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Advisory panels – making the  
most of the experts around you

By Lloyd Simpson 
Managing director, Enterprise121

So you own a business specialising in financial advice and services. 

You’re busy. Your staff members are busy. The industry is in great shape. 
Every day, there’s always lots to do… clients to see… strategies to write… 

people to manage… compliance to meet… research and technical information to 
absorb… bills to pay… emails to read… paperwork to complete… busy… busy… 
BUSY!

But how often do you really take the time to step back and look at your business 
through your “big picture” lenses? 

Can you articulate – without warning — what your vision is for your business, 
the steps you need to focus on to get there and where you currently are in your 
journey? 

Do you have all the knowledge and skills on hand to maximise the productivity, 
profitability and value of your business? 

Are you honestly making yourself accountable for the strategic management of 
your practice and the achievement of its true potential?  

Are you getting the personal outcomes you seek from all your efforts?

… or is “busy, busy, busy” getting in the way?

If so, chances are you will benefit from setting up what’s called an ‘advisory panel’ 
for your practice. 

In fact, history shows that even the most widely skilled, highly organised and well 
resourced practice owners enjoy significant advantages by establishing advisory 
panels for their businesses. 

In a nutshell, establishing an advisory panel is about: committing time to working 
“on” the business, not just “in” the business; assembling your trusted experts (who 
you probably already rely on); reaping the benefits of having this breadth and depth 
of expertise in the same room; and following a proven process that aims to ensure 
you remain accountable and successful in all your aims and commitments. 
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What exactly is an advisory panel?
Most practice owners have at least one adviser to help them run 
their business – a trusted accountant, an attorney, a financial 
adviser, perhaps even a business coach, an ideal client or peers 
in the industry. 

Each has specific knowledge and experience to contribute, but 
no single individual can possess the professional designations, 
practical knowledge, or industry related experience to serve 
as the sole adviser to a practice owner. Indeed, to rely on one 
source of advice in all aspects of your business would be naïve 
and potentially dangerous. 

That’s why many practice owners call on a number of trusted 
advisers with different skills and experience. However, in 
many cases, these individuals are usually consulted on an ad-
hoc basis and purely one-on-one, with only two brains – the 
practice owner’s and his/her adviser’s – working together at 
the one time.

On the other hand, an advisory panel is where all your trusted 
advisers are together in the one room, on a regular basis and are 
strategically focused to help you achieve your big picture. Kind 
of like a think tank or a task force, where the reasoning, wide 
ranging experience and intuition of all parties are combined 
to discuss your vision, weigh up the resulting obstacles and 
opportunities, agree on a plan of action and monitor your 
progress. 

The personal benefits of an advisory panel is the expansion of 
your thinking and knowledge, confidence through considered 
deliberation of issues and their consequences, educated decision 
making and enhanced accountability driven by the knowledge 
that other people are investing their time in the success of your 
business. 

Done properly, the advisory panel is a powerful and critical 
vehicle through which you can gain the benefits of the 
combined energies and synergistic thinking of the group, 
resulting in comprehensive, superior solutions based on the 
invaluable contribution of everyone on the panel. 

So before I explain how a successful advisory panel works, let 
me state upfront a couple of key challenges in establishing an 
advisory panel for your business which you should be ready to 
address.

in Whom We trust
Firstly, it can be a stretch for some practice owners to bare their 
soul and open up all aspects of their business to others. This 
is understandable – after all, their business is their baby, and 
revealing all details can be confronting for some. Resistance 
may be expressed in comments such as “It’s my business, I 
know best”, “I am in control”. 

However, the challenge of presenting one’s business warts 
and all is greatly offset by the benefits of having a number of 
experts with various skills all working together to maximise its 
success. As the saying goes, if you always do what you’ve always 
done, you’ll always get what you’ve always got. Resisting the 
opportunity to bring in different ideas and opinions can almost 
certainly limit the potential for growth. 

Another challenge is the possibility of existing advisers feeling 
threatened. The egos, power positions and perceived threats of 

existing entrusted advisers can be difficult to overcome. 

These advisers, who have nurtured their client relationships for 
a long time, may be short-sighted and may try to control the 
practice owner in order to protect what they consider their turf. 

Coupled with that, a new adviser can unwittingly disturb 
existing relationships with fresh ideas and strong beliefs. 

As a group, members of the advisory panel must stay focused 
on their goal without confrontation or controversy – a task that 
requires maturity, skill, finesse and an uncompromising focus 
on what’s best for the business, not their own agendas. 

The challenge becomes: Exactly how do you assemble and 
manage a team that will engage in a non-competitive and co-
operative exchange of the information and ideas for the benefit 
of the practice owner and his/her business?

Perhaps the most efficient, effective and objective way to 
establish an advisory panel is to locate and engage a neutral 
third party who is trained and experienced in the requirements 
and procedures of this specialised task force. 

This should be someone who can promote an environment 
where a free exchange of ideas is encouraged but controlled. 
They could be an individual or a company that specialises in 
the assembly and maintenance of a working advisory panel 
– proficient in identifying any obvious gaps in expertise 
and recommending new panel members with the skills, 
knowledge, and experience complementary to the existing 
panel members. 

The end result is a customised advisory panel tailored to address 
the specific needs and goals of the individual practice owner 
and his/her business. 

hoW to ensure your advisory panel Works
The focus and scope of your advisory panel is the key to its 
success. For best results, the focus of your advisory panel must 
be both strategic and tactical:

●  Strategic: encompassing a high level strategic plan that 
articulates your business’s vision, mission (purpose) and 
values (desired culture) and detailing specific financial 
and operational objectives to achieve the vision, mission 
and values).

●  Tactical: very specific action steps, responsibilities and 
deadlines for addressing issues, optimising opportunities 
and achieving the objectives specified in your strategic 
plan.

With this focus on the big picture as well as the detail, the 
scope of your advisory panel must be wide ranging and all-
inclusive. 

The agenda for each meeting would be jointly determined by 
input from you, as the practice owner, and through careful 
consideration of your issues and needs by the panel members in 
advance of the meetings. 

The initial meetings of your advisory panel should focus 
on fact finding and identifying issues in order to determine 
specific concerns, which are then prioritised for the purpose of 
planning and problem solving. 
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In the early stage, advisory panels usually convene monthly for 
three or four hours. Agendas typically touch on, but are not 
limited to, analysis of the following topics:

● The strategic plan.

● Finance operations.

● Organisational structure.

● Administration and accounting.

● Human resources.

● Business development.

● Marketing and development.

●	 Information technology.

● Funding requirements.

Your advisory panel would appoint a secretary who plans 
and utilises the agendas that guide each advisory panel 
meeting, facilitates and manages the panel meetings, records 
and distributes the meeting results, outlines assignments of 
responsibility for the advisory panel action items, and tracks 
action plans. 

Your advisory panel should continue as long as your business 
exists (unless of course you have a formal board that meets on 
a frequent basis). In particular, your panel should be active in 
times of organisational change, which includes follow up and 
support during implementation of changes recommended by 
the panel. 

The panel can continue to verify what has happened and 
monitor activity to make certain that the planned change has 
had the intended impact on the business. 

Flexibility helps you to obtain maximum benefit for the 
time spent with the panel. Consequently, the advisory panel 
meetings may be quarterly as your needs and objectives are met 
and strategies are implemented. 

To ensure you gain maximum commitment from the members 
of your advisory panel, you should consider paying them for 
their time and effort. While this increases the overall costs to 
the business, if you regard it as an investment, then the payback 
over time will be considerable. 

advisory panel responsibilities
In general, the panel exists to provide you with ideas and advice.

It is not responsible for, and has no authority to determine 
matters relating to the policies, practices, management and 
operations of your business. 

It is, however, required to do all things necessary to support 
and carry out the objectives of the business. You have the final 
responsibility for the successful operations of your business.

Without intending to limit this general role of the advisory 
panel, the specific or principal functions and responsibilities of 
the panel will include:

● acting as a sounding panel in the setting of goals of the 
business, including short-term, medium-term and long-
term objectives;

● contributing ideas on steps to achieve those objectives;

● reviewing the annual progress and performance of the 

company in meeting its objectives;

● providing input into the overall strategic direction of the 
business; 

●	 providing input into the determination of policies 
governing the operations of the business;

● providing input into the annual budget and long-term 
budgets;

● providing input into major capital expenditure;

● providing input into any significant operational 
expenditure outside budget;

●	 providing input into mergers and acquisitions, and 
property acquisition and disposals; and 

●	 providing input into management reporting processes 
and documentation.

advisory panel charter
An advisory panel is not a board of directors. Members of an 
advisory panel do not have the fiduciary duty that directors 
have, nor do they have any control over or make decision on 
behalf of the company.

However, members of an advisory panel should nonetheless act 
in the best interests of the company and perform their role with 
appropriate diligence and dedication.

At all times, you as the practice owner are responsible for 
making decisions about your company.

Role of panel members

● To act in good faith.

● Not to gain advantage by improper use of the position.

● To act with care and diligence.

● To act honestly in the best interests of the whole 
company.

● Not making improper use of information.

● Avoiding conflicts of interest. 

● Exercise independent judgement.

● Treat confidential information as the property of the 
company.

● Not to engage in conduct liable to bring the company in 
disrepute.

●	 To be proactive and to act appropriately in panel 
meetings.

conclusion
Being a small business owner can be a very lonely existence, 
especially in the financial advice and services industry. The 
continually changing investment and regulatory environment 
and the complexities faced by practice owners are significant 
enough without the added challenge of running an efficient, 
successful business.

Establishing and utilising an advisory panel can help relieve 
some of the pressures felt by practice owners and greatly 
enhance their long-term success. 



30 The Australian Journal of Financial Planning

a Financial Standard publication Volume 2  Number 2  2007  


