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1 BMO Nesbitt Burns – Teaching Note 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Conor Vibert developed this teaching note to guide the use of the multimedia case entitled BMO Nesbitt Burns for instructional 

purposes.  It is not the purpose of this material to serve as an illustration of how to effectively or ineffectively address a managerial 

situation.   

 
Copyright @ 2014, Acadia International Executive Insight Series  

______________________________________________________________________ 
 

SUMMARY  
 
Richard Mills, co-head of BMO Nesbitt Burns faced a challenge. The market was indicating a desire for 
his investment management team to incorporate financial planning into their basic service offerings. 
However, the bank’s investment advisors, had for the most part built their client base without offering this 
service.  He needed to come up with a strategy to convince these advisors to provide this service. Advice 
is being sought as to how to proceed in resolving this real life issue. Students are offered access to a set of 
transcribed video clips that outline the issue and its cause along with providing context for the issue.  In 
order to arrive at alternative solutions and justify their choice of a solution, students are expected to use 
sources of information not found in the case. 
 
 
KEYWORDS  

 

• Organizational Capacity, Skill Development 
 
 

 

CASENET VIDEOS 
 

Each video in this multimedia case features a segment of an interview with one of the organization’s key 
decision makers. The videos describe: 

1. the Issue facing the individual or organization 
2. the Cause of the issue 
3. Background information for the individual, organization and industry 
4. Alternatives for addressing the issue 
5. A suggested Solution and justification 

 
Transcriptions for each video are also available.  Students may not access the Alternatives and Solution 
videos or transcripts. 
 
 
OBJECTIVES FOR TEACHING 

 
There are a number of instructional objectives for this case.  
 

• To enhance the decision making skills of students by having them address a real life issue faced 
by managers of Canadian or international companies.       

• To provide students with a brief introduction to the investment management industry 

 
1 The Author wishes to thank Richard Mills for his support of this project. At Acadia University, thanks are in order for Dave 

Sheehan.   
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• To offer students an opportunity to analyze a situation using concepts that illustrate how 
organizational capacity can be created. 
 

 
 

 

POSSIBLE TEACHING STRATEGY 

 

This case is ideal for in-class case analysis or as an assignment. Assuming an 80 minute class, here is an 
approximate class schedule: 
 

Time 

(minutes) 

Task 

5 Introduce case and divide students into groups. 

15 Students view Background case videos and make notes. 

5 Instructor plays the Issue and Cause clip(s). 
25 Students identify alternatives, a solution and rationale. 

20 Instructor guides a discussion around alternatives, solution and rationale. 
10 Instructor plays the Alternatives and Solution clips.  

 
If the case is used as an assignment, the instructor may want to focus assessment on: 

1) Decision-making process. The instructor would evaluate writing style, appropriateness of 
information sources, alternatives, solution and rationale. This approach recognizes that the 
alternatives and solutions offered in the case are not necessarily optimal, and other choices may 
be equally effective. Students can be rewarded for their selection of decision making approaches, 
analytical frameworks and cited reference material. 

2) Outcomes. The instructor would evaluate how closely student responses match those offered in 
the Alternatives and Solution video clips. Or, the instructor could use the insight of an existing 
research paper or analytical framework as the basis for judging outcomes. 

3) A combination of process and outcome. The instructor may apportion the grade between 
process and outcomes.       

  

 

POSSIBLE QUESTIONS FOR ASSIGNMENTS 

 

Students can be asked to identify a set of alternatives to address the issue outlined in the case, a solution 
and rationale. Other questions that will help students prepare for their case analysis include:   
 

• What investment services are offered by Canadian banks? 

• Which information offer insight into the investment services in Canada? 
 
CASE ANALYSIS 

Issue:   The Issue and Cause video clips outline the problem or challenge of the case.  

• My name is Richard Mills. I am the Co-Head of BMO Nesbitt Burns.  All of our surveys 
over the last five or ten years have shown us that our clients want financial planning as 
part of our fundamental offering.  So the issue for us is to introduce financial planning, 
which is a fairly technical skill to a group of people who are not traditionally offering this 
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service to our clients. Essentially it was client driven.  Our clients indicated to us that 
clearly they wanted a financial plan to be at the core of their investment management 

process.  The challenge for us is that our advisors are entrepreneurs. They are running 
their own businesses, they are running their own practices within the BMO Financial 

Group.  They are very successful at what they do which is fundamentally investment 
management.   The challenge for us was to add financial planning because that is what 
the clients wanted added. But it is very difficult to do.  It is much more technical and it 

involves a different approach to the clients.  There is a skillset required in financial 
planning that is not necessarily complementary to the skillset that they are familiar with. 

 

Analysis: 

To start their analysis of the case, students should view the Background video clips.  These clips should 
help students grasp the following points or case facts.   

• BMO Nesbitt Burns employs 2500 individuals, 1400 of which are investment advisors 

• Annual revenue of BMO Nesbitt Burns is $1 billion with $126 billion client assets 

• The vast majority of these individuals are located in its 70 branches across Canada 

• Average net worth of a BMO clients is $500,000 to $1 million 

• Investment advisors are entrepreneurs working for the bank 

• Retiring baby boomers are thinking about estate planning, financial planning and philanthropic 
giving 

• The service to be integrated takes the form of software 

• Bank owned investment firms dominate industry 

Researching information sources other than the content of the cases should enable students to garner the 
following insights: 

The Investment Industry Association of Canada.offers a series Investment Industry Statistics  suggesting 
the following: 

• In 2013, there were 189 companies in Canada employing just under 40,000 individuals 

• Industry revenues were just over $17 billion in 2013 

• Sales commissions in 2013 totalled just over $5.5 billion 

• Banks accounted for almost 75% of industry revenues in 2013 

 

With this information in hand students can be challenged to identify an analytic framework that will help 
them organize their thoughts.   

• One suggestion for instructors is to introduce to students the ideas of Kotter and Schlesinger and 
allow them to guide the discussion of alternatives. . In their 2008 Harvard Business Review article 
entitled, Choosing Strategies for Change, the authors argue that there are five basic methods 
available to managers seeking to overcome resistance to change.  These are education, 
participation, facilitation, negotiation and coercion. For each of the methods, they offer drawbacks 
and advantages, ideas about how to it and when to use it.  
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• Instructors might also consider the ideas of Anita McGahan who sought to explain how industries. 
In her 2008 Harvard Business Review article, she argues that change in an industry can be thought 
of in terms of whether their core assets or activities are threatened or not threatened. Industries 
where core assets and activities are threatened experience radical change where outcomes are 
unknown.  In cases where core assets are not threatened but core activities are, firms experience 
intermediating change where relationships are fragile. On the other hand, where core activities are 
not threatened, but core assets are threatened, companies experience creative change where there 
assets and resource are continually altered.    Industries where neither core assets nor core activities 
are threatened experience progressive change where new ideas are implemented through 
experimentation and adaptation to feedback.  This latter category appears to be a good descriptor 
for change at BMO.  

 

Effort focused on research coupled with analysis should enable students to present a series of options.  
These can be compared to the options offered by the interviewee which are also summarized below and 
found in the Alternatives video clip. 

• Well we developed a software and we put that software on every adviser's desk. So that would be 
one alternative which is simply put the software on their desk and enable them to use it whenever 
they felt that they wanted to use it. A second solution would be to actually incentivize them to use 
the software somewhere through our compensation plan. A third alternative would be to find 
champions within the industry who were early adopters of the software and the utilization within 
their practices and use them as champions to feature what they have done and the success that 
they have had in growing their businesses, utilizing the software. The fourth way is to train all of 
the new people. We bring in about a hundred new rookies a year out of the industry and we give 
them a thorough grounding in it and throughout the growth of their careers they do it with a 
strong financial planning underpinning. 

 
The Solutions video clip offers the interviewees’ solution to the issue along with a rationale.  Highlighted 
below, this can be compared to the student response and explanation. 
 

• We certainly embedded financial planning training in all of our rookie training programs 
which creates a grounds swell.   But we also had to work with the existing fourteen 

hundred advisors to have them introduce it to their clients.   We did this through a strong 
program within the industry and featuring people who were successful. Advisors love to 
see other people’s successes because they can take them into their own practices and 

replicate them.  So when you can find early adopters and champions of whatever product 
it is or whatever approach to the business that you would like to promote and you feature 

them within your organization you will have a lot stronger adoption from existing 
advisors.  Probably the most effective single alternative is to train all of your new people 
in the business.  The problem is that the maturation of the business takes so long that we 

would not change the culture of the organization for fifteen years if that is all that you 
relied on.  So you have to hit the challenge at several different points.  You have to train 

your rookies that way. You need champions within your organization.  You have to 
feature their successes with their clients and their own business. You just really need a 
multi-faceted approach to the solution. 
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SUGGESTED COURSES 

 

We suggest that this case would be suitable for a number of courses. These courses include: 
 

• Human Resource Management, Change Management 
 

ADDITIONAL RESEARCH 

 
The case offers students opportunities to undertake interesting additional research.  
 
Students may want to delve deeper into how managers make decisions. Classic approaches to decision 
making include works by Cyert and March (1963) and Tversky and Kahnemann (1974).     
 
Students interested in learning more about industries in general might make use of numerous online 
information sources some of which are noted below.  
 
High Beam Business, http://business.highbeam.com/industry-reports,   Industry Overviews 
Plunkett Research, http://www.plunkettresearch.com/,   Industry Overview 
Value Line, http://www.valueline.com/Stocks/Industries.aspx,   Industry Overviews 
 

Other important sources include: 
 
Investment Industry Association of Canada http://iiac.ca/wp-content/uploads/SIP-A-Stats-EN.pdf, 
Investment Industry Statistics 
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