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Project Overview
At a recent meeting of the Task Force
for the Future, an industry-wide collab-
oration to identify and evaluate the
most critical challenges facing the
insurance-based financial services
industry, the participants identified the
two primary threats to our industry as
(1) the shrinking number of advisors
entering the industry and (2) the
underserved middle market.

According to LIMRA, the number of
full-time agents has declined 46 per-
cent since 1975. The industry’s four-
year retention rate for multiline
companies is 51 percent. The number
of companies that engage in recruiting
declined from 136 in 1980 to only 39 in
2004. And only 10 companies account
for 74 percent of the new recruits
entering the business in 2003. Recruit-
ing is down, and fewer new recruits are
surviving.

The multiline sector of the industry is
uniquely equipped to help the industry
remedy these challenges.

Multiline companies will play a much
larger role in the future of the insur-
ance industry than they have in the
past, predicts Charles A. Smith, CLU
ChFC, the founding chairman of the
Task Force for the Future and GAMA
International’s former CEO. “The
multiline sector of the insurance indus-

try is uniquely positioned, as is perhaps
no other, to provide financial security
for all Americans,” he says. “Multiline
companies have strong market pres-
ence, distribution infrastructure, cus-
tomer access and loyalty, competitive
products, strong financials and, most
importantly, face-to-face distributors.
This sector may be the industry’s best
hope for re-addressing the needs of
America’s increasingly underserved
middle-income market.”

In 2005, the GAMA Foundation com-
missioned The University Team to con-
duct research to help field leaders from
all distribution styles attract new talent.
This study, Finding the Right People, is the
third in the GAMA Foundation’s Systems
for Success research series.

The research identified tangible, appli-
cations-oriented practices, support and
systems that differentiate the recruiting
and selection practices of high-per-
forming field leaders from their lower-
performing peers. The resulting
Guidebook provides important insights
for enhancing the effectiveness of
agency recruiting and selection prac-
tices.

AN UPDATE OF THE FOUNDATION’S
1995 STUDY

This study builds on the success of the
GAMA Foundation’s popular study,
Agency Recruiting & Selection Practices,
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which was released in 1995. While
groundbreaking at the time, the find-
ings of the original study needed to be
updated to reflect the operating
environment of field organizations
today.

Updates to the research take into
consideration changes that have taken
place in the industry in the past
decade—most notably, expansion of
the industry’s recruiting and selection
toolkit, changes in the role of the
associate and diversification of the
distribution system.

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN HIGH- AND
LOWER-PERFORMING FIELD LEADERS

High-performing field leaders manage
and implement recruiting and selection
sources and techniques in a way that 
is more effective than their lower-
performing peers. High performers 
do the following:

• Maintain high standards. High
performers don’t compromise their
candidate profile or their selection
process just to meet their recruiting
goals.

• Create a candidate profile that
focuses on personality and inter-
personal traits, and they develop a
selection process that allows them to
evaluate candidates on those traits at
each step of the process.

• Implement their recruiting and
selection processes systematically,
allowing them to increase the
efficiency and effectiveness of each
step of the process, which is an
integral part of an overall system

designed to select the right
candidates.

• Use a longer pre-contract period and
require more job-sampling activities
during the selection process. Top
performers focus their candidates’
pre-contract training and job-sam-
pling activities on prospecting and
referral gathering.

• Track and measure all recruiting and
selection activities. They continually
adjust their process to ensure
continuous improvement.

We hope that you will benefit from this
Executive Summary of the strategies,
sources and tools that high-performing
field leaders use to identify recruits and
select the candidates who have the best
chance of thriving in our industry.

The Candidate Profile
“When we get away from our profile and
accept what we know we shouldn’t, we make
mistakes that cost us, our companies and
our industry an enormous amount of
money.”

To guide their recruiting and selection
activities, successful field leaders rely on
a candidate profile that’s based on their
organization’s actual experience and
the qualities of its successful associates.
There is no single “right” profile that is
successful in all agencies. Each success-
ful profile is unique to the agency’s cul-
ture, demographics and leadership and
management styles.

All candidate traits can be grouped 
into five categories: personality traits,
product belief, interpersonal traits,
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motivational traits and demographics.
High-performance field leaders were
distinguished in this research by their
greater emphasis on personality and
interpersonal traits, especially those traits
that reveal the character and integrity
of the candidate.

Multiline agencies place more
emphasis on candidates having a
natural market, a willingness to
prospect, discipline, professionalism
and financial stability than their
traditional life and fee-based financial
services peers do.

Recruiting Overview
“We do the same things that everyone else
does. It’s just a question of doing those
things more often, with a greater number of
people. It’s the intensity with which we
recruit that makes us different.”

All field leaders have access to the same
recruiting toolkits and a finite number
of recruiting sources in the industry.
What makes the high performers more
successful is how effectively they manage
the recruiting sources and process.
High-performing field leaders cultivate
a recruiting mindset that all members of
the management team embrace and
accept as their personal responsibility.
These field leaders also track the effec-
tiveness of specific recruiting sources
and use that data to increase their
recruiting efficiency.

Primary recruiting sources include
warm sources such as agent referrals,
personal observation and centers of
influence. Most field leaders also rely
on secondary recruiting sources to

provide a sufficient pool of candidates.
As expected, the quality of candidates
received from primary sources is
superior to that of secondary sources;
however, secondary sources typically
result in a higher quantity of
candidates.

The Internet has replaced newspaper
ads as the most frequently used cold
source. But its efficiency has not been
proven. Nonetheless, 81 percent of the
high-performing field leaders in this
study indicated that they plan to use
Internet recruiting to the same or
greater extent in the next three to five
years.

At least 50 percent of the top field
leaders in this study target specific groups
of candidates—including real estate
and marketing professionals from out-
side the industry. In contrast, lower-
performing field leaders tend to avoid
certain groups of candidates, including
attorneys and CPAs/accountants. High-
performing organizations focus more
on the traits indicated in their candi-
date profile and less on superficial
identifiers such as profession.

Multiline organizations are more likely
to use cold nominators than fee-based
planning or traditional life agencies
are.

GAMA International and the GAMA
Foundation feel strongly that prose-
lytizing, the active recruitment of
experienced associates, is detrimental
to the health of the industry. For that
reason, Finding the Right People does 
not include results that relate to
proselytizing activities.
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PRIMARY RECRUITING SOURCES

“We have eliminated cold sources. It is all
warm recruiting. Before, we always had a
busy recruiting flow, but not the people we
wanted. When we cut off the other sources, it
was scary at first. But the other day, I was
talking with a member of the management
team. He said it was his fifteenth straight
day of getting an agent referral. That’s
exciting.”

Obtaining referrals from agents is the
recruiting source most frequently used
by top field leaders and generates the
highest-quality candidates. In high-
performing agencies, nearly 50 percent
of all associate referrals are obtained
without prompting. Top field leaders
provide incentives to both staff
members and agents to underscore
their recruiting focus.

In this study, 81 percent of high-
performing field leaders reported that
they ask prospective associates for refer-
rals directly. Many of them also get
referrals from their candidates in-
directly, such as from a Project 100 list.

Personal observation is second nature to
many top field leaders, who also train
their management team members to be
experts in personal observation.

Warm nominators—people the field
leader had a relationship with before
working with that individual as a nomi-
nator—are the second most frequently
used source by high-performing field
leaders, and the quality of candidates
that they generate is second only to
those generated by agent referrals.

Multiline agencies are currently less

likely to use warm nominators than 
fee-based financial planning firms or
traditional life agencies, so this may be
an untapped opportunity for this
segment of the industry.

High-productivity agencies use a net-
work of approximately 44 centers of
influence/nominators. Top field leaders
make it a priority to contact their nomi-
nators monthly or quarterly, state that
the purpose of their nominator meet-
ings is to gather referrals, communicate
the agency’s candidate profile and
provide them with feedback on
previous referrals.

SECONDARY RECRUITING SOURCES

“We use more sources than we ever did. Our
company is requiring so many hires, we need
more sources.”

To supplement the three most effective
candidate sources—agent referrals,
nominators and personal observation—
many field leaders use secondary recruit-
ing sources, which can be effective at
obtaining a high quantity of recruits.

Secondary recruiting sources include
Internet recruiting, which has replaced
newspaper advertising as the most
frequently used cold source. It’s easy to
use, inexpensive and can generate a
high volume of candidates. High-
performing field leaders manage the
sometimes unwieldy volume of résumés
through effective front-end screening.

Both high-performing field leaders and 
their lower-performing peers recruit
from an average of five college cam-
puses. But three activities differentiate
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the top performers: (1) They spend
more time on campus—an average of
six days during a typical reporting
period, as opposed to three days for
their lower-performing peers; (2) they
nurture relationships with college
administrators; and (3) they link
college recruiting with internships.

Almost half of all high-performing field
leaders use job fairs to recruit, but they
screen their candidates by telephone to
offset the lower average quality of
candidates from this source.

Newspaper advertising is the most
frequently used advertising source,
second to the Internet. This method 
is not highly effective. In contrast,
advertising in professional journals is
used infrequently but yields higher-
quality candidates than traditional
newspaper advertising does.

Only 21 percent of all field leaders
report using employment agencies, but
this method yields an average of 3.6
candidates each year. Again, top field
leaders ensure that the agency under-
stands their candidate profile, and they
provide feedback about previous
candidates.

Selection Overview
“It is much easier to filter candidates out
than to put them on board and have them
fail. I use a deliberate, complex, involved
selection process. It is a building process—
one step builds on top of the other. If you
eliminate any one step, it weakens the entire
process.”

High-performing field leaders trust
their process, not their gut. They also

manage the selection process better
than their peers and communicate
their recruiting and selection standards
clearly.

The industry offers a finite number of
selection tools, and most field leaders
use three types—candidate interviews,
selection tests and screeners and pre-
contract work. Both high- and low-
performing field leaders have an
average of seven steps, require
candidates to visit the agency an
average of five times and require
candidates to initiate 2.5 steps of the
selection process. Multiline agencies
require candidates to initiate an
average of three steps in the selection
process.

The primary difference is that the top
performers use each tool for multiple
purposes and use each step of the
process in a more detailed manner. The
more successful field leaders use more
selection tests (two vs. one), more job-
sampling activities (5.9 for top perform-
ers vs. 3.5) and involve more people in
the interview process (four vs. three).

Screening Tools
“We used to be on and off with reference
checking. We got better after a bad experi-
ence. We hired a crook, and they stole money
from the agency. That’s when I turned to our
team and said, ‘We must check references.’”

Screening tools are designed to 
select people out of the career. High-
performing field leaders are four 
times more likely than their lower-
performing peers to use a background
information booklet—which describes the
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agency, the company and the career—
to screen out unsuitable candidates.
Their peers use the booklet primarily
to inform candidates.

High performers are also more likely to
conduct background checks, and they’re
twice as likely to use recruiting seminars
as their lower-performing peers are.
Plus, top performers use two selection
tests for each candidate, while lower
performers use only one. In addition,
top-performing field leaders use
reference checking in a more detailed way
than their peers, and they use credit
checks to screen candidates out of the
business.

Tools Used to Assess Fit
“Every year I get deeper in this business, it
becomes more important for me to have
people who fit. I’m not about to change
people. They are who they are. Either they fit
and they care about people, or they don’t.” 

The more successful field leaders are
more likely to use written job descriptions
as a screening tool, and they do so
earlier in the process than their lower-
performing peers. These top per-
formers also invite candidates to attend
agency meetings and social events to give
them ample opportunities to determine
if the agency’s culture matches their
values.

During candidate interviews, top field
leaders are more likely to have an
agency trainer involved than their lower-
performing peers are. They’re also
more likely to use compensation
interviews as an opportunity to describe
their culture as entrepreneurial and to

assess the candidate’s ability to thrive in
a commission-based environment.

Tools Used to Select Winners
“To assess if a recruit can and will do the
job, we use a combination of all we know of
their past history plus how they deal with
what they run into in the field when they are
out with an agent.”

High-performing field leaders put a
higher emphasis on job-sampling
activities and use them earlier in the
process than their lower-performing
counterparts do.

The pre-contract period required by top
performers is almost double that of
their lower-performing peers (13.1
weeks compared with 6.7), and they use
this period to focus on prospecting and
generating referrals. Lower performers
use this period to focus on sales.

The validation process includes
activities that candidates must com-
plete to retain their financing and 
to maintain their contract. High-
performing field leaders begin valida-
tion earlier in the selection process
than their peers do.

Additional Tools for Field
Leaders
The GAMA Foundation is committed
to providing a body of knowledge to
advance the art and science of field
management. In addition to Systems 
for Success: Finding the Right People, the
GAMA Foundation and GAMA Inter-
national provide the following tools for
recruiting and selection.
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For more information on these tools,
please visit www.gamaweb.com.

• A Study of Recruiting and Selection
Practices, which the GAMA
Foundation released in 1995, was 
the framework for the new Finding 
the Right People study. It outlines
specific steps that field leaders noted
as most useful in providing recruits
with a realistic picture of the career.
The study shows that more-produc-
tive agencies were more focused on
assessing fit during the selection
process than their less-productive
counterparts.

• In 2005, GAMA International
developed GAMA eReference, a 
low-cost, high-impact and fully
confidential Web-based reference-
checking tool that’s based on the
agent/advisor profile that the 1995
research report identified. This tool
helps field leaders ensure the
appropriateness of the references
provided by the candidate, assures
confidentiality by consolidating
responses and provides a validity
check on the employment history of
the candidate.

• Building the Right People—Based on
hundreds of hours of in-depth
interviews with top-performing field
leaders and producers, this study
reveals proven strategies for getting
new associates off to a fast, produc-
tive start in the career. This was the
first study in the GAMA Foundation’s
Systems for Success research series.

• Keeping the Right People—The second
study in the Systems for Success series
reveals proven tactics for building
value into an organization so that

top-performing associates want to
stay on board. The results are based
on interviews with field leaders from
the industry’s top-ranked firms and
agencies, which have retention rates
that are many times the industry
norm.

• Great Recruiting Ideas, the first volume
in GAMA International’s Great Ideas
book series, features the favorite
recruiting ideas of some of the
industry’s most respected and
successful field leaders. Based on
personal interviews, the book reveals
transferable recruiting ideas and the
personal story behind each idea.

Summary of Survey Methods
The GAMA Foundation believes that
our contributors benefit most fully
from the sharing of best practices.
Therefore, with the new Systems for
Success series of studies, the Foundation
has made a strategic decision to invest
not only in quantitative research but
also in qualitative, in-depth research.

DEFINING “MORE PRODUCTIVE”
AGENCIES

In Finding the Right People, a “more
productive” agency is one that was in
the upper 75th percentile of the data
sample and in which FYC averaged
$66,670 per associate. A “less produc-
tive” agency was one in which FYC 
was in the lower 25th percentile of the
data sample and averaged $19,000 per
associate.
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THREE RESEARCH PHASES

Finding the Right People incorporated a
three-pronged research approach that
included a variety of organization sizes
and representatives from traditional
life, multiline and financial services
organizations.

• Phase One—Qualitative Interviews.
The research team conducted nine
qualitative telephone interviews to
gain insights on current industry
practices and changes since the
original survey was conducted in
1995. These interviews revealed
details about the recruiting and
selection systems and processes used
by highly successful field leaders and
provided the basis for a revised
survey questionnaire.

• Phase Two—Quantitative Survey.
This phase involved a large-scale
Web-based survey to test specific
hypotheses developed in Phase One
and to identify specific recruiting and
selection systems being used by
successful field leaders. In total, 307
surveys were completed.

• Phase Three—Qualitative Interviews.
The research team completed 18 in-
depth interviews, 10 of them face-to-
face. These interviews allowed the
researchers to frame the recruiting
and selection processes and systems
that the quantitative research identi-
fied and to confirm the transferable
application of these practices.
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