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It’s hard to remember anything comparable to Morningstar’s 
decision to shutter Morningstar Office and force its roughly1,700 
U.S.-based advisory firm customers to move thousands of client 

accounts to a new portfolio management platform.  
	 The situation is complicated by several factors.  Different advisory 
firms have different expiring dates on their Office contracts, making the 
switch urgent or not.  Instead of selling Office, Morningstar negotiated 
an arrangement with SS&C Black Diamond where Morningstar will 
receive some undisclosed compensation for Office users that decide 
to migrate to the Black Diamond platform.  Black Diamond is offering 
discounts to entice firms to accept Morningstar’s hoped-for handoff, 
but so too are a variety of other portfolio management software 
platforms who are competing for the business.
	 Most controversially, Morningstar is offering a higher level 
of migration assistance to advisory firms that move to its preferred 
Black Diamond destination rather than, say, Advyzon, Orion, Blueleaf 
or Panoramix.  This raises questions about who, exactly, owns and 
controls the client data: the vendor or the advisory firm.

Business rationale

	 Perhaps the most relevant question is: Why did Morningstar put 
its Office users in this position in the first place?  Daniel Needham, 
president of Morningstar Wealth (which encompasses six business units 
in addition to Office), says that the decision was an acknowledgement 
that Office had fallen behind the competition.  “We made the decision 

Forced Conversions
Synopsis: Morningstar has sunsetted its Office suite, creat-
ing a competitive free-for-all for its market share.

Takeaways: Morningstar entered into a financial arrange-
ment that makes Black Diamond its preferred destination for 
Office users, but many advisors are resisting a reported dou-
bling of their costs.

to retire Morningstar Office 
because the product that we have 
is no longer competitive with the 
other products that are available 
in the marketplace,” he says.  “We 
had priorities inside Morningstar 
that focused on other areas, and 
we knew that a lot of the features 
and capabilities that clients have 
been asking us for for years were 
not on our roadmap.”
	 But there seems to have 
been profit considerations as 
well.  “The [Office] business has 
been in slow decline for a little 
while,” Needham acknowledged, 
declining to provide specifics.  
(In the most recent T3/Inside 
Information Software Survey, the 
company’s market share dropped 
from 9.87% of respondents to 
6.48% in a year, moving it from 
fourth to sixth on the list.)
	 And why Black Diamond?  
Needham said he isn’t authorized 
to disclose the revenue 
Morningstar receives if advisors 
switch to the preferred provider.  
But he says that Black Diamond 
was selected for reasons other 
than compensation; it was willing 
to create, for the Morningstar 
customer base, a value proposition 
similar to what attracted advisors 
to Office back in the early days 
after its launch.  “We wanted 
to make sure there was a very 
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registration, whether accounts 
were taxable or qualified, tiered 
billing information associated 
with different accounts, notes and 
related documents, and even client 
demographics, like addresses, 
emails and phone numbers.
	 Ashby’s response was 
basically to say ‘no:’ “At this 
time,” he wrote, “Morningstar is 
unable to dedicate any resources 
to make enhancements to the 
[standard data] file.”  
	 Hastings pointed out that 
these enhancements already 
exist, and are being provided 
to Black Diamond, and Ashby 
agreed: “You are correct that the 
custom conversion process we 
created with our strategic alliance 
partner, Black Diamond, is more 
comprehensive.”  The refusal 
stands.
	 Hastings says that the 
transaction file Morningstar 
provides for active accounts tends 
to be accurate.  For the rest, there 
are workarounds.  “We’re data 
scientists, after all,” he says.  “If 
we have an account name, we can 
get information direct from the 
custodian.  But their packages 
don’t give you any reconciliation 
files, so if something went 
wrong, there’s no way to know 
if it happened in 2005 or 2015.  
We can get around that too,” he 
adds, “but it takes us a little more 
time.  The fact that they won’t 
give client notes or billing tier 
schedules, or whether clients are 
in a model and all that other stuff 
is kind of shocking,” he adds.  
“If you choose their preferred 
vendor, they will make sure you 
get the data.  If you don’t, then 

compelling solution for firms to 
move to, and that it would be as 
easy a transition as possible for 
our customers,” Needham says.
	 The value proposition 
Needham is talking about is a direct 
integration with the Morningstar 
Workstation database, similar to 
what Office provided.  “Office 
was pulling into the investment 
workflow all the data, research, 
tools and analytics,” he says.  

this is difficult for firms.  And 
at the same time,” he adds, “we 
didn’t want to take the choice out 
of advisors’ hands.”
	 But of course other vendors 
are wondering why, if a ‘good 
migration experience’ solution 
exists, it couldn’t be extended to 
whichever solution the advisor 
chooses.  
 	 “I’ve been shocked by 
Morningstar’s brazen attitude,” 
says Chris Hastings, co-founder 
and lead architect at Panoramix 
(https://www.panoramixfinancial.
com/), the thriftiest of the 
alternatives.  As evidence, he 
points to an email thread with 
Morningstar Office head of sales 
Patrick Ashby, where Hastings 
requested, on behalf of an 
advisory firm looking to move 
its data over, some assistance 
in extracting more than the 
standard extract file.  The missing 
elements included custodian 

Morningstar acknowledges that Office was no longer
competitive with the more advanced 

portfolio management solutions
in the current marketplace.

“We’ve been working with Black 
Diamond for them to be effectively 
the first portfolio accounting 
integration with the web-based 
version of Advisor Workstation, 
which has been enhanced with 
the workflows that advisors in 
Morningstar Office have been 
used to.”  (ByAllAccounts is also 
now part of the Black Diamond 
solution.)

Data conversion

	 As Office users shop 
the portfolio management 
marketplace, they are focusing 
on three key differentiators: a 
vendor’s ability to accurately 
convert their data into a new 
system, the feature set, and price.  
	 The first issue is obviously the 
most important, and Morningstar 
directly acknowledges that its 
conversion package is stronger 
(or more convenient) for advisors 

moving to Black Diamond than 
to other portfolio management 
providers.  Needham positions 
this as a quasi-bulk conversion 
process—something that 
approximates what would have 
been a straight conversion had 
Office been sold outright to Black 
Diamond.  “We’re investing 
pretty material resources to give 
Office users a good migration 
experience,” he says.  “We know 
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they won’t.” 
	 The non-Black Diamond 
competitor with the best 
conversion story is Advyzon 
(ht tps : / /www.advyzon .com/ ) .  
Hailin Li, Advisor Founder and 
CEO, was the primary architect 
of Morningstar Office when it 
was in the gestation stage in the 
early 2000s, and more than a 
few of his team of engineers—
plus chief revenue officer John 
Mackowiak—came from the 
team that built Office.  “We know 
Office on a pretty deep level,” 
says Mackowiak.  “And so we can 
pull the data out of Morningstar 
without a whole lot of cooperation 
from them.”
	 Specifically, he says that the 
tiered pricing data (“incredibly 
complicated,” says Mackowiak) 
and reconciliations are retrievable, 
and Advyzon connects to the 
custodians and DST as a check 

old one, to ensure that the outputs 
match up in the normal course of 
business.  And time is not always 
in abundant supply.
	 “Some of the firms we’re 
talking to have their Office 
contract expiring on June 30, and 
they were told that Morningstar 
is not going to extend it,” 
Mackowiak explains.  “Others 
have two more years on their 
contract, but they’ve been told 
that the latest that Office is going 
to be available will be the end of 
March 2026.”
	 The nightmare scenario is 
that advisory firms will delay their 
conversion until the last minute.  
Mackowiak says that Advyzon 
is staffing in preparation for a 
possible flood into the conversion 
queue, even to the point of an 
internal reorganization. 
	 “We’ve shifted the 
onboarding team so they are 
now led by the customer success 
team, and the workload has been 
distributed to 20 people to help 
with the conversions,” he explains.  
“And the other big change is that 

completion.”
	 Tim Minert, executive 
VP with Blueleaf (https://www.
blueleaf.com/), says his firm 
is also competing for Office 
users, and offers 60 days of 
free redundancy so advisors 
can use both systems before 
making a purchase decision.  He 
recommends that advisors save 
their PDF performance reports 
in Blueleaf’s document vault and 
redundantly in their own CRM 
system.
	 Blueleaf is one of the few 
performance reporting firms 
that doesn’t rely on Morningstar 
data; its primary integration with 
Kwanti will meet most advisory 
firms’ research needs, and a 
selling point is the platform’s 
ability to handle held-sway assets 
at no extra charge, which Office 
accomplished using the firm’s 
ByAllAccounts platform.
	 Finally, there’s Orion 
(https://orion.com/), which—like 
the other firms profiled here—is 
offering a full conversion of Office 
data at no cost, including training.  

Morningstar has created a custom conversion 
process for advisors to migrate to Black Diamond,

while other firms basically get a 
transaction file.

and balance on the data that is 
exported from Office.
	 However, data conversion 
takes time—the more so because 
the advisory firm needs time to 
become comfortable with using 
the new system in parallel with the 

we’re connecting the custodial 
data as soon as possible, so you’re 
seeing your data in Advyzon 
within about a week, so we can 
start implementation and training 
with actual client data and then 
backfill as the project nears 
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Features and pricing

	 It’s much too early to know 
which firm will end up with 
the majority of former Office 
users, but Advyzon seems to 
be in the lead, with Orion in a 
strong position.  In the early 
May interview, Mackowiak at 
Advyzon reported that out of 155 
RIAs that have contacted his firm, 
140 have already entered into the 
conversion process.  “Those that 
haven’t chosen Advyzon seem to 
be really, really tied into Redtail, 
and they don’t want to change both 
right now,” he adds.  “Others are 
choosing other options without 
really engaging us in a meaningful 
manner.”
	 “We currently have over 
200 opportunities in our pipeline, 
firms that we’re speaking with 
who plan to move to a different 
provider,” says Bertucci of Orion.  
“Those are prospective firms,” 
he adds.  “It’s a big decision, and 
some of them are taking their 
time.”

Inevitable change

	 Advisors who were forced 
to engage in the unexpected new 
due diligence process are offering 
a surprising perspective on it 
all.  The consistent responses, in 
detailed interviews and the many 
email responses we received to 
some general questions, were:
	 1) They knew that they 
would have to, sooner or later, 
move off of Office, because it 
was clunky and not evolving.  
Morningstar’s sunset forced them 
to do what they knew they were 

anybody tells you they can get 
something done within 60 days,” 
he says, “it’s not happening.  You 
might be able to do the historical 
conversion, but then you have 
the change management, where 
the team has to get everything 
set up and comfortable with the 
new system.  We’re telling firms 
that they need to make a decision 
within the next 30 to 60 days.” 
	 What about capacity?  If 

An email response to questions 
highlighted a ‘transaction-based 
conversion process,’ which 
includes auditing the firm’s Office 
data and verifying the CUSIP 
information on all transactions.  
“One thing that can slow down 
a Morningstar conversion,” the 
message noted, “is when the data is 
missing CUSIPs on transactions.”
	 In a followup interview, 
Todd Bertucci, executive VP of 

The nightmare scenario is too many
advisory firms wanting to convert at the last 

minute.  Several firms are staffing up for the crunch.

technology sales at Orion, notes 
that the firm has performed 
several hundred successful Office 
conversions over the years.  
(This may partially explain why 
Morningstar is abandoning its 
portfolio management solution.)  
“We’ll pull in all the transactions, 
the pricing positions, and all the 
historical client account data 
from the portfolio accounting 
side of things,” Bertucci says.  
“What we’re not getting is a lot 
of the client demographic data, 
like name, address and things like 
that,” he adds.  “But we can get 
that from the custodians when 
we turn on the data feeds.  And 
that provides ancillary things 
like fee schedules and model 
assignments.”
	 Like Advyzon, Orion is 
preparing for a crunch of advisory 
firms who have limited time to 
make a conversion.  Bertucci’s 
advice is not to wait too long.  “If 

a firm calls tomorrow, will they 
be placed at the back of a long 
queue?  Joe Leyboldt, who heads 
up Orion’s Strategic Consulting 
and Support team, responds that 
Orion is able to pull in staff from 
around the company should the 
queue get crowded.  
	 When asked about the 
possibility of a time crunch, 
Needham says that Morningstar 
has reached out to each Office 
user individually.  Does that 
mean that advisors with a 
contract deadline could be given 
a month-to-month extension as 
they execute the transition with 
their preferred provider?  “We 
don’t have a blanket position on 
this,” Needham says.  “It’s an 
individual contract-by-contract, 
firm-by-firm engagement.  All I 
can tell you is we’re looking to 
accommodate as much as we can 
each firm’s particular needs.”
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going to have to do eventually;
	 2) Surprise at how many 
cool features the alternative 
programs have evolved over the 
last 20 years that they’ve been 
missing out on; and
	 3) A residual annoyance 
that Morningstar didn’t give its 
longstanding customers more 
notice and, in some cases, more 
time.
	 Ruth Aguirre, operations 
manager for Citron Financial 
in Novato, CA, acknowledges 
that the timing isn’t ideal (her 
firm is undergoing a second 
forced conversion), but she has 
known for years that a change 
was inevitable.  “We knew that 
Morningstar wasn’t going to be 
putting any more effort into the 
Morningstar Office platform,” 
she says, “But it was working 
and, well, you get comfortable.  
We didn’t really know there 
was anything better because we 
weren’t looking.”
	 Once she started the due 
diligence process, Aguirre 
realized how far behind Office 
had fallen.  “I had no idea how 
much further other companies 
had gone with their features, 
where Morningstar kind of 
stayed,” she says.  “I was doing 
all the downloading, posting and 
reconciliation on Office for close 
to 20 years.”  
	 She looked at Black 
Diamond first, at Morningstar’s 
suggestion, but didn’t like the 
pricing.  “Black Diamond would 
have been twice as expensive, 
if not more,” Aguirre says, “and 
they were going to charge on 
AUM, whether we were billing on 

Aguirre.  “And I later learned 
that if we had gone over to Black 
Diamond, we would have lost a 
lot of our transactional data.  They 
might have been able to bring it 
over, but if you ever left Black 
Diamond, they would not be able 
to export it.  I don’t want to lose 
any of our transactions.”
	 Advyzon offered to do 
the data transfer for free, and to 
waive the first month’s fee while 
the two systems were working 
redundantly.  “And they actually 
saved us money,” says Aguirre, 
“because Morningstar was going 
to charge us $1,500 for a data 
transition CD.  I told that to 
Advyzon,” she adds, “and they 
said, oh, no, don’t do it.  We can get 
the information we need directly 
from Morningstar.  They pulled 
all the data and they were up and 
running before I even knew it; 
the live data was there, and they 
were already reconciling.  It was 
relatively painless.”
	 What does she think of 
Advyzon’s more modern feature 
set?  “Their system is intuitive; 
I can find most everything I 
need without calling or sending 

videos and make a few phone calls 
to get up and running; nothing 
compared to what happened when 
we went from PortfolioCenter to 
Morningstar.  That was months.  
Other platforms might be this 
good,” Aguirre adds.  “But really, 
I haven’t been this excited about a 
program in a long time.”
	 Noah Morgan, of Acorn 
Wealth Advisors in Fenton, MI, 
seems equally philosophical 
about the switch.  “I really never 
wanted to go on Morningstar in 
the first place,” he says.  “I’m part 
of a group of siloed advisors, and 
the decision was made for me.  I 
feel like Office is 20 years behind 
some of the other services that are 
out there.  I actually felt like I was 
riding a dinosaur.”
	  Morgan adds: “I don’t 
remember one significant 
improvement [in Office] over the 
last seven or eight years since 
we’ve been on the system.”
	 Like Aguirre, Morgan began 
his due diligence process with 
Black Diamond.  “I really felt like 
they could take us or leave us; 
they really didn’t care,” he says.  
“Plus they wanted to charge based 

Out of 155 former Office users who
have contacted Advyzon, 140 have

already entered into the
conversion process.

it or not.”
	 Eventually, she chose 
Advyzon.  “Advyzon charges a 
flat fee per account, which was a 
huge point of consideration,” says 

in a ticket,” says Aguirre.  
“They have bulk conversion of 
information, which I haven’t had 
at Morningstar for 20 years.  I 
only had to watch a couple of their 
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Morgan cannot remember one
significant improvement in Morningstar

Office over the last 7-8 years that
he's been on the system.

on AUM.  We looked at Orion, 
and Orion was very attractive, 
with the buildouts with Redtail 
that they’re working on.  But 
Orion was also, by far, the most 
expensive option,” says Morgan  
“Our costs would have doubled, 
depending upon which of the bells 
and whistles we selected.”
	 Ultimately, Morgan chose 
Advyzon, attracted by the price 
(roughly the same as he was 

these things to make sure they’re 
correct.”
	 Morgan says he paid 
Morningstar $1,250 for access to 
his data (he calls it a ‘nuisance 
fee’) and then Advyzon began 
the extraction process from the 
data feed and from Schwab.  
The conversion process isn’t 
yet complete, and Morgan 
says that between the search 
process and learning the new 

Rich admits.  “We’d been using 
Morningstar Advisor Workstation 
forever; Morningstar was a well-
known firm.  I thought their 
pricing was reasonable.”
	 Unlike some others, Rich 
doesn’t have to be in a hurry to 
make the conversion; his Office 
contract runs through 2028.  “So 
then they announced that they’re 
sunsetting Office in 2026,” he 
says.  “I told them they were going 
to have to buy me out, because 
there was nothing in the contract 
that gives them an out.  But really, 
after the sunset, who’s going to 
be servicing us?  So I came back 
to them, and they recommended 
that we transfer over to Black 
Diamond.”
	 EnRich manages roughly 
$500 million over 1,600 accounts, 
which means the Morningstar 
Office fee came to roughly 
$33,000 a year.  “When I talked to 
Black Diamond, they said that our 
fee would be $77,000.” says Rich.  
“I went back to them and said, 
you’ve got to work with us on this.  
This price point isn’t even close.”  
Black Diamond came back with a 
new proposal: a $60,000 fee, but 
with significant escalator clauses.
	 Rich also considered 
Orion, but Orion’s proposal was 
significantly more expensive than 
Black Diamond’s original offer.
	 Like the others in this article, 
Rich has chosen Advyzon.  In fact, 
when the press request went out 
regarding the Morningstar Office 
conversion, literally all of the 
responses came from people who 
have chosen Advyzon.  (Not all 
were interviewed for this article.)  

paying for Office), the built-
in CRM integration and the 
ability to customize the reporting 
functionality.  “It’s very plug 
and play, very robust in allowing 
you to create the reports you 
want your clients to see,” he 
says.  “You don’t have to have a 
degree in information technology 
to understand how to build a 
report.  The reporting feature is so 
intuitive that you can customize 
and tweak the reports the way you 
want.”
	 Still, he’s had to do some of 
the conversion manually.  “You 
have to grant user permissions, 
and customize views and settings 
on the dashboard,” Morgan says, 
“so everybody can see the data 
the way they want to look at 
it; the compliance person, the 
advisor, the firm owner.  Advyzon 
is doing a billing conversion,” 
he adds, “but you have to check 

system, Morningstar’s surprise 
announcement cost him some 
of the marketing growth that 
normally would have occurred at 
this time of year.
	 But overall, he’s excited.  
“I wish we had never been on 
Morningstar,” he says.  “But the 
Advyzon cost is half as much as 
Orion, and when we switch from 
Redtail, it will save us about 
$7,000 a year.  In total, we’ll be 
saving about $45,000 a year.”
	 Christopher Rich, founder 
of EnRich Financial Partners in 
Madison, WI, has not had the 
best experience with portfolio 
management software, having 
converted from Advent Axys 
(“We were stuck on that for a long 
time,” he says) to Morningstar 
Office.   The experience was 
similar: virtually no upgrades or 
feature enhancements.
	 “Maybe I was a little naive,” 
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“I think they’re charging us $21 
per account per year,” says Rich.  
“We’ve signed a four year contract 
with no escalator clause.”
	 At the moment, EnRich is 
in Advyzon’s conversion queue, 
and Rich is crossing his fingers.  
“They’ve told me that they know 
exactly how the Office data looks, 
and they know how to extract 
the data—not just the transaction 
data, but the households that 
you’ve set up, the start dates and 
the billing settings,” he says.  I 
know I’ll have to check all those 
things to make sure they migrated 
properly,” he adds.  
	 And unlike some of the 
other Office refugees, Rich 
doesn’t plan to migrate over the 
CRM data.  “We’ll continue using 
Wealthbox,” he says, adding that 
he prefers the various integrations 

that Wealthbox has created over 
the years.
	 Rich, speaking for the other 
advisory firms that are either in 
the conversion process or still 
engaged in a forced due diligence 
process, concludes that the 
situation is frustrating.  
	 “Morningstar recruited me 
pretty heavily when we were 
looking to move from Axys,” 
he says.  “And now, just a few 
years later, they’re looking at the 
dollar amount they think they can 
make off of the product, and they 
couldn’t get to that number, so 
they tell us all to go find a new 
provider.”
	 And lingering over all the 
circumstances of trying to find a 
new provider, is what might be 
called the character issue, which 
boils down to whether advisors 

own and get to control their data.  
Needham says that advisors can 
freely access their data in Office 
during the transition process, 
without any limitations.  
	 But Morningstar’s transition 
services are clearly more robust 
for advisors moving to Black 
Diamond—even if the advisory 
firm specifically asks for the same 
arrangement as it shifts to another 
solution.  And Morningstar, in 
some cases, seems to be charging 
for access to what is ostensibly 
the advisory firm’s data.
	 “Maybe we do own our 
data,” says Rich.  “But the 
question I think we should all be 
asking is: will the vendor give it 
back to us in a usable format?  My 
lesson learned,” he adds, “is that 
we all need to start reading these 
vendor contracts very carefully.”

Reprinted with permission from Inside Information
http://www.bobveres.com


