
 

 

James Roberts – What Advisors Need to Know 

 

John: I welcome today James Roberts, Exit Planning advisor and BEI member from Maryland. 

James, welcome to the Podcast. 

 

James: Hey John, thanks for having me. 

 

John: I’d love to a chat with you little bit about how you really got involved in the whole Exit 

Planning process and what your background is before you became an Exit Planning advisor, and 

then move right into the whole Exit Planning process if you would. 

 

James: Sure. So, I'm a certified financial planner by trade, so I entered into the investment arena 

in 2007 right before the great recession and I was working with higher net worth clients on 

retirement planning. I was doing well and enjoying myself and then one of my clients, actually a 

family member of mine as well, contacted me and informed me that they would be selling the 

business in the near future. And it caught me way off guard, because I had grown up as child 

knowing and understanding that they never wanted to sell this business, they wanted to die 

owning it. So, when I pressed them further to understand why now? I came to the understanding 

of well, we met with our estate planning attorney and the only way that we can equally divide 

our entire estate including the business value amongst our three children, two of whom did not 

work for the business, and their son who did work for the business, was to sell it. The business is 

worth considerably more than the rest of their estate outside of it. So, I looked at my family 

members and just asked them, sort of naively, to grant me six months to do some research. They 

did, and I thanked them for it. So I contacted my old head of Georgetown financial planning 

school, Dr. Dalton, and he sort of walked me through a couple of different strategies and then do 

some additional due diligence and research I came across BEI, and that was honestly the turning 

point in this plan for my client relative and was also, to be honest with you, the turning point in 

my career. So I started getting more involved with BEI and we were able to design a really 

effective plan for my family member, which enabled them to maintain ownership of the 

company, enabled their son to maintain employment with the company, which probably wouldn't 

have happened if they had sold to a third party, allow the daughters to have equitable share of the 

estate outside of the business. So, we pulled some money out of the business now and we saved 

the owner a couple of million dollars in taxes. So it was a very successful plan and honestly, as a 

CFP, did I know some of the strategies involved? Absolutely. On the CFP exam they covered it. 

But did I apply them? It was in my everyday practice. I'd honestly forgot about most of them. It 

was just some of those things that you took one or two questions on that exam, you passed it and 

you forgot about it. And that's what BEI did for me, it really brought into action some strategies 

that I knew about, but just didn't actually think I'd ever use and now I use them in everyday 

business, So, now my business is primarily focused on Exit Planning with business owners. 

 

John: Well that's a great story, and in what you told us or, what I hear is, the Exit Planner at BEI 

or one of the Exit Planners at BEI is that you focused on what does the owner-client want? If 

from their businesses, they transition out of it rather than, as a lot of advisors do who have no 

training, is to focus on the solution that they know about, that their profession has taught them 

rather than understanding the overall goals and aspirations of a business owner that can be 



 

 

attained then through an Exit Planning process that it simply is not profession specific. So what 

kind of training, James, have you received from BEI? You went through the boot camp, I'm sure. 

 

James: Yep. So, that's the first thing I did was went through the boot camp. And I did the online 

boot camp. And so I went through that, which was great. And that was a really good introduction 

to Exit Planning. I would relate that to taking a Series 7 versus taking a CFP, in that it introduces 

you to some strategies, it just didn't go five layers deep into them, right? So, great starting point 

and then I ended up actually signing up for the Certified Exit Planner curriculum which was ten 

different modules essentially and you open this, The BEI Seven Step Exit Planning ProcessTM, 

which is crucial in this entire niche of working with business owners. So I went through that and 

then you have to go through case studies at the end of it. So, you have to present a full exit 

strategy or succession strategy, one for an internal transfer to key employees, and in my 

particular case it was a family member who was one of the key employees, and then one to a 

third party. And really, I think a valuable part of that curriculum was in that case study, you 

weren't able to just act as a Certified Exit Planner, you weren't able to just act as the certified 

financial planner. I had to put myself in the shoes of the estate planner, I had to put myself in the 

shoes of the CPA, I had to think about this from their prospective because I was delivering the 

plan as if I was all those people. And so now in putting the process into actual practice you are 

able, when you're talking to these attorneys and CPAs and other professionals, to sort of 

understand where they're coming from. But also, understand where they might not know to go 

and so that's one part I thought was really valuable. 

 

John: Yeah, that's great. I've not heard that explained that way before so that's interesting and 

useful for me as well as hopefully the audience. And so, as a result of that training then you were 

able to go back and I'm assuming assemble an advisory team to help you create and implement 

that Exit Plan. 

 

James: So, this was the, by far my favorite part of my, sort of my shift in my career. When I used 

to work as a certified financial planner in the area and I grew up in the same area I work in, so I 

knew everybody anyways, I would work with other professionals to try and develop that 

relationship and cross-refer. And to be honest with you, it was almost frustrating to a point where 

I was referring a lot of business and I wasn't getting a whole lot of referrals back. And now, 

when I go meet with an attorney or CPA, when I come out of that meeting I usually have an 

introduction within a week to one of their clients or another professional who has the clients that 

need our help as an Exit Planner. I didn't anticipate that angle or that, I didn't anticipate that 

happening. 

 

John: Now, why's that? Is that happening because you're doing something, you've differentiated 

yourself or is it happening because they see you as being able to help their clients on a planning 

oriented basis rather than a product-oriented basis? Why are they now deciding to refer clients to 

you? 

 

James: I think it's a little bit of all of the above. So, one, you're certainly differentiating yourself. 

When I walk into a room now with other financial advisors I'm not intimidated by them, I love it, 

because I know that they are all going sound similar and I'm going to have a very easy to 

understand process that they don't already have, so that's No. 1. Number two, it's a knowledge 



 

 

base, again, so in my certified financial planning studies, I learn about ESOPS, I learn about 

continuation planning, I learn about non-qualified deferred compensation plans. So I knew about 

them, they were in the back of my mind but if you had asked me when the last time I have 

mentioned any of those to any of my clients before my introduction to BEI, the answer was 

never. I had never utilized it, I had never talked about it. Life insurance has a lot to do with 

somebody Exit Plans, it wasn't even a part of my business. So, when you are able to talk to these 

attorneys and CPAs and you come from, what you were talking about earlier, as a Certified Exit 

Planner, you are focusing more on process right not product and you are actually are listening to 

what the owner wants. Well, when you go through that with the advisors, the attorneys, and 

CPAs, they also understand that exact same approach. So now, I'm not James Roberts the sales 

guy, right? I'm James Roberts the guy that can help their client get where he or she needs to be. 

 

John: That's interesting. So, it is the fact that you have not just the credential but the Exit 

Planning knowledge base that allows you to go in there and be successful in front of advisors in 

not convincing them but clearly they understand the value that you're going to bring to a client 

scenario that they can't do and they don't know of other advisors really who can do that. 

 

James: Absolutely. And also, I think it's just like, it's the same as I am. If I'm referring a client to 

somebody, I want to know that who I'm referring them to is a good guy, a good lady, who's 

going to take care them and give them a solution to a problem that they have, not sell them a 

solution to a problem that they don't. And so when I'm talking to these advisors I think that that 

comes across, like hey, if I refer my client to him, whether or not I get more business from this 

client or not, which I probably will, but even they don't they are confident that I'm going to take 

care of them. And that's going to make them look better, not worse. 

 

John: Now has that helped you just in getting Exit Planning clients? What if they've got a client 

that they don't feel needs Exit Planning, are they more inclined to work with you because of your 

Exit Planning knowledge? I don't know if that even makes sense, but because they appreciate 

what you're doing in addition to just financial planning? 

 

James: Absolutely. It's a good question and it's exactly spot on. So, generally speaking I'd say my 

first referral from every other advisor I start working with is not an Exit Planning client, it's 

usually a business owner maybe, or a former business owner, or an executive. But it's never 

come from a place of an Exit Planning referral, and then through conversations the next referral 

is usually is an Exit Planning referral. But yeah, almost whole heartedly, everybody I talk to, I 

almost get a referral within the next week who is not an Exit Planning client. 

 

John: That's interesting. And before you were meeting with them and not, just not getting that 

referral and now, you're approaching it, representation from a different perspective and it seems 

to make all the difference. 

 

James: Absolutely. And again, I guess another way I'd probably look at it, when you are talking 

about what you do and you're not talking about how you can sell somebody something, it makes 

you more trustworthy, and this is just me thinking if somebody's talking to me. If you're talking 

to me about what you do and you haven't asked me much questions about me yet, then I'm 

understanding a process and through you talking, you're identifying, in my own mind, what I 



 

 

need, without you even knowing what I do need. Now I'm asking you for advice. And now 

you're just giving me advice, you're not selling me anything, but then the effect for me is when 

I'm talking about Exit Planning, which not many other advisors in this area are, they're listening 

to me and I can see them nodding their head and I can see the wheels turning, so then they're 

saying well, hold on. So if I had a client who has one business active child and two non-business 

active children, you're telling me you could have them maintain control of that business? Okay, 

how would you do that James? Well, we'd do it through a process and then you just set the 

appointment right there.  

 

John: Interesting. Interesting. Well I think that's a great observation of how you can benefit your 

core practice quite directly and perhaps not even doing an Exit Planning just by having a 

different experience set and a different skill set than all of your competition. Anything else you 

would add, any other suggestions or information you would give to the advisor community about 

Exit Planning or the success or challenges you've had in it? 

 

James: Yeah. I mean, my biggest advice is if you're truly interested in advising business owner 

clients on their exit or succession plan, and I don't get paid to say this – I actually pay BEI – find 

the nearest BEI location to you, whether it's a meeting, whether it's an online presence, whether 

you reach out to BEI's 800 number in Denver. But reach out them and understand the process 

that they utilize. Because I can tell you not only has it helped with other COIs like attorneys and 

CPAs, I work with other financial advisors now. So whereas I used to work into a room and I'd 

see another financial advisor and he was my competition, or she was my competition, they're 

now a potential client for me. Because I know that chances are one of their clients is a business 

owner. And one of their clients who is a business owner is probably one of their largest clients 

and my first question to them is, who's your biggest client? How much, what's their assets under 

management for you? And, what's their largest asset? And interestingly enough, and kind of 

humorous to me, it's always their house. Every time I ask that question, their house is their most 

expensive asset. And I say okay, what about their business? Oh, you know what, I didn't really 

think about that. I'm like yeah, I think that's probably their largest asset and that's probably the 

most liquid asset that they have and if I could help you tap into that, would you be interested? 

And, of course, the answer is yes and so then we just go ahead and sign an MEA and a no-

compete on the investment side of the business and we go ahead and execute the Exit Plan. But, 

if you're actually interested, if you’re an advisor I'd be interested in looking into this arena.  I 

looked at a few other places but BEI is the most process-oriented, educational organization out 

there in the Exit Planning world. And what I mean is I looked a few other organizations out 

there, it was just more salesy to me and I don't like to be sales guy, we're all in sales, I get that 

part, but I want to actually hear what they want and need in terms of help and if I have a solution, 

great, here it is. If I don't, I'm going to tell you I don't and through BEI I have yet to say that I 

don't. 

 

John: That's great. Well I appreciate that, that endorsement and you're right, you weren't paid for 

this but we do look forward to continuing to work with you for years and years James. 

 

James: I appreciate it John. I’ll see you at the next conference. 

 

John: Thank you, Alright, that's great, thanks a lot. I appreciate it. 


