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BY JUDY WARD

Ten NAPA “Young Guns” share lessons they’ve 

learned on building a successful career.
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short flights for him.
As he narrowed his target service area, 

Eskamani also gravitated to two main 
types of clients with lots of potential in that 
area: professional services firms like law 
and accounting firms, and 403(b) sponsors, 
including universities/colleges and private 
K-12 schools. “My best advice is to establish 
a business plan, be disciplined in implementa-
tion, and be willing to pivot and adapt your 
business plan as needed,” he says.

Find the best advisory-firm fit.
Benson felt drawn to helping build a 

plan advisory practice at First West (now 
NFP). “The idea of being just a face in the 
crowd at a larger firm is not as appealing to 
me as being involved in something that has 
a lot of potential,” he says. “I saw this as an 
exciting opportunity where I would provide 
immediate value. The biggest factor was the 
huge opportunity this gave me to create and 
develop our own processes.”

After the insurance broker where he 
worked as a plan advisor got bought out, 
Benaiah Burnich met with Randall Long, 
founder and managing partner at SageView 
Advisory Group. As they talked, the idea of 
joining the mid-sized, well-established firm 
clicked with Burnich. He liked SageView’s 
willingness to take on fiduciary status and 
its fee transparency, as well as its exten-
sive in-house resources, such as an internal 
investment committee. “At SageView, ev-
erything we do is geared toward retirement 
plans,” says Burnich, now an Overland Park, 
Kansas-based retirement plan consultant. “It 
was a breath of fresh air. When you work on 
retirement plans at an insurance broker, you 
are like an add-on — kind of like a red-head-
ed stepchild.”

For Fitzgerald, her career track of work-
ing with municipal DC plan meshes well with 
Morgan Stanley’s interest in developing its 
public plan business. As a very large company, 
Morgan Stanley has lots of resources to help 
her: For instance, she went through a govern-
ment plan specialist advisor-training program 
the wirehouse offers. And being in Morgan 
Stanley’s national strategic-partnership 
program for its advisors has helped her find 
many of her public DC plan clients. “With 
more than 15,000 advisors at the firm, it gives 
me lots of opportunities to partner with other 
advisors who don’t do that type of business,” 

fter Jared Benson and his 
colleagues at Orem, Utah-
based First West Retirement 
Solutions started moving 
upmarket several years ago, 
they had a good shot at win-

ning a large plan’s business. The team’s three 
members — all younger than any members 
of other advisory teams competing for the 
business — did a finalist presentation for the 
sponsor that clearly went well. But the spon-
sor chose another advisory firm.

“When we didn’t win the business, we 
reached out to ask the sponsor why. The 
feedback we got was that they really liked 
our business model and our presentation — 
but that we ‘didn’t have enough grey hair,’” 
remembers Benson, director, investment 
management at NFP, which acquired First 
West in 2016. Asked about the takeaway 
from that conversation, he jokes, “I dyed 
my hair grey, and we haven’t lost a new 
client since.”

But more seriously, Benson says he 
walked away from the experience of 
being a finalist for a large plan’s business 
feeling more upbeat about the advisory 
firm’s team and business model. “That 
was humbling, but it also helped us build 
confidence,” he says. “And having grey hair 
doesn’t necessarily mean that you’re an ex-
pert in this industry. Our expertise comes 
from our dedication to our craft, not how 
long we’ve been doing it.”

Benson and nine other Young Guns 
talked about insights they’ve gained while 
building a career as a plan advisor.

Match your business model to the right opportunities.
Jessica Fitzgerald started her career 

focusing on public defined benefit plans. 
“But then my mother, who had worked 
for a police department in Michigan for 
almost 30 years, was getting ready to retire 
and asked me to look at her retirement 
account,” remembers Fitzgerald, now a 
Morgan Stanley senior vice president and 
financial advisor in Rochester, Michigan. 
“I reviewed the defined contribution plan 
for that city, and I noticed that the cost of 
the plan was extraordinarily high, and the 
investment performance was horrifically 
disappointing across the board. So I start-
ed looking at municipal defined contribu-
tion plans across Michigan, and I discov-

ered that it was a very underserved area.” 
That led her to shift her focus to working 
with municipal DC plans, a growing area 
as more public employers shift away from 
pension plans. “The timing was just right 
for me,” she says.

As Eric Endress began his career, “I 
was really trying to be a sponge, and soak 
up everything I could about the business,” 
as he says. “Over time, I found I was 
drawn to the more technical side of being 
an advisor, and I got my CFA (chartered 
financial analyst) credential, so that I could 
have a detailed approach to investment 
analysis.” 

As target date funds saw rapid 401(k) 
growth during his career’s first years, Endress 
— now vice president and senior investment 
consultant at CBIZ Retirement Plan Services 
in Cleveland — developed a particular interest 
in TDF analysis. “At CBIZ we did our own 
research on glide paths, and from there, we 
built proprietary tools for analyzing target 
date funds,” he says. “It seems like a lot of 
sponsors pick target data funds just based on 
performance. But we’ve worked with them to 
also think about other factors like employee 
demographics.”

In the first years of his career, Shaun 
Eskamani figured out that he should narrow 
his target geographic area. “At CAPTRUST 
we don’t have geographic territories, so the 
country is your oyster,” says Eskamani, now 
a Raleigh, North Carolina-based senior vice 
president at CAPTRUST. “After a while, I 
realized that to be more cost-effective and 
not spread myself too thin, I needed to 
eliminate some geographies that were more 
difficult for me to travel to,” he says. He 
decided to focus mostly on employers in the 
Carolinas and in East Coast cities that are 

Our expertise comes from 
our dedication to our craft, 
not how long we’ve been 
doing it.” 

— Jared Benson,  

NFP



she says. “I wouldn’t have that opportunity if 
I was at a small RIA firm.”

Nurture professional connections.
Pete Peterson found new clients mostly 

by making connections with professionals 
who work closely with employers, such as 
accountants, benefits brokers and attorneys. 
“I networked with anybody that I could re-
fer business to, and who could refer business 
to me,” says Peterson, partner and retirement 
plan consultant at Dallas-based VisionPoint 
Advisory Group, LLC. “When I first moved 
to Dallas, I started a monthly lunch for 
professionals. I said, ‘Let’s get together and 
talk.’ And once I got to know them, and they 
got to know me, they started to refer clients 
to me.”

In her career’s first years, Natasha 
Bonelli says she spent a lot of time “hitting 
the pavement” to meet other area pro-
fessionals. “I went to networking-group 
meetings. And I didn’t mind picking up the 
phone or sending someone an email, asking 
to meet,” says Bonelli, Woodland Hills, 
California-based vice president and senior 

and learn more about your business,’” she 
says.

David Montgomery has found he 
gets most new clients through centers 
of influence, such as DCIO wholesalers, 
recordkeeping wholesalers and TPAs. 
Montgomery, president and co-founder of 
Tampa-based Fidelis Fiduciary Management 
as well as vice president at Montgomery 
Retirement Plan Advisors, has made a lot of 
those connections when chatting informally 
at industry conferences.

“Hallway time at conferences is 
excellent. It is amazing the people you can 
meet, when you run out to get a water,” 
Montgomery says. “And what’s important 
is showing a genuine interest in these folks. 
It’s not about, ‘How can I use this person 
to get somewhere in my career?’ Try to get 
to know these people. I would learn things 
from talking to them like their kids’ names 
and ages, and then I would jot that down 
later. So the next time I saw someone I could 
ask, ‘How is your son John?’” That made 
him more memorable, he says.

financial advisor at Merrill Lynch Global 
Wealth Management. To identify those peo-
ple, she did Google research to find the top 
retirement professionals in the Los Angeles 
area. “Do your homework on who is most 
respected in the industry, in your area,” she 
suggests. “And then be bold enough to pick 
up the phone and call them.” She didn’t 
bring up potential client referrals in those 
first contacts. “I’d say, ‘I’d like to sit down 

This is not a business 
where you can just jump 
in and be successful. 
You have to plant a lot of 
seeds.” 

— Craig Stanley,  

The Summit Group of Virginia LLP
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Continued on page 42

Established in 2014, the 2017 Top Retire-
ment Plan Advisors Under 40 were drawn from 
nominations provided by NAPA broker-dealer/
RIA Firm Partners, vetted by a blue ribbon 
panel of senior advisor industry experts 
based on a combination of quantitative and 
qualitative data submitted by the nominees.  
These “Young Guns” are widely seen as the 
future leaders of the retirement plan advisor 
industry.

 This year we received more than 500 nom-
inations (a 20% increase from a year ago), 
and received nearly 23,000 votes, compared 
with approximately 20,600 a year ago – both 
are records for this prestigious list.  While 
each year’s nominations contain an inspiring 
pool of potential candidates, due to both the 
size and quantity of qualifying advisors this 
year, we have expanded this year’s list to 75.

 Our thanks to all who participated in the 

nomination and voting process, the hundreds 
of nominees, and our panel of judges, who 
gave selflessly of their time and energy to 
make this year’s process another resounding 
success.

 Most importantly, our heartiest congrat-
ulations to this year’s Top Retirement Plan 
Advisors – and all you have done, and will 
continue to do, for the many plans, plan spon-
sors, and plan participants you support.

CONGRATULATIONS
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Alexander Assaley AFS 401(k) Retirement Services, LLC Commonwealth Financial Network

Derek Bailey Marcotte Cambridge Investment Research

Jessica Ballin 401(k) Plan Professionals LPL Financial

Andrew Bayliss Marsh & McLennan Agency MMA Securities

Mark Beaton Bukaty Companies Financial Services Resources Investment Advisors 

Michael Jared Benson NFP Kestra

Eric Blofsky (k)ornerstone (k)ornerstone 401k Services

Natasha Bonelli Merrill Lynch Bank of America Merrill Lynch

Ryan Boutwell Associated Financial Group LPL Financial

Julie Braun Morgan Stanley Morgan Stanley Wealth Management

Benaiah  Burnich SageView Advisory Group SageView Advisory Group

Matt Byers Eminent Wealth Strategies LPL Financial

Matt Callan First Landing Financial, LLC Raymond James Financial Services

John Clark Heffernan Retirement Services Global Retirement Partners

Jake Connors Compass Financial Partners LPL Financial

Brady Dall 401k Advisors Intermountain LPL Financial

Steven D'Amico Morgan Stanley Morgan Stanley Wealth Management

John Davenport CAPTRUST Financial Advisors CAPTRUST

Michael Down The Meltzer Group / NFP Kestra

John Ehlers Foundations Retirement Consulting LPL Financial

FIRM NAMEADVISOR BROKER-DEALER/RIA NAME

2017
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Eric Endress CBIZ Retirement Plan Services CBIZ Financial Solutions 

Shaun Eskamani CAPTRUST CAPTRUST

Paul Etra PRB Wealth Management LPL Financial

Derek Fiorenza Summit Group Retirement Planners, Inc. LPL Financial

Jessica Fitzgerald Morgan Stanley Morgan Stanley Wealth Management

Geoffrey Forcino Kathmere Capital Management LPL Financial

Steven Gibson Plante Moran Financial Advisors Plante Moran Financial Advisors

Harris Gignilliat UBS Financial Services, Inc. UBS Financial Services, Inc.

Graham Goldwasser Merrill Lynch Bank of America Merrill Lynch

Tyler Gupton CAPTRUST CAPTRUST

Austin Gwilliam Global Retirement Partners Global Retirement Partners

Brett Henderson UBS Financial Services, Inc. UBS Financial Services, Inc.

Zach Hull Compass Financial Partners LPL Financial

Jason Jeskey Global Retirement Partners LPL/Global Retirement Partners

Mike Kasecamp CBIZ Retirement Plan Services CBIZ Financial Solutions

Krystle Kaufman Bukaty Companies Financial Services Resources Investment Advisors

Amber Kendrick CIG Retirement Plan Consulting Commonwealth Financial Network

Jamie Kertis Grinkmeyer Leonard Financial Commonwealth Financial Network

Cameron Kleinheksel Plante Moran Financial Advisors Plante Moran Financial Advisors

Josh Kopec Connor & Gallagher OneSource Global Retirement Partners

FIRM NAMEADVISOR BROKER-DEALER/RIA NAME

2017
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Christopher Kulick CAPTRUST CAPTRUST

Shale Latter CapTrust Advisors, LLC WF Advisors/CapTrust Advisors, LLC

Ronald Letaw Montgomery Retirement Plan Advisors Independent Financial Partners (IFP)

Justin Londergan LPL Financial LPL Financial

Damon Marra Retirement Plan Consulting Group LPL Financial 

Joseph Matis Morgan Stanley Morgan Stanley Wealth Management

David Montgomery Fidelis Fiduciary Management Independent Financial Partners (IFP)

David Morehead Retirement Benefits Group LPL Financial

Patrick Morrell Ingham Retirement Group LPL Financial/Ingham Russell Investment Advisors

James Moyes RedStone Advisors/Pensionmark Pensionmark Financial Group, LLC. 

Michael Paris Paris International NPC / ACI Partners

Jason Colin Patrick Fiduciary Advisors, LLC
Kestra Investment Services, LLC/Kestra Advisory 
Services, LLC

Pete Peterson VisionPoint Advisory Group LPL Financial 

Neil Plein Aldrich Wealth LP Aldrich Wealth LP

John William  Pomroy Florida Pension Group LPL/ Independent Financial Partners

Aaron Pottichen CLS Partners Retirement Services CLSRS, L.L.C.

Kevin Price Insight Financial Solutions            LPL Financial

Kimberly Pruitt NFP Retirement Kestra/NFP Retirement

Shaun Ratay Morgan Stanley Wealth Management Morgan Stanley Wealth Management

Brett Reardon Plante Moran Financial Advisors Plante Moran Financial Advisors

FIRM NAMEADVISOR BROKER-DEALER/RIA NAME
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Michael Ribich Merrill Lynch Bank of America Merrill Lynch

Jesus Rodriguez Pensionmark Pensionmark Financial Group, LLC. 

Joey Rose The Noble Group Raymond James Financial Services

W. Dean Salyer WD Pensionmark Pensionmark Financial Group, LLC. 

Todd Sink Garnett Retirement Group LPL/ Independent Financial Partners

Craig Stanley Summit Group of Virginia LLP Ameritas Investment Corp.

Chris Strother AssuredPartners Colorado Pensionmark Financial Group, LLC. 

Alex Sylvester Assured Partners LPL Financial

Brent Teague Oswald Financial LPL / Global Retirement Partners

Joshua Ulmer Morgan Stanley Morgan Stanley Wealth Management

Brian Whinnery Hays Financial Group Global Retirement Partners

Brian Wiese Morgan Stanley Morgan Stanley Wealth Management

Steven Wilkinson Monarch Corporate Advisors Cambridge Investment Research 

Heather Wonderly Aldrich Wealth Aldrich Wealth

Andrew Zito LAMCO Advisory Services, Inc. LAMCO Advisory Services, Inc.

FIRM NAMEADVISOR BROKER-DEALER/RIA NAME

2017
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Listen, listen, listen.
When meeting with potential new cli-

ents, focus mostly on listening, recommends 
Craig Stanley, lead partner, retirement plan 
consulting at The Summit Group of Virginia 
LLP in Virginia Beach, Virginia. “It’s a 
people business, and as advisors we need to 
read and understand people — not try to 
force our ideas on them,” he says. “Early on 
in this business, you go into meetings with a 
mindset of, ‘This is what I’m going to speak 
about, and this is what I’m going to accom-
plish in this meeting.’ However, over time I 

learned that you always need to go in trying 
to understand what the sponsor’s goals for 
the plan are, and what the sponsor’s ideals 
are. Use that as your starting point, rather 
than going in with the conversation already 
totally planned.”

Bonelli has learned to listen more to 
sponsors she’s getting to know. “When I start-
ed, because I was younger, I felt that I had to 
spew out a lot of information, so the sponsor 
would know that I was an expert,” she says. 
“I wish I would have spent more time asking 
informed questions, and listening to sponsors’ 
responses. If I spent more time listening to 
what they needed, or wanted to create with 

their 401(k) plan, I could have done a better 
job.”

Be a resource for potential clients.
Think about ways to provide sub-

stantive information that helps potential 
sponsor clients. “I started as a CPA, so 
sales is not really my forte,” Stanley says. 
“But being a thought leader — and a nerd, 
in some respects — worked for me. I sold 
through education, and positioned myself 
as the retirement content expert in my 
area.”

Stanley started giving talks to local 
groups of HR professionals. But his ini-

Working as part of a team helped Kathmere 

Capital Management’s Geoffrey Forcino more than 

anything in his first years as a plan advisor, he says. 

He especially learned a lot by working alongside 

Kathmere President Michael McDermott.

From watching McDermott — who Forcino first 

met growing up, playing junior golf in the Phila-

delphia area — he saw how to explain complex 

information clearly to sponsors. “In the retirement 

plan business, there are so many confusing terms 

and analytics,” he says. “I saw how he could take 

all that information and relay it to employers in 

an easy-to-understand manner.”

Forcino also learned to listen closely to 

sponsors and committees. “You have to under-

stand what is top-of-mind for sponsors and 

committees,” he says. “It’s important to first 

understand what plan sponsors have to say 

about their company, employees, and top pri-

orities for the retirement plan. From there, we 

can develop a strategy that aligns with their 

company culture and makes their retirement 

benefits stronger.” 

David Montgomery has had two major 

mentors in his career as a plan advisor. One is 

his father Michael Montgomery, the managing 

principal of Montgomery Retirement Plan Advi-

sors, with whom he still works. From his dad, he 

learned the importance of always working with 

integrity and clients’ best interests in mind. “In 

watching him I saw how far it brings you in your 

career, when people know that they can truly 

trust you,” he says.

Montgomery also learned a lot about the 

retirement industry from John McGuire, a Flor-

ida-based regional vice president-retirement 

plans for Securian Retirement Group. “When he 

had nothing to gain from me — because I was 

brand-new in the industry — he still took the 

time to show me things like articles on being a 

3(21) or 3(38) fiduciary advisor. He said, ‘Hey, 

this is going to be a big thing,’” says Mont-

gomery, who went on to found Fidelis Fiduciary 

Management to do 3(21) and 3(38) work. “And 

he came to me proactively. He would say, ‘Hey 

Dave, did you see this article? Do you want me 

to explain this to you?’”

Now that he’s gained more experience, Mont-

gomery mentors junior advisors himself. “A big 

piece of it is patience, patience, patience,” he 

says. “It is a very complicated industry, and you 

can get ‘in the weeds’ very quickly. It’s import-

ant to take the time to explain things to junior 

advisors. And it’s important to have patience in 

them as they build up their book of business.”

Senior advisors also can help by trusting ju-

nior advisors, NFP’s Jared Benson says. “When 

I started, I had a lot of benefits experience, but 

not a ton of knowledge in the 401(k) world. 

What I learned then, I did by ‘getting my feet 

wet,’” he says. “Now, I’ve learned that the 

more I try to micro-manage and step in with 

our team, the less I’m providing the rest of the 

team with an opportunity to grow. I’ve learned 

that they will do something in a way that’s 

different — and probably better — than how I 

would do it.”

THE IMPORTANCE OF MENTORS

Continued from page 37



tial talks about fiduciary requirements and 
investments didn’t seem to leave much of an 
impression. “So I came up with content more 
around the theme of helping people,” he says. 
“I talked about things like how to use behav-
ioral finance in plan design to have a positive 
impact on participants.” That resonated much 
more with the HR professionals.

When Fitzgerald started trying to meet 
potential public DC sponsor clients in Mich-
igan, she reached out and offered them a free 
plan fee review. “We looked at these plans’ 
fees, and 9 of out 10 were being dramatically 
overcharged,” she says. “So I called the city 
managers to ask for a 20-minute meeting and 
said, ‘I can find the hidden costs in your plan 
and outline them for you.’” The findings she 
shared in those meetings helped to gain city 
officials’ interest and trust.

And Peterson figured out quickly that it’s 
worthwhile to spend time being an ongoing 
resource for potential sponsor clients he’d 
already met. “The sales ‘tail’ in the retirement 
plan business is long,” he says. “We just sold 
a plan last year where we had been a resource 
for that sponsor for the previous three years.”

Patience is a virtue in waiting for sponsors 
to hire a new advisor, Stanley says. “You have 
to continue to be a resource for them, and let 
them hit that ‘pain point’ with their retire-
ment plan,” he says. “It is hard to be patient, 
because we’re all go-getters. But this is not a 
business where you can just jump in and be 
successful. You have to plant a lot of seeds.”

Over time, become the quarterback.
As he gained more advisory experience, 

Burnich still collaborated with very seasoned 
advisors, but he increasingly positioned him-
self with sponsors as the team’s quarterback. 
“I brought in senior, established team mem-
bers to gain the confidence of the plan spon-
sors,” he says. “But in those meetings, I would 
probably do 60% to 75% of the talking. I 
wanted to make sure the sponsors knew that I 
was the lead consultant.”

Gaining sponsors’ confidence “was 
a matter of getting clients comfortable 
with me as the starting quarterback of the 
relationship,” Eskamani says. To do that, 
he learned to use the energy of youth as a 
plus. “I had no choice, and needed to show 
command of the issues. Unfortunately, I 
don’t have any grey hair, and I don’t wear 
glasses. So that’s two strikes against me,’” 

he says jokingly. “I had to use my youth 
and energy to my advantage.”

Eskamani utilized his high energy level 
as a cornerstone of his client-service ap-
proach. “I tried to make every prospect and 
client feel like they were my only client,” he 
says. “Small details matter, such as being 
very proactive in my advice and service. For 
example, when I receive an email or call 
from a client, my personal philosophy is to 
always respond within 24 hours.”

Make complexities simple.
Advisors can become more valuable to 

sponsors by helping them understand the bar-
rage of new developments that impact retire-
ment plans. “There is so much information out 
there: from recordkeepers, to broker/dealers, 
to all the industry resources,” says Geoffrey 
Forcino, director of 401(k) & retirement plan 
services at Kathmere Capital Management in 
King of Prussia, Pennsylvania. “As an advisor, 
you need to be able to take all that informa-
tion, figure out the important things, and then 
explain them to a sponsor in a simple and 
efficient way.”

Montgomery has found sponsors 
appreciate getting his help in under-
standing complicated subjects such as fee 
disclosures, new fiduciary rules from the 
U.S. Department of Labor, and behavioral 
finance research findings. “One thing that 
helped me build relationships with clients is 
that I did a tremendous amount of reading 
and research on industry developments, 
and asked a lot of questions of people very 
knowledgeable about those topics — and 
then with clients, I figured out ways to ex-

One thing that helped 
me build relationships 
with clients is that I did 
a tremendous amount of 
reading and research on 
industry developments.”

— David Montgomery,  

Fidelis Fiduciary Management
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plain it to them in simple terms,” he says. 

Don’t try to do everything for sponsors.
In his career’s first years, Benson was in-

clined to position his practice as something 
just short of an outsourced retirement plan 
management department. “I felt this urge to 
be everything for our clients,” he says now. 
“But in retrospect, I started to understand 
that there is a balancing act between over-
committing yourself to clients and trying to 
do everything for them, and making sure 
that they understand that there are roles and 
responsibilities that they need to understand 
and play as a sponsor,” he says.

Benson realized he needed to trust 
his sponsor clients to do their jobs. “I 
learned more about how to manage my 
client relationships, so that I’m not doing 
everything,” he says. “And I also learned 
to trust their recordkeepers. Early on, I 
felt like I needed to micromanage that 
sponsor/recordkeeper relationship. That 
may have prevented my recordkeeping 
partners from performing their jobs to the 
best of their abilities, if they felt that they 
always needed to work through me.” 
Don’t be afraid to say, “I don’t know.”

After he got more experience working 
with sponsors, Endress realized that advi-
sors don’t have to be the instant expert on 
every topic. “It is okay to say that you don’t 
know the answer to something,” he says. 
“It’s okay to show clients that vulnerability 
— that you are a real person. But also give 
them the confidence that you will follow up 
with them. In those first years I learned a lot 
about how to manage expectations, and to 
follow through,” he says.

It’s more important to give an accurate 
answer to sponsors than a really fast one, 
Peterson came to understand. “I realized 
that I don’t need to have the answer to every 
question right away,” he says. “It’s okay to 
say, ‘I’m pretty sure that I know what the 
answer is, but I need to get back to you to 
make sure that I don’t give you the wrong 
answer.’”

» Judy Ward is a freelance writer who specializes in 
writing about retirement plans.
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