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I originally titled this article "Business Building Lessons from Fran Tarkenton." Yet as I delved deeper into the story, it turned into something much bigger.

Fran Tarkenton, the famous quarterback, is the owner of a successful insurance marketing organization. His more than 300 financial advisors specialize in fixed annuities, immediate annuities, and equity-indexed annuities. More than 70% of Tarkenton's financial advisors are also licensed in securities and offer a full range of financial solutions, including mutual funds, variable annuities, and ETFs. 

Some of you will be surprised at what you learn about Tarkenton in this article, the challenges he has faced and his success now in financial services. 

Tarkenton is one of those rare human beings who has reached the highest levels of success in several different fields. But he has also had to deal with great challenges--as you will learn below.

Reaching the Pinnacle of Success Twice and Then Facing a Challenge
In his 18 NFL seasons, Tarkenton completed 3,686 passes and only had 266 interceptions. When he retired, he held almost every NFL passing record in existence. Tarkenton was also renown for his running ability. He scored a remarkable 32 touchdowns on 675 carries--an impressive achievement for a man who was hired to throw the football rather than carry it.

Lesson learned: Be flexible and believe in your potential. It is very likely that you can make remarkable contributions in several different areas. Your team members and your clients need every contribution you can make. 

In 1986, Tarkenton was voted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame and is even today considered to be one of the greatest quarterbacks of all time. That is the story many people know. 

What most people do not know is that since retirement, Fran Tarkenton has built more than one $100 million company, either from scratch or from acquiring a small, struggling company and turning it around. You might say, "Well, this is easy because he is a famous athlete."

But how many professional athletes can you think of who built a $100 million business from scratch or who built a $100 million business by acquiring a very small business and rapidly growing it? 

I'm writing this article because Tarkenton is quietly building one of the most successful insurance marketing organizations in America--an organization that is attracting many mainstream financial advisors in addition to top insurance specialists.

Jay Abraham, whom many of you know, introduced me to Tarkenton. Abraham has worked with individual businesses in 165 industries and is responsible for more than $8 billion in documented increases in profits for his clients. Sears, Federal Express, Microsoft, Citibank, Dunn and Bradstreet, Coldwell Banker, Prudential-Bache, and hundreds of small businesses around the world, top law firms, and financial advisors have retained him. 

About two months ago, I listened to a fascinating interview that Abraham conducted with Tarkenton and had the opportunity to read a transcript of that meeting. I also conducted several interviews on the phone with Tarkenton.  

Below I will share with you some of what I learned about how Tarkenton has built several highly successful businesses (including two in financial services), and how he has faced adversity. If you have ever faced a great challenge in your life--or if you aspire to greatness, Tarkenton's journey through life may inspire you. 

Business Building and Life Planning Lessons from Fran Tarkenton
The more than 300 financial advisors in Tarkenton's insurance marketing organization produce, on average, six times more annuity volume than the average financial advisor. Most of them were not nearly as successful before they joined Tarkenton's firm. 

Financial advisors from all over the United States are joining Tarkenton each week. One of my clients, a Harvard MBA who works as a financial planner in New Jersey, had not called me in several months. Shortly after I had conducted my interview with Tarkenton, and totally out of the blue, my client called me and told me he was thinking of joining Tarkenton's group. 

I had never previously spoken about Tarkenton with this client. Tarkenton was a resource this planner had discovered on his own, as have so many other insurance and financial planning professionals.

Unlike most other insurance marketing organizations, Tarkenton does relatively little advertising. Most of the professionals joining his organization do so because of a personal referral from a fellow financial professional or they join because they have done some research on rapidly growing insurance marketing groups and liked what they learned about Tarkenton.

Many financial planners appreciate the fact that more than 70% of Tarkenton's advisors also have securities licenses. Advisors can work with their chosen broker-dealer or maintain their own RIA. Advisors come to Tarkenton for his firm's expertise in insurance and, especially, annuities. One of the reasons for Tarkenton's success in the financial services industry is that he gives his advisors the freedom to build the financial practice of their dreams. 

Tarkenton's success in several different highly competitive businesses is based on success principles that can benefit us all. These principles have also enabled him to face challenges and to move on to make even greater contributions.

Success Principle 1: Start with Your Passion
Tarkenton was passionate about football and then about computer software. Not many of his fans know this, but after his football career, Tarkenton was one of the pioneers in computer-aided software engineering (CASE). He founded Tarkenton Software, a program generator company that he "built from dirt to $129 million year in sales," he says.

It wasn't all smooth sailing. Tarkenton's small software company had to compete with behemoths of the industry. His company merged with another company, and he took on all of their employees. As you will learn, not all of the company's employees were perfect. And then he had to face one of the greatest challenges of his life.

Success Principle 2: Engage in Full Disclosure
Upon completing an internal audit in 1994, Tarkenton's software company discovered some sales irregularities. A small number of salesmen placed inventory with software resellers in order to boost their commissions. Upon making this discovery, the salesmen were fired, and Tarkenton's company immediately made full disclosure.

Tarkenton's company did not wait to make disclosure. Unlike some companies in our industry (some mutual fund and insurance companies), it did not try to hide anything. The company made full disclosure as soon as management became aware of the salesman's acts.   

The SEC had not detected any problems with Tarkenton's company. Yet shortly after the firm made this voluntary disclosure, the SEC filed a complaint against the company and several executives (including Tarkenton) alleging a "multimillion-dollar financial fraud." (In this era of multibillion-dollar mutual fund and insurance company penalties, the dollar amounts involved seem relatively trivial, as you will learn below.)

After five years of investigation and litigation, the SEC alleged that Tarkenton received a total of $54,187 in "incentive compensation" from the inaccurate sales figures of the rogue salesmen. Hardly seems like much motivation for a wealthy, well-respected man with a spotless reputation. You can reach your own conclusion.

Success Principle 3: Listen to Those You Love and Respect
The story now gets even more interesting. Sterling Software, a large firm, wanted to buy Tarkenton's software company. Sterling had full knowledge of the SEC allegations and did its own investigation. After it had all the facts, Sterling Software still bought the company--for more than $100 million.

Tarkenton still had to deal with the SEC allegations, and the case dragged on for years. Needless to say, the legal fees were tremendous. After all the tax dollars the SEC spent in this five-year case and all the years of turmoil, the SEC asked Tarkenton to pay $154,187. 

Tarkenton's family, friends, loved ones, and Sterling Software all wanted him to settle the case years before and to move on to more positive things. Tarkenton had planned to fight the case forever. After five years of expensive and time-consuming litigation, Tarkenton acceded to the wishes of his family, his friends, and Sterling Software, paid the small fine, settled, and moved on.  

Some private investors decided to sue the company and its executives. Yet when the company was successfully sold for more than $100 million, the investors benefited. The investors settled with everyone, and Tarkenton did not pay a penny. 

Should Tarkenton have gone to the mat and fought for years more over $154,000? Was he right in listening to and respecting the wishes of his family, friends, and loved ones to settle and move on? Based on your own values, you will reach your own conclusions.

Tarkenton's values tell him that we must always listen to and respect the desires of our friends, family members, and partners. 

Success Principle 4: Continue Contributing to Society as Long as You Can 
Tarkenton thrilled and entertained millions of fans on the football field. He made investors a lot of money with his software company, which he sold for more than $100 million in 1994. While many people would retire after a stellar career in football and after building and selling a company for $100 million, Tarkenton had the desire to contribute more and the desire to return to financial services.

I use the word "return" because Tarkenton obtained his insurance license when he was only 19 years old. As a full-time college student, he also played baseball and football. In his "free time," he was the number-one insurance producer in Georgia for Franklin Life Insurance.   

When he returned to financial services in the 1990s, Tarkenton knew he wanted to specialize in safe investments that could never lose money. He wanted to work with conservative investors who are income-oriented. Some of the latest annuity products seemed like the perfect solution for those investors.  

Tarkenton's passion for high-quality annuities is now shared by millions of investors and retirees. If you are not currently offering annuities, your clients may very well seek them out elsewhere. For the sake of your clients and to build your practice, you may want to give this new generation of annuities, which offer enhanced performance and lower fees, a closer look. You might even find yourself developing, if not a passion, at least an enthusiasm about the best of these new income and equity-oriented annuities. 

Success Principle 5: Build a Team of Talented Players
Tarkenton knows that he became one of the greatest quarterbacks of all time in part because of the many talented players and coaches on his team. 

When he started and then grew his software company to $129 million in annual revenues, Tarkenton recruited the best software engineers available. He then brought in IBM, and his team gained IBM's worldwide marketing expertise. Tarkenton is always thinking about new ways to help his team win.  

In building his insurance marketing organization, Tarkenton focused on finding the best annuities in America to give his advisors a competitive edge. He also wanted them to have the most effective and most powerful marketing materials, seminars, seminar invitations, presentations, and presentation software in the business. While Tarkenton is an extremely skilled marketer, he knew he wanted the best marketing minds in the world to develop materials his team members would use.

Tarkenton hired top marketing talent and spent millions of dollars testing, refining, and perfecting all of the marketing and presentation tools his advisors use today. The performance numbers of his advisors speak for themselves and prove that Tarkenton has developed one of the most comprehensive and effective marketing strategies in the industry for his advisors.

Tarkenton wants his financial advisors to be champions. To help his advisors take their marketing to an entirely new level, Tarkenton recruited Abraham, widely acknowledged as the nation's preeminent marketing expert. Abraham's expertise is in helping business owners, entrepreneurs, and financial advisors find hidden assets, overlooked opportunities, underperforming activities, and underutilized relationships, and then transforming them to gain huge upside leverage.

Abraham helps clients produce the maximum number of high-quality leads (he has perfected more than 50 lead generating strategies), the most referrals (he has developed 93 referral strategies), maximum results, the biggest clients, and the largest cases of their careers. Abraham enables his clients do this with the least amount of stress and often with no additional marketing expense. He accomplishes all of this by helping clients use and leverage current resources in incredibly innovative ways. If you have been to any of his trainings or if you have ever worked with him, you know what I mean.

Tarkenton's goal is to provide his advisors with millions of dollars of Abraham's advice and business building strategies each year--at no cost to the advisors. 

What's in it for Abraham? Why is he working so hard to help Tarkenton's advisors become the most successful in the business? Abraham waived his usual $40,000 per day fee and became a partner with Tarkenton. Abraham has skin in the game. He only succeeds if the advisors succeed. 

Tarkenton's respect for a range of financial solutions explains why top financial planners as well as top annuity specialists are joining and staying with his insurance marketing group. Some of the top financial advisors joining his organization produced relatively little annuity business before joining--they concentrated on mutual funds and other solutions. With Tarkenton's group, these financial advisors are now producing record-breaking results in the annuity arena. 

Tarkenton believes in recruiting the best talent to his team and then giving them everything they need to succeed. Perhaps this is why many of the 300-plus members on his team are having their best years ever.  

Success Principle 6: Share the Ball--Be Generous with Your Team Members
In basketball, football, and other sports, you want to share the ball with your teammates. You want to get the ball to the teammate who is in the best position to score or to make the most progress toward the goal. You want to be generous with the ball.

Generosity comes in many different forms. When you are managing an insurance marketing organization, generosity reveals itself in the level of service and support offered to your representatives, the amount and quality of training provided, and in the amount of compensation paid.

Tarkenton's firm is known for its high level of service and support. Every representative gets to meet with Tarkenton, have all their questions answered, and to be trained by Tarkenton and his team. His team includes his son, Matthew Tarkenton, a graduate of Princeton University and Harvard Business School, who has more than 15 years of experience as a financial advisor. 

Tarkenton's firm has a state-of-the-art training center in Atlanta that financial advisors from around the country attend. All educational programs are free of charge, and Tarkenton even provides breakfast and lunch. Abraham recently agreed to provide more than $1 million of training and consulting services to Tarkenton's representatives--free of charge to the representatives. 

Lesson learned: To be successful, give more to your team members than anyone else in your industry and everyone will win. Members of Tarkenton's team are the only financial advisors in America who can tap into Abraham's marketing genius for help in building their practices--although some advisors outside of Tarkenton's group pay Abraham his usual $5,000 per hour fee for his expertise. 

Tarkenton's advisors receive PowerPoint presentations, mailing pieces, seminar invitations, seminars, and effective seminar handouts. All of this is provided free of charge. Tarkenton continues to spend a great deal of money testing and perfecting his marketing materials--all for the benefit of his financial advisors.

Another sign of his generosity is that he pays 100% of full street commissions to his advisors. Not 80%, not 85%, or 90%. He pays 100% of full commissions. Tarkenton's organization is paid a small override from the insurance company, and from this, he pays all of his staff, trainers, and overhead. 

Even if you went directly to the insurance company, only the very biggest producers could receive a higher level of compensation. In other words, all of Tarkenton's services, education, training, and support are virtually free to the members of his firm.

Tarkenton takes a personal interest in and meets with each advisor. If your client wants a football signed by Hall of Fame quarterback Fran Tarkenton, your client won't have to pay $1,000 for this collector's item. You just pay a nominal fee to cover the cost of the football, Tarkenton will personally autograph it and send it to your client (who will likely think of you every time he looks at that football).

However, Tarkenton's firm is not about football--its total focus is on providing high-quality financial solutions and is on supporting its advisors.

Tarkenton and Abraham are extending their generosity to readers of my columns. If you would like to receive a transcript of Abraham's interview with Tarkenton, send your name, mailing address, and e-mail address to DrMoine@aol.com. In a brief note, say you would like to receive the transcript of Abraham's interview with Tarkenton. 

This transcript is currently being edited. They aren't sure if the finished transcript will be sent by e-mail or regular mail, but as soon as it is available, you will be one of the first to receive it. Even if you don't currently offer annuities, if you have a practice made up of high-net-worth individuals, retirees or pre-retirees, you may want to read this intriguing interview. 
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Dr. Donald Moine, trained as a research scientist, has specialized for the past 24 years in marketing, practice building, behavioral finance and the development of low-risk, high-reward investment strategies. His Web sites are www.DrMoine.com (which will be completely redesigned in 2007) and CertifiedIncomePlanners.blogspot.com/.

Based in Palos Verdes, Calif., Dr. Moine is a consultant and coach to financial advisors, insurance professionals, information-marketers, accountants, estate-planning attorneys, investment bankers, pension managers, and Fortune 500 companies around the world. To learn more, write to DrMoine@aol.com and request a copy of "Helping Financial Advisors Rapidly Build Highly Profitable Practices" and "How to Build Your Practice as a Certified Income Planner." Dr. Moine is the author of 10 books.

The views expressed in this article are the author's. They do not necessarily reflect the views of Morningstar. Feedback about this article may be sent to advisorquest@morningstar.com.
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