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 If you wanted to be a gold pros-
pector in 1849, you had to have 
four things: cash to travel, four 

to six months to get to California, a 
willingness to get your hands dirty 
(really dirty), and the intelligence to 
know what you were looking for. 

 Thousands of people dropped 
everything and came from far and 
wide to seek their fortunes in them 
thar hills, thanks to tantalizing news-
paper headlines about the billions 
of dollars that were coming out of 
the ground every year. Though a 
few prospectors really did strike it 
rich, most eventually stumbled back 
home, penniless. Often, their failures 
weren’t just a matter of bad luck: 
many relied only on the least effi -
cient prospecting methods (panning), 
they were easily distracted (by liquor, 
gambling, and lawlessness), or they 
prospected in places that hordes 
of other prospectors had already 
exhausted. 

Though the California gold rush 
may be over, its prospecting prin-
ciples transcend time. Producers 
and advisors are looking for “gold 
nuggets” every day, and successful 
prospecting still requires the same 
things it did back in 1849: capital, 
time, effort, and knowing what to 
look for. The reasons for failure have 
a familiar ring, too: relying on inef-
fi cient prospecting methods, losing 
focus, and looking only where every-
one else has already looked. 

So in order to help you fi nd bet-
ter spots to dig in your own quest 
for gold, here’s some advice from 

three award-winning modern-day 
prospectors. 

Lunch and lose

Providing catered meals to semi-
nar attendees (aka the “Lunch and 
Learn” concept) is one way you may 
be making your prospecting efforts 
less effi cient. Spending thousands 
of dollars a year on food for these 
events may be popular in the busi-
ness, says Ken Catledge, a fi nancial 
representative for Woodmen of the 
World Life Insurance Society in 
Knoxville, Tennessee, and president-
elect of NAIFA-Knoxville, but it 
almost guarantees that a good per-
centage of your audience is only com-
ing for the free grub.

“I think now it seems like every-
one is going to a seminar,” he says. 
“Any day of the week, you can pick 
up and go to a seminar. You can go 
to a breakfast, a lunch, and a din-
ner,” adds the former Marine. “I’ve 
made some mistakes there: I’ve 
bought the meals, I’ve bought the 
expensive lunches,” he explains. “To 
me—and it may not be across the 
industry—but I’ve experienced that it 
seems like they’re just coming to lis-
ten to what you have to say, have the 
meal, and they don’t want to sched-
ule the appointment afterward.” 

Catledge, winner of Woodmen’s 
Producer of the Year award in 2010 
for the east Tennessee region in all 
categories, says he’s backed 
off from providing 
big meals, 
and he 

changed the nature of his seminars 
to focus on concepts rather than 
products.

Now, CPAs, estate attorneys, 
and other experts come to speak. 
With less to eat and more to focus 
on, Catledge says the caliber of his 
prospects has increased. “I’ve gotten 
tremendous value out of that,” he 
reports. 

Take a mentor break

Finding a mentor is a popular and 
less expensive way to expand your 
prospecting efforts, because a men-
tor usually comes with a built-in 
set of leads and introductions. But 
this approach can also have serious 
drawbacks. 

“Sometimes you become too 
dependent on the mentor in your ear-
lier years, and you waste too much 
time trying to help the mentor out 
with their book of business instead 
of developing your own,” says Chris 
Insinger, a member of NAIFA-Omaha 
and an associate at Heritage Financial 
Services in Omaha, Nebraska. “You 
need to take more risk instead of 
leaning on the mentor.”

Insinger says she learned this 
when her own mentor, who was 
signifi cantly older, started detaching 
himself 
from 
day-
to-
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day activities in preparation for 
retirement. “He traveled more, took 
more vacations,” she says. She real-
ized the change was an overdue cue 
to start fl ying solo. “I didn’t want 
to take the risk, until fi nally I was 
pushed to take the risk,” she adds. 

She learned she needed her own 
team, too. “Get your own staff as 
early as possible,” Insinger notes. 
“Sometimes we can linger behind 
our mentor and use them as much 
as possible and use their staff. You 
think you’re saving on your own 
money, but you’re not.” Today, the 
former Blue Cross & Blue Shield rep 
is a seven-time NAIFA National Sales 
Achievement Award winner and is 
celebrating 21 years in the business.

Old acquaintances, new customers

Giving in to the urge to avoid talk-
ing to people you already know 
is another example of ineffi cient 
prospecting. 

“That’s a normal thing, I think, in 
any sales business,” says Joe Betcher, 
NAIFA-Greater Detroit member and 
president of Betcher Financial Group 
in Sterling Heights, Michigan. “But 
the reality is, what happens if they 
don’t talk to their aunt and uncle and 
they get a call, or the uncle dies and 

the aunt says, ‘Hey, why didn’t you 
ever talk to me about insurance? You 
do that, right?’” 

Betcher knows a thing or two 
about the power of talking to old 
acquaintances. At 18 years old, he 
sold knives door-to-door; when he 
entered the insurance business shortly 
thereafter, he called all of his knife 
customers and told them what he 
was up to. Betcher says many of 
those customers are clients today.

Now 36, Betcher has won mul-
tiple awards for being New England 
Financial’s life, annuity, and disability 
producer of the year since 2004. 
He is also a Million Dollar Round 
Table Top of the Table producer and 
since 2001, has been president of 
Betcher Financial Group, which has 
about 1,000 clients. He is also climb-
ing Met Life’s list of top producers. 
He says referrals generate all of his 
new business and he does very little 
marketing because of it. But it all 
started with pounding the pavement 
and calling everybody he knew, which 
is something he sees new producers 
increasingly reluctant to do. 

“They think that the phone is 
going to just start ringing and they’re 
going to be able to just fi eld in these 
calls from people they know,” he 

says. “But 95 percent of the time, 
a person isn’t going to just buy life 
insurance. They have to be provoked 
to buy it. You have to compel them 
to buy it.”

The short list

Just as many Gold Rush prospectors 
roamed from place to place, dig-
ging here and there as they followed 
rumors of the next big lode, it’s 
tempting to blanket the earth with 
phone calls and mailers when pros-
pecting. But focusing on a smaller 
crowd can yield bigger results. For 
instance, it wasn’t until Catledge cut 
people from his contact list that his 
prospecting began to pay off. 

“I was extremely nervous when 
I came out of the Marine Corps 
because I had a family to raise,” he 
explains. “I had fi nancial responsi-
bilities. I had to get out there and 
earn some income. So the fi rst six 
months, I struggled. I struggled tre-
mendously. It’s not that I didn’t go to 
work and work and work and work 
hard every day. I’d work late into 
the nights just talking to everyone 
I could possibly talk to that would 
even give me a chance to talk to 
them.”

Catledge says his problem was a 
lack of focus. “I was talking to every-
one. I was trying to be everything to 
everyone,” he adds. Only when he 
thought about what sort of people 
he most liked talking to did he help 
himself narrow things down.

“I had all these life experiences 
that I had acquired throughout my 
lifetime, I’d traveled, my background 
in the Marines, and I was relating 
well to the pre- and post-retirement 
market. So those are the ones I 
started talking to, and then things 
turned around because of that focus.”

Once he stopped trying to prove 
himself to the whole world, Catledge 
says, his production became much 
more consistent and his referrals 
blossomed. He felt relieved. “I knew 
exactly what I had to do; now, I just 
had to do a little more of it,” he 
says.

Insinger had a similar experi-
ence. Her fi rm, Heritage Financial, 
focuses on physicians and medical 



January/February 2012  |  ADVISOR TODAY   35

professionals, but when she fi rst 
joined the fi rm she thought she 
would try prospecting for business 
owners instead. After about six 
months, she says, it didn’t work. “If I 
really wanted to learn and to grow,” 
she says, “I needed to start working 
the medical market.”

With a clean slate in front of her, 
she started asking different depart-
ments at local VA and teaching 
hospitals if she could offer seminars. 
From the seminars, she got names. 
She looked up phone numbers by 
hand at night (no internet back then) 
and started making phone calls. Now 
she gets one-on-one meetings with 
many of the area’s physician residents 
via referrals and by working with 
hospitals on group disability plans.

Back to school

Prospecting by looking where others 
have not looked applies as much to 

selling fi nancial products as it does 
to digging for gold. 

Insinger, for example, 
approaches physicians and medical 
professionals when they’re still in 
medical school and are relatively 
untrampled by hordes of other 
prospectors. She’s partnered with 
one school to make two-hour pre-
sentations as part of a mandatory 
class for all fourth-year students. 
She also co-authored a chapter in 
a textbook about practice manage-
ment that one of the professors 
wrote. These methods not only get 
Insinger in front of prospects, they 
establish her authority on the sub-
ject as well.

“He has them read that book, 
and part of his class is that they 
are tested at the end of their fourth 
year on that book,” she explains. 
“And part of that is our two-hour 
session with them. So we come in 

and we do our two-hour thing on 
our chapter.”

Now in her ninth year with the 
program, Insinger started by taking 
risks and heading into unfamiliar 
territory much like gold prospec-
tors did in the 1850s. She didn’t let 
her initial lack of connections deter 
her. “I had no inroads there, except 
I knew the professor’s name,” she 
recalls. “I found out who it was 
and who was handling it. I got his 
name through one of the residents’ 
spouses, who was a graduating den-
tal student.” 

Like the prospectors of 1849, 
Insinger stayed optimistic, was dog-
gedly persistent, and just kept dig-
ging. It took two of the 21 years 
she’s been in the business to culti-
vate the relationship, but in the end 
she struck gold. “It was just by call-
ing,” Insinger notes. “Keep calling 
them and calling them.” ■■

 More Tips That Might Be 
Worth Their Weight in Gold

■   Know your lines. “We are professionals,” says Ken 
Catledge. “There are a tremendous amount of sales 
processes to use in the industry, but you’ve got to 
fi nd out exactly which one you want to use and then 
perfect it so that when you get in front of a prospect, 
you know exactly what you’re going 
to say and it’s been rehearsed. You 
need to be fl uent, because that 
will pay huge dividends.”

■ Know how to text, tweet, 
and update your status.
If that last sentence 
doesn’t make sense to 
you, you’ve got home-
work to do, especially 
if you’re prospect-
ing for clients under 
50. “We fi nd that they’re so much  more computer 
savvy, so we keep in front of them with emails and 
texts,” says Chris Insinger. Many of her clients pre-
fer emails and texts to confi rm appointments and to 
make sure they’re coming in for their annual reviews.

■ Like a good neighbor, referrals are there. Before 
meeting prospects in their homes, Joe Betcher often 
fi nds out who the prospect’s neighbors are and then 

asks about them in the meeting. “People are reluctant 
to give you names,” he explains, “but if you have them, 
how much easier is it to start having a conversation 
about them? A lot of times, that led to them picking 

up the phone and saying, ‘You 
should talk to these guys,’ or 

allowed us to call those 
people.” Betcher applies 

a similar method by 
asking new clients to 
tell him about their 

benefi ciaries.
■ Look beyond 
your generation.

“Statistically, they say that 
a person will have three or 

four advisors while they’re accu-
mulating money but only one when they start their 

income distribution,” Joe Betcher explains. So although it 
may be more fun to talk about ’80s music with prospects 
who are fellow Gen Xers, you may be missing a huge 
opportunity. After all, when clients hire advisors who are 
their same age, he argues, they forget that those advisors 
are probably going to retire when they do—and then leave 
them right when it’s most important.  ■■




