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Schwab: Coronavirus fails to derail

RIA hiring goals this year

By Ann Marsh July 30, 2020, 3:32 p.m. EDT

GDP down by 32.9%. Double-digit unemployment. Alarming new coronavirus mortality highs. And

most financial advisors isolated at home under quarantine.
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So how has this bleak picture impacted RIAs’ hiring plans for 2020? The answer: Not that much.

“Astute RIA leaders recognize that now is an opportunity for growth,” says Catharine Aguilar, chief

marketing officer for Atlanta-based CornerCap Wealth Advisors, which proceeded with a new

hire in March, early on in the pandemic even as markets were bottoming out.

A new Charles Schwab study backs that up, finding that 73% of 1,010 RIAs surveyed earlier this

year — three-quarters of which responded after March 1, roughly coinciding with the onset of the

global health crisis — plan to hire in the next 12 months. Last year the number was 76%,

according to Schwab’s annual RIA Benchmarking Study.

Collectively the firms, which include RIAs of all sizes and at every growth stage, manage $1.1

trillion in assets under management.

“They are looking to build strong firms for the future, and thinking they are going to build market

share,” says Schwab’s Lisa Salvi, vice president in the Advisor Services division, which oversees the

study.

RIAs’ continued focus on net organic growth has helped them “smooth the impact of volatile

markets,” the study found.
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Catharina Aguilar of CornerCap Wealth Advisors has attracted younger clients by marketing "the girl's

guide to surviving the financial crisis" on Instagram. CornerCap Wealth Advisors

Travis Maus, managing partner of S.E.E.D. Planning Group in Binghamton, New York, says his firm

is “crushing it” through the downturn. Schwab selected Maus and CornerCap’s Aguilar to discuss

the study as part of a call with reporters.

S.E.E.D. Planning Group posted 42% AUM growth last year and has already grown 20% this year,

Maus says. The firm’s AUM is $166 million according to its SEC Form ADV. Maus says the firm has

$26 million in new assets it has yet to report.

“It’s all assets from new clients,” Maus says, “and that’s dealing with this market.”

Much of his firm’s growth comes from the reputational lift it gets from running a separate

nonprofit that helps promote local financial literacy and sustainability measures, he says. It’s a

strategy tailor-made to a company started in a small city.
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“The more we teach about money, the more money stays in our community, the more sustainable

we are,” says Maus, who says his firm has adapted to the new realities of 2020.

I N V E S T  I N S I G H T S

Fidelity’s $3 challenge to Schwab: The latest twist in digital

advice subscription pricing

July 29, 2020 5:33 PM

“The first two months of coronavirus, we were kind of frozen in place,” he says. “After that it was,

‘OK, back to growth mode.’”

Aguilar says her firm is steadily attracting new millennial clients through an Instagram campaign

for its My Accumulation Plan service that targets younger clients without many assets to invest.

The campaign draws in viewers by advertising “the girl’s guide to surviving the financial crisis” and

“the value of knowing your worth,” she says.

Schwab’s survey similarly found most firms remain focused on acquiring new clients in addition to

leveraging new technology to increase productivity and to improve their strategic planning.

It helps that RIAs entered 2020 from a position of strength, the study says.

The compound annual growth rate for respondent firms hit $761 million at the end of last year, up

from $424 million in 2015. Using the same measure and time frame, their revenue grew to $4.2

million last year from $2.9 million and the average number of their clients grew about 30% from

302 to 389 per firm.

Having clearly articulated and written goals provides a clear strategic edge, the study found.

Firms that documented both their preferred client type and value proposition attracted 28%

more clients and 45% more new client assets over the last year than other firms, the survey

found. Of the top 20% of firms surveyed, about two-thirds had identified their ideal client. By

contrast, half of firms with less than $250 million in AUM had done so.
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As they grow, firms are increasingly offering new service lines, including tax and estate planning,

lifestyle management, charitable planning, financial literacy education for clients’ family

members and bank services, such as managing CDs and money market products.

Productivity is also on the rise, the study found. Client-facing professionals at RIAs, for example,

have increased the AUM they handle to $99 million last year from $89 million in 2015.

The last downturn drove a new wave of clients to RIAs, says Salvi, who thinks the same thing is

happening now.

“They get a lot of referrals” during volatility, she says. “People appreciate the high-touch and

personalized approach that they build into their client experience.”

Ann Marsh Senior Editor, Financial Planning 
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IRS finalizes ABLE account regulations

While the contributions aren’t deductible, distributions such as earnings are tax-free to the designated

beneficiary if they’re used to pay for qualified disability expenses.
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Demand from clients has some advisors reconsidering sustainable investing strategies.
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By Tobias Salinger October 1

CFP Board overhauls governance as part of ongoing changes

Director tenures, nominations and committees are changing after an independent task force identified

weaknesses.

By Tobias Salinger October 1
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UBS changes how it calculates advisory fees

By Andrew Welsch October 1
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Merrill aims to foster new advisor talent from within BofA's ranks

Increasing investor intelligence

How can you help your clients become intelligent investors? Try these timely recommendations.
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A Question of Conflict

Northwestern Mutual’s practices raise concerns about the nature of retail advice, just as wealth

management is facing greater scrutiny under new rules.
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