Can Consolidation of Your Firm’s
Legacy Tech Platforms Help Increase
Efficiency (and Profitability)?
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The challenges of trying to wrangle multiple legacy platforms into a consolidated infrastructure are
multi-faceted, but with the help of the right technology platform partner you can find your way to a simpler
solution for your firm, your advisors, and their clients.

Executive Summary

As we enter the 11th year of the latest (and perhaps longest) bull market
most of us have ever known, an important philosophical question
remains: what is the financial advisor’s primary value proposition?

As we continue to ride the longest bull run in U.S. stock market history,
the pressure for wealth management firms and home offices to
somehow alleviate the burden of margin, regulatory, and competitive
challenges has never been greater. Leaders are being forced to change
course as they try to reduce their operational overhead, recruit new
clients, and evolve with investor demand for fee compression. In doing
so, many are reconsidering the costs associated with their disparate
legacy technology platforms in favor of consolidation.
Is your tech stack driving advisor
and client experience?
As the world moves towards using an app for almost
everything, the ease, simplicity, efficiency, and power
of a few clicks has become the new advisor and client
expectation for every interaction with technology. With
the advent of greater client demand for more goalsbased, investor-centric advice (as opposed to the
traditional performance-based, product-centric approach),
this paradigm shift in how advisors are being asked
to serve their clients has proven to be a hidden driver
behind the need for technology platform consolidation.¹
To enhance client retention and recruitment in an age
of savvy investors, advisors are looking for tools to help
them adapt and strengthen client relationships. Having to
deal with multiple technologies towards the singular goal
of investor satisfaction and investor outcomes can
often be a road block to improving client relationships,
engagement, and satisfaction.
Every company differs, but the scenario we see most
often is that various legacy technology platforms have

been added on as new investment programs were
developed and rolled out over time. Ultimately, the idea
has been to offer clients more choice and advisors more
options for creating portfolio solutions. The unintended
consequence is that firms are now struggling to manage
multiple programs that are in silos, often not integrated
in any way from user experience to back-end technology
– increasing inefficiencies and limitations to the flexibility
they were ultimately meant to create. Having many
options comes at the cost of flexibility to easily transition
clients into new investment solutions as their investment
goals change, as well as challenges relating portfolio
solutions to broad client goals, inefficiency for home
office and advisors, and potential regulatory concerns
around best interest standards and conflicts of interest.
In this paper, we examine the considerations and
success factors involved in undertaking a review,
design, and implementation of strategic changes
to consolidate technology platforms and rationalize
investment programs.

¹ FUSE Research Network, LLC. “The Road to a Single Unified Platform: Why Aren’t We There Yet?” 2019.
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Building the Foundation

Taking Stock of Your Current Platforms

A consolidated technology platform can provide the
foundation for wealth management firms and their
advisors to help them deliver next-gen financial advice
by shifting to a holistic goals-based investment approach
and potentially accessing a wider range of investment
solutions, and to keep the focus on advisor and client
experience and outcomes. The right platform solution
can also help to streamline the entire operational
experience for investors, advisors, and back offices alike,
allowing firms to redeploy resources to relationship and
revenue-oriented activities.

A constructive first step is to inventory the advisory
programs you’ve accumulated over time, which likely
sit on a mix of non-integrated technology platforms.
These programs likely cover a wide range of business
objectives, including:
• Discretionary or non-discretionary home office 		
		 managed mutual fund or ETF wrap accounts
• SMA or UMA accounts that offer a hybrid mix of 		
		 home office/advisor discretion
• Full discretionary rep-managed accounts and non		 discretionary fee-based Rep as Advisor accounts

With the right technology platform partner, firms can
separate the decision and timelines around consolidating
technology from the choices, design and implementation
of streamlining and rationalizing their investment
programs. The right technology partner can enable a
firm to consolidate the platform underneath all existing
programs, offer the ability to rationalize programs right
away, sometime in the future, or launch a new unified
program to migrate new business.

Legacy systems supporting these programs were most
likely designed, implemented, and borne out of necessity,
with strategic advancement occurring by bolting on
new technologies. While we can probably agree that
the proliferation of programs has been in response
to the best interests of clients, some of us might also
agree that presently there is too much variety that often
leads to inefficient operating, decreased revenue, and
heightened risk outcomes in many instances. If your goal
is enterprise-wide optimization, a consolidated managed
account technology platform has the potential to help
your firm get there. But realistic goals, timelines, and
expectations are critical for the ultimate success of such
a strategically important project.

SOURCE: FUSE Research Network, LLC. “The Road
to a Single Unified Platform: Why Aren’t We There
Yet?” 2019.

The challenges of trying to wrangle multiple legacy
platforms into a single solution are multi-faceted, ranging
from perceived technology constraints to incenting
the advisor to engage their clients. How can wealth
managers find their way to a simpler portfolio solution?
Why should they want to? The answers are not easy, but
there are compelling reasons to do so. By taking the right
steps, there is a proven, strategic decision framework
– and roadmap to successful outcomes – for firms who
are considering improving their operations by replacing
product and technology silos with a flexible, single
advice delivery solution.

Most Compelling Reasons to Move to a Consolidated Advisor Platform
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FUSE Research Network recently surveyed 18 broker dealer firms, ranging from wirehouses, to large national firms, to IBDs, looking
to gauge industry sentiments and plans related to platform and program consolidation. While firms cited home office flexibility,
efficiency and simplification as key reasons for considering technology platform consolidation, advisor and client benefits led the
way and, in our experience, are the crucial guiding elements to a successful implementation.2
2

FUSE Research Network, LLC. “The Road to a Single Unified Platform: Why Aren’t We There Yet?” 2019.
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A single technology solution should
ideally provide the following:

• Ability to consolidate the technology with or without
		 impacting the program offering
• The ability to adopt a single platform over time (it 		
		 doesn’t have to happen all at once)

• Open architecture with product-agnostic technology
• Streamlined and cohesive front, middle, and back 		
		 office operations with integrated data and 		
		 workflows along the full portfolio solution lifecycle

• Scale to handle your long-term future growth plans
We believe these should be the minimum standards for
any new technology solution given today’s markets and
investor demands. And it is important to remember that
successful optimization is also about planning for future
customers and firm growth.

SOURCE: Cerulli Associates. “2018 U.S. Managed Accounts Annual.” 2018.

• Flexibility for home offices to establish varying 		
		 degrees of advisor autonomy and unique
		 controls across the program(s)

Sponsors’ Views of the Importance of Various Features in a
Consolidated Managed Account Platform, 2018
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While achieving some of these goals – namely single contract and consistent household-level pricing, and branding are likely most
achievable with some level of program rationalization and consolidation – the rest of these are achievable through the
consolidation of the technology alone, without necessitating direct impacts and significant changes for advisors and their clients.
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The Hidden (and High) Costs of
Legacy Platforms – Is Your Tech
Stacked Against You?
The benefits of consolidation have been touted for
several years now. Further, we believe that unified
platforms will likely increase in popularity for firms
looking to gain enterprise-wide value by streamlining the
investment experience up and down the advice chain.
In fact, the migration of managed account products
onto a single architecture is helping to drive growth
in the industry, where UMA systems have become
primary considerations for packaged managed account
programs, and the value of UMA assets has continued
to grow as part of this consolidation trend.³ Some
technology platforms can also offer a more open and
flexible solution that does not require the sleeves
and structure of a UMA. This is gaining in popularity
as a vehicle for balancing advisor flexibility and
managing home office risk, as well as for embracing
a goals-based mindset.
So why hasn’t the prospect of easier navigation of client
information, simplified account opening, streamlined
enrollment processes, snapshot views of an investor’s
entire portfolio, and home office flexibility—just to name
a few—gained more widespread traction? It’s additionally
puzzling when you consider that firms making the
transition to a unified platform typically seek to achieve
at least 20% gains in operational costs, along with
greater functionality such as automated rebalancing
and personalization at a lower cost.4
After years of innovation and product evolution, the
investment advisory space has finally come to a
crossroads. Home offices, advisors and clients are now
inundated with an overwhelming (and often confusing)
assortment of programs and technologies to consider.
This happens to come at a time when investors are
savvier and more demanding of value than they have
ever been, creating a perfect storm of competitive
pressure and an endless array of advisory tools
from which to choose. It is an environment ripe for
consolidation and simplification, and many firms are
just now catching up. At the same time, it is also a
complex undertaking to create a business case for
these initiatives.
Despite the numerous benefits of platform consolidation,
there are realities to consider such as technical control,
budget and resource constraints, determining the return
on investment, and operational requirements, not to
mention contemplating advisor and client impacts if
program rationalization is being considered.

The perceived loss of advisor
autonomy and decision-making is
no small matter, however inaccurate
it may prove to be. Vestmark
understands the value of advisormanaged portfolios, which is
why we believe that the idea of
centralized models vs. advisormanaged is a ‘false choice’. The
VestmarkONE® platform can help
firms strike a balance between
models-based and advisormanaged approaches with tools
that enable both and allow home
offices to “turn the dials” and
manage risk in different advisor
segments—and at whatever pace
they choose.

³ Cerulli Associates. “U.S. Managed Accounts 2017: Convergence and Its Implications.” 2017.
4
Celent. “The Integrated Platform: How Digital Technology Is Reshaping the Wealth Management Landscape.” 2016.
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Either way, the hidden costs of unwieldy disparate platforms and
programs can be surprising and significant.
Advisor Costs
• Confusion about which program may best suit customers
• Client-facing reporting and views of accounts are not integrated and may contain data inconsistencies
		 creating confusion and eroding client trust
• Lost time due to inefficiencies and manual workarounds that are error prone
• Steeper learning curve for new advisors having to learn multiple platforms
• Multiple pricing schedules and potentially complicated payout schemes to advisors, which can
		 also create potential conflicts in the new regulatory scheme
• Confusion about different fees, products and services offered across different parts of the organization
• Increased complexities of recruiting new advisors and migrating new books of business
• Impediment to the true implementation and managing according to clients’ goals

Home Office Costs
• Firm-wide inefficiency and duplicated work – from sales and marketing to compliance, operations,
		 technology support, and commissions processing
• Multiple sets of compliance rules and more complex regulatory filings
• Increased regulatory risk and liabilities associated with advisors understanding all programs
• Increased technical costs and staffing requirements, integration support, upgrades and maintenance
		 for multiple systems
• Higher operational costs and training burdens to learn multiple platforms
• Necessitates multiple sets of marketing materials for unique programs and platforms
• Barrier to balancing advisor flexibility and autonomy with managing enterprise risk
Seeing costly inefficiencies like these can make a strong case for consolidation. A single, unified approach gives each
participant in the investment process the ability to better manage risk, not only by optimizing how their time is being
used, but by drawing on holistic investment expertise more quickly and easily. Whether or not programs are rationalized,
a consolidated technology platform can greatly facilitate the balance between overall risk management, establishing
firm-wide guardrails, and still valuing advisor discretion and autonomy.
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Enter the Age Of Consolidation

SOURCE: FUSE Research Network, LLC. “The Road to a Single Unified
Platform: Why Aren’t We There Yet?” 2019.

We know at this point that, while legacy systems can
be adequate to maintain the status quo, this ultimately
leaves firms vulnerable to regulatory risk, operational
inefficiencies, and confusion between investors and
advisors. But with the incredible innovation in the growth
of computing and storage power, the state of technology
today is paving the way for firms to now streamline their
offerings and infrastructure through a single yet multidimensional platform, even serving a unified advisory
program if they so choose.

Determining the platform that suits you best, however,
can be a daunting task. It helps to separate the
technology platform analysis from review of your
investment programs. While this phase may start with
evaluating all advisory programs and related factors, firms
usually choose to tackle the consolidation of technology
platforms first, then proceed to simplify programs over
time. In this case, it is critical to choose a technology firm
that can seamlessly facilitate this multi-step journey.
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These results – based on a survey of 18 firms across wirehouse, national and independent channels – suggest that the selection of
the right technology partner to undertake this initiative is the top concern – and top priority – for firms. Asking the right questions is
key to finding the right partner to help mitigate and manage all of the other important concerns and considerations.
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Choosing the Right Technology
Finding a technology partner that can provide a single, integrated platform to support your current critical programs is a
crucial success factor. The considerations outlined below can provide some of the key strategic and tactical questions
firms should ask as they evaluate the technology partners who may offer a consolidation path.

Evaluate Your Current Tech Stack

Home Office Considerations:
• Are you looking to replace a single platform, or are you targeting multiple solutions that need to be integrated?
• What portions of the advisor and/or home office workflow are you looking to replace, integrate, upgrade
		 or consolidate?
• In what areas of the firm should the technology add scale or capacity?
• What licensing costs, contractual terms, renewal periods, termination constraints or penalties are in place
		 today and what are new providers proposing?
• What are the upgrade and ongoing costs, as well as process and operational burdens, reconciliations or
		 data consistency issues? For example, will this help scale middle and back office operations, simplify and 		
		 speed up critical areas such as reconciliation, performance calculation and reporting, etc.?
• What impact will a technology change have on the advisor and end clients? If your firm is not looking to 		
		 immediately make program-level changes, there may be minimal changes to your advisors and their clients.

Evaluating the Technology Provider:
• Will this technology partner enable you to streamline and enhance the advisor and client experience?
		 Can the technology partners accommodate your firm’s current paradigm and future strategic growth plans?
		 This applies both to flexibility and scale.
• Will the new solution provide flexibility for you to configure guardrails at the home office level, or is it
		 restricted to the vendor level?
• Is the technology modular and able to fit to your business needs and your desired workflow and operating
		 state or would it necessitate changes to these on your end to fit the technology?
• Whether you are self-custody or use a clearing firm, what are the custodian connectivity capabilities?
		 Can the technology accommodate multiple custodians and the entire client onboarding process?
• Can the technology enable/allow fully automated onboarding?
• What would your rollout plans look like if you replaced your current technology?
• What procedures does the provider propose for implementation and ongoing support?
• What training support does the technology firm offer?
• Can the technology firm provide case studies and best practices to help you with building a business case,
		 setting realistic resource plans, timelines and expectations, and optimizing the solution for your firm?
• What are the cybersecurity measures the provider has in place?
• What kind of pricing flexibility does the technology firm offer? Do you have the option of account-based,
		 asset-based, or a combination? How many of their capabilities are incremental add-ons?
• Does the technology firm offer any outsourced services?
• Does the technology firm offer other services like model marketplaces, outsourced overlay
		 portfolio management, etc.?

Can Consolidation of Your Firm’s Legacy Tech Platforms Help Increase Efficiency (and Profitability)? / Dec 2019

7.

Choosing the Right Path and Timing for Strategic Changes to Advisory Programs
As firms build a business case around siloed vs. unified platforms, it is important to carefully consider both current state
and future strategic plans for advisory programs. Streamlining or consolidating programs can have myriad benefits, but
the inevitable advisor and client impact, particularly training and roll-out, repapering, pricing, tax implications, as well as
any future recruiting or portability implications must also be factored in to any analysis/decision. FUSE observed, based
on their recent study “Should a consolidated program be compelling, efficient, and flexible enough, then there are
reasons for advisors to use it that may be both quantitative and qualitative”5.
It’s also helpful to break down the non-discretionary from the discretionary programs. For some firms, they may find
after strategic analysis that programs can be streamlined down to one or two if the technology allows both discretionary
and non-discretionary programs to exist on a single consolidated platform.

Business Case Considerations

Key considerations for the cost-benefit analysis of streamlining
programs can include:
• Current profitability and usage/asset and sales levels of each current advisory program
• Consideration of potential legal, regulatory and reputational concerns resulting from disparate programs
		 with different rules, pricing or suitability parameters
• Advisor efficiency implications with single portal workstation, onboarding, customer reporting and workflow
• Costs and resources required to support multiple programs from a research and due diligence perspective
• Redundant operational, compliance, and administrative costs to support multiple programs
• Sales, marketing and service burden to support and promote multiple programs
• Resources, expense and opportunity costs associated with rollout and training for new program(s)
• Ongoing advisor training costs/benefits to support multiple vs. streamlined programs
• Challenges associated with synchronization of differing pricing and payout schedules (advisor, client
		 and/or home office economic impact)
• Future strategic plans, expected growth, marketplace expectations
• Potential recruiting benefits to having a single, flexible program that accommodates a wide range of client
		 solutions and business being brought over
• Benefits to creation of client-centric solutions and simplified client reporting

5

FUSE Research Network, LLC. “The Road to a Single Unified Platform: Why Aren’t We There Yet?” 2019.
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Conclusion
If goals-based advice with an investor-centric approach is
truly the wave of the future (and all signs point to it being
so), the prospect of achieving this approach can be
severely challenged when implemented across multiple,
unconnected programs that reside on independent
technology platforms. But streamlining operations,
reconfiguring technology infrastructure, and optimizing
advisory programs all in one fell swoop can feel like a
monumental task. That’s why selecting a technology
partner who is nimble enough to move at a customized,
step-by-step pace is key to success of the endeavor.
Our client case-studies suggest a number of critical
success factors to be built into the development and
execution of your plans:
• Start with a vision of the end client in mind and 		
		 keep this as your “north star” throughout the 		
		 process, making all decisions as you go in view 		
		 of what the end client needs

The path to greater efficiency (and profitability) can be
complex. But at a strategic level, all firms must look to
optimize and streamline each piece of their business,
whether it’s technology, workflow, or managing risks and
opportunities, and methodically implement the solution
that will best help them stay competitive.
A solid foundation is always the place to start, there
are clear benefits to implementing a proven
consolidated platform that allows advisors to thrive in
every aspect of their business. There are a lot of options
in technology solution providers today, and success will
come by understanding how providers will support you
through each phase of the journey, from onboarding and
implementation to training and ongoing support. Not
all providers are created equal and selecting the right
technology partner is imperative to simplifying
your journey.

• Create a deeply detailed roadmap and set of 		
		 requirements to get there
• Establish and adhere to disciplined program 		
		 management and governance to include
		 all key stakeholders
• Design and execute the right level of thorough 		
		 testing and release management protocols
• Ensure timely and transparent communication 		
		 across internal stakeholders and external
		 technology partner(s) throughout the project
• Set realistic expectations at the beginning and 		
		 manage them throughout the project; this is not
		 easy, quick, or cheap
• And most importantly, involve some of your 		
		 advisors every step of the way from design, to
		 implementation, through to training and rollout.
		 Not only does this ensure adherence to the “north
		 star” but also creates ambassadors who can 		
		 provide valuable testimonials and help to
		 facilitate the broader rollout and adoption.

Find out how Vestmark can help
simplify your consolidation journey.
Call (781) 224-3640, email inquiry@vestmark.com, or visit www.vestmark.com.
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Vestmark is a leading provider of wealth management solutions and services which enable
financial advisors and institutions to efficiently manage and trade their clients’ portfolios
using an innovative SaaS platform. Founded in 2001 and headquartered outside of Boston,
Vestmark’s mission is to enable investors to strengthen their financial well-being.
Supporting over $1.4 trillion in assets and 4.5 million accounts, we are a trusted
partner to some of the largest and most respected firms across the wealth management
industry. For more information about Vestmark’s solutions, call (781) 224-3640,
email inquiry@vestmark.com, or visit www.vestmark.com.
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