





‘We're dealing with people who
aren t worried about the money.

Keeping the Base

hile Steve Brooks Insurance

Services is targeting upscale

private clients, the firm is
not abandoning the accounts that
have been its bread and butter for
19 years. Founder Steve Brooks and
another producer focus exclusively on
upscale sales now, but the rest of the
team still aggressively works the
middle-market business. Using the
same data-mining techniques to
uncover leads and referrals, the
middle-market has done well also.
“For Travelers, we wrote 200 new
policies last year,” he says.

An Upscale Focus

Brooks has decided to grow his agency
through a focused appeal to the upscale
clientele that populates the L.A. area.
They aren't as affected by the recession,
and they have plenty of Maseratis, swanky
houses and toys to insure.

“It's a nice market to be in,” says
Brooks. “They're not price-driven. They're
more interested in coverage and service.”

Case in point: Brooks recently wrote a
new client who was paying $6,500 a year
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for his personal coverage. A review by
Brooks found that the customer—a real
estate developer with a 4,000 square foot
house and a net worth of $10 million—was
significantly underinsured.

“We could have gone coverage for
coverage and probably come in less than
$6,500,” says Brooks. “But I didn't give
him that option. I told him he was getting
a $10 million umbrella. We wrote every-
thing for $13,000, and he just pulled out
his checkbook. I had to tell him that he'd
get a bill later.”

That reaction, says Brooks, is fairly
typical of this class of “private client” busi-
ness. “We're dealing with people who aren’t
worried about the money. They want the
right coverage,” he says.

The agency is both attracting new clients
and rewriting existing clients who have
moved up in their net worth. Currently
about two-thirds of the agency’s private
client group are new customers and a third
are rewrites.

Marketing to a Niche

Reaching this luxury-class client
requires more finesse than ketchup bottles,
however—so Brooks is shifting gears in
his sales and marketing approach as well.
“Direct mail doesn't work for the high-
end prospect,” he says. “The maid’s going
through the mail, so they never even see
it. This market is all relationship and
referral.”

So, instead of his traditional marketing
campaigns, Brooks is developing a new,
more upscale Web site directed at private
clients, and he’s focusing his networking in
higher-end environments. He's orchestrat-
ing a meet-the-artist exhibit at a local Four
Seasons, for customers, prospects and other
individuals who can provide valuable refer-
rals to the agency. And he’s running ads in
the BMW owners magazine.

Brooks and another producer are dedi-
cated to this niche, and they are mining
their customer files for those who can help
generate referral business—high-end real
estate agents, Hollywood business manag-
ers and CPAs, for example.

And gone are the days of golf shirts and
khakis: Brooks is now in suit and tie most

weekdays, and his staff receives periodic
requests from their boss for business attire
if a VIP is scheduled for an office visit.
He's even getting more refined business
cards.

More than anything, Brooks is on the
road, logging some 4,000 miles in the last
few months as he meets with prospects,
customers and influential people. He is
on the advisory board for the School of
Business & Finance at Cal State Northridge,
and he has been nominated to the Ventura
County Economic Development Association.
“T've never had so many appointments
outside,” he says.

All this networking has resulted in a
targeted approach to new business—and a
better-than-90% hit ratio for this class.

High-End Equals High
Maintenance

High-end clients can be high-mainte-
nance, but Brooks is prepared to provide
special treatment. His private clients get
his cell phone number, and they all know
he works his BlackBerry 24/7. So when a
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client called on New Year’s Day to add a car to

his policy—he had bought his son a $40,000

BMW for Christmas—Brooks didn't wait
until the next day to get things rolling.

S8 INDEPENDENT AGENT B MARCH 2008

What We Learned

urnover had become problem

for Steve Brooks, with customer

service representatives coming
and going with uncomfortable regular-
ity. Realizing that such instability was
hurting morale as well as his agency’s
reputation with clients, Brooks took
several steps to remedy the situation,
including:

e Matching 401 (k) contributions at 4%.

¢ Handing over day-to-day operations
and human resources management
to his long-time office manager, Sally
Conroy.

e Holding a customer-retention contest,
with the winner receiving a three-day
weekend in Las Vegas.

e Providing handmade gift baskets to
employees on Valentine’s Day, Hal-
loween and Christmas.

The results have been good: The
agency seems to be enjoying increased
stability and higher morale, Brooks says.

That TLC pays off in exceptional account
retention. Brooks pushes four policies for
all of his customers—auto, home, umbrella
and earthquake—and says that typically
results in a 94% to 95% retention rate. But
for private clients, he asks, “Where else
are they going to go?” So, with increased
home values and premiums, he’s getting
100% retention.

Indeed, Brooks doesn't see a lot of
options for the high-end client in his area.
Large agents and brokers are traditionally
focused on commercial accounts and either
handle personal lines as an accommodation
(read: poorly) or don't want to handle it
at all. Brooks recently received a call from
a businessman who had all his commercial
insurance with his brother’s agency. But
felt he was being “pawned off” for his per-
sonal coverage and wanted Brooks to write
the business.

Brooks has had commercial agencies
themselves refer personal customers, as he
doesn’t pursue commercial accounts and
thus isn't a competitive threat.

His formula seems to be working, which
is not always easy to say in the Golden
State. “Most agencies are really hurting
now,” says Brooks. “We had a record year.
We're getting out there.” [

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