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INTRODUCTION 
 

t's fair to ask questions. It's good to start with questions. 

So, there are the questions that need to be answered 

before there can be any discussion about the merits of looking 

to change it all. 

Why do advisory firms need to innovate? Why can't they 

just continue doing the same things they've done successfully 

for years? 

What's stopping them from doing it? Or, more specifically 

given the universal need of the majority of the planet for 

financial security, are we not up to our necks in cutting-edge 

financial startups completely changing the way that people 

engage with money, smashing the inefficiencies we all know 

exist in our industries? 

Why is the financial services space so full of business 

owners and so lacking in entrepreneurs? What's the difference 

anyway? 

Finally, why is it the methodologies that underpin the 

success of Silicon Valley startup successes that provide the 

most fertile source of practical learnings for ambitious advice 

firms, more so than most conflicted business models or 

limping business development paths being proposed from 

within our industry right now? 

To begin to answer those questions, let's start as close to 

home as we possibly can. 

I
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Astute 

Why is it that one business is able to completely redefine 

what's possible, whilst another similar one simply does what 

it's always done? That's a question I first began to ask with 

greater intensity in 2012. 

It was an enjoyable year for me. I was working with a 

group of coaching clients I liked very much, and the 

opportunities to travel nationally and internationally to speak 

were consistent. 

I'd been told once, though, that the seeds of failure often 

sneakily sow themselves deep within the green laurels of 

success. So I began to look for a way of developing my 

coaching skills and expanding my focus. I'd generally found 

that a good first step is to begin a series of conversations with 

people you've not yet met, which is exactly what I did. 

I began to talk to people both within the financial services 

industry and outside. One contact eventually led to the launch 

of the business Corporate to Freedom. However, elsewhere, 

other interesting developments popped up, as they usually do. 

One name that began to get mentioned when I asked of bright 

ideas was that of the Astute Wheel. 
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Information was scant at first. It was an online client-

engagement platform for advice businesses. It was a suite of 

modelling calculators. It was an educational tool. My interest 

was piqued, so I attended a seminar, the same one that Hans 

Eggers even today runs most Fridays, as long as there is 

demand. 

Hans came across to me as a serious man. As we sat in the 

meeting room in his North Sydney offices, with advisers from 

around the country on the other end of the webinar, Hans ran 

through the tool with the skill of someone who had done so a 

thousand times. 
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It was good, very good, and I remember wondering how a 

relatively small financial planning firm had managed to create 

something that was more effective in pre-positioning advice to 

potential clients than anything I'd seen larger institutions 

match. It took me a further two years to make the decision to 

find out in greater detail. 

What I discovered from delving below the surface was the 

story of a relatively normal financial advice business that, in 

2005, identified a clear problem within their business and felt 

the drive to solve it. 

They started with the most basic way of implementing 

their idea that would enable them to test their concept. In 

their case, it was a PowerPoint presentation. They tested it 

with clients in real-life situations and, upon realising that it 

greatly enhanced their process, proved the commercial validity 

of their product by selling Licenses to the presentation to 

twenty-six other businesses for $1,000 a pop. They did this all 

on a likely budget that most banks probably spend on coffee 

for a group of executives. 

Concept proven, they made a brave decision to progress 

the Wheel to become a commercially robust product. Hans 

sought out help, recognising that innovation is rarely a one-

person activity. He brought in someone who also believed in 

the concept and could see the end vision. 

They endured through the GFC and a variety of other 

challenges, investing time and money (most of it personal 

capital) into creating a product that most of us only see in its 

final form then wonder, “How did they create that?” 

The answer seems to be: in clear and well-defined stages, 

many of which closely mirror those used by Silicon Valley 

when building multi-million-dollar online companies from 

scratch. 

Astute have done what until recently was a relative rarity 

for SME advice firms. They innovated big-time. In doing so, 

they created something that helped their business achieve 



 

STEWART BELL 
 

 

[22] 

 

better client engagement and helped clients better understand 

the process they were about to go through. 

They created something new and, in doing so, extended 

their business’s capacity for success beyond that of their peers. 

It's a success story and one of a few outliers I'd like to 

share with you in this book. However, the big question is, 

given the level of general dissatisfaction amongst many advice-

business owners with the way the industry operates right now, 

why hasn't it happened more? 

Why aren't there more advisers like Hans creating more 

innovations that will ultimately drive the industry into brand 

new pastures? 

 

Why Advisory Firms Need to Innovate 

A close friend of mine once made a decision to learn 

magic. He didn't tell anyone, he just started learning. He 

practiced hard, repeating the same tricks over and over until 

he'd mastered them. 

He could whip out a pack of cards at a party and have a 

crowd wondering how he did it. He could make a coin 

disappear under even the most watchful gaze, only to have it 

re-appear in a place he'd apparently not come into contact 

with. He used to start conversations with girls, with some 

success I might add. 
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Eventually, he started his own businesses and ultimately 

sold one for millions. I often wondered whether learning 

magic played any part in his business success. 

I believe so, and the relevant skills he learnt were 

threefold. 

He learnt the art of mastery. Practice makes perfect. 

More practice makes more perfect. The key element is 

persistence and a desire to find the best way to execute. That's 

also what it takes to achieve extraordinary success in pretty 

much anything you care to name. 

He learnt how to perform to a crowd and attract 

attention. It proved very useful in attracting investors to 

back his ideas and go get others to follow him. Business is a 

team sport. If you can't get others to buy into your business, 

it's going to be a hard slog. 

Perhaps most valuably, he learnt the art of 

distraction. In learning how to distract others, I believe he 

also learnt how to avoid being distracted. 
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At times, it's hard to know whether enough advisers 

realise the scale of the challenge their businesses are facing. 

Like the proverbial frog in a pot, the water is warming so 

slowly that many don't notice. Change shouldn't really be a 

surprise, given recent years. However, I see advisers 

everywhere seeking respite from the onslaught. They just want 

a bit of time out where things don't change and neither do 

their businesses. 

It reminds me of something a running coach told me once 

about running long distances. You can slow down for a bit, to 

gather some energy for a push. But never stop. When you stop, 

it makes it harder to get going again. 

When I've spoken to advisers, though, it's not something 

most have consciously chosen to do. Though I'd suggest that 

not all advisers are true entrepreneurs in the purest sense of 

the word as I’d define it; most I know accept the challenge of 

running a business as entrepreneurs do. 

If you're driven enough to start a small business, then it's 

unlikely you're the kind of person who, when faced with the 

option of being more successful or staying static (in other 

words, going backwards as the moving pack passes you), 

would choose the latter. The problem for most, I believe, is 

circumstance rather than apathy. It makes the situation no 

less dire. 

Case in point: about a year ago I was having lunch with an 

adviser I know. It was a sunny day, but storm clouds were 

lurking on the horizon. We chatted over a simple meal, and I 

asked him what he really loved about being a financial adviser. 

"I love working with my clients. I love meeting new 
people. I love helping them work out how to plan for the 
things they want in life. I love it when those plans come to 
fruition,” he said with a smile that quickly turned into a frown. 

"Why the frown?" I asked. 
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"Because I don't get to do as much of it as I want to. I'm 
so deeply buried in paperwork and administration. The client 
stuff seems to get pushed to the bottom of the pile." 

Not that long afterwards, I was reviewing a client survey 

for the very same adviser's business. The feedback was good, 

with the exception of one consistent theme throughout. 

"We love working with them, but we don't hear from 
them as much as we'd like." 

"I sometimes feel I'm the one who needs to be on the front 
foot." 

"Pretty good. Nothing particularly wrong. Can't really 
think of anything memorable. Solid." 

"A few times, things have been missed. That's why we 
decided to leave our last planner." 

It's a strange paradox. Most advisers love working with 

clients but struggle to maximise their time in doing so. 

However, it's only by engaging with clients that maximum 

value can be created for them. It's the only way to help guide 

their financial behaviour and create smarter decisions that 

lead to financial independence. Clients also want to be 

engaged, coached even, if that engagement results in them 

feeling empowered in their financial lives. 

Therein lies the challenge. To grow, advice businesses 

must engage their clients better. 

However, most firms are challenged to find the time to do 

so as well as needed. 

Service delivery suffers, affecting growth and ultimately 

profitability, further constraining the business's ability to 

engage clients. 

It's a vicious, vicious circle. 

What makes it stranger is the fact that the problems 

advice businesses solve are so very worthwhile. 

Financial problems are the cause of much pain in this 

world. Stressed parents fight in front of children because of 

money troubles, leading to divorce and yet more childhood 
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statistics. A father takes his own life because of the shame of 

being declared bankrupt or his inability to accept a life where 

money may be a scarcity. A family is out on the street because 

they were unable to manage payments on a mortgage, driven 

by the need to acquire things they didn't need and couldn't 

afford. A child doesn't get the education he or she deserves, 

and a cycle of disadvantage continues. A young adult racks up 

a credit debt that will endure long into her thirties, impacting 

her ability to begin the path to wealth creation that she must 

start. A parent dies with no Plan B, leaving their beloved 

partner and family to struggle on without them. 

We could create a list of ways that poor financial decisions 

have devastating effects on lives of people. If it were a disease, 

we would label it an epidemic and seek a vaccine. 

Instead, we allow children to leave school filled with facts 

and figures they will never use, yet no formal education on 

how to manage their financial lives. If there's one industry that 

needs innovation even more than advice, it's education. 

Can you imagine if our industry, with all its resources and 

intelligence, chose to focus intently on solving those 

problems? Can you imagine the power of a world where people 

were empowered to make decisions that helped them achieve 

financial independence sooner? Can you imagine the lives they 

would lead, the roles they would fulfil, and the type of freer 

society we would live in? 

But how can you solve these kinds of problems when most 

advice businesses are challenged to solve the constraints 

within their own business? These are the constraints that stop 

them engaging people who could really use their help. 

In 2013, with Corporate to Freedom, I talked to a number 

of investors. They are the kind of people with money, looking 

to give that money to people with the ideas, drive, and nous to 

turn it into even more money. Often, they also demand that 

the ideas be responsible for doing something good in the 

world. 
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In between discussions about other topics, I would 

occasionally ask some of them what they thought of the 

financial advice industry. Did they see it as something worth 

investing in? 

Overwhelmingly, the response was usually negative. They 

didn't see financial advice businesses as fitting their model of a 

business capable of providing a good return on investment. 

Their reasoning was sound. 

The type of business they're looking for has a number of 

factors. One is consistently clear. 

The model must be constructed so that as the business's 

revenue grows, the proportional cost of running the business 

falls dramatically. That's one of the reasons why online 

businesses have become so attractive. It may cost me $10,000 

to build my online app, but once I've recouped my money, 

every additional sale I make with it, for the most part, could 

well be pure profit. 

If I can then create a model where the revenue is 

recurring and I can convince enough people to want to 

consistently buy it, then the profit potential of the business is 

huge. That's a highly desirable business. The cheaper you can 

buy into something like that, ideally long before it begins to 

actually demonstrate the financial results which inflate its 

value, then the greater the upside. 

Conversely, a financial planning business doesn't have 

that upside. It's constrained in such a way that in most cases a 

growth in revenue isn't accompanied by a proportional 

decrease in costs. In fact, for many advice businesses, the 

opposite is often true. The bigger they get, the more difficult 

they get to run. Simply speaking, there is rarely any scale in 

that type of business, as it is dependent on the human effort, 

the most expensive resource of all. 
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From that perspective, you can appreciate how many of 

these rich investors view advice firms as nothing more than 

lifestyle businesses or, for larger firms, swollen behemoths 

trading on a brand promise built in a world where expertise 

had yet to be decentralised. 

As someone said to me very wisely at a conference 

recently, "Our industry is a small business pretending it's a 
big one.” 

The issues are amplified. Modern consumers are 

expecting more because they are getting more. Outside of 

financial services, technology is helping to enable this. Within, 

advice businesses are behind the eight ball with technology, 

due to having to invest time in other areas of their business. 

As a result, many have failed to meet expectations of what 

they should deliver or promises they shouldn't have made but 

did, because they would otherwise have been unable to 

demonstrate value. 
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That has been picked up by the media and the regulators, 

who have in turn put in place further measures, which have 

further restricted businesses’ ability to deliver. Many advisers 

have subsequently left the industry, recognising that the 

models that have served them well will no longer work. More 

will follow. Those that remain are seeking to modify those 

models to be profitable. Meanwhile, investment experts with 

experience in high-growth businesses generally agree that the 

constraints of current advisory-business models make them an 

unattractive place to spend their money, let alone time. 

It's not a great prognosis. How can advisers expect to 

deliver on the promise to be there for clients all the way to 

retirement, if their businesses will struggle to last the 

distance? 

Unless something changes, there's only one way that can 

end, and incremental change just isn't going to cut it. 

 

Barriers 

So, if change and innovation is required, then someone 

needs to be spurred to create it. So all it takes is more 

creativity, right? 

Speak to people about financial services and often you'll 

be hard-pressed to get them to consider creativity as being a 

major skill requirement. We're led to believe that it goes with 

the territory. That numeracy and precision are not compatible 

with the blinding flash of mad brilliance associated with the 

creative arts. We don’t naturally think of accountants as being 

creative. 

I'd like to call that one out. 

In over a decade coaching financial services businesses 

and professionals, so many of the people I've worked with 

have some form of creative interest outside of work. Peek 

under the surface further, and you find numerous creative 

people throughout the planning community: painters, writers, 
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philosophical thinkers, and keen intellects who can salsa 

dance with the greatest of abstract ideas. 

"But, of course, financial services isn't a creative field!" 

says that part of our brain that believes things because of the 

number of times it's been repeated to us, rather than due to 

any true personal inquiry. And it's not just those outside the 

industry who believe this. It seems that even those within have 

come to believe it about themselves, as well. 

But then, common sense falls into the same category as 

risk-free investment to me. When you've coached so many of 

these types of businesses, you realise that, deep down, these 

are small business entrepreneurs struggling to free themselves 

from commercial shackles that would make most other 

business people pack up their bags with the cry, "Too hard!" 

So, what is it? Because, and let's be honest, until recently 

the financial services industry home or abroad hasn't really 

generated much innovation. That which might be labelled 

innovation is, for the most part, simply the packaging up of old 

material into new styles and calling it fashion (or worse, 

packaging up bad debt and calling it a AAA investment 

opportunity). 

That's not innovation. It's just bad recycling and history 

repeating. 
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We must innovate if we're going to remain relevant in the 

digital age. In a business environment where expert 

information is as readily available as water and the greatest 

client experiences businesses are delivering today are 

happening 100% online, the same old tricks aren't going to 

suddenly generate better results. 

Here's what sits at the core of what I believe, and here's 

the challenges you as an aspiring Finnovator need to master if 

you're going to build the business of the future today. (You 

may have already mastered them, in which case this is your 

chance to know that you're on the right track.) 

There are two elements of mindset that hold many advice-

business owners back: 
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1. Focusing too much on just the money, and 

2. The counter-productive need to have future certainty. 

Now, before anyone out there explodes into a million 

pieces with the idea that I'd recommend financial advisers 

don't need to focus on money and generating certainty, let me 

ask you to put your planner hat away and focus purely on your 

entrepreneur/Finnovator role. 

 

Mo' Money, Mo' Problems 

In his 2009 book on human motivation called Drive, Dan 

Pink outlined the startling findings around the interaction 

between money and motivation. For hundreds of years, the 

equation seemed clear. The more money offered, the greater 

the likely increase in performance. 

It makes sense, right? After all, it's how we've motivated 

staff for years, isn’t it? 

The problem, it turns out, is it's not true. The truth is far 

more complex. In a world where the basic financial needs have 

been met—the issue of money has been taken off the table—

Drive showed how in fact in all but mechanic tasks (put peg A 

in round hole B and repeat), an offer of greater financial 

reward in fact narrowed a subject’s ability to think laterally. 

More money in fact reduced problem-solving performance. 

Essentially, the subjects became "money blind,” unable to 

see anything beyond the most direct means to achieve a goal. 

In a problem-solving environment, such as one that requires 

innovation, the outcome is not an improvement. It's the very 

opposite: a reduction in performance. 
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The results weren't isolated to our materialistic, overly-

plentiful Western societies, either. Recognising that this might 

be an issue, the researchers took their study to the most 

isolated and relatively poor regions of India. They got the 

exact same result. More money equalled reduced problem-

solving capacity. 

Perhaps that's what's going on. Could it be too many 

players in financial services ploughing single-mindedly 

through a dark forest, unaware that if they took just a moment 

to stop their pursuit of the dollar, they'd realise the 

opportunity to build a track? Or maybe some businesses are so 

busy keeping heads above water (often a side-effect of a failure 

to adapt your business model to the stage of growth) that cash 

flow is all you've got headspace for? 

However, to innovate you need to focus not only on what 

will make money, but also on what will make a difference to 

the end user. 
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Maybe instead of creating the solution then trying to 

package it up in a way that persuades people to want it, we 

should reverse the trend and build what people want. 

Of course, you'd have to enjoy a close and engaged 

relationship with the client to be able to drive that kind of 

insight, which puts advice firms in the driving seat to make it 

happen! 

 

How can we be sure about certainty? 

The second issue is of course the need for certainty. It's 

what good financial advice is built on. 

However, speak to many self-made people and the 

majority of great innovative business minds about what it 

takes to build truly great businesses, and frequently what will 

come up is the notion of "taking risks and backing yourself." 

You don't win races by driving in the slow lane. You don't 

discover new places jumping on the same bus. 

You also need to be willing to fail. Ideally, quickly, 

cheaply, and without collateral damage, but it has to happen. 

If not, how can you find out all the business models not to 

pursue? 

Take for example Colonel Saunders of KFC fame. He was 

famously rejected 1009 times before someone gave his chicken 

a shot. Charles Schultz (Peanuts) had every cartoon he 

submitted rejected by his high school yearbook. J.K. Rowling’s 

first Harry Potter manuscript was rejected by twelve 

publishing houses. Gone with the Wind was rejected by thirty-

eight. Legend has it that Walt Disney was turned down 302 

times before finally getting financing for his dream of creating 

Walt Disney World. 
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It turns out failure is usually a pre-requisite for success, 

rather than the antithesis of it. Thing is; it's hard enough to get 

sign off for a mere blog post if you're a financial planner these 

days, let alone anything that truly pushes back the envelope. 

How can we expect to see alternative business models and 

forge the innovative firms of tomorrow, if we're stuck 

focussing on the money of today, conditioned by compliance 
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and corporate culture that avoids unmitigated risk wherever 

possible? 

If ever there were a recipe for anti-innovation, that's it 

right there! 

Sometimes innovation comes from pain. A business in 

suffering has only two options really: change or die. There is 

no doubt that our industry has been through nearly two 

decades of continual change, spurred on by the clear 

indication from outside, be it legislative or consumer-led, that 

our industry must change. 

It's weird though that even despite pain, there is still 

resistance. That's not to say that practices haven't adapted. 

Many have done more than that and raced ahead. However, 

for many, that adaptation has been born out of necessity, 

sometimes forced and accepted begrudgingly. It's been so very 

slow, and it's often still not being led by the right drivers. It's 

because they have to, not because they've reached a point of 

realising they must. 
There are a lot of financial professionals who are the very 

opposite of resistant. They're—or perhaps you're—ready. 

What's missing is you don't know the process required to 

change your predicament for the better. You want to innovate 

but don't have a great idea. You have a great idea but don't 

know whether it's the right one. You know it's the right one 

but don't know how to implement. You started implementing 

but got stuck. You managed to launch but nothing happened 

after that. 

It'd be easy to be led into thinking innovation was 

something you've either got or you've not got. 

The good news is that innovation isn't an innate talent or 

god-granted skills. You don't have to be “just one of those 

people” to spot opportunities to change things. It can be 

learned and taught to your staff members and used to launch 

you into a whole new stratosphere. 
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The Best Time to Start is Yesterday. Second 

Best is Now. 

So we face a situation where not only is there a need for 

advice firms to take up the torch for innovation, but also a 

need for them to challenge some of the forces in our industry 

that may be stopping them from doing so. 

The good news is there has never been a better time to do 

it. 

I’ll be brief in explaining a few reasons for this. There are 

no doubt more, but let's keep it succinct. 

The Internet has democratised information. Never 

before has it been so easy for small fish to launch business 

offerings. No longer is the flow of information from expert to 

consumer deliberately constrained. Some would argue that the 

days of intellectual property being a competitive advantage are 

at an end. In the absence of this, traditionally the preserve of 

large companies with the money to invest in developing it, the 

competitive playing field is flatter. 

The rules of marketing have been drastically 

changed. In many ways, the driving force behind marketing 

is less about the power of the brand (although there is no 

doubt it remains a huge driver), but the power of peer 

endorsement. That’s also the way that most successful advisers 

have grown their businesses in the past—by being endorsed by 

third parties whose opinion their new clients trust enough to 

engage. 

It’s easier to access the skills. The rise of the so-called 

freelance economy means I can very affordably access skill-

sets that previously were only enjoyed by larger institutions 

that could employ them. I can be working with a developer in 

Indonesia while my design work is put together in Croatia 

based on a research project analysed by a statistics professor 

in the Ukraine. 
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“Fintech” is exploding. As I write this, there has never 

been greater interest in the intersection between financial 

services and technology. Large banks are throwing money at it 

like never before, in the hope that they can fund the business 

that would otherwise potentially disrupt them by surprise. 

It’s exciting to be part of. Simply speaking, tech is 

going through a boom right now. Where the big money when I 

was in career mode seemed to live in Investment Banking, 

now it’s all about The Valley and its genius engineers. There 

are some very smart, motivated people involved in this space; 

being in their company is genuinely enjoyable. 

The bit about The Valley is particularly relevant, because 

what we’re talking about here—the science of innovation and 

disruption—is something that owes a lot that region of 

California. 

 

Lean Startup and the Science of Overnight 

Success 

There is a group of friends I know who are especially 

close. They all went to the same University together and many 

of them now find themselves living in Australia. 

They have all done very well for themselves, achieving 

senior executive roles across a variety of multi-national 

companies. If you didn't know better, you'd assume that they 

were all the children of wealthy, well-connected parents who 

were able to pull the right strings to benefit their careers. 

It's entirely not true, though. Each of them comes from 

very different backgrounds, but none appear to have leveraged 

family connections into their achievements. The University 

they attended is a good one, but it's not a Harvard or an 

Oxford where the very mention of their education would 

entitle them to first shot at the fast track. They're certainly not 

unintelligent guys by any measure, but nor are they genius-
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level savants with mental powers far greater than mortal men 

(or women). 

Their lifestyles are pretty normal for executive-level 

thirty-somethings, involving sport, socialising, eating out, and 

drinking too much on weekends. So what is it about this 

otherwise run-of-the-mill group of friends that has driven 

them all to relatively elevated levels of career success? 

Perhaps it's as simple as the fact that they've spent time in 

each other’s company for as long as they have. 

Great change tends to be a local thing. London became 

the centre of the Industrial World back at the turn of the 

century. New York became the centre of the advertising world 

in the ‘50s. The roots of fashion trends can usually be traced 

back to a starting point, as was the case with the Hipster-

ficaton of Hush Puppies outlined so well in Malcolm 

Gladwell's excellent book, Tipping Point. 
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Just as people with similar interests and values tend to 

socialise, those with similar business interests will commonly 

find a way to connect with each other. Where there is 

connection and unity of purpose, there is often the 

opportunity to accelerate development via collaborative 

learning of what works and what doesn't. In that environment, 

excellence is created. From that type of environment, the 

success machine that is Silicon Valley has been created. 

Most of us have heard about Silicon Valley. However, look 

on a map around the San Francisco area of California and you 

won't find it. In actual fact, the Valley is merely a collection of 

spread-out towns spanning fifty kilometres by twenty 

kilometres around the Santa Clara Valley. First coined as a 

nickname is 1971, it is however a place that is known 

throughout the world as the home of technology. It's Mecca for 

innovation. 

This is the place where the future technologies that will 

shape the planet and frankly the behaviours of humankind are 

being moulded. Underlying these endeavours are numerous 

scientific methodologies for creating the technologies and 

businesses of tomorrow. It's the methodology formed from 

intensive decades of practicing, failing, and succeeding in 

creating high-growth, multi-billion-dollar, scalable businesses. 

In other words, the kind of businesses that are almost the 

exact opposite of financial services firms. 

Most impressively, it’s a place where these innovative new 

businesses have sprung up from seemingly meagre origins. 

Back at the turn of the century, launching a business was the 

preserve of rich moguls with the resources to make it happen. 

You couldn’t build a factory, import raw materials, and employ 

people to put your product together without lots of cash. 

Today, though, the resources needed to create a business 

are a tiny fraction of that. 

In my time working at Corporate to Freedom, we explored 

case studies of businesses started for under $2,000. Many of 
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our students were able to make headway on testing their 

business ideas whilst risking very little, financially. The reason 

for this is not only the availability of the Internet as one of the 

lowest cost, completely responsive client-engagement tools 

ever created, but also the learnings of all those Silicon Valley 

businesses that have come before and the methodologies they 

have pioneered and perfected. 

One of the best known of those methodologies is the Lean 

Startup methodology. First proposed in 2011 by Steve Blank 

and based upon Japanese lean-management methodologies of 

the 1980s, it espouses the numerous stages that can be 

followed to start a viable business with minimal capital and 

minimal wasted time. Fail fast, fail early, start quicker. 

One of the key components of the Lean Startup 

methodology is the principle of Build-Measure-Learn. It's a 

loop process of turning ideas into products or service offering, 

measuring customers’ reactions and behaviours against built 

products, and then learning whether to persevere or pivot the 

idea. This process repeats over and over again. It's the reason 

why Apple releases what appear to be incomplete products, 

and why Lego redesigned their product range to include 

female scientists based on the feedback of a seven-year-old 

girl. 

 



 

STEWART BELL 
 

 

[42] 

 

 

 

It works because it ensures that whatever the final 

services offered to clients and the eventual business model 

that supports it is exactly the thing that clients want to buy. 

Think of it as a Darwinian Evolution approach to business 

creation, whereby the end result is formed by the 

requirements of the commercial environment. 

Let's turn the lens back on the financial services industry 

for a moment. Do financial services businesses make changes 

to their business models in the same way? 

Many companies do indeed invest time and energy in 

analysing the client's needs and putting the client first, as is 

required. However, the key question that must be asked is: 

how much does this deeply influence the evolution of the 

manner in which financial advice is delivered? 

From the outside (and quite often from the inside), it can 

often appear that financial services are first designed to solve 

issues within the industry (how to generate revenue from a 

demand for SMSF; how to position advice better in times of 

financial downturn; how to protect product margins), rather 

than what is actually needed from clients. 
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Once the scope of the product is decided, the focus then 

becomes how to present the solution in a way that suits the 

client. That’s not to say the solution won’t deliver value, but 

because 90% of the formulation is done before any real-world 

interaction occurs, it requires the element of human delivery, 

aka the salesperson, to customise the representation of the 

product benefits. 

The end result is we’ve come full circle. It's the scale issue. 

Einstein once said, “You can’t solve a problem using the 

same thinking used to create it.” If it’s not apparent from the 

industry landscape, there are few outside our industry who 

appear to be fond of the thinking that sustains the current 

industry. It’s time for new thinking. 

So, what if it were possible to leverage the most innovative 

business thinking in the world that helps ambitious 

entrepreneurs of modest means, to create highly successful 

new businesses driven by outstanding client engagement and a 

deep commitment to solving valuable problems? 

 

The FINV8 Methodology 

Innovation and business building comes easy to some. As 

you’re going to see throughout this book, business people with 

no knowledge of Silicon Valley who have never heard of Lean 

Startup have been able to launch new elements of their 

business with success. 

Others have great ideas, but struggle. They either don’t 

realise they don’t quite have the right commercial idea until 

too late, or they don’t quite overcome one or two key issues 

that stop their innovations from bearing fruit. They’re left with 

the feeling of not quite understanding why it’s not doing better 

than it should. 

Entrepreneurialism is a difficult thing. Countless blogs 

and articles on the web are devoted to exploring the many 

varied facets of how to make a success of building a business. 
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What makes it especially hard is the fact that, although there 

are countless ways of doing it, there is no one way that suits 

everyone. 

Over a decade of working with advice businesses has 

taught me that there is no such thing as one business model. 

What works for one can be an absolute failure for another. 

There are so many variables that can impact on success—

skill set, clientele, location, personality, working style, ethics, 

and a host more; it’s because of these small differences that it 

becomes impossible to simply translate one business model to 

another and replicate the same results every time. 

In many cases, it’s not the big differences that cause this 

variance. It’s the small ones. The difference between success 

and failure can be a tiny adjustment to one or two seemingly 

minor elements of a business that suddenly results in a 

business taking off. 

Therein lies some of the challenge. Often businesses will 

approach the process of innovating or creating a new offer in 

one of two ways: 

They borrow an idea from another business or 

bring in a consultant who has experience in a specific 

business model. They duplicate the model but find it 

doesn’t quite work for them. In the worst cases, they abandon 

the ideas at the first sign they don’t work and default back to 

what they did before. Time is lost, as is any progress benefit 

that might have been gained. 

They have a blinding flash of inspiration and an 

idea emerges, apparently fully formed and ready to 

go. They invest time and resources to launch it, perhaps even 

involving clients telling them how they might feel about the 

offer. They launch it but find that it doesn’t hit the mark and 

default back to what they did before, no doubt destined to be 

more cautious in the future. 

Of course, the other option is they launch and succeed. 

However, often, the nature of that success is exposed when 
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they seek to do something innovative the second time around. 

Buoyed with confidence, they launch into their initiative 

bolder than before, only to discover that success can be harder 

the second time around, especially if the former success owed 

thanks in some significant way to being in the right time at the 

right place. 

In that environment, it’s easy to decide that innovation is 

all a little too hard and instead simply seek to evolve your 

business in less ambitious ways. 

However, there is another option. Much like financial 

planning, often the best outcome comes from attacking the 

issue with a pre-defined approach. By taking some of the 

emotion out of the journey, by relying on the process to guide 

your thinking ahead of feeling, it’s possible to learn the key 

lessons along the way that will guide you either through the 

maze of considerations that lead to business success, or tell 

you early on that it’s unlikely to lead to the place that you want 

it to. 

Ideally, it should be a process built around concepts that 

enable you to understand how your end-user will actually 

respond to the business and that encourage you to fail fast and 

fail cheaply. 

Over the next chapters, I’d like to introduce you to a 

process that can help you do exactly that. Just like the 

borrowed business model, it’s no guarantee of success. Your 

innovation will live and die by the value benefits it provides to 

your specific end-user and how well you can overcome the 

many small obstacles that stand between you and creating 

amazing innovation in your business. 
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However, it is a process you can use to help guide your 

thinking. It will introduce you to the core building blocks 

within your business that will not only enable you to have the 

resources and focus to be able to devote to the pursuit of 

innovation, but will also identify those elements of your 

business that will most contribute to your potential for 

innovation. 

It will present to you the means to identify potential 

opportunities, to tell the good ones from the bad ones, and will 

present some innovation opportunities that are alive and well. 

It will present the importance of knowing how to 

construct a vision, model a future business model, and gather 

the skills needed to make it a reality. 

It’ll introduce the importance of testing your ideas in real-

world scenarios and how to make the minor course corrections 

along the way that can be the difference between safe passage 

and being scuttled beneath the waves. 
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Finally, we’ll talk about what counts: implementation. 

The idea is only 5%. It’s what you do to transform your idea 

into reality that will dictate your success. 

So, let me introduce you to FINV8. 

 

Summary & Next Steps 

In Summary: 

There are countless examples of advice-providing firms 

that are driving innovation around the world. 

There is evidence to suggest that clients are very 

interested in alternative ways of engaging with specialist 

financial advice at a growing rate. 

In comparison, many advisers are stuck in business 

models that not only clients don’t want to engage with, but 

that also do them no favours. They can’t scale, are under high 

amounts of legislative stress, struggle to manage the delivery 

of value to the client, and yet are frozen into inaction 

regardless. 

All this, despite there never having been a better 

opportunity in history to do so. 

A key to unlocking this opportunity lies in understanding 

the proven methodologies used to launch startup companies, 

such as those pioneered in Silicon Valley. 

The FINV8 methodology is about presenting those steps 

in a way that is relevant to advice firms. It has five steps: 

 

1) FOUNDATION 

2) INSIGHT 

3) ENVISION 

4) VALIDATE & 

5) ACTIVATE. 
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the topic of innovation within financial services SMEs. 

In over a decade in the field of specialist business 

coaching, he's worked with over 300 firms, from small single-

planner practices to large corporatised multi-partner 

businesses (as well as other non-advisory businesses of 

various interesting and sometimes odd flavours). 

He's also been engaged by Australia's largest institutions 

to deliver workshops, keynote speeches, thought leadership, 

and direct consulting on a range of business-related topics. 

In addition, Stewart is a lover of technology. He learnt to 

program badly at a young age, starting his first computer-

game exchange business at the age of fifteen, and was a final 
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interview away from becoming a Graduate Programmer with 

Deutsche Morgan & Grenfell in London in 1998 before life 

took another path. In 2012-13, he helped launched the Sydney 

business incubator Corporate to Freedom, taking an active 

role in coaching entrepreneurs to launch their online 

businesses. 

His belief is that, right now, the financial services industry 

is at a turning point. That point presents an unmatched 

opportunity for ambitious business owners to take control of 

their business destinies through innovating like never before. 

The goal is to reach a point where people, within and outside 

the industry are saying, "Wow! You won't believe what advice 

businesses are doing these days.” 

 


