
Advisors Confront 
Investment & Business 

Challenges

M A G A Z I N E
NAPFA ADVIS   R 

The Art and Science of the Fee-Only Practice

November 2011



Practice Management
B y  C h r i s  H a l e

Designing a More Efficient Practice

“Most people make the 
mistake of thinking design 
is what it looks like…

People think it’s this veneer—that the 
designers are handed this box and told, 
‘Make it look good!’ That’s not what we 
think design is. It’s not just what it looks 
like and feels like. Design is how it works.”

 (Steve Jobs, quoted in The New York 
Times in 2003, two years after the launch 
of the iPod)

Sunit Bhalla, CFP®, knows a few 
things about software. Having spent 18 
years as a research-and-development 
project manager and software developer 
at HP and Agilent Technologies, he 
undoubtedly knows the ins and outs of 
software in ways many of us never will. 
But now, as principal at OakTree Financial 
Planning, LLC, in Fort Collins, CO, he 
knows something about software he’d 
like to share with the rest of the planning 
community.

“By taking the time to design a 
software infrastructure, an advisor can 
better serve his or her clients while also 
being more efficient,” he says. “However, 
the decision to purchase software should 

not be made in isolation. The advisor 
should consider the functionality of the 
software, the cost of the software, and 
how it fits into the planner’s current and 
long-term software infrastructure. A well-
designed software infrastructure can allow 
advisors to be more effective at serving 
their clients while helping them become 
more efficient at doing their work.”

Microsoft Model vs. 
Apple Model

It’s probably safe to say that a lot 
of practitioners originally purchased 
computers with an eye toward economy or 
utility and then added more software and 
hardware as new needs arose (or as new 
software and hardware became available). 
Let’s call this the “Microsoft model” of 
providing a functional foundation onto 
which any number of things (hardware, 
software) might be built. Microsoft 
licenses its operating system (i.e., 
Windows), and anyone can use it to run 
their technology infrastructure.

Contrast that with an approach that 
Bhalla favors, the “Apple model”: a 
hardware/software hybrid that necessarily 
limits what you can add to it but places 

an emphasis on design and efficiency 
(e.g., a MacBook Pro running OS X). The 
difference is that only computers produced 
by Apple can run the Mac operating system, 
so Apple determines which technology can 
be used with its software. In other words, 
if you use the Mac OS (or iOS for mobile 
devices), you’re “constrained” by Apple’s 
design ethos. But users such as Bhalla don’t 
see this as a constraint, since the design, for 
them, leads to greater efficiency.

“Apple excels in part because it 
makes great design decisions,” Bhalla 
says. “Each product is designed very 
well, but the way that the products 
work together is also well designed. For 
instance, the Mac Mail application and 
iCal (the calendar) application work 
great as stand-alone programs. But they 
also work well together—if I get an 
email with a date and time, I very easily 
create a calendar event that links to the 
email. The subject, date, and time of 
this calendar event are automatically 
populated.”

This emphasis on the design of both 
hardware and software makes Apple 
products particularly useful for planners 
looking to achieve greater efficiency with 

Continued on page 22

Here are some ways in which Sunit Bhalla has 
standardized procedures in order to simplify his workflow and 
improve client service. 

Trading authority. All clients give discretionary trading 
authority, which streamlines rebalancing. Bhalla usually talks 
with clients before making tactical trades, though this is not 
required in his client agreements.

Billing. All clients allow fees to be deducted out of their 
accounts, and he has only one billing model (with very rare 
exceptions). Bhalla resets fees only once per year. The reset is 

done in April “so I’m not spending my last week in December 
calculating new fee amounts.” With these steps, Bhalla can 
complete his quarterly billing in two hours, except for his reset.

Tracking client information. Bhalla has carefully 
defined workflows in his CRM to document processes for 
tasks such as opening a new IRA or exporting data from 
PreciseFP to Redtail, as well as for initial financal planning 
process meetings. “Having these documented workflows 
helps me make sure that I don’t forget important steps,” he 
says.

Simplify Procedures

NAPFA ADVISOR NOVEMBER 2011  20



Practice Management

their technology infrastructure. But it’s 
the principle, he says, and not necessarily 
the platform that is what matters.

“I do not have a goal to convince 
advisors to run on the Mac platform. If 
they are happy on a PC platform, I don’t 
try to convince them to change. I do, 
though, have a goal of showing advisors 
how they can run on a Mac platform if 
they want to,” Bhalla says. 

His broader goal is to help advisors 
use software to become more efficient 
in their practices. “My hope is that by 
showing my software infrastructure, other 
advisors will think about whether they 
want to make changes in theirs,” he says.  
“Another goal is to help new advisors 
envision a possible long-term software 
infrastructure as they start to choose their 
initial software.”

Apple products have become 
increasingly popular, thanks to the 
popularity of the iPhone and iPad. The 
emphasis on design and ease of use make 
them attractive to consumers who value 
form as well as function, and Apple’s core 
principle is based on the idea that the two 
are inextricably linked.

“Apple designs its product lines to 
be very simple,” Bhalla says. “Typically, 
it’s very easy to pick out which Apple 
computer, iPhone, or iPad to buy because 
there aren’t hundreds of options. Their 
positioning seems to be, ‘Here is what 
we offer, and we really hope that one 
of our products fits your needs. But, we 
don’t develop products for all possible 
consumers. It’s OK if you decide that our 
products aren’t for you.’”

Applying the 
Simplicity Principle

For Bhalla, that principle can apply 
more broadly to how he presents himself 
to prospective clients. Rather than trying 
to adjust his policies to meet a variety of 
needs, for example, he focuses on what he 
does well.

“I have focused my practice on 
helping those who work, or have worked, 
in the technology industry and who want a 
full financial plan instead of wanting only 
investment advice,” he says.  “I’m OK 
with not being right planner for a prospect.  
I’ll refer them to another NAPFA planner 
who might be a better fit.”

He’s distilled his passion for 
efficiency both in his use of technology 
and in the way he manages his practice 
into a few key points:

•	 Standardize: “Standardize as 
much as possible while still 
serving the unique needs of each 
client.”

•	 Simplify: “Avoid complex things 
that don’t add value.”

•	 Focus: “Working with clients 
who work, or have worked, in 
the technology industry and want 
comprehensive financial planning 
allows me to be a better financial 
planner for my clients.”

•	 Automate: “Use software if it 
will do the work better, faster, or 
with fewer errors than doing it 
manually.” 

These principles manifest themselves 
in his policies and procedures for 
basic tasks such as client fees, trading, 
communications, and more (see box, page 
20). Taking the time to implement these 
practices and then making the investment 
in the right technology to manage 
these workflows are, for Bhalla, key to 
achieving greater efficiency, especially for 
new planners.

Software supports the smooth 
operation of those procedures. According 
to Bhalla, applying an Apple-style ethic 
to the design of a practice’s technology 
infrastructure can lead to greater 
efficiency, regardless of whether an 
advisor uses Apple products. 

“For instance,” he says, “I use 
PreciseFP, which allows clients to enter 
information about themselves—including 
their name, address, Social Security 
number, driver’s license information, 
employer’s name and address, etc. This 
information gets sent electronically to my 
CRM (Redtail) so that I’m not typing in 
that information manually. This saves me 
time and avoids mistakes.”

Another example would be the ability 
of iPhones and iPads to automatically sync 
Mac data such as calendars, contacts, mail, 
documents, and much more. “This seems 
very similar to how advisors might want to 
‘design’ their technology infrastructure,” 
he says. “Each software application needs 
to work well for its purpose. The advisor’s 

Continued on page 24

Continued from page 20

  

 

You work hard to gain  
valuable clients.  Don’t 
loose credibility when 

referring to other  
professionals 

Advisor Insurance Resource® 

"Referring a client to a professional is the single greatest act 
of trust.  Trust that demands professionalism, honesty and 
expertise resulting in the most positive experience possible.  
My process is designed to exceed this demand with each 
client referral."   

Bob Gertie, CLTC CEO 

Life, Disability, Long-Term Care Insurance and Annuities 

(866) 942-4181 
www.AdvisorInsuranceResource.com 
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efficiency can be increased dramatically 
by using software that connects to other 
software.”

New advisors are ripe for this type 
of innovative thinking. Not only are they 
more likely to be familiar with Apple 
products in their personal lives, but 
their practices are still evolving rapidly. 
They have not yet locked-in to extensive 
hardware-software combinations or 
their operational procedures. Bhalla’s 
ideas are one place to turn for good 
information about how they might 
structure their businesses and their IT 
investments.

“I think that many new Fee-Only 
planners have a hard time creating a 
technology plan, and there’s no real place 
for them to get objective advice,” Bhalla 
says. “Many of the technology consultants 

target more established financial planning 
companies, and new planners are often 
left to try to figure out their software 
infrastructure by themselves. It’s not 
clear to them what software they should 
purchase soon and what can wait until 
later. And it’s not easy to determine how to 
purchase software that will play well with 
the other software they will use.”

Costs are a hurdle, too, but Bhalla 
observes that new advisors don’t need to 
buy every piece of software when they 
start their practices. “Having a sense of 
the long-term design of their technology 
infrastructure is very beneficial,” he says. 
“They can then purchase software over 
time and know that it will fit into the long-
term plan.”

Although something of an Apple 
evangelist (he led a session about the use 

of Apple products in his practice at NAPFA 
National 2011), Bhalla sees his IT choices 
as a means to an end, not the end itself. “I 
personally enjoy being efficient through 
the use of Apple products (computers, 
iPad, and iPhone), and my hope is that I 
can help others be more efficient through 
presentations, articles, and conversations,” 
Bhalla says. “One of my business goals 
is to benefit the financial planning 
community. I want to make an impact in 
our industry, and especially with Fee-Only 
planners, if I can.”

Ultimately, the message that Bhalla 
is sharing is about the long-term benefits 
of investing now in a well-designed 
technological infrastructure. “I could spend 
less money on technology. However, I 
choose to spend more money so that I will 
have more time,” he says.
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Continued from page 22

By Sunit Bhalla
I think that there are three main benefits of a good software 
infrastructure. It should help the advisor do a better job for his/
her client. It should save the advisor time. And it should help the 
advisor avoid making mistakes. 

While I can’t put hard numbers on this, I’m convinced that 
my software infrastructure saves me time. My data is typically 

passed electronically, and it would 
take me much longer if I were typing 
in names, addresses, Social Security 
numbers, account balances, etc. by hand.

Back when I was filling out account 
opening applications by hand, I once 
mistyped a client’s zip code. I didn’t 
notice when proofreading the application, 
and I was very embarrassed when my 
client pointed the mistake out to me. 

Now, my PreciseFP—>Redtail—> 
Laser App flow avoids this kind of 
mistake. In this example, my client enters 
his or her zip code on the PreciseFP 
website; it gets moved electronically 
into my CRM (Redtail); and the client’s 
information (including zip code) gets sent 
to Laser App, which creates my account 
opening forms. I don’t even have the 
chance of messing it up! 

I use account aggregation software 
in my practice. (I’m currently using 
CashEdge, but I’m planning on adding 

ByAllAccounts.) Clients have told me that they like that I’m 
incorporating all their investment assets into the financial plan. 
I can report on all the client’s assets, not just the assets that I’m 
directly managing. I can rebalance across the entire portfolio 
without asking the client for account statements. Finally, when 
we create an updated financial plan, I can get the client’s current 
assets without involving them.

I’m currently evaluating rebalancing solutions, and this 
will allow me to rebalance my clients’ portfolios much more 
efficiently.

Software Infrastructure

CRM
(Redtail)

Financial Planning
(MoneyGuidePro)

Fee Calculation
(Spreadsheet)

Account 
Aggregation

(ByAllAccounts*)
Trading Platform

(NetX360)

Accounting 
Software

(QuickBooks)

Rebalancing
(Spreadsheet)

Risk Tolerance
(FinaMetrica)

IPS Generation
(IPS AdvisorPro)

Form Filling 
Software

(LaserApp)

Client 
Questionnaire

(PreciseFP)

Portfolio 
Management

(Black Diamond)

© 2011 Sunit Bhalla 

Benefits of an Integrated 
Software Infrastructure
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Is your small cap 
fund too big?

Significant capacity 
in highly rated funds

Visit www.paradigmcapital.com  
to learn more about our risk-adjusted  

approach to small-cap investing

Contact Gordon Sacks, Vice President 
at 518-431-3261 or gsacks@paradigmcapital.com

Consider the investment objectives, risks, charges, and expenses of each Paradigm  
Fund carefully before investing. The prospectus and the statement of additional  
information contain this and other information about the Funds and are available  
by calling 800-239-0732. Please read the prospectus and statement of additional  
information carefully before investing. 

For funds with at least a three-year history, Morningstar calculates a Morningstar 
RatingTM based on a Morningstar Risk-Adjusted Return measure that accounts for 
variation in a fund’s monthly performance (including the effects of sales charges, 
loads, and redemption fees), placing more emphasis on downward variations and 
rewarding consistent performance. The top 10% of funds in each category receive 
5 stars, the next 22.5% receive 4 stars, the next 35% receive 3 stars, the next 
22.5% receive 2 stars and the bottom 10% receive 1 star. An overall rating for a 
fund is derived from a weighted average of the performance figures associated 
with its 3-, 5-, and 10-year (if applicable) Morningstar Rating Metrics as of the date 
stated. As of November 30, 2010, the number of funds in the Small Value category 
tracked by Morningstar was 561 for the 3 year period and Overall Ranking and  
484 for the 5 year period. As of November 30, 2010, the Paradigm Value Fund did  
not have a 10-year rating. The number of funds in the Mid-Cap Blend category 
tracked by Morningstar was 359 for the 3 year period and Overall Ranking.  
The fund does not have a five-year or 10-year ranking.

4Paradigm Value Fund  
(PVFAX) 
Four-star Small-Cap Blend fund 

Paradigm Select Fund  
(PFSLX) 
Five-star Mid-Cap Blend fund 

                             Rankings as of 11/30/10 

4�Strong performance history &  
investment process

4�Designed for fee-based advisors:  
No load, no 12b-1

4�Available through Pershing, LPL, 
Wells Fargo, Schwab, Fidelity,  
AIG, Matrix, TD Ameritrade and  
other platforms


