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About ParameterInsights’ 
WealthTech Research & 
Advisory Service
Innovation in the North American financial services market is fast approaching a point 
of inflection. Near-ubiquitous mobile access, multi-channel delivery, and technological 
evolution are rapidly altering consumer attitudes, behaviors, and expectations.

ParameterInsights’ 2018 WealthTech Research and Advisory Service comprises two 
separate annual reporting series. The first is a four-part series covering digital wealth 
advice (i.e. robo-advisors). The second is a two-part series covering self-directed investing 
via online discount brokerages. Both series provide timely and relevant analyses that 
surface unmet consumer needs, evaluate current market participants, and provide in-
depth discussion and implications of key results aimed at giving our subscribers an edge. 
 

About ParameterInsights
ParameterInsights is where data meets strategy: simply and reliably. We combine  
deep sector expertise with custom research to provide our clients with data-driven  
and highly consultative solutions.
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Report Overview
The online discount brokerage (ODB) reporting series focuses on self-directed digital 
investing. ODBs are registered investment dealers that allow consumers to trade (i.e. buy 
and sell securities) over the Internet. Typically, such firms offer investors access to both 
registered and non-registered accounts, thus making low- or no-commission ODBs an 
ideal platform for experimentation or for the careful construction of investment portfolios 
for retirement.

The broader digital wealth management space has become increasingly crowded since 
the advent of ODBs in the 1990’s. Many firms now also provide low-fee automated 
investment portfolio construction and management to complement other digitally 
delivered wealth management services. The proliferation of digital channels is driving the 
notion that innovation within wealth management holds the potential to completely disrupt 
the competitive landscape within financial services. The purpose of this research is to 
measure and analyze consumer demand, behavior, and interaction with these changing 
services over time. The report is divided into three sections, each addressing a key topic 
supported by empirical data and in-depth discussion of managerial implications.

We acknowledge the formal distinction between the terms “advisor” and “adviser” but use “advisor” consistently 
throughout this report to refer generally to entities providing financial services or guidance to clients.
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Executive Summary: 
The Race to Zero
The world of digital investing is rapidly evolving. In the face of such change, it is 
imperative that firms bring reliable and comprehensive data to bear on decisions related 
to forward-looking strategic choices.

Digital disruption doesn’t occur overnight but rather over long stretches filled with pivots, 
adjustments, and innovations that coalesce in the form of winning business models. This 
relatively drawn-out progression incites a cognitive bias among nervous executives, 
pushing them to rush towards the latest trends and technological developments in fear of 
missing out or becoming irrelevant.

As the pace slows, the challenge becomes one of maintaining focus and commitment. 
Upstarts and incumbents that stagnate, however, will ultimately be disrupted by firms that 
continue to invest in new and innovative ways to delight investors.

This first installment in the two-part 2018 online discount brokerage (ODB) reporting 
series showcases many interesting findings in the ODB space. Strategic implications are 
provided for executives who continue to grapple with an ever-shifting set of challenges 
and priorities in the context of digital investing and wealth management.

FEATURE: THE IMPORTANCE OF BRAND IN THE ERA OF ZERO-COMMISSION  
ONLINE TRADING

The feature section of this report examines brand awareness, brand usage, and 
conversion for ODBs in Canada and the US. Results are discussed at the overall market 
level, with strategic implications provided in the context of driving ODB engagement.

Firms continue to innovate and expand on their ODB platforms. Currently, the ODB market 
in North America is in a transitional phase. In the face of ever-increasing regulatory and 
consumer demands for transparency and low fees, incumbents and upstarts alike are 
faced with existential strategic choices about how to grow revenue and remain profitable 
in the midst of a race toward zero-fee trading commissions.
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Question: What are the current levels of awareness and usage for ODBs?

Answer: ODB awareness is... [subscribe to access full text]

 
 
SPOTLIGHT: BARRIERS TO SELF-DIRECTED DIGITAL INVESTING

This section provides a detailed discussion of the barriers, both real and perceived, facing 
firms in the online discount brokerage markets. Findings are discussed with implications 
for executives seeking to help their firms successfuly overcome such barriers.

As investors explore alternatives to traditional asset management, ODBs are actively 
seeking ways to adapt to the changing needs and desires of consumers. Many firms 
are already engaged in the race to zero-fee investing. The net result is a rapidly shifting 
landscape in which digital investing is being delivered to a range of consumers in a 
variety of ways.

Question: Why aren’t more consumers investing digitally with ODBs?

Answer: Attitudes toward digital investing are generally... [subscribe to access full text]

 
 
CONSUMER FOCUS: POPULAR SOURCES OF FINANCIAL INFORMATION AND TOP  
FINANCIAL GOALS

The final section of the report reveals the most popular sources of educational financial 
information among consumers. It also discusses how ODB firms can better support 
investors in achieving their top financial goals.

Question: Which sources of financial information and financial goals are most popular 
with consumers?

Answer: The most popular sources in both Canada and the US are... [subscribe to access 
full text]
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Introduction
Financial Technology, or FinTech, is a term used to describe technology for delivering 
financial services over the Internet. WealthTech, a sub-category driven by innovations in 
the wealth management space, has emerged to further delineate services related to self-
directed investing, investment management, financial planning, and overall wealth advice.

Historically, financial markets in North America have been closed to all but the wealthiest 
consumers. The democratizing force of online self-directed investing came to fruition 
in the late 1990’s. Competition escalated significantly during the early and mid-2000’s 
with the expansion of the Internet allowing an ever-increasing number of online discount 
brokerages (ODBs) to offer trading services digitally. Market access is now virtually 
ubiquitous and competition for customers in the digital wealth management space has 
never been as fierce.

The financial crisis of late 2008 saw a rush of money flood into ODBs. Concurrent 
with feeling an urgent need to take better control of their finances, investors began 
to seriously question the expensive status quo in wealth management. Today, large 
and well-known incumbents like E*TRADE and TD Ameritrade grapple with existential 
decisions affecting established revenue streams, while rival upstarts like RobinHood are 
rapidly achieving scale by offering zero-commission online trading for a wide range of 
securities.

Though still comparatively small in terms of total assets under management (AUM), the 
growing ecosystem of ODB startups increasingly encroaches on domains historically 
dominated by large financial institutions. The road ahead for the challengers is not an 
easy one, however. Startups may be able to set strategy and make tactical choices in 
a relatively unfettered manner but those same firms typically cannot benefit from many 
of the advantages available to incumbents: large extant client bases, technological 
infrastructure, long-standing strategic relationships, and economies of scale

The net result is a highly varied market in which some ODB firms chose to emphasize 
price appeal while others focus on providing advanced platform features and elevated 
service. From the point of view of the incumbents, the potential for scale among the 
challengers portends the type of disruption that has already occurred in other markets 
(think Airbnb and Uber). All the while, media hype and fawning articles in the business 
press do little to assuage concerns.

ParameterInsights’ ODB research cuts through the noise. Our research combines deep 
market knowledge with rigorous consumer survey data to examine consumer attitudes, 
perceptions, brand engagement, and loyalty.
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This report is divided into three sections. Each section discusses research results and 
managerial implications for the ODB market in relation to key themes:

1. What are the current levels of awareness and usage among ODBs in North 
America?

2. Why aren’t more consumers investing digitally with ODBs?

3. Which sources of financial information and financial goals are most popular 
with consumers?

 
The answers to these questions highlight the critical importance of brand awareness 
and conversion as important marketing goals for ODBs. Top perceived barriers to digital 
investing are uncovered with in-depth discussion about how firms can overcome the 
most pervasive misconceptions. A consumer deep-dive identifies and contrasts the most 
popular sources of financial information and top financial goals across key consumer 
demographics.
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Feature: The Importance 
of Brand in the Era of Zero-
Commission Online Trading

1
©2018 ParameterInsights® All rights reserved.



Deregulation in the US in 1975 paved the way for the first discount brokerages to appear. 
Advances in computer and telecommunications technology coupled with the rise of the 
Internet (and the exuberance of the dot-com bubble) led to online discount brokerages 
(ODBs) becoming very popular in the late 1990s. Popularity surged again in 2008 after 
the sub-prime mortgage market collapsed, leading to the stock market crash and global 
financial crisis.

ODB firms have since continued to innovate and expand on their platforms. Currently, 
the online discount brokerage (ODB) market in North America is in a transitional phase. 
In the face of ever-increasing regulatory and consumer demands for transparency and 
low fees, incumbents and upstarts alike are faced with existential strategic choices about 
how to grow revenue and remain profitable in the midst of a race toward zero-fee trading 
commissions.

For the average consumer, low- or no-fee trading effectively removes a once-
insurmountable financial barrier to market access. For many potential investors, however, 
a significant knowledge barrier remains. A major caveat for those choosing self-directed 
approaches (over traditional or more modern automated digital wealth advisory services) 
is that investment decisions and actions on ODBs are typically made with no interaction 
with a live broker or financial advisor. Though desirable for savvy self-directed investors, 
novices tend to be daunted by a lack of guidance amidst the vast array of options and 
features available within modern electronic trading platforms.

Despite the relative maturity of the ODB category compared to other modern forms of 
digital investing (e.g. robo-advising), it is crucial to monitor category awareness and usage 
among consumers. Though conceptually simple, awareness is a core brand asset that 
confers both real and perceived value to a firm. Top-of-mind firms and firms with high 
overall awareness enjoy sustainable competitive advantages over their less popular 
competitors.

The extent to which consumers are able to recall or recognize specific brands is known 
as brand awareness. Across many categories and verticals, consumers only engage 
with one or two of the top brands in their consideration set, which is in turn predicated 
on brand awareness. The two major types of awareness are brand recall and brand 
recognition (a.k.a. unaided awareness and aided awareness, respectively).

In a typical consumer product category, unaided awareness maxes out at three or four 
brands. Without any brand cues, consumers can usually only name a few brands within 
the category. In that same category, however, aided awareness may extend to the entire 
competitive set. In other words, brand recall may be low but a few simple brand cues (e.g. 
brand names or logos) enable people to recognize all (or nearly all) of the brands in the 
category.
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To capture aided brand awareness, we asked consumers, “Before today, had you ever 
heard of the following online investing and wealth management platforms? Please select 
all that apply.”

In Canada, aided awareness maxes out at... [subscribe to access full text]
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Spotlight: Barriers to Self-
Directed Digital Investing
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Despite the digitally driven democratization occurring in the wealth management space 
overall, consumer engagement with online discount brokerages (ODBs) remains moderate. 
Consequently, there must be several real or perceived barriers preventing consumers in North 
America from taking active control of their investment portfolios.

Historically, two major stumbling blocks have prevented consumers from investing. The 
first is sophistication, in the sense that investing is an activity too complex or too risky to be 
dutifully managed by the average consumer. The second is money, in that investing is only 
suitable for the already well-heeled, or that getting started (and being able to make any real 
money) requires a significant amount of initial capital. Technological advancements have 
laregely eroded both of these obstacles, so why aren’t more consumers using online discount 
brokerages (ODBs) in 2018?

In North America, agreement with high-level attitudes favorable toward digital investing is 
generally quite... [subscribe to access full text]
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Consumer Focus: Popular 
Sources of Financial 
Information and Top Financial 
Goals
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As executives consider how best to funnel customers toward various digital wealth 
management options, it is imperative to know where consumers go to educate 
themselves about finances and investing. Firms must also clearly understand the types 
of financial goals that self-directed investors are working toward. Without a clear financial 
picture and detailed view of the desired path forward, ODBs will struggle to engage and 
retain consumers across the asset spectrum.

Go-to financial information sources are based on a trusting relationship, which is a key 
factor for ODB firms to leverage when driving brand consideration and loyalty. In both 
Canada and the US, over... [subscribe to access full text]

7
©2018 ParameterInsights® All rights reserved.



Appendices
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Research Context
As an industry, online investing is in a transitional period. Reliable measurement of 
category familiarity, brand awareness, and brand engagement presents a unique set of 
challenges in the context of a changing market. Compared to relatively stable markets, 
transitional markets move quickly through multiple periods of change.

As leaders garner market share and weaker competitors fall, the overall landscape comes 
into greater focus. By definition, first-movers among consumers are necessarily few in 
number, which makes them difficult to reach and track. Moreover, these innovators do not 
tend to be representative of typical consumers; they make choices and exhibit behaviors 
that are not reflective of the broader consumer group. Innovators also influence the 
choices and behaviors of subsequent market participants (i.e. early adopters and early 
majority). Over time, as the market matures, participants become easier to reach and the 
market itself becomes more amenable to cogent analysis. 
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Methodology - Consumer 
Survey
Our WealthTech consumer survey covers the following content areas:

• Types of savings and investment products

• Percentage of assets in investments vs. savings

• Attitudes toward investing and digital wealth management

• General familiarity with the concept of digital wealth management

• Unaided and aided brand awareness

• Brand usage and user tenure

• Brand usage frequency and preferred device type

• Brand consideration and barriers to digital adoption

• Digital brand pain points

• Overall and feature-specific satisfaction

• Likelihood to recommend (i.e. Net Promoter Score)

• Sources of financial advice

• Financial goals

• Presence of a financial plan

• Presence of a financial advisor and advisor intent/intent to continue

• Future advisory needs and current advisor services

• Advisor satisfaction and relevance

• General/traditional and social media usage

• Demographics 

 
Coverage extends to an extensive set of competitive online discount brokerage firms in 
each market:

Canada: 
 

1. BMO InvestorLine

2. CIBC Investor’s Edge

3. Credential Direct

4. Desjardins Online 
Brokerage

5. HSBC InvestDirect

6. National Bank Direct 
Brokerage

7. Qtrade Investor

8. Questrade Self-Directed 
Investing

9. RBC Direct Investing

10. Scotia iTrade

11. TD Direct Investing

12. Virtual Brokers
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US: 
 

1. Fidelity Investments

2. TD Ameritrade

3. Charles Schwab 
Brokerage Accounts

4. E*TRADE

5. Interactive Brokers

6. Merrill Edge Self-
Directed Investing

7. TradeStation

8. Ally Invest Self-Directed 
Trading

9. Capital One Investing

10. Lightspeed Financial

11. PNC Investments 
Brokerage Accounts

12. Robinhood Markets

13. USAA Investment 
Accounts

14. WellsTrade by Wells 
Fargo

15. SunTrust Investment 
Service (STIS) Self-
Directed Accounts

16. US Bank Self-Directed 
Brokerage Accounts

17. Vanguard Brokerage 
Accounts

18. Zions Direct

19. Firstrade Securities

20. Just2Trade

21. TradingBlock

22. eOption

23. SogoTrade

24. Tradier

 
Participants in our online consumer surveys are sampled from carefully managed online 
panels of Canadian and American respondents. Though online surveying precludes 
reaching respondents with no Internet access, official data for Canada and US indicate 
that over 80% of households currently have access.

For the purposes of our WealthTech research, we screen respondents on three key 
criteria. First, respondents must be between the ages of 18 and 79 years old. Second, 
respondents must have either sole or shared responsibility for their household financial 
decisions. Third, respondents must not be competitively employed (e.g. they cannot work 
a market research department or company).

To ensure a high level of final data quality for reporting, and before running any final 
tabulations or advanced analytics, we analyze response patterns to identify and remove 
respondents exhibiting poor response behaviors (e.g. speeding and straight-lining). To 
ensure good sample balance and overall representativeness, we set quotas for age 
group, gender, and geographic region. We then weight the final clean sample (n = 2,000 
per country) to align with the respective population distributions within each country. The 
margin of error for percentages on a probability sample of 2,000 is +/- 2.2%.
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Upcoming Research
The second installment in our two-part 2018 online discount brokerage reporting series 
will cover the following topics:

• Loyalty: which features of online discount brokerages are the strongest drivers 
of satisfaction and recommendation? Which features represent the greatest 
strategic opportunities?

• Pain points: which online discount brokerage features are consumers 
complaining about the most?

• Planning and advice: how do users and non-users of online discount 
brokerages compare in terms of their levels of engagement in financial 
planning and traditional wealth advising? Which advisory services are more or 
less popular among self-directed investors?

31
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Supplementary Material
WealthTech Research & Advisory Service: Online Discount Brokerages is published by 
ParameterInsights. 
 
Website: www.ParameterInsights.com 
 
General inquiries should be directed to: info@parameterinsights.com. 
 
For inquiries regarding subscriptions, please contact Josh Book (416-809-3671) or send an 
email to: sales@parameterinsights.com. 
 
 
 
Disclaimer 
 
This publication is intended only to convey information.  The publisher and its data providers have 
taken all usual and reasonable precautions to determine that the information contained in this 
publication has been obtained from sources believed to be reliable, and that the procedures used 
to summarize and analyze such information are based on approved practices and principles in 
the financial services industry. The market forces applicable to the subject matter of this report are 
subject to sudden and dramatic changes and data availability and reliability varies from one moment 
to the next. Consequently, neither the publisher nor its data providers makes any warranty as to its 
accuracy, completeness or timeliness of information, analysis and views contained in this publication 
or their usefulness or suitability in any particular circumstance. The publisher and its data providers 
disclaim all liability of whatsoever kind of damages or losses incurred as a result of reliance upon or 
use of its publication. Past performance does not guarantee future results. 
 
License 
 
Subject to the licenses granted hereby, the publisher shall retain all right, title and interest in and 
to the information contained in this publication. The publisher hereby grants to the subscriber a 
non-exclusive, perpetual, worldwide, non-transferable, fully paid-up, irrevocable license to use, 
copy, install, perform, display, modify and create derivative works of the publication and its contents, 
in whole or in part, solely in connection with the subscriber’s own business enterprise. Subject to 
the rights herein, no part of the publication or its contents may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system or transmitted in any material form whatever by whatever means, whether electronic, 
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without prior permission of the publisher. Any 
attempt to deliver such information outside of the subscriber’s enterprise must have prior written 
consent of the publisher. 
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