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As president of NASFA, I get phone calls, plenty of emails and texts of all 
kinds. Recently, I received a phone call from a young State Farm agent. He 
had just reached the third anniversary of his agency appointment. As I was 
answering his questions, I asked him what some of his goals are for the 
upcoming year and for the next few years. His answer shocked me. He told 
me that he and his wife would be looking at their net income from being an 
agent throughout the first three years, and if years four and five were not 
much better, this “State Farm gig” was going to be history. 

I was taken aback. He would quit agency! 

He told me that his sales leader and others had projected what his income 
was going to be for the first few years, and he had reached some of their 
projections but not enough to really matter monetarily for his family. He was 
very unhappy.

This agent told me his wife was a nurse and that they were very grateful for 
her income and benefits. His expenditures and net income did not leave 
them with much more. He continued to say that this “gig” is not what State 
Farm projected it to be. He was working seven days a week and paying two 
full-time staff assistants, and the gross income from his paycheck was gone 
before he could see any net income for himself. 

 I could only say, “I understand.”

The current auto and fire rate increases that we are going through are 
crippling much of the positive gain that he had built throughout the first 
three years. He said, “I come into my office in the morning, and my fax 
machine has policyholder cancellation notices every day from many people.” 
The policyholders do not just cancel their auto policies; they also cancel 
their home policies, umbrella policies and sometimes even their life policies. 
He said that he thought many of these policyholders were his friends, and 
he had hoped they would turn into longtime, lifetime State Farm insureds. 
Now, all the work that the agent had put into the marketing to these people; 
writing their policies; and handling their claims, questions and requests was 
for naught. 

I could only say, “I understand.”

The young agent felt that his sales leader was not his friend, and that the 
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sales leader was only interested in his travel numbers 
so she could qualify to travel with State Farm. He 
said, in his opinion, this sales leader went through 
a real “transformation” from when he started three 
years ago to now with regard to their relationship. 
This agent said: “My sales leader does not really listen 
to my concerns — or agency logic — in many of my 
questions. She gives me only the canned State Farm 
response to my questions.” 

I could only say, “I understand.” 

The agent elaborated about the two days of “help” his 
sales leader gave him in his business planning last year 
and how he was dreading going through that process 
with her for his 2023 plan. He felt that the plan his sales 
leader used only factored in what State Farm wanted 
him to do and not his personal wants or needs. He 
has expressed to his sales leader his concerns about 
the auto and fire increases and how they are going to 
affect his business going forward. His sales leader told 
him this is just a bump in the road in his agency career 
and that he would just have to buck up and work 
harder to achieve growth in these challenging times. 

I could only say, “I understand.”

Listening ears and helping hands

We had been talking on the phone for about 40 
minutes when he said to me, “Bob, you’re a great 
listener.” 

I told him that sometimes you just need to vent, and as 
a NASFA board member — and president — I am here 
to listen and assist when I can. I listened for 40 minutes, 
and it seemed to help him. He needed to talk, and he 
picked me to talk to. I’m glad that I was able to assist 
him, even if it only was to listen in that moment.

But I am not the exception; I am the norm. NASFA is 
here to help. We are an organization of agents helping 
agents. As our tenured members know, we are not 
anti-State Farm, but we are definitely pro-agent. While 
the corporation cares about the profits, numbers and 
projections and treats agents as disposable, we treat 
agents as the treasures they are and do what we can 
to support them so that they remember their own 
value — and leverage that value to help them achieve 
financial value from their businesses. 
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Mission Statement: NASFA, a professional association of State 
Farm independent contractor agents, endeavors to provide 
timely and insightful information to our membership, foster 
a spirit of camaraderie and professional fellowship, and work 
tirelessly to maintain the independent contractor status and 
entrepreneurial opportunity of our member agents.

This holiday season, I encourage all of you readers to 
pay it forward. Lend a listening ear to your staff and 
your fellow agents. Be generous with your empathy. Be 
sympathetic about the tough personal and professional 
challenges your team and fellow agents are facing. 
Tell your staff thank you — and tell them often. Do not 
hesitate — or forget — to show your team members 
daily what they mean to you and your office. 

In that spirit of gratitude, I’d like to take a moment to 
thank my fellow NASFA directors. I’m grateful for the 
days, months and years of dedication our tenured 
leaders have devoted to the organization. I’m also 
thankful for our newest board members who will surely 
help our organization grow into the future. I also want to 
thank all of you members for being part of our cause. We 
appreciate all that you do to support our organization 
and help your fellow agents. I look forward to 2023 with 
all of you. 

As you turn your calendar to 2023, be sure to save the 
date for the 2023 NASFA Annual Conference, which will 
take place May 11-12 in Savannah, Ga. (See the official 
save the date on page 41.) Please consider spending a 
couple of days with us and adding more value to your 

agency experience. It is always an enriching experience 
for members to come together to talk and listen. 
We also appreciate your input in adding value to this 
event. If you have any ideas for what you want at this 
conference, please let us know. We are in the process 
of lining up our speakers, and we want to make sure 
we cover all of your needs. We’re "hear" to listen to your 
expectations, so please give us a shout about what you 
want to learn and hear about. 

I wish you and your teams and families a wonderful 
holiday season and a happy, healthy, prosperous 2023. I 
look forward to connecting with you in the new year.

Bob

NASFA has a legal fund to
support members’ interests.

You can contribute at any time or 
do so when you renew your membership.

Contact office@nasfa.com
if you need more information.
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In the last issue of The Mirror, I wrote about challenges 
to being a successful, happy State Farm agent. But those 
were just the tip of the iceberg. Here are a few more 
challenges:

Challenge 4: Non-traditional 
office locations

When the COVID-19 pandemic struck in 
February 2020, we all went home to work. 
The good news was that a State Farm 
agent could work from home. The even 
better news for most agents was that it 
was a pretty good deal. Once the issue 
of a comfortable, workable home office 
was solved, it became apparent to many agents that 
being home cut commutes and afforded more work-life 
balance. As the pandemic waned, State Farm coaxed 
everyone back into their offices. Well, sort of. It turns out 
that many agents discovered that they really didn’t need 
to be in that physical business location with the red-
and-white sign out front in order to conduct a successful 
agency. Many agents still go into the office fewer than 
five days a week. They still have an office and still have 
usually at least one staff person there, but the agent is 
not there as much. 

Here’s the thing: You promised State Farm in your 
Agent’s Agreement that being a State Farm agent would 
be your principal occupation. State Farm promised you 
that as long as you took 
care of your customers they 
weren’t going to nag you 
about hours of operation. 
They just, supposedly, 
wanted to make sure 
that customers can find 
you when they need you. 
Therefore, there is not a rule 
that says your office has to 

be open so many days a week or so many hours a day. 
Your promise is to promptly serve your customers. That 
leaves a whole lot of room for interpretation. Of course, 
State Farm being State Farm, it cannot help but meddle 
in what should otherwise be an idyllic situation. Those 

who have read my columns throughout 
the years know what I am going to suggest. 
It’s simple: Do not tell them any more 
than you have to tell them. As long as you 
are opening your computer and doing 
some business and making some calls or 
if someone else is making calls and your 
numbers are still good, there is not going 
to be much backlash. 

But I can pretty much guarantee that if you start asking 
your sales leader about a number of days in a week 
and hours in a day, things are going to go badly. First, 
the sales leader is going to start watching and asking 
questions. You do not need that kind of oversight. You 
are an “independent contractor for all purposes,” as 
your Agent’s Agreement says. There is no need to ask 
management for any guidance on this issue. 

The pandemic also pushed some people to change 
their definition of home, as some decided to spend 
more time at their vacation homes or with family out of 
state. If you’re doing this, my same guidance applies. Do 
not ask your sales leader about how to do it. Just do it. 
That’s what a good staff is for. The staff is going to do the 

day-in, day-out things they 
do whether you are there 
or not. Let them do their 
thing, and compensate 
them accordingly. 

How much time should 
you be spending at your 
vacation home? The 
answer is as much as you 

Anything can be difficult: 
Part 2
By Robert E. O’Connor, NASFA Legal Counsel

It’s simple: Do 
not tell them 

any more than 
you have to 

tell them.

The Mirror Winter 2022www.NASFA.com6



like, as long as you keep in mind that soliciting sales for 
State Farm is still your principal occupation. Again, just 
getting on your State Farm computer and doing things 
lets the folks in Bloomington know that you are doing 
your job. 

The next iteration of the not-at-the-office issue is when 
you decide for whatever reason to permanently move 
your family to another state but keep your office in the 
state it is currently located. That raises some more issues. 
The first issue is licensure. State Farm has you licensed in 
the state where you signed your contract. The state has 
you licensed at a particular address, whether it is a home 
or office address. You are licensed as a state resident 
licensed agent. Changing your address in the state is 
one thing, but trying to change to a non-resident license 
is another situation entirely. Basically, that is a really bad 
idea. Alarm bells will go off all over Bloomington if you 
try to become a non-resident agent in the state where 
you have your office. To be safe, keep your resident 
license, and keep a mailing address in that state. I would 
go so far as to advise you to keep your driver’s license 

and voter registration in the old home state too. Both of 
those things are further indications that your old home 
state is still your home state. 

It should go without saying that you certainly cannot 
obtain a license to sell insurance in your new state. That 
just is not going to work. Your principal occupation is 
back in that other state. You cannot be selling in the new 
state too. That is not to say that you cannot get a non-
resident license in an adjoining state. State Farm has 
gotten a lot better about giving permission for that than 
in years past. Certainly there still are some quirks and 
favoritism, but it has gotten easier. 

Challenge 5: TASP office

This one is sort of a surprise. It sounds like a good idea. 
You will babysit some former agent’s book of business 
until State Farm either reassigns the book or gets a new 
agent to take it over. Simple right? They are going to pay 
you good money to do what you already do: solicit and 
service State Farm products. 

Image by meisjedevos via Pixabay
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Not so fast. You need to be wary 
of this situation. Right in the 
front part of the agreement, you 
as a temporary assigned service 
program (TASP) agent promise 
not to solicit or accept customers 
from the book of business you are 
babysitting. Basically, it is really just 
like a babysitting job: You watch 
the kids (customers), and someone 
pays you for it. You do not get to 
take the kids and keep them. You would be surprised 
how many agents do not read the TASP contract 
though. One thing you can absolutely count on from 
State Farm is that it wants the policies to go where State 
Farm wants them to go. Period, end of story. When you 
interfere with that by accident or design, State Farm is 
not happy. That is the bold example. The subtle example 
is often harder to sort out. 

The subtle example results from you and your staff 
doing your usual good job helping customers. In this 
case, you are helping customers from the TASP office. 
You do such a good job that the customers either 
want to transfer to you right away or when they are 
reassigned to the new agent. Again, that’s not what 
State Farm and you agreed to do, and it’s not what State 
Farm wants. Yes, State Farm does in fact expect a little 
bit of migration of some TASP policies, but — and there 
is no hard-and-fast rule on what is too much — sooner 
rather than later, State Farm is going to be very unhappy 
about your raiding the TASP book. If you are going to 
take a TASP deal, you need to have written policies in 
place that you can show your agency administration 
leader about how you are going to deal with TASP 
customers who want to transfer. 

Challenge 6: Promotions

There are two discussion topics 
here. The first is buying leads. 
Buying leads is really about two 
things. First, State Farm worries 
about you introducing big blocks 
of information that might have a 
virus into their computer system. 
Next, they worry a little — not 
a lot — that you do not realize 

that everything you put into the State Farm computer 
system becomes their property. There also is a small 
worry that whatever you introduce into their system 
might have a bug that sends State Farm information 
back to whomever you bought the leads from. The 
easiest thing to do is make sure when you are buying 
leads from non–State Farm sources that you clear the 
seller with State Farm first.

The second promotions challenge is advertising, 
particularly on social media. Social media actually is a 
far larger and more problematic topic. I am aware that 
there are pages and pages available to you on ABS that 
tell you what you can and cannot do with social media. 
I strongly suggest that before you become very active 
on social media you become aware of the State Farm 
rules. It is amazingly easy to run afoul of their rules. 
Certainly the easy topics are covered. You do not want 
to offend any potential customer by having opinions — 
that includes opinions about almost anything. Someone 
is going to have an opposite opinion, and you might 
be surprised by how quickly someone will report you 
to State Farm. And no, this is not about Cancel Culture 
posts. It’s just about posts generally. Folks today seem 
to be a lot more sensitive about everything. Read what 
State Farm wants you to know, and follow those rules. 

Of course, this list of challenges is not exhaustive. There 
are other, different challenges you face as a State Farm 
agent. When they come up, please do not hesitate to 
call or write. I am here to help you.

800-789-8609
office@nasfa.com

Basically, [TASP] is really 
just like a babysitting 

job: You watch the 
kids (customers), and 

someone pays you for it. 
You do not get to take the 

kids and keep them.
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What you need to know 
about AMD 66 and AMD 108
By Robert E. O’Connor, NASFA Legal Counsel

Recently State Farm announced a change in the 
Compensation for Assigned Business. Basically Service 
Compensation for non-personally produced business is 
reduced to 3% for at least two years and up to as many 
as 10 years depending on where the business originates. 
There is no Quality Compensation (AA97) or Semi-
monthly Variable Compensation (AA05) on this business. 
You should probably sign both amendments.

All State Farm Agent’s Agreements provide for three 
different methods of compensation: 

 1. According to the Schedule of Payments attached 
to your agreement.

 2. According to a schedule measuring achievements 
of quality of agency operations (or production, for 
AA97). 

 3. According to any bonus, award or prize program. 

Here are some key points to know about how these 
amendments affect your business.

How long is the assigned business paid at 
the lower rate?
Two years for business assigned through Alternate 
Access Points and 10 years for policies assigned to 
you because of the termination of another agent’s 

agreement, the release of policies by another agent to 
you, or the acquisition of policies by purchase or merger.
Note that the Agent’s Agreement specifically says that 
the Schedule of Compensation can be unilaterally 
changed by State Farm at any time with notice to you of 
the change.

What business does this commission 
reduction effect?
All non-personally produced business. State Farm is 
defining business two ways: personally produced or 
assigned. The reduction applies to assigned business. 

What is included in “assigned” business?
Pretty much any business other than what your office 
produces is assigned business. Block assignments and 
business from the internet will probably be the largest 
blocks of reduced-commission business.

Do I have to sign the amendments?
This is a four-part answer. Please read all parts:

 1. Yes, if you wish to receive assignments.
 2. Yes, if you want to participate in bonus, award, 

prize or allowance programs.
 3. Yes, if you want to remain visible on any State 

Farm internet or social media platforms.
 4. No, if you do not expect any assignments or 

business from any Alternate Access Points AND 
you are not concerned about your agency being 
found on the internet or social media.

Although NASFA does not believe that State Farm 
has the legal right to remove an active agent from 
statefarm.com — and we do not believe at this time 
that they will try to do so — this problem, when it arises, 
could take years to resolve.

We will provide more analysis and information as it 
becomes available.
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Wrapping up another year as a State Farm agent has 
a good feeling as winter is setting in for most agents 
and all of us focus on finalizing goals for 2023. I wish to 
extend a hearty congratulations to all of you who hit 
your 2022 goals. Now it’s time to enjoy your family and 
friends before the race begins again. My hope for you 
this holiday season is that you will be fully present with 
your family and loved ones.

As we work toward the new year, 
I hope you’ll maintain a sense of 
optimism toward all of the changes 
we are enduring — at least until 
we are proven otherwise. One 
recent big change is Rand Harbert’s 
departure from his role as chief 
agency, sales and marketing officer. 
While Harbert was a corporate guy, 
I believe he always maintained an 
advocacy approach toward agents. 
I hope you’ll join me in thanking 
him for his efforts and wishing him well in his next 
chapter. His replacement, Kristyn Cook, former vice 
president of agency and marketing, will need some time 
to demonstrate that she is pro-agent in actions and not 
just in words. Until proven otherwise, we should remain 
optimistic that Cook will balance agency interests with 
those of Bloomington.

As the email was delivered concerning our 
compensation schedule (See page 9), I was having an 
auto claim representative explain to me that it was not 
his job to contact the policyholder but instead it was 
the responsibility of the customer to contact claims for 
updates. At that moment, I wondered if the corporate 
officers were aware just how much service work we 
agents do each day. Many offices have a dedicated 
employee to follow up on claims, billing and change 
issues just to keep the company from looking so inept. 
Either State Farm leaders don’t know or they don’t care. 

The email announcement, followed by the enterprise-
wide conference calls, felt more like a slap in the face 
than anything. The follow-up call had to be a difficult 
call for most sales leaders, especially because they had 
few details to address the obvious concerns. Putting a 
positive spin on this one must have been tough.

Today, a low percentage of current compensation 
comes from alternate access points. However, I think 

this percentage will be higher in the 
future as the company continues to 
highlight the 800 number and State 
Farm website in every commercial 
and print advertisement. Future 
compensation will be impacted 
each year, and I believe this is the 
message the conference calls were 
trying to convey. My observation 
is that while this revision will not 
impact agents pay much today, 
likewise, it won’t help the corporate 

bottom line much either. So why irritate the agency 
force today? Maybe it has something to do with 
significant changes yet to be announced. Time will 
answer these additional questions.

In the days following the announcement regarding 
the changes to our compensation schedule, I read 
through some agent social media pages and could 
hear the frustration in the posts, which now number 
in the hundreds. Some were very direct with feelings 
of anger, while others sounded as though they had 
been betrayed. Mixed in with these emotional posts 
were a few voices calling for calm, trying to help put 
things into perspective, which I was glad to see. They 
reminded us to be optimistic or see the bright side. 
We’ve weathered plenty of changes, and we can work 
through this one too. But if things don’t work out for 
agents, it is important to use our voices to effect change. 
I’m grateful that NASFA helps give agents a louder voice. 

Wishing you optimism and 
tranquility
By Steve White, NASFA Vice President of Marketing

As we work toward the 
new year, I hope you’ll 

maintain a sense of 
optimism toward all 

of the changes we are 
enduring — at least 
until we are proven 

otherwise.
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That being said, I want to inject a word of caution 
regarding social media posts. Although these pages 
usually are only open to active agents, someone 
could easily share a screenshot with your sales leader, 
and then you might receive a call from an agency 
administration leader to discuss your comments. 
Sometimes being honest with your thoughts can land 
you in a position to defend them later. Let’s hope this 
never happens to anyone, but to prevent it, make sure 
you’re venting in a safe space, like within NASFA. 

Diversify your future plans

The evolution of agency is not easy to watch. The longer 
your tenure, the more changes you have witnessed to 
our roles as agents and our partnership with State Farm. 
Many agents will remember calculating auto rates from 
a manual, which was updated monthly. Our newest 

agents have only worked inside the framework of ECRM, 
and the term microfiche is meaningless. My point is that 
agency is always changing, and sometimes it isn’t for 
our good. The change to our compensation rate is but 
one not working in our favor, even though it is minimal 
today. But other changes do end up working out one 
way or another, or we just learn to live with them. Those 
of us who have stuck around all these years know from 
experience that ultimately things will be fine.

Another helpful tactic is to have a plan for yourself when 
big changes are announced or you suspect they are in 
the pipeline. More announcements are surely coming 
down the pike, and I will respond by diversifying. If we 
look at State Farm, it is well diversified in the holdings 
of the company. For many years, the company was 
heavily invested in real estate, but today its focus is 
technology. Dozens of patents are owned pertaining 
to data management and ownership of technology 
companies. If this works well for Bloomington, we as 
agents should be diversifying too. As you can afford, 
look for opportunities to create passive income, which 
does not violate your agreement with the company, to 
supplement your income needs down the road. Having 
100% of your income coming from your agency may not 
be enough.

The end of the year is always a great time to stop and 
evaluate your life and career. As I look back at mine, I 
quickly see how fortunate I have been over the years, 
which makes me look forward to the years to come. 
But I’ve also learned that there is more to life outside of 
State Farm. Agency really is just a job, and you’ll quickly 
be replaced when you leave. Make your life count by 
being involved in something outside of your agency, 
whether with your family, a social group or a hobby. 
Diversifying your opportunities for fulfillment makes it 
easier to survive and thrive. 

I wish you all the best in the new year. 

Image by Jingxi Lau via Unsplash

The NASFA board of directors and The Mirror 
staff sincerely thank Steve White for his hard 
work and dedication to NASFA. We wish him 

all the best in his future endeavors. 
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So, you’ve had a good run as a State Farm agent. Or 
maybe you are just burned out. Whatever the reason, 
you are seriously thinking about hanging up your Good 
Neighbor spurs and riding off into the sunset. There are 
some things you need to think about before making the 
call to your sales leader.

1. Calculate your retirement income. 

First, you need to get a good idea 
about what your retirement income 
will be. Without making a statement 
about your intentions, give the friendly 
folks in Agency Administration a call 
and ask them to prepare a report about 
what your estimated termination pay 
and extended termination pay might 
be in, say, a year from now. They will 
ask if you are planning to retire. Just tell 
them you are interested for long-range 
planning purposes. While you are 
talking to them, ask if they can tell you 
what your monthly payout will be if you participated in 
the deferred compensation program.

Also look at your other sources of retirement income. 
Using the report you receive from Social Security each 
year, get a good idea about what your monthly benefit 
will be when you get to the full retirement age. Even if 
you are a few years away from drawing Social Security 
benefits, it is still a good idea to know how much will be 
there when the time arrives.

If you built up a good book of business in the secondary 
market, including flood insurance, assigned risk auto 
insurance and the like, you will continue to derive 
service compensation from those policies if you choose 
to keep them. You also have the right to assign those 
policies to another agent, either as an outright gift or as 
a sale of the book. In my own case, I really wanted my 

replacement to succeed, so I just gifted my secondary 
policies to him.

So now you have a fairly good idea about what your 
post-retirement income will be. Now add up all the 
business expenses you currently have. These include 
payroll, utilities, insurance, telephone and postage. 
Not having these monthly costs will have a positive 
influence on your post-retirement income.

2. Plan to give sufficient notice. 

I have been an advocate for giving 
one year’s notice ever since I started 
serving as NASFA’s vice president of 
retired member issues. I receive calls 
from agents who, for whatever reason, 
just want out. They no longer enjoy 
the daily grind, or they don’t like the 
direction the company is headed, and 
they just want to be done. As part 
of my advice, I ask them if they have 

competent staff. Most agents do a good job of building 
their team and enjoy the ability to step out of the office 
for more than a week or two each year. If that is the case, 
I advise these agents to just let their staff run the show 
for a year. Go play golf in Florida for the year or whatever 
floats your boat. Having a cell phone keeps you behind 
your desk no matter where you are.

The benefits of giving a year’s notice are many. You 
are given a $10,000 paid-for life insurance policy. You 
are also given a $5,000 severance bonus check. The 
company says this is to make up for not being invited 
to the next national convention after your retirement. 
The company will also foot the bill for a nice retirement 
reception at the venue of your choice. I really enjoyed 
meeting hundreds of my clients who came for snacks 
and for a chance to thank me for taking care of them 
throughout the years. These may seem like small 

4 things to consider before 
making the retirement move
By Bill Herridge, NASFA Vice President of Retired Member Issues
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things, but they add up to make your walk-away a more 
enjoyable experience.

3. Line up your new health insurance.

You are going to want to make sure you have your post-
retirement health insurance in place. The company’s 
benefits administrator, Aon-Hewitt, will open special 
spending accounts for you and your spouse. They will 
deposit $200 per month in each of these accounts, 
which you may use to pay health insurance premiums, 
Medicare supplement policies, deductibles and so forth. 
These accounts carry any excess funds over from year to 
year. Dealing with Aon-Hewitt is not easy, but stay with 
it. In my case, I got a call shortly after I retired telling me 
to call them back in a couple of weeks so I could make 
an appointment to call them back a few weeks after that 
to discuss my special spending account activities.

4. Square up office logistics. 

If you own your office building, there are things you 
need to think about. If you are being replaced with a 
new agent, you need to be aware that the company may 
be willing to lease your building while your replacement 
is being trained to step into your shoes. In my case, I 
sold my building to my replacement and carried the 
mortgage myself. Unfortunately, he was terminated 
after 12 months. The company planned to replace him 
but didn’t have anyone in the pipeline. He was paying 

me around $1,400 per month, but the company decided 
to lease the building from him while they worked on 
training a replacement. The company offered to lease 
the building for $5,000 per month. It wasn’t a bad 
deal, but a few months later, the decision was made to 
remove State Farm’s presence from my little town of 
10,000 people, so the nice paycheck didn’t last long.

You will need to decide what to do with your telephone 
numbers. If you have several lines, you have control 
of all of them except for the one owned by State 
Farm. You may just tell the telephone company to 
disconnect them, or you may assign them to your 
replacement. In my case, I just transferred the numbers 
to my replacement. However, many retiring agents sell 
ownership of these numbers to their replacements. In 
terms of price, $3,000 per number is not unreasonable.

More to consider

There are some tax considerations regarding your post-
retirement income. I’ll address those considerations in 
my next article. In the meantime, however, please feel 
free to contact me if you have any questions about 
retirement. I can be reached at billherridge4@gmail.com 
or 254-216-0271. 

There is indeed life after State Farm. I’ll help you get 
there, so just contact me if you have any questions or 
concerns.

Image by Vlad Sargu via Unsplash
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Within 10 years, you will either be a sales star or you will 
be burned out. Will you be the agent who thrives or one 
who barely survives?

This last year has been a whirlwind. Each component of 
our work has been extremely stressful. I’ve been trusted 
with the duties of training a new team member. Some 
days, I would rather light myself on fire than explain that 
the team member must do this, except in some cases 
when she must do that instead. Nothing makes sense. 
Every few tasks, this tech-savvy 21-year-old will shoot 
me a look that says, “Really? How can this process be?” 
I just smile and nod and say, “Yes, you 
have to learn this process anyway.” 
Then I entrust the team member with 
the duties of swimming through the 
training quagmire that is as clear as 
mud. If a new team member can get 
through this process, then they are a 
superstar. 

Our jobs as agents can feel just as 
murky, but we still need to wade 
through the processes. Although we 
sell a useful product that nearly everyone needs, most 
agents at some point find it difficult to turn a profit even 
while working in a market that needs insurance. 

Secrets of success

Based on my experience, I can tell you that one secret 
to a profitable business is team efficiency. If you have a 
team that can prospect, sell and service, you are on the 
right track. 

Another important requirement is to focus on the 
most important clients you have. Hundreds of those 
names you see frequently are the jugglers, the 
constantly late payers and the needy folks. Your team 
rushes to accommodate these accounts, yet the most 
important high-premium clients, the top 20%, are in the 
background because they pay on time and don’t have 
frequent claims. Most agents and team members are 

not even aware that the lower 80% is taking away time 
and profits from the business. 

During our weekly team meetings, we discuss:
 • What are the goals, and were they met? 
 • What went well?
 • What were the top time wasters or problems?

For that last discussion point, we’ve found that some 
team members politely spend so much time with 
policyholders who just want to pinch pennies or 

have the “What if I buy X type of car,” 
question. In truth, some of those 
shoppers will actually buy a car soon, 
but others are just researching and 
don’t follow through. 

You have to focus on the tasks that 
make the agency money. Asking for 
referrals from our top 20% is a very 
valuable task. Make that a priority for 
you and your team. This will expand 
your client base and help you branch 

out your market. All of these folks likely have friends, 
relatives and social media contacts. This gives you a 
large, captive audience to tap into. 

If you choose to be a social media connection with 
your clients, keep an eye on who comments when 
your policyholder posts about one of their exciting 
life events, like a new job, a new baby or a marriage, 
or about the troubling ones, like the death of a family 
member. These posts tend to get the most responses. 
Then, consider asking your policyholder to refer some of 
those people to you when the timing is appropriate. Of 
course, be sure to share your well wishes or condolences 
on social media too, so that it later makes sense about 
why you are asking such a direct question about people 
in their social network. 

Will you succeed?
By Nancy Zacherl, NASFA Immediate Past President

Most agents and 
team members are 

not even aware that 
the lower 80% is 
taking away time 

and profits from the 
business.
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Don’t miss key selling opportunities

Most agencies miss opportunities that are dangling 
in front of their faces. That’s an expensive mistake. 
Sometimes I’ll watch the desk and see who comes in. 
I’ll notice that someone stopping in to drop off a check 
is also on my list of people to call. I make sure to catch 
them while they’re already focused on State Farm 
business. 

We have to do our best to organize our people data 
despite how challenging our ECRM system is to work 
with. It is not very user-friendly in terms of organizing all 
of the information about prospects, buyers and clients. 
My team has experimented with ways to keep good 
notes and make follow-up connections. It’s critical we 
don’t miss selling opportunities. 

When we are writing a new homeowner policy, we 
sometimes forget to ask the client some ancillary 
questions, like the names and dates of birth of their 
children, if they have any pets, and whether they 
might need additional coverage for jewelry or musical 
instruments. These are missed selling opportunities if 
we forget about these questions. 

Another important tidbit teams might overlook 
is having the team member introduce you to the 
prospective policyholder as an expert in whatever your 
area of expertise is. This fun fact can lead to a discussion 
and additional sales. At the same time, as the agent, we 
need to talk up the competence and expertise of our 
staff to prove to prospective policyholders that we are 
the team that can best support them. (Plus, it gives a 
nice pat on the back to our team members and reminds 
our clients to treat our teams with respect.) People 
will be much less inclined to shop around if they are 
confident you know them and are capable of giving you 
the best service for their money. If your policyholders 
know they are working with the best of the best and you 
prove that to them, the referrals will come rolling in too. 

Reach for the stars

I’ll be honest, sometimes I am the worst offender in my 
business at trying to keep everything organized and 
efficient. Then I make the mistake of running around 

trying to capture customers' names, ages, life events 
and insurance needs. 

We are in a rural area, so we try to stay tuned in to our 
customers' needs, changes, emergencies and dreams. 
We try to see what customers are happy with and what 
are they cranky about. Sometimes we can help manage 
their complaints, and sometimes we can only listen. 
Sometimes we can’t even accommodate them with a 
need for a business policy that we can’t write or a driver 
we can’t keep. The best solution is to keep profitable 
business with our agency and plant seeds for future 
activities that have a value.
 
Every fall, we decide where to spend our marketing 
dollars, and this decision can be overwhelming. Each 
idea sounds great, and we get excited to ponder the 
sales possibilities. It is easy to run away with lots of 
marketing dollars just to have a credit card overloaded 
in March and no leads. All we can do as agents is 
budget, review frequently, change course when needed, 
and stay organized with our teams’ salaries to be sure 
we are sustainable and make a profit. My team has 
pulled the trigger on several marketing ideas and had 
many victories, but it all comes down to engaging in the 
agency and collectively working hard. 

It’s not a secret sauce. Just move out clutter that doesn’t 
make you money or make you happy. Then, work 
smarter and harder. In the end, you’ll be the star agent 
who thrives.
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Many adults spend most of their working years 
dreaming of retirement and all the things they hope 
to do. After spending your last day 
in the office — and possibly after a 
retirement party — it’s time to enjoy 
the pleasures you dreamed of during 
those hardworking days. Now you 
have the time to travel to exotic 
locations, play golf or pursue the 
hobbies you didn’t have time for while 
working. Imagine not having to wake 
up and go to work. Imagine a world 
where every day is Sunday. 

While you might spend years 
dreaming about and, I hope, planning 
for retirement, there are many outside factors that 
can derail your plans if these factors are not properly 
considered. 

First, working income stops at retirement, so while 
you’re still working, you need to plan for how to replace 
it. In fact, saving for retirement is a lifetime project, and 
many don’t start soon enough. The sooner one starts 
saving or investing for retirement, the more likely they 
are to be able to enjoy the retirement of their dreams. 

When life happens

But even when people have the best intentions for 
saving for retirement, life happens and can sidetrack 
these plans. Marriages, mortgages, home improvement, 
auto repairs, childcare costs, and desires to help your 
children with educational and wedding expenses all 
detract from retirement savings. These are worthwhile 
expenses to be sure, but if they are not kept in check, 
they can be disastrous for your retirement goals. 

As insurance agents, we have heard about all of these 
challenges. Many people live for today and have no 

time to worry about tomorrow. As an agent, I have 
talked to couples willing to commit to a college fund 

for their children even though they 
did not have a retirement account for 
themselves. They figured they had 
plenty of time to save for retirement 
once their kids were done with 
college. Most parents are in their 40s 
and 50s or even older when their kids 
graduate from college, so that leaves 
them with 20 or fewer years to save. 

Did you ever hear the expressions, 
“The plumber’s home has leaky pipes,” 
“Electricians have faulty wiring in their 
homes,” or “The cobbler’s children 

have no shoes,”? Well, I hate to say it, but as much as 
we insurance agents encourage our policyholders to 
plan for retirement, we sometimes are bad at planning 
for our own retirements. This is more evident today 
than it was, say, 30 years ago. I talk to many agents that 

Working toward the golden 
years of retirement
By Charmaine Barnes, NASFA Treasurer and Vice President of Membership

Image by James Hose Jr via Unsplash
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I started with back in the early ‘90s. I was lucky to be 
hired under the old contract. The significance of having 
this contract was that when I reached retirement age, I 
would have a lifetime monthly income that depended 
on the size of my agency. I never truly understood at the 
time the importance of this benefit. 

I was 38 when I started with State Farm, and I had little 
to nothing put aside for my retirement. I was married 
with two children, and my husband’s company provided 
a 401k. I felt at the time it would provide enough for 
our retirement. He had more than 30 years to continue 
contributions. I considered my State Farm retirement 
benefit a plus. I thought with those two sources of 
financial support plus Social Security we would be all 
set. 

Then life happened. In 1997, a new contract was 
introduced, and my marriage of 23 years ended. You 
may not understand the connection, but my divorce 
was a major reason I decided to stick with my original 
contract. 

My hopes and dreams for the future changed. Suddenly 
I no longer had that life partner who shared the same 
retirement dreams of growing old together. I was now 
a single mom of two boys running a single- income 
household. It was a rough adjustment to make. 

If it seems too good to be true …

The new contract talk was a scary time for me. I did 
not want my income to decrease. I did not trust myself 
to make up the difference in bonus money when I 
had no control of the rules of the game. I knew bonus 
programs could change, I was not willing to take that 
chance. Finally, I did not want to give up the guaranteed 
retirement income. You see, I know my weaknesses, 
and I knew that I could not trust myself to invest the 
annual investment program payments (AIPPs) that were 
to be provided over 20 years. I did not know enough to 
know what to invest in or what outside risk I would be 
exposed to. I was not willing to take that risk. I trusted 
my ability to grow my agency, and I knew with hard 
work I would get a good payout when I retired. This way, 
I did not have to worry about outside investment risk. 

During this time, I had many close agent friends tell 
me I was making a bad decision. I was told I would 
not be seen as a team player. Many showed me their 
projected bonus potentials, which seemed fantastic, 
but they failed to realize they were only estimates, not 
guarantees. Others asked me how I could turn down the 
bonus sign-up money. I must agree, it was hard to turn 
down that money, but thank goodness my dad — who 
to this day is the smartest man I know — reminded 
me that if the deal looks too good to be true, then it 
probably is. So, I kept the old contract. At that time, 
less than 25% of agents kept the old contract. The rest 
of agency took the ‘97 contract. Those agents trusted 
that the company would always have their backs, and 
so they believed with a bonus and a 20-year payout to 
invest into their own retirement savings nothing could 
go wrong. 

Well, something did go wrong about three years into 
the new contract. Bonus programs changed, and 
suddenly the bonus money that helped make up the 
loss in commission was not as promised. Many found 
it harder to keep up financially with the new changes. 
Many had to turn to credit to make up the difference to 
keep up the lifestyles they were accustomed to. When 
the AIPP money was distributed each year, many used 
the money to pay off debts or keep their businesses 
afloat. They held on to the belief that next year would 
be better and that they could double their retirement 

Image by Towfiqu barbhuiya via UnsplashImage by James Hose Jr via Unsplash

The MirrorWinter 2022 NASFA – Agents Serving Agents 17



investments then. Many have since said they will never 
be able to retire.

Avoid missing your retirement goals

The intention of this article is to bring to light the 
importance of preparing for the day you leave the 
workforce and enter the golden years that you so rightly 
deserve. My hope is that our younger AA05 agents 
and future agents work to avoid the errors made by so 
many. When obstacles get in the way, find the strength 
to stay the course. Never lose focus on your retirement 
planning and the dreams you have in order to enjoy the 
next phase of life.

In my years on the NASFA board of directors, I have 
had the opportunity to speak with agents all over the 
country. I was always surprised when I spoke to agents 
well into their 70s and still working. I was always curious 
why. A few just liked what they were doing and could 
not imagine life without work. Those agents were not 
there out of necessity, but instead it was just a personal 
choice. Unfortunately, many told me they could not 
afford to retire. I was always shocked to hear this. One 
agent told me he would die at his desk. I asked why, 
and he said he made the wrong choice in his career, and 
things did not go as planned. I asked what happened 
to the money he received to invest into a retirement 
account. He said he had needed it to support his agency 
throughout those 20 years. He had been able to put 
some of it away, but it was not enough to support the 
lifestyle that he and his family had planned. 

Obstacles get in the way. I know of agents who had to 
use the money meant for retirement to pay for college 
tuitions or weddings. Some were frivolous with the 
money and used it to pay for swimming pools, exotic 
vacations, theater rooms and other luxury expenses. 
They always believed they could pay back their 
retirement accounts later, but they discovered that was 
not as easy as they thought. Now as they approach their 
golden years, they find that they failed to apply all the 
advice they gave to their policyholders about retirement 
to themselves. 

Times have certainly changed. In the past, agents never 
had to worry about retirement income. They would 

have their guaranteed termination pay for life once 
retired. There was also deferred compensation, and 
many did participate in this program. Agents were 
not left to figure out their retirement savings on their 
own. That all changed in 1997. Things are different 
now. Commission income is not what it was. The cost 
to do business has significantly increased. Agents 
today have high costs just to do business. Labor costs 
have increased as agencies expand their staff to meet 
annual company goals. Plus, agents need to offer their 
employees financial incentives to keep them motivated. 
The costs of marketing and office supplies have more 
than doubled. Multi-office agencies bring even more 
expenses. Many of these obstacles didn’t exist in the 
past. Agents never had a reason to believe that their 
careers may not last or provide them with enough 
income for retirement. Today, many have to seek out 
other means of financial support just to subsidize their 
agent income. When you think about all that, it’s not 
surprising that so many can’t retire. 

If you are early in your career, I implore you to be 
diligent about saving for retirement. When you receive 
your AIPP funds, invest them wisely. Enroll in deferred 
compensation if possible. To stay the course, find 
ways to cut your business expenses and minimize 
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your personal expenses for wants. 
Retirement might seem far away, and 
you might think you have plenty of 
time to save. But life happens, and 
obstacles will get in the way. You have 
to plan ahead to work around them or 
invest now while you can to make up 
for those future times when you can’t. 
The younger you start planning for 
retirement, the better off you will be in 
the future. You give this advice to your 
policyholders. Make sure you listen to 
this advice yourself too. 

If you are further along in your career, start saving for 
retirement now. Any extra you can put aside will be 
useful for you later. 

Everyone deserves to reap the rewards for working so 
hard for years. Whether retiring on our own terms or 

having to stop work out of medical 
necessity, there will come a day 
when we all leave the workforce. 
The question is whether you’ll be 
able to enjoy the retirement lifestyle 
you dreamed of or if you will be left 
struggling. Companies rarely still offer 
the guaranteed retirement income of 
the past. It is up to you to make sure 
that you will have enough money 
for retirement. Stay focused and 
remain dedicated to your savings and 
investments. 

As a retired agent myself, I am forever grateful to have 
the retirement income I earned and protected with my 
career and savings choices. I am living my dream and 
loving the golden years of my life. Make the choice to 
live your dreams too. 

The younger you 
start planning for 

retirement, the better 
off you will be in 

the future. You give 
this advice to your 

policyholders. Make 
sure you listen to this 
advice yourself too.

Do you like to write?
         Have a tip to share?

The Mirror is looking
for contributors!

Email jstorelli@nasfa.com
for more information.



Better hiring with the 
DISC Model
By Bo Shantz, NASFA Vice President of Legal Issues

Hiring good team members is one of the hardest and 
most important things we do as agents. We need to 
build a team we can count on but also justify as our 
biggest expense as agents. So, how can we do a better 
job of hiring good, productive team members?

Throughout the years, I have hired employees who fit 
well with my team and others who did not. I have heard 
from plenty of other agents who 
have had the same experiences. 
Sometimes I wonder: Is there a 
trick to hiring employees who fit 
my team or something else I don’t 
know about, or are some agents 
just lucky?

In my experience, hiring employees 
is like opening a box of chocolates. 
You look over all the candidates 
and hope that you picked a really 
good one, but some just leave a bad 
taste in your mouth. While resumes, 
references and interviews are helpful for learning about 
a candidate’s experience and qualifications, I wish some 
employees came with an instruction manual describing 
how to best utilize, train and motivate them.

The closest we can get to that is leveraging the 
results of employee personality assessments, which 
can give you insights into their strengths, needs and 
other personality traits. There are several personality 
assessments you can use, but in this article, I will discuss 
the DISC Model. 

In this model, there are four basic personality types:
 • Dominant.
 • Inspiring.
 • Supportive.
 • Cautious.

Of course, personalities truly are complex and can be 
a blend of different styles. This model posits that each 
person has one dominant trait and other secondary 
traits. It also suggests that people with different 
personality styles bring different strengths to the team. 

People who use the D style are generally driven, 
dominant, decisive, direct and determined. These 

people tend to make up about 10% 
of the population — and I think 
that’s a good thing. My primary 
trait is D, and I really struggle to 
get along with other people with 
the D trait. Most people who use 
the D trait like being in control 
and making decisions. They are 
more task oriented than people 
oriented. They tend to be fast paced 
and make decisions quickly. They 
also are goal oriented and tend 
to prioritize reaching goals over 
making friends. People with D traits 

are often movers and shakers that make things happen. 
People who have strong D traits often feel comfortable 
in and respond well in roles that require quick decisions 
with limited information and taking calculated risks.

A person with I traits typically has more of a people 
focus. People with strong I tendencies usually are 
interactive, involved, impressive, inspiring and 
influencing. They want to be with other people, have 
a good time and look for the fun in life. They like the 
group setting and love a good party.  They also enjoy 
a faster-paced lifestyle, but they prefer more social 
environments than people with D traits do. People who 
use the I style make up 25-30% of the population. Their 
basic needs are recognition and popularity, and they 
thrive in environments with lots of people and where 
they can be in the limelight. Because they are usually 
energized and motivated by interacting with people, 

In my experience, 
hiring employees is 

like opening a box of 
chocolates. You look over 

all the candidates and 
hope that you picked 
a really good one, but 
some just leave a bad 
taste in your mouth.
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they often thrive in and bring their best work to roles 
with direct customer interaction. 

People with S personality traits tend to be supportive, 
shy, stability- and security-seeking, status quo–keeping, 
sweet, and steady. Everyone loves these people. These 
are the kindest people you know. They make up 30-
35% of the population. Their basic needs are security 
and appreciation. People with S traits often feel most 
comfortable in roles like customer support where they 
can help and encourage other people. They usually want 
to help, and they are energized by talking with people in 
one-on-one settings. 

That leaves the C personality style to discuss. People 
with C traits tend to be cautious, careful, conscientious, 
complete, correct and calculating. People with C traits 
often carefully think about what they are going to 
say and do and use exacting language and deliberate 
actions. As such, they take longer to make decisions 
because they carefully consider all options. These 
people make up 20-25% of the population. Careers 
that often attract people with C traits are accounting, 
engineering and other roles that require accuracy. Their 
basic needs are quality answers and details, 
and they do not want to make mistakes. Like 
people with D traits, they are task oriented, 
but they differ from people with D traits 
because they tend toward attention to 
detail rather than a big picture. 

As mentioned, people usually 
have one dominant trait, a high 
secondary trait and two other low 
traits. Very few people, if any, are 
balanced in the middle with equal traits.

Doing your own evaluations

While it is not true that a person’s personality 
style determines whether they are capable of doing a 
job or not, there are some general trends I have noticed 
that work well for me and my team. When hiring a sales 
person, I look for someone who has a high D trait with 
some C and I mixed in. That particular blend of traits for 
a person in a sales role often fits well in my environment 
and with my team. 

While it is possible for people to have a blend of D and 
S traits or a blend of I and C traits, these combinations 
are relatively uncommon. When looking for a service 
person, I find that people with high C traits with some 
D and S blended in work well with my team and my 
clients. 

But how do you identify these types of people? You 
can of course opt to have your candidates complete a 
personality assessment, but these usually cost money. 
Instead, do your own evaluating by asking some 
personality questions. Ask them for a couple words 
that best describe themselves. Or, offer them a short 
series of choices. Are you more driven or more cautious? 
Would you rather be fast or be correct? Are you direct 
or supportive? The answers will help you find the 
personality type you seek. 

Of course, this strategy can backfire if the employee is 
on to your game. He or she might give the answers they 
think you are looking for rather than the honest ones. To 
verify your candidate’s answers, check their references 
and look for other markers on their cover letter and 
resume to find some hints of proof one way or the other.

Either way, asking the right questions in an 
interview can give you better insight into 

a candidate. Don’t waste time asking the 
traditional “What was your last job?” 

“What did you do there?” and 
“How long were you there?” 
These answers can usually be 
found on their resumes. Instead, 

get to know them as a person and a 
worker. 

When you narrow your list down to a 
couple of candidates, consider having 
your other team members chat with the 
candidates or even take them to lunch to get 

to know them better. They may be more relaxed around 
equals, and the insight your employees gather will be 
helpful for the whole team. You all will spend 40 hours a 
week with this person, so be sure to pick someone you 
can all get along with. 

Good luck hiring great team members.

Used with permission from
DISCPersonalityTesting.com
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As one year closes and another begins, I find myself 
analyzing everything in my agency. I try to take a 
step back and look at my agency the way an outside 
consultant would. As a former student of lean six sigma, 
a methodology that systematically reduces waste and 
variation, I also like to apply its define-measure-analyze-
improve-control (DMAIC) process to identify and 
analyze waste in my business. 

In case you haven’t encountered lean six sigma before, 
here’s a quick overview:

Lean six sigma considers eight types of waste:
 • Transportation — This mostly applies in a supply 

chain context for considering the movement of 
supplies and products. The goal is to strategize for 
efficient transportation using the least amount 
of time and resources. However, you also could 
apply this to any of your work-related travel to 
visit clients or even drive to and from your office. 
Consider how your routes and times of travel 
affect your travel efficiency. 

 • Inventory — In a warehouse environment, it 
is critical for an organization to have the right 
amount of inventory. Too little inventory leads 
to missed sales opportunities, but too much 
inventory takes up space and ties up money 
that could have instead been spent on other 
business needs. It is important to have a little extra 
inventory, known as buffer inventory, to account 
for variations in demand or operations and 
other supply chain interruptions that impact an 
organization’s ability to manufacture products or 
procure materials and components. But too much 
inventory beyond that level is waste. In your own 
office, you might apply this to your promotional 
freebies or even too many hard copies of 
handouts for your policyholders. If you have far 
too many freebies, you’ve spent too much money 
on marketing, and the items are probably tying up 

some useful space in your office. 
 • Motion — This refers to employees walking 

farther than practical and working harder than 
necessary to complete a task. In a small office, 
this waste is less impactful, but if tools necessary 
to complete a given task are on opposite sides 
of your office, you’re wasting your and your 
employees’ productive time by having to walk 
back and forth. However, I caution you not to get 
too obsessed with this type of waste. Keep in mind 
that a few extra steps are good for your health and 
also can give you and your employees a chance to 
take a quick break and reset. 

 • Waiting — This is a type of waste that most 
agents know too well. Sitting on hold on the 
phone while waiting to talk to a representative of 
some type at corporate is a huge waste of time. 
Although there isn’t much we can do about how 
Bloomington manages its processes, you can work 
around this waste by trying to call at off-peak 
times or multitasking with other projects while 
you wait on hold. 

 • Overproduction — This applies more to 
manufacturing environments and has the same 
concept as inventory waste. When too much of a 
product is made, the finished products will take 
up useful space, and, if the products ultimately 
are not used, then you have wasted time and 
resources to make those unneeded products. 
However, you can apply this to overproduction of 
say, paper printouts in your office. Do you need to 
print as much as you do? Do you need to keep as 
many printed documents around as you do? The 
answer may be yes, but you also might be able to 
clean out some clutter too. 

 • Over-processing — Again, this applies more to 
manufacturing, particularly in terms of taking 
extra, unneeded steps to make a finished product. 
However, there are plenty of processes in a State 
Farm agent’s office that have unnecessary steps. 

Is your office using all of its 
resources wisely?
By Michael Lybarger, NASFA board member
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Some are mandated by corporate and beyond our 
control, but you should evaluate processes within 
your control and streamline them. 

 • Defects — Mistakes certainly are an obvious 
area of waste. But keep in mind that everyone 
makes mistakes; we’re human. Give yourself and 
your team grace and space, especially in times 
of transition. However, the key here is balance. If 
mistakes are repeated, find ways to prevent them. 

 • Skills — Wasted skills and potential are 
disheartening and frankly demotivating. Of 
course, mundane tasks need to get done in your 
office, but chances are your staff is capable of 
more too. Consider ways to mix their mundane 
tasks with ones that match their skill sets to 
make their jobs more fulfilling. More engaging 
workloads can help with employee retention too. 

In the lean six sigma discipline, a practitioner would 
apply the DMAIC process to:

 1. Define the waste.
 2. Measure and quantify it. 
 3. Analyze potential causes of the waste. 
 4. Improve the waste by addressing the root cause.
 5. Control the improvements to ensure the waste 

does not reoccur. 

When executed effectively, this process helps 
organizations cut waste and boost efficiency and, in 
turn, profitability. 

Cutting out waste in your State Farm office

After employing this model and mindset to my business, 
here are some important takeaways I’ve found for 
improving State Farm offices:

1. Having a process in place to track your dollars 
in an absolute must. Programs like QuickBooks 
are essential, but keeping track of historical 
compensation statements and year-over-year 
expenditures in Excel is key. This provides an 
effective way to forecast your agency's revenue 
for the next calendar year. Of course, just 
like weather forecasts, your revenue forecast 
can only be so accurate. There are plenty of 
uncontrollables, including rate changes and the 

amount of new business State Farm wants to 
take on. However, good annual data can help you 
predict within 5-10% of your actual revenue. 

2. You need to monitor for unnecessary 
expenses. We wear so many different hats that 
it’s easy to forget the accounting one. This also 
means that the proverbial leaky faucet draining 
your account is easy to overlook. I discovered last 
year that I was paying for DAC and Melon Local, 
which basically do the same thing in terms of 
optimizing your web presence. These services 
cost me $800 a month in total, so I was paying 
about $400 extra for nothing. Check your monthly 
expenses to see if you are unnecessarily paying 
for duplicate, extraneous or unnecessary services 
and then cut them out. 

3. Carefully consider if you need to grow 
your team. If State Farm continues its growth 
mode for 2023, would it make sense for you to 
seize the opportunity and hire an extra team 
member? As an agent currently rolling through 
migration, having an extra team member has 
been imperative for preventing small fires from 
becoming larger. However, maybe you can 
restructure your office to get more done with 
fewer people by reducing time waste or doing 
unnecessary tasks less frequently or not at all. An 
easy way to make this decision is to put it in terms 
of dollars. Will adding $50,000 in salary make you 
at least $50,000 more profitable? If so, hire away. If 
not, consider what else you can do. 

4. Negotiate, negotiate, negotiate! Insurance is 
one of the most competitive industries in the 
world. Competition for our dollars is equally as 
fierce. Nearly all approved outside vendors will 
negotiate a special rate. Start the conversation 
to avoid wasting money when you could get a 
better deal. 

These are just ideas for reducing your financial waste 
specifically. There certainly are ways to reconsider your 
other types of waste too. Think through the eight types 
of waste above and think about how they apply to your 
office. Then, make improvements in the new year to 
orchestrate a more efficient and profitable office.
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On Wednesday, September 28, Hurricane Ian made 
landfall near Fort Myers, Fla., and made its slow, 
destructive trek from Southwest Florida across the state 
before exiting the state to the northeast and heading up 
the east coast. In its wake, Hurricane Ian left more than 
100 dead and millions more with minor or catastrophic 
home and auto damage from the 500-mile-wide 
Category 4 hurricane that brought winds as high as 150 
miles per hour. In addition, coastal Florida was hit with 
a storm surge — or an abnormal rise in water caused 
by a storm — peaking somewhere between 12 and 18 
feet above ground level. Epic flooding hit much of the 
state, leaving many homes that managed to withstand 
the hurricane-force winds instead destroyed by flood 
waters. Thousands of Floridians were left homeless, 
and far too many of those do not have adequate 
homeowner’s or flood insurance to help them rebuild.

State Farm agents were personally and professionally 
thrown right into the mix of this storm. One such 
agent is Patrice Weston in Port Charlotte, Fla. Weston’s 
home, vehicles and legacy agent office were completely 
destroyed. Her multi-office agency office suffered 
significant wind and water damage as well. She 
evacuated to another home that ended up being 
flooded, and she had to be rescued by boat. As soon 
as humanly possible, she went to work to help her 
customers and members of her community. Realizing 
that the task ahead of Weston was too big to tackle 
alone, Miami agent and friend Lakitsia Gaines stepped 
in and asked State Farm agent group Wife.Mom.Boss, 
of which both ladies are members, to help Weston 
as she and her team helped her community. Without 
pause, the ladies of our group stepped up. An Amazon 
wish list was created requesting battery-powered fans, 
flashlights and batteries. Within days, nearly $3,000 
in supplies began rolling in. Weston reported she had 
several people leave her office in happy tears and 
in disbelief that complete strangers from across the 
country would come to their aid.

Weston wasn’t the only member of Wife.Mom.Boss 
whose community was in trouble. Agents Amanda 
Agnew and Dayana Torres of DeLand, Fla., also reached 
out to group members for assistance in helping their 
community. An Amazon wish list was created for them 
too, and again, in true Wife.Mom.Boss fashion, our 
agents — 527 members strong — came through in a 
pinch. Two thousand dollars’ worth worth of toiletries, 
including feminine products, diapers, wipes, deodorant, 
toothbrushes and toothpaste, shampoo, and much 
more were shipped to Torres’ office. One week after 
Hurricane Ian made landfall, Agnew, Torres and St. 
Augustine, Fla., agent Kaitlyn Dugger loaded three 
SUVs and delivered much-needed supplies to The 
Neighborhood Center of West Volusia.

Though our value is sometimes underestimated and 
even downright dismissed, agents still are the best 
part of State Farm. Individually we are strong, but 
collectively, we are unstoppable. Social media groups, 
like Wife.Mom.Boss, continue to cultivate the sense of 
community that so many of us love and miss. If you 
haven't already, find a group to join and participate in. 
If one doesn’t suit you, create your own. We need each 
other now more than ever.
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Agents still are the very best 
part of State Farm
By Sunny H. Snoeyenbos, NASFA board member

Dayana Torres’ daughter, Dayana Torres, Amanda Agnew and Kaitlyn 
Dugger pose with donations.
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Being an agent in this time of change has been very 
difficult and has required agents to think different. No, 
that’s not a grammatical error. In this case, “different” is 
a noun. It’s the same as saying “think big,” rather than 
“think bigly” or “think largely.” I’m not advising you to 
change the way you think, as “think differently” would, 
but instead I’m advising you to think about different 
approaches and solutions for managing your agency.

In my 12 years as an agent, I’ve never seen as much 
stress and blowback in agents’ offices. The standard 
and quality of service have changed dramatically when 
it comes to claims, underwriting, service, systems and 
billing. This is causing more work, stress and anger 
from customers directed toward our employees. Plus, 
employees today are motivated by different benefits 
than previous generations of workers. This is not to 
say that they are lazy by any means. But, if you’re not 
already intimately familiar with younger generations of 
workers, it might take some time for you to figure out 
what motivates them in order to get them to be the very 
best contributors to your team. 

Different approaches to employee 
motivation

This is an important area to consider more deeply, 
especially because some of this can be within the realm 
of an agent’s control. It makes sense that money is a 
big motivator for workers. People work to make money 
to pay their bills and afford a comfortable standard 
of living. A job is essentially an economic agreement. 
But, money doesn’t buy happiness, and that’s where 
other motivators come in. These other motivators 
can include perks like being allowed to use personal 
devices during office downtime, having dress-down 
days or free lunches or snacks, and having their efforts 
acknowledged and thanked. 

So, how are agents adapting to this shift in employee 
priorities? Honestly, not well from what I can see. Why? 
Because agents truly do not like change. When an 
employee is not hitting the numbers for the promotion, 

the agent throws money at the employee. When the 
employee is looking for a new job or career opportunity, 
the agent throws money at the employee. That seems 
to be the answer to most of the agent’s problems: 
throwing money at the employees.

This is a case in which agents have to think different. 
What are some different ways the agent can keep their 
employees’ stress levels down when they are dealing 
with an even angrier customer base with less and less 
backline support?
 
One of the most successful adaptations has been 
moving employees' schedules to a four-day workweek. 
This allows employees more days to recharge for work. 
A fresh employee is a more effective employee. This 
practice causes the agent to do a bit more work to be 
organized with their employees’ schedules. However, 
agents need to be more flexible and understand 
that employees have lives outside of the office, and 
this arrangement can make a huge difference for the 
employees and in their overall morale. 

Agents also need to think different about paid time 
off (PTO). Many agents have problems with employees 
using all of their allotted PTO and sick time within the 
first quarter. A different approach is to raise salaries but 
then make all days off unpaid. Some agents have added 
$2-$3 per hour to employees’ hourly pay and then don’t 
worry about figuring out if time off is paid or unpaid. 

One of the best perks of being an agent is the freedom: 
freedom to attend family activities, freedom to travel, 
freedom to explore your hobbies and freedom to take 
mental health days when needed. But what many 
agents fail to realize is that employees crave this 
freedom too. They too have families, hobbies, travel 
desires, and medical and mental health needs. So, why 
not structure their work life the same way yours is? Pay 
them for the time they work and don’t pay them when 
they are not working. This is a huge shift in thinking for 

‘Think different’
By Scott Blanton, NASFA board member
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both the agents and their employees, but those who 
have worked through this transition have found that 
they have happier and less-stressed employees. 

It is important to remember that 
change is hard and requires effort, 
but it can be worth it. You’ll need to 
carefully analyze your changes and 
how to best apply them. You’ll also 
have to communicate the change 
effectively by highlighting how the 
change benefits your employees and 
how it will work in practical detail. 
Even with everybody on board, the 
change can be uncomfortable and 
confusing at first. But once you work 
through those times and stick to your 
guidelines for the change, you will be 
rewarded with happier employees, and you will become 
a better manager. Again, agents who have enacted 
different approaches have found that their employees 
are fresher and more prepared to deal with all the new 
business challenges. 

Different ways to manage office expenses

Think different applies to every aspect of your business. I 
can guarantee that the way the company does business 

100 years from now will be different. 
So, agents have to learn to think 
different about the revenue their 
agencies generate and how that 
revenue is spent and allocated to the 
business. Agents have to know how 
much money is spent on every part 
of their business. Time and money 
are the most important assets agents 
have. Every second and every penny 
needs to be accounted for.

AA05 agents in particular need to 
pay close attention to non-revenue-

generated expenses. These are expenses that do not 
lead directly to a return on investment and include 
furniture, water deliveries, coffee, electric and gas bills, 
phone bills, office mortgage or rent payments, and 
signs. 

Any delivery services for office supplies, bottled water 
and coffee that incur delivery fees should be canceled. 

Image by geralt via Pixabay
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Instead, find nearby services that offer curbside pickup 
or even free delivery to save thousands. These options 
may even offer special deals to save even more. Some 
specific options include buying your supplies at a club 
store like Costco; buying bottled water directly from a 
local bottler; purchasing dispensing equipment, like 
water coolers and Keurigs, outright; and having coffee 
pods delivered for free from Amazon. Some delivery 
services add $2-$4 per 5-gallon bottle plus a delivery 
fee and a $10-$20 monthly fee for equipment rental. 
The above approaches can help you save all of that and 
more. Office supplies and niceties are important for your 
office and for employee motivation, so don’t cut them 
out completely unless you are in dire straits. Instead, 
think about different ways to save money. 

Agents also need to evaluate the different product 
options from State Farm and focus on the most lucrative 
ones. One product that the company never promotes 
or has promotions on is Medicare supplements, but 
these tend to have the highest renewal commission and 

help fill your Health and Life bucket for semi-monthly 
variable compensation. Remember that your paychecks 
and how much you save are the true measure of your 
success as an agent. Leadership is always good at 
helping us spend money on what is important to them. 
Agents need to be the business owners and decide how 
their money is spent and invested. This comes with the 
added pressure of going against the norm to focus on 
different products that will deliver the greatest payoff 
for the agent. 

Agents need to think different to survive and thrive 
in this ever-changing market. Doing this may not be 
comfortable or easy, but things that are worth doing 
often are not easy. The experiences of other agents 
are showing that different approaches to managing 
employees and their businesses can pay dividends. As 
the end of the year draws near, make a resolution to 
think different in the new year and see what changes 
you can make for the better.
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We are knee deep in planning sessions and working 
hard to prepare for a successful 2023. What does success 
look like at your agency? I’m certain each agency owner 
reading this has different definitions. The good news is 
that success doesn’t have to 
be one size fits all. In fact, it 
shouldn’t be. 

With regard to setting and 
achieving goals, there are five 
important factors to reaching 
success. Become masterful 
at these planning steps, and 
enjoy your best year ever!

Factor #1: Clarity

Have you clearly defined 
what your agency goals are? If so, does your team know 
exactly what they are? Let’s face it, the team drives 
the ship. When it comes to goals and performance 
expectations, to be unclear is unkind. Every member of 
your team should know exactly what they are playing 
for each morning when they walk through your door.

Factor #2: The why 

Setting goals is important, but even more important 
is sharing the reasons why those goals matter. A goal 
on its own has no sizzle. In fact, a goal on its own may 
become a burden to the team. Once you explain why 
achieving that goal matters, all of the positive outcomes 
that it will bring, the significant impact it will have and 
the meaningful purpose it carries, your team will have a 
reason to be excited about the work they do each day to 
reach the goal. 

Factor #3: Accountability 

Most of us run agencies with small teams. In this model, 

each team member represents a significant percentage 
of the total agency. If you have five team members, 
each one represents 20% of the total agency. Four team 
members equals 25% each. You get the point. Within 

a small team, everyone is 
extremely important, and 
there cannot be a weak link. 
Challenge each team member 
to take ownership of their 
opportunity. Change their 
titles to CEO of whatever desk 
they manage within your 
agency. Each desk represents 
a profit center. The team 
members run their own profit 
centers, and your role is to 
train, coach and continuously 
inspire them to achieve the 

goals they set for their desks. With this mindset, every 
team member at your agency should be creating their 
own individual business plan. Once they know the 
overall agency goals, the next step in the planning 
process is for each team member to create a plan to 
achieve the goals important for their desk to succeed. 
Once they set numbers for themselves, they own 
them. Now your role shifts from boss (person who sets 
goals) to coach (person who helps people achieve the 
goals they set for themselves). Team member business 
planning is the secret ingredient to success when it 
comes to ownership and accountability.

Factor #4: The how 

Let’s recap. Now you’ve clearly identified the overall 
agency goals. Everyone on the team knows why those 
goals are so important as well as the positive impacts 
achieving those goals will have on them and the 
customers they serve. Each team member is now CEO 
of their desk, and they understand that they represent 
a major percentage of the overall results of the agency. 

Five factors for better goal-
setting and achievement
By Scott Grates, Contributor

Once you explain why achieving 
that goal matters, all of the 

positive outcomes that it will 
bring, the significant impact it 
will have and the meaningful 
purpose it carries, your team 

will have a reason to be excited 
about the work they do each 

day to reach the goal.
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Every member of the team has created their own plan 
and has taken ownership of their goals. Now the next 
step is determining how will they achieve these goals. 
In this step, you determine the action steps required for 
every important aspect of their goals. Some examples 
would be auto acquisition, retention, referrals, review 
appointments, marketing efforts, pivots, Google reviews 
and claims follow-ups. Create an actionable plan that 
is based solely on effort and activity. These are things 
they can control to achieve the results they said were 
important in their plan.

Factor #5: Bite-sized pieces 

Finally, whatever your goals are for 2023, I’m confident 
you will not reach them in January, by the end of 
February or even by March 31. And you shouldn’t. 
Otherwise, they wouldn’t be annual goals, and instead 
they would be monthly or quarterly goals. 

The biggest mistake agency owners make when 
it comes to annual goals is focusing on the annual 
numbers. December 31, 2023, seems hundreds of miles 
away. When we set goals that far out into the future, we 
create the illusion of having too much time. When we 
believe we have ample time, we work differently. There 
is no urgency. 

The final piece of this planning puzzle is to take the 
annual plans you have created and break them down 
into 12-week quarters with a week of planning in 
between each quarter. Once you have done that, take 
things a step further, and clearly define what success 
looks like each month in the quarter. Then, define each 
week. Finally, define what each day needs to look like 
in order to hit the weekly, monthly and quarterly goals. 
With this guidance, every team member will know 
exactly what a winning day looks like. All long-term 
success is determined by the number of winning days 
each individual within your organization can stack 
together. 

Although hard work is a big part of the secret sauce for 
success, knowing what you are working toward and 
how you will reach that goal puts that effort to effective 
use. A little defining and planning can move you a long 
way toward your goals. 

For more information about planning and 
tactical goal setting, feel free to contact me at 
scott@agencyoptimization.com.

Image by Isaac Smith via Unsplash
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So far, 2022 has not been a good year 
for investors. In fact, we’re moving into 
bear market territory. What should you 
know about bear markets? And how 
should you respond? These are the 
topics we’ll cover in this article. 

To begin with, a bear market occurs 
when a stock market index, such as the 
S&P 500, falls at least 20% from its most 
recent high point. You might think 
this type of drop is rare, but that’s not actually the case. 
Historically, bear markets have occurred every few years 
and are a normal feature of the investment landscape. 
We experienced a bear market fairly recently, from mid-
February 2020 through late March of that same year.

What causes bear markets? Each one is different, but 
the current one is largely the result of several factors, 
including high inflation, rising interest rates, the war in 
Ukraine and global supply chain problems. 

When will the financial markets again start moving in a 
positive direction? No one can say for sure, but in any 
case, it’s not really a good idea to make investment 
decisions based on what may happen next in the 
financial markets. Instead, consider these moves:
 • Be patient. It can be challenging to look at your 

investment statements these days, but 
you’ll help yourself by taking a long-
term view. Consider this: From March 
2009 until the end of 2021, the Dow 
Jones Industrial Average gained more 
than 460%. So, if you’ve been investing 
for a while, compare where you are 
now to where you were 10 or 12 years 
ago. You’ve probably made pretty good 
progress over this time. And 10 years 
from now, the current downturn may 

not look like such a big event, either.
 • Review your risk tolerance. If you’re having a 

hard time coping with investment losses – even if 
they’re just losses on paper for now – you may want 
to review your tolerance for risk and see if it’s still 
the same as it was when you began investing. Even 
without a bear market, people’s risk tolerance can 
change, especially as they approach retirement.

 • Review your goals. A bear market is not 
meaningless, but by itself, it shouldn’t cause you 
to change your long-term goals. And if your goals 
haven’t changed, neither should your investment 
strategy.

 • Look for buying opportunities. During a down 
market, you can find quality investments at 
attractive prices. So, you could take this opportunity 
to fill gaps in your portfolio or add shares of 
investments that you already own and that you 
believe have good prospects for growth.

 • Get some help. When trying to navigate a lengthy 
market downturn, it can be useful to get some 
support and guidance. Consider this: Among 
investors who work with a financial advisor, 84% 
said that doing so gave them a greater sense of 
comfort about their finances during the COVID-19 
pandemic, according to a survey conducted in 
2020 by Age Wave and Edward Jones. Getting 
professional help may provide the same type of 
reassurance during the current market turmoil.

How should you respond to 
a bear market?
By Jon Whited, Contributor

Image by geralt via Pixabay
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A bear market is never 
enjoyable. But taking the 
long view and making moves 
appropriate for your needs 
can help you get through 
this period and look ahead to 
better days.

Jon Whited is a financial 
advisor with Edward Jones 
and is licensed in multiple 
states. Prior to this role, he 
worked with State Farm 
Investment Management. 
He may be contacted at 
jon.whited@edwardjones.com.

This article was written by 
Edward Jones for use by your 
local Edward Jones Financial 
Advisor.

Edward Jones. Member SIPC.

FAP-1966G-A  

> edwardjones.com | Member SIPC

There may be opportunities 
for your investments to be 
working harder for you. 
Let's work together to 
make sure your financial 
strategy is optimized. 
Contact us today for a 
complimentary review.

When it comes 
to your to-do 
list, put your 
future first.

Jon M Whited 
Financial Advisor
12 N Echohawk Suite 101 
Eagle, ID 83616 
208-938-9687

NASFA is growing!

Contact office@nasfa.com for more information or to volunteer.

Our membership is flourishing!
We need more volunteers to continue to 
help us grow and serve members like YOU!
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I have had the fantastic opportunity to be in the 
insurance marketplace for almost 30 years. I started my 
career as an American Family agent and then became 
a trainer. For the past 20 years on the independent 
side, many of the most rewarding experiences have 
been from assisting other agents 
transitioning from captive to 
independent agency ownership or 
from providing options for existing 
independent agents looking for ways 
to increase agency revenue. 

From a historical perspective, many of 
the traditional insurance aggregation 
models, which I will simply refer to in 
this article as “groups,” quickly grew 
more than 20 years ago because 
of captive agents’ demand to simply gain access to 
carriers. At that time, groups had the upper hand to 
include many restrictive clauses in agreements that 
made it difficult for agents to separate from the group 
relationship if they felt the group no longer offered 
benefits that outweighed the fees to be a member.

I also realized how important it was to have the 
right tools, training and support. Whether captive or 
independent, success often depends on the foundation 

and support you receive from your 
carrier(s) and the group you affiliate 
with. 

No agent can be an island in this 
business, which is why it is important 
to be diligent when assessing the 
groups you may be considering. 
Will they provide you with first-class 
training, resources and assistance, 
or will they leave in you in a lurch to 
figure it out for yourself? Unfortunately, 
the latter happens more often than 

you would think. For agents, this is often demoralizing 
and frustrating, and it leads to disenchantment with the 
carrier and the group. And if it persists for a prolonged 
period, it can force the agent to seek opportunities 
elsewhere or leave the industry altogether. 
Unfortunately, this normally involves more financial risk.
If you are an agent who is looking at independent 
agency ownership opportunities, there is more to 
consider. Two important premises to know are:
 • No two groups are exactly alike. The only similarities 

between groups are that they aggregate premiums 
for bonuses and that they provide carrier access. 

 • All groups do not split commissions and bonuses 
equally.

The following is a list of questions I have developed for 
agents to ask when interviewing independent agency 
groups regarding ownership opportunities. It’s smart 
to ask the group representative to put all responses in 
writing so there is less misunderstanding of what you 
were told. The questions are:

 1. Are there any startup fees to join? 
 2. What is included in the startup fees, if applicable?
 3. What tools, software and support are provided by 

the group to get my agency operational?

Asking the right questions
By Steve Woodworth, Contributor

No agent can be 
an island in this 

business, which is 
why it is important 

to be diligent 
when assessing the 
groups you may be 

considering.
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 4. Are there other tools or software not provided by 
the group that I will need to purchase?

 5. Are there monthly base fees? 
 6. What ongoing benefits, services or programs 

are provided in return for monthly fees? (Think 
software, errors and omissions coverage, technical 
support, and more.)

 7. Are there other monthly fees – such as 
commission splits – which I am obligated to pay?  

 8. Are there production requirements to remain in 
the group?

 9. Are there carrier production requirements for 
access? (These requirements can sometimes be 
a moving target, but it is helpful to at least know 
what the current requirements are.)

 10. Does the group share in contingency bonuses? 
 a. If so, how are they shared?
 b. Are all bonuses and extra incentives shared 

with agents?
 11. What are the criteria to earn bonuses? (Think 

minimum earned premium, time in group, 
individual agency profitability, group profitability 
and other factors.)

 12. Am I able to obtain independent financing to 
purchase other agency books or implement 
marketing plans without the approval of the 
group? (This can be especially important as you 
grow.)

 13. What additional tools and support are available to 
assist me in managing my agency to grow a large, 
profitable book of business?

 14. Are there any clauses in the agreement that could 
force me to leave the group? If so, are there exit 
or penalty fees? What happens to the book of 
business?

 15. If I decide to leave the group voluntarily and want 
to take my book, are there exit fees? 

 a. If so, how much? 
 b. Are my codes, business and data released, or 

am I required to broker of record my business?
 c. Is there a contractual restriction preventing 

me from getting my own codes with carriers?
 16. If there are no exit fees, is there a period that I 

cannot compete for the book I built while with 
the group? 

 17. Is there an amount of time I am obligated to stay 
in the group before I can exit?

 18. Is there a specific time required after notice before 
I can exit group? 

 19. When I am ready to sell my agency, what costs do 
I incur when selling to an agency that is affiliated 
with the group?

 20. What if I sold my agency to an individual or 
agency outside of the group? What are the 
process and costs to do so?

There are a lot of questions here to be answered, but 
getting the answers to these questions will help an 
agent evaluate and understand the group.

I also recommend that agents request a list of agents 
affiliated with the group(s) being evaluated. The real 
proof in the pudding is how the group is viewed by its 
existing agent associates. These agents will give frank 
and honest reviews and will add additional value when 
making your decision about group affiliations.

I wish you all the very best in your journey and 
encourage you to reach out if I could assist you.

Steve Woodworth is president of agent associations 
with CLI Select Agencies. He started his insurance career 

in 1992. “Woody,” as Steve is known in the industry, has 
assisted hundreds of other agents who are looking at 
independent insurance agency ownership options. He may 
be contacted at woody@cliselect.com  or 623-466-3942.

Disclaimer: The opinions expressed in this article are the 
author’s own and are not necessarily those of NASFA or its 
officers, directors or members.
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With its bristling spires; cobbled streets; and quaint, 
rainbow-colored town houses, historic Charleston 
is arguably the south’s most charming city. But the 
belle of South Carolina is also considerably more than 
just a pretty face thanks to its rich restaurant scene, 
buzzing nightlife, stellar assortment of museums and 
art galleries, and bevy of beautiful beaches — usually 
soaked in sunshine. Indeed, from a visitor’s perspective, 
it’s hard to find a box that Charleston doesn’t tick, and it 
has more than enough to keep you occupied whether 
it’s your first visit or your tenth. If the Holy City is on your 
radar for 2023 (and it should be), here’s everything you 
need to know.

Where to stay
Charleston is very much a small city with outsized 
options, and that theme is particularly true 

when it comes to accommodations. The resident 
grand dame remains the iconic Charleston Place 
(charlestonplace.com), which sits spider-like at the heart 
of the Charleston Historic District’s antebellum web, 
as it has done for almost four decades. But the feted 
heavyweight now has competition courtesy of the sleek, 

Charleston: A Southern treasure 
waiting to be explored
By Jonathan Thompson, Contributor

Rainbow Row, a stretch of pastel-colored historic homes on Charleston's East Bay Street
Image courtesy of Explore Charleston

Charleston

Hotel Bennett boasts an 
Instagram-worthy rooftop pool.
Image courtesy of Explore Charleston
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modern Hotel Bennett (hotelbennett.com) on upper 
King Street. This hotel boasts an Instagram-worthy 
rooftop pool, an extraordinary two-tiered restaurant 
overlooking Marion Square Park that serves everything 
from traditional South Carolina shrimp and grits to duck 
a l’orange, and a magnificent champagne and oyster bar. 

For those seeking something slightly smaller, there’s an 
abundance of stylish options when it comes to cozy, 
boutique hotels all over the city. Highlights include The 
Pinch (thepinch.com), a hip new property in a former 
shoe store; The Spectator (thespectatorhotel.com), 
which features a suave design harking back to the 
Roaring Twenties; and the affordable yet cute Barksdale 
House Inn B&B on George Street (barksdaleinn.com).

Meanwhile, The Vendue (thevendue.com), a beloved 
art-themed hotel within walking distance of the French 
Quarter, has recently undergone a major facelift and 
is now even more colorful and zesty than before. In 
addition, the stately Mills House (millshousehotel.com) 
on Meeting Street has joined Hilton’s Curio Collection, 
gaining a rooftop pool bar and stunning new restaurant, 
the Iron Rose, as part of the package.  

Where to eat
As one of America’s ultimate foodie destinations 
and a port city, Charleston is understandably famed 

for its seafood restaurants. In particular, this is an 
oyster-loving town with enough raw bars to keep 
you busy for a month. Standout stars include The 
Darling Oyster Bar (thdarling.com) on King Street 
with its gorgeously designed space and idyllic views 
and Nico (nicoshemcreek.com) in the Mount Pleasant 
neighborhood. This French-inspired establishment 
serves camembert roasted oysters with garlic, white 
wine and shallot that are as incredible as they sound. 
Nearby, you’ll find the frankly awesome Shem Creek 
Crab House (charlestoncrabhouse.com), which serves 
Southern seafood amid outdoor seating on the 
water’s edge. If you have time, you can even catch 

Background image: King Street is home to many of Charleston's art galleries and antique stores.
Image courtesy of Explore Charleston

The bar at the Spectator
is a popular haunt for guests and locals alike.
Image courtesy of Explore Charleston

The Vendue, an
art-themed hotel on the cusp of the French Quarter

Image courtesy of Explore Charleston

Casual Crabbing with Tia is a fun, educational 
way to experience the freshest seafood in Charleston firsthand.
Image courtesy of Explore Charleston
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your own fresh crabs beforehand by joining one 
of the fun-filled Casual Crabbing with Tia sessions 
(casualcrabbingwithtia.com) down on the harbor front. 

In South Carolina, warming Southern soul food is never 
far away. It’s done particularly well at two legendary 
downtown spots: Poogan’s Porch (poogansporch.com), 
which serves a mac ‘n’ cheese that leaves you wanting 
more and a succulent she-crab soup, and neighboring 
Husk (huskrestaurant.com), an atmospheric Victorian 
townhouse serving some of the most heavenly shrimp 
and grits you’ll ever taste. They’re even better with a 
melt-in-the-mouth buttermilk biscuit on the side. 
Throughout the last year, a plethora of exciting 
newcomers have joined Charleston’s buoyant restaurant 
and bar scene, including the breezy Quinte Oyster Bar 
at the Pinch Hotel (thepinch.com/food-drink); a tropical 
cocktail bar known as Gingerline (gingerlinechs.com) 
on South Market Street; and Ritual (ritualchs.com) on 
Calhoun Street, a rooftop restaurant serving South 
American–inspired seafood and whole fish with live 
music on the side. Be sure to also check out cult local 
favorite Bearcat (bearcatrestaurant.com), a unique, 
modern American dining experience that used to 
operate out of a tiny apartment above a hat store but 
now has a brick-and-mortar location on Magnolia Road.  

Where to shop
King Street — with its agglomeration of art galleries, 
antique stores and artisanal jewelers — remains 
very much the center of gravity when it comes to 
the Charleston shopping scene. If you’re into unique 
gifts, unusual curios and unorthodox homewares, 
then this is the place for you. Don’t miss Croghan’s 
Jewel Box (croghansjewelbox.com), where you’ll find 
incredible one-off pieces of jewelry; the much-loved 
George C. Birlant (birlantantiquescharleston.com) 
for quirky antiques; Candlefish (candlefish.com) for 
its 100-strong candle library; and Blue Bicycle Books 
(bluebicyclebooks.com) for that perfect hardback tome 
to curl up next to a fire with. 

If you’re seeking art, you’ll find a wealth of 
riches on King Street too, led by Robert Lange 
Studios (robertlangestudios.com), Hagan Fine 
Art (haganfineart.com) and Ben Ham Images 
(benhamimages.com). Better still, if you plan your visit 
for the first Friday of the month, you’ll be able to join the 
monthly Art Walk, when most of the King Street galleries 
stay open late and offer free drinks and hors d’oeuvres 
to customers as they pop in and out of the assorted 
establishments.  

Away from King Street, the Charleston City Market 
(thecharlestoncitymarket.com) is another must-visit 
for curious shoppers. Established in the 1790s, it covers 
four city blocks and sells thoughtful gifts and souvenirs 

Casual Crabbing with Tia is a fun, educational 
way to experience the freshest seafood in Charleston firsthand.

Image courtesy of Explore Charleston

Tropical-themed Gingerline is one
of Charleston's newest cocktail destinations.
Image courtesy of Explore Charleston
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alongside clothes; hats; and look-good, feel-good shoes 
from the Charleston Shoe Company, which are billed as 
“perfect for cobblestones or cocktails.” 

Where to learn 
Charleston punches well above its weight in 
the museum stakes too. The city is home to 
the recently remodeled Gibbes Museum of Art 
(gibbesmuseum.org); the neoclassical Nathaniel 
Russell House (historiccharleston.org/house-museums/
nathaniel-russell-house); the historic offshore Fort 
Sumter (fortsumtertours.com), where the Civil War 
began in 1861; and of course The Charleston Museum 
itself (charlestonmuseum.org), which boasts an 
intriguing collection of artifacts spanning the city’s rich 
350-year history. 

In January 2023, the long-awaited International African 
American Museum (iaamuseum.org) will open. A 
$100 million project conceived to address everything 
from slavery in North America to the Great Migration 
and the Civil Rights movement, the visionary museum 
is purposely situated on Gadsden's Wharf, the specific 
dock where more than 45% of all African slaves 
entered America. It has been designed as a “committed 
reckoning with history as a necessary stop on the road 
to healing and reconciliation," according to CEO Dr. 
Tonya Matthews. 

Where to relax 
One of Charleston’s prime attractions is its proximity to 
so many outstanding beaches on the South Carolina 
coast. Chief among them is arguably Folly Beach 
(visitfolly.com), which is situated on a barrier island 
known locally as “the Edge of America” because there’s 
nothing between it and the open Atlantic. A mere 20 
minutes’ drive from downtown Charleston, Folly Beach 
has nevertheless managed to protect a charming 
small-town character of its own. This is best embodied 

Ritual, a South American–influenced seafood
restaurant, is an exciting new addition to the Charleston dining scene.

Image courtesy of Explore Charleston

Background image : The Isle of Palms is a beautiful barrier island less than 20 minutes from Charleston. 
Image courtesy of Explore Charleston

Horse-drawn carriages are a classic 
way to explore Charleston's evocative cobblestone streets.
Image courtesy of Explore Charleston
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on Center Street, which is home to surf shops and 
souvenir stores. Meanwhile, the gentle offshore waves 
at Folly Beach make for perfect surfing conditions if 
you’re a beginner. Book a lesson with experienced local 
operators Sol Surfers (solsurfers.net) to get your feet 
wet and get in some exercise to justify another delicious 
dinner afterwards. 
 
The Isle of Palms (charlestoncvb.com/beaches/
isle-of-palms), with its six miles of picture-perfect 
shoreline, is another must-visit for beach lovers. This 
beach offers a long list of family-friendly activities, 
including everything from kayaking and stand-
up paddle boarding to fishing charters. It also 
features a variety of upscale dining and drinking 
options, including the Acme Lowcountry Kitchen 
(acmelowcountrykitchen.com) with its ridiculously 
generous portions of comfort food and the new Islander 
71 Fish House and Deck Bar (islander71.com), a nod to 

the easygoing beach life of the Isle of Palms in the 1970s 
that was created as part of the ambitious recent marina 
update. 

Accessed from Charleston via the Ravenel Bridge, 
Sullivan’s Island (sullivansisland.sc.gov) is yet another 
big local favorite thanks to its broad public beach, which 
is watched over by a historic lighthouse. After a leisurely 
day on the sand here, enjoy some innovative Southern 
cuisine in country-chic surroundings at The Obstinate 
Daughter (theobstinatedaughter.com) before indulging 
in a pint at Poe’s Tavern (poestavern.com) on Middle 
Street. The tavern’s namesake, Edgar Allan Poe, was 
stationed in Charleston during his military service under 
a pseudonym in the 1820s.   

When to visit
Charleston’s sublime dining and cocktail scenes as 
well as its proximity to the water, deep history and 
impressive array of world-class museums and art 
galleries make it a year-round destination. But it also 
hosts more than 20 major festivals, which could provide 
excellent reasons to visit in 2023. 

The glitziest of the bunch is the legendary 
Spoleto Festival (spoletousa.org), which is now 
internationally recognized as America’s premier 
performing arts festival. Spoleto Festival hosts 17 
days of musical, theatrical and dance shows every 
May. Other major draws include The Charleston 
Literary Festival (charlestonliteraryfestival.com) 
each November; The Charleston Beer Fest 
(chsbeerfest.org) in October, which showcases more 
than 50 local breweries; and the Charleston Fashion 
Week (theevents.charlestonfashionweek.com) also in 
October. 

For a full rundown of upcoming events and festivals, 
including exciting new additions like Gather 
(gather-charleston.com) and The Firefly Distillery 
Concert Series (fireflydistillery.com), check out the 
handy list at explorecharleston.com and start planning 
your own visit today.  

This article was contributed courtesy of Explore 
Charleston.

Background image : The Spectator is one of the most popular boutique hotels in Charleston's bustling historic district.
Image courtesy of Explore Charleston

Candlefish, Charleston's world-famous
candle shop, boasts more than 100 different scents.

Image courtesy of Explore Charleston
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Do you have a continuity plan in place for if you are 
unable to carry out your agent duties? What if you were 
in an accident or critically ill and temporarily couldn’t 
work? What if you passed away unexpectedly? What if 
someone in your immediate family was critically ill or 
injured, and you needed to be by their side? What if you 
needed time off to mourn a family loss? What if your 
office was inaccessible because of a natural disaster, like 
the situation created by Hurricane Ian earlier this fall 
(See page 22) or because of a tornado or wildfire?

If there’s a problem, State Farm is usually ready and 
willing to step in and assign another agent to take 
care of your clients. However, many agents hold their 
policyholders near and dear, and allowing State Farm 
to hand your book of business — even temporarily — 
to just anybody might be less than ideal. Plus, there’s 
always the concern that that other agent could raid 
your accounts and even poach your team members. 

There’s also the possibility that State Farm will handle 
your policyholders through the Customer Care Center to 
generate additional profit for the company directly.
 
Instead, it’s a good idea to set up a buddy system with 
a nearby agent that you know and trust. Ideally, your 
fellow agent could step in for you in a time of need and 
vice versa to take calls from policyholders, help manage 
an agent’s office, accept payments, process claims and 
more. 

But it’s not enough to have a verbal agreement. It’s a 
better idea to have your plans in writing for your team, 
your buddy agent and State Farm to plainly see. 

Firstly, this makes your plan and intentions clear to State 
Farm, particularly in the case of another agent stepping 
in to help. If it’s just a verbal agreement, it becomes 
a he said, she said situation, and State Farm will most 
definitely overrule your wishes. Of course, this is not a 
legally binding document, so State Farm still can ignore 
your wishes. However, having a documented plan 
certainly can help in ensuring your wishes are met. 
Secondly, a written plan gives you, your team members 
and your buddy agent the important information 
needed to ensure business continuity and to make sure 
your policyholders’ needs are taken care of in a timely 
manner.

Your office should have detailed, written emergency 
plans for a variety of scenarios. Along with those 
plans, keep a copy of the form on the next page — or 
something similar — to denote your buddy system 
plan. This form is a modified version of a document 
originally created by State Farm. Be sure to give a copy 
to your buddy agent and ask for a copy of theirs for your 
emergency plans as well. 

Life happens, and natural disasters happen. Protect the 
business that is so near and dear to you by having a 
buddy plan ready to go when the worst happens. 

Do you have a plan?
By NASFA Staff
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Agency Emergency Office Coverage Plan and Contact Informa7on 

Agent’s Name:  _____________________________________ 

Agent’s Cell Phone Number: _______________________________  Texts Allowed?     Yes / No 

Agent’s Home Address: __________________________________________ 

__________________________________________ 

__________________________________________ 

Agent’s Personal Email:  ______________________________________________________ 

Agency Address: ______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

Emergency Work LocaEon:  ______________________________________________________ 

Does the agent regularly take his or her work laptop home? Yes / No 
Is the agent familiar with remote log-on procedures? Yes / No 

Lead Team Member’s Name: _____________________________________________________ 

Team Member’s Home City/Town:  ________________________________________________ 

Team Member’s Personal E-mail Address:  __________________________________________ 

Team Member’s Personal Cell Phone Number: __________________ Texts Allowed?    Yes / No 

Name of Buddy Agent (within 50 miles):  ____________________________________________ 

Buddy Agent’s Cell Phone Number:   _________________________ Texts Allowed?     Yes / No  

Buddy Agent’s Work Email Address: ________________________________________________  

Sales Leader’s Name: ___________________________________________________________  

Sales Leader’s Phone Number: ___________________________________________________ 

Sales Leader’s Email Address: _____________________________________________________ 

Addi7onal Resources 

Customer Care Center: 877-889-2294, opEon 3, opEon 6 

Catastrophe Preparedness: hVp://sfnet.opr.statefarm.org/agency/markeEng/cat_plan/word/

conEnuity_plan.docx 

ABS: hVps://sfnet.opr.statefarm.org/abs/officeBuilding.html



We are right in the middle of a very turbulent auto 
pricing increase. State Farm said that in my home state 
of Wisconsin we would have an “overall” auto rate 
increase of 9.04%. However, I’m seeing much more 
than that. In my agency, we are seeing auto increases 
that average $100 or more every six months, and this 
does not factor in GRG, the insurance rating group 
for collision; DRG, the insurance rating group for 
comprehensive; and LRG, the insurance rating group for 
liability. 

In Wisconsin, these auto rate adjustments started 
September 7, 2022, and we’re hearing quite loudly from 
our policyholders about how frustrated they are. As 
usual, State Farm is triple-dipping the rate adjustments. 
They set a rate increase and then changed the GRG, 
DRG and LRG, effectively applying two increases to the 
policy rates. Of course, they still adjust the Claim Rating 
Index with every loss, even ones that aren’t the insured’s 
fault, like being hit while parked or needing a tow. 
And I haven’t even worried about the at-fault accident 
surcharges, mostly because I can see how those are 
justified. 

I understand that the auto industry as a whole is facing 
significant rate needs. We know that deteriorating 
driving trends since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and inflationary pressures are pushing auto companies 
to make some tough decisions. State Farm has helped us 
prepare for this onslaught of policyholder bellyaching 
by giving us information about why the rate increases 
are necessary and even giving us the verbiage to say 
to policyholders when we and our staff are helping 
irate auto policyholders review coverage, discounts 
and other things that may be adjusted to help keep 
policyholders’ auto rates affordable and keep as many of 
our policyholders as we can.

This is why there’s a huge push to add the Drive Safe 
and Save (DSS) discount to all autos in the last three or 

four years. The DSS beacon allows State Farm to check 
on the mileage driven on the policyholder’s vehicle. 
It also gives State Farm information about how the 
policyholder is driving. Are they obeying the speed 
limit? Do they accelerate too fast from a stop line like 
a driver on the Indianapolis Motor Speedway? Do they 
practice defensive driving habits? The personalized rate 
that DSS produces transfers responsibility for increases 
directly to the driver, not State Farm. 

State Farm wants to grow its auto business, but it wants 
to consistently focus on profitable auto growth. State 
Farm does not want to lose billions in underwriting 
losses and reduced capital anymore. This time around, 
it wants to keep rates affordable for policyholders who 
are not having any problems. However, they don’t care 
if aggressive and sometimes reckless drivers with lots of 
claims and accidents leave your agency. Their renewal 
rates make this very clear. However, that still means lost 
business for you as an agent. 

With the multilayered increases, I’m seeing policyholders 
without losses, who have been with me for 30 or more 
years, have auto renewals going up 36%. Another 
younger man had a 45% increase with no losses. That is 
definitely not the promised 9.04% increase. 

Proceed with caution

Of course, there are many other problems we agents 
deal with every day. This one is just another example of 
State Farm adjusting its rates to get profit and growth 
where it wants them to be without considering the pain 
and loss of policyholder trust we agents have to endure. 

“Keep the momentum going.” That’s what State 
Farm kept telling us from 2019 to 2021. I feel like 
this momentum has slowed considerably in 2022. 
Policyholder complaints, underwriting losses and 
inexperienced State Farm underwriters are making our 

When agency ‘drives’ you 
crazy
By Bob Grunenwald, NASFA President and Vice President of Publications
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daily lives miserable and bringing sleepless nights for 
agents everywhere.

State Farm promotions are supposed to bring more 
customers to your agency. State Farm says that agents 
who participate in three or more of 
the marketing tactics write 59% more 
raw new auto policies than agents 
who participate in just one. These 
promotional tactics include direct 
mail, events, Agent’s Tagged Media, 
digital coaching programs, paid search, 
internet leads and online reviews. What 
management does not want to talk 
about is how much these marketing 
tactics are costing agents each month 
out of their paychecks.

State Farm does not care about you personally or the 
problems that you are having with the current auto 
and fire price increases. The leaders care about profits, 
growth and reaching their next one-year, three-year, 
five-year and 10-year goals. Yes, believe me, they know 
where they want to be in 10 to 20 years, and as far as 
they are concerned, agents can either be part of the 
solution or part of the problem. 

You matter

This current problem has been causing a lot of grief for 
my staff and me. It seems like we receive daily berating 
from our policyholders. One particularly 
brutal day, after getting chewed out 
once again by a policyholder, I 
went to my local health club 
for a daily workout and to 
relax in a sauna. Our small 
town has an activity in 
which adults and kids paint 
rocks and hide them for 
others to find. Some are very 
artistic, while others are like 
a fortune cookie with words 
of wisdom. As I walked into the 
health club, I found one of these 
small rocks (see photo) that was 
sitting on the front steps. It said, 

“You Matter.” It hit me that on this particular day, at this 
particular time, I certainly did not feel that I mattered. 
We’ve all been there; you know what I’m talking about.

This small rock of kindness really helped me with a 
tough day. It spoke to me in ways 
that only a State Farm agent could 
understand. Its message was strong, 
loud and what I needed that day. Look 
at the photo again. You matter too!

There’s a famous Ronald Reagan quote: 
“Some people spend an entire lifetime 
wondering if they made a difference 
in the world. The Marines don’t have 
that problem.” Having spent the better 
part of a lifetime as a State Farm agent, 

I feel like the same could be said about our ranks. We 
care deeply for our policyholders and do our best to 
help them find the insurance they need to protect 
themselves from some of the worst headaches of life. 
Sometimes State Farm throws obstacles in our way, but 
we work around or with them to serve our policyholders 
as best we can. 

But still, it can be hard to remember our own value as 
well as the value of our teams. As the year draws to a 
close, I encourage you to make time to get away from 
the constant pressures of the office and take some time 
to do something you love. Be with your family, invest 
yourself in your hobby, or just go to a place where you 
truly feel that you are appreciated and enjoyed. It will 

reinvigorate you. 

Then, pass on this feeling of value to your 
staff. They hear many, many more 

complaints than we agents do. They 
are our frontline soldiers, and 

they truly matter. Take time 
to remind them how much 

you appreciate them. Be 
kind, complimentary and 
generous. Tell them directly 
that they matter. 

In the new year, please don’t 
forget that you matter too. 

As I walked into the 
health club, I found 
one of these small 
rocks … that was 

sitting on the front 
steps. It said, “You 

Matter.”
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Are you ready to streamline the most stressful and time-consuming 
operations at your Agency? That’s what we do at Insurance Agency 
Optimization. We support Agents to solve every Agency pain point.

All for just $4.98/hr.

Complete our two-minute survey and be on your path to an 
Agency management program that goes to work for you. 

Scan the code or visit
iao.agencyoptimization.com/agency-scorecard

agencyoptimization.com

Get started with the 2-minute 
survey at this link.

Running my 
Agency just got 
a lot easier.
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