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When I suggested this topic I thought it would be a simple 
task. Unfortunately it became more difficult than anticipated . . . 
but I kept t o  it anyway. . . and therein lies one answer to the title's 
question. 

Perhaps we should define the word "success." 

"Success" is the ability of my wife and I to spend this week 
here with old friends and those new acquaintances who will 
become old friends. 

Or, as  someone suggested, "success" is a journey, not a 
destination. 

Well, what is the situation? 

In the United States of America, there is a tendency for 
major clients to use the larger legal, accounting o r  actuarial firms. 
The advantages of dealing with the larger firms are perceived to 
be: 

1. A large firm has many people available and the resul- 
tant backup capabilities. 

2. A large firm has a big research department. 
3. A large firm has a large library. 
4. A large firm has offices in many cities. 
5 .  A large firm has greater public identity which may help 

in dealings with stockholders or regulators. 
6 .  A large firm has more liability insurance if something 

goes wrong. 

Ah  the blessings of youth and innocence. If I had known 
then how imposing a list there was in favour of large firms I would 
never have dared to challenge them. More likely I would have 
applied for a position with one and been relegated to some comer 
of an  empire to become a specialist in some esoteric topic. 

Reading the list makes me wonder how I had the 
"chutzpah" to  compete. ("Chutzpah" is a Jewish expression 
which is best illustrated by the following parable: 

"A young man, who has been found guilty of murdering his 
parents, pleads for mercy from the court because he is an 
orphan.") 

Others, including me, have taken a different approach. We 
have made our practice succeed by using three of the more 
difficult disciplines in the field of actuarial science - 
"availability", "listening"and "tailor making". 

Our  clients know that when they call us, they can present 
their problems directly to a principal of the firm who will give 
them the courtesy of listening to the specific problem and help 
them solve it in a manner which is best suited to their needs and 
not necessarily one which was used for another client and almost 
fits. 

Furthermore, since the inception of our firm we have used 
procedures and concepts which we feel are simple common sense 
approaches but which, apparently, may not be practiced by all the 
other firms. 

I. If any client of ours has a problem which falls into an 
area beyond our ca~abilities. we will brine. to our client 
an  act;ary from another firm who has the needed 
expertise. We do this frequently and with excellent 
results.. . including the retention ofour clients. 

2. As a corollary to the first, our clients will hear us say "I 
do  not know. .  . (when we do not know). . . but we will 
try to find the answer". 
All of our clients are successful persons (otherwise they 
could not afford our fees) who recognize that one 
person cannot know everything. Therefore they can 
appreciate this position of ours and they seem to  have 
more confidence towards us. 

3. We try to maintain a position as management consul- 
tants who use our actuarial training to answer manage- 
ment's problems and help them create new products. 

4. We are a proud firm and we will not attach our name to 
a document we feel is misleading. 
On occasion, this has led us to resign an account. 
On the other hand such action has kept us in good 
stead with our clients and the attorneys, accountants, 
regulatory agencies and other actuaries with whom we 
deal daily. 

Well, then, how do  small firms compete? There are many ways to succeed. The purpose ofthis paper 
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