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AN AMERICAN PORTFOLIOS’ GUIDE

The Great Migration
Financial Advisors Moving from 
Wirehouses to Independent Broker/Dealers
Text by Kimberly A. Branch, CFP®, CLTC, Vice President of Marketing Strategy, American Portfolios Financial Services, Inc. 
—an Independent Broker/Dealer

The United States was founded by people 
who voted with their feet—brave individuals 
who chose to leave the Old World behind to 
carve out a new future in their own vision. 
From the migration west in the 19th century 
to the contemporary phenomenon of moving 
from high tax states to lower tax states, 
Americans have never stopped taking control 
of their future. 

Today, financial advisors concerned with serving their clients in the 
best way they know how and building a business they can believe in 
are voting with their feet, as well. In 2018, 235 advisors/teams with 
over $61 billion in client assets left the large wirehouses; the previous 
year, the outmigration was 265 advisors/teams with nearly $80 billion 
of client assets.1

This trend continued into 2019. As of the end of the third quarter, the 
major wirehouses suffered more than 1,300 net advisor defections, 
while independent broker/dealers added a net 1,287 advisors.2 Advisors 
are making their preferences clear, with their feet, by leaving well-
known national wirehouses for the independent broker/dealer model. 

In this white paper, The Great Migration: Financial Advisors Moving 
from Wirehouses to Independent Broker/Dealers, we explore the flight 
of financial advisors from the wirehouses to the independent broker/
dealer (IBD) channel, discuss the relative merits and drawbacks of 
these competing platforms, and identify the six key criteria by which 
an advisor should judge an IBD.
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THE HIRING DILEMMAMOVING FROM WIREHOUSES TO IDB

Advisors contemplating the right model for their 
practice usually focus on three primary priorities: 
their clients, economics and the business they 
wish to build. In this section, we examine the IBD 
and wirehouse models on the basis of each of 
these considerations.

Serving the client’s best interest is not only an ethical imperative, it is the most 
effective and sustainable way to build a thriving business.

There are a number of forces at work in the large wirehouses that can adversely 
impact advisors’ abilities to always act in the best interests of their clients, including 
ever-changing compensation grids designed to affect advisor behavior, third-party 
product provider relationships, top-down marketing and sales demands, and 
tangential corporate priorities.

Nevertheless, there is a record of client success at the wirehouse; if there wasn’t, they 
would have long ago been out of business. Wirehouse clients have found success, in 
large measure, due to strong advisor training, access to rich intellectual capital, 
products and services, and, most importantly, an advisor committed to their success.

The overriding determinant of client success, however, is not how expansive 
resources may be, but how they are employed to meet client goals. At an IBD, 
advisors have the complete discretion to recommend the products and services that 
will most effectively serve their clients’ best interests, free from the upper 
management pressures or financial incentives (or disincentives) that often exist at a 
wirehouse.

This unfettered control that independent advisors exercise over their practices not 
only places the client’s best interest above all, but also translates into a higher level 
of service and a more advantageous value proposition.

1 The Client

Wirehouse 
versus IBD:
A Comparative 
Overview

Though the gravitational forces that historically 
attracted and kept financial advisors in the national 
wirehouses’ orbit were already weakening prior to 
2008, the Credit Crisis represented a profound 
rupture in the bonds that tied advisors to the 
wirehouses. 

Poorly-designed products, deceptive selling and 
assorted other scandals wrecked the reputations of 
the large wirehouses, with good advisors becoming 
the collateral damage from the destruction of the 
public trust in financial institutions.

The Credit Crisis also severed the trust that had 
existed between advisors and senior management; 
advisors were no longer sure that corporate 
leadership was looking out for them. The gap 
between the field and headquarters grew wider still 
from the change in ownership that unfolded in the 
wake of the Credit Crisis. As big banks bought out 
large wirehouses, cultures clashed between the 
conservative bankers and the more entrepreneurial 
brokers. It wasn’t just a clash of cultures, though. 
The culture that many advisors had grown up in and 
valued so highly was lost forever.

With advisors now placing more trust in themselves 
than in their corporate masters, the era of 
“breakaway advisor” was underway.

As the infrastructure for supporting independent 
advisors—lawyers, technology, marketing resources, 
etc.—grew more robust and capable, an increasing 
number of advisors came to the conclusion that 
going out on their own was a realistic, even 
evolutionary, step for someone seeking personal 
and professional growth. The trickle of “breakaway 
advisors” became the deluge we see today. 

The continuing exodus of 
financial advisors from the 
wirehouses is the result of 
many factors, ranging from 
overarching changes in the 
financial services industry to 
the personal preferences for 
how individual advisors wish 
to work. 

Catalysts for Change
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THE HIRING DILEMMAMOVING FROM WIREHOUSES TO IDB

The economics are fairly straightforward. The top line payouts 
at IBDs are far higher (typically 85-95 percent) than the 
payout at a national wirehouse (typically ranging from 20-45 
percent, based on level of production).

Of course, the payout for wirehouse advisors is, for the most 
part, what they take home. While some wirehouse advisors 
invest their own money into new business development or 
client relationship management initiatives, they are not 
responsible for paying for the infrastructure and support 
network they use.

The IBD advisor—because it is his or her own business—pays 
all the expenses of that business, including office rent, 
supplies, utilities, staff, etc. According to one estimate, the net 
take-home for independent advisors ranges between 55-70 
percent after expenses.3

The aspirations of most working Americans can be distilled down 
to two general ambitions: 1) a desire to do meaningful work in a 
healthy work environment, and 2) finish a career with the financial 
means to enjoy their personal vision of retirement.

Whether an advisor is an employee at a big wirehouse or an owner 
of his or her own practice, helping individuals succeed financially is 
an exceptionally satisfying endeavor. Where this path diverges 
between the wirehouse and IBD advisor, however, is with the 
emotional satisfaction an advisor experiences within his or her 
workplace and the degree to which an advisor can build equity in 
his or her book of business.

With a wirehouse, an advisor has very little control over the values, 
culture and personality of the office in which they work. Work 
satisfaction at a wirehouse will be a function of the branch 
manager, edicts from corporate headquarters, the personalities of 
other advisors and a support staff into which an advisor has had 
little input. In other words, the office culture at a wirehouse is hit-
or-miss.

Advisors at an IBD have much greater control over implementing 
the vision of how they want to do business and the people with 
whom they work.

Wirehouse versus IBD: A Comparative Overview
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Economics

Building a
Business
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MOVING FROM WIREHOUSES TO IDB

After decades of building a successful business of satisfied clients, an advisor deserves to reap the full value of that business, whether to fund 
retirement, transfer to the next generation or fund a second chapter. Below is a comparison of how the value of an advisor’s business can be 
affected by the platform upon which he or she builds that business.

Let’s examine the relative pros and cons of the “work satisfaction” side of the equation.

National Wirehouse

Work Environment

Independent Broker/Dealer

Advisors are never bothered with branch management, staffing or 
operational responsibilities. 

Advisors are responsible for a wide range of administrative and 
operational issues, including working with building 
management, hiring/reviewing/firing staff, and buying and 
maintaining office equipment. This may detract from time spent 
with clients and on business development.

IBDs typically offer some administrative and compliance 
assistance, but it will vary among IBDs.

Advisors enjoy access to the experience and advice of a branch 
manager and senior advisors.

Large firms tend to be more bureaucratic, with higher reporting, 
meeting and other administrative demands. Advisors control the hiring process, which can better ensure that 

staff personalities and values mesh.

Advisors have much more control over business initiatives and 
client communications.

Less bureaucracy means more control over how time is spent.

At smaller IBDs, home office staff knows each advisor and works 
in a more productive way with the advisor.

Advisors have minimal control over the decisions that affect the 
working environment. Branch leadership, advisor-colleagues 
and staff personalities lead to a wide range of possible work 
environments.

The control over product and service offerings, as well as client 
communications and marketing, are shared between corporate 
headquarters and the advisor.

As one of thousands of financial advisors, an advisor’s relationship 
with home office personnel can be impersonal and uncollaborative.

The circle of advice may be small and need to be developed by 
the advisor.

Many IBDs understand that an advisor’s desire to be on his or her 
own is not a desire to be alone. Accordingly, IBDs typically offer 
opportunities to network with other professionals who have 
already traveled the path of first-time CEO.

Wirehouse versus IBD: A Comparative Overview
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MOVING FROM WIREHOUSES TO IDB

Business Value Creation and Capture

The firm owns the client. The advisor owns the client.

The value of a practice is market driven, ensuring that advisors 
receive fair value for their business equity.

IBDs offer a simple path to ownership and, with its plug-and-
play platform, start-up costs may be minimized.

Monetization of a client book is not geared to maximizing 
payout to the advisor and may be subject to change at any time. 

Garden Leave provisions may be an additional restraint on 
advisor control over self-determination.

The advisor is the brand. As such, it will take time and effort to 
create, but it can be created in the advisor’s image. The advisor 
is solely responsible for retaining brand reputation.

Strong brand recognition can aid new business development. 

This brand recognition can also be a negative at times.

Customizing service model and value proposition may help 
targeted marketing efforts and new client acquisition.

One-stop shopping for investments, banking and lending may 
aid HNW marketing efforts.

National Wirehouse Independent Broker/Dealer

Wirehouse versus IBD: A Comparative Overview
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MOVING FROM WIREHOUSES TO IDB

Leaving one’s comfort zone is never an easy decision. For wirehouse advisors, the independent 
broker/dealer is an attractive alternative because it generally replicates what they know and are 
comfortable with. It’s important to remember, though, not all IBDs are created equal.

There are numerous IBD options for the wirehouse advisor. In the process of discovering the best fit, there are six key criteria against which an advisor 
should evaluate an IBD candidate.

Top Questions to Ask a Prospective IBD

 

 

Is the IBD committed to independence? 
Once an advisor commits to his or her independence, he or she needs to make sure that an IBD is similarly committed to its own 
independence. Advisors need to ask prospective IBD management about their intentions of staying independent, and if they 
have the financial resources to keep that promise.

Also, find out what they mean by their commitment to independence. Selling the IBD to an IBD aggregator or private equity 
investor may meet their definition, but it might not be the advisor’s definition of remaining independent.

Is IBD home office accessible and responsive?
Nothing is more frustrating than hearing all the right things during the courtship and finding out after an advisor has already 
settled in at an IBD that headquarters management is hard to reach and unresponsive. 

One way to dig past the sales pitch from the IBD is to speak to advisors already working with the prospective IBD to learn more 
about how easy—or hard—it is to work with home office staff and management.

What does its technology look like, and are they committed to maintaining best-in-class technology platforms?
Technology is integral to business success. It not only allows an advisor to scale his or her business, but it is the “price of 
admission” for accessing the next generation of investors—the Millennials. Advisors should seek a full understanding of the 
technology platforms and tools that an IBD offers and determine what impact, positive or negative, it may have of their ability 
to conduct business and service clients.

Since technology is never static, inquire about an IBD’s plans and budget for keeping pace with the rapid technological changes 
that lie ahead. 

Does the IBD have the scale and competence to respond to increasing regulation?
The consolidation in the IBD world in the last few years has been driven by firms unable to respond to new and more costly 
regulatory requirements. The regulatory bar is only likely to be raised higher. It makes little sense to set up shop at an IBD that 
will need to sell itself in response to the next new wave of regulations. Consequently, advisors should get a full understanding of 
whether the IBD has the financial capability and staff competency to manage future regulatory demands.

Does the IBD support advisor success?
There are many ways to support advisor success, including compliance and administrative support, marketing resources that 
drive business growth, practice management tools and training that enhance advisor productivity, business transition assistance, 
and succession planning guidance. 

The right IBD does not leave advisors on an island. The best IBDs understand that an advisor’s success is their success.

What does its product offering look like?
An advisor should make sure a prospective IBD offers the products and services used by his or her clients. 3
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About American Portfolios

Headquartered in Holbrook, N.Y., American Portfolios Financial Services, 
Inc. (APFS) is a full-service, independent broker/dealer and member firm of 
FINRA and SIPC, offering a complete range of financial services, including 
personal financial and retirement planning, securities trading, mutual funds, 
access to investment research, long-term care planning, insurance products 
and tax-free investing. Fee-based asset management is offered through its sister 
subsidiary, American Portfolios Advisors, Inc., (APA), an SEC Registered 
Investment Advisor. Both entities, along with technology entity American 
Portfolios Advisory Solutions, LLC, collectively reside under the legal entity 
American Portfolios Holdings, Inc. (APH). Full-service securities brokerage 
is available through a clearing firm relationship with Pershing, LLC, a BNY 

Mellon firm, the securities of which are held on a fully disclosed basis. The 
company currently supports 841 independent investment professionals—
inclusive of registered assistants—and more than 375 non-registered associates, 
located in 395 branch locations throughout the nation.  It was named 
Broker-Dealer of the Year* (Division III) by Investment Advisor magazine for 
five consecutive years (2015-2019); a wealthmanagement.com 2019 Industry 
Award Finalist in the category of Enhanced Customer Service Support**; one 
of the Best Companies to Work for in the state of New York for four consecutive 
years (2016-2019) by the New York State Society for Human Resources 
Management (NYS-SHRM) and the Best Companies Group (BCG); and one 
of the Top Long Island Workplaces for 2018 by Newsday.

* Based on a poll of registered representatives conducted by Investment Advisor 
magazine. Broker/dealers rated highest by their representatives are awarded 
“Broker/Dealer (B/D) of the Year.”

** Wealthmanagement.com Industry Award finalists are selected by a panel of 
independent judges made up of subject matter experts in the industry. Award 
is based on support provided to AP’s affiliated people and does not reflect 
public customers nor their account performance.

Sources:
1 Kelly, Bruce. (2019, February 6). Hundreds of advisers with tens of billions in assets left Wall Street in 2018. Retrieved from InvestmentNews:  

 https://www.investmentnews.com/article/20190206/FREE/190209973/hundreds-of-advisers-with-tens-of-billions-in-assets-left-wall
2 Discovery Data. (2019, October). Rep Movement 2019 YTD.
3 Diamond Consultants. (2018, April). The Landscape of the Wealth Management Industry: Annual Survey 2018. 

 http://assets.cdnma.com/17511/assets/PDFs/DiamondConsultants-Landscape-2018-13-10040518.pdf

MOVING FROM WIREHOUSES TO IDB

It is the hallmark of this era of economic disruption that consumers are afforded the options to 
consume goods and services on their terms. It is equally true for advisors. Like the consumer, 
advisors have multiple business models from which to choose to best meet their preferences for 
how they wish to work, build their businesses and serve their clients.

The IBD Model is Not for Everyone

For some advisors, the wirehouse makes perfect sense; for others, an 
independent broker/dealer platform may prove the most attractive 
home for their practices. 

The IBD option tends to be most attractive for advisors who:

Have a book of business that is a combination of fee-based and 
transactional revenues

Want control over their P&L, investment models, client management, 
marketing initiatives and planning services, but appreciate the value of 
having a central support system that can help with administrative 
responsibilities, such as compliance

Want to retain broad product choice and integrated offerings to which 
they are accustomed

Seek a simplified path to ownership

Desire better financial share of the revenues they generate

American Portfolios Financial Services, Inc. has just the resources in place to help its advisors on many fronts. Reach out to Vice President of Marketing 
Strategy Kimberly A. Branch, CFP® at 631.439.4630, or via e-mail at kbranch@americanportfolios.com, to strike up a conversation today on programs 
and needs of the advisor.

At the end of the day, there is no one-size-fits-all; the choice of a wirehouse or an IBD is a personal one for the advisor in how they wish to shape and run their 
business.  There are many aspects to take into consideration and the proper due diligence should be given to this decision.  Only the advisor will know the 
route that is not only best for them and their business, but also their clients.


