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To Field Management Leaders and Recruiters—Past, Present, and Future—of the great Northwestern Mutual. May you have the courage and conviction to Recruit to Retain.




 


FOREWORD


It’s hard to persuade a person to leave their job and enter a low-profile business to sell a product for which there is no demand to a suspicious public in an often hostile, rejection-laden marketplace—and be paid a commission only if they succeed. But most would say this is job number one for a person who chooses to lead a life insurance agency. Sadly, our industry has become much better at attracting and contracting with candidates than keeping them. Northwestern Mutual’s (NM’s) five-year retention rate of approximately 11 percent means that, mathematically, one has a higher probability of becoming a Navy SEAL than a veteran NM financial advisor.


When I became a general agent in 1979, Al Granum, the greatest of all life insurance agency leaders, told me, “Bill, if you grow and keep enough good people, you cannot fail.” What Al had learned through his storied career was that there is a big difference between attracting and contracting and growing and keeping. Our work is not about getting candidates into our agencies; it is about getting them into our business. That is where a career is carved out and a “keeper” is produced.


In the book you are about to read, John Wright does a masterful job of describing the science and art of recruiting to retain. John has implemented that principle-centered strategy so well in his office that he not only leads NM in agent retention but has also utilized his careful selection model to produce the largest organically grown network office in the company. John might attempt to give me credit for teaching him some methods. But anything I might have passed on to him was given to me by my role models and mentors, who shared what they had learned in the hope that I might succeed in this challenging work. It is John’s disciplined and diligent deployment of the truths he learned along the way from multiple sources that has accounted for his success.


One of the great general agents of our company who took a particular interest in befriending and mentoring me was Bill Cochran. His studied advice, wise counsel, and example had more to do with shaping my approach to agency building than any other. Bill told me that my job was to “choose people and sell work.” He challenged me to be the gatekeeper in our office and take the responsibility for choosing who got into the agency, and, on occasion, choosing who must leave. That put careful selection squarely at the heart of our recruiting process.


A few people are built for success in our business, but most are not. That meant I had to build a selection process that allowed me to understand prospective agents’ talents and tools, identify their aptitudes and attitudes, and discover their track records and value systems. This process required significant face time and much testing. Through hours of feeling finding and fact-finding, we probed and penetrated to learn who the candidate really was and what they held in their head and their heart. Finally, if it was all there, I had to decide. Did I like this person and want to give a part of my life to them? There was no compromising at this point. Recruiting to retain is much like an adoption: The newcomer is selected, then equipped, coached, and cared for so well that they can become an integral, permanent member of the office family. That is significant responsibility and a huge opportunity.


Following the guidance in Recruiting to Retain eliminates much of the human toll that unbridled persuasion produces. Failure affects not only the candidate who is not equipped and doesn’t make it but also all of those who participated in the recruiting, training, coaching, and supporting of that new representative. Failure also takes a toll on the associates who are forced to observe the churn of coming and going produced by the revolving door of reckless recruiting. There is only so much failure an organization can absorb, and it is simply not possible to create a successful environment in an office with a revolving door.


When you remove the revolving door, your associates observe the people you choose surviving, succeeding, and even soaring, and they begin to refer you to their best prospects: good clients, close friends, and even relatives. They are not afraid to invest some time in the newcomer as counselors, encouragers, or joint work partners. Everybody loves success and wants to participate in it. Veterans will invest time in new representatives when the retention history suggests that they are going to make it. In truth, it is the veteran’s investment that helps them make it.


There are very few things in life that compare with being intimately involved in the miracle of human development. Calling greatness out of another, helping someone succeed in a business where most people fail, allowing them to provide for their families the quality of life they have dreamed of, and playing a role in helping their realities exceed their dreams—very little in life is more thrilling than that.


NM granted me the privilege of leading its Atlanta office for twenty-seven wonderful years. During that tenure, God poured out his blessings on me and our office. He allowed us to choose 203 people to join our organization (a shockingly low number by anybody’s standards), but when I retired on December 31, 2005, 75 of those 203 agents were still enjoying careers with the company. What is most gratifying for me is that 41 of those 75 qualified for the Northwestern Forum productivity award at least one time (some for many years) during their careers.


It was our good fortune that those outcomes attracted the attention of the very best managing partner prospect in the company. John Wright had enjoyed great success as a forum advisor, a managing director, and a regional director in Milwaukee. He is smart because he is a listener and a learner. An outstanding college athlete at the University of Illinois, Johnny was highly coachable. He brought that great mind and teachable spirit to Atlanta in the months prior to his appointment as my successor. It was refreshing for me, on my way out the door, to share in depth how we had done what we had done. Based on what the NM Goodwin, Wright office has accomplished in the last nineteen years, Johnny may have harvested some usable ideas from those great conversations.


I was so honored when John asked if he could use the Goodwin name for his new office. We enjoyed a seamless transition, and he and his office have achieved mightily for almost two decades. As you might imagine, I take great pride in knowing how well the enterprise, in which I invested most of my career, has been led since John arrived. He has advanced the concept of choosing people and creating careers to a new level of excellence. A thoughtful reading of this book will help you understand how he and his team have achieved at such a remarkable level.


—Bill Goodwin




 


PREFACE


I have been very fortunate in this life to be exposed to many aspects of human development. I was a student athlete. I have been in sales. I have been in consulting. I even worked for years with a company regularly recognized by Forbes as one of the all-time greats. And I have spent countless hours in counseling and therapy.


Throughout my fifty-five years, two things really stand out. I was always a leader, and I was always a recruiter. There were times I did not want to be “the leader,” but as a dear friend once told me, “Johnny, your most intriguing strength is that people smarter than you—better than you—want to follow you.”


That said, I always wanted to be “the recruiter.” It started on the playground at South Side Elementary School, convincing my classmates to learn a new game called Pom Pom—a glorified sharks and minnows on land. In my neighborhood, I was always looking to start up tackle football games.


Back then, all we had was a rotary telephone and our bikes, but we put together some great games. Chris Lindholm, Brian Dalby, and Bruce Fox were regular recruits for our games. I continued in college as a student athlete at the University of Illinois. Unfortunately, I was not widely recruited as a high school athlete, but I was very involved in recruiting many top prep stars to become Fighting Illini.


The reality is that my life’s work since the late 1980s has been recruiting in some shape or form. I love to recruit, or better said, I love to attract, develop, grow, and equip leaders—which, of course, all starts with recruiting. Sometimes at a party, when I don’t feel like elaborating too much on what I do for a living, I simply say, “I’m a recruiter.”


There are certainly many books on recruiting and many thoughts on how to recruit. What has made my life’s work in recruiting so meaningful is how many of those recruits we have been able to retain … for their entire careers.


Know that I am very thankful you have this book in your hands, and I hope it helps you recruit and retain with excellence.


—John William Wright II




 


INTRODUCTION


Finding Mentors Near and Far


Sometimes we feel we must make a life-changing decision. In 2002, after working up my courage for what felt like years, I basically left everything I knew. I left my familiar hometown of Champaign, Illinois, and the career path everybody thought I would take. I was thirty-three years old, and my wife, Laura, and I had four daughters, aged seven, five, three, and one. Our departure was a big family disruption, even though I was leaving to join an executive management program with Northwestern Mutual, a corporation that—like a family—I grew up feeling a part of.


Since its founding in 1857, Northwestern Mutual has grown to be a financial services industry leader. To serve about five million clients, it employs more than eight thousand financial advisors and professionals in a geographic network of offices, each led by a managing partner. In the Champaign-Urbana region of central Illinois, that managing partner was my father, John Wright, and many thought I was destined to succeed him. I joined NM, as we call it for short, in March 1990 as an intern when I was twenty years old and a redshirt freshman on the University of Illinois football team. After going full-time with NM in July of ’93, I built up a very successful practice, not only selling insurance but also recruiting advisors and developing the business. This book shares hard-won lessons I learned from doing business but also from my upbringing. So, I’ll begin by telling you where I come from.


My home in Champaign was near Hessel Park, a leafy expanse of playing fields, dog walkers, and laughing children. The University of Illinois Champaign-Urbana campus, where I earned my degree, was not far away. The university’s historic Memorial Stadium, where I played wide receiver for the Fighting Illini, was about a mile from my home. In other words, I couldn’t go to the grocery store or anywhere nearby without running into people I knew or who were familiar with my reputation as a student athlete.


The media called me part of the only father–son Academic All-American team in the history of the NCAA. I was in a small town that was two and a half hours south of Chicago, two and a half hours from St. Louis, and surrounded by farms that grew hybrid seed corn and soybeans. But Champaign has one of the world’s largest public university libraries. I learned about business and money growing up in my home, and at the university, I benefited greatly from a liberal arts education that focused on communication and psychology.


After I had a breakout junior year on the football team, I imagined I might be headed to the NFL, following in the “cleat steps” of my father. John Wright, or Poppa as I call him, played for the Atlanta Falcons in 1968 and the Detroit Lions in 1969 before a career-ending Achilles tendon injury in his third season. As an Illini, he was a three-year letter winner (in 1965, 1966, and 1967) and a two-time All-American, and he was twice selected for the All-Big Ten. My grandpa, Bob Wright, also played football and ran track at the University of Illinois, so we were an unusual three-generation Illini family, which turned four-generation in 2023 when my nephew threw his first touchdown pass as an Illini. By my fifth year of eligibility, I knew I was undersized and probably not fast enough for the NFL, so I focused on graduate-level studies in labor and industrial relations before dropping that master’s degree pursuit to join NM.
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The Leap into Management


Entering NM’s executive management program in 2002 resulted in three of the best years of my life. Instead of sitting comfortably in one of the hundred or so firms operated by NM around the country, such as the one run by my father, I was a consultant to other managing partners. I could go visit the one I had heard was the best. My father and others described Bill Goodwin as a best-there-ever-was character, like Roy Hobbs, the baseball prodigy in the 1952 novel The Natural. Only, Bill’s talent was not pitching; his talent was recruiting and retaining what, at the time, we called insurance agents. I set out to learn his rigorous, deep selection and attraction process that resulted in making his Atlanta-based agency a standout.


I learned much of what I am discussing in this book from Bill, who ran our firm for about thirty years before NM appointed me to steward this treasured policyholder asset. You will be hearing about him and directly from him in this book. I sought him out as a mentor, and when he took early retirement, I raised my hand to be his successor.


Our Guiding Principles


This book is about the art and science of selecting, attracting, and developing talent. I’m not only addressing my colleagues in financial services, but many of the principles are transferable to other industries. Forming enduring and rewarding personal relationships is the key to human happiness in general, but it is specifically applicable to recruiting and retaining top talent. This book will show what principles in our company culture help us attract and keep bright, dedicated people who are the best fit for our firm. The financial services industry has unique aspects that make it especially important for people to trust and feel comfortable with their advisors. I will be sharing knowledge of how to talk with people and learn from them about their hopes and dreams rather than discussing the important but arcane technical aspects of financial services.


For those unfamiliar with the financial services industry, I’ll explain briefly how and why it has changed during my career. Great Depression–era legislation known as the Glass-Steagall Act of 1933 separated commercial banking, where people and companies deposit, withdraw, and borrow money, from investment banking. Regulators and lawmakers gradually removed that separation, starting in the 1960s and 1970s. By the twenty-first century, Americans looking to invest their money could do so with a variety of brokerages, banks, and insurance companies. It was all one big financial services industry.


What I liked about NM was that, despite its prominence in the industry, the clients were interacting with relatively small branches, such as my father’s Wright Financial Group. It had the feel of a family business. In fact, my first job was in my father’s office as a janitor. I would even accompany him to the company’s big annual meeting in Milwaukee, the headquarters city. When I was just old enough to begin traveling around the country on my own, my father would say, “Johnny, if you’re ever in trouble in another city, you call the NM managing partner, and they will help you.” I never needed such help, but recently, I was at an off-site meeting where I learned that the daughter of our then-executive vice president, Tim Gerend, was stuck waiting overnight at the Atlanta airport. I immediately called my daughter, Faith, to pick her up from the airport so she could spend the night at our home. There’s a family-type feel at NM, even though it’s in the nation’s top one hundred revenue-producing companies.


Family Support


I am very blessed to have had such a supportive family life. I grew up with both sets of grandparents in my life. While I was starting my executive career, my wife, Laura, was a full-time mom who helped wrangle the toddlers and pets into the white Chrysler minivan for the moves to Milwaukee and then Atlanta. Fortunately, the children were young enough to consider a move exciting, and Laura was happy to leave small-town Champaign for bigger cities. I assume a lot of executives’ spouses must put up with dinner-table whining about corporate life. In my case, the move to headquarters felt liberating, and I loved Milwaukee. It was a relatively small, sleepy Midwestern city, but it felt big to me. But while I loved the suburb we settled in (Mequon, on Lake Michigan’s western shore), Laura really struggled with the cold, leaving her life in Champaign, and my long plane rides all over the United States.


“God blinded me before this move so I could do it,” she said of her decision to go along with my big life-changing 2002 decision. And again, a few years later, she not-at-all-reluctantly went along with another move that brought us to Buckhead in Atlanta, Georgia.


Meeting the Mastermind


Not even halfway through my three-year executive training program, I had already been promoted to director of agency development, supporting fourteen offices, and was able to fly to other offices around the country as a consultant. Shortly after settling into my new role, I set up a visit to one of NM’s most successful agencies to find out why everyone said the managing partner in Atlanta was so admired.


“Bill, what I’ve heard about you is that you recruit and retain differently from anybody else in the profession, not just at Northwestern Mutual, but anywhere,” I told him on the phone. “I would love for you to recruit me. I mean literally, Bill; I want to go through your entire process.” I asked to fly to Atlanta and get at least a truncated version of his recruitment process, since he had only about two days to devote to this corporate training initiative. “I want you to go through everything you do to attract a candidate, pretending I’m a candidate,” I said.


Now, were we really pretending, or was I a candidate? All I am sure of is that as I went through Bill Goodwin’s mutual selection process in 2004, I was captivated. After I landed at Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport, Bill met me himself and brought me back to his office in his two-door black Lexus SC convertible. Bill explained that he had always driven a family car, but now his kids had left home, and it was his time to drive a sport coupe. His office on the twenty-third floor of Buckhead Plaza had an incredible panoramic view of the skyline. Bill had me sit on his couch and spent three hours asking me about my life. Then he had me stay at his home. To this day, I still go out to the airport to pick up candidates and guests, because I learned it from him. Read on to find out what else I learned from Bill, my father, and other mentors as I developed techniques that are too effective not to share.




 


CHAPTER 1


Beyond a Numbers Game


One of the pinnacle moments of my life took place during a dinner at the beautiful Cherokee Country Club, near the Chattahoochee River just north of Atlanta. That night in late 2005, three hundred people gathered to mark the retirement of William O. Goodwin as managing partner of the Goodwin Agency. Bill had given Northwestern Mutual (NM) three years’ notice that he wanted to retire at age sixty from head of its firm in Atlanta. Additionally, his retirement dinner was the occasion for the company’s executive vice president, Bill Beckley, to install me as Bill Goodwin’s successor. Somehow, Goodwin’s wife, Valerie, and my wife, Laura, coincidentally wore the exact same elegant black lace dress. I didn’t ask how they felt about it, but the serendipity left me feeling confident about the succession as I thought, God is giving me a sign that this is meant to be.
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