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“The independent planning firms
can now do everything the big,

expensive firms can do, only with
more selection, better personal

service and greater affordability.”
–Stephen Pfaff

Building an independent
financial practice

High-tech planning meets old-fashioned values

An interview with Stephen Pfaff, 
CEO, Pfaff Financial Advisors, Inc. Clearwater, FL

(Stephen and his wife, Lynne, own and operate Pfaff Financial Advisors, Inc. in the
Clearwater/Tampa FL area. Stephen is a 15-year veteran in the financial advisory
business and a Registered Financial Consultant.  He gives Financial Playbook some
insight on how he has grown a successful independent practice with the right mix-
ture of technology, teamwork and old-fashioned values)

Financial Playbook:  You and your wife have built a successful independent financial advisory
practice.   What is the key to growing an independent practice?

Steve:  Trust and integrity are the most important factors of a successful client-advisor rela-
tionship.  We continue to build our business based on these principles.  We also emphasize
accessibility, affordability and performance.  Being independent means we don’t have to be
concerned with sales quotas or proprietary products.  You give people personal, reliable service
along with affordability and innovative ideas and the business continues to grow. 

FP:  How has the husband-wife approach helped your business?

Steve:  We are a family run business with some great support staff.   My wife, Lynne, plays a
big part in our practice.  She can bring the “woman’s perspective” into the planning process.
She can give valuable insight that is important for the female client, especially when we deal
with a death of a husband or a divorce.  She handles a lot of the operations as well as client
relations.  The biggest factor is that we enjoy working with our clients.  

FP:  How do you build trust with clients?

Steve:  By taking care of each person on an individual basis, and doing it year after year after
year.  No two financial plans are the same in our office.  We customize each plan and we person-
alize the process for each individual or family.  We also monitor the progress along the way.  We
combine old-fashioned values with cutting-edge technology.  I work with each investment client
one-on-one.  We can’t control the market, but we can control the process to make it simple and
understandable. 

FP:  You don’t advertise. How do you continue to grow your business?

Steve:  Most people do not randomly select a financial advisor.  I have over 15 years of experi-
ence in this business.  I have taught various financial classes in many adult education
programs over the years.  I hosted a financial radio program on two Tampa radio stations.  But
a vast majority of our business has grown strictly through referrals from our clients and refer-
rals from other professionals.  That is the best type of testimonial.  I would say almost all of our

new clients have had a previous advisor they were not happy
with.  When people are not happy, they make changes.  

FP:  How would you describe your practice?

Steve:  I would say we are the affordable alternative to the high
priced planning firms.  We work with the average investor up to
the very affluent.  Our portfolio of products range from safe
investments like CD’s up to cutting-edge niche investments like
1031 real estate exchanges and charitable remainder trusts.
Having the versatility to cover a wide range of choices has not only
been a benefit for our client base, but has brought us many new
clients that want that type of sophisticated planning.  And we get
paid either through transactional based planning or from fee-
based money management.  We do not nickel and dime people to
death with hourly fees.  
.
FP:  Do the affluent really care that much about expenses?

Steve:  The affluent are the same as everyone else.  They want
value for their money.  People no longer need a high-priced
brokerage firm to manage a financial portfolio.
Technology has leveled the playing field over the
past 5 years.  The independent planning firms
can now do everything the big, expensive firms
can do, only with more selection, better personal
service and greater affordability.  Today’s
investor is looking for knowledge, accessibility,
integrity and affordability from their advisors. 

FP:  Your investment planning firm emphasizes a team concept to
helping people manage their finances.  Why is this so important
in today’s environment?

Steve:  One report stated that 70% of the affluent seek a trusted
advisor to “quarterback” their financial team.   We help the client
coordinate investment, legal, accounting and insurance issues.
People like the idea of having one person oversee the total finan-
cial picture and monitoring the plan along the way.   Bringing the
right professionals together at the right time is a key ingredient to
a successful plan.   We also work with other professionals who
keep their fees reasonable.  

FP:  You really emphasize tax planning in your practice.  Why are
taxes so important?

Steve:  Tax planning drives the financial plan.  I have three
accountants that do our clients’ tax returns.  But more impor-
tantly, we analyze the returns to see where there can be more tax
efficiency in the investment and financial planning process.
Making mistakes in the tax planning area can drastically impact
a successful portfolio.  One of the biggest mistakes people make

is not coordinating tax planning with investment planning.
During our 5-Point Portfolio Review, we look at taxes along with
investments, insurance, estate planning and legacy planning.

FP:  How do you view real estate as part of a person’s portfolio?

Steve:  Real estate can be the largest percentage of a client’s net
worth and that percentage has been growing.  We view real estate
assets as part of the client’s overall investment portfolio.
Although we are not realtors, we offer many different investment
alternatives that offer clients a way to diversify their real estate

holdings.  We can structure the real estate hold-
ings in a more suitable form given the client’s
investment objectives, liquidity needs, and time
horizon.  Like any other investment, you need an
exit strategy for real estate investments as well.  

FP:  You are also doing more work in the chari-
table giving area, and with ethical investing.

Steve:  More and more clients are looking at how to effectively give
to their favorite causes and still see some benefit for themselves.
Knowing how to set up charitable remainder trusts, irrevocable
life insurance trusts, and understanding the gifting tax laws are
all important parts of gifting strategies.  Ethical investing is
matching up a person’s ethical beliefs with investments that have
similar philosophies.  We are seeing more investors that want
their investments to match up with their ethical, social or spiri-
tual beliefs.  We help them sort through all of this.

FP:  In closing, I understand you had a close call with 9/11 and
the World Trade Center.  Tell us about that.

Steve:  My wife, Lynne, and I were on Wall Street attending some
money manager meetings prior to 9/11.  We were actually staying
at the World Trade Center Marriot and attending meetings in the
World Trade Center.  Our flight back to Tampa was scheduled for
9/11.  My wife’s father had to have emergency surgery so while
we were at the hotel, we rebooked our flights to Kansas City and
flew out one day early on September 10th.  Her dad eventually
passed away from his illness, but he got us out of harm’s way.  We
were one of the lucky ones.
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can now do everything the big,

expensive firms can do, only with
more selection, better personal

service and greater affordability.”
–Stephen Pfaff

Building an independent
financial practice

High-tech planning meets old-fashioned values

An interview with Stephen Pfaff, 
CEO, Pfaff Financial Advisors, Inc. Clearwater, FL

(Stephen and his wife, Lynne, own and operate Pfaff Financial Advisors, Inc. in the
Clearwater/Tampa FL area. Stephen is a 15-year veteran in the financial advisory
business and a Registered Financial Consultant.  He gives Financial Playbook some
insight on how he has grown a successful independent practice with the right mix-
ture of technology, teamwork and old-fashioned values)

Financial Playbook:  You and your wife have built a successful independent financial advisory
practice.   What is the key to growing an independent practice?

Steve:  Trust and integrity are the most important factors of a successful client-advisor rela-
tionship.  We continue to build our business based on these principles.  We also emphasize
accessibility, affordability and performance.  Being independent means we don’t have to be
concerned with sales quotas or proprietary products.  You give people personal, reliable service
along with affordability and innovative ideas and the business continues to grow. 

FP:  How has the husband-wife approach helped your business?

Steve:  We are a family run business with some great support staff.   My wife, Lynne, plays a
big part in our practice.  She can bring the “woman’s perspective” into the planning process.
She can give valuable insight that is important for the female client, especially when we deal
with a death of a husband or a divorce.  She handles a lot of the operations as well as client
relations.  The biggest factor is that we enjoy working with our clients.  

FP:  How do you build trust with clients?

Steve:  By taking care of each person on an individual basis, and doing it year after year after
year.  No two financial plans are the same in our office.  We customize each plan and we person-
alize the process for each individual or family.  We also monitor the progress along the way.  We
combine old-fashioned values with cutting-edge technology.  I work with each investment client
one-on-one.  We can’t control the market, but we can control the process to make it simple and
understandable. 

FP:  You don’t advertise. How do you continue to grow your business?

Steve:  Most people do not randomly select a financial advisor.  I have over 15 years of experi-
ence in this business.  I have taught various financial classes in many adult education
programs over the years.  I hosted a financial radio program on two Tampa radio stations.  But
a vast majority of our business has grown strictly through referrals from our clients and refer-
rals from other professionals.  That is the best type of testimonial.  I would say almost all of our

new clients have had a previous advisor they were not happy
with.  When people are not happy, they make changes.  

FP:  How would you describe your practice?

Steve:  I would say we are the affordable alternative to the high
priced planning firms.  We work with the average investor up to
the very affluent.  Our portfolio of products range from safe
investments like CD’s up to cutting-edge niche investments like
1031 real estate exchanges and charitable remainder trusts.
Having the versatility to cover a wide range of choices has not only
been a benefit for our client base, but has brought us many new
clients that want that type of sophisticated planning.  And we get
paid either through transactional based planning or from fee-
based money management.  We do not nickel and dime people to
death with hourly fees.  
.
FP:  Do the affluent really care that much about expenses?

Steve:  The affluent are the same as everyone else.  They want
value for their money.  People no longer need a high-priced
brokerage firm to manage a financial portfolio.
Technology has leveled the playing field over the
past 5 years.  The independent planning firms
can now do everything the big, expensive firms
can do, only with more selection, better personal
service and greater affordability.  Today’s
investor is looking for knowledge, accessibility,
integrity and affordability from their advisors. 

FP:  Your investment planning firm emphasizes a team concept to
helping people manage their finances.  Why is this so important
in today’s environment?

Steve:  One report stated that 70% of the affluent seek a trusted
advisor to “quarterback” their financial team.   We help the client
coordinate investment, legal, accounting and insurance issues.
People like the idea of having one person oversee the total finan-
cial picture and monitoring the plan along the way.   Bringing the
right professionals together at the right time is a key ingredient to
a successful plan.   We also work with other professionals who
keep their fees reasonable.  

FP:  You really emphasize tax planning in your practice.  Why are
taxes so important?

Steve:  Tax planning drives the financial plan.  I have three
accountants that do our clients’ tax returns.  But more impor-
tantly, we analyze the returns to see where there can be more tax
efficiency in the investment and financial planning process.
Making mistakes in the tax planning area can drastically impact
a successful portfolio.  One of the biggest mistakes people make

is not coordinating tax planning with investment planning.
During our 5-Point Portfolio Review, we look at taxes along with
investments, insurance, estate planning and legacy planning.

FP:  How do you view real estate as part of a person’s portfolio?

Steve:  Real estate can be the largest percentage of a client’s net
worth and that percentage has been growing.  We view real estate
assets as part of the client’s overall investment portfolio.
Although we are not realtors, we offer many different investment
alternatives that offer clients a way to diversify their real estate

holdings.  We can structure the real estate hold-
ings in a more suitable form given the client’s
investment objectives, liquidity needs, and time
horizon.  Like any other investment, you need an
exit strategy for real estate investments as well.  

FP:  You are also doing more work in the chari-
table giving area, and with ethical investing.

Steve:  More and more clients are looking at how to effectively give
to their favorite causes and still see some benefit for themselves.
Knowing how to set up charitable remainder trusts, irrevocable
life insurance trusts, and understanding the gifting tax laws are
all important parts of gifting strategies.  Ethical investing is
matching up a person’s ethical beliefs with investments that have
similar philosophies.  We are seeing more investors that want
their investments to match up with their ethical, social or spiri-
tual beliefs.  We help them sort through all of this.

FP:  In closing, I understand you had a close call with 9/11 and
the World Trade Center.  Tell us about that.

Steve:  My wife, Lynne, and I were on Wall Street attending some
money manager meetings prior to 9/11.  We were actually staying
at the World Trade Center Marriot and attending meetings in the
World Trade Center.  Our flight back to Tampa was scheduled for
9/11.  My wife’s father had to have emergency surgery so while
we were at the hotel, we rebooked our flights to Kansas City and
flew out one day early on September 10th.  Her dad eventually
passed away from his illness, but he got us out of harm’s way.  We
were one of the lucky ones.
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