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hile our clients may 
recognize the importance of 
their finances, including filing 

taxes, most tend to procrastinate making 
financial decisions as they don’t feel any sense 
of urgency. The complexities around the 
breakeven analysis and net present value in 
helping our business clients determine what 
may be in their best interest are second nature 
to our profession. Similar concepts are applied 
in the discipline of financial planning as 
financial planners. 

Issues around the time value of money and 
compound returns are easy. What’s not easy 
is providing clients with a framework to help 
them through their behavioral finance biases. 
It’s frustrating when we examine what seems 
like a simple solution, yet estate documents 
don’t get signed or strategies sit on the shelf 
for years because what’s in the client’s best 
interest may be di!cult for them to perceive.

1. Paint A Picture
Use imagery at the end of a fact-finding session 
to let your client know you hear them, and you 
have plans to help them. Figure 1 is a tool to 

use with your clients after an initial fact-finding 
meeting. You can tie what your client reveals to 
be important to them to your ability to provide 
services not linked to a product sale. 

Looking at Figure 1, many advisers tend to 
focus on the left, which creates an investment 
portfolio and product placement. CPAs live on 
the right side: comprehensive financial plan. 

The first step to helping clients move forward 
and take action is to summarize what they feel 
they need, the impact you can create through 
planning and the long-term 
tax mitigation.

Financial planning is a 
natural extension of what 
many of us do to some 
degree with our clients as 
we serve them in a fiduciary 
capacity. When we examine 
the financial planning 
opportunities and related 
benefits for your clients, 
there’s one field in which 
most CPAs have a strategic 
competitive advantage: taxation, which 
impacts each component of the financial plan. 

Another characteristic is the CPA’s service 
to the business community. The CPA is a 
thread woven through roughly 6.1 million 
small-business owners with employees. CPAs 
are uniquely qualified as a profession due to 
the clients’ best interest being front and center 
to many client relationships and the notion 
that financial plans should be built around 

what’s important to each client based on their 
personal, professional and financial goals. 

2. Use Your Strength in Taxation to Convey 
Benefits
It’s di!cult to turn something complex into 
something that clients understand. Lack of 
understanding coupled with a lack of urgency 

results in procrastination. While conversations 
around finance and tax may seem like an 
entirely di"erent language to the average 

American, everyone understands what it means 
to either owe taxes or receive a refund. 

Clients may feel a sense of urgency to 
make decisions if they realize how their 
actions impact taxes. By framing financial 
planning around what’s important to the 
client and tying strategies to taxes, we may be 
able to shift personal finance from important 
and not urgent to important and urgent 
(Figure 2). The trick is to use the top two 
quadrants to your client’s advantage where 
planning results in action.

No one enjoys paying taxes; however, 
sometimes it may make sense to pay taxes now 
rather than deduct and pay them later. Some 
strategies to be thoughtful about are:
•	 Consider the impact of making Roth 

401(k) salary deferrals. Between husband 
and wife, that could amount to $54,000 
per year for those over age 49. Many 
401(k) plans allow participants to roll 
over Roth assets to a Roth IRA at age 
59.5. There could be amazing planning 
opportunities that tie into what the client 
is attempting to achieve. Some make Roth 
contributions not because they understand 
the benefits of tax-free growth, but 
because it’s what they hear they should be 
doing in the news and media. At the same 
time, many individuals look forward to 
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receiving a tax refund or want to pay as 
little in taxes as possible, so they choose 
to contribute to their retirement account 
on a pre-tax basis instead of Roth. These 

individuals often are not considering 
the long-term tax impact through the 
financial planning lens. 

•	 Model the impact of the 10-year 

distribution rule for beneficiaries. Your 
client may discover layers of benefits when 
considering the type of IRA and the long-
term implications.
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•	 Consider a cash balance plan for business 
owners with less than 100 employees per 
shareholder, partner or member. Small 
businesses tend to think in the same way 
concerning tax planning: short term. They 
are always looking for and needing a tax 
deduction, rather than considering how 
tax-deferred savings may impact their 
financial plan long-term. Cash balance 
plans can result in significant opportunities. 

•	 The impact of a 529 plan may mean a free 
year of college due to the tax savings. The 
e"ect will be di"erent for most clients, but 
there’s a great benefit to discuss.

•	 Consider Net Unrealized Appreciation 
for clients with company stock to convert 

gains from ordinary income to capital 
gain income.

•	 Consider life insurance planning. Robert 
Keebler, CPA/PFS has highlighted the 
benefit of integration into the planning 
process and noted, “People already at  
$6 million [for example in retirement 
savings] might decide not to put more 
money into their IRAs, but into life 
insurance.” Some benefits to properly 
structured policies are tax-free 1035 
exchanges for long-term care, tax-free 
payment at maturity and the flexibility to 
transition policies to an irrevocable life 

insurance trust. Some states o"er creditor 
protection (very little in California).

•	 Concerning Roth strategies, most are 
familiar with the impact of whether there’s 
a required minimum distribution (RMD). 
However, one planning issue often ignored 
is the potential impact on Medicare 
payments triggered by RMDs. Inadequate 
planning may increase Medicare premiums 
resulting in higher expenses in retirement.

3. Integrate Risk Management Planning
While it’s common for friends to brag to 
each other about their investments, bragging 
about insurance rarely occurs. While risk 
management is not an enjoyable conversation, 

it’s critical to the planning process. The 
downside to ignoring risk management can 
lead to a failure of the entire financial plan. 
People lament that their biggest regret was 
not having disability income insurance. Never 
have we heard someone complain that their life 
insurance check was too much income for their 
family. There can be serious consequences for 
inadequate insurance planning.

In addition to life insurance planning, 
many financial professionals have mixed 
feelings about annuities. It’s understandable 
why professionals dislike annuities as many are 
“sold” rather than a component of a financial 

plan. There’s also a perception that revenues 
will drop as assets under management 
necessarily decrease initially (a conflict). 
Through due diligence, many are surprised to 
find solutions in the marketplace that may be 
in the client’s best interest. 

Ernst & Young conducted a study  
(ey.com/en_us/insurance/how-life-insurers-
can-provide-di"erentiated-retirement-benefits) 
around integrated retirement plans and 
concluded, “investment-only approaches 
do not deliver as promising returns as those 
that are combined with Permanent Life 
Insurance and Deferred Income Annuities 
with increasing income potential.” A similar 
study by Michael Finke, professor of wealth 
management at The American College, 
reached a comparable conclusion more than 
10 years ago.

4. Compare Di!erent Panning Strategies
Helping a client understand how di"erent 
strategies impact both their present and 
future is important to sharing how your 
recommendations are in the client’s best 
interest. Figures 3, 4 and 5 highlight a 
hypothetical client outcome of planning 
related to various applied strategies discussed 
in this article. After years of accumulating 
wealth, many clients tend to be particularly 
concerned about how and when the money is 
distributed in retirement. 

5. Conduct Consistent Planning Reviews
Many view the financial plan as a task 
to check o" and then file forever. To be 
e"ective, financial plans should be revisited 
as frequently as you meet with clients. 
Tying clients’ financial plan to meetings 
demonstrates your value as their trusted 
adviser, helps deliver peace of mind around 
assets earmarked for retirement and revisits 
open opportunities from the last review. 

The bond between you and your client 
and peace of mind provided through planning 
becomes more valuable and essential in times 
of high market volatility. Almost everyone, 
investment advisers included, is subject to 
the emotions of the capital markets. By 
implementing a family values and goals plan, 
you can help your client through volatile 
times. Even if you do not give investment 
advice, proper planning allows you to raise 
questions about investment allocations. If 
you feel the client is on track for their goals 
and the portfolio potentially subjects them to 
outsized risk, there may be an opportunity to 
rebalance the portfolio. 

Amie Agamata, CFP, AIF, RICP, ChFC, CLU, is 
the director of investments and planning with 
Leonard C. Wright, CPA/PFS, CFP. You can reach 
her at amie_agamata@yahoo.com.
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