
The year 2009 marked a turning point for registered investment advisors. As an era 

of rapid growth came to an end, advisors took stock of their business, evaluated their 

goals and reflected on their priorities. Now, guided by a more measured optimism and 

commitment to planning for the future, the RIA industry again stands poised for growth.

A test of strength
If economic uncertainty tested advisors’ resilience, it also highlighted their strengths: 
the ability to reassure clients, manage investments and stay focused on their 
businesses through a difficult period. Patience was rewarded. Although RIA firm asset 
balances fell by a median 22 percent along with the stock market in 2008, they began 
rising again in the second quarter of 2009. By the end of the year, the Dow Jones 
Industrial Average was up 50 percent, and advisors saw a 21 percent increase in 
assets under management (AUM) for the year. While AUM at the median firm remained 
below their peak, the three-year growth trend was positive at 5 percent annually. 

In early 2010, 870 advisors who custody assets with Schwab completed a detailed 
survey for the 2010 RIA Benchmarking Study from Charles Schwab. These advisors 
collectively manage well over $300 billion in assets. The results reveal how firms 
coped with lower revenue in the wake of the previous year’s asset declines. Many 
firms put strategies in place to maintain profitability while building on their strengths. 
The benefits of improved productivity and efficiency are becoming apparent: Advisors 
will benefit from a leaner cost structure as growth resumes, and firms expect revenue 
to climb by a median 15 percent this year.

This paper summarizes the findings of the 2010 RIA Benchmarking Study across the 
range of firms participating.

A PATH FORWARD
Insights from the 2010 RIA Benchmarking Study  
from Charles Schwab
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Sharper focus on business management
Relative to the rapid growth enjoyed mid-decade, growth 
slowed in 2008 and 2009, making it clear that leaner times 
would require a new focus on running an efficient business. 
Revenue fell by 11 percent in 2009. And although firms 
continued to bring in new clients, the pace was slower than 
in the past, and revenue per client was down. At $6,900 in 
2009, per-client revenue was 18 percent off its peak of 
$8,400 in 2007. 

Reduced revenue put pressure on advisors’ profit margins. 
Firm profitability was down slightly from 2008 and down 
significantly from 2006. (Data were not collected for 2007.) 

It’s important to note, however, that profits dropped by fewer 
than than 3 points, from 16.1 percent to 13.3 percent 
(Exhibit 1). To maintain profitability, firms deployed various 
strategies—from increasing productivity to controlling 
expenses. Firms’ success in maintaining profitability despite 
the decline in revenue attests to sound leadership skills. 
Had advisors not taken these initiatives, the profit margin 

would have been further squeezed to 5.9 percent based on 
revenue declines alone.

Advisors contained costs across several areas, from 
salaries and bonuses to marketing and travel. One of the 
most notable ways advisors managed costs was by reducing 
their own income. Median owner income per principal fell as 
much as 28 percent, as advisors reduced base salaries and 
bonuses and accepted narrower profit margins. Median 
owner income ranged from $158,000 for principals at the 
smallest investment advisory firms—those managing 
$25–$100 million in assets—to $745,000 for those 
managing $1 billion or more (Exhibit 2). As in past years, 
principal incomes in 2009 were larger as firms gained scale.

Staff compensation in other firm roles also declined during 
this challenging period. Compensation for relationship 
managers and business development officers fell as much 
as 10 to 15 percent. Staff headcount reductions were not a 
major cost-containment strategy. In fact, while about a 
quarter of firms did reduce staff, a similar number increased 
staff.

1 Standardized profit and loss fixes principal salary and bonus to a set level, according to firm AUM. Chart reflects data from Schwab’s 2010, 2009 and 2007 RIA Benchmarking studies.

EXHIBIT 1: FIRM PROFITS DECLINED IN 2009 
RIA Firm Profit and Loss (Percent of Revenue)1

Standardized  
operating income

Standardized  
staff expenses

Non-staff  
expenses

2006

23.3%

55.3%

21.4%

2008

23.4%

60.5%

16.1%

2009

22.0%

64.7%

13.3%
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2 Principal income includes salary, bonus and total firm profits. Data for 2008 comes from Schwab’s 2009 RIA Benchmarking Study.
3 The Cerulli Report, Advisor Migration: The Changing Landscape of Retail Distribution, 2009.
4 Schwab Advisor Outlook Study, 2010.
5 Charles Schwab Strategy Group estimate.

The value of independence
Advisors’ ability to remain profitable through a period of 
tighter revenue demonstrates the resilience of the 
independent model. Without the potential conflicts related 
to a commission-based model, RIAs are better able to align 
their services and advice to clients’ needs. In 2009, this 
gave advisors the flexibility to strengthen their business by 
taking care of their clients, motivating their staff and coming 
to terms with the challenges ahead. 

Advisors consider a firm’s independent status an important 
advantage in bringing in new clients—and in competing 

against wirehouses for clients. According to Cerulli 
Associates,3 independent channels overall will be equal to 
wirehouses in market share by the end of 2012. RIAs were 
the fastest-growing of those channels from 2007 to 2009, 
with RIA market share increasing from 9.8 percent to 11.6 
percent. Independent firms appear to be benefiting from 
client movement. According to Schwab’s 2010 Advisor 
Outlook Study, clients left wirehouses for two main reasons: 
they lost trust in their wirehouse advisor, and they wanted 
more personal service.4 Assets managed by RIAs grew from 
$1.9 trillion to $2.3 trillion in 2009.5

-

-

-

-

-

EXHIBIT 2: PRINCIPAL INCOMES ALSO SAW DECLINES
Principal Income by Firm Size2

2008

2009

$163,000
$158,000

$25 –100MM $100–250MM $250–500MM $500MM–1B $1B+

-3%

-25%

-28%

-18%

-8%

$321,000
$241,000

$485,000
$348,000

$603,000
$495,000

$809,000
$745,000
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Deliberate growth
The recession highlighted the importance of a long-term 
outlook in building a business. Perhaps the most valuable 
lesson advisors took away from the economic crisis was the 
importance of long-term planning. Advisors recognized the 
need to address strategic firm issues that were often 
deferred during earlier times of rapid (and comparatively 
easy) growth.

Today, planning for growth is one of those strategic issues 
that is a top priority for advisors. Yet despite their belief in 
their firms’ potential, advisors also see barriers they must 
address before growth will occur (Exhibit 3).

The area that saw the greatest increase in concern over the 
previous year’s responses was the need to develop long-
term growth plans for the firm, with 19 percent more firms 
citing this as a potential barrier. Another key planning 
activity, developing and following through on a marketing 
strategy, showed a 16 percent increase. 

As advisors seek new clients, marketing and business 
development continue to be challenging. Seventy-three 
percent of firms cited at least one aspect of marketing  
and business development as a barrier to growth. The top 
barrier, cited by 56 percent of firms, is the ability to devote 
sufficient staff time to business development. Concerns 
about creating and following a well-thought-out marketing 
strategy have increased by half since 2007, rising to 44 
percent of firms. Nearly four in ten firms are concerned 
about their ability to invest in marketing and to identify new 
prospects.

At the same time, firms are aware of their strengths and 
eager to capitalize on them. The attributes that they believe 
will enable them to grow are core attributes of the RIA 
industry: quality of client service, closing new business and 
delivering investment returns (Exhibit 4).

EXHIBIT 3: MARKETING REMAINS A TOP CONCERN 
Top Barriers to Growth in 2009 (Percent of Firms Reporting Factor as a Barrier)

 

Time for business  
development

Marketing strategy

Investment in marketing

Identifying new prospects

Developing long-term  
growth plans

Clear accountability for 
new clients

44%

56%

+16%

+19%

+13%

39%

38%

31%

26%
Change from  
prior year
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-2%

EXHIBIT 4: ADVISORS SHOW CONFIDENCE IN CLIENT SERVICE AND INVESTING 
Top Growth Enablers in 2009 (Percent of Firms Reporting Factor as an Enabler)

Three of the top six areas of strength related to the firm’s 
operations and technology infrastructure. Maintaining quality 
client service with growth was cited as a growth enabler for 
fully 77 percent of participating firms. Implementing new 
technology and adapting operations for efficiency were also 
top enablers, a fact reflected in the productivity gains noted 
in the firm profit and loss.

With the turnaround witnessed in the financial markets in 
2009, advisor confidence in investing as a source of firm 
growth increased markedly. Sixty-eight percent of firms 
reported delivery of investment returns as a growth enabler, 
up 21 percent from the previous year. Similarly, 58 percent 
of firms reported providing access to investment 
opportunities as a growth enabler, an increase of 14 percent.

Keys to growth
Eighty-four percent of survey respondents said they plan to 
grow aggressively or moderately in the next five years, 
making growth the number one priority for advisors. 

Delivering superior client service, a hallmark for RIAs, 
remains an essential component of advisors’ growth 
strategy, not just because it leads to incremental growth 
from existing clients, but also because it leads to client 
referrals. Referrals have long been the most productive 
source of new clients for RIA firms, and that trend was 
reinforced in the 2010 study, with referrals providing 83 
percent of new clients for firms overall. 

Change 
from 
prior year

Closing new business

Adapting operations 
for efficiency

Delivering 
investment returns

Implementing 
technology

Providing access to 
investment opportunities

Maintaining quality 
client service with growth

58%

62%

65%

74%

77%

68%

+14%+14%

+21%+21%

Maintaining quality 
client service with growth

Closing new business

Delivering  
investment returns

Implementing  
technology

Adapting operations  
for efficiency

Providing access to
investment opportunities

74%

77%

+21%

+14%

68%

65%

62%

58%
Change from  
prior year
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Most firms could do more to capitalize on referrals. The top 
20 percent fastest-growing firms in the study leveraged 
referrals for more than twice the growth of the average firm 
(Exhibit 5).

Productivity opportunities
A commitment to excellent client service—while always 
important—takes on particular urgency in a period of 
reduced revenue. Advisors are increasingly looking to deliver 
that service more efficiently, not only to control costs, but to 
ensure the best possible experience for clients as the client 

base grows —because satisfied clients are likely to be the 
source of the referrals that lead to growth. 

To improve both client service and productivity, firms have 
three main areas of opportunity: client segmentation, 
staffing and technology.

Client segmentation: An emerging practice in the RIA 
industry, segmentation is a way to differentiate services for 
different client levels. Segmentation can enable firms to use 
their professional resources more effectively. 

EXHIBIT 5: REFERRALS ARE CRITICAL TO GROWTH
2009 Average Growth from Net Asset Flows (Growth in AUM, Excluding Investment Performance)6

All Firms Top 20% Fastest Growing

6%

24%

15% growth 
from referrals

Prospecting and 
marketing programs

Business partner referrals

Client referrals

Existing clients net growth

6  Excludes firms with growth from a merger or new partner addition. Fastest-growing firms are the 20 percent of firms with the highest rate of growth in 2009 for AUM, excluding 
investment performance.

All firms Top 20% fastest growing

15% growth  
from referrals

6%

24%

5%

6%

9%

4%4%

2%
2%

-2%

Prospecting and  
marketing programs

Business partner referrals

Client referrals

Existing clients net growth
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Exhibit 6 reveals that clients with under $1 million in AUM 
accounted for 65 percent of the client base on average, but 
only an estimated 22 percent of revenue. By contrast, the  
7 percent of clients with more than $5 million accounted for 
an estimated 38 percent of firm revenue. By over-delivering 
to small clients, firms risk under-delivering to their most 
important clients. Moreover, given the baseline cost of 
serving any client, there is a risk that serving smaller clients 
may be unprofitable.

Note that Exhibit 6 displays the average for firms that 
participated in the study and does not necessarily represent 
the distribution of clients and revenue at any given firm.

A thoughtful segmentation strategy can support a tailored, 
well-delivered client offer that enhances the client 
experience and the firm’s financial and operational 
performance, reflecting the fact that some clients contribute 
more to a firm’s bottom line.

For the first time this year, the RIA Benchmarking Study 
asked whether participants segment clients. Thirty-six 
percent of firms said they segment their clients, while 47 
percent said they differentiate services at the individual 
level. Another 17 percent do not differentiate services at all. 
The largest basis for differentiation is a client’s AUM, 
followed by client revenue generated.

EXHIBIT 6: LARGE-ASSET CLIENTS ARE A PRIMARY REVENUE SOURCE

< $500K $500K-
$1MM

$1-$2MM $2-$5MM $5MM+< $500K $500K-
$1MM

$1-$2MM $2-$5MM $5MM+

65%

43%

22%
17%

11%
7%

< $500K $500K– 
$1MM

$1–2MM $2–5MM $5MM+ < $500K $500K-
$1MM

$1-$2MM $2-$5MM $5MM+< $500K $500K-
$1MM

$1-$2MM $2-$5MM $5MM+

10%
12%

18%
22%

38%

22%

< $500K $500K– 
$1MM

$1–2MM $2–5MM $5MM+

Percent of Clients by Assets per Relationship Percent of Firm Revenue by Assets per Relationship
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EXHIBIT 7: OPERATIONS ACCOUNT FOR SIGNIFICANT STAFF HOURS 
How RIA Firm Staff Spend Their Time

35%

3%

6%

16%

30%

10%

Client 
Services

Investment 
Management

Operations

Business 
Management

Business 
Development

Other

Staffing: The study found that staff spent nearly a third of 
their time on operations and administrative activity and less 
than half of their time serving clients or meeting prospects 
(Exhibit 7). Opportunities abound to free up more time for 
clients by making operations and administration more 
efficient: Tasks can be automated with technology, 
processes can be standardized, and operations can be 
delegated to junior staff so that more senior professionals 
can focus on clients. Such changes enable staff members 
to focus on activities that add greater value both for the firm 
and for clients even as the firm scales for growth. 

Technology: Technology is a key tool in driving costs down 
while increasing a firm’s effectiveness. Firms continued to 
invest in IT infrastructure through 2009, for three top 
reasons: to increase productivity (95 percent of firms), 
improve client service (90 percent) and reduce the risk of 
errors (82 percent). 

Technology integration holds considerable promise for both 
productivity and improved client service. In particular, the 
client relationship management system (CRM) is central to 
successfully integrating different technology systems within 
the RIA office. Firms employ their CRM at different levels, 
some using it basically as an address book, others using it 
to facilitate whole workflows. 

Other

Operations

Investment 
Management

Business 
Management

Business  
Development

Client  
Services
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EXHIBIT 8: CRM INTEGRATION DRIVES SATISFACTION AND/OR TIME SAVINGS

Firms in the study that used their CRM to integrate their 
office systems and manage workflows reported double the 
time savings and were satisfied 76 percent of the time, 
versus only 29 percent for CRM users who did not 
integrate (Exhibit 8). Overall, CRM adoption continued to 
increase in 2009. 

Two technology challenges represent opportunities for 
firms to get the most from their technology: integrating 
new systems and selecting the right technology vendor, 
both named by 53 percent of firms citing the challenge.

Conclusion
Advisors who wish to grow their business have many 
promising opportunities. Recent economic turbulence has 
revealed the strength of the RIA business model and the 
resilience of advisors. Schwab believes the industry could 
be poised for accelerating growth and prosperity. As 
advisors again focus on building their businesses, the 
discipline and creativity developed in response to recent 
economic challenges offer the prospect of greater 
sustainability and stability ahead.

7 Office integration means using at least two office integration functions: tracking workflows or task lists, plus integration into a document management or portfolio 
management system.

Firms Extremely or Very Satisfied with Their CRM 
(Percent of $100MM+ Firms)7

Firms Saving 20% of Time with Their CRM 
(Percent of $100MM+ Firms)7

76%

44%

Extremely or 
very satisfied

Saved more 
than 20% time

29%

10%

Extremely or 
very satisfied

Saved more 
than 20% time

76%

29%

Firms using 
CRM for office 

integration

Firms using  
basic CRM 

only

76%

44%

Extremely or 
very satisfied

Saved more 
than 20% time

29%

10%

Extremely or 
very satisfied

Saved more 
than 20% time

44%

10%

Firms using  
basic CRM 

only

Firms using 
CRM for office 

integration
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ABOUT THE STUDY
The RIA Benchmarking Study from Charles Schwab, the leading benchmarking study in the RIA industry, is 

designed to capture trends and best practices in the industry, based on survey responses from individual firms. 

The 2010 study provides detailed insights on topics such as asset and revenue growth, sources of new clients, 

products and pricing, staffing, marketing, technology, and financial performance.

The study is part of Schwab’s Business Consulting Services, a practice management offering for RIAs.  

Grounded in the best practices of leading independent advisory firms, Business Consulting Services provides 

insight, guidance, tools and resources to help advisors strategically manage and grow their firms.

OVERVIEW OF PARTICIPATING FIRMS
All results reported in this paper are for participating firms with more than $25 million in AUM, except for the 

findings on CRM users, which are for firms with more than $100 million in AUM. Responses were self-reported  

and were collected during February and March of 2010. Each participating advisory firm submitted only one set  

of responses.

•	870 registered investment advisors, collectively managing well over $300 billion, completed the survey.

•	550 participating firms have more than $100 million in AUM.

•	170 firms have $500 million or more.

•	80 firms have $1 billion or more.

•	Firms described themselves as: wealth managers, 65%; money managers, 28%; financial planners, 5%; and 
institutional investment consultants, 2%.

•	On average, participants in these findings have 380 clients, $470 million in AUM and $2.6 million in revenue.
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About Schwab Market Knowledge Tools® (MKT)
Based on the leadership position of Charles Schwab & Co., 
Inc. (Schwab) in the registered investment advisor (RIA) 
marketplace (approximately 6,000 advisors and over 20 
years as of this printing), we are in a position to observe 
and see what works in successful advisory firms. Through 
Schwab’s proprietary benchmarking and in-depth qualitative 
research with successful firms, we are able to discover and 
share best practices.

This white paper is part of the Schwab Market Knowledge 
Tools series, an ongoing program of industry research 
reports, white papers and guides from Schwab designed to 
keep investment advisors on the forefront of trends and 
competitive challenges facing the industry today. Offered 
exclusively to Schwab’s valued clients, the MKT program 
delivers the kind of relevant and timely information needed 
for future business planning. The following MKT reports, 
available in electronic or hard copies to advisors who 
custody with Schwab, provide strategic insights about 
leveraging the opportunities noted in the 2010 RIA 
Benchmarking Study.

•	Best-Managed Firms: Client Segmentation, 2010

•	Maximizing Referrals from Clients: How to Develop and 
Implement a Strategic Referral Process, 2007

•	Transition Planning: Valuation and Deal Structure, 2010

•	Getting the Most Out of Your CRM Investment: Customer 
Relationship Management Best Practices, 2009

•	Best-Managed Firms: The Business of Serving Clients, 2009

For more information
To learn more about these and other resources, visit the 
Practice Management section of the Resource Center at 
schwabadvisorcenter.com.

If you would like to learn more about how Schwab works 
with advisors, visit schwabadvisorcenter.com/public. 

If you are a Schwab client and would like to participate in 
the next RIA Benchmarking Study, please call your 
relationship manager.
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