In 1968, the Stephens family helped launch Systematics, a new data processing software company. Today, as part of Fidelity Information Systems, the company is one of the nation's leading providers of information processing management services and advanced application software for the financial services, healthcare and telecommunications industries.





Foundation for Success





Systematics’ founder, Walter Smiley, was born in a small town in southwestern Arkansas and graduated from the University of Arkansas with an MBA. Working first at IBM and later at an Arkansas bank, he learned of the high software costs and other difficulties many individual banks faced in trying to make effective use of new data processing hardware. Big banks could afford the investment and small banks farmed it out, but medium sized banks were getting caught in the squeeze. 





Walter recognized the opportunity and decided to see if he could raise capital to start his own company.





Structuring a Partnership





In 1968, Walter met with Jon Jacoby to discuss the financing of his new venture. The Stephens family agreed to invest $400,000 in Walter and Systematics in return for 80% of the new company’s equity. 





From the very beginning, the Stephens family’s role in Systematics differed sharply from the norm of most early stage investors. “In the data processing business,” Walter commented, “it’s real easy to get yourself in a position where you’ve got to sell for tomorrow for the sake of today. The Stephens people were just the opposite. They always encouraged us to prepare for the long term, to do it right.”





Creating Long-Term Value





With the confidence instilled by a steady, long-term equity partner, Walter diligently began expanding the business. Initially, Systematics contracted to run banks’ data-processing departments, but after careful evaluation, and with encouragement from his partners, expanded into licensing its software to banks. The company continued growing over the next 12 years and eventually went public — however the Stephens family never cashed out.





In 1990, Systematics was sold to Alltel Corporation and became Alltel Information Services . (Alltel Information Services was recently sold to Fidelity Information Systems.) The Stephens family remained an investor, acquiring Alltel stock in the transaction. Today, the Stephens family and its affiliates are the largest non-institutional shareholders of Alltel. 





Jon Jacoby, Vice Chairman and Senior Principal of The Stephens Group, who served on Systematics board from the beginning, commented, “We’re basically long-term investors. The best investments are the ones you never have to sell.”


