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Executive Summary 

 

The Pacific Financial Group (TPFG), a registered investment advisory firm based in Bellevue, Washington, 
specializes in providing comprehensive asset management services, model portfolios, and mutual funds 
tailored for independent financial advisors and registered investment advisors (RIAs) across the United 
States. With a robust portfolio that includes pioneering self-directed brokerage account (SDBA) 

management for group retirement plans, TPFG managed $3.9 billion in assets as of 2022. 

Recognizing the need for efficiency in a rapidly evolving digital landscape, TPFG has focused its business 
model on enhancing the advisor experience, particularly as many advisors and clients transition to 
remote work. Historically, the onboarding and servicing processes for client accounts were 
cumbersome, requiring multiple fillable PDF forms that often led to inefficiencies and high rates of 
incomplete submissions. The firm faced a significant challenge with a 35% Not In Good Order (NIGO) 

rate due to incomplete or incorrect forms, which hindered timely account processing. 

In response, TPFG initiated a digital transformation strategy, launching the Guided Paperwork Solution 
(GPS) in October 2022. This innovative platform, powered by Smart Communications’ SmartIQ, 
integrates seamlessly with Salesforce, DocuSign, and Orion to streamline the onboarding process. The 
GPS allows advisors to engage in an interactive online interview, automatically generating the necessary 
forms for various account types, which can then be digitally signed and submitted for processing. This 
transformation has resulted in a dramatic reduction in processing times—from an average of 10–15 
minutes to less than two minutes—and a significant decrease in the NIGO rate to 11.5% as of April 2023. 

Since the implementation of GPS, TPFG has successfully processed 2,203 new accounts and 1,885 
service requests, contributing an additional $332 million in assets under management. This initiative not 
only enhances operational efficiency but also positions TPFG as a leader in adopting cutting-edge 
financial services technology, appealing to a new generation of advisors and investors. 

By empowering employees to embrace technology and adapt quickly to changing client needs, TPFG is 
well-equipped to thrive in the competitive financial services landscape. The firm’s commitment to digital 
transformation reflects its dedication to improving the advisor and client experience, ensuring that TPFG 
remains at the forefront of the industry. 
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Market Context 

 

The financial services industry is undergoing a significant transformation driven by 
technological advancements, changing client expectations, and the increasing 
demand for efficiency and transparency. As independent financial advisors and 
registered investment advisors  navigate a competitive landscape, they face 
mounting pressure to deliver exceptional service while managing complex 
regulatory requirements. The shift toward remote work, accelerated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, has further highlighted the need for streamlined processes 

that facilitate seamless client interactions and enhance operational efficiency. 

In this context, the traditional methods of client onboarding and account servicing have become 
increasingly inadequate. Financial advisors often grapple with cumbersome paperwork procedures that 
involve multiple forms, lengthy processing times, and high error rates due to incomplete or incorrect 
submissions. The reliance on fillable PDF forms not only slows the onboarding process but also creates 
frustration for both advisors and their clients, leading to potential compliance risks and lost business 
opportunities. 

Moreover, the rise of digital-native generations of investors has shifted expectations regarding service 
delivery. Today’s clients demand quick, efficient, and user-friendly experiences that align with their 
everyday digital interactions. As a result, financial firms must adapt to these evolving preferences to 
remain competitive and relevant in the market. 

Recognizing these challenges, The Pacific Financial Group (TPFG) identified a critical need for a 
comprehensive solution that would modernize its onboarding and servicing processes. The firm sought 
to eliminate inefficiencies, reduce the NIGO rate, and enhance the overall advisor and client experience. 
By embracing a digital-first approach, TPFG aimed to not only streamline operations but also position 
itself as a forward-thinking leader in the financial services sector. 

The development of the Guided Paperwork Solution (GPS) was a strategic response to these market 
dynamics. By leveraging advanced technology to automate and digitize the onboarding process, TPFG is 
addressing the pain points faced by advisors and their clients. This innovative solution not only simplifies 
the completion of necessary forms but also ensures compliance and accuracy, ultimately fostering 
stronger relationships between advisors and their clients. In a rapidly evolving market, TPFG’s 
commitment to embracing technology and enhancing operational efficiency is essential for sustaining 
growth and meeting the demands of a new generation of investors. 
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Company and Solution Overview 

The Pacific Financial Group is a registered investment advisory firm with 
headquarters in Bellevue, Washington. The company provides holistic turnkey 
asset management services, model portfolios, and mutual funds for both 
independent financial advisors and RIAs across the US. Among many solutions, 
the firm pioneered self-directed brokerage account (SDBA) management for 
advisors helping participants within group retirement plans like 401(k) and 
403(b)s. The firm had $3.9 billion in assets under management in 2022. 

 

Figure 1: TPFG Dashboard 

Source: TPFG 

TPFG’s business model focuses on supporting RIAs and broker-dealer firms, so it’s crucial to make the 
advisor’s experience as simple and fast as possible. This is especially important with many advisors and 
their clients now working remotely. The number of forms involved across the client account 
onboarding/servicing process had become overwhelmingly inefficient to all parties involved. 

Historically, TPFG required advisors to use fillable PDF forms to complete several processes, including 
opening new accounts and service requests such as changing a beneficiary, changing the investment 
mix, or requesting account distributions. Client onboarding forms such as custodian agreements can be 
complex, with multiple joint parties involved in an investment or separate forms required for each 
investment type. A new account could require at least 10 or more different forms, each asking some of 
the same basic questions. 

“The future belongs to those who can adapt the fastest. In this digital age, that means having a culture 
of embracing technology. At TPFG, our digital strategy isn’t just about implementing new tools; it’s 
about fostering a culture of innovation and agility. We empower our employees to experiment, learn 
from data, and iterate quickly. This allows us to anticipate client needs, stay ahead of the competition, 
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and ultimately thrive in the ever-evolving digital landscape.” – Chris Mills, CEO of The Pacific Financial 
Group 

Implementation of GPS began in October 2022. Since then, 2,203 new accounts have successfully been 
processed as well as 1,885 successful service requests. This has created $332 million in new assets under 
management. 

Before the digital transformation, there was a 35% NIGO rate from non-GPS form completions, which 
dropped to 11.5% since April 2023. Originally, the average processing time for opening a new account 
was 10–15 minutes. With the new solution, average processing time has been cut down to less than two 
minutes. 
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Key Solution Takeaways 

 

Project Background 

TPFG believes creative empowerment is key to successful operations and staying relevant with the rising 
generations of advisors and investors. They have purposefully created a culture that encourages new 
ideas and embraces technological innovation within the highly regulated US financial services industry. 
TPFG offers innovative model portfolio management to financial professionals seeking to help their 
clients (the end investor). 

Prior to GPS, financial paperwork procedures were a source of frustration for advisors and their clients. 
Incorrect forms—missing data, information, and signatures, etc.—often led to delays and possible 
compliance risks. Recognizing the frustration, TPFG set out to make a change that would remedy this 

industry-wide problem. 

TPFG embarked on a journey to create a fully digital onboarding experience for their advisors to include 
the many servicing processes required throughout the end investor’s journey. Powered by Smart 
Communications’ SmartIQ (data collection/digital forms), GPS takes advisors from the first step of using 
the correct forms all the way through to the final step of creating a fully memorialized package with 
digitally required signatures. This solution has eliminated the pain caused by the prior method, and it is 
actively promoted by the firm to attract new advisors looking to add cutting edge financial services 
technology into their network. 

Advisors and clients can answer basic questions online with an interactive “interview.” The necessary 
forms for the account types are automatically completed, signed online, and digitally submitted back to 
TPFG for processing upon completion. 

Chris Mills, The Pacific Financial Group’s CEO, was the executive sponsor. 

Digital Platform for Fast & Seamless Client Onboarding: A Closer Look 

Previously, The Pacific Financial Group’s paperwork procedures were time consuming and prone to 
errors and missing information. The firm’s advisors and clients were required to manually complete, 
sign, and return paperwork to their Client Services department for review and processing. This manual 
process caused delays and frustration for all parties involved. 

To create a modern, digital experience for their advisors and clients, TPFG used SmartIQ from Smart 
Communications to replace extensive back office paperwork and manual processes with a digital 
platform they now market as the TPFG Guided Paperwork Solution (GPS). The solution integrates 
SmartIQ (digital forms/data collection) with Salesforce, DocuSign, and Orion to streamline and digitize 
the onboarding process for new accounts and the submission of service requests for existing accounts. 
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Figure 2: Easy alignment of an investor’s stated risk tolerance for new accounts or changes to existing. 

 

 

Source: TPFG 

Project Roll-out date: Project kickoff – September 2021, Soft launch for New Account Opening – October 
2022, official launch for New Account Opening and Service Request – April 2023. 

Technologies Used 

GPS streamlines and digitizes the onboarding process for new accounts and the submission of service 
requests for existing accounts by combining and integrating Smart Communications’ SmartIQ (data 
capture/digital form solution), Salesforce (CRM), DocuSign (e-signature), and Orion (financial advisor 
software). Advisors and clients can access, complete, sign, and submit new account and service request 
forms directly to TPFG via their Orion portal. GPS services takes requests 24/7 and meets the strictest 

security and compliant requirements. 

TPFG’s Operations Team identified that their business performance was hindered by challenges related 
to possible data security, lengthy turnaround times, and inefficiencies. Manual rekeying by advisors led 
to high rates of account paperwork being rejected because it was deemed Not In Good Order (NIGO), a 
term often used in the financial services industry. Wanting to stay ahead in a competitive market and 
provide advisors with an orchestrated digital experience, TPFG embarked on a project to digitalize the 

forms process and streamline the entire workflow. 

TPFG takes data security seriously and is transparent about their Information Security Management 
Framework to ensure clients are confident their data is safe and protected against malicious attack. By 
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eliminating back-and-forth communications over email and postal mail, the data is more accurate and 
secure. 

TPFG continually assesses risk and improves security by upholding the confidentiality, integrity, and 
availability triad of the service. TPFG regularly reviews and updates information on security policies, 
carries out internal information security training, performs application and network security testing, 
monitors compliance with information security policies, and conducts internal and external risk 
assessments. 

Multi-factor Authentication ID Verification and SSO add an additional layer of security against account-
compromised attacks, making it more difficult for data to be accessed by criminals including email, SMS 
(text), and knowledge-based authentication. 

TPFG uses data encryption to safeguard data and maintain control over it, including TLS with up to AES-
256 encryption in transit, and data at rest is protected by using FIPS140-2 standards compliant 
encryption. TPFG’s solution platforms are SOC1 and SOC2 compliant and ISO/IEC 27001 certified. 

Value Chain Impact and Benefits 

Since the Guided Paperwork Solution was implemented in October 2022, The Pacific Financial Group  
has experienced significant operational improvements and revenue growth. The new system has 
successfully processed 2,203 new accounts and 1,885 service requests, resulting in an impressive $332 
million in new assets under management. 

One of the most notable productivity enhancements has been the reduction in the NIGO rate, which 
plummeted from 35% for non-GPS form completions to just 11.5% as of April 2023. The average 
processing time for new account openings has also dramatically decreased from 10–15 minutes to less 
than two minutes, showcasing the efficiency of the new digital platform. 

The GPS has transformed TPFG’s operational ecosystem by digitizing 13 new account opening 
applications, streamlining 6 service request workflows, and addressing 26 backlog items that previously 
caused friction in processes. This integration has also ensured compliance with Fidelity and Schwab 
DocuSign requirements, as well as Fidelity Joint Agreement requirements, further enhancing the 
system’s overall efficiency. 

The digital transformation has not only improved operational efficiencies but has also provided a 
modern, user-friendly experience that serves as a competitive differentiator for TPFG. This innovative 
approach has enabled the firm to attract new business and drive revenue growth. 

Qualitative benefits of the GPS implementation include: 

• Transitioning from one-directional paper forms and manual data entry to dynamic, two-way 

digital conversations that facilitate accurate and secure data collection. 

• A centrally managed, secure ecosystem that scales with increased use cases, forms, and user 
access, optimizing existing technologies like Salesforce and Orion while integrating e-signature 

capabilities to reduce completion times. 

• Low-code solutions that alleviate the burden on TPFG’s IT department, minimizing the time 
spent on maintaining legacy systems. 
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• Advanced data and approval workflows that expedite processing times while ensuring 
compliance with regulatory requirements. 

• Enhanced advisor and customer experiences through personalized interactions and approved 
corporate branding, leading to more engaging experiences. 

The low-code, drag-and-drop capabilities of SmartIQ have proven particularly beneficial for TPFG’s 
smaller IT department, allowing for rapid development and deployment of automated digital processes. 
This has saved the team countless hours and enabled quicker request completions, freeing advisors 

from the burden of tedious form completion and accuracy concerns. 

Advisors and clients can now access, complete, sign, and submit new account and service request forms 
directly to TPFG on a compliant digital platform, available 24/7. The quick adaptation of advisors to the 
new processes has solidified GPS as a competitive advantage for TPFG, ensuring a seamless experience 
for account transitions. 

Marty Pearson, VP of IT at TPFG, emphasizes the importance of integrating GPS into the daily 
management of client portfolios, stating, “Advisors have so many different portals they access every 
day, so it was key that we embedded GPS right into the space that they managed client portfolios every 
day.” The collaboration with Smart Communications’ professional services team to leverage SmartIQ’s 

open APIs for a single sign-on (SSO) experience with Orion has been crucial to the program’s success. 

Feedback from advisors has been overwhelmingly positive, with one advisor noting, “With this email, I 
want to give a shout out to the tech team with the GPS service requests. I just went through and 
updated investment changes for multiple accounts, and it was easy and efficient. Great new process; the 
old way was painful and tedious, so I love the new platform.” 

Jennifer Rowe, Business Applications Manager, highlighted the impact of the new system on signature 
requests, stating, “Sometimes, one signature request can take an entire day, and if the process of 
getting a signature is difficult, some people naturally procrastinate, delaying the process for several 
days.” The GPS has effectively mitigated these delays, further enhancing the overall efficiency and 
satisfaction of both advisors and clients. 

Challenges Addressed  

The self-directed brokerage account (SDBA) management space presents unique challenges for firms 
aiming to establish themselves as leaders in the industry. The complexity and volume of paperwork 
involved in managing SDBAs can create significant bottlenecks, leading to inefficiencies that hinder both 
operational performance and client satisfaction. For The Pacific Financial Group, navigating this 
landscape has been particularly challenging, especially as the firm expands its offerings to include two 
turnkey asset management platforms (TAMPs) that integrate SDBA management into a comprehensive 
investment solution. 

Historically, the SDBA management process has been heavily reliant on manual paperwork, which not 
only increases the likelihood of errors but also prolongs processing times. Advisors often faced the 
daunting task of completing multiple forms, each requiring specific information and signatures, which 
could lead to delays in account openings and service requests. This cumbersome process not only 
frustrated advisors but also impacted the overall client experience, as clients expected timely and 
efficient service. 
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Recognizing these challenges, TPFG implemented the Guided Paperwork Solution to revolutionize its 
approach to SDBA management. By digitizing and automating the paperwork process, GPS addresses the 
inefficiencies that have long plagued the industry. The solution streamlines the onboarding and servicing 
of accounts, allowing advisors to complete necessary forms quickly and accurately through an 
interactive online platform. This transformation has significantly reduced the time spent on paperwork, 
enabling advisors to focus on providing value to their clients rather than getting bogged down in 

administrative tasks. 

The GPS has also played a crucial role in enhancing compliance and reducing the risk of errors. By 
automating data collection and ensuring that all required information is captured accurately, TPFG has 
minimized the NIGO rate, which dropped from 35% to 11.5% since the implementation of GPS. This 
improvement not only accelerates the processing of new accounts and service requests but also ensures 
that TPFG meets regulatory requirements, thereby safeguarding the firm against potential compliance 
issues. 

As TPFG continues to grow into a larger investment solution provider, the efficiency gained through GPS 
is essential for scaling operations. The efficient integration of SDBA management with the paperwork of 
the two TAMPs is a critical component of this strategy, as it enables TPFG to maintain high levels of 
service quality while expanding its client base. 
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To Consider 

 

The Pacific Financial Group has undergone a significant digital transformation with the implementation 
of the Guided Paperwork Solution, and through this journey, several important lessons have emerged 
that the firm is eager to share with others in the industry. These insights not only highlight the critical 
factors for successful digital transformation but also serve as a road map for organizations looking to 

enhance their operational efficiencies and improve stakeholder experiences. 

1. Examine Internal Processes and Workflows: One of the first steps in TPFG’s transformation was 
a thorough examination of existing internal processes and workflows. This assessment was 
crucial in understanding how digital transformation would impact various teams and their 
operations. By identifying bottlenecks and inefficiencies, TPFG was able to tailor the GPS 
implementation to address specific pain points, ensuring that the new system would enhance 

productivity rather than disrupt established workflows.  

2. Involve and Prepare Stakeholders Early: This proactive approach not only facilitated smoother 
transitions but also encouraged valuable feedback that informed the development and 
implementation of the GPS.  

3. Create a Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) Document: Another critical lesson was the 
necessity of creating an SOP document to capture the details of new processes. TPFG recognized 
that without a well-documented SOP, institutional knowledge could overshadow the new 
procedures, leading to confusion and inconsistency in operations. The SOP serves as a 
foundational reference that guides team members in understanding their roles within the new 
digital framework, ensuring that everyone is on the same page and that best practices are 
consistently followed. 

4. Leverage Professional Services for Development: While the low-code solutions offered by 
SmartIQ were designed to be user-friendly, TPFG found that the benefits were maximized when 
they collaborated closely with professional services. By actively participating in the development 
process, TPFG gained a deeper understanding of the solutions and how to leverage them 
effectively. This partnership allowed the firm to customize the GPS to better meet their specific 
needs and to ensure that the implementation was aligned with their strategic goals. 
Organizations should consider engaging with professional services to enhance their 

understanding of digital tools and to facilitate a more successful implementation. 

In conclusion, TPFG’s digital transformation journey has provided valuable insights that can guide other 
organizations in their efforts to embrace technology and improve operational efficiencies. By examining 
internal processes, involving stakeholders early, creating comprehensive SOPs, and leveraging 
professional services, firms can navigate the complexities of digital transformation more effectively. 
These lessons not only contribute to a smoother transition but also position organizations for long-term 

success in an increasingly digital landscape. 
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Path Forward 

 

With the successful implementation of SmartIQ, The Pacific Financial Group  is 
poised to embark on the next phase of its digital transformation journey. 

To further promote the adoption of GPS among individual advisors, TPFG is forming an adoption 
committee dedicated to fostering enthusiasm and encouraging usage of the new platform. This 
committee will play a vital role in addressing any concerns or challenges that advisors may face during 
the transition, ensuring that they feel supported and empowered to leverage the benefits of the digital 
solution. 

Looking ahead, TPFG is excited to expand the digital transformation to additional forms processes, 
including those from independent and third-party broker/dealers. The firm aims to eliminate its existing 
PDF forms library, which currently contains a wide variety of layouts ranging from 2 to 50 pages. By 
streamlining these processes into a cohesive digital format, TPFG will enhance efficiency and reduce the 
administrative burden on advisors, allowing them to focus more on client relationships and less on 
paperwork. 

TPFG believes that growing its digital channels will significantly improve the onboarding experience for 
new advisors, enabling quicker integration into the firm. This streamlined approach will not only reduce 
the effort required from advisors to work with TPFG but will also support the firm’s ambitious growth 
targets. Additionally, the GPS solution will enhance TPFG’s ability to address non-advisor service 

requests in a timely and optimized manner, further improving overall operational efficiency. 

In line with its commitment to continuous improvement, TPFG is also exploring the integration of 
additional tools and customer relationship management (CRM) systems. One key integration on the 
horizon is with RiskPro®, a proprietary interactive digital risk assessment tool. This integration will 
provide advisors with enhanced capabilities to assess client risk profiles and tailor investment strategies 
accordingly, ultimately leading to better client outcomes and satisfaction. 

As TPFG moves forward, the firm remains dedicated to fostering a culture of innovation and agility. By 
continuously refining its digital processes and expanding its technological capabilities, TPFG is well-
positioned to meet the evolving needs of advisors and clients. 
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Leveraging Celent’s Expertise 

 

If you found this report valuable, you might consider engaging with Celent for 
custom analysis and research. Our collective experience and the knowledge we 
gained while working on this report can help you streamline the creation, 
refinement, or execution of your strategies. 

Support for Financial Institutions 

Typical projects we support include: 

Vendor short listing and selection. We perform discovery specific to you and your business to better 
understand your unique needs. We then create and administer a custom RFI to selected vendors to 

assist you in making rapid and accurate vendor choices. 

Business practice evaluations. We spend time evaluating your business processes and requirements. 
Based on our knowledge of the market, we identify potential process or technology constraints and 

provide clear insights that will help you implement industry best practices. 

IT and business strategy creation. We collect perspectives from your executive team, your frontline 
business and IT staff, and your customers. We then analyze your current position, institutional 
capabilities, and technology against your goals. If necessary, we help you reformulate your technology 
and business plans to address short-term and long-term needs. 

Support for Vendors 

We provide services that help you refine your product and service offerings. Examples include: 

Product and service strategy evaluation. We help you assess your market position in terms of 
functionality, technology, and services. Our strategy workshops will help you target the right customers 
and map your offerings to their needs. 

Market messaging and collateral review. Based on our extensive experience with your potential clients, 
we assess your marketing and sales materials—including your website and any collateral. 
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