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“Practicing Solo” features interviews with our industry’s seasoned sole practitioners. If you are itching to join the 
solo ranks, or striving to be more efficient and effective in your established one-person firm, this column offers you 
practical advice, steeped in experience from the trenches, that can move you forward.

Practicing Solo

By Rod P. Burkert, CPA/ABV, CVA

•

•

INTERVIEW: BRIAN WILLINGHAM

I hope you enjoyed last issue’s interview with John Janicek. 
Our interview series continues, with this issue featuring 
Brian Willingham, PI, CFE (and yes, PI stands for Private 
Investigator). Brian is located in Katonah, New York—a 

hamlet in Westchester County (I confess that, having never 
heard of the town, I had to look it up).

Wanting to be a professional athlete, but just 
missing the cut, Brian initially concentrated on the 
business of sports. He earned a business degree from 
the University of Massachusetts at Amherst with 
a focus in sports. He interned with the New York 
Giants’ communications department and worked in 
Major League Baseball’s photography department 
(which included a blimp ride during the 2000 World 
Series) before falling into the world of private 
investigations. Brian started his own firm, Diligentia 
Group (www.DiligentiaGroup.com), in July 2009. 
He typically works with small businesses having 
fewer than 50 employees, assisting with internal investigations, 
in-depth background checks, and helping law firms gather 
intelligence relating to civil and criminal matters.

Here’s Brian’s story…

Rod: What was your first year like, and what would have 
made it better?

Brian: A little more than five years ago, I just returned from 
what I thought was going to be my last vacation for some time. 

I had left my job a month before, and I was in the process of 
building out my office in the basement of my home when I got 
a call from an old colleague who needed help on a white-collar 
criminal defense case that was going to trial. I spent the next 
several weeks working around the clock, as they say, including 
a marathon weekend that ended with an eighteen-hour stint 
on Labor Day (the irony). That was my introduction to the life 

of practicing solo, and I was addicted.
Over the course of my first year, I worked on 

a variety of civil and criminal litigation matters, 
including cases that I would previously only read 
about in the newspapers like the Madoff matter, 
the largest fraud in history. It was exhilarating, 
rewarding, and a tremendous learning experience. 
The truth is I am not sure what I could have done 
to make it better, as I am not one for regrets. Even 
in hindsight, I am not sure I would change a thing.

Rod: Did you have a formal (or even semi-
formal) business plan?

Brian: To prepare for going out on my own, I devoured every 
small-business book that I could get my hands on, nearly all of 
which said that I should create a business plan. I never did. Not 
because I didn’t think it could be valuable…I just didn’t see the 
point of trying to predict what I would do for the next x years 
when I can’t even predict what I am going to do tomorrow!

I did, however, know exactly what kind of business I 
wanted…core beliefs, if you will. I wanted to be nimble—able 
to act quickly and precisely. I wanted to be portable—not 

Brian Willingham
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tethered to my desk or a certain area of the country. I wanted 
to be small—because I had a stable of investigators I could call 
on if I needed help.

I didn’t write any of this down, but in my head, if a job would 
have taken my business in a direction that did not mesh with 
those beliefs, I wouldn’t do it. So when I was offered a consulting 
gig that would have required me to commute to New York City 
five days a week for my first four months, I turned it down. And 
later, when I had the opportunity to live in Cape Cod that first 
summer, I was able to pick up my laptop and go. Instead of a 
plan, I think it’s more important to have, and adhere to, core 
beliefs about your business. The rest will fall in line.

Rod: How did you first attract clients, and how did that 
strategy evolve over time?

Brian: As soon as I knew I was going to start my own 
business, I immediately began connecting with every other 
investigator and investigative firm I knew. It wasn’t necessarily 
a means of trying to attract clients, but it turned out that other 
investigative firms were initially my biggest source of business. 
I knew investigative firms would hire outside help, but I had 
no idea that their outsourcing could completely support me.

This strategy saved me a lot of time and effort. I didn’t have 
to spend hours on proposals and marketing and developing 
materials to find clients. The investigative firms did the heavy 
lifting of attracting clients; I could just come in and do the work. 
Of course, I knew I couldn’t always rely on other firms. And 
I realized that putting all of my eggs in too few baskets could 
eventually haunt me. Also, there was more money to be made 
by getting my own clients directly. So I attracted my own clients 
primarily by establishing a web presence through blogging and 
by networking at local business groups. I have also written 
articles for industry publications (e.g., Pursuit Magazine) and 
for the Association of Certified Fraud Examiners, conducted 
webinars, and presented at a national fraud conference. The 
strategy is a continually evolving process.

Rod: Do you practice in a specialized niche today?
Brian: One thing I have learned over the years is that you 

can’t be all things to all people. I would much rather be the guy 
who does a few things great than the guy who does a bunch 
of things poorly. While many other similar firms claim to be 
“full-service investigative firms” offering every service under 
the sun, I have focused my efforts on a few core areas like in-
depth, “no-stone-unturned” background investigations and 

complex legal matters. If I get an inquiry about something 
that is not in my wheelhouse, I am perfectly happy to refer it 
to someone else.

Rod: What has been your best marketing tactic?
Brian: Hands down, I would say my single best marketing 

tactic is doing great work. And doing it over and over again. 
It’s impossible to overstate the importance of this.

But my other “best” marketing tactic is blogging for a number 
of reasons. First, writing about what I do helps me think more 
critically about my business, what benefits I bring, and the 
value I can offer. Second, while my marketing has traditionally 
been done within a local area, blogging about topics that are 
relevant to what I do widens the pool of potential clients—my 
reach extends from just the people I know to the entire world. 
Third, Google has changed the search landscape. So instead 
of me using my valuable resources and time for traditional 
outbound marketing tactics like face-to-face meetings, my 
clients can find me.

Rod: How do you differentiate yourself from larger firms?
Brian: I am completely upfront about the size of my firm 

when I speak to clients, because there are some obvious 
advantages to hiring a small firm or a larger firm. I emphasize 
less red tape, my cost efficient rates, and the fact that I am the 
person that will actually do the work.

Rod: Do you work from a home office or an “office” office?
Brian: I’ve had a home office for five years now. It’s not for 

everyone, but personally, I wouldn’t trade it for anything. Even 
with young children, I have learned to make it work for me. It 
certainly has its downsides, like the fact that you never leave 
the “office,” but what started out as a cost-saving measure has 
turned into something that I truly love.

Rod: What is your current mobile device?
Brian: A Nexus 5. I am a fan of the Android platform, and I 

run my company on Google Business, which makes it seamless 
with the phone. I’ve also been traveling abroad quite a bit over 
the past few years and need an unlocked phone that I can pop 
a new SIM card into and be connected in just a few minutes.

Rod: Describe your current computer workstation setup.
Brian: My daily work is done on a twenty-seven-inch Mac 

desktop with a fusion drive, which makes it pretty speedy. I also 
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have a MacBook Air for travel because it is ultraportable, has 
a great battery life, and is still the best lightweight laptop out 
there. I try as much as I can to keep the rest of my work setup 
in the cloud, including my fax, data storage, and telephone.

Where the magic happens for Brien Willingham.

Rod: Besides your phone and computer, any office hardware 
or software that you just couldn’t live without?

Brian: I have made a huge effort to be as paperless as I can 
be. While the world is still ruled by paper, my Fujitsu ScanSnap 
iX500 scanner helps me turn that paper into digital assets that 
I can easily access.

Keeping track of all the digital scans can be challenging, but 
with Evernote, I have my entire library of scanned documents 
at my fingertips. I can also save articles, business cards, or 
anything else that I think is worth keeping to Evernote.

To be as portable as possible I need to have access to all my 
files at all times. I use SugarSync to sync all my files between 
my computers. It works great, and I recommend it to anyone 
who will listen.

And I use Zapier to automate some common tasks, like 
adding a reminder to follow up with a client after I have issued 
an invoice, adding e-mail addresses of new clients to my 
e-newsletter list, or following up on a new lead from my website.

Rod: What do you listen to while you work?
Brian: I love music and listen to it nearly every day. I 

subscribe to Google Play Music and Pandora. I’ve also started 

to listen to podcasts but find them a distracting when I am 
doing work that requires me to concentrate, so I tend to listen 
to them only when I am in the car or train.

Rod: What tool(s) do you use to manage your to-do list?
Brian: I am pretty good at managing my day-to-day work, 

and while my daily to-do list is still handled by pen and paper, 
my short- and long-term to-do’s are handled by Todoist. And 
for tasks that I need to do every month, I can set up recurring 
items. It’s really a to-do app on steroids, and it has quickly 
become an indispensable tool for me. It’s simple to use, and 
you can collaborate and share to-do items.

Rod: What are your best-cost saving ideas?
Brian: I’ve used a number of freelancers hired through 

Elance to handle selected projects and services like 99 Designs 
to create artwork and marketing materials.

Rod: What method/system/tool do you use to stay organized?
Brian: I am not sure who coined the term “Inbox Zero,” but 

I have been following this practice for years to help keep me 
organized. If there is something in my e-mail inbox, I treat it as 
something that needs to be done, responded to, or otherwise 
looked into. It’s only a few times a year that my inbox is actually 
empty, but it basically serves as a secondary to-do list. [Rod’s 
note: Another school of thought says your inbox is someone 
else’s priority list, so act accordingly.]

Rod: Early bird or night owl—what’s your sleep routine?
Brian: Early bird. I have never been much of a night owl. 

You can often find me at my desk at 7 a.m. I love the idea of 
working uninterrupted for a few hours before anyone else has 
even had a chance to get into the office.

Rod: Do you have liability insurance?
Brian: Liability insurance is not a requirement in my 

business, but it might as well be. Thankfully, I have never had 
to use it, but it’s comforting to know that if there ever was a 
situation that warranted it, I would be covered. My policy 
is through Lexington Insurance Company and is specific to 
private investigators and businesses in the security industry.

Rod: Do you have any office staff?
Brian: I don’t have an office staff but have recently hired 

the Ruby Receptionists (www.callruby.com) answering service 
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to answer my calls, which helps me a great deal when it comes 
to adding a professional touch. It’s not technically a person on 
my office staff, but I often get compliments on how great my 
secretary is!

Rod: How do you stay technically current with changes in 
the profession?

Brian: You’re right…the business is constantly changing. 
And I think one of the best ways to stay current is by doing the 
work. That way, I am learning something new every day. And I 
make sure to keep a close relationship with fellow investigators, 
sharing my own experiences and learning from theirs. I am 
also a Certified Fraud Examiner, which helps keeps me up to 
date with various fraud trends with twenty hours of continuing 
education per year.

Rod: What’s your work-life balance like?
Brian: I would love to say that I have the whole work-life 

balance thing all figured out, but I would be lying. There is no 
such thing as a normal workweek. I am in a business that has 
really high peaks and really low valleys, and these can change 
in a matter of hours. It’s a treat for me to have a matter that 
lasts more than a few weeks. Naturally, I go through periods 
where I work seventy-hour weeks that are then followed by 
slow periods. I haven’t had an uninterrupted vacation in five 
years. It’s the nature of being solo in my profession. I have 
accepted it, and thankfully, I have a wife who (mostly) has too.

Having said all of that, I am not bound to a clock. I don’t 
need to be in an office for certain periods of the day. So I often 
work early in the morning and late at night when the kids aren’t 
awake. And I have proudly attended almost every single family 
event, teacher conference, baseball game, and ballet recital 
for the past five years. I don’t know if I will ever figure out the 
work-life balance, but I do know what’s important to me and 
those are the things that I will always find time for.

Rod: What practice areas do you think offer the most 
promise to someone going solo now?

Brian: From the perspective of my practice area, the 
two fastest growing areas in the legal world are government 
enforcement/compliance actions and related white-collar 
criminal defense work. Law firms have been ramping up over 
the past several years to respond to these cases as well as the 
rash of government investigations into insider trading and 
the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act. These matters require law 
firms to engage financial and investigatory professionals with 
a specific skill set that is not always easy to find.

Rod: Finish this sentence: If I knew then what I know now, 
I would …

Brian: … have gone solo a long time ago.

That’s a wrap! Do you have a Practicing Solo issue you would 
like me to address? E-mail me at rod@practicebuilderacademy.
com. Looking for advice on how to build your practice or 
re-design your life? Post your question on Practice Builder 
Academy TV at www.AskPBA.com.

Rod P. Burkert, CPA/ABV, CVA, is president 
of Burkert Valuation Advisors, LLC 
(burkertvaluation.com). His engagements 
focus on income/gift/estate situations, divorce 
proceedings, partner/shareholder disputes, and 
commercial damage/economic loss matters. 
He also provides independent report review 
and project consulting services to assist fellow 

practitioners with their assignments. He recently co-founded 
Practice Builder Academy (practicebuilderacademy.com), a 
twelve-month mentoring program that teaches proven strategies 
to BVFLS professionals who want to build their practices and 
re-design their lives.
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