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Begin prospecting by making a list of all the people  
you know in the community
Include on the list the names of: existing clients; neighbors; old neighbors; family; friends; 

people who already provide services or products to you (e.g., hairdresser, barber, electrician, 

plumber, auto mechanic, etc.); people involved in volunteer associations with you; people 

affiliated with your house of worship; parents of kids on your child’s sport teams or youth 

associations. You get the idea — don’t limit yourself when putting together the list.

Prioritize the list by a) existing clients, b) business owners you know, c) people you know  

who know business owners, and d) others. Contact the people on the list by priority. Try to 

set up a brief meeting with them to talk about the services you can offer. With existing clients, 

schedule a meeting to review with them the planning you have already done, which will 

give you an opportunity to talk about how you are expanding your service model to include 

business owners.

WHAT IS PROSPECTING?
In simplest terms, prospecting is all about talking with as many people as possible 

to achieve one goal — the other person’s agreement to meet with you for 10 to 

15 minutes in the future to discuss the work you do.

YOUR TARGET MARKET: THE SMALL TO MEDIUM SIZED BUSINESS
Small businesses make up the majority of businesses in the United States. In fact, 98% of all U.S. employers 

are small businesses, and provide jobs to 35% of the U.S. workforce (over 40 million people).1

If you are new to working in the business insurance market, you may want to focus your attention on 

the small- to medium-sized business segment because they need your services. The larger employers will 

generally do the work internally, or hire outside vendors who have developed specialties targeting larger 

employers. You can develop a successful practice serving small to medium sized businesses in your town and 

the surrounding communities.
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Always follow your company’s protocol for 

using social media as firms may have specific 

programs or restrictions in place for using it. 

A good rule of thumb is if you’re not sure 

about posting something on social media, 

check with your Broker-Dealer and/or 

company’s Compliance or Legal areas, first 

— it’s better to be safe than sorry. If your 

company allows for using social media to 

prospect for customers, be careful to separate 

your professional social media use from your 

personal social media use, and remember to 

use discretion on your personal social media so 

that you do not lose potential prospects before 

you even have a chance to meet them.

USING SOCIAL MEDIA AS A PROSPECTING TOOL

Websites and social media can be key resources in terms 

of finding new prospects in your area as well as gathering 

information about a prospect prior to a meeting. However, 

it is important that you also have and maintain a strong 

professional presence on social media. Creating a profile on 

the various social media websites and posting regularly to your 

profile has a multitude of advantages in terms of prospecting 

for new clients, including:

• Acting as a lead generator and free advertising

• Helping prospects learn more about you before 

meeting in person

• Publicizing endorsements you receive from your 

existing clients or from other business owners who are 

aware of your work

• Promoting your professional designations or the 

awards you receive

See page 12 for key 
questions to ask a 
prospect at an initial 
meeting

See page 10 for  
key questions to  
ask a prospect at  
an initial meeting.
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OTHER PROSPECTING TOOLS: 

Centers of Influence Get to know attorneys and accountants in your area and let them know 

about the services you provide. They can be great sources for prospects. 

They can also serve as professionals you can refer your clients to for legal 

or tax assistance. 

Joining Influential 

Clubs or Organizations

You can meet business owners at Rotary Clubs and local Business 

Associations. For the cost of dues, you can join these groups and attend 

their regular meetings. Often these groups invite guest speakers and you 

may want to take that opportunity to talk about topics you know will be 

of interest to them. Being seen as an expert in a specific area may provide 

opportunities for business owners to approach you with questions about 

their business. 

Cold Calling (by Phone) You may find that a lot of calls are necessary to get a lead. Any 

information you can gather on the business before making the call may 

prove beneficial. 

Cold Calling (in Person) As with cold calling by phone, you may find that you have to walk into a 

lot of businesses before you get a lead. However, you are there in person 

and that may be just enough for the business owner to speak with you. 

Any information you can gather on the business before making the visit 

may prove beneficial. 

Direct Mail You can get lists of businesses in your area from the local Chamber of 

Commerce. You can also purchase lists of businesses from direct mail 

companies. As with cold calling, you may find that you have to send many 

flyers/letters to get a lead. Cost may be a consideration.

Business Publications It is common for regional Chambers of Commerce to publish a magazine 

or circular that will highlight local businesses.
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Internet Search Most businesses have websites where you can learn a great deal about the 

products or services they provide, how old the business is, and where they 

are located. Often the business owners’ names and management team are 

listed as well.

Local Newspapers Most local newspapers will often have specialized business inserts that 

you can use to learn about businesses in the area. Also, charitable 

organizations may advertise their appreciation to key donors who are 

business owners in the area. 

Advertise You may want to place an advertisement in your local newspaper in a 

section that targets business owners or in a business publication. The Yellow 

Pages are also a place you may want to highlight an ad that draws attention 

to your name. Cost will be a factor with this approach.
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Understanding the Business Owner
People who own a business are driven to make that business successful. There may be many 

things that lead to achieving that success, but business owners will give priority to those tasks that 

are, in their minds, the most important. Think of it as building a house. You can’t put the roof on until 

the foundation, walls, and support beams are in place. Running a business is the same — a business 

owner trying to build a successful business will focus on the most important tasks first and proceed 

from there. 

Successful business owners will often tell you how they poured their heart and soul into the business 

to get it started. The pride they have for the product they produce or the service they provide is evident 

in even the briefest of conversations. They look at the business as their legacy, a creation that has their 

lasting imprint on it, and maybe even their name. 

Every business owner can tell stories about the issues they faced getting started and the doubts they 

had in those first few years. Listening to those stories, it’s as if they are experiencing them right now. 

Those are personal stories — part of the fabric of who they are as business owners. They own those 

stories because they faced those issues and either overcame them or, at least, learned how to acceptably 

deal with them. Business owners know that there are constantly issues to be dealt with, such as 

staffing, competition, increased cost of raw materials, business expansion, or tax, legal, or regulatory 

rules. The difference is that successful business owners have the confidence to deal with ongoing 

issues because they have the positive experience of overcoming past issues.
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Business Timeline:

In the first few years, business owners are focused like a laser beam on 

getting the business up and running. Every spare dollar they have goes into 

the business, including any profits. They will watch their expenses like a 

hawk and will not spend money for anything that is not deemed “necessary” 

to grow the business. They may even go so far as to not pay themselves in 

those first few years, because they view those dollars as too important for 

establishing the business. Their worry is about “today” because they don’t 

know yet if the business will have a “tomorrow.” Starting a business is a 

stressful process, and often becomes the business owners’ sole focus in life. 

Year 1

Years 3–5
Somewhere around the three-to-five year mark, the owners begin to have 

a sense of the long term sustainability of the business. They have learned to 

manage the “today” issues. The business may begin turning a profit and, 

while they are still putting capital towards building, they may have cash 

available for other needs. It is often at this juncture that the owners begin to 

shift some of their attention to items that are more long term in nature — the 

“tomorrow” issues. 

With a measure of stability to the business there could be many things the 

owner begins to consider — refining the production process or changing 

the raw materials to make the product better or less expensive; expanding 

product or service lines; expanding geographic locations or increasing 

production or storage space; hiring more staff or managers to increase 

production; and improving employee benefits, including qualified retirement 

benefit plans. Gradually the “tomorrow” issues become a set of new “today” 

issues. This is where your service can become invaluable to the business 

owner. You can help him/her establish clearly defined goals in several key 

areas and then help the owner determine how best to implement a funding 

strategy to achieve these goals. 

Years 5+
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Your Role as the Advisor
Business owners are fiercely loyal as clients. They want to do business with people they trust, and 

if you’ve proven yourself as an advisor and resource, they will want to continue working with you. The 

tradeoff is an expectation by the business owner that you will provide them exceptional service — not 

just occasional service, but sustained service. This means listening carefully to the business owner 

and taking the necessary steps to follow through with their requests. It also means staying in regular 

contact with the business owner and reviewing any implemented planning strategies regularly — at 

least annually. If you sell a product to a business owner it would be a mistake to think of it as one-and-

done. You have to think of it as building a long term relationship. Providing excellent service to the 

business owner can lead to referrals to other business owners, which will help you build your business. 

Think of yourself as a resource for the business owner — an advisor who offers knowledge 

and practical suggestions for long term business needs. Stay open minded and listen to the business 

owner. You don’t have to have answers immediately — you have to understand the problem first and 

that may require several conversations with the business owner and other advisors such as an attorney 

and tax specialist. After you understand the problem and the business owner’s goals then you can 

recommend options that can be considered. You are not selling life insurance. You are a problem solver 

addressing business needs for which life insurance is ideally suited. You are the business owner’s guide 

to navigating the various aspects of planning — business succession, retaining key employees, personal 

planning, etc. 

Your goal should be to have relationships with business owners whose businesses are at various levels 

of development, i.e., mature businesses, growing businesses, and start-up businesses. Establishing your 

practice with a mix of businesses at different development points will help you be prepared for new 

business clients. You have to get started somewhere though, and to do that you have to get out and 

meet people. Yes, this is the technology age but business owners want to know the people they are 

working with, so even if you use technology to reach out to prospects and clients, the personal touch 

remains important.

You are not selling life insurance.  

You are a problem solver addressing business 

needs for which life insurance is ideally suited. 
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Building the relationship 
Building a relationship may prove hard as business owners are often fickle and prone to cancel or 

postpone meetings, especially early on in a relationship when you are not yet as important to them as 

you will become. If there is a pressing issue with the business then the business owner will address that 

first. You have to expect this, understand it, and accept it. Don’t get discouraged by it. Remain diligent 

and persevere. The business owner needs to understand that the service you provide to him/her is as 

important to you as the service he/she provides to his/her clients. Continue developing the relationship 

with the business owner even if the business is very new and lacks cash flow. You want to be the 

person the business owner turns to when they are ready to focus on their planning needs. You need to 

convey to the business owner that you understand the difficulties he/she faces, no matter the phase of 

development the business is in, and that you can help him/her solve their problems. 

Fact finding and data gathering 
In an ideal world you would be able to sit down with every business owner prospect and in your first 

meeting gather every pertinent piece of information that you need. In reality, you will more likely 

need to build your book of information about the business owner and the business over a period 

of time. Most business owners are not going to tell you everything up front unless they know you 

well and trust you. As you get to know the business owner, try to make mental notes of the things 

you learn even in casual conversations and afterwards write the information down until you need it. 

Although you will want to hold off on making recommendations to the business owner until you have 

a complete picture of their situation, the things you learn early in the developing relationship could be 

important to know later when you and the business owner begin to set goals and develop strategies. 

Prioritize goals and attack one at a time 
Once you have earned the trust of the business owner, it’s important that you understand you cannot 

address every issue at one time. This would prove to be overwhelming to both you and the business 

owner. You may need to start with smaller items first depending on what the business owner’s concerns 

are. Without a doubt, listening is the most important thing. You will have to gauge a) what are the 

critical priorities to the business owner and b) is he/she able to focus on them at the current time. 

Keep in mind that what you think are the critical priorities may not be in line with the business owner’s 

priorities. You will have to adjust to the business owner’s situation and work on the issues of primary 

concern to him/her. As you and the business owner accomplish specific tasks, no matter their order, it 

will make it easier to focus on issues that the business owner has been unable or unwilling to focus on.
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Getting to know the prospect 
• Owning a business must be rewarding and challenging.  

Tell me about it. How did you get started? 

• You are really passionate about what you’ve built. 
What would you say makes your business unique?

• What are the biggest challenges you face now?

• What are your long term goals for the business?

More detailed questions
What is the business structure (e.g., corporation, 
partnership, etc.) and what led you to choose it?

This is one of the most important questions to ask as the 
answer may open up possibilities for additional planning or 
rule out strategies not appropriate for that business structure. 
Resources like the John Hancock Advanced Markets team will 
need this business structure information in order to help you 
determine the best planning solutions for your client.

 Are there other owners? If so, what is the ownership 
percentage for each?

You will want to know if others have decision-making authority 
as a business owner and multiple business owners may require 
additional considerations if buy-sell planning is needed.

 Are there family members in the business? Are there 
family members not in the business?

The purpose of this question is to understand how other 
family members are involved in the business and how the 
business owner may view their role currently and for the future. 
Additionally, if there are some family members involved in 
the business and some others who are not, this could lead to 
planning opportunities to help ensure family harmony. 

 

Are any of your employees critical to the success of 
your business?

Knowing who the key employees are helps with succession 
planning as well as protecting the business against the 
loss of a key person. Is the employer concerned the key 
employee may leave to work for a competitor? One of those 
“tomorrow” issues is continued growth of the business, 
which may be beyond the capacity of the owners to do 
alone. This may mean hiring the right people with the right 
skill set to possibly manage production or advance sales. 
Attracting those people may require providing incentive for 
them to join the company. A follow up question could be 
“Have you considered any plans especially for the key people 
so they have incentive to continue working here?”

 How would you prioritize these four business 
considerations?

1. Minimizing taxes
2.  Retaining important employees
3.  Long term business continuity
4. Me and my family

By prioritizing these business considerations, the business 
owner will give you an idea of where to start when it comes 
to planning opportunities that will help address these 
concerns.

What planning have you already implemented, if any?

If planning was already implemented perhaps it needs to be 
reviewed to be sure it is meeting current goals. If not, then 
there may be a need for changes that better meet those goals.

Do you work with an attorney or tax advisor currently?

The purpose of this question is to determine who are the 
professionals that the client is already working with so you 
can prepare to make them part of the planning team. If 
the client has no attorney or accountant, then you have an 
opportunity to recommend professionals who you have an 
existing relationship with.

Key Questions  TO ASK
Business owners want to share their story of how the company started, so these questions are a great 

way to not only let them tell their story, but also helps them get comfortable with you without being 

put on the spot. They will also give you more insight about the business, which will be helpful when 

developing a business solution for the client. 
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Notes
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