
W E L L S  F A R G O  A D V I S O R S  F I N A N C I A L  N E T W O R K

Structure/Description Time Horizon Client Experience Pros/Cons

Retirement Retiring Advisors should begin the transition process and communicate with clients a year or two before the actual retirement date to get client 
comfortable with the new Advisor. This will also help assure clients that their investment strategy will be maintained and can lead to client 
retention and practice growth.

Transition The act of an FA moving from one business model to another with the goal of establishing a strategic plan to move broker dealers, merge 
practices or retire from the industry. To get the most from a transition, FAs must ensure an ideal client experience. Transitions internally to a 
practice or broker dealer are typically preferred because they are often easier for the client and advisor as business continuity is maintained  
and client disruption is minimized.

Business 
Continuity 

Plan

Plans that goes into effect when the leader of the practice has a life event such as a long-term illness or becomes incapacitated. 

Sunsetting Sunsetting agreements are 
formulaic and the terms 
and conditions are often 
prescribed by the Broker 
Dealer. 

The sunsetting time horizon 
is usually five years or less, 
and change of ownership is 
facilitated through a revenue-
sharing agreement. 

The broker dealer provides 
the solution for the customer. 

Pros: Turnkey solution that offers a 
straight forward path for departure for  
the retiring FA. 

Cons: Less control for participating 
FAs; Broker Dealer dictates terms of 
sales agreement. FA may lack choice of 
successor; potential tax implications. 

Exit 
Strategy

A customized retirement plan 
that takes place over 1-5 years.

A deal structure over 1-5 years 
resulting in the complete sale 
of a practice.

 A positive client experience 
occurs when the plan is 
communicated clearly by the 
FA with their clients.

Pros: The plan is customized by advisor 
who is exiting the industry

Cons: Poorly crafted client 
communications can lead to client attrition.

Succession 
Planning

Transition a book of business 
to an FA typically within the 
seller’s practice

Typically a phased approach 
that takes place over 5 to 10 
years.

This option offers a high 
degree of continuity for clients 
as the successor is usually 
known to them. The positive 
client experience occurs due  
in part to a gradual and 
planned transition.

Pros: Positive client experience due in 
part to the gradual transition. FA is able 
to customize terms of succession and 
successor. 

Cons: Longer time horizon for FA’s 

Merger The joining of 2 or more 
practices into a single practice 
with a similar business, 
culture and client experience 
approach.

Structuring a deal and 
developing a plan to transition 
clients can take several years. 
Time horizon can vary based 
on the strategic direction of 
the practices involved.

Clients are provided with 
a relatively high degree 
of continuity. The Client 
experience tends to be 
positive due to the client 
usually having access to new 
and a wider range resources.

Pros: Client may have access to more 
resources; offers practices merging 
with greater economies of scale in their 
business.

Cons: Finding a merger partner can 
be difficult; risk of employee and client 
attrition after merger especially if there  
is a difference in practice culture and fit.

Business Transition and Retirement Options: Decision Matrix

Although wirehouse and independent advisors have many of the same retirement options available to them, a wirehouse 
advisor often is subject to terms and conditions prescribed by their employer (even regarding who they transition their 
book to) and has far less freedom to make their own decisions. Independent advisors control the terms – everything 
from timing to human-resource decisions and all of the terms in between.


