemic on 
the markets could last months or years.
 
You might be under a shelter in place in 
order, but don’t be a hermit

Being from New York, my time outside 
is limited to walking, taking out the trash, 
and getting food. If you’re under similar 
restraint, that only pertains to your physi-
cal limitations. That doesn’t stop you from 
using your phone or using email to contact 
your clients, potential clients, and fellow 
plan providers. Times are tough especially 
if you’re working from home with kids in 
the house. Now isn’t the time to become a 
hermit to the people you work with. Aside 

from allaying the concerns of your clients, 
you need to show that you are out there and 
are willing to be depended on. I always 
have the saying: “I needed you, you weren’t 
there, I don’t need you anymore”, it’s basi-
cally saying that you should be there when 
you’re needed. If you are not there when 
you’re needed, don’t be shocked when a 
client or a fellow plan provider has moved 
on from working with you. While some 
of us feel we’re in the Witness Protection 
Program, don’t make that way in a “vir-
tual” setting. Show everyone you’re alive 
and well and our voice that should be 
heard in such troubling times. History has 
shown that calm voices in troubled times 
are fondly remembered. You may not be 
on the same level as a Winston Churchill, 
but it will certainly help you with your 
statute with the ones you work with.

 
Every challenge is an opportunity

I know I’m not a pessimist because I see 
challenges like this as marketing opportu-
nities to grow your business. There were 
so many chicken littles in the 401(k) busi-
ness who swore up and down that the fee 
disclosure regulations were going to be 
the end of the retirement plan business be-
cause there was going to be a race to zero 
in terms of fees. As we know, fee disclo-
sure regulations were an opportunity for 
the plan providers that saw that the future 
was full transparency and competitive fees 
with an emphasis on reducing a plan pro-

vider’s potential liability as 
a fiduciary. I see these chal-
lenging times as an oppor-
tunity to market yourself 
to potential plan sponsor 
clients. I’m sure most plan 
sponsors aren’t getting any 
communication from their 
plan providers. Whether it’s 
a phone call or an email, I 
believe many plan provid-
ers are failing to communi-
cate with their clients and 
that’s an opportunity. In 
tough times, people want to 
know who they can depend 
on. If you’re reaching out to 
plan sponsors and their plan 
providers haven’t, you will 
find that this is an oppor-
tune time to actively recruit 
plan sponsors as clients. 
Fortune favors the bold, sit-
ting back and doing noth-
ing isn’t going to help you. 
As discussed above, people 

admire calm voices in tense times. If your 
competition is asleep at the wheel and in-
attentive to their clients’ needs, this is the 
perfect opportunity to take advantage of it. 

I’m here for you
Whether it’s these articles, my regional 

conferences (which hope to take place 
soon), a likely virtual event soon, or con-
tacting me directly through phone or e-mail, 
just know that I’m here for you and your 
needs during a crazy period of time. Stay 
safe and I wish this pandemic ends soon.


