
 
 
 
Sovereign or Slave to Circumstances? 
 
My family has a tradition at the dinner table. Each person takes a turn sharing a good thing about 
their day. Recently I shared that we had a new client care coordinator (what we call the reception 
role) start at my office location and some colleagues and I had taken her out for lunch. She 
seemed like a great person and that was a highlight from my day. My wife Julie asked how we 
found her – was she a referral from an employment agency or an internal referral or had she seen 
the job posted online? I said, “Great question – I have no idea!” And Julie replied with a smile, 
“Isn’t that wonderful!” 
 
It really is wonderful to be part of a team with specialized roles. Our HR manager had done his 
job of sourcing the candidates for the open position, then performed initial screening and 
administered profile instruments. The candidate’s supervisor then conducted interviews and sent 
the best to one of my partners for final selection. I met her when she showed up for work! Prior 
to merging my firm into a leveraged ensemble, most of those steps would have been conducted 
by me. Finding a new receptionist may have taken 30 or more hours of time away from my 
primary role of serving clients and generating revenue. 
 
In my current role of corporate development I talk to scores of advisors about selling their 
practice to us when they retire or joining us mid-career. Many successful advisors have concerns 
about joining a larger firm. They are often worried that they will be “giving up control” of their 
practice or their life. They can’t imagine letting someone else help in the selection of staff or 
designing client experiences or managing investments or creating financial plans. Independent 
financial advisors are just that: independent! Many have become quite successful by managing 
all the details of their practice and don’t believe that anyone else can do it quite like them. And in 
reality, they are right. No one else will do things exactly like you. 
 
For some advisors, managing all the details is the most important thing about their work life. 
Those advisors should remain independent. However, practitioners who join us or merge with 
another firm realize that there is a limit to how many or how effectively they can manage all the 
details. At some point, you hit “peak details.” You just can’t handle any more decisions or make 
any more hours in the day. That is when growth stops. Elsewhere I have written about the 
clusters of advisors around certain AUM levels. The grouping of advisors at $20M, $30M, 
$50M, $100M and $200M represents where different advisors hit peak details and their career 
stalls.  
 
It seems that independent advisors who don’t want to give up control have a sense of 
sovereignty. They believe that they are in charge of their business – in control of their lives and 
their destiny. I know the feeling well. One partner and I built a business up to about $200M 
before we hit peak details. We ran it all: Marketing, financial planning, staffing, investment 



selection, trading, client service, picking landscaping and custodial vendors, making IT and 
computer decisions. I remember a long discussion and decision about 10 years ago when we 
were agonizing over whether to include active directory on our new server build. Come on – how 
in the heck would I know? But I was in control! Or at least I thought so. I had a sense of 
sovereignty. The fact of the matter is that managing all those details only gave me a feeling of 
being in control while I was actually a slave to circumstances.  
 
Sure, I could write a strategic plan and even start to implement it. But if the receptionist quit, all 
strategy flew out the window as I answered the phone and greeted the FedEx driver in the lobby 
while trying desperately to find a new receptionist. Oh yeah, and serve clients, manage 
investments and drive new business. While being theoretically in control, the advisor who 
handles all the details is actually more like a puppet on a string being pulled here and there by 
any number of outside forces. Once I was speaking to an advisor who had recently been on 
vacation in the Caribbean. I asked about the trip and he shared that he had to get up at 5 in the 
morning to answer e-mails before his wife awoke so he wouldn’t get in trouble. Later as we 
spoke about him joining our firm he asked, “Yeah but what would I have to give up?” My knee 
jerk response was, “You could give up sneaking around on vacation because you have a real 
team to support your clients.” 
 
Advisors who have a sense of sovereignty often feel reluctant to “give up” investment 
management, or financial plan design, or some other element of what they think is special or 
unique in their value proposition. I understand the sense of pride and accomplishment in having 
built a distinct process or custom solution for clients. That doesn’t have to go away simply 
because you merge with a larger firm. It just means you need to demonstrate to knowledgeable 
peers that your system or process is superior. Its one thing to convince a client who is not a 
financial planning or investing expert that you have built a better mousetrap. But you know you 
really have something special when colleagues with hundreds of years of combined experience 
agree and adopt your approach!  
 
Let’s take investment selection as an example. Many advisors have designed neat ways of 
managing money. One advisor I spoke with recently had some iron butterfly option cross 
method. Honestly I didn’t understand it but it sounded cool! His question to me was, will I be 
allowed to keep managing my options strategy? The answer is not about allowing or disallowing. 
Rather we want what is best for the clients. If the options strategy has a better track record than 
the GIPS verified 13 other strategies managed by our investment department, we want to know! 
And then implement it across the entire practice. But if it isn’t better for clients, then why would 
you want to keep your clients’ money invested that way?  
 
Joining a leveraged ensemble isn’t for everyone. There are surely reasons not to have partners 
and move to a standardized service system with clearly defined roles and responsibilities. But the 
illusion of control shouldn’t be one of them. If you give it a shot I am pretty sure you will love 
the moment when you realize that good things happen for clients and the business that you didn’t 
have to do. Giving some things up can actually add a lot to your life! 


