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Empowering, Educating, and

Engaging Women Clients

by Eleanor Blayney, CFP®

Eleanor Blayney, CFP®, is the founder of Directions LLC,
building a network of financial advisers and women
clients. She is the author of Women’s Worth: Finding
Your Financial Confidence (2010) and The Home
Budget Workbook (2010).

ersonal financial management, along

with the dispensing of financial

advice, has long been a male
domain. One out of four CFP® certificants is
female; in the brokerage world, the gender
ratio hovers at approximately one in five.

Investing, often and unfortunately con-

sidered by many consumers and advisers as
synonymous with financial planning, seems
to be a particularly masculine activity, judg-
ing from its vocabulary, metaphors, and
media presentation. Stock market journalist
Jason Zweig refers to the “testosterone-
poisoned sandbox of the male investor,”
where “the most important thing is beating
the other guy; the second most important:
bragging about it.” The visual format of
CNBC looks just like ESPN, with a constant
noisy stream of scores (that is, stock prices)
at the bottom of the screen. Investing is
conveyed as an aggressive, even belligerent
sport, with terms such as “winning,”

<

“losing;

2 <

beating the market,” “running of
the bulls,” “swimming with the sharks.”
These images certainly appeal to men,
hard-wired to be the hunters and competi-
tors, but are not necessarily inviting to
women who, by nature and by nurture,
prefer to gather together for collaboration
and consensus. For many women, investing
and Sunday afternoon sports TV are best

left to the men.
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Executive Summary

* Today's women are making great strides
among the ranks of professionals.
Studies consistently highlight a gap
between men and women in terms of

their needs and involvement in the
management of their personal finances
and investment assets.

Many financial advisers do not fully
appreciate the differences between the

financial styles of women and men, and
fail to address women'’s needs or play
to their strengths.
* Women have the capacity to effec-
tively plan and manage their finances,
but many lack the knowledge, skills, and
experience to make decisions about
their money and resources.
They would like to find advisers who
will educate and empower them, but
too many distrust the financial services
sector.

* As a profession, financial planners can

Even smart, successful women admit to
lack of confidence about personal finance.
In a 2006 Harris Poll for Charles Schwab,
48 percent of women agreed with the
statement, “Investing is scary for me.”
This was twice the rate of men who
reported they felt that way. There is evi-
dence that Gen-Y women are less intimi-
dated by personal finance and investing
than their mothers are. However, given
the high workplace participation rate of

build trust with a female clientele by a
thoughtful and comprehensive review
of all aspects of their practice, including
their planning process, their subject
matter expertise, and their relationship
management.

* In their planning process, planners
should provide financial education, con-
sider their style of goal setting, and be
open to providing advice, not just
analysis.

* In their subject matter expertise, plan-
ners should pay special attention to
the unique needs of women, who typi-
cally earn less, work in entrepreneurial
and non-traditional enterprises, live
longer, need more late-in-life care, and
give away more of their resources.

* In their relationship management, plan-
ners should consider the collaborative
and community-oriented style in which
women traditionally learn.

these younger women, they may plead
“not enough time” as the reason for their
lack of engagement.

In my two decades as a CFP practitioner,
I have observed that other core disciplines
of financial planning, such as balance sheet
management, tax planning, and retirement
planning, come more naturally to men.
During the high-flying, tech-rich days of
the late 1990s, my young male Microsoft,
AOL, and Microstrategy clients would talk
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about their “number,” which was the
amount of net worth they would need to
be permanently financially independent.
The women cubicle millionaires worried
more about the reaction of their friends
and family if they were to retire at age 40,
or had the PTA over to their 10,000-
square-foot homes for a fundraiser.

Nevertheless, there are two areas of
financial planning that have traditionally
provided more natural habitats for
women: cash flow management as it per-
tains to household budgeting and spend-
ing, and estate planning as it concerns
family and philanthropic gifting. Women
are responsible for 85 percent of house-
hold purchase decisions, while a 2009
Fidelity Gift Fund study found that men
overwhelmingly point to their wives as
the primary decision-makers when it
comes to charitable giving.

Women’s Worth: Women as an Economic Force

The paradigm of men as the primary
holders of wealth and the makers of
financial decisions is, however, shifting.
In April 2006, The Economist advised its
readers to forget about “China, India, and
the Internet” and think instead of women
as the drivers of economic growth in the
21 century.

Consider these statistics:

+ According to a 2007 Allianz Life Insur-
ance study on women, money, and
power, women are expected to control
60 percent of the wealth in the United
States within the next decade.

In the fall of 2009, the Bureau of
Labor Statistics reported that women

have become the majority gender in
the U.S. workforce.

+ The labor force participation of
women ages 20-64 has doubled in the
past 60 years, reports Alicia Munnell
in her profile of female boomers,
included in a collaborative 2007 study
by the Harvard Generations Policy
Program and the Global Generations
Policy Initiative.

+ The percentage of women whose
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income is greater than their husbands
is now 28 percent, having quadrupled
since 1970, according to a 2010

release from the Pew Research Center.

With greater wealth and higher earnings,
women are taking on more responsibility
in the management of household finance.
According to Mindy Rosenthal, co-author
of a study on affluent women by Wilming-
ton Trust: “Women are stepping up to new
levels of involvement in the management
of their families’ wealth, with 88 percent
of those in the study playing a high-to-
moderate role in the management of
family assets”

Furthermore, women are less likely than
men to be do-it-yourselfers when it comes
to making financial decisions. A MassMu-
tual Retirement Services survey conducted
from November 2009 to January 2010
reported that women are 25 percent more
likely to work with an adviser than men. It
appears that women’s satisfaction with
advisers might also be higher than that of
men. AARP Financial recently cited find-
ings that 74 percent of women who sought
financial advice considered themselves well
served, versus 54 percent of advised males.

Does this imply that women make better
clients than men? Many advisers, upon
learning my interest in improving our pro-
fession’s outreach to women, have written
or called to tell me that they prefer female
clients, saying that a woman is less apt to
challenge or discard their advice, once her
trust has been secured.

The trust factor is vital, however. There
is evidence that women are wary of advis-
ers, feeling either patronized or pressured
when talking to a financial professional, or
worse, unheard, especially when a male
partner or spouse is in the room. In 2008,
Financial Advisor magazine cited a telling
statistic that 70 percent of women fire
their financial advisers within one year of
their husband’s death. A recent book,
Women Want More, based on a Boston Con-
sulting Group study by Michael Silverstein
and Kate Sayre, cites financial services as
the industrial sector least sympathetic to

women, based on responses from more

than 12,000 women on how they were
being served by businesses.

The Need for a Woman-Centered Approach

The famous Freudian question “What do
women want?” is one that the financial
planning profession might do well to ask.
Attempting to answer the question defini-
tively, however, can itself be a woman-
minimizing process. The answers likely
differ by generation, profession, and wealth.
Perhaps Shakespeare understood women
best when he celebrated the “infinite vari-
ety” of the archetypal woman, Cleopatra.

We do know, however, what women
need from financial planners based on
some hard biological and social realities:

+ Women outlive men by approximately
five years (some studies report this
longevity advantage at seven years).

» Women are the child bearers, and
though not biologically mandated,
tend to be the primary caretakers of
dependents, including the elderly.

+ The pay gap between women and men,
holding constant experience and cre-
dentials, ranges from 20 to 25 percent.

+ On average, women spend 27 years in
the workplace, compared to almost 40
years for men.

+ Through spousal death or divorce,
women are more likely than men to
spend more time living on their own
for a significant period of their lives.
The average age of widowhood in the
United States is 56.

+ Between 80 percent and 90 percent of
women will, at some point in their
lives, be solely responsible for all
household financial decisions, accord-
ing to the National Center for Women
and Retirement Research.

Taken together, the financial planning
implications are clear: women are disad-
vantaged when it comes to accumulating
wealth, but they require more wealth for
their longer lifetimes. They need to save
more and earlier than men, and find ways
to do so other than just workplace-
sponsored accounts. They also need to take
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more risk with their investments and less
risk when it comes to disability or the need
for long-term care.

Women'’s perceptions of the risks associ-
ated with investing and finances often lead
them to do exactly the opposite of what
they should be doing. Behavorial finance
experts Brad Barber and Terence Odean
have documented that women are more
intolerant of risk than are men. This aver-
sion to risk may, in turn, derive from
women’s emotional default to fear when it
comes to negative or ambiguous events
(such as the performance of financial mar-
kets). Men, by contrast, are more likely to
respond to threats or disruptions with
anger. Research done by social psychologist
and Harvard University professor Jennifer
Lerner demonstrates that the two emo-
tions, anger and fear, result in very differ-
ent perceptions of and responses to risk.
Angry individuals have a greater sense of
certainty and control, whereas the fearful
view their environment as dangerous and
beyond their control.

The fields of linguistics, psychology, neu-
roscience, and cultural anthropology have
also alerted us to some distinct, though not
hard and fast, differences between the rela-
tional and cognitive styles of men and
women. According to Bob Deutsch, a cog-
nitive anthropologist, women “cycle” and
men “consummate.” In terms of learning
and decision-making, a man is more ori-
ented to the present and the concrete, and
drives to “get it done, to make decisions
now.” A woman, by contrast, is more con-
ceptual, more interested in the process
than the outcome. Her understanding is
built over time.

Deborah Tannen’s research in sociolin-
guistics also points to differences in the way
the genders talk to one another. A woman’s
conversational style is more collaborative,
focusing on areas of commonalty and shared
experience. Her drive is often to be “the
same as” others and to build relationships
on these similarities. Men’s talk is organized
in terms of hierarchy and rank: who’s on
first and who's on second.

In my speaking and writing on women’s
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financial issues, I often use a simple
metaphor to summarize what the finan-
cial planning profession needs to do to
help women. We need to “get them in the
room” to start talking about money. Most
of us have learned a great deal from our
own women clients—how they think,
react, and plan—but the real concern is
the number of women who exist outside
of our advisory orbit, many with signifi-
cant wealth and issues that could be
addressed by planning solutions. Consid-
ering that the problem of fear, com-
pounded by the lack of socialization as
financial decision makers, may be most
acute among women baby boomers, there
is a huge number of potential clients with
resources that we have never heard from.
Whether we are motivated by altruism or
enlightened self interest, by the need to
do good or the wish to do well, the call is
the same. We need to reach these women
in a different way.

Opening the Door: Engaging Women Clients

Identifying the issues is one thing; imple-
menting solutions is quite another. Plan-
ners, women and men alike, sometimes ask
me, “What do I need to do differently to
build a female clientele?” I tell them that
they need to change just one thing.

Everything.

This is, of course, a patent exaggeration,
but communicates an important point.
Planners need to review just about every
aspect of their business, every interaction
they may have with their women clients, to
see if they are offering and performing
planning services in a way that is entirely
supportive to women. This could include,
for example, rethinking your meeting
rooms: Big oak conference table or smaller,
more intimate seating arrangements? Walls
featuring corporate accomplishments and a
mounted flat screen permanently tuned to
CNBC, or photographs and artwork? It
could include rethinking your staffing or
who in the firm does what: are women in
visible positions of responsibility and
authority or is a young female receptionist

always the one to bring coffee to the con-
ference room?

A practice audit to focus on a firm’s
accessibility, appeal, and value to women
might usefully focus on the following three
broad areas:

1. Financial planning process

2. Content or subject matter areas

addressed

3. Relationship management

Financial Planning Process

The six-step financial planning process was
defined and codified in professional stan-
dards by CFP Board in the late 1990s. Plan-
ners practicing by these standards are held
to a fiduciary level of responsibility, which
means putting their clients’ interests ahead
of their own and disclosing all conflicts of
interest. “Interests” is generally understood
as “financial benefit,” but another defini-
tion, one that may open the door wider for
women, might be “welfare” or “well-being.”
Feeling safe, empowered, and authentic
may be just as important an interest for
women as financial gain. As any experi-
enced planner knows, the best, most tech-
nically correct advice in the world is use-
less if it is not acceptable or implemented.
Advice that misses the “heart of the
matter” for women—their values, their
sense of belonging and caring—is likely to
be ignored.

Consider, for example, three of the six
steps: defining the scope of the engage-
ment, data gathering and determining
client goals, and presenting the planning
recommendations:

+ Scope of engagement: Typically, plan-
ners define scope in terms of the
analyses they will conduct or the
issue areas they will address: a capital
sufficiency analysis for retirement, or
a review of the risk/return parame-
ters of an existing portfolio. It is cer-
tainly important to be this specific, as
the best way to manage the engage-
ment and client expectations, but an
additional service to consider would
be providing the necessary education
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on the topic areas of the engagement.

Many women want and need educa-
tion on financial topics to assess the
advice they are given. They need the
time and space to ask the basic ques-
tions: what is a bond, a stock, a
mutual fund? (According to a 2009
survey by Financial Finesse only 40
percent of the women respondents
had a general knowledge of these
terms, compared to 73 percent of
men.) By expressly including finan-
cial education as part of the scope,
tinancial planners can encourage
women to ask these questions with-
out feeling that they are slowing the
process or appearing ignorant. Fur-
thermore, the education process can
also be used to identify what women
do not need to know to be competent
financial managers. Too often,
women believe they must know
everything about a subject to be any
good at it. Unfortunately, because
knowing everything is impossible,
women may decide to avoid the sub-
ject altogether.

Gathering dlient data and setting
goals: In this step, planners generally
focus on numeric or quantitative infor-
mation or measures. Gathering data is
often referred to as “fact-finding,”
which involves ascertaining balances
in investment and savings accounts,
tax brackets, death benefits, and terms
of insurance policies. The school of
life planning, as eloquently and
thoughtfully articulated by George
Kinder, puts this factual basis of plan-
ning in its place behind the deeper
exploration of what matters most to
clients, almost always in terms that
are not dollar-denominated. All plan-
ners interested in better serving
women can learn from this approach,
even if they do not formally adopt the
life planning process.

The process of setting goals also
deserves reconsideration. As busi-
ness people as well as practitioners,
financial planners often espouse the
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S.M.A.RT. method of goal-setting,
the acronym standing for specific,
measurable, achievable, realistic, and
time-bound. Using these guidelines,
planners typically help clients set
bright-line goals such as “Retire in
2020 with a $2 million portfolio,” or
“Fund the children’s education
account annually with $26,000.” For
some women, however, the numeri-
cal and calendar specificity of these
goals may be alien or alienating.
Such goals can feel like imperatives,
and instead of motivating success,
also set up rather arbitrary standards
for failure. For example, a woman
who has never funded the kids’ 529
plans may see her contribution of
$15,000 rather than the recom-
mended $26,000 as inadequate,
when in fact she has taken a huge
step forward in her goal to finance
her children’s education.

Recasting goals into terms of emo-
tional or psychological outcomes—
such as gaining financial confidence
or control—certainly makes them
harder to monitor, but no less mean-
ingful to women. In fact they may be
more meaningful. Rarely, if ever, have
my women clients thanked me for
helping them get to the required port-
folio value indicated by a retirement
capital needs analysis. But they have
often said to me, “Thank you for
making me feel so much better about
my future”

Presenting recommendations: Too
often, financial planners make the
mistake of confusing analysis with
advice. They present five-pound finan-
cial plans, replete with worksheets,
charts, and graphs, in three-hour plan-
ning meetings. Having done the often-
painstaking work of entering data and
testing what-if scenarios, financial
planners naturally want to display
their hard work to their clients. The
fact that planners themselves are pre-
dominantly left-brain thinkers may
also have something to do with this.

It is not necessary to falsely stereo-
type women as right-brain thinkers
and numerically challenged to assert
that these presentations miss the truth
of how women want to work with
their planners. They first want to gain
trust in the adviser—often a visceral
process, based on the adviser’s avail-
ability, listening skills, and experience
in working with others like them-
selves. Once this trust has been estab-
lished—presumably well before the
planning has been done and the rec-
ommendations are presented—they
generally do not require ongoing vali-
dation of the planner’s credibility. At
this point, they want advice: what the
planner would do if he or she were in
the client’s shoes. When women ask
you for the time, they want your
answer to be accurate and reliable, but
they do not necessarily want to know

how your watch was made.

Subject-Matter Expertise

The facts and circumstances of women’s
financial lives—their longer lives, the high
probability of their living alone for a signif-
icant time, their intermittent or inter-
rupted workplace participation—requires
financial planners to develop “non-vanilla”
areas of expertise within the core curricu-
lum of financial planning. Some of these
areas include:

+ Management of human capital: Apart
from the few who acquire sudden or
transferred wealth, most individuals
build wealth in the workplace through
earnings and benefits. Women, in par-
ticular, need help in optimizing those
workplace opportunities, primarily
because these opportunities are fewer
for them than for men. Planners can
add tremendous value to women by
helping them acquire negotiation
skills, evaluating benefit and severance
options, providing coaching and
resources to help them command
higher salaries and perks, and evaluat-
ing and planning for the costs of
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having children and obtaining child-
care. This type of focus is very differ-
ent from the more traditional empha-
sis on the management of financial
assets and investments as the key to
financial security.

Management of social capital: The
collaborative nature of women often
leads them to invest considerable
time in their communities, their
places of worship, their circle of
friends, and their social networks.
For women who come through
divorce or arrive in retirement with
insufficient financial resources, these
connections can provide an impor-
tant alternative means of support.
Planners who can help women
clients identify and access this type of
social capital can make a difference
in the quality of life for these women.
Even if planners focus completely on
wealthy clients, where inadequate

financial means may rarely be an
issue, they should be prepared to help
their women clients assist a needy
friend or family member. Too often,
women will put their own financial
security at risk to help out those they
care about; by suggesting other ways
to support friends and family, such as
community and public support pro-
grams rather than personal gifts or
loans, the planner can help his or her
own clients to preserve their wealth.
Business start-ups: Women are
increasingly starting businesses based
on their skills and interests, primarily
as a way to balance their work-life
commitments and to be more directly
and fully rewarded for their contribu-
tions. The profitability and revenue
growth of women-owned businesses
still lags that for men-owned busi-
nesses. Furthermore, women are often

reluctant to use leverage to grow their

businesses. To help this growing
number of women business owners,
planners need expertise in the forma-
tion, financing, and management of
small businesses.

Disability insurance and long-term
care: It is generally well known that
women have greater needs for disabil-
ity insurance and long-term care.
Younger women planning to have chil-
dren or to adopt are often confused
about what maternity leave benefits
employers are required to provide and
how they might coordinate employer-
provided sick leave and short-term dis-
ability with individual disability cover-
age. Older women living alone and
needing some form of daily living
assistance face a confusing and ever-
changing array of choices to consider:
investment in an assisted living facility
or community, purchase of long-term

care insurance, election to accelerate life
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insurance benefits, life settlements,
spend-down of assets, Medicaid cover-
age. Planners who develop expertise in
these areas can be of tremendous value
to their female clientele.

+ Annuitization, Social Security elec-
tions, reverse mortgages: Many finan-
cial planners are focused on the issue
of safe withdrawal rates from invest-
ment portfolios as the way to manage
clients’ needs for sustainable income
in retirement. Given women’s longer
lives and that most arrive in retire-
ment with considerably less in savings

become more attractive (for example,
inflation indexing for fixed annuities)
and planners, too, must change their

minds about how they can be used to
benefit their women clients.

Relationship Management

When financial planners talk about client
relationships, they usually think of the
one-on-one connection between the plan-
ner and the client or couple. The setting is
the conference room. Advice, expertise,
and recommendations flow unilaterally
from planner to client, who
responds with questions, reac-
tions, and acceptance or resist-
ance to the planner’s counsel.
An implicit hierarchy is thereby
established with the planner

itated by the financial planner. Women
clients, prospects, and friends could be
invited into a circle setting to discuss any
variety of subjects, such as their childhood
money messages, surviving divorce, the
death of a partner or spouse, or raising
financially responsible children. The plan-
ner’s role would be to create the safe and
convenient space for this discussion, and
to provide occasional advice or guidance
on technical or factual matters. The com-
munity could even be continued through
online “threads” or networking. Most of
the work would be done, however, by the
women themselves, discovering the collec-
tive wisdom of the group on subjects that
matter to them. The absence of any hierar-
chy among the participants can be empow-
ering to women, many of whom are intimi-
dated by the traditional “on high” delivery

What's different in the case of
women is that all-important moment
of entry to the financial planning
engagement.

literally or figuratively at the
head of the table.
This relational hierarchy may

of financial advice. By building relation-
ships among women, the financial planner
thereby strengthens his or her relationship

not, however, be altogether with clients or prospects. It can be a way of

than men, planners need to reach
beyond portfolio solutions to consider
other strategies and products for creat-
ing and enhancing lifetime income.
Strategic planning for when and how
to take Social Security, particularly for
married women, can make an enor-
mous difference to their retirement
lifestyle. Fixed income annuities and
the use of home equity to provide life-
time income should also be consid-
ered. These solutions have not been
used widely by planners. In the case of
reverse mortgages, high fees, eligibility
limitations, and clients’ fears about
“losing their home” have made this
product unpopular. In the case of
annuities, planners charging fees for
active asset management may be
reluctant to carve out a piece of the
portfolio for annuitization. However,
these products are changing to
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friendly to women. As collabo-

rators empowered by their

communities and networks,

they learn from others who

share their experience. Plan-
ners trying to open the door to women
clientele might rethink their ideas of client
relationships to include the power of com-
munity as a way to engage women in the
financial planning process.

Consider the phenomenon of “circles”
and their place in women’s lives. Through-
out history women have been attracted to
the productive potential of circles as a way
of learning and working. In colonial times
women gathered for sewing circles or
quilting bees, to assist in the setting up of a
household or to prepare for a new child.
Yesterday’s bees have evolved into today’s
book groups, investment groups, giving cir-
cles, recipe swaps, and scrapbooking clubs.
Women congregate as a way to learn, to
work, and to socialize.

The education and work involved in per-
sonal financial management might be
made more appealing to women if done in
a group or community, organized and facil-

branding his or her commitment to the
needs and wants of women.

Building a women-friendly practice does
not require financial planners to throw out
the rulebook and start all over again. The
six-step planning process still provides the
best foundation for comprehensive finan-
cial planning and competent delivery of
advice. The major subject matters of plan-
ning remain the same. The role of the plan-
ner as an experienced, educated, and ethi-
cal leader is still the ideal.

What'’s different in the case of women is
that all-important moment of entry to the
financial planning engagement. Does she
feel empowered, accepted, and comfort-
able? More importantly, does she feel safe?
There is a huge demographic of women out
there with assets, incomes, careers, and big
financial decisions to make. As a profes-
sion, we have the financial answers and
strategies for these women. We just need
to open our advisory doors a bit wider to
get these women “in the room.”

P
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