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Wells Fargo Unveils New 'Advisory College'

By Tom Stabile March 24, 2010 

Financial advisors are going back to school under a newly restructured and beefed up training program that the Wells Fargo Advisors brokerage is calling its College of Advisory Practices. The program kicked off in February and is expected to have a full complement of courses available later in the year. 

Most of the wirehouses and other big brokerages have some form of continuing education for their advisors, but the new Wells Fargo program appears to be one of the most structured in terms of content and most rigorous in terms of coverage. The program’s overarching goal is to train advisors in consultative and advisory best practices, using a curriculum-based format that features college-style 100- through 500-level courses. 

The brokerage has already launched the online, self-guided 100-level courses, and the 200-level lineup of day-long workshops held at branches. It has held the courses at branches in Dallas; Los Angeles; Denver; Greensboro, N.C.; Kansas City; Austin, Texas; Albany and Syracuse, N.Y.; and Seattle, among other locations. The 300-level courses will debut at the Wells brokerage’s St. Louis headquarters this summer. 

The program content relies on three Wells Fargo divisions – the advisory products group under Ian MacEachern, the training and development team reporting to Michael Zuccarello, and the national sales organization led by Andrew Byer.

Wells is partially replacing and consolidating existing programs, but mostly expanding to create the new curriculum, MacEachern says. His group contributes many of the investment product-oriented materials. 

“We want to make sure that the [advisors] have a good understanding of the tools they have at their disposal,” MacEachern says. “That’s not just the features and benefits of the products themselves, but also as you progress up the curriculum, an understanding of which products to present for different situations and how to combine them to present the best solution to clients. We want them to understand the portfolio construction process more deeply – how the products interact and how to combine them efficiently.”

The effort expended to build such a program is promising for the wirehouse world, says Sean Cunniff, research director for the brokerage and wealth management practice at TowerGroup, a research consultant based in Needham, Mass.

“It’s a good sign that firms are investing in training their advisors, which is something that had kind of fallen off the radar screen over the last couple of years,” he adds. “If you’re an advisor and you’re not continually learning about new products and developments, you’re falling behind.” 

Cunniff says while many firms have internal training programs, he has not heard of an offering with the same level of structure or the college-style format. 

Nor has Beverly Flaxington, co-founder of the Collaborative, a professional coaching consultancy based in Medfield, Mass., that focuses in part on financial advisor practices. She says the Wells initiative appears to be more formal and more organized than most similar brokerage programs.

Advisors enter the Wells program voluntarily and at no monetary cost. MacEachern says Wells recommends that advisors take the coursework sequentially, with limited waivers anticipated for very experienced advisors to skip past a level.

After completing the first four levels – which should take one to two years at a normal pace – advisors will “graduate.” Some of the coursework will qualify as credits for advisors who are also seeking CFP or CIMA designations, and course materials will draw partly from those certification programs. The advisors won’t get any compensation bonus or premium for finishing the program.

Most advisors will take the 100-level courses on their own online and the 200-level courses in groups of around 50 at their branches. But the 300- and 400-level courses would be large-group affairs of 200 to 300 advisors convening in St. Louis in a multi-day workshop environment. MacEachern says just one of the 300-level courses is planned this year, but there will be multiple sessions in 2011. 

The 100-level course is called “Fundamentals of Advisory Practices,” and the 200-level builds on that with the “Emergence of Advisory Practices” course that focuses on implementing consultative approaches, largely taught by the brokerage’s productivity consultants team. The 300-level course, “Expanding Advisory Practices,” offers practical applications of previously learned materials as well as peer exchange forums and roundtable discussions with advisors and experts. The 400 level goes more in-depth with industry leaders and expanded practical applications for best practices.

The 500-level courses would be akin to “graduate-level” courses with specific and higher-level topics. This top level is largely a continuation of an existing Wells coaching program call “Premier Forces.” These include training on detailed presentation skills for high-net-worth and institutional clients, says Zuccarello. 

Other topics these advanced courses might cover include behavioral finance and how advisors should deliver advice in different market environments, such as the recent downturn. 

The Collaborative’s Flaxington says a positive feature of the Wells format is that it offers a single, comprehensive repository for information about how to run an advisory practice. And it offers a venue that isn’t tied to product wholesalers, whose contributions, she says, might not be entirely “pure.” 

But she says there is a difference between the “push” model of education – in which a standard set of information and tools is being brought to a wide group of learners – and the more personalized approach of coaching. She says that in the coaching model, a professional will assess where an advisor needs to burnish skills or develop new ones, and then tailors an education program to help the advisor learn and apply the knowledge in practice. 

Flaxington says many brokerages, including the wirehouses, are applying the customized coaching model, but few of the programs are formalized. “Many of them are trying to train their internal people to understand how to help the advisor more specifically,” she says. “There is a movement to have this more rigorous training.” 

