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In Brief—What You Need to Know in 30 Seconds

Advisors are more likely to feel that their business is doing better than ever before.1

Advisors view their personal level of success more positively than they did two years ago.

Advisors increasingly measure career success by their positive impact on clients.

Concerns persist about keeping up with increased regulation of the industry.

More advisors would recommend their career to the next generation compared to previous 
years—but they’re still not whole-heartedly endorsing it.

Two out of three advisors say they’re familiar with the digital advice concept, yet a small number 
actually use it in their practice.

Nearly three out of four advisors see digital online financial solution providers as an emerging 
threat—particularly the lower costs these technologies promise.

Few advisors believe that computers can ever replace the knowledge, sophistication and personal 
touch that human experts provide.
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1  Unless otherwise indicated, all data presented is based on a Harris Poll study conducted on behalf of Pershing LLC. The advisor survey was conducted online within 
the United States, between April 14 and May 1, 2015, among 350 U.S. advisors at least 18 years of age, sampled from the Harris Poll Panel of Financial Advisors.
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A New Era of Digital Enablement
In the two years since the 2013 inaugural Study of Advisory Success, we have tracked a steadily 
increasing sense of satisfaction among advisors. Many are doing better than in the past—and they’re 
even more likely to encourage others to join the ranks of financial advisors. Yet, they also feel the forces of 
several fast-moving trends, from heightened regulatory pressures, to revenue concerns, to simply keeping 
up with spiraling and diverse work demands.

The Study of Advisory Success defines what success means for advisors in today’s environment and 
highlights the most salient issues facing advisors. Pershing’s study last year found that successful 
advisors adapt to client communications and client expectations. This year’s study finds that successful 
advisors also are less likely to feel threatened by the rapid approach of smarter digital capabilities.

Doubtless, the era of digital enablement is already transforming every aspect of investment advice 
and service, and will have even greater impact as new technologies and smarter systems emerge. But, 
while some of today’s advisory tasks might be supplanted by so-called “robo-advisors,” this can have a 
liberating effect on the occupation as a whole. Smarter tools will be able to do more tasks that, inevitably, 
will be commoditized over time. This creates a significant opportunity for early adopters to evolve their 
business models to accentuate the unique value they provide—and let computers handle the rest.

In this year’s study, we examine advisors’ perceptions of emerging digital capabilities—from simple tools that 
automate daily tasks, to sophisticated, interactive systems that have earned the label of “robo-advisors.”

Sampling Methodology
The advisor survey was conducted online, between April 14 and May 1, 2015, among U.S. advisors 
at least 18 years of age, sampled from the Harris Poll Panel of Financial Advisors. 350 interviews 
were conducted:

 ›  101 among RIAs (independent RIAs not working at a wirehouse or affiliated with a 
regional brokerage)

 ›  100 among wirehouse advisors (those working at wirehouses or regional brokerage firms)

 ›  149 among other advisors (those working at insurance agencies, independent broker-dealers 
or banks)

For complete survey methodology, please contact thoughtleaders@pershing.com
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Pulse Check: Continuing Improvement, With Economic 
Concerns Diminishing
In our new research, nearly half of advisors (47%) reported that their business is “doing better than ever 
before,” which is a significant rise from the fewer than four in 10 (38%) who stated this in the 2014 study 
and the roughly three out of ten (31%) in the 2013 study. The other half are either “maintaining the status 
quo” (27%) or “regaining the momentum they once had” (23%). Only a few report they are “struggling” (2%).

Advisors report that concerns about the economy are diminishing. Today, fewer than one-third of advisors 
(32%) say the slow recovery of the economy is a concern, while more than four in ten (43%) reported 
this in the 2014 study, and nearly six in 10 (57%) reported this in the 2013 study. As one might expect, 
this recovery is also alleviating concerns about practice revenue. This year 59% of advisors report that 
maintaining or growing overall revenue is a concern, but two-thirds (66%) reported this in 2014 and even 
more (72%) reported this in 2013.

FIGURE 1: TERM THAT BEST DESCRIBES STATE OF YOUR BUSINESS TODAY

■  Struggling     ■  Maintaining status quo     ■  Regaining momentum we once had     ■  Doing better than ever before
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What Moves the Needle: The Rewards of Being a Financial Advisor
The most important criterion advisors use for defining their success is consistent with our previous 
findings and consistent across advisor segments: positive impact on clients, which trumps financial 
gain. In fact, this sentiment has become more pronounced over the years—nearly three-quarters (73%) 
of advisors view the positive impact they have on their clients as the most important criteria of career 
success, up from 71% in the 2014 study and two-thirds (66%) in the 2013 study. This is nearly five times 
higher than those who judge their success by their own financial gain (15%).

Financial advisors continue to report that the most rewarding aspects of being a financial advisor are 
helping clients meet their financial goals (74% in 2015 vs. 71% in 2014 vs. 66% in 2013), having clients 
who appreciate the value they provide (62% in 2015 vs. 60% in 2014 vs. 61% in 2013), and helping clients 
make the right financial decisions (56% in 2015 vs. 54% in 2014 vs. 50% in 2013).

FIGURE 2: THREE MOST REWARDING ASPECTS OF BEING A FINANCIAL ADVISOR
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Confident in success, relatively speaking
Half of advisors (52%) believe they have achieved the highest tier of professional success, scoring 
themselves as an 8, 9, or 10 on a 1–10 scale. This is a slight rise from the 45% who placed themselves 
in this tier in the 2014 report. This rising trend is consistent with improving conditions in the financial 
industry. Interestingly, some advisors appear to be doing better today than they did pre-downturn—only 
36% of advisors report having achieved the highest tier of professional success before the economic 
downturn around 2008.

Advisors also imagine that their success exceeds that of other advisors. Only 18% of advisors believe 
that other advisors are achieving the highest tier of success (8,9 or 10 on a 1-10 scale). Instead, they 
assign other advisors a “success score” of only 6.1 out of 10 on the 1–10 scale. Why this gap? Perhaps 
because so much of advisors’ sense of success is tied up with helping clients achieve their financial goals. 
As such, it’s easy to imagine that other advisors have perhaps somewhat less meaningful or rewarding 
relationships with clients, and thus are slightly less “successful.”

Continued satisfaction, and more likely to recommend
Today, nearly three-quarters (73%) of advisors are satisfied with their careers (a rating 8–10 on a 10-point 
scale), a slight increase from 69% in 2014. This rising sense of satisfaction may reflect the stronger 
business momentum advisors also reported. What’s more, advisors are increasingly likely to recommend 
their professions to members of the next generation. In 2015, 44% of advisors said they would be likely to 
recommend the field to their children or another young person, up from 37% in the 2014 study.

Of course, this still indicates that many advisors are reluctant to recommend the profession to up-and-
coming talent. One possible explanation is that, even though advisors have weathered the storm of the 
recent financial crisis and become stronger, they might be hesitant to wish such an experience on others.

Digital Advice: The Advisor Viewpoint
What is digital advice?
Digital advice, also known as “robo-advice,” “automated investment services” or “automated wealth 
managers” is a collection of automated tools for suggesting and managing investments. Typically these 
services, offered by more than a hundred established and startup companies, ask investors about their 
investment goals and risk tolerance, then help users to select appropriate investments.2 These services 
are low-fee (or no-fee)—excluding fund expenses, the typical annual fees for these services range from 
0.25% to 0.75% of assets, while traditional advisor fees are about 1–3%.3 Not long ago, a client required 
$500,000 in assets to be offered a diversified portfolio that is automatically rebalanced, and would be 
charged fees of 2% of assets to do this.

Many services have account minimums as low as $5,000, and a few have no account minimum. Automatic 
rebalancing of portfolios is a standard feature. Funds chosen by a software advisor are sometimes 
offerings of the company that sponsors the digital advice tool, or they comprise various asset mixes 
including stocks (U.S. and international), cash, gold, commodities, ETFs, index funds, bonds (long- and 
intermediate-term) and even virtual currencies (e.g., bitcoin).

2  Wall Street Journal. Putting Robo Advisers to the Test. April 24th, 2015.

3  Ibid.



8

Early adopters of digital advice are few
Nearly two-thirds of advisors (65%) are somewhat or very familiar with digital advice, but only 5% 
currently use it in their practice. Within the small universe using this tool, advisors were split between 
using it directly with clients or leveraging it behind the scenes. 

FIGURE 3: HOW FAMILIAR ARE YOU WITH DIGITAL ADVICE 
(ALSO KNOWN AS ROBO-ADVICE)?
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Investor POV: Investors Energized About Digital 
Advice Concept
The Greenwald & Associates/GDC Research Study on Remote Advice, sponsored in part by 
Pershing, recently surveyed 1,004 investors to understand their attitudes toward various aspects 
of online investment services. The survey asked about the potential appeal of computer-based 
advice and service platforms, which can offer lower cost, effective diversification, automatic 
re-balancing and other benefits. Investors were overwhelmingly positive in their response to 
these concepts, particularly those under 40.

HOW APPEALING IS THIS TYPE OF ONLINE INVESTMENT SERVICE?

Total (n=1,004) Ages 25-39 (n=500) Ages 40-68 (n=504)

Extremely appealing 6% 9% 5%

Very appealing 18% 27% 15%

Somewhat appealing 47% 50% 46%

Not too appealing 20% 9% 23%

Not appealing at all 9% 5% 11%
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Not everyone thinks digital advice has something to offer
Of all advisors who have heard about digital advice, 23% feel it represents competition to their practice 
while another 27% believe it to be irrelevant to their practice. Only 19% of advisors think digital advice can 
complement their practice. Three in 10 (30%) admit that they haven’t yet developed a view on this technology.

FIGURE 4: WHAT IS YOUR CURRENT VIEW ON DIGITAL ADVICE/ROBO-ADVISORS?

23%
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27%

30%

vs?

■  They are competition to my practice ■  They can complement my practice

■  They are irrelevant to my practice   ■  I have not developed a view on this yet

Advisors are wary and watching—and some perceive a threat
In general, 18% of advisors believe digital online financial solution providers will be a major threat to 
their practice over the next five years, and another 55% believe them to be a minor threat. Taken together, 
it’s clear these technological changes have caught advisors’ attention. It seems price is one of the most 
concerning factors—26% of advisors think the low cost of digital advice will be a major threat to their 
practice over the next five years, with another 50% thinking it’ll become a minor threat. The new business 
models introduced by digital advice are also believed to be a major threat by some advisors, specifically 
when digital online financial solutions providers offer in-person (24%) or remote (15%) access to a human 
financial advisor for an additional fee. Other aspects of digital advice that are considered threatening 
(either minor or major) include algorithms that digitally invest an individual’s assets in a portfolio (62%) 
and digital tax harvesting of accounts (46%).

Paradoxically, keeping up with new technology has been a decreasing concern over the past years. Today, 
about one-third of advisors (36%) say this is a concern, versus 41% and 46% in the 2014 and 2013 
studies, respectively. Perhaps this is because advisors have more time overall with which to learn about 
and incorporate new technologies. Today, 55% of advisors say having enough time to get things done is a 
concern relative to 63% and 64% in 2014 and 2013, respectively.
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FIGURE 5: TO WHAT EXTENT DO YOU FEEL EACH OF THE FOLLOWING IS A THREAT/
OPPORTUNITY FOR YOUR BUSINESS IN THE NEXT FIVE YEARS?
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But threats can also be seen as opportunities
Many advisors see opportunities in the very technologies that some consider a threat to their practice. 
Although only 13% of advisors see digital online financial solutions, automatic tax harvesting and 
algorithms that suggest asset allocations as major opportunities for their business in the next five years, 
many see them as minor opportunities:

 ›  67% believe algorithms that generate a suggested asset allocation will be a minor or major opportunity

 ›  52% believe low-cost digital delivery of advice will be a minor or major opportunity

 ›  62% believe automatic tax harvesting of accounts will be a minor or major opportunity



 The Third Annual Study Of Advisory Success—Confidence and Concern in the New Digital Age 11

Reaching out to millennials
On average, young investors don’t have the assets that their elders have acquired over their lifetimes. Yes, 
advisors often require clients to have a minimum of assets in order to service their accounts. However, 
with the assistance of digital advice, that asset minimum is declining as productivity gains make it 
feasible to service smaller accounts. In some all-digital situations, the asset level minimum has vanished 
completely. Still, when human advisors are in the loop, we can expect minimum asset thresholds to 
persist for the near future.

Most advisors are open to considering incorporating a digital wealth management platform or digital 
advice to reach clients who don’t currently meet a prescribed asset minimum. About 55% report they 
would consider doing this at all, with 29% saying they’d only consider it for clients who they felt were 
on-track to reach the desired minimum asset level in a timely fashion. Not all advisors would consider 
targeting clients by using digital advice, with 19% saying they wouldn’t consider this approach at all. 
A larger proportion of advisors are simply uncertain—25% report they’re not sure if they’d want to 
consider this approach.

Changes to accommodate digital
As digital tools are integrated into our practices, other changes occur to accommodate them. One major 
potential change is in how client fees are assessed. Advisors differ when asked if they foresee having to 
change their pricing model to compete with digital advice platforms—52% say they won’t need to make 
changes but 23% say they’re unsure. But when it comes to prices themselves, of those who foresee 
themselves having to change their pricing model, 79% believe they will need to lower prices to compete 
with the lower prices offered on other digital platforms and only 12% believe they will end up raising 
prices and offering additional services to justify the price increase.4

Investor POV: Advice Not Worth the 1% Fee
More than half (54%) of investors agreed with this statement: “The investment advice most 
financial advisors offer is not worth 1% of the investor’s account value that many charge.”5

Another approach for adapting to the emergence of these digital advice platforms is to add additional 
services. Most financial advisors think they’ll have to add services to compete or remain profitable and 
relevant (61%). Many advisors are confident in their current offerings, with 21% who do not think they’ll 
have to add additional services to compete. A similar proportion is still making up their minds—18% of 
advisors are not sure they’ll have to add services to compete.

4  Low base (N<100); results should be interpreted as directional.

5  Greenwald & Associates/GDC Research Study on Remote Advice. 2015.
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FIGURE 6: WHAT KIND OF SERVICES DO YOU FORESEE FINANCIAL ADVISORS 
HAVING TO ADD TO THEIR PRACTICE IN ORDER TO COMPETE, OR REMAIN 
PROFITABLE AND RELEVANT, IN THE FACE OF DIGITAL WEALTH 
MANAGEMENT PLATFORMS?
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Can’t replace the human factor
Only 20% of advisors say they are “concerned” or “very concerned” about digital advice platforms 
(robo-advisors)—about a third (35%) are “not at all concerned.”

Human advisors will always continue to be the main value for clients, with offerings that go beyond 
computers and calculations. Face-to-face consulting is a core skill in financial planning. Automated software 
can’t read one’s face or sense subtleties in the voice. In fact, is any conversation about a client’s life an 
appropriate machine conversation? Inheritance planning and the issues that surround it are fundamentally 
human and other goals require more complicated planning than just a target date for retirement.

Investors may gain convenience, but advisors predict that they won’t want to forego wisdom. Even though 
new investors may be self-directed, over time as they gain assets they are more likely to seek ideas from 
the professionals who do financial planning and make related judgments every day. In the recent survey, 
91% of advisors said they don’t think human financial advisors will become obsolete in the future, and 
only 3% of advisors think that they will. Of those who don’t think human advisors will be fully-replaced, 
the top three traits they believe human advisors bring to the table, those which a digital advice platform 
cannot replicate, are the personal relationships between advisor and client (36%), emotional support 
and encouragement (21%), and listening and addressing clients’ needs (15%). Advisors also believe they 
bring wisdom that cannot be replaced by algorithms. Fewer than 10% believe that algorithms will replace 
human wisdom in the development of investment portfolio strategies (8%), or in the development of 
financial plans (9%).

Investor POV: Comfort With an Advisor?
Nearly half (49%) of investors agreed with this statement: “It is easier to be comfortable with the 
recommendations of a financial advisor you can look in the eye than to rely on a computer model.”6

6  Greenwald & Associates/GDC Research Study on Remote Advice. 2015.
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There’s another reason why technology may fail to affect certain advisor-client relationships. Some 
high-net-worth clients simply will not want to deal with the technologies and their inconveniences—
computer setups, websites, login usernames, passwords, forms, and so on. These clients will want to 
pick up the phone or walk into a room and get down to business.

When asked about traits that human advisors possess, and which digital advice platforms cannot replicate, 
advisors offered a range of responses. The chart below gives greater prominence to the human traits that 
advisors most frequently cited.

FIGURE 7: WHAT IS THE TOP TRAIT THAT A HUMAN ADVISOR CAN BRING TO THE 
TABLE THAT A DIGITAL ADVICE PLATFORM CANNOT REPLICATE?
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Beyond Advice—Enablement
Digital advice is only one of today’s new technological tools, albeit the one that attracts the most media 
attention. Other computer-assisted processes include opening accounts, moving funds, performing 
e-signatures, and automated client engagement (such as customized content delivery by noting client 
areas of interest). Taken together, automating these tasks helps to create a comprehensive digital 
experience for clients and advisors. Overhead is reduced and less paper clutters the digital office.

According to consulting firm Booz Allen Hamilton, digital technology will transform every aspect of how work 
is done in an organization. In Booz Allen’s view, as summarized in a 2014 whitepaper, “digital organizations” 
will become the new model for work, centered on digital hubs that draw on partners’ resources, a constant 
influx of data, and sophisticated digital tools to help the workforce make its optimal contribution.7

If we apply this model to the advisory realm, it’s easy to see how robo-advice (essentially, smart digital 
tools) may ultimately emerge as an intelligent middle ground between human advisors and a simple 
database of preset responses to pre-imagined questions, or on-the-spot calculations in response to 
queries. The challenge for humans will be to optimize their value by carefully harnessing what tomorrow’s 
digital tools can do. Ignoring this trend is not an option.

7  Booz Allen Hamilton, Inc. The Digital Workforce. [whitepaper]. 2014.
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Use of digital tools is already common, and many advisors are comfortable with 
and would consider adopting new digital tools
Advisors already use digital tools in their practices. Most provide online account access to their investor 
clients (78%) and use online funds transfers (59%). About half embrace e-signing of document (52%) or 
provide account access using mobile devices (phones/tablets) to advisors (50%) or investors (47%).

Financial advisors say they are most open to using online account opening (47%), check deposit by smart 
phone (46%), and remote meetings (44%) in the future.

FIGURE 8: PERCENT OF ADVISORS WHO USE THESE DIGITAL FUNCTIONS
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Digital Enablement: Harnessing Tools to Improve Your Practice
Digital enablement is a rising tide that we can’t turn back. It is transforming our business. By developing 
an approach to using these technologies as a complement to your work, you can ensure that you stay in 
the game—and even get ahead.

Advisors can use these technologies to help with or completely take over monotonous tasks, saving time 
and allowing them to focus on the people aspect of advising. You can move upstream to a more holistic, 
hands-on approach with your clients. Saving time with automation also may allow you to increase the 
time you spend communicating with clients.

Digital technologies can give investors access to financial tools anytime and from anywhere. Many 
investors want the self-service these technologies provide, especially members of younger generations.
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Next Steps: Six Tips for Success in the Digital Future
Although many advisors today are achieving greater business success, and finding personal fulfillment in 
the work they do, they are still challenged by how to effectively integrate new and emerging technologies 
into their practices.

These six tips can help you turn digital innovations into drivers of positive change and business growth.

1
    Start small, then advance. Sort through the technology tools available and 

implement just one that will eliminate a repetitive or low-value-added task from 
your day. Then one by one, try adopting increasingly sophisticated tools.

2
    Automate high-touch practices. Use digital tools to send targeted information to 

clients—interesting articles or newsletters—preserving the special touch while 
spending seconds, not minutes, reaching out.

3
    Cultivate a digital client group. Examine whether you can increase scale by 

combining digital advice tools with select high-value services that would appeal to 
self-directed and younger investors.

4
    Be a tech gateway for clients. If clients seek out new technologies themselves, you 

may lose them. Better to be a herald and guide, reinforcing your expertise by helping 
them adopt useful tools.

5
    Articulate your value. Take time to educate clients about the work you do on their 

behalf along with the distinct value you provide for your fees, compared with what 
digital services deliver.

6
    Proactively shift the focus of your practice. If you have an appetite for tech-enabled 

growth, invest your time and money in the latest capabilities. If not, shift your focus 
toward financial planning or serving wealthy or hands-off investors.

Remember that the technologies that are emerging today are only the vanguard of unimaginable 
advances in the coming decade. The efforts you make today to learn about and adopt today’s innovations 
will pay immediate dividends—and position you to remain in control and growing your practice in the 
years ahead.
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