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MetLife director creates culture of success 

Steve Higgins , Register Business Editor 

SHELTON — From a modest office in building No. 6 in the sprawling Enterprise Corporate Park, Paul Blanco has built a financial empire that stretches from New London to Westchester County, N.Y. 

Blanco, 40, is managing director of Barnum Financial Group, a MetLife affiliate with 350 employees, including 126 financial service representatives and 113 financial planners, in 19 offices.

When MetLife sent Blanco from New York City in 1993 to manage the office, Barnum Financial Group had nine advisers and 12 employees.

Since then Barnum Financial has grown from 2,000 square feet to 70,000 square feet of space. The company has $3 billion in assets under management and 120,000 clients.

This year Barnum Financial became the first affiliate to be named MetLife's No. 1 office in the nation for three years in a row, taking the honor for 2004, 2005 and 2006. In 2002, Blanco became the youngest person ever inducted into MetLife's Hall of Fame, at age 36.

But Blanco is not content with these achievements. He recently opened a new office in Manhattan, perhaps the most competitive financial services arena in the world.

"It was an opportunity we couldn't pass up," Blanco said. "We recruited a manager who had some ties to the city, and a lot of the corporations we are working with are headquartered in New York."

MetLife's Top Firm of the Year award recognizes the highest annual overall firm performance, which includes profitability, revenue growth and good business practices, the company said. Barnum also was named Agency Distribution Group of the Year all three years, in recognition of its leadership and high ethical standards.

"Barnum Financial Group has had incredible growth year over year in every key area," said John Schrieffer, vice president of sales for MetLife's Agency Distribution Group. "Paul is a dynamic leader with a vision for his firm and marketplace. He lives the vision and has the buy-in of everyone within his organization."

MetLife has 144 agencies in the United States — 98 MetLife offices and 46 New England Financial offices — with a total of 5,968 sales representatives. The company sells everything from traditional insurance products to mutual funds and other investments.

Growing up in Brooklyn, Blanco was an All-City sports star who attended St. Francis College on a full baseball scholarship. But he was also a born entrepreneur.

"As a kid I was always selling something," he said.

After earning a bachelor of science degree in business, Blanco joined MetLife in 1991 as a financial adviser and never looked back.

"During my first interview, I asked how long it would take to get into a leadership position," he said. "I realized it was like buying a franchise."

It took only a couple of years before MetLife sent Blanco to manage the Barnum office, then located in Trumbull, which had been started in 1950 in Bridgeport. The office was named after famed circus founder P.T. Barnum, a Bridgeport icon.

Blanco brought a sports coach's philosophy to the sleepy Trumbull office.

"We recruit only first-round draft picks," Blanco said, referring to the financial advisers he hires.

But that's only the start of Blanco's method. After the firm decides to hire someone, that person receives extensive training and support, starting with the company's 14-person marketing team, which works hard to get Barnum advisers' names out in front of the public.

It continues with an array of training and development programs, starting with in-house professional development courses covering everything from sales training to a full certified financial planner course.

Blanco also offers employees a variety of two-day educational seminars held at area hotels, and provides personal coaches — a business coach, a telephone coach and a networking coach. He sponsors an on-site speakers' series, bringing in a variety of business and motivational speakers each year. 

Recently Blanco started an in-house book club — he sends every Barnum employee a business or motivational book to read every quarter.

"I want to give them the tools and resources they need to help them take their practice and their lives to the next level," Blanco said. "I'm trying to create an environment where there are no obstacles for someone to succeed."

Little wonder the firm boasts a 52 percent four-year employee retention rate, compared with 11 percent industry-wide.

Blanco said his philosophy is to never rest on any laurels. "If it's not broken, break it," he said. "You have to keep breaking it down."

Blanco points to one innovation that has particularly fueled Barnum's growth. In 1999 he started offering financial seminars to employees of area companies at their places of business. But these are not the usual two-hour sessions in the cafeteria. Barnum's advisers go into the workplace and offer four nights of planning classes for free, then a fifth class that is a free one-on-one session with a Barnum adviser.

Blanco is quick to point out that he trains his advisers to offer unbiased advice. "We offer financial products from 70 different companies," he said.

Blanco started the Foundation for Life, which contributes money and volunteers to a variety of area nonprofit groups. The foundation's latest effort is Bikes for Kids, which will donate bicycles and helmets to 400 needy second-graders this fall.

Blanco serves on the board of directors for the Valley Boys and Girls Club and the Valley United Way. He sponsors several sports teams in the area, including the Stratford Youth Football Camp, Shelton Girls Softball and Shelton Men's Softball teams. He and his wife, Mindee — who works as a production manager at Barnum Financial — live in Shelton with their three children.



	©New Haven Register 2007 


