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Why your clients avoid planning  
-  and how you can help reengage them in the process 
 

Larry Gard, Ph.D. 
 
 
For many Americans, depending on their health, the post-work period will be the 
longest phase of their life.  But quite frankly most of us don’t spend much time 
thinking about it.  We do little to prepare ourselves (particularly from an emotional 
standpoint) and the guidance we get can often be summed up as:  “Save more than 
you think you’ll need, and try to remain active.”  Wise notions perhaps, but not 
sufficient to help us navigate through and beyond a major life transition. 

 
Many of us will spend at least two decades being retired, yet we invest more time, 
energy, and money planning our child’s wedding or our kitchen-remodeling project 
than we do planning for our future.   

 
To some extent, not wanting to think about the future may even be linked to our 
language.  Yale economist Keith Chen has studied how a person’s language can subtly 
affect their propensity to save for the future.  Speakers of languages that grammatically 
separate the future from the present (including US English) save less and retire with less 
wealth.  But no matter what language your clients use you must help them plan ahead. 

 
Business succession and retirement planning are most effective when they are part of 
a broader, long-range process that ought to begin decades earlier.  So while the 
specifics of any plan are important, adopting a “planning mindset” is what really 
matters.  That makes your role as challenging as it is important.  As a trusted business 
advisor, you need to help your clients contemplate what lies ahead. 
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Your task is to help them map uncharted 
territory, to develop thoughtful plans to 
mitigate uncertainty, and ultimately to 
exit their business on their terms.  
Planning can improve the odds that they 
will enjoy the next chapter of their life.  
Yet these smart people sometimes resist 
your wise counsel.  They may be 
successful professionally, but that doesn’t 
automatically mean that they will be 
successful in exit planning (or in 
executing the plan).  So, not only is it 
your job to help your clients plan, you 
must help them overcome obstacles to 
planning. 

 
What gets in their way?  In most cases 
it’s human nature.  People who are 
highly invested in their work are bound 
to have a powerful mix of thoughts and 
feelings when it comes to retiring (or any 
other significant change) no matter how much they say they’re looking forward to it.  
Just when it seems as if they are ready to collaborate with you, their uncertainty, 
ambivalence, or apprehension surfaces. 

 
Let’s take a look at why people resist planning, and how you can help your clients 
identify and manage the emotional roadblocks that get in the way of making sound 
decisions about their future. 

 
Whether clients are thinking about how to position their business for sale, wondering 
who should succeed them as CEO, or contemplating retirement, we cannot help 
them overcome obstacles to planning unless we have a sophisticated understanding 
of what they’re thinking and feeling.  Once we truly grasp the personal meaning they 
attach to the matter at hand, we can begin to move them toward a planning mindset.  
The barriers to planning typically fall into two broad categories:  Emotional Barriers 
and Cognitive Barriers.  As you might imagine there is some overlap between the two 
(after all, our thoughts impact our emotions and vice versa).     
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Emotional Barriers to Planning 
 
Fear of Discomfort 
 
Have you ever avoided starting a project because you had a hunch that it might 
become messy, difficult, or just too complicated?   In a similar fashion your clients 
may avoid planning because consciously or unconsciously they believe it will be 
uncomfortable. 
 
Planning has the potential to bring your clients face-to-face with unpleasant facts.  For 
example, the business valuation you conduct might uncover that the business isn’t 
worth nearly what the owner thinks.  Or an insurance analysis could reveal that your 
client’s buy-sell agreement is poorly funded.   
 

 
 
So how do you convince your clients to engage in a planning process if, at some 
level, they suspect it will uncover things they would prefer not to know or feel?  
Psychological research shows that people can tolerate more discomfort if they have 
some control over it.  Your clients need to have a sense that if and when the process 
gets uncomfortable, you will: 
 

§ help them manage and contain whatever emerges 
§ offer them choices whenever possible 
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If you sense discomfort in your client, ask that person to tell you their worst-case 
scenario and then describe how you would approach it (or share how you’ve assisted 
someone else facing similar circumstances).  Say, “tell me more about how your 
worst-case scenario might play out and let’s talk about how we could handle it.” 
 
 
 
Fear of Facing Mortality 
 
Another reason why people postpone planning for the future is that doing so 
confronts us with the fact that the future is not unlimited.  When we look down the 
road we see that it eventually ends; thus many of us prefer not to look in the first 
place.  It is beyond the scope of this paper to offer a thorough examination of this 
fear, but as an advisor you are well served to be alert to it.  In fact, I would go so far 
as to suggest that if you sense it, acknowledge it (rather than colluding with your 
client to pretend that it doesn’t exist).   
 
It might be helpful to point out to clients that although your work together might not 
change certain outcomes in life, it can make the journey a lot less rocky.  At the end 
of the day, at the end of a career, and perhaps even at the end of life, proper 
planning can alleviate a good deal of fear. 
 
 
 
Fear of Loss of Identity 
 
Many people fear that if they leave their business or profession, they will lose much 
of their identity.  Who they are is intimately tied to what they do.  Planning for a time 
when they stop doing what they do is profoundly threatening.  These individuals are 
typically entrenched in their work, which they often find more compelling or 
rewarding than most other activities.   
 
Helping these people discover a personal identity apart from their work is usually 
outside the expertise of most business advisors.  You can’t do much to counter this 
fear but you can work with it or perhaps more accurately, around it.  You can 
acknowledge their desire and intention to work indefinitely, but then say “lets focus 
our plans to help make that happen, build in some options in case you change your 
mind, and plan for any other (positive or negative) contingency that might arise.” 
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Fear of Conflict with Key People (spouse, business partner, children, etc.) 
 
Planning doesn’t occur in a vacuum.  Your clients have personal and professional 
relationships and all of these different stakeholders have opinions, needs, 
preferences, and priorities.  Clients, particularly those who like to keep the peace, 
may be reluctant to engage in planning if they sense that their decisions could stir up 
discord.   
 
The first step is to determine whether your client is concerned about this sort of 
conflict.  You might ask, “who are the other people in your life who have a stake in 
your planning.  How might they be impacted?” 
 

Consider Sam and Anne, a married 
couple in their early 50’s.  Sam knew 
that he needed to prepare and position 
his business for eventual sale but he put 
off meetings with his various advisors.  
Over cocktails with his attorney (a life-
long friend), he confided that he was 
concerned that he and Anne would not 
be able to agree about how to structure 
their lives once he sold the business.   
Sam sensed that their interests and 

priorities had grown increasingly divergent over the years.  He acknowledged that he 
was avoiding the topic as long as he could, fearing that any substantive discussion 
about their future would uncover seemingly irreconcilable differences.  It was a 
Pandora’s box he didn’t want to open. 
 
To help your client make progress in a situation like this it might seem as if you need 
the wisdom of King Solomon.  But with some basic sensitivity and gentle inquiry you 
can help your client recognize that though their fear of conflict may be real, the 
discord itself can be managed and in most cases contained.  Some things you might 
say: 
 

“Sometimes the disagreement we envision in our head is worse than 
what actually occurs.  What needs to happen to ensure that the 
conversation is productive?” 
 
“Is it possible for you and your wife to set up a structured framework 
for your discussion in advance, so that you don’t try to tackle too much 
at once?”    
            (continued) 
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“If you don’t engage in any substantive planning, what impact will that 
have on your relationship with your loved one?”    
 
“Perhaps the conversation might go better if you had an objective third 
party to help you (and the other person) find common ground.  I know 
someone who can assist you . . .” 

 
 
 
 
Fear of Surprises 
 
People are attracted to what is familiar, consistent, and predictable – even if it isn’t 
particularly pleasurable.  You’ve probably heard more than one client tell you, “I 
don’t want any surprises.”  Particularly for your risk averse clients, the planning 
process presents three challenges:   

 
§ Planning usually involves making changes - something that risk averse 

individuals prefer to avoid.   
§ Planning involves grappling with the unknown - something they feel ill 

equipped to do.   
§ Planning involves making positive assumptions (not just negative ones) - 

something they may find overly optimistic.   

 
So with three strikes against you, how do you help them make realistic plans for the 
future?   Here are some things you might say: 
 

“Planning could conceivably involve making some changes, but let’s 
look at how we can introduce them in an incremental fashion.” 
 
“Planning might require that we grapple with some unknowns, but we 
can craft a plan that considers multiple scenarios – even those that are 
hard to imagine.” 
 
“There is little point in planning if we only plan for what could go 
wrong.  That’s only half the equation.  If we don’t take into account 
what could go well, our plans will be inaccurate.  It’s fine to be 
conservative and err on the side of caution, but to be truly realistic we 
should also consider a range of possibilities both good and bad.” 
 

 



	   	   	   	   	   	  

	  

7	  

 
 
Some Specific Fears of Business Owners: 
 
§ Employees finding out before a sale, which could undermine the business 

value.  Some business planning experts, most notably Peter Christman 
(founder of the Exit Planning Institute and author of “The Master Plan”) argue 
that employees are astute enough to recognize when a sale is a realistic 
possibility, and so hiding it from them is not a wise use of time and effort. 

 
§ The deal breaking down, leaving them exposed as a failure and with a 

lower business value.  It’s no secret that a good many deals break down, so 
much so that some M&A firms levy a fee if parties back out.  Although this fear 
is reality based, one of the best ways to counter it is to make sure that your 
client has sorted through all the head and heart issues as part of their planning.  

 
§ Finding out that they sold for too little.  This fear is often found among 

owners who are convinced that the business is worth far more than the market 
suggests.  This mindset can be difficult to shift and facts alone (e.g. a well done 
valuation) are seldom sufficient.  Many of these individuals sincerely believe 
that their business has unique and special value that others don’t fully 
appreciate.  There is little to be gained by arguing at length about the “right” 
price.  Instead, acknowledge the owner’s concern about the number and 
encourage them to focus on all the other negotiable facets of the deal.  
 

§ Discovering that they can’t maintain their desired lifestyle on the proceeds 
from the sale of the business.  Most of us don’t want to even contemplate 
what it would feel like to be forced to give up our standard of living.  This fear 
is about potential loss, and it is stoked every time a business owner sees 
someone else who is forced to scale back once they sell.  This fear is so 
unpleasant that it often results in a high degree of avoidance.  These 
individuals don’t want to look at the numbers, they don’t want to create a 
plan, they don’t want to acknowledge that their lives will change, and most 
don’t want to talk about their fear.  In some cases you can move forward by 
getting them to tell you more about their desired lifestyle.  Once you 
understand what is important to them, you may be able to introduce 
compelling options that will resonate for them.  It is critically important to 
contain their fear of loss by focusing on what they will gain as a result of 
thoughtful planning.  

 
 
 



	   	   	   	   	   	  

	  

8	  

 
 
As an advisor you might be tempted to offer reassurance that everything will work 
out.   
 

An alternative and potentially more 
effective approach is to help your clients 
see that planning is one of the best ways to 
avoid being surprised.  A thorough plan that 
considers all contingencies will give them 
peace of mind and it’s far superior to 
inaction or worry – or ultimately being 
unpleasantly surprised by reality.   
 
In some instances, you may sense that the 
emotional barriers your clients are facing 
are too significant, too sensitive, or too 
complex for you to address.  If so, you can 
refer them to a consultant who is trained to 
deal with these matters.  Yet many advisors 
are uncomfortable making such a referral.  
Here are some possible ways of raising the 
topic: 

 
§ “We’ve talked about the financial aspects of preparing to sell your business.  

In my experience, a sale goes far more smoothly for people who are also 
prepared at the personal level.  I know a consultant who will sit down with 
you for a couple of sessions to sort through the non-financial side of this.” 

 
§ “My sense is that you’re not entirely comfortable moving forward with this 

matter right now.  My expertise is to help you look at this from a legal 
perspective, but you owe it to yourself to explore some of the head and heart 
aspects as well.  I work with a consultant who specializes in sorting through 
the personal side of these kinds of transactions. . .” 
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   Cognitive Barriers to Planning 
 

 
Commitment to Sunk Costs 

 
The very notion of planning suggests looking forward and making choices about the 
future.  The planning process could conceivably require your clients to make changes 
and deviate from a previous course of action.  Yet quite often our clients look 
backward at prior “sunk” costs and use those to guide their decisions, or worse, as a 
basis for not making any prudent changes whatsoever.   

 
Consider the case of Gary, the 58-year-old owner of a dental supply firm.  Nearly two 
decades ago he invested a considerable sum to develop proprietary software to 
manage his business.  The software served him well but his business advisor suggested 
that any future buyer might see it as a liability.  Gary was reluctant to switch to a 
more up-to-date, commercially supported product.  He could only focus on how 
much time, effort, and money he put into his existing software.    

 
In cases like this, clients who continue down the path they’re on will end up pouring 
time and money down the drain.  They won’t be able to engage in productive 
planning until they recognize the need to adopt a different approach.  As you try to 
convince them to let go of the past it might be helpful to say some of the following: 

 
§ “Just because this approach is no longer optimal doesn’t mean you’re 

not a good business person.  You made the best decision you could 
given the information available to you at the time.” 

 
§ “Sometimes we find ourselves trying to make the unworkable finally 

work.  If you had an employee who was doing that, what advice would 
you give him or her?” 

 
§ “We can base our decisions on the past, but things change and we 

should consider the terrain ahead.  Would you be open to a planning 
approach that takes into account the anticipated costs and benefits of 
different options moving forward?” 
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Confirmation Bias 
 
Have you ever tried to help someone who was chronically depressed?  If so, you may 
have been struck by the tenacity with which they held on to their bleak view. 
Chronically depressed people tend to seek out and remember information that 
confirms their worldview.  This is a form of the “confirmation bias” we’re all prone to.  
We tend to look for evidence that supports our beliefs, while discounting or ignoring 
evidence to the contrary.   
 

 
For example, if a business owner believes 
that selling out to a competitor constitutes a 
personal failure, she may reject all evidence 
that the sale could result in a positive 
outcome.  If she believes that her business 
model is optimal, she may not be open to 
information that substantiates looming risks.   
 
As an advisor, you will only get so far by 
showing her the facts head on.  Instead, 
redirect the discussion back to her beliefs.  
Don’t try to convince her to abandon them; 
to the contrary you should demonstrate 
respect for her beliefs.  Your goal is to help 
her cling to them less absolutely so that over 
time she becomes more open to additional 
information.  For example, you could say: 
 

 
§ “Tell me more about selling to a competitor. What would need to 

happen in order for it to be a win-win?”   
 

§ “How many of your friends would view this type of a sale as a personal 
failure on your part?” 
 

§ “Would there be any harm in us adding selling to a competitor to a list 
of options, even if it’s not your first or second choice?” 
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Concluding Remarks 
 
As a consulting psychologist I’ve found two primary factors that impede planning: 
Denial and Fear.  They tend to operate in tandem and thus are two sides of the same 
coin.  And denial and fear ultimately lead to Avoidance.   
 
The reality is that if you own a business, eventually you won’t.  It’s just that simple.  
Some owners deny this and if they do think about it, it stirs up fear.    
 
Some owners deny the reality that they’re operating their firm as a lifestyle business.  
And at some level (consciously or unconsciously) they fear what it will feel like when 
this reality becomes painfully apparent.   
 
Some owners deny the reality that the business is worth less than it ought to be.  And 
they fear that it is worth less than they think.   

 

 
 
 
Many people dislike planning because it involves so many unknowns, decisions, and 
choices.  Ask a business owner what they don’t like, and “uncertainty” will be near 
the top of their list.  So as their advisor, you should help them see that you’ve 
considered the unknowns and thought of every conceivable possibility.   
 
Planning involves making decisions.  Business owners have to make decisions 
constantly.  This is so draining that researchers refer to it as “decision fatigue”.  Some 
experts even recommend not making important business decisions late in the day.  
 



	   	   	   	   	   	  

	  

12	  

 
 
And finally, planning involves making choices.   When you make a choice it often 
means giving up one alternative in favor of another.  For some that is very 
uncomfortable.  They don’t like having to give up something.  You can help your 
clients by clarifying and highlighting the differences between options, and offering 
your professional recommendation as to which choice is in their best interest.     
 
As a trusted advisor, no matter how much you have to offer it will be of little use if 
you cannot help your clients surmount the barriers to planning.  The obstacles take 
many forms and go by many names.  Avoidance, denial, embarrassment, fear, inertia, 
passivity, resistance, reluctance, rigidity, self-deception; the list is as long and varied 
as your client roster.  But these barriers are not impenetrable.  With good rapport and 
thoughtful inquiry, you can help your clients adopt a planning mindset.   
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inspired by the work of Dr. Robert Leahy and his book “Overcoming Resistance in Cognitive Therapy”. 
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