


Long and his partners took a look
around and realized they easily could fall
into the pattern experienced by too many
independent agencies.

“There’s an entitlement mentality with
many principals,” says Long. “As they get
older, their consumption goes up, but their
productivity goes down. That leaves the
agency with no one internally who can
afford to buy it (when the owner wants
to retire). So they sell it to banks or big
brokers, the culture changes and the
employee hate it. I've seen a lot of good
competitors go through this. We didn't
want that to happen to us.”

So, the agency formed its Genesis
Program, a perpetuation plan that enables
the agency to recreate itself. “The goal
is internal perpetuation and creation of
young owners,” says Long.

The plan starts by giving all employees
who stay 10 years $10,000 in stock. When
producers reach their assigned goal, they
receive stock in return. A producer must
first establish a book of self-produced
recurring revenue of $500,000 to get the
first $100,000 in stock. Then, upon reach-
ing $200,000 in new-business commissions,
a producer nets $50,000 in stock; $300,000
earns $100,000 in stock; and so on. All
production goals are annual and well
publicized; in fact, they are the default
wallpaper on each computer screen in the
firm. Today Seubert has 30 shareholders.

To make sure the agency is bringing on
only people it would want as owners, the
firm has a “hire slow, fire fast” philosophy.
Candidates are put through a series of
three tests, and potential producers and
managers are invited to dinner with their
significant others.

“It's important that the person at
home wants you here,” says Long, who
acknowledges that success at Seubert often
demands long hours. “We don't want there
to be a conflict.”

The back-end of the Genesis plan is
that all Seubert owners have to sell their
stock back to the agency at age 65. But
that doesn't mean the employee has to
retire—and many stay on for years, bring-
ing institutional knowledge and mentoring
younger employees.
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What We Learned

ronically, it was poor planning that showed Seubert & Associates how best to

staff its four offices around the Pittsburgh metro area.

The firm—whose president, Brian Long, measures locations in terms of their
distance from the Steelers’ Heinz Field—bought a building that it outgrew in just
three years, so two other offices popped up within a couple miles. A fourth office
arose from an acquisition about 25 miles away. (The three satellite spaces are
owned by agency shareholder partnerships.) “There was no strategic reason for the
office locations whatsoever,” concedes Long.

Needing to accommodate 67 employees, the firm began considering the sale of
these four locations and consolidating into one. But Seubert’s staff wasn't enthusi-
astic about losing the mini-cultures that had developed in the smaller groupings.
For examples, the main office houses commercial and bond producers and is
“pretty loud,” says Long, whereas the nearby benefits location has been dubbed
“the library” by employees.

Further exploration of this trend found that teams of more than 10 people don't
do as well as smaller groups. So, Seubert is keeping its four locations for the time
being. Says Long: “I guess small is the new big."”

—P.V.

As for those agencies that were bought
by banks? “We are always looking for
acquisition candidates and strongly believe
that banks exiting insurance will create a
great opportunity,” says Long.

Seubert’s average. While that is admirable,
there is a downside: increasing health
issues as employees age.

But many of those health issues can
be avoided, or at least mollified, through
lifestyle choices, says Long. Obesity, for
example, afflicts more than one-fourth of
Americans, increasing dramatically their
risks for heart disease, cancer and diabetes,

A Healthy Approach
Such a strong employee environment
brings longer tenure—16.5 years is
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among other conditions.

Seubert’s program looks at four proven
drivers of poor health—body mass index,
tobacco usage, cholesterol and blood
pressure—and encourages employees to
avoid unhealthy habits that adversely
affect those metrics. Employees lose or
gain points depending on the four factors
and those meeting or exceeding standards
are charged less for health insurance.

“We're not picking on fat people,” says
Long. Indeed, Seubert has implemented
significant efforts on site to help its staff
with this “corporate challenge,” includ-
ing cafes serving healthy menus, personal
trainers and workout rooms.

The result? Forty people lost more than
1,000 pounds, thereby reducing health
claims by half and decreasing health
premiums—“which is almost unheard of in
Western Pennsylvania,” says Long. There

I'm with the Band

ach year, Seubert & Associates

President Brian Long sets goals

for the upcoming 12 months.
When he turned 39, one of those
goals was to learn to play guitar.
Enthused by his new endeavor, he
wooed his brother, Al, with a drum kit
and lessons for his birthday. Soon the
two became friends with a music store
owner and decided to form a band—
with the goal of playing Heinz Hall on
Brian’s 40th birthday.

The band, Mid-Life Crisis (www
.midlife-crisis-band.com), did
play on Brian’s birthday, but in a
smaller venue, and just for fun and
charity. “The music was so bad,” he
recalls laughing.

Six years later, the band is a little
better musically and has attracted a
couple more players. About four times
a year it plays for charity, with Long
tapping business owners, company
partners and friends to support the
events. “It's a heck of a lot of fun,”
he says.

—P.\V.
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also has been a correlation to workers’
comp claims.

“It's been a life-changing experience,”
he adds.

Cross-Sell Connection

Seubert has taken this passion and
parlayed it into a business opportunity.
The agency’s benefits team uses Seubert’s
own corporate challenge experience as a
model for how to better manage risk
from a health standpoint—and emphasize
Seubert’s expertise in that area.

Benefits makes up some 30% of
Seubert’s book of business, and the firm
is dedicated to cross-selling that with its
other customer segments. Indeed, Seubert
is almost fanatically focused on cross-
selling—which is why its “A” custom-
ers (any clients bringing at least $10,000
revenue to any one agency profit center)
typically have a dozen lines of coverage
written by the agency.

“We cross-sell everything,” says Long.
“Every single account in the agency has
been cross-sold.”

Of course, not every cross-sell is suc-
cessful the first time around, but Seubert
producers revisit opportunities at every
renewal. Such diligence has resulted in
significant penetration for the firm, and it
is responsible for a 96% retention rate in
commercial lines.

To encourage this cooperation among
the different profit centers, the agency
offers a commission split (for new and
renewal) when a producer successfully
brings in another area producer.

Naturally, adds Long, there is always
producer rivalry and “everything isn't
100%. But I'l match us against any broker
of any size.”

Customer Outreach

Seubert’s outreach to clients and
prospects takes on two other important
forms: its seminar series and Web site.
Both were developed with the idea of pro-
viding valuable, educational experiences,
especially for people other than the client
decision-maker.

“Sales are made to the CEO, CFO, C00,”
explains Long. “But most of our daily dia-
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CLU, CPIA, president; blong@
seubert.com; 412-223-1401;
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logue is with the HR director or the office
manager. And it’s usually a lower-level
person who goes to the Web site.”

Seubert offers “learning lunches” for
clients to become more acquainted with
important issues, such as OSHA develop-
ments.

And the firm's Web site provides accessi-
ble tools for clients—as well as an optional
video in which a young man (Doug Moore,
one of the owners) walks visitors through
the menu of online services. Those options
include a policy viewer, online customer
service, bond service, secure employee
benefits area and a robust resource library.

“We tried to make the Web site
dynamic,” says Long. “We look at it as a
tool, not as a billboard on the Internet.” [

Van Aartrijk (peter@Aartrijk.com) is an
IA contributing editor.
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