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FOR GROWTH IN A BUOYANT MARKET ENVIRONMENT



IT IS A GREAT TIME TO BE AN INDEPENDENT ADVISOR. 

That is the message from the latest TD Ameritrade RIA

Sentiment Survey, a nationwide poll of RIAs. In this paper, we

asked leading independent advisors about their take on the

survey results and how they were positioning their firms

to benefit from a changing environment. 
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Riding a strong economy, but looking for bubbles
The U.S. economy has been on the rise, with strong jobs growth pushing 

unemployment down to 4.7% as of February 2017. Yet other key indicators 

like GDP growth, personal income and spending have languished in what 

has become the longest, slowest recovery on record. The stock market 

meanwhile has been on a tear, with the S&P 500 up 6% since year-end 

and more than 11% since the presidential election. Against this backdrop, 

RIAs have been upbeat about the economy and the markets. About half of 

them (54%) were either somewhat optimistic or very optimistic and more 

than two-thirds (69%) were optimistic about the U.S. market. The advisers 

we spoke to were also cautiously optimistic. 

“The global economy is humming along nicely with low unemployment, 

strong corporate earnings, and positive sentiment,” observes John Mell III, 

CFA, CFP®, a wealth manager and shareholder at San Francisco-based 

Wetherby Asset Mangement, one of Forbes “America’s Top Wealth  

Advisors” for 2016. “However we’re at a point in the cycle where US equity 

valuations are extended, interest rates are set to rise, and geopolitical risk 

has increased with the new administration.”    

“The economy has been good news/bad news,” says Randy Conner, 

president and portfolio manager at Churchill Asset Management, an 

Orange County, California-based fee-only asset manager that was ranked 

#1 in Barron’s Top 100 Independent Advisor’s list for 2016. “The bad news 

is that we haven’t been growing at the rate that we would like, hence all 

the political turmoil we’ve recently seen. Growth rates are below average, 

especially post-recession like we had in 2008. But the good news is that 

2008 and 2009 was the last recession we saw.”

“I think that both gets people comfortable. They forget that those things 

can happen, but also maybe makes them a little worried that, you know, 

we can’t go forever,” Conner continues. “But for now, I don’t see anything, 

nor do I read anything where any economists are really calling for an  

imminent recession.”
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Yet both advisors see a bit of froth in the stock market. “If you look at 

the S&P since they stopped QE in late 2014, the market moved  

basically sideways into election week, and then after the election got 

settled, the market just repriced up, almost as if that was another round 

of QE,” says Conner. “So now you’ve had the promise of deregulation 

and tax cuts and infrastructure spending, and the promises to actually 

help this sluggish economy be better, but we need the proof.”  He adds 

that meanwhile markets have gotten expensive with forward earnings 

priced around 17.5 times, the highest since 2004, and that based on 

expected earnings of 11%. 

Mell says that 2017 looks like another good year for stocks, but there 

may be considerably more volatility. “Investors are taking more risk to 

earn returns in-line with the last few years and we’ve been tempering 

expectations for what the market will be able to provide to investors. 

Earnings disappointments will be felt more significantly by investors 

against the backdrop of full valuations,” he says, adding. “We’ve  

maintained a globally diversified portfolio while focusing our current 

research efforts on identifying niche opportunities that strong return 

potential and which are less correlated with the global equity markets.”

A booming market for independent advice
RIAs continued to attract both clients and assets, according to the  

TD Ameritrade Survey, with 56% reporting an uptick in client  

relationships in 2016 (an average gain of 17% over the year) and 60% 

seeing revenues increase (an average of 16% in revenue growth from 

2015). In an up market, not surprising, the majority (70%) said that as-

sets under management had increased (by an average of 17%),  

and more than half were looking for even stronger growth in 2017. 

 

“There are always things to be worried about,” Conner admitted, “but 

the general math is good for us.”  He notes that as American investors 

age, they tend to become more conservative and to seek out advice. At 

the same time, a new generation of Gen X and Millennial investors are 

less likely to opt for traditional commission-based advice. “There’s still a 

bunch of money over at the full-service brokerages, but I’m 54 and my 

MOST NEW CLIENTS COME FROM COMMISSION  
BROKERS SOURCE OF NEW CLIENTS, 2017

Source: TD Ameritrade RIA Sentiment Survey 2017 
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generation most likely doesn’t do that,” Conner added, “For sure, my kids 

will never do that. That trend is going to continue to flow until, I believe, the 

commission business is gone.”  

Mell also expressed optimism about the advice business as his firm  

practices it. “We have continued to see interest from prospective clients 

who value our independence and client-focus, which we pair with thoughtful, 

objective investment advice,” he said. “Increasingly, our ability to align a client’s 

values with their investment portfolio through socially-responsible, sustainable, 

or impact investments has been a key driver for prospective clients to seek our 

counsel. We’ve seen significant growth in prospective clients interested in impact 

investing and expect that growth trend to continue.”

The fiduciary edge
TD Ameritrade also found RIA firms were attracting significant business away from 

commission-based brokers. Thirty-one percent of new relationships came from 

full-service brokerages in 2016, the largest of any single source. Both advisors we 

talked to had benefited from this trend. As long-time proponents of the fiduciary 

model, they believed their firms were well positioned to weather any changes in 

regulation, such as the DOL fiduciary rule now on hold for reassessment. 

“We’ve always had a steady stream of new clients who previously worked 

with commissioned brokers. Those prospects often don’t clearly understand 

what they own, what they were paying for advice, and where conflicts of 

interest may exist within their brokerage relationship. The transparency of our 

model resonates loudly with them,” says Mell. The DOL rule has heightened 

the lack-of-transparency issues for existing clients who continue to have 

broker relationships and some have revisited whether or not they want to 

continue with their broker advisors.

 

“Our firm has been in the conflict-free advice business for 50 years,” Conner 

said. “The rule won’t change anything significant about the way we operate. 

We’re a fiduciary. We’ve always been a fiduciary. If anything our fiduciary 

status is a real advantage for us. If the choice is between us, a fiduciary with 

conflict-free advice, versus a full-service, commission broker who isn’t a 

fiduciary, that’s a huge plus for us.”
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Turning up the technology
To stay on top of a changing business, lots of independent advisors 

are upgrading technology. In fact the TD Ameritrade Survey found 

that a third of the advisors who responded planned to spend more on 

technology, more than any other category. That jibes with results from a 

2016 ScottTrade survey, which also found technology the top spending 

priority (#1 for 27% of advisors). 

Mell notes that his firm recently converted to Tamarac’s AdvisorView 

platform “to streamline our reconciliation process, improve our reporting 

capabilities, and provide our clients with a more robust online experience. 

We’ve continued to expand our technology budget, but we have to make 

sure that our team can digest all of the new systems. Our goal is to have 

our team working at their highest and best use, while using technology to 

enable better communication and interaction with our clients.”

Churchill has also recently upgraded its systems, focusing on trading 

and customer relationship management (CRM) systems. He says that 

though the new platforms are costly, they have proven their value. 

“When I came here in the early 1990s, we managed about $180 million. 

We manage about $4.1 billion now. But we me manage the $4.1 billion 

20 times easier than we managed the $180 million thanks to  

technology. It’s definitely worth the investment.”

 

Building and rebuilding firms with marketing
Advisor firms also intend to spend significantly on marketing in the year

to come, with 60% of the respondents in the AmeriTrade survey saying

this was their #1 new business strategy. That will become increasingly

important as the babyboomer generation moves through retirement

and shifts from accumulation to de-accumulation in the years ahead.

Financial Plannings’s 6th Annual RIA Leaders Survey, published in early

January, already found that 11 of the top 25 firms shed assets in 2016,

a change from 2015 when only one top 25 firm did. 

WHAT KIND OF TECHNOLOGY ARE 
ADVISORS CONSIDERING?

Source: TD Ameritrade RIA Sentiment Survey 2017
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“We’re big believers that you have to keep getting new business to replace 

money that leaves,” says Conner. “Everyone has an average exit number for 

their accounts. We all want to keep them forever but it’s just not possible. So 

what happens is that you grow those accounts over time and then when they 

leave, they take it all. So you have to have a marketing effort to sustain growth 

and to stay where you are.” For instance, he says, Churchill Management 

has long focused on a retail client base, and now has hired a sales person to 

approach the institutional market. 

Competing with robos
Advisors are not particularly worried about competing with robo-advice 

platforms, according to the Ameritrade Survey, at least not yet. This year’s 

survey showed that 53% of RIAs were not at all concerned about robo-advice 

and 28% were only a little concerned, while just under 20% were somewhat 

or very concerned. 

Conner says that the growth in robo-advice only reinforces his fi rm’s business 

model, which is based on personalization and services. “That’s been 

something that I pound home to our team, that, listen, we have to be 

Disneyland. By that I mean, if you go to Disneyland, no matter what they 

charge that place is always too crowded and has a huge line. It’s because 

people really see it as super valuable,”he says. “We need to be that. I kind of 

feel like if we can be replaced by an asset allocation on a google search, then 

in some ways, we ought to be replaced. So I don’t feel like we’re competing 

with them, though I know they’re an option for our clients, and it makes it more 

important than ever to make sure that we’re adding value.”  

At Wetherby, Mell says, they’re going one step further to see if they can 

incorporate robo-advice into their menu of services. “We’re not there yet, but 

we’re looking into how we can take the best of what robo platforms have to 

offer on the investment side and pair that with the best of what we have to 

offer for our clients on the service and advice side,” he says. “For some clients, 

robo platforms will never be the solution due to incorporating less liquid private 

investments, but for other clients they’ll provide a good solution to their 

portfolio needs when paired with solid fi nancial planning advice.”
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A partner in wealth management for your growing advisory business
The outlook for independent advisors is a bright one, buoyed by strong economic and market

performance, long-term trends towards independent fiduciary advice and advances in supporting

technology. Yet the best rewards will go to advisors who stay ahead of the markets and their  

industries, adapting to emerging opportunities and avoiding risk. To succeed, you’ll need a  

partner that does not compete with you for asset management, but teams up with you to retain 

assets into the next generation. Premier Trust Company can be that partner.

Premier Trust is an advisor-friendly trust company based in Nevada staffed with trust administrators

trained in wealth management issues. With 40 team members and more than 150 years of combined

experience in the trust business, Premier can help you grow and protect your business.

In times of change, good planning is more essential than ever. Whether you or your clients are looking 

for high-end estate planning, basic trust services or want to invest in non-traditional assets within an 

IRA, Premier Trust offers the cost-effective, creative, flexible administrative solutions for dreams of any 

size and situation with a full line of personalized trust, IRA and estate settlement services.

We offer you all the advantages of Nevada’s progressive trust, corporate and tax laws which 

enable residents of any of the 50 United States to benefit from provisions including: 

 Longer trust terms lasting up to 365 years, which allow planning for 

 Multi-Generational Wealth Transfer and Dynasty Trusts

 Directed Trusts, which permits division of trustee duties including, a family trustee, an

 independent trustee, and an administrative trustee.

 Self-Settled Spendthrift Trusts (often referred to as a Nevada Asset Protection Trusts) –  

 permits a person to protect assets from creditors. 

For all these reasons, Nevada is considered the #1 state law for asset protection  

by Forbes Magazine.

When the environment is uncertain, your clients expect you to protect and conserve their

wealth. Make Premier Trust your partner in implementing wealth planning strategies that can

provide financial security for generations. 

 

For more information about partnering with Premier Trust, contact us at  

702-577-1777 or email us at info@premiertrust.com.
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