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GROWING AT FULL SPEED
By Kenton Shirk ,  Director,  Intermediary,  Cerul l i  Associates

In this edition of Investments & Wealth 
Research, Cerulli Associates explores suc-
cessful business development and mar-
keting approaches based on insights from 
advisors as well as practice management 
professionals who support advisors and 

their growth strategies. These special-
ists provide insights about the most—and 
least—successful marketing activities as 
well as specific tactics for building refer-
rals, developing strategic alliances, and 
implementing social media initiatives. But 

practice management professionals are 
quick to note that a successful marketing 
strategy considers more than just tactics—
it requires advisors to identify a target 
market and positioning strategy based  
on their specific needs and objectives. 

TABLE 1:

TEN MOST EFFECTIVE MARKETING 
STRATEGIES, 2017
TABLE 1 HIGHLIGHTS: Niche marketing is a very effective market-
ing strategy for advisors, according to 81 percent of practice man-
agement professionals. 

KEY IMPLICATIONS: Niche marketing, intimate social events for top 
clients and prospects, and strategic alliances rank as the three most 
effective marketing strategies, according to practice management 
professionals. Niche marketing allows advisors to target value prop-
ositions to the specific needs and objectives of ideal clients. Intimate 
social events can be used to express gratitude to top clients and gain 
introductions to their friends, family, and networks. These events 
also can present a fertile opportunity to lay the groundwork for inter-
generational relationships; advisors can extend invitations to clients’ 
children or plan events geared toward younger investors’ goals.

Practice Management Professionals

Strategy
Not 

Effective
Somewhat 
Effective

Very 
Effective

Niche marketing 0% 19% 81%
Intimate social 
events for top clients 
and prospects

0% 25% 75%

Strategic alliances 0% 31% 69%
Asking for referrals 
in person 8% 28% 64%

Community 
networking 0% 42% 58%

Client appreciation 
events 3% 44% 53%

Educational client 
events 3% 47% 50%

Online videos 6% 66% 29%
Radio or television 
shows 26% 49% 26%

Prospect seminars 25% 56% 19%
Source: Cerulli Associates
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TABLE 2 HIGHLIGHTS: Only 3 percent of 
practice management professionals indicate 
that social media marketing is very effective 
and most (83 percent) consider it somewhat 
effective.

KEY IMPLICATIONS: Advisors and their staff 
have a finite amount of time to spend on 
business development opportunities. It is all 

too easy to become distracted with lower-
impact marketing initiatives. The activities 
ranked as most effective by practice man-
agement professionals tend to be oriented 
toward relationship-building (see table 1) 
whereas those considered less effective tend 
to be less personal, mass-market and digi-
tally oriented activities such as print adver-
tising, digital newsletters, mailings, and 

e-mail campaigns. These types of activities 
still can be critical as part of an overall com-
munications strategy to build awareness of 
an advisor’s brand and stay top-of-mind with 
continuous touchpoints, but emphasis should 
be placed on relationship-driven activities, 
such as client events, networking, and build-
ing strategic alliances.

Practice Management Professionals
Strategy Not Effective Somewhat Effective Very Effective
Blogs 32% 50% 18%
E-mail campaigns (e.g., Constant Contact) 35% 50% 15%
PR and media relations 14% 72% 14%
Asking for referrals in writing 34% 54% 11%
Podcasts 33% 56% 11%
Digital newsletters 26% 66% 9%
Prospect mailings 63% 31% 6%
Social media marketing 14% 83% 3%
Cold-calling or door-knocking 75% 22% 3%
Print advertising 61% 39% 0%

Source: Cerulli Associates

TABLE 3 HIGHLIGHTS: Referrals from  
clients, friends, or family members are a 
major source of new clients for 61 percent 
of advisors.

KEY IMPLICATIONS: For one-quarter of 
practices with a high-net-worth core market, 
referrals from CPAs, attorneys, and other 
professionals serve as a major source of new 

clients. Particularly for higher-net-worth  
clients, the ability to jointly meet with  
clients is almost table stakes. Multiple  
successful family-office-style registered 
investment advisor (RIA) firms emphasize  
to Cerulli Associates the importance of  
holding joint meetings with clients’ other 
professional advisors. There is a certain 
degree of show to these meetings; it appears 

to give clients comfort to have their situa-
tions reviewed from multiple angles. This 
emphasizes the importance of advisors and 
the other professionals aligning their target 
clients and services. Jointly working on client 
cases also gives participating professionals 
a chance to evaluate one another and their 
worthiness for future referrals. 

Core Market

Source of New Clients <$100K
$100K to 
<$500K

$500K to 
<$2M $2M ≥$5M

All 
Advisors

Referrals from clients, friends, or family members 55% 62% 63% 67% 60% 61%

Personal relationships 33% 44% 37% 39% 51% 40%
Referrals from CPAs, attorneys, and other 
professionals 7% 9% 15% 23% 25% 14%

Prospecting and marketing (e.g., seminars, cold-
calling, networking, advertising) 10% 18% 13% 21% 13% 14%

Internal referrals from an affiliated bank 14% 4% 2% 6% 9% 5%

Purchased/transferred from another advisor 4% 2% 5% 0% 11% 4%

Internal referrals from broker–dealer or custodian 0% 3% 1% 3% 0% 2%

Source: Cerulli Associates

TABLE 2:

TEN LESS EFFECTIVE MARKETING STRATEGIES, 2017

TABLE 3:

SOURCES OF NEW CLIENTS, 2017
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TABLE 4 HIGHLIGHTS: Close to half (47 per-
cent) of practice management professionals 
view asking only ideal clients for referrals 
to be a very effective referral strategy, and 
another 50 percent believe that it is some-
what effective.

KEY IMPLICATIONS: Small gestures, such 
as expressing gratitude to clients after 

receiving a referral, can go a long way. Of 
practice management professionals, 70 per-
cent cite this strategy to be a very effec-
tive way to receive future referrals. Some 
advisors will add notes into their e-mail 
signatures or physical reminders in their 
offices that encourage clients to pass their 
names along to friends and family. However, 
these are not the most-effective strategies. 

Proactive, in-person communication trumps 
passive subtleties. Satisfied clients who 
appreciate their advisors’ services will 
become their greatest champions, natu-
rally spreading the word to their networks. 
An advisor who builds strong client relation-
ships and continues to recognize and rein-
force top clients for their support can expect 
greater organic growth through referrals.

Practice Management Professionals

Activity Not Effective Somewhat Effective Very Effective
Express gratitude to client after receiving a referral 3% 27% 70%
Ask only ideal clients for referrals to target their similar peers 3% 50% 47%
Ask client to bring friend to a small social event 5% 49% 46%
Ask client to bring friend to educational event 8% 51% 41%
Ask client to bring friend to appreciation event for all clients 5% 62% 32%
Ask for referrals during review meetings 17% 58% 25%
Special recognition for top referral sources 29% 49% 23%
Ask clients to share names of people in their personal networks 33% 56% 11%
Ask for referrals in mailings and newsletters 62% 32% 5%
Referral reminder signs in office 62% 35% 3%
Ask for referrals in e-mail signatures 59% 41% 0%

Source: Cerulli Associates

TABLE 5 HIGHLIGHTS: Cross-promotion  
(70 percent) and keeping other professionals 
updated about joint client status (69 percent) 
are very effective activities for maintaining 
and building strategic alliances.

KEY IMPLICATIONS: Although strate-
gic relationships with CPAs, attorneys, 
and other professionals can be a powerful 
source of new clients, advisors often strug-
gle to build mutually beneficial referral 

relationships. To be successful, advisors 
must understand the caution that many pro-
fessionals experience when asked for refer-
rals. Shared clients, joint meetings, and 
open communication are the best way to 

Practice Management Professionals

Activity Not Effective Somewhat Effective Very Effective
Cross-promoting each other 3% 27% 70%
Keeping other professionals up-to-date about joint client status 3% 28% 69%
Joint meetings with clients or prospects 3% 30% 68%
Inviting other professionals to client events 3% 36% 61%
Joint client events 5% 38% 57%
Referring clients to other professionals 3% 46% 51%
Starting out with a long-term organic relationship 3% 49% 49%
Socializing with other professionals 5% 49% 46%
Sharing fee revenue 22% 33% 44%
Mutual personal interests (e.g., golf, wine, art) 0% 57% 43%
Providing programs eligible for continuing education credits 14% 46% 41%
Providing education on timely financial topics 3% 59% 38%
Close physical proximity 8% 70% 22%

Source: Cerulli Associates

TABLE 4:

REFERRAL ACTIVITIES, 2017

TABLE 5:

STRATEGIC ALLIANCES, 2017
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overcome this hesitation. Meanwhile, push-
ing product, over-emphasizing the desire 
for referrals instead of the benefits for 
clients, or contradicting the professional’s 

established plan will quickly erode trust. 
Further, it’s important for advisors to be 
proactive and concise when communicat-
ing about their value propositions and target 

clients to strategic partners, making it  
easier for partners to identify which clients 
to refer.

TABLE 6 HIGHLIGHTS: According to practice 
management professionals, social media 
marketing can be very effective for commu-
nicating with younger generations (58 per-
cent), connecting with clients during a crisis 
(53 percent), and staying in touch with clients 
during market volatility (50 percent).

KEY IMPLICATIONS: The immediacy of 
social media has benefits for advisory prac-
tices. If used correctly, it can be a powerful 
way to stay top-of-mind and quickly deliver 
an interactive stream of updates. Advisors 
who are struggling with aging client bases 
should consider social media strategies 
to connect with next-generation clients. 
Further, advisors who use social media need 

to make sure that they are providing engag-
ing, relevant content and have a consist- 
ent social media presence. Advisors who 
rely on static or outdated social media pro-
files are neglecting an opportunity to build 
their brands. Clients of all demographics are 
engaging with social media and advisors are 
remiss if they ignore popular platforms such 
as LinkedIn. 

Practice Management Professionals
Activity Not Effective Somewhat Effective Very Effective

Communicating with younger generations 3% 39% 58%

Connecting with clients during a crisis (e.g., major snowstorm, hurricane) 25% 22% 53%

Staying in touch with clients during market volatility 21% 29% 50%

Shaping a practice’s image (e.g., personable, high-end) 3% 53% 44%

Staying in front of prospects on a regular basis 0% 60% 40%

Promoting client events or seminars 6% 56% 39%

Gaining insights about prospects and clients (e.g., interests, life events) 33% 31% 36%

Communicating a value proposition 11% 53% 36%

Reinforcing relationships with existing clients 11% 56% 33%

Building awareness of an advisor or practice 3% 69% 29%

Connecting with centers of influence (e.g., accountants) 19% 56% 25%

Identifying new prospects 31% 50% 19%

Building relationships with prospects 17% 67% 17%

Source: Cerulli Associates

Frequency Employee Advisors Independent Advisors

Weekly 12% 18%

Monthly 10% 15%

Quarterly 7% 6%

Semi-annually 4% 1%

Annually 4% 2%

Every other year 1% 1%

Don’t use 61% 57%

Average contacts per year 8.4 11.8
Analyst Note: Respondents were asked how often they contact an ideal client each year via social media. Employee advisors 
include wirehouses, national/regional B/Ds, insurance B/Ds, and retail bank B/Ds. Independent advisors are IBDs, independent 
RIAs, and hybrid RIAs. 

Source: Cerulli Associates

TABLE 7:

SOCIAL MEDIA 
TOUCHPOINTS, 2017
TABLE 7 HIGHLIGHTS: Independent advi-
sors make an average of 11.8 social media 
touchpoints annually compared to an aver-
age of 8.4 for employee channels.

KEY IMPLICATIONS: Social media strate-
gies can be especially effective for reinforc-
ing an advisor’s value proposition and brand. 
An advisor who wants to build a reputation 

TABLE 6: 

SOCIAL MEDIA MARKETING, 2017
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TABLE 9:

FACTORS WHEN CHOOSING AN ADVISOR, Q2 2017

TABLE 8 HIGHLIGHTS: One-third (34 per-
cent) of practices with $500 million or more 
in assets under management (AUM) have  
a core market focusing on investors with  
$5 million or more in AUM.

KEY IMPLICATIONS: Most practices need to 
strike a careful balance between striving to 

move upmarket and not overextending their 
capabilities. Although serving a few higher-
net-worth clients can boost practices that are 
not optimized for this investor segment, taking 
on these clients can become burdensome for 
the practice’s operations. Advisors interested 
in moving upmarket should analyze their 
client base for less profitable relationships 

and consider a tiered service structure that 
fits each level of client. Advisors who strug-
gle with profitability may be able to alter their 
pricing structures to more accurately reflect 
the value of different client relationships. For 
example, adding a financial planning fee for 
lower-balance clients can help offset their 
drag on profitability.

Practice AUM

Core Market <$25M
$25M to 
<$50M

$50M to 
<$100M

$100M to 
<$250M

$250M to 
<$500M ≥$500M

<$100K 22% 10% 9% 4% 2% 3%
$100K to <$500K 43% 51% 43% 25% 10% 15%
$500K to <$2M 25% 31% 39% 51% 52% 31%
$2M to <$5M 5% 3% 5% 9% 17% 17%
≥$5M 5% 4% 4% 11% 19% 34%

Analyst Note: Cerulli Associates assigns each advisory practice a core market range based on the investable assets of the majority of the practice’s client relationships. 
Advisors are excluded from core market exhibits if Cerulli Associates deems them generalists not focusing on a specific core market. 

Source: Cerulli Associates

TABLE 9 HIGHLIGHTS: Investors rate trans-
parency (62 percent) and prompt follow-up 
on requests (55 percent) as important fac-
tors when choosing an advisor. 

KEY IMPLICATIONS: Comprehensive plan-
ning is rising in popularity as advisors 
recognize the opportunity to strengthen 
their relationships and outcomes with 
clients. Planning further affords advisors 

an opportunity to connect with clients and 
differentiate their services from online 
providers. Investors appreciate an advi-
sor taking the time to deliver person-
alized advice. Investors may not always 

Factors Rated Extremely Important in Choosing an Advisor Investors

Provides transparency in interactions 62%

Provides prompt follow-up on requests 55%

Takes the time to understand needs, goals, and risk tolerance 55%

The performance of investments relative to the overall market 49%

Keeps an eye on portfolio and lets investor know when there are problems or opportunities 48%

Provides a comprehensive review of investor’s investment portfolio on a periodic basis 47%

Explains financial analysis in a clear, straightforward way 46%

Looks at entire financial picture (e.g., investments, insurance, credit) 43%

Maintains the right amount of contact 43%

Proposes solutions customized to investor’s needs and goals 42%
Analyst Note: Investors were asked to rate important factors if they were to choose an advisor today.

Source: Cerulli Associates

as a specialist can post frequent updates 
with content related to the audience’s tar-
geted needs. Social media also can reinforce 
the human side of an advisor and practice. 

Posting pictures from charitable endeavors, 
client events, or personal passions is more 
personal in nature and helps to strengthen 
connections and build trust. Formally 

assigning a staff member or rookie advi-
sor with responsibility for regularly posting 
social media content can help ensure con-
sistent execution.

TABLE 8: 

CORE MARKET, 2017
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TABLE 10 HIGHLIGHTS: The cost of doing 
business and profitability (67 percent), 
health insurance and healthcare costs  
(56 percent), and liability and business  
protection (52 percent) are cited by retire-
ment plan specialists as major concerns 
for their business-owner clients.

KEY IMPLICATIONS: Some advisors strug-
gle with niche marketing because they worry 

it will alienate clients who do not fit that spe-
cific profile. But it can be very powerful to 
promote specific resources, knowledge, and 
services to address an audience’s highly spe-
cific needs and objectives. It can be helpful 
to think of a niche client segment as a group 
that makes up 25 percent or more of an advi-
sor’s client base—not necessarily the major-
ity of a practice’s clientele. Specificity  
in communicating with a niche is key. 

Messaging can then be framed around a set 
of common questions that the advisor recog-
nizes as priorities and high concerns for that 
professional audience. For example, advisors 
targeting business owners can proactively 
respond to concerns about key issues such 
as health insurance costs, liability and busi-
ness protection, and business succession. 

Retirement Plan Specialist Advisors
Concerns Not a Concern Moderate Concern Major Concern
Cost of doing business and profitability 4% 30% 67%
Health insurance and healthcare costs 4% 41% 56%
Liability and business protection 4% 44% 52%
Cash flow management 11% 48% 41%
Business succession for planned retirement 4% 56% 41%
Business valuation 15% 48% 37%
Maximizing tax-deferred savings for the business owner in 
retirement plans 11% 52% 37%

Tax management 4% 63% 33%
Family dynamics related to wealth 22% 44% 33%
Contingency planning for death or disability 11% 67% 22%
Employee benefits 4% 74% 22%
Securing business loans 33% 48% 19%
Establishing retirement savings plan for employees 4% 89% 7%
Charitable giving 59% 33% 7%

Analyst Note: Data represent responses from retirement specialist advisors who generate at least 50 percent of total revenue from retirement plan business. These advisors 
specialize in working with business owners as a niche segment and are familiar with their concerns.

Source: Cerulli Associates

 

TABLE 10:

GREATEST FINANCIAL CONCERNS OF BUSINESS-OWNER CLIENTS, 2016

understand the technical aspects of com-
prehensive planning, such as conducting 
an insurance gap analysis or why they need 
one solution versus another. However, the 

emotional elements of planning—conver-
sations about goals, fears, needs—can 
resonate with anyone. Advisors should cap-
italize on investors’ interests in working 

with someone who takes the time to truly 
understand them and their situations. This 
is an area where human advisors have the 
upper hand.

© 2018 Investments & Wealth Institute, formerly IMCA. Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.
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TABLE 11 HIGHLIGHTS: Referrals from clients, 
friends, or family members are a major source 
of new business for 45 percent of all rookie 

advisors, and a moderate source of new busi-
ness for 44 percent of rookies. Fewer than half 
(41 percent) of all rookie advisors cite social 

media as a source for new clients. Referrals 
from professionals are a major source of new 
clients for only 20 percent of all rookies.

New Client Source

Rookie Advisors

Not a Source Moderate Source Major Source

Referrals from clients, friends, or family members 11% 44% 45%

Personal relationships 15% 42% 43%

Prospecting and marketing 24% 43% 32%

Referrals from other professionals (e.g., CPAs, attorneys) 41% 39% 20%

Contacts from former profession 47% 41% 12%

Purchased/transferred from another advisor 72% 18% 11%

Internet or social media marketing 59% 37% 4%

Internal referrals from broker–dealer or custodian 82% 16% 1%

Internal referrals from an affiliated bank 91% 9% 0%
Analyst Note: Rookie advisors are defined as financial advisors with three years or less of experience in an advisory role. 

Source: Cerulli Associates

Analyst Note: Rookie advisors are defined as financial advisors with three years or less of experience in an advisory role.

Source: Cerulli Associates

TABLE 11:

ROOKIE ADVISORS—SOURCES OF NEW CLIENTS, 2017

FIGURE 1 HIGHLIGHTS: More than three-
quarters (78 percent) of rookie advisors are 
responsible for building their own client 
base from scratch. Only 10 percent of rook-
ies are formally named as a senior advisor’s 
back-up in the event of death or disability.

KEY IMPLICATIONS: The majority of rookie 
advisors are responsible for building 

their new client base from scratch. One 
approach is for new advisors to identify 
roughly three specific client segments,  
usually based on personal interests or 
existing connections. A niche strategy can 
be especially helpful for rookies because 
it allows them to build a strong knowledge 
base in a targeted manner, which is more 
manageable for someone in a new advisory 

position with a steep learning curve. This 
approach also allows a rookie to build a 
highly specific value proposition that posi-
tions the advisor as an expert to a prospect 
who might otherwise prefer a more sea-
soned advisor.  

FIGURE 1:

ROOKIE ADVISORS—SOURCE OF INITIAL CLIENT BASE, 2017
4.25” x 2.25” 6.7” x 2.25”2.125” x 2.25”
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Senior advisor plans to sell tranches over a period of time

Another advisor at firm plans to sell or transfer a portion of clients

Named as the backup to senior advisor for death or disability

Rookie would like to be a successor but unsure about plans

Senior advisor plans to retire and sell practice

Helping senior advisor manage existing client base

Responsible for building client base from scratch
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FIGURE 2:

PERCENT OF PRACTICES WITH AT LEAST ONE MARKETING PROFESSIONAL  
BY CHANNEL, 2017

FIGURE 2 HIGHLIGHTS:  Across all chan-
nels, 8 percent of advisors report having a 
dedicated staff role to support marketing in 
their practices.

KEY IMPLICATIONS: The largest practices 
are most likely to employ marketing profes-
sionals. Conversely, smaller practices del-
egate marketing responsibilities to junior 
advisors or multi-tasking administrative 

staff. Often, marketing quickly slides down 
the list of priorities for these roles. Junior 
advisors are required to meet quarterly busi-
ness development goals and are in a fever-
ish learning mode, building their own books 
of business. Operations staff keep up with 
a revolving door of paperwork, scheduling, 
and servicing requests. As a result, market-
ing efforts tend to be sporadic, uninspired, 
and limited to the skillset of the individual to 

whom marketing responsibilities have been 
delegated. Marketing tools that help to sys-
tematize the process alleviate the burden 
for these nonspecialized marketers. Large 
practices that seek consistent and profes-
sional execution on a brand and marketing 
strategy may be best served with a dedicated 
full- or part-time resource. 

KEY IMPLICATIONS: Referrals remain king, 
but rookies can have a tough time getting 
to the point where referrals are the leading 
source of clients. Internet and social media 
marketing often appeal to a younger advi-
sor, but in reality new business is less likely 
to be generated with these tools. It is tell-
ing that the percentage of rookies who see 

these tactics as a source of new clients is not 
significantly different between the indepen-
dent and non-independent channels. That is 
to say, even with greater flexibility in Internet 
and social media marketing, firms gener-
ally are not gaining many clients with these 
methods (64 percent of branch network rook-
ies and 57 percent of independent rookies 

say these tactics are not a source of new 
clients). Mentors will do well to help rook-
ies with traditional prospecting and market-
ing, generating referrals, partnering with 
other professionals, and old-fashioned rela-
tionship-building skills, which remain at the 
heart of the business.
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