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Tips on making the transition to paperless processing.

E-Processing:  
Worth Your Time,  
Worth the Effort

BY MICHAEL BILLINGS & CRYSTAL BEALL

PC TECHNOLOGY

clients trust us to keep their data safe, 
and we have found that the security 
options afforded by working in a 
paperless format far exceed traditional 
measures. For instance, anybody can 
sign a form, but how do you verify 
their identity if you’re just looking 
at a paper copy? With electronic data 
processing, there are more reliable 
security options like knowledge-based 
authentication, which prompts a signer 
to confirm their identity by answering 
a few questions that are specific to the 
individual (often taking references from 
their credit history). 

Another key benefit is organization. 
Whether you store your electronic files 
on a central server or in a cloud-based 
system, the result is a more efficient 
way of managing all of the key pieces 
of data you need. We have connected 
our files to a CRM database, so every 
time we need to access a client’s 
information in the CRM, access to 
all of their historical files is just a few 
clicks away. This can be especially 
useful for remote employees, who 
might otherwise have to come in 
to the office just to reference stored 
information. One of our firms is 
entirely remote, and yet we are able 
to serve clients in 18 different states 
because every employee has the access 
they need without having to open a 
single file drawer. 

There’s an added security benefit 
to the electronic storage: Some offices 
wisely utilize a “clean desk” policy, 
which allows no client-sensitive 
paperwork to sit unattended. This is 

W
hen the Employee 
Benefits Security 
Administration converted 
its filing practices to an 

electronic system in 2009, it may have 
seemed to some in our industry like 
just another governmental obstacle to 
overcome. Looking back now, though, 
it’s clear that it should have been seen 
as a sign of the industry’s future. It 
has become all too clear that it’s time 
to put the paper away and do our 
work primarily, if not exclusively, in 
electronic formats. The advantages in 
user experience, data storage, security 
and precision are simply too great to 
overlook. 

For those firms and individuals 
who haven’t yet adopted electronic 
processing, it can certainly seem like 
a daunting idea: After decades of 
processing and filing everything on 
countless reams of paper, the shift 
to the electronic realm carries a 
significant learning curve and in some 
cases an entirely new way of thinking 
about day-to-day operations. 

Our firms have both successfully 
transitioned to all-electronic or 
“paperless” processing, and we both 
found that it was worth the time and 
effort – for our business, and for our 
clients. Still, there are some important 
questions. Let’s take a look at them and 
provide some answers.

WHY MAKE THE MOVE TO 
E-PROCESSING?
Basically, this boils down to a few key 
points. The first is data security. Our 
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a much easier standard to meet when 
you don’t have to print anything out in 
the first place.

WHAT’S THE BENEFIT TO 
CLIENTS?
Though we do have some clients who 
still prefer to do a lot of things on 
paper, many have adopted e-processing 
as part of their standard operating 
procedures. The shift by the DOL to 
make the Form 5500 an electronic-
only submission has certainly shown 
clients the importance of moving most, 
if not all, of their data to electronic 
formats, and we believe they’re glad 
that they did. 

Additionally, we’re able to provide 
scalable service because we aren’t 
putting further strain on our own 
resources. Electronic processing speeds 
up almost every task we do, which 
means we can get information to our 
clients that much quicker, while still 
keeping it secure and maintaining 
a high level of accuracy. We do 
occasionally have a client who prefers 
paper over electronic forms, but we 
have been able to show that we are 
able to keep our fees and practice as 
competitive as possible by reducing 
time and waste.

There will always be some 
resistance when it comes to adopting 
new methods and technologies. Yet 
as the prevalence of electronic forms 
and systems continues in every corner 
of life, from the way we manage our 
investments right down to ordering 
pizza on a mobile app, more and more 
people are becoming comfortable with 
relying on electronic data storage and 
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processing as a better standard than old 
paper-based practices. 

HOW DIFFICULT IS IT TO 
TRANSITION TO PAPERLESS 
PROCESSING?
Shifting from tried-and-true practices 
to something new can be intimidating, 
and for those who aren’t as comfortable 
with new technology, it can be a real 
challenge. For some, it might even be 
too much of one – some firms that 
have spent decades doing things one 
way may end up hitting too many 
speedbumps if they try to change their 
methods now. For the rest, though, 
the process of transitioning to an all-
electronic (or at least mostly electronic) 
practice is straightforward.

It starts with your internal 
organization. Create a filing system 
stored on an internal server or in 
the cloud that makes sense for your 
practice and for your clients. With that, 
you should develop naming standards 
for your files, so that it’s easy to search 
for and understand the filenames of 
all of your important documents (e.g., 
“Acme_Form5500_2019.pdf”). 

Next, you will need to convert 
existing paper documents to electronic 
files. We recommend appointing an 
“ultimate scanner” – the person who 
will be in charge of organizing and 
processing those documents so there’s 
consistency and chain of custody. Make 
sure they understand the file naming 
standards so they’re inputting the 
documents in a way that they can be 
found later.

The next steps are a little less 
concrete, because here’s where you may 

have to do some face-to-face selling. 
You’re going to have to get your clients 
to buy in to the idea. If you can walk 
through it with them, show them the 
efficiencies, and have them understand 
that it’s an easy experience, they’ll 
accept it. Once they really see how it 
works and get more comfortable with 
it, they’re bound to be more accepting 
of the change. 

For your employees, you’ll need 
their buy-in as well, and you will 
need to make sure everyone is on 
the same page about how files are 
processed, saved and secured. It takes 
a commitment from management 
to understand the efficiencies, a 
commitment from the staff to rethink 
how they save documents, and a 
collective commitment to believing 
in the long-term gain of being 
electronic.

It might feel like a scary 
proposition, and it may be one of 
the biggest fundamental changes 
your firm has ever experienced. But 
our experience has shown that once 
you start taking the steps toward 
an all-electronic practice, you will 
see that any anxiety you feel about 
the transition is overwhelmingly 
outweighed by the benefits. 

Michael Billings is the President of 
Billings & Company in Sioux City, IA. 

Crystal Beall, QKA, is a Senior Plan 
Consultant at America’s 401(k) in 
Dallas. Both companies are part of 
Group RHI, a national retirement 
services organization.

The advantages in user experience, data  
storage, security and precision are simply too  

great to overlook.”


