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Neil Kendall has a simple explanation for his job. “I am the money 
worrier,” says the Brisbane-based financial adviser. “I worry 
about money so the clients don’t have to.” Money worriers and, as 
we label them in this issue, money makers: that’s a succinct 
summary of the role of advisers in an increasingly complex world.

Kendall, from Tupicoffs, is one of about 20,000 advisers in 
Australia and among the 50 who have made it onto the inaugural 
Top 50 Financial Advisers in Australia list compiled for The Deal 
by US publication Barron’s.

These “money worriers” are part of an expanding market, 
thanks to increasing demand for help on complicated financial 
products, especially those involving superannuation. That 
complexity has tested the competence of advisers, and the sector 
has been tarnished in recent years with a string of scandals and 
revelations of poor qualifications. In the decade since the 2008 
Global Financial Crisis, Australia, like other jurisdictions, has 
worked hard to address the issues and increase regulation. From 
2019 federal government legislation will impose new education 
standards on all financial advisers.

Already, of course, Australian consumers have access to 
many expert practitioners and our list celebrates the leaders in 
the sector. Everyone on the list has satisfactorily answered a 
string of tough questions about their operations. The survey for 
the list was designed and administered by Barron’s based on 
decades of experience running similar surveys in the US. The 
project was assisted by advisory board of key figures in the 
Australian financial services sector.

Every adviser reviewed by the survey answered more than 70 
questions covering client assets, fees generated on assets, size of 
staff (relative to client list) professional credentials and a range of 
other key factors.

In common with the original Barron’s survey in the US, we 
have opted not to include portfolio performance returns because 
performance is based on allocations and these differ for every 
client depending on what they want to achieve.

The list shows that advisers can just as easily operate in the 
suburbs as the skyscrapers of the CBD. Their firm may be one of 
the better-known brands of financial services in Australia, such 
as AMP or Shadforth Financial Group, or an operation rarely 
mentioned in the financial media.   

The issue of whether an adviser is aligned or not – that is, 
whether they are affiliated to a major institution – has long been a 
critical one in the debate around financial advice. It goes to the 
heart of consumers’ concerns about whether they are getting 
independent advice. But our survey shows good advisers come from 
either camp. Indeed aligned planners have made it to the top of the 
tree in our survey, with Marc Smith, one of the top-ranked advisers 
in the market, aligned to BT Financial Group.

Even so, a large number of the top planners work in 
independent outfits and there is a significant cohort from firms 
that were launched as breakaways from bigger companies. The 
list includes advisers from Escala Ltd, formed from former UBS 
staff, and Hamilton Wealth Management, which began on the 

N
among those who already have a strong profile outside the 
industry. “I have a lot of opinions about how to make financial 
decisions against the background of both the markets and the 
financial structures we have to work with,” says Hamilton, who 
is a regulator contributor to The Australian. 

Brother and sister Tim and Claire Mackay are well known as 
the next generation of Mackays in Quantum Financial Services, 
founded by their father Bill in Sydney in the 1960s. The siblings 
are active influencers on LinkedIn and other social media. 

The advisers on the list generally agree that financial advice 
in 2017 has been heavily dominated by changes to superannuation 
rules, given the federal government’s sweeping changes to 
contributions and pension payment rules that began on July 1. 
However, for the majority of planners most of their time involves 
setting goals with clients and helping them reach those goals.

One of the biggest challenges is to offer a distinctive service in 
an industry where everyone purports to offer the ideal solution. 
As the finance industry struggles with reputational issues at the 
lower end of the market and the explosion of so-called “robo-
advice” at every level of the industry, many advisers put a large 
premium on personal relationships. This may often entail 
advising not just one person, but a complete family or even 
generations within a family.  As Doug Turek tells The Deal: “One 
trend we are seeing is a lot of generational skipping of wealth – a 
lot of our customers’ children have already made their wealth and 
bought their homes – so it’s going to be about the grandchildren.” 

Turek also says the subject of professional qualifications “has 
always been an issue ... it really needs to be fixed”. It’s a sentiment 
shared by many in the field. With luck, a new generation of 
advisers will avoid the stigma of poorly qualified planners with 
the potential to damage the whole sector.

Dante De Gori, CEO of the Financial Planning Association, 
(the peak body for financial advisers) says a new education 
regime for planners to be enforced by law in 2019 will greatly 
improve standards. Under the regulations, every planner will 
need a university degree in financial planning and will be obliged 
to subscribe to a code of ethics.  And the new rules are spurring 
the higher education sector to develop training in this field. 

As De Gori says: “For as long as anyone could remember 
there were just 14 universities across Australia offering financial 
planning degrees. In the past year we have had 10 new 
applications from universities wanting to offer course when the 
new regime starts in 2019.”

Our top advisers long ago gave up the idea of making a living 
from commissions: product-based commissions are now banned 
in financial advice, with the exception of insurance advice. 

Curiously, in the US, where the industry is enormous, with 
more than 300,000 financial advisers – and where the greatest 
financial advice fraud in memory occurred in the New York 
offices of Bernie Madoff – commission-based financial advice 
remains a feature of the industry.

However, more US advisers are turning to what has become 
mandatory in Australia – a fee-based service. Arguably, Australia is 
now ahead of overseas jurisdictions with its ban on commissions, 
though the notable exception for insurance commissions means 
we are still a long way from claiming a leadership position. 

What’s more, Australia’s free market and open financial 
system means investors here have endless choice but little 
guidance when it comes to making the major financial decisions 
in life. How we choose our mortgages, or our life insurance 
policies, or our college education finance, is crucial to long-term 
financial success, yet much of the system in Australia remains 
based on selling products rather than offering advice.

With our mandated superannuation system, everyone is now 
legally obliged to save a substantial part of their salary for their 
pension needs, but the system offers us very little help when it 
comes to actually investing those savings.

The changes to superannuation rules introduced this month 
represent an extreme example. The changes are the most 
complex ever imposed on the super system and it is no 
exaggeration to say it would be foolhardy to engage with the new 
rules without first seeking professional advice.    

What Australia’s legion of private investors need more than 
anything else is skilled professionals whom they can trust. Our 
list of financial planners is an effort to seek out top advisers who 
meet that need. 

floor of NAB Private Wealth. There are also strong signals the 
ranks of independent planners will grow most rapidly in the years 
ahead. Already in 2017 there are reports more than 400 advisers 
have left the major banks due to limitations on staff recommending  
products offered by rivals. At the same time, several highly 
ranked planners operate entirely independently and have no 
links – current or historical – with major financial service groups. 

 Our advisers typically service a few hundred clients, though 
they may only handle a few dozen. Many advisers have no 
“minimum value of assets” requirement for their clients but 
some have a minimum of $1 million or $1.5 million of “investable 
assets” that does not include the value of the family home.

This is an innately conservative profession and most 
practitioners are men. Only six of our top 50 are women. Indeed 
one of them, Nerida Hicks, from Bridges in Nowra, NSW, recalls 
that she did not think it was possible to work in the male-
dominated sector when she left school. It would be some years 
before she got her start.

Our advisers operate from all over Australia – a number on 
our list are from regional cities – are of any age and typically 
have financial qualifications. The most common is the Certified 
Financial Planner degree, overseen by the Financial Planning 
Association and a globally recognised qualification. More 
recently, the  CFP designation has been flanked by the 
internationally recognised Certified Investment Management 
Analyst (CIMA) credential. 

Not surprisingly, there are many accountants on the list, 
along with tax advisers. There are MBAs, and plenty of MAICDS 
(members of the Australian Institute of Company Directors), not 
to mention a smattering of some of the more exotic qualifications 
and professional designations common in this sector, such as 
Membership of the Association of Divorce Financial Planners 
(ADFPs). 

Some advisers started their working lives in another field: for 
example, Doug Turek (see profile page 39) is a Canadian who 
began his career with a doctorate in chemical engineering. “I 
had to retrain and find a new career when I came to Australia,” 
says Turek, who now operates in Melbourne.

Will Hamilton worked as general manager Wealth Services 
at NAB Private Banking before he teamed up with his wider 
team at Hamilton Wealth Partners, including Ian Gillies a 
former country head of wealth planning at Credit Suisse.

Sally Huynh came to Australia from Vietnam when she was 
nine. These days she runs a successful practice out of Melbourne 
and also – in common with many on our list – does pro bono 
work, teaching the basics of financial literacy to groups in 
regional Queensland.

As a Vietnamese woman in a male-dominated profession, 
Huynh stands out. “Or at least I look very different from most of 
the people in a room full of advisers,” says the diminutive 
Brisbane-based planner.

The survey suggests many of the best advisers have two jobs: 
guiding their clients through the challenges of life’s key financial 
decisions, and building their reputation and the wider reputation 
of the sector. Almost all are active in the broader community. 
Many work on improving the profession via legislators or 
through professional associations; others are involved with care 
and welfare groups. Tim MacKay has volunteered with UNICEF 
in Laos, Marc Smith has been on the board of the Vana Child 
Ministries in Zimbabwe, which cares for orphans in Africa. 
Mark Minchin has always been a keen kayaker and has spent 
much of his spare time coaching his wife Chantal, who took a 
bronze medal at the Beijing Olympics in the women’s K4 event.

Scott Carmichael, Tim Mackay and Will Hamilton are 
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There’s an apocryphal story that does the rounds of financial 
planners. The clients are at the planner’s Christmas party when 
the planner is asked to offer an opinion on various aspects of 
financial news. The planner calmly answers a string of varied 
questions in a useful way. The partygoers generally agree the 
planner is convincing and authoritative.

Then the planner leaves the party, driving away in a top-of-
the range sports car. Two partygoers exchange views.

“That’s it,” says one. “I’ve found the planner for me. It’s clear 
he is an operator and can make money.” 

“That’s it all right,” says the other. “I don’t want to know about 
this planner… He’s clearly milking everyone for fees!”

In other words, when it comes to financial advice, value is  
in the eye of the beholder. 

This widely varying concept of value – and the related 
complexities around the willingness of both client and planner 
to take risks (or to accept risk-reward ratios) – is one of the key 
reasons Barron’s does not include financial returns in its survey 
criteria. “We have found over many years with the US version of 
this survey that returns are just too variable and depend too 
much on the individual choices made by both the client and their 
adviser,” says Matthew Barthel, a Barron’s associate editor.

No surprise, then, that our Australian survey does not use 
financial returns as one of its criteria; after all, returns are 
intimately linked with risk settings, and the spectrum of risk is 
infinite and will differ greatly between clients, within families or 
between husbands and wives.

But there are some questions you can ask yourself before you 
select your financial planner. Should your adviser be independent 
or aligned with a larger organisation? It’s a an issue that has 
beset the financial services industry for a decade but “rogue” 
advisers can emerge from either camp.

Perhaps a better question is who is the best planner for you? 
If your objective is modest – to find someone who  
will set you on the right course, or a professional to offer a second 
opinion on your plans for a once-off event such as an inheritance 
or a redundancy, then you may not need to spend a lot of money. 
Indeed there may be no need to go through an elaborate 
introduction process to find what can be, after all, a relatively 
straightforward item of advice. 

You may be comfortable dealing with a planner who works 
either inside a major institution or is aligned through some form 
of alliance. The most common type of alliance is the dealer 
network, where planners operate with some independence but 
get their business contacts and management services from a 
larger organisation.

Alternatively, if you wish to deal with an adviser repeatedly 
– you may want them by your side through a series of financial 
events, for buying a house, starting a business, selling a business, 
even entering retirement – then an independent planner who is 
not aiming to rise through the hierarchy of a large organisation 
may be more appropriate.

The ideal planner is ultimately a person who can act in your 
best interests, with whom you click in a situation where the costs 
are totally transparent and the relationship can be as regular or 
as intermittent as you wish.

How much should you be prepared to pay? As a guide, you 
might expect to pay each year 1 per cent of the total dollar amount 
you have under advice. Most surveys in Australia show advisers 
who charge by the hour end up charging between $1000 and 
$3000 in total, depending on the complexity of the client’s affairs 
and the amount of paperwork he or she is willing to do themselves.

The measure of a good financial planner is that the client  
is satisfied with what the adviser charged in relation to the 
perceived benefits of the relationship. It’s not necessarily linked 
to the underlying wealth of the client. Rather, it is connected to 
the notion of value. 

T One of the most vexed issues 
in financial planning is the 
subject of qualifications. 
Unlike those of many 
professionals, such as lawyers 
or doctors, the credentials 
needed to become a planner 
vary considerably. 

On the one hand, a 
planner may have excellent 
qualifications. They may be 
an accountant or a lawyer, as 
well as having passed a series 
of financial planner exams.

In contrast, the minimum 
standards set for those who 
wish to call themselves 
advisers are low. An adviser 
may have simply sat through  
a series of classes during a 
week-long course and received 
a minimal qualification. This 
allows them to sell a limited 
suite of products acting under 
the wing of a broader licence 
held by their employer.

The education benchmark 
is the internationally 
recognised certified  
financial planner degree  
run by the peak body,  
the Financial Planning 
Association of Australia. 

More commonly, poorly 
qualified advisers have 
managed to pass minimum 
standard exams conducted  
in a multiple choice format 
and offered online. The 
supervision of these exams  
is not closely monitored. 

Some financial advisers 
are embarrassed by the ease 
with which qualifications can 
be obtained – and retained. 
There have been various 
attempts to introduce more 
difficult hurdle rates for 
exams, and at least ensure 

that advisers have their 
careers underpinned with  
a graduate degree before  
they seek to tackle specialist 
financial adviser exams. 

Some progress is being 
made and the industry is 
working on a new standard 
for all advisers. Just how  
many are out there is unclear, 
largely due to the wide 
variation in qualifications,  
but surveys suggest more 
than 20,000 planners now 
work in the industry.

As always in any area of 
professional activity, there is a 
tug of war between those who 
need to have a regular crop  
of newly minted advisers, such 
as the big banks and insurers, 
and boutique financial 
planning operators who want 
to make the profession more 
exclusive. Dante De Gori, 
CEO of the Financial Planning 
Association, suggests the 
situation will get a lot better 
when new legislation comes 
into force in 2019. 

“That’s the kick-off date 
for a whole new educational 
regime among financial 
planners, where you will have 
to have a university degree in 
financial planning to register 
as a financial adviser,” he says.

However, the relatively 
light regulation of the current 
exam system remains, and that 
is not doing the reputation of 
the industry any favours. A 
move to mandatory exams 
requiring the student to enter  
a monitored exam hall where 
there can be no assistance 
from colleagues would be  
a good start to getting that 
reputation back on track. 

The independent planner The aligned planner 

At their best, the aligned planner can offer 
limited, occasional advice for a reasonable price 
without drawing the client into an extended or 
expensive relationship. 

They are most likely to work for one of the 
major banks or insurance companies, and will 
be 100 per cent open about their relationship 
with that institution, explaining to all clients 
the way they are paid when recommending 
different products or services. 

Again, they should offer both a fee-based 
service and an ad valorem arrangement. 
Several aligned planners have made it to  
the very top of our Top 50 list.

In contrast to the independent planner, the 
aligned planner can focus more directly on the 
client because they operate inside a large 
ecosystem that can take care of time-consuming 
issues such as compliance and documentation. 
An aligned planner should also have a lively 
working relationship with other planners, and 
have the opportunity to be constantly briefed by 
the group’s technical, tax and legal leaders on 
changing issues in the profession as they arise.

Unlike an independent planner, who may 
need to spend as much time building the 
business as servicing clients, an aligned 
planner should be more available at short 
notice. It should also be possible for advisers  
to cover for each other if the issue is answering 
a simple question.

At their worst, aligned planners know as 
little as bad independent planners. They are 
not entirely frank about the manner in which 
they receive commissions from larger groups, 
such as insurers. Though neither independent 
nor aligned planners accept commissions any 
longer from financial product sellers, there is  
a general exception for the sale of insurance.  
It is worth asking your adviser, if they discuss 
insurance, what their arrangement with the 
insurer might be.

In very unsavoury cases, an aligned planner 
may concentrate heavily on – or have a 
complete bias towards – the companies that are 
offering the best rates of commission. In recent 
times this issue has been at the core of some 
scandals inside the bigger banks. 

The defence for commission-based advice  
is that it allows customers with little money to 
avoid having to pay fees upfront to get advice  
at the very early stages of wealth building.  
The merits of this defence have been sorely 
tested in a number of recent cases involving  
the larger banks.

Ideally, the independent planner is an 
experienced operator who now runs his or  
her own practice – or shares a practice with 
like-minded others. Independent planners 
charge on a time basis with fees by the  
hour, or through a so-called ad valorem 
arrangement in which the client agrees to  
pay a percentage, such as 1 per cent, of the 
amount under management as a fee. 

Good planners are careful not to waste the 
client’s time. They are willing to advise and 
recommend anything that might benefit or 
strengthen a diversified portfolio. They are  
not tied to anyone or anything – they don’t  
go on trips to Hawaii to attend conferences 
that coincide with their daughter’s wedding. 
They are not obliged to anyone but the client.

They look on financial advice as a 
challenge to guide people towards a position of 
financial independence where they have built 
wealth in a way that suits their disposition. 
They are also highly numerate and fully 
briefed on all tax dimensions of the investment 
plan, and are up to date on changes that have 
been announced or may be coming.

Crucially, the independent planner does not 
look at a client in terms of getting them into 
products or onto platforms. Rather, they offer 
an ongoing thread of advice that is top level 
and worth the money, whatever they charge. 

In terms of asset allocation, the 
independent adviser can probably go much 
wider in the spectrum of advice they can 
confidently offer, and clients should expect  
a lot more than plain vanilla options. 

There should be a willingness to explore 
beyond the ASX 200 or residential property 
and bonds. They should offer exposure to 
offshore stocks and funds and alternative asset 
classes. Just as easily, an independent planner 
should be able to recommend “do nothing” 
options if a high holding in cash is the best 
choice for a client.

At their worst, the independent planner is 
clearly independent but that is perhaps their 
only virtue. They know enough to set up as  
an adviser – they have the qualification but 
they know little more. They make mistakes 
and misinterpretations that you cannot be 
expected to spot. Worse still, they are blissfully 
unaware of money-saving techniques or 
common tax-efficient alternatives.

This kind of planner’s independence is  
a weakness. They do not update themselves on 
professional expertise, and they do not have  
a peer group at work to consult. 

As time goes by, their client list grows but 
their knowledge base does not. They resort  
to hoary old maxims to get them out of 
answering direct questions, and where precise 
answers are available they serve up platitudes 
to cover their lack of skill. 

The  
Barron’s  
method

Barron’s is a respected, 96-year old 
American financial news weekly 
published by Dow Jones, which  
is wholly owned by News Corp.  
It has been rating the top financial 
advisers in America since 2004.  
Its overall goal in publishing these 
rankings is to shine a spotlight  
on the best advisers, with an  
eye towards raising standards  
in the industry. 

The thinking is that the bottom  
1 per cent of financial advisers 
garner an outsized amount of 
attention in the press. On the  
one hand, this is understandable; 
malfeasance and professional 
misbehaviour should be called out. 
On the other, this does little to get 

consumers the help they need most 
– in locating quality advisers who 
can help them with their long-term 
investing and financial goals. The 
rankings are part of an effort to 
remedy that. 

The lists serve two distinct types 
of Barron’s readers. For wealth 
management professionals (who 
make up about 20-25 per cent of 
Barron’s readership), they serve as 
an industry scorecard. For investors 
(more than 70 per cent of the 
readership), the rankings are a  
tool that can help in the process  
of finding financial guidance.

Advisers who wish to be ranked 
fill out a 102-question survey about 
their practice. We then apply our 

rankings formula to that data to 
generate a ranking. 

The formula features three major 
categories of data: (1) Assets, (2) 
Revenue and (3) Quality of practice. 

Investment performance is not 
an explicit component of the 
rankings formula, because advisers’ 
investing returns are largely dictated 
by the risk appetite of their client 
base. Rather, we look for other 
indicators of client satisfaction, 
including the amount of assets 
clients entrust to advisers and the 
fees they pay to them for overseeing 
the assets. Both of these numbers 
are indicators of the value clients 
believe they are receiving from  
their advisers. 

The quality of practice 
component includes such things  
as the length of time an adviser  
has been in the industry; the 
adviser’s regulatory record (which  
is quite detailed in the US); the 
certifications and designations 
owned by an adviser and his/her 
team; an adviser’s charitable and 
philanthropic work; client retention 
and other factors.

Again, the goal is to shine a light 
on the best advisers (rather than the 
worst) in the hope of getting others 
to emulate their work, thereby 
raising standards in the industry. 

Matthew Barthel 
Associate editor, Barron’s 
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There’s an apocryphal story that does the rounds of financial 
planners. The clients are at the planner’s Christmas party when 
the planner is asked to offer an opinion on various aspects of 
financial news. The planner calmly answers a string of varied 
questions in a useful way. The partygoers generally agree the 
planner is convincing and authoritative.

Then the planner leaves the party, driving away in a top-of-
the range sports car. Two partygoers exchange views.

“That’s it,” says one. “I’ve found the planner for me. It’s clear 
he is an operator and can make money.” 

“That’s it all right,” says the other. “I don’t want to know about 
this planner… He’s clearly milking everyone for fees!”

In other words, when it comes to financial advice, value is  
in the eye of the beholder. 

This widely varying concept of value – and the related 
complexities around the willingness of both client and planner 
to take risks (or to accept risk-reward ratios) – is one of the key 
reasons Barron’s does not include financial returns in its survey 
criteria. “We have found over many years with the US version of 
this survey that returns are just too variable and depend too 
much on the individual choices made by both the client and their 
adviser,” says Matthew Barthel, a Barron’s associate editor.

No surprise, then, that our Australian survey does not use 
financial returns as one of its criteria; after all, returns are 
intimately linked with risk settings, and the spectrum of risk is 
infinite and will differ greatly between clients, within families or 
between husbands and wives.

But there are some questions you can ask yourself before you 
select your financial planner. Should your adviser be independent 
or aligned with a larger organisation? It’s a an issue that has 
beset the financial services industry for a decade but “rogue” 
advisers can emerge from either camp.

Perhaps a better question is who is the best planner for you? 
If your objective is modest – to find someone who  
will set you on the right course, or a professional to offer a second 
opinion on your plans for a once-off event such as an inheritance 
or a redundancy, then you may not need to spend a lot of money. 
Indeed there may be no need to go through an elaborate 
introduction process to find what can be, after all, a relatively 
straightforward item of advice. 

You may be comfortable dealing with a planner who works 
either inside a major institution or is aligned through some form 
of alliance. The most common type of alliance is the dealer 
network, where planners operate with some independence but 
get their business contacts and management services from a 
larger organisation.

Alternatively, if you wish to deal with an adviser repeatedly 
– you may want them by your side through a series of financial 
events, for buying a house, starting a business, selling a business, 
even entering retirement – then an independent planner who is 
not aiming to rise through the hierarchy of a large organisation 
may be more appropriate.

The ideal planner is ultimately a person who can act in your 
best interests, with whom you click in a situation where the costs 
are totally transparent and the relationship can be as regular or 
as intermittent as you wish.

How much should you be prepared to pay? As a guide, you 
might expect to pay each year 1 per cent of the total dollar amount 
you have under advice. Most surveys in Australia show advisers 
who charge by the hour end up charging between $1000 and 
$3000 in total, depending on the complexity of the client’s affairs 
and the amount of paperwork he or she is willing to do themselves.

The measure of a good financial planner is that the client  
is satisfied with what the adviser charged in relation to the 
perceived benefits of the relationship. It’s not necessarily linked 
to the underlying wealth of the client. Rather, it is connected to 
the notion of value. 

T One of the most vexed issues 
in financial planning is the 
subject of qualifications. 
Unlike those of many 
professionals, such as lawyers 
or doctors, the credentials 
needed to become a planner 
vary considerably. 

On the one hand, a 
planner may have excellent 
qualifications. They may be 
an accountant or a lawyer, as 
well as having passed a series 
of financial planner exams.

In contrast, the minimum 
standards set for those who 
wish to call themselves 
advisers are low. An adviser 
may have simply sat through  
a series of classes during a 
week-long course and received 
a minimal qualification. This 
allows them to sell a limited 
suite of products acting under 
the wing of a broader licence 
held by their employer.

The education benchmark 
is the internationally 
recognised certified  
financial planner degree  
run by the peak body,  
the Financial Planning 
Association of Australia. 

More commonly, poorly 
qualified advisers have 
managed to pass minimum 
standard exams conducted  
in a multiple choice format 
and offered online. The 
supervision of these exams  
is not closely monitored. 

Some financial advisers 
are embarrassed by the ease 
with which qualifications can 
be obtained – and retained. 
There have been various 
attempts to introduce more 
difficult hurdle rates for 
exams, and at least ensure 

that advisers have their 
careers underpinned with  
a graduate degree before  
they seek to tackle specialist 
financial adviser exams. 

Some progress is being 
made and the industry is 
working on a new standard 
for all advisers. Just how  
many are out there is unclear, 
largely due to the wide 
variation in qualifications,  
but surveys suggest more 
than 20,000 planners now 
work in the industry.

As always in any area of 
professional activity, there is a 
tug of war between those who 
need to have a regular crop  
of newly minted advisers, such 
as the big banks and insurers, 
and boutique financial 
planning operators who want 
to make the profession more 
exclusive. Dante De Gori, 
CEO of the Financial Planning 
Association, suggests the 
situation will get a lot better 
when new legislation comes 
into force in 2019. 

“That’s the kick-off date 
for a whole new educational 
regime among financial 
planners, where you will have 
to have a university degree in 
financial planning to register 
as a financial adviser,” he says.

However, the relatively 
light regulation of the current 
exam system remains, and that 
is not doing the reputation of 
the industry any favours. A 
move to mandatory exams 
requiring the student to enter  
a monitored exam hall where 
there can be no assistance 
from colleagues would be  
a good start to getting that 
reputation back on track. 

The independent planner The aligned planner 

At their best, the aligned planner can offer 
limited, occasional advice for a reasonable price 
without drawing the client into an extended or 
expensive relationship. 

They are most likely to work for one of the 
major banks or insurance companies, and will 
be 100 per cent open about their relationship 
with that institution, explaining to all clients 
the way they are paid when recommending 
different products or services. 

Again, they should offer both a fee-based 
service and an ad valorem arrangement. 
Several aligned planners have made it to  
the very top of our Top 50 list.

In contrast to the independent planner, the 
aligned planner can focus more directly on the 
client because they operate inside a large 
ecosystem that can take care of time-consuming 
issues such as compliance and documentation. 
An aligned planner should also have a lively 
working relationship with other planners, and 
have the opportunity to be constantly briefed by 
the group’s technical, tax and legal leaders on 
changing issues in the profession as they arise.

Unlike an independent planner, who may 
need to spend as much time building the 
business as servicing clients, an aligned 
planner should be more available at short 
notice. It should also be possible for advisers  
to cover for each other if the issue is answering 
a simple question.

At their worst, aligned planners know as 
little as bad independent planners. They are 
not entirely frank about the manner in which 
they receive commissions from larger groups, 
such as insurers. Though neither independent 
nor aligned planners accept commissions any 
longer from financial product sellers, there is  
a general exception for the sale of insurance.  
It is worth asking your adviser, if they discuss 
insurance, what their arrangement with the 
insurer might be.

In very unsavoury cases, an aligned planner 
may concentrate heavily on – or have a 
complete bias towards – the companies that are 
offering the best rates of commission. In recent 
times this issue has been at the core of some 
scandals inside the bigger banks. 

The defence for commission-based advice  
is that it allows customers with little money to 
avoid having to pay fees upfront to get advice  
at the very early stages of wealth building.  
The merits of this defence have been sorely 
tested in a number of recent cases involving  
the larger banks.

Ideally, the independent planner is an 
experienced operator who now runs his or  
her own practice – or shares a practice with 
like-minded others. Independent planners 
charge on a time basis with fees by the  
hour, or through a so-called ad valorem 
arrangement in which the client agrees to  
pay a percentage, such as 1 per cent, of the 
amount under management as a fee. 

Good planners are careful not to waste the 
client’s time. They are willing to advise and 
recommend anything that might benefit or 
strengthen a diversified portfolio. They are  
not tied to anyone or anything – they don’t  
go on trips to Hawaii to attend conferences 
that coincide with their daughter’s wedding. 
They are not obliged to anyone but the client.

They look on financial advice as a 
challenge to guide people towards a position of 
financial independence where they have built 
wealth in a way that suits their disposition. 
They are also highly numerate and fully 
briefed on all tax dimensions of the investment 
plan, and are up to date on changes that have 
been announced or may be coming.

Crucially, the independent planner does not 
look at a client in terms of getting them into 
products or onto platforms. Rather, they offer 
an ongoing thread of advice that is top level 
and worth the money, whatever they charge. 

In terms of asset allocation, the 
independent adviser can probably go much 
wider in the spectrum of advice they can 
confidently offer, and clients should expect  
a lot more than plain vanilla options. 

There should be a willingness to explore 
beyond the ASX 200 or residential property 
and bonds. They should offer exposure to 
offshore stocks and funds and alternative asset 
classes. Just as easily, an independent planner 
should be able to recommend “do nothing” 
options if a high holding in cash is the best 
choice for a client.

At their worst, the independent planner is 
clearly independent but that is perhaps their 
only virtue. They know enough to set up as  
an adviser – they have the qualification but 
they know little more. They make mistakes 
and misinterpretations that you cannot be 
expected to spot. Worse still, they are blissfully 
unaware of money-saving techniques or 
common tax-efficient alternatives.

This kind of planner’s independence is  
a weakness. They do not update themselves on 
professional expertise, and they do not have  
a peer group at work to consult. 

As time goes by, their client list grows but 
their knowledge base does not. They resort  
to hoary old maxims to get them out of 
answering direct questions, and where precise 
answers are available they serve up platitudes 
to cover their lack of skill. 

The  
Barron’s  
method

Barron’s is a respected, 96-year old 
American financial news weekly 
published by Dow Jones, which  
is wholly owned by News Corp.  
It has been rating the top financial 
advisers in America since 2004.  
Its overall goal in publishing these 
rankings is to shine a spotlight  
on the best advisers, with an  
eye towards raising standards  
in the industry. 

The thinking is that the bottom  
1 per cent of financial advisers 
garner an outsized amount of 
attention in the press. On the  
one hand, this is understandable; 
malfeasance and professional 
misbehaviour should be called out. 
On the other, this does little to get 

consumers the help they need most 
– in locating quality advisers who 
can help them with their long-term 
investing and financial goals. The 
rankings are part of an effort to 
remedy that. 

The lists serve two distinct types 
of Barron’s readers. For wealth 
management professionals (who 
make up about 20-25 per cent of 
Barron’s readership), they serve as 
an industry scorecard. For investors 
(more than 70 per cent of the 
readership), the rankings are a  
tool that can help in the process  
of finding financial guidance.

Advisers who wish to be ranked 
fill out a 102-question survey about 
their practice. We then apply our 

rankings formula to that data to 
generate a ranking. 

The formula features three major 
categories of data: (1) Assets, (2) 
Revenue and (3) Quality of practice. 

Investment performance is not 
an explicit component of the 
rankings formula, because advisers’ 
investing returns are largely dictated 
by the risk appetite of their client 
base. Rather, we look for other 
indicators of client satisfaction, 
including the amount of assets 
clients entrust to advisers and the 
fees they pay to them for overseeing 
the assets. Both of these numbers 
are indicators of the value clients 
believe they are receiving from  
their advisers. 

The quality of practice 
component includes such things  
as the length of time an adviser  
has been in the industry; the 
adviser’s regulatory record (which  
is quite detailed in the US); the 
certifications and designations 
owned by an adviser and his/her 
team; an adviser’s charitable and 
philanthropic work; client retention 
and other factors.

Again, the goal is to shine a light 
on the best advisers (rather than the 
worst) in the hope of getting others 
to emulate their work, thereby 
raising standards in the industry. 

Matthew Barthel 
Associate editor, Barron’s 
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Rank 1
Name Scott Carmichael
Firm Escala Partners 
Location Melbourne
Years of planning experience 19 
Minimum account size $1 million 
Size of team 4
Funds under advisement $900 million

Our advice is always objective and considered, 
unhibited by proprietary products or business 
alliances, and grounded in research. 

Rank 2
Name Will Hamilton
Firm Hamilton Wealth Management
Location Glen Iris, VIC
Years of planning experience 32
Minimum account size $1.5 million 
Size of team 7
Funds under advisement $400 million

Drawing on years of experience with clients 
and financial institutions in Australia and 
internationally, our advisory services continue 
to succeed in delivering bespoke outcomes 
with a strong emphasis on risk management.

Rank 3
Name Marc Smith
Firm BT Advice
Location Brisbane
Years of planning experience 18
Minimum account size $1 million 
Size of team 8
Funds under advisement $375 million

My job is to break down the technical jargon 
in a way clients can understand and that will 
resonate. There is a real heart and humanity 
behind every decision I make for them. 

Rank 4
Name Thomas Murphy
Firm Escala Partners
Location Sydney
Years of planning experience 17 
Minimum account size $5 million 
Size of team 9
Funds under advisement $1.1 billion

What most differentiates me is my interest in 
geopolitical trends influencing capital flows. This 
complements my investment market background. 

Rank 5
Name Phillip Gillard
Firm Shadforth Financial Group
Location Sydney
Years of planning experience 21 
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 1
Funds under advisement $297 million

To understand what is important to you,  
to diagnose complex issues and implement 
solutions. To coach you, to measure your 
progress. To educate you to allow you to  
make informed decisions. 

Rank 6
Name Douglas Turek
Firm Professional Wealth Pty Ltd
Location Melbourne
Years of planning experience 12 
Minimum account size $1 million 
Size of team 4
Funds under advisement $300 million

Help accumulators to make work optional and 
the already wealthy to preserve and enjoy 
their financial security. 

Rank 7
Name Campbell Sorell
Firm Shadforth Financial Group 
Location Melbourne
Years of planning experience 16
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 4
Funds under advisement $259 million

Providing others with freedom and 
confidence so that they can spend more  
time doing what they love. 

Rank 8
Name Mark Minchin
Firm Minchin Moore Private Wealth Advisers 
Location Mosman, NSW
Years of planning experience 14
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 13
Funds under advisement $925 million

By providing clients with the necessary 
background information coupled with our 
financial wisdom, we enhance their financial 
decisions. We strive to bring greater affluence, 
certainty and security to their lives.

Rank 9
Name Paul Nicol
Firm GFM Wealth Advisory 
Location Camberwell, VIC
Years of planning experience 18
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 26
Funds under advisement $700 million

We offer a full, one-stop SMSF service, 
including set-up, compliance and 
administration, investment advice and 
portfolio management, and accounting. 

 

v

Australia's Top 50  
Financial Advisers 

in association with 

How we did it
The inaugural version of the  
Top 50 survey comprises  
73 questions covering everything 
from the financial performance  
of the advisers’ practices to their 
credentials, their education,  
and their charitable and 
philanthropic work. The goal  
of the ratings is twofold: 

1. To provide consumers with  
a selection of quality advisers 

2. To establish a benchmark for  
a high standard of client care that 
all advisers can emulate.

Our rating formula includes 
both quantitative and qualitative 
calculations. The quantitative 
includes the amount of client 
assets an adviser oversees and  
the fees generated by those assets. 
These dollar figures function as 
concrete indicators of client 
satisfaction – people effectively 
voting for their adviser’s service 
with their hard-earned money. 
The qualitative factors include 
advisers’ professional credentials, 
the size of their staff relative to 
their client base, their experience 
in the financial services industry 
and more.   

To keep the survey pool 
focused, we created an advisory 
board in Australia comprising 
asset managers, consultants,  
and executives at banks and 
independent advisory firms.  
This board nominated just over 
200 of the nation’s best financial 
advisers, 96 of whom filled out 
survey forms for a response rate  
of 47 per cent. 
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Rank 10
Name Chris Smith
Firm VISIS Private Wealth 
Location Brisbane
Years of planning experience 18
Minimum account size  $500,000 
Size of team 12
Funds under advisement $230 million

We offer a comprehensive range of services 
incorporating a traditional approach to 
planning supported by the latest technology. 

Rank 11
Name Nerida Hicks
Firm Bridges Financial Services 
Location Nowra, NSW
Years of planning experience 12
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 5
Funds under advisement $261 million

In everything we do we believe in challenging 
the “normal”. We believe in thinking differently, 
offering a service that is friendly and simple, but 
which has impact.  

Rank 12
Name Luke Eres
Firm Innate Financial Services Group 
Location Keilor, VIC
Years of planning experience 21
Minimum account size  $500,000 
Size of team 10
Funds under advisement $500 million

A better life. A better business. A better world.

Rank 13
Name John Manuel
Firm Prosperity Advisers Group
Location Newcastle, NSW
Years of planning experience 15
Minimum account size $10,000 
Size of team 18
Funds under advisement $465 million

One team, One plan, smart advice.  
A multidisciplinary team of experts  
delivering holistic advice.

Rank 14
Name Neil Kendall
Firm Tupicoffs  
Location Brisbane
Years of planning experience 15
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 22
Funds under advisement $862 million

I am the Money Worrier. I worry about people’s 
money so they don’t have to.

Rank 15
Name Sally Huynh
Firm Shadforth Financial Group 
Location Brisbane
Years of planning experience 14
Minimum account size No minimum  
Size of team 25
Funds under advisement $224 million

I give advice to clients like I would give to  
my own family, honest advice to give them 
realistic options to consider so they can make 
smarter and more sustainable financial  
decisions to secure their future. 

Rank 16
Name Jeremy Taylor 
Firm Shadforth Financial Group 
Location Melbourne
Years of planning experience 11
Minimum account size No minimum  
Size of team 3
Funds under advisement $211 million

I help clients clarify and prioritise their most 
important goals.  I then use interactive 
cashflow modelling to test those goals and put 
in place the right strategies to achieve them.

Rank 17
Name Rowan Fielke
Firm Thornton Group 
Location Dulwich, SA
Years of planning experience 22
Minimum account size $100,000 
Size of team 18
Funds under advisement $550 million

Our holistic approach is highly personalised 
and maintained with strong relationships for 
ongoing service.
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OF HER BRILLIANT CAREER

Financial Advice   |  Investments   |   Trusts

Miles Franklin isn’t just revered for her novel My Brilliant Career, but also the establishment of the 
Miles Franklin Literary Award. Since 1957, the Award has been actively managed to grow the 
initial endowment of $17,000 to more than $1.4 million, benefitting Australian novelists financially 
every year. If part of your life plan is to see your wealth work for others, Perpetual has the experience 
to implement your wishes in perpetuity with the same integrity. Visit perpetual.com.au/legacy

Rank 18
Name Bentley Klein
Firm Axios Financial Solutions Pty Ltd 
Location Melbourne
Years of planning experience 29
Minimum account size No minimum  
Size of team 13
Funds under advisement $395 million

Helping you understand the financial  
impact of a decision before you make one; 
helping you to reach your true financial  
and lifestyle potential; helping you to achieve  
a certain future.

Rank 19
Name Troy Theobald
Firm Robina Financial Solutions 
Location Robina, QLD
Years of planning experience 21
Minimum account size $150,000 
Size of team 14
Funds under advisement $241 million

We inspire people to live their ideal life by 
helping them achieve financial certainty.

Rank 20
Name Michael Thompson
Firm BT Advice 
Location Pinjarra, WA
Years of planning experience 17
Minimum account size $150,000
Size of team 10
Funds under advisement $300 million

To always put the client in a better position.

Rank 21
Name Daniel White
Firm Shadforth Financial Group 
Location Brisbane
Years of planning experience 11
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 4
Funds under advisement $190 million

To understand my clients’ goals, provide  
peace of mind and simplify their finances. 

Rank 22
Name Peter Nonnenmacher
Firm Hillross Macarthur 
Location Campbelltown, NSW
Years of planning experience 26
Minimum account size $150,000 
Size of team 10
Funds under advisement $178 million

There is a lot of noise around wealth creation 
and not much about why. Once we know why, 
we can help clients reach financial freedom.

Rank 23
Name Anthony Catt
Firm Catapult Wealth 
Location Norwood, SA
Years of planning experience 14
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 7
Funds under advisement $400 million

Our clients value our transparency, direct 
investment approach, income predictability 
and that we aim to be there when it counts.

Rank 24
Name David Pamflett
Firm BT Advice 
Location Broadbeach, QLD
Years of planning experience 31
Minimum account size $50,000 
Size of team 5
Funds under advisement $280 million

To provide ongoing holistic wealth creation 
and preservation solutions based on our high 
net wealth clients’ evolving needs, taking into 
account their real fears, goals and frustrations.

Rank 25
Name Dean Gilkison
Firm Gilkison Investments 
Location Como, WA
Years of planning experience 18
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 10
Funds under advisement $170 million

We develop highly personalised relationships 
with our clients and a multi-generational focus.
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Rank 18
Name Bentley Klein
Firm Axios Financial Solutions Pty Ltd 
Location Melbourne
Years of planning experience 29
Minimum account size No minimum  
Size of team 13
Funds under advisement $395 million

Helping you understand the financial  
impact of a decision before you make one; 
helping you to reach your true financial  
and lifestyle potential; helping you to achieve  
a certain future.

Rank 19
Name Troy Theobald
Firm Robina Financial Solutions 
Location Robina, QLD
Years of planning experience 21
Minimum account size $150,000 
Size of team 14
Funds under advisement $241 million

We inspire people to live their ideal life by 
helping them achieve financial certainty.

Rank 20
Name Michael Thompson
Firm BT Advice 
Location Pinjarra, WA
Years of planning experience 17
Minimum account size $150,000
Size of team 10
Funds under advisement $300 million

To always put the client in a better position.

Rank 21
Name Daniel White
Firm Shadforth Financial Group 
Location Brisbane
Years of planning experience 11
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 4
Funds under advisement $190 million

To understand my clients’ goals, provide  
peace of mind and simplify their finances. 

Rank 22
Name Peter Nonnenmacher
Firm Hillross Macarthur 
Location Campbelltown, NSW
Years of planning experience 26
Minimum account size $150,000 
Size of team 10
Funds under advisement $178 million

There is a lot of noise around wealth creation 
and not much about why. Once we know why, 
we can help clients reach financial freedom.

Rank 23
Name Anthony Catt
Firm Catapult Wealth 
Location Norwood, SA
Years of planning experience 14
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 7
Funds under advisement $400 million

Our clients value our transparency, direct 
investment approach, income predictability 
and that we aim to be there when it counts.

Rank 24
Name David Pamflett
Firm BT Advice 
Location Broadbeach, QLD
Years of planning experience 31
Minimum account size $50,000 
Size of team 5
Funds under advisement $280 million

To provide ongoing holistic wealth creation 
and preservation solutions based on our high 
net wealth clients’ evolving needs, taking into 
account their real fears, goals and frustrations.

Rank 25
Name Dean Gilkison
Firm Gilkison Investments 
Location Como, WA
Years of planning experience 18
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 10
Funds under advisement $170 million

We develop highly personalised relationships 
with our clients and a multi-generational focus.
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Rank 26
Name John Tsiokaras
Firm BT Advice 
Location Sydney
Years of planning experience 12
Minimum account size $500,000 
Size of team 6
Funds under advisement $180 million

To make an impact, engage and enjoy close 
relationships with our client community.

Rank 27
Name George Kambouroglou 
Firm BT Advice 
Location Sydney
Years of planning experience 19
Minimum account size $50,000 
Size of team 5
Funds under advisement $220 million

To take the financial uncertainty out of 
people’s lives by providing affordable and 
valuable advice

Rank 28
Name Claire Mackay
Firm Quantum Financial
Location Sydney
Years of planning experience 8
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 9
Funds under advisement $313 million

I work with a select number of clients so I can 
give them the attention they expect.

Rank 29
Name Brett Stein
Firm BT Advice 
Location Sydney
Years of planning experience 25
Minimum account size $300,000 
Size of team 3
Funds under advisement $159 million

To empower our clients to make informed 
decisions to improve their wealth and lifestyle 
through personalised strategies that address 
all their financial planning needs. 

Rank 30
Name Todd Hammond
Firm BT Advice 
Location Brisbane
Years of planning experience 23
Minimum account size No minimum  
Size of team 4
Funds under advisement $350 million

To create enduring personal and financial 
relationships with clients using a formulated 
and proven process.

Rank 31
Name Simon Growden
Firm Shadforth Financial Group 
Location Perth
Years of planning experience 21 
Minimum account size $300,000 
Size of team 5
Funds under advisement $143 million

Rank 32
Name Glenn Peers
Firm Bridges Personal Investment Services 
Location Baulkham Hillls, NSW
Years of planning experience 14
Minimum account size $2000 
Size of team 4
Funds under advisement $181 million

To provide proactive advice, outstanding 
customer service and value for money services 
that clients understand and appreciate.

Rank 33
Name Glenn Sterrey
Firm Bentleys Wealth Partners 
Location Adelaide, SA
Years of planning experience 17
Minimum account size $500,000 
Size of team 5
Funds under advisement $175 million

To retain and protect the clients’ capital, and 
then to produce above average and benchmark 
returns on a net after-fee basis.

Rank 34
Name Tim Donohue
Firm PMD Financial Advisers 
Location Melbourne
Years of planning experience 30
Minimum account size $100,000 
Size of team 8
Funds under advisement $500 million

To ensure we do the best for our clients  
by providing exceptional service on every 
occasion, offering advice in an easy to 
understand and professional manner.

\

Rank 35
Name Aziz Meherali
Firm Elixir Private Wealth 
Location Sydney
Years of planning experience 20
Minimum account size $500,000 
Size of team 4
Funds under advisement $150 million

Integrity, loyalty, care. 

Rank 36
Name Craig Butler
Firm Shadforth Financial Group 
Location Perth
Years of planning experience 8
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 1
Funds under advisement $154 million

I offer personal financial advice, solutions  
and services tailored to each client’s unique  
set of circumstances and objectives. 

Rank 37
Name Tim Mackay
Firm Quantum Financial
Location Sydney
Years of planning experience 12
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 9
Funds under advisement $313 million

I work with pre-retirees and retirees looking 
to manage their family’s wealth and to fund 
their dream retirement.
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Rank 38
Name David Fleming
Firm BT Advice 
Location Bunbury, WA
Years of planning experience 19
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 6
Funds under advisement $203 million

Rank 39
Name Dominic Mulcahy
Firm UNICA Wealth 
Location Hobart
Years of planning experience 18
Minimum account size $200,000 
Size of team 12
Funds under advisement $240 million

We provide a very high level of client-centric 
service and support through an above-average 
ratio of staff to clients, and a collaborative, 
team-oriented and structured approach.
  

Rank 40
Name Gary Dean
Firm Prosperity Advisers Group
Location Sydney
Years of planning experience 14
Minimum account size $10,000 
Size of team 18
Funds under advisement $465 million

One team, one plan, smart advice.  
A multidisciplinary team of experts  
delivering holistic advice.

Rank 41
Name Linda Clay
Firm  Advice 
Location Brisbane
Years of planning experience 16
Minimum account size $212,000 
Size of team 68
Funds under advisement $1.6 billion. 

We want to create a better tomorrow for our 
customers, our communities and our 
shareholders. To do this we need to establish  
a culture of help.

Rank 42
Name Patrick Anwandter
Firm Strategy First Financial Planning 
Location Brookvale, NSW
Years of planning experience 19
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 12
Funds under advisement $560 million

Providing you with the greatest chance of 
achieving your preferred future by helping you 
to make smart financial choices.

Rank 43
Name Peter Crump
Firm ipac South Australia 
Location Wayville, SA
Years of planning experience 13
Minimum account size $400,000 
Size of team 3
Funds under advisement $160 million

My clients are better educated on what 
matters to their financial situation. With that 
comes the confidence to make good decisions.

Rank 44
Name Gwyneira Brahma
Firm Brahma Wealth Management 
Location Kalgoorlie, WA
Years of planning experience 16
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 14
Funds under advisement $170 million

We aim to give clients clear advice with definite 
results and to ensure they understand the 
strategies we have recommended. 

Rank 45
Name Jeremy Gillman-Wells
Firm Bravien Financial 
Location Yarralumla, ACT
Years of planning experience 16
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 12
Funds under advisement $232 million

By understanding what drives you and what’s 
important in your life, we design the strategies 
to get your entire financial house in order. 

Rank 46
Name Finn Dorney
Firm Shadforth Financial Group 
Location Hobart
Years of planning experience 9
Minimum account size No minimum 
Size of team 5
Funds under advisement $110 million

Rank 47
Name Ben Calder
Firm Calder Wealth Management 
Location Adelaide
Years of planning experience 22
Minimum account size $100,000 
Size of team 14
Funds under advisement $196 million

To guide people and their families to live  
their ideal fullest lives.

Rank 48
Name Bert Dugdale
Firm RI Advice Alderley 
Location Brisbane
Years of planning experience 14
Minimum account size $50,000 
Size of team 6
Funds under advisement $122 million

We provide good, honest, friendly advice, easy 
to understand and tailored to client’s needs.

Rank 49
Name Anne Graham
Firm Story Wealth Management 
Location Hawthorn, VIC
Years of planning experience 18
Minimum account size  No minimum 
Size of team 9
Funds under advisement $265 million

We give you the confidence to take control  
of your life and write the next chapter.

Rank 50
Name Liam Shorte
Firm Verante 
Location Castle Hill, NSW
Years of planning experience 12
Minimum account size $200,000 
Size of team 8
Funds under advisement $220 million

We work with professionals and white collar 
clients who are planning to be financially 
independent within the next 10 years. 

Several firms on the list are subsidiaries  
of banks or are licensed through interests connected 
with banks. For example, RetireInvest (RI Advice 
Alderley) is owned by ANZ; Elixir Private Wealth is a 
representative of Godfrey Pembroke, a subsidiary of 
NAB; the BT Advice group is owned by Westpac; while 
the Brahma, UNICA, Story Wealth and Verante groups 
operate under licences ultimately controlled  
by Westpac. Planners may have similar connections 
with insurers or wealth management groups: the 
Shadforth group is owned by IOOF. Calder, Catapult, 
and PMD operate under licences controlled by IOOF. 
Prosperity, Axios, Bravien, Hillross Macarthur and ipac 
operate under licences ultimately controlled by AMP.
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Just as recent Australian bank scandals have eroded investor faith 
in advice, the financial crisis of 2008 jarred Americans’ trust in 
advisers. The industry recovered, and it is moving closer to the day 
when advisers will enjoy the same level of trust as a doctor. 
Compensation continues to shift toward a fee-based model and 
away from the commissions that can create conflicts of interest. 
With a spirit similar to Australia’s Best Interests Duty (the section of 
the Corporations Act requiring financial advisers to act in the best 
interests of their client), new regulations are pressing more advisers 
to act as fiduciaries, accelerating a move that was already under way. 

At the same time, the technology underpinning the much-
hyped robo-advisers is transforming the way all sorts of firms 
serve clients.

“Financial professionals continue to move away from being 
professional sellers to being professional buyers, from being 
product advocates to being client advocates, from a commission 
structure to a fee structure, and overall, away from a suitability 
standard toward a fiduciary standard,” says Mark Tibergien, 
CEO of BNY Mellon’s Pershing Advisor Solutions, which 
provides custodial services to advisers.

To understand where US wealth management is headed, 
however, it’s useful to take a look at its past.

During the 1970s, retail banks controlled much of the 
advisory business, notes Charles “Chip” Roame, managing 
partner at Tiburon Strategic Advisors, an industry consultant. 
But during that decade and the next, full-service broker-dealers 
with nationwide operations, such as Merrill Lynch, emerged as 
“massive players”. These broker-dealers are still known in the 
industry as “wirehouses”, because local branches once sent trade 
orders to headquarters over telegraph lines. Their business 
focused on transactions: the buying and selling of securities such 
as stocks, bonds and mutual funds. 

Although brokers would offer advice, clients paid fees to 
execute trades and compensation was based on commissions. 
Then in the 1990s, discount brokerages such as Charles Schwab 
took to the internet, following online upstarts such as E*Trade. 
They popularised low-cost securities trading for self-directed 
investors who didn’t want guidance.

Although discount brokerages tended not to offer advice, 
they were opening up trading to a less well-heeled clientele. 
Significantly, discount brokerages would later add advice – some 
of it not even human – to their offerings in an example of how 
once-clear industry distinctions blur over time. 

Meanwhile, something else was under way as a number of 
advisers were setting up shop as independents. Some opened 
firms known as registered investment advisers, or RIAs. These 
firms charged a fee, not commissions, to manage clients’ 
investments, often complementing that advice with planning on 
taxes, estates and trusts.

The RIA movement led to a bifurcation of the way various 
advisers were regulated. Depending on their size, RIAs must 
register with the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) or 
state authorities. They also have to meet a fiduciary standard, 
placing clients’ interests first. That sets them apart from their 
counterparts at broker-dealers, who report to a different regulator, 
the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority, and must meet a 
lesser “suitability” standard. They must put clients in investments 
that are merely suitable, and this doesn’t prevent them from 
selling products that compensate them better at clients’ expense.

Other independents emerged as representatives of 
independent broker-dealers, or IBDs, which provide back-office 
services such as trade execution and compliance but tend to give 
advisers more freedom than wirehouses do. 

Joining the ranks of both RIAs and IBDs were “breakaway” 
brokers leaving wirehouses because they wanted to run their own 
businesses or escape pressure to sell proprietary company products. 

Both sorts of independents “gained huge traction” in the 
2000s, Roame says. 

J
In the US the big firms were the 
rocks, then along came the crash. 
Now the industry advocates  
for clients rather than products 
and is moving away from 
commissions and towards fees

By the middle of that decade, things were looking good. The 
US economy was expanding, the stock market was recovering 
from the dotcom crash, and many people were working as 
advisers. Total head count in 2005 was just over 350,000, 
according to research firm Cerulli Associates.

Then the financial crisis hit. Markets went into a tailspin, 
shaking investor faith in Wall Street, which was at the centre of 
the storm. 

“We saw Bear Stearns go under, Lehman Brothers go under, 
and Merrill Lynch bought by Bank of America,” says Alois Pirker 
of Aite Group, a financial services research and consulting firm. 
“Those big firms had been seen as the rocks that couldn’t be 
moved, as having stability.”

For a time the crisis also appeared to call into question the 
diversified portfolio strategy that so many advisers had 
championed for managing risk. Supposedly non-correlated 
assets were swooning simultaneously, and some investors lost 
hope that their holdings would recover.

Scott George, the president and CIO of The Mason 
Companies, an RIA in Reston, Virginia that manages $3.1 billion 
for individuals, recalls having to talk investors “off the ledge” and 
convince them not to cash out at distressed prices. 

As the markets recovered, the benefits of diversification 
became clear again. It took the S&P 500, a benchmark for large-
cap US stocks, more than five years to surpass its pre-crash peak, 
but diversified portfolios took less time.

“After the financial crisis, we calculated our peak-to-peak 
break-even was 22 months for our growth strategy,” George says. 

In the wake of the crisis, the migration of investors to RIAs 
from wirehouses – a trend already in place – picked up steam. 
“All of a sudden the notion that RIAs, which had been considered 
risky because they’re small, and big firms were safe, was thrown 
into question,” Pirker says.

Adviser head count shrank after the crisis and by the end of 
2015 stood at 310,504, according to Cerulli Associates. Even so, 
the percentage of advisers working at all types of RIAs jumped 
to 19.2 per cent in 2015 (the latest year for which Cerulli data is 
available) from 8.8 per cent a decade earlier. 

The financial crisis and a concurrent scandal – the exposure 
of financier Bernie Madoff’s massive fraud – made investors 
more cautious about where they got financial advice. They also 
started asking better questions. 

George at The Mason Companies says the firm’s clean 
regulatory record is disclosed on a standard form that RIAs must 
file with regulators. “That’s something that clients ask about 
now,” he says. “They never used to pay attention.”

advisory space and the digital trend receiving a lot of attention in 
the States right now is the proliferation of so-called robo-advisers 
– online platforms that provide automated guidance, portfolio 
construction and trade execution. 

These firms are hardly new, of course. US pioneers Betterment 
and Wealthfront were founded in 2008, and robo-advisers have 
sprouted in other countries, with Australia’s Stockspot and 
Ignition Direct being two examples. But now large discount 
brokerages and wirehouses are jumping on board, sometimes 
melding robo and human advice.

For example, Schwab opened an automated service for 
investors with as little as $5000 in 2015. Then this year it 
launched what could be called a cyborg: Schwab Intelligent 
Advisor provides automated account management and unlimited 
access to a human consultant via phone or video conference. 

Merrill Lynch rolled out a robo-adviser in February that 
could help it win clients who traditionally could not afford full-
service options. 

The shift toward a hybrid approach is also coming from the 
digital upstarts, with Betterment earlier this year launching new 
plans that include access to human advisers.

Pirker says that while there may be technology-only or 
adviser-only services in the future, “the majority will be 
somewhere in the middle”. 

Another key trend is consolidation, with large RIAs such as 
HighTower Advisors and United Capital Financial Advisors 
scooping up other firms. This race could see the emergence of a 
large nationwide RIA capable of selling stock and becoming a 
public company. 

“Consolidation continues to accelerate,” Tibergien says. 
“However, it is driven less by old advisers dying and retiring and 
more by growth-oriented advisers trying to build brands, 
efficiency, market presence and capacity.” 

He says this will eventually result in 10 or 12 national RIA 
firms and probably 50 to 60 super-regional firms. “In some 
respects they are following the lifecycles of law firms, accounting 
firms and other professional enterprises,” says Tibergien.

While the exact outcome of all these changes remains to be 
seen, the future seems bright for companies offering good 
advice. The financial crisis taught many individuals the 
importance of a sensible investment plan that controls risk. And 
there’s plenty of money out there to be managed: Cerulli 
estimates that total investable assets among the estimated 125 
million US households stood at $34 trillion at the end of 2015.  

Ross Snel is an American business journalist. 

The 
state 
of 
the 
States

Pershing Advisor Solutions’ Tibergien says that the greatest 
impact of the crisis, however, was discouraging young people 
from becoming advisers.

“The talent shortage is acute and perhaps the biggest challenge 
facing the industry today,” he says. “Without more people coming 
into the business, advisory firms are quickly running out of 
capacity to serve clients. As a result they are slowly moving 
upmarket and abandoning those who may need help the most.”

Different regulatory standards for advisers at brokerages and 
RIAs remained in place, but that is changing. A rule crafted by 
the Department of Labor during the Obama years requires all 
advisers working on tax-advantaged retirement accounts to 
meet a fiduciary standard. It took partial effect on June 9, but its 
ultimate fate is in limbo after President Trump asked the 
department to review it. States are getting into the act, with 
Nevada imposing a new law in June. 

“It’s important to emphasise that the fiduciary standard has 
existed in the RIA world since the Securities Act of 1940, which 
created the concept of an investment advisory,” says Tibergien. 
“But that is a principle, not a rule. What came out of the 
Department of Labor was a rule with behaviours more clearly 
defined and the opportunity for litigation more real.”

Even though the DOL rule didn’t follow Australia’s lead and 
ban commissions, wirehouses have moved toward eliminating or 
reducing the use of commission compensation on these 
retirement accounts to ensure compliance.

Proponents say that the rule will benefit retirement savers by 
eliminating conflicts of interest that can hurt account 
performance. Industry critics counter that it will increase 
clients’ costs or make it uneconomical for brokerages to serve 
smaller investors.

Even if the DOL rule is watered down or revoked, the industry 
is already moving away from commission-based compensation 
and toward a fiduciary standard. RIAs, which charge fees and 
already have to meet a fiduciary standard, are the fastest-
growing advisory channel, with about $3.8 trillion in assets now 
under management, according to Roame. Tibergien says that 
since 2008 there are 1400 fewer broker-dealer firms, while in the 
past year alone 750 new RIA firms were established.

Additionally, even large wirehouses such as Merrill Lynch 
and Morgan Stanley have been shifting more of their business 
serving wealthy clients away from commissions. One reason is 
that fees based on assets under management can generate 
predictable, recurring revenue streams. Pirker notes that 40 per 
cent of wirehouse client assets are now in fee-based accounts. 

Technology has long been a transformative force in the 
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Just as recent Australian bank scandals have eroded investor faith 
in advice, the financial crisis of 2008 jarred Americans’ trust in 
advisers. The industry recovered, and it is moving closer to the day 
when advisers will enjoy the same level of trust as a doctor. 
Compensation continues to shift toward a fee-based model and 
away from the commissions that can create conflicts of interest. 
With a spirit similar to Australia’s Best Interests Duty (the section of 
the Corporations Act requiring financial advisers to act in the best 
interests of their client), new regulations are pressing more advisers 
to act as fiduciaries, accelerating a move that was already under way. 

At the same time, the technology underpinning the much-
hyped robo-advisers is transforming the way all sorts of firms 
serve clients.

“Financial professionals continue to move away from being 
professional sellers to being professional buyers, from being 
product advocates to being client advocates, from a commission 
structure to a fee structure, and overall, away from a suitability 
standard toward a fiduciary standard,” says Mark Tibergien, 
CEO of BNY Mellon’s Pershing Advisor Solutions, which 
provides custodial services to advisers.

To understand where US wealth management is headed, 
however, it’s useful to take a look at its past.

During the 1970s, retail banks controlled much of the 
advisory business, notes Charles “Chip” Roame, managing 
partner at Tiburon Strategic Advisors, an industry consultant. 
But during that decade and the next, full-service broker-dealers 
with nationwide operations, such as Merrill Lynch, emerged as 
“massive players”. These broker-dealers are still known in the 
industry as “wirehouses”, because local branches once sent trade 
orders to headquarters over telegraph lines. Their business 
focused on transactions: the buying and selling of securities such 
as stocks, bonds and mutual funds. 

Although brokers would offer advice, clients paid fees to 
execute trades and compensation was based on commissions. 
Then in the 1990s, discount brokerages such as Charles Schwab 
took to the internet, following online upstarts such as E*Trade. 
They popularised low-cost securities trading for self-directed 
investors who didn’t want guidance.

Although discount brokerages tended not to offer advice, 
they were opening up trading to a less well-heeled clientele. 
Significantly, discount brokerages would later add advice – some 
of it not even human – to their offerings in an example of how 
once-clear industry distinctions blur over time. 

Meanwhile, something else was under way as a number of 
advisers were setting up shop as independents. Some opened 
firms known as registered investment advisers, or RIAs. These 
firms charged a fee, not commissions, to manage clients’ 
investments, often complementing that advice with planning on 
taxes, estates and trusts.

The RIA movement led to a bifurcation of the way various 
advisers were regulated. Depending on their size, RIAs must 
register with the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) or 
state authorities. They also have to meet a fiduciary standard, 
placing clients’ interests first. That sets them apart from their 
counterparts at broker-dealers, who report to a different regulator, 
the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority, and must meet a 
lesser “suitability” standard. They must put clients in investments 
that are merely suitable, and this doesn’t prevent them from 
selling products that compensate them better at clients’ expense.

Other independents emerged as representatives of 
independent broker-dealers, or IBDs, which provide back-office 
services such as trade execution and compliance but tend to give 
advisers more freedom than wirehouses do. 

Joining the ranks of both RIAs and IBDs were “breakaway” 
brokers leaving wirehouses because they wanted to run their own 
businesses or escape pressure to sell proprietary company products. 

Both sorts of independents “gained huge traction” in the 
2000s, Roame says. 

J
In the US the big firms were the 
rocks, then along came the crash. 
Now the industry advocates  
for clients rather than products 
and is moving away from 
commissions and towards fees

By the middle of that decade, things were looking good. The 
US economy was expanding, the stock market was recovering 
from the dotcom crash, and many people were working as 
advisers. Total head count in 2005 was just over 350,000, 
according to research firm Cerulli Associates.

Then the financial crisis hit. Markets went into a tailspin, 
shaking investor faith in Wall Street, which was at the centre of 
the storm. 

“We saw Bear Stearns go under, Lehman Brothers go under, 
and Merrill Lynch bought by Bank of America,” says Alois Pirker 
of Aite Group, a financial services research and consulting firm. 
“Those big firms had been seen as the rocks that couldn’t be 
moved, as having stability.”

For a time the crisis also appeared to call into question the 
diversified portfolio strategy that so many advisers had 
championed for managing risk. Supposedly non-correlated 
assets were swooning simultaneously, and some investors lost 
hope that their holdings would recover.

Scott George, the president and CIO of The Mason 
Companies, an RIA in Reston, Virginia that manages $3.1 billion 
for individuals, recalls having to talk investors “off the ledge” and 
convince them not to cash out at distressed prices. 

As the markets recovered, the benefits of diversification 
became clear again. It took the S&P 500, a benchmark for large-
cap US stocks, more than five years to surpass its pre-crash peak, 
but diversified portfolios took less time.

“After the financial crisis, we calculated our peak-to-peak 
break-even was 22 months for our growth strategy,” George says. 

In the wake of the crisis, the migration of investors to RIAs 
from wirehouses – a trend already in place – picked up steam. 
“All of a sudden the notion that RIAs, which had been considered 
risky because they’re small, and big firms were safe, was thrown 
into question,” Pirker says.

Adviser head count shrank after the crisis and by the end of 
2015 stood at 310,504, according to Cerulli Associates. Even so, 
the percentage of advisers working at all types of RIAs jumped 
to 19.2 per cent in 2015 (the latest year for which Cerulli data is 
available) from 8.8 per cent a decade earlier. 

The financial crisis and a concurrent scandal – the exposure 
of financier Bernie Madoff’s massive fraud – made investors 
more cautious about where they got financial advice. They also 
started asking better questions. 

George at The Mason Companies says the firm’s clean 
regulatory record is disclosed on a standard form that RIAs must 
file with regulators. “That’s something that clients ask about 
now,” he says. “They never used to pay attention.”

advisory space and the digital trend receiving a lot of attention in 
the States right now is the proliferation of so-called robo-advisers 
– online platforms that provide automated guidance, portfolio 
construction and trade execution. 

These firms are hardly new, of course. US pioneers Betterment 
and Wealthfront were founded in 2008, and robo-advisers have 
sprouted in other countries, with Australia’s Stockspot and 
Ignition Direct being two examples. But now large discount 
brokerages and wirehouses are jumping on board, sometimes 
melding robo and human advice.

For example, Schwab opened an automated service for 
investors with as little as $5000 in 2015. Then this year it 
launched what could be called a cyborg: Schwab Intelligent 
Advisor provides automated account management and unlimited 
access to a human consultant via phone or video conference. 

Merrill Lynch rolled out a robo-adviser in February that 
could help it win clients who traditionally could not afford full-
service options. 

The shift toward a hybrid approach is also coming from the 
digital upstarts, with Betterment earlier this year launching new 
plans that include access to human advisers.

Pirker says that while there may be technology-only or 
adviser-only services in the future, “the majority will be 
somewhere in the middle”. 

Another key trend is consolidation, with large RIAs such as 
HighTower Advisors and United Capital Financial Advisors 
scooping up other firms. This race could see the emergence of a 
large nationwide RIA capable of selling stock and becoming a 
public company. 

“Consolidation continues to accelerate,” Tibergien says. 
“However, it is driven less by old advisers dying and retiring and 
more by growth-oriented advisers trying to build brands, 
efficiency, market presence and capacity.” 

He says this will eventually result in 10 or 12 national RIA 
firms and probably 50 to 60 super-regional firms. “In some 
respects they are following the lifecycles of law firms, accounting 
firms and other professional enterprises,” says Tibergien.

While the exact outcome of all these changes remains to be 
seen, the future seems bright for companies offering good 
advice. The financial crisis taught many individuals the 
importance of a sensible investment plan that controls risk. And 
there’s plenty of money out there to be managed: Cerulli 
estimates that total investable assets among the estimated 125 
million US households stood at $34 trillion at the end of 2015.  

Ross Snel is an American business journalist. 

The 
state 
of 
the 
States

Pershing Advisor Solutions’ Tibergien says that the greatest 
impact of the crisis, however, was discouraging young people 
from becoming advisers.

“The talent shortage is acute and perhaps the biggest challenge 
facing the industry today,” he says. “Without more people coming 
into the business, advisory firms are quickly running out of 
capacity to serve clients. As a result they are slowly moving 
upmarket and abandoning those who may need help the most.”

Different regulatory standards for advisers at brokerages and 
RIAs remained in place, but that is changing. A rule crafted by 
the Department of Labor during the Obama years requires all 
advisers working on tax-advantaged retirement accounts to 
meet a fiduciary standard. It took partial effect on June 9, but its 
ultimate fate is in limbo after President Trump asked the 
department to review it. States are getting into the act, with 
Nevada imposing a new law in June. 

“It’s important to emphasise that the fiduciary standard has 
existed in the RIA world since the Securities Act of 1940, which 
created the concept of an investment advisory,” says Tibergien. 
“But that is a principle, not a rule. What came out of the 
Department of Labor was a rule with behaviours more clearly 
defined and the opportunity for litigation more real.”

Even though the DOL rule didn’t follow Australia’s lead and 
ban commissions, wirehouses have moved toward eliminating or 
reducing the use of commission compensation on these 
retirement accounts to ensure compliance.

Proponents say that the rule will benefit retirement savers by 
eliminating conflicts of interest that can hurt account 
performance. Industry critics counter that it will increase 
clients’ costs or make it uneconomical for brokerages to serve 
smaller investors.

Even if the DOL rule is watered down or revoked, the industry 
is already moving away from commission-based compensation 
and toward a fiduciary standard. RIAs, which charge fees and 
already have to meet a fiduciary standard, are the fastest-
growing advisory channel, with about $3.8 trillion in assets now 
under management, according to Roame. Tibergien says that 
since 2008 there are 1400 fewer broker-dealer firms, while in the 
past year alone 750 new RIA firms were established.

Additionally, even large wirehouses such as Merrill Lynch 
and Morgan Stanley have been shifting more of their business 
serving wealthy clients away from commissions. One reason is 
that fees based on assets under management can generate 
predictable, recurring revenue streams. Pirker notes that 40 per 
cent of wirehouse client assets are now in fee-based accounts. 

Technology has long been a transformative force in the 
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or Scott Carmichael, the fundamental rules of 
investment hold just as true in the eye of a storm, 
such as the 2008 financial crisis, as in the calm that 
precedes it: Don’t follow the pack, stick to your own 
strategy, focus on the long term.

Carmichael remembers the 2008 crisis well. He 
was attending a conference in Asia with then-employer UBS as 
all hell broke loose back home and the market crashed 7 per cent.

“It was mayhem and a deeply emotional day for a lot of people,” 
he says. “I remember fielding a lot of calls and having conversations 
with people who were genuinely scared about the future. 

“No one really knew what was going on but clients need to 
know you’re there for them, and the truth is that if you went into 
the crisis with a well-diversified, well-balanced portfolio, you can 
look back now and know that you came out of it pretty well.”

Timing is important in investment and it can be equally 
critical for a career in wealth management. After 14 years at UBS, 
Carmichael and a handful of colleagues left UBS in 2013 to start 
Escala Partners, a boutique, Melbourne-based wealth advisory 
firm that caters for ultra-high net worth individuals and families.

Escala is derived from the Spanish word “escalera”, meaning 
to climb. The firm’s head office at the top end of Collins Street 
features an extraordinary, 9m custom-designed Chesterfield 
lounge that runs the length of the reception area, where clients 
are handed a leather-bound food and drinks menu, including 
cocktails, to choose from.

The fitout is all part of the Escala experience, which has 
helped Carmichael earn top spot in the Top 50 Financial 
Advisers survey.

Carmichael, 45, has a client list of more than 50 wealthy 
individuals and families. Mostly they value their anonymity, 
although Intrepid Travel co-founder and chief executive Darrell 
Wade is quoted in an Escala promotional brochure as saying he 
has worked with Carmichael for more than 10 years.

The reason, Wade says, is Carmichael understands his 
“idiosyncratic” ways and has always had the same approach to his 
evolving financial needs – first, listen carefully; second, consider 
the appropriate options, and third, present logical solutions.

Carmichael’s core investment rules are homespun and 
simple. When he counsels to invest for the long term, he doesn’t 
mean for three or even five years. He’s talking about generations.

“I know investing for the long term is a throwaway line these 
days, but the best way to have a strategy go wrong is to change it 
halfway,” he says.

“I deal with multi-generational clients, so you’re looking at 
anything from 10 to 20 years. If you have a sound strategy and 
you leave it for 10 to 15 years, it’s going to go well.”

Investment advice varies according to the client’s needs. An 
ultra-conservative investor who values capital conservation 
above all else will naturally have a very different asset allocation 
from someone who is prepared to migrate up the risk curve in 
pursuit of long-term growth.

Carmichael says his objective for a hypothetical investor around 
the mid-point of those two extremes is to double the risk-free rate 
of return through the economic cycle. The risk-free rate of return 
is equivalent to the interest rate on a 10-year government bond.

“In today’s environment, the risk-free rate of return is pretty 
low, so if you normalise it and double it you’re looking at a 7 to 9 
per cent annual return, which is pretty good, long-term annual 
growth,” Carmichael says. “That might sound like unders to some 
people, but when you’re dealing with clients with a lot of money 
there’s going to be a bit more conservatism with some of them.

“I’m reasonably conservative so I’m not going to make big 
promises. If someone comes to me and says, ‘I really want to 
drive returns and drive them hard’, then I’m the wrong guy. If I 
lead (my advice) with returns, I’m not going to be managing 
expectations very well.”

Carmichael’s assessment of the investment environment is 
reasonably consistent – there are always things to worry about; 
it’s just that they differ from time to time.

Growth at the moment is relatively subdued, with confidence 
levels sapped by a high level of political uncertainty. With the 
exception of Europe, asset markets look fully valued, or thereabouts.

The local dollar, he says, looks “interesting”, because the 
convergence between the 10-year bond rate in Australia and in 
the US would normally suggest a fall in the value of our currency.
The fact that it hasn’t could point to weakness in the US economy.

“It’s hard to know where to go right now,” Carmichael says. 
“I’m very happy to be buying the Australian sharemarket around 
the 5600-5700 range, because if I invest correctly I know I can 
walk in on January 1 and clip a 7 per cent, fully-franked return, 
and if I compound that for five years I’m quite comfortable.”
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was attending a conference in Asia with then-employer UBS as 
all hell broke loose back home and the market crashed 7 per cent.

“It was mayhem and a deeply emotional day for a lot of people,” 
he says. “I remember fielding a lot of calls and having conversations 
with people who were genuinely scared about the future. 

“No one really knew what was going on but clients need to 
know you’re there for them, and the truth is that if you went into 
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look back now and know that you came out of it pretty well.”
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critical for a career in wealth management. After 14 years at UBS, 
Carmichael and a handful of colleagues left UBS in 2013 to start 
Escala Partners, a boutique, Melbourne-based wealth advisory 
firm that caters for ultra-high net worth individuals and families.

Escala is derived from the Spanish word “escalera”, meaning 
to climb. The firm’s head office at the top end of Collins Street 
features an extraordinary, 9m custom-designed Chesterfield 
lounge that runs the length of the reception area, where clients 
are handed a leather-bound food and drinks menu, including 
cocktails, to choose from.

The fitout is all part of the Escala experience, which has 
helped Carmichael earn top spot in the Top 50 Financial 
Advisers survey.
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individuals and families. Mostly they value their anonymity, 
although Intrepid Travel co-founder and chief executive Darrell 
Wade is quoted in an Escala promotional brochure as saying he 
has worked with Carmichael for more than 10 years.

The reason, Wade says, is Carmichael understands his 
“idiosyncratic” ways and has always had the same approach to his 
evolving financial needs – first, listen carefully; second, consider 
the appropriate options, and third, present logical solutions.

Carmichael’s core investment rules are homespun and 
simple. When he counsels to invest for the long term, he doesn’t 
mean for three or even five years. He’s talking about generations.

“I know investing for the long term is a throwaway line these 
days, but the best way to have a strategy go wrong is to change it 
halfway,” he says.

“I deal with multi-generational clients, so you’re looking at 
anything from 10 to 20 years. If you have a sound strategy and 
you leave it for 10 to 15 years, it’s going to go well.”

Investment advice varies according to the client’s needs. An 
ultra-conservative investor who values capital conservation 
above all else will naturally have a very different asset allocation 
from someone who is prepared to migrate up the risk curve in 
pursuit of long-term growth.

Carmichael says his objective for a hypothetical investor around 
the mid-point of those two extremes is to double the risk-free rate 
of return through the economic cycle. The risk-free rate of return 
is equivalent to the interest rate on a 10-year government bond.

“In today’s environment, the risk-free rate of return is pretty 
low, so if you normalise it and double it you’re looking at a 7 to 9 
per cent annual return, which is pretty good, long-term annual 
growth,” Carmichael says. “That might sound like unders to some 
people, but when you’re dealing with clients with a lot of money 
there’s going to be a bit more conservatism with some of them.

“I’m reasonably conservative so I’m not going to make big 
promises. If someone comes to me and says, ‘I really want to 
drive returns and drive them hard’, then I’m the wrong guy. If I 
lead (my advice) with returns, I’m not going to be managing 
expectations very well.”

Carmichael’s assessment of the investment environment is 
reasonably consistent – there are always things to worry about; 
it’s just that they differ from time to time.

Growth at the moment is relatively subdued, with confidence 
levels sapped by a high level of political uncertainty. With the 
exception of Europe, asset markets look fully valued, or thereabouts.

The local dollar, he says, looks “interesting”, because the 
convergence between the 10-year bond rate in Australia and in 
the US would normally suggest a fall in the value of our currency.
The fact that it hasn’t could point to weakness in the US economy.
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ark Minchin was working in the private 
wealth division of Macquarie Group when 
the global financial crisis struck in 2008. It is 

a a time he will never forget.
“you experienced 10 years of learning in 

one year,” he says. “There was an enormous 
number of lessons about dealing with the trauma of losing money 
and how to best manage through those times, with how people 
react to the events, and counselling them through that.”

Fast forward to 2017, and the bigger challenge for the chartered 
accountant-turned certified financial planner is protecting his 
clients from any similar fallout in the future.

“Every day of the week, people call the top of the market and 
no one really knows. It can be a bit like the Holy Grail – no one 
can find it.”

He says some people can pick that a crash is coming but it 
might be two or three years before it actually happens, and in 
that time they have lost out on many opportunities.

“I want to make sure I have done everything that is prudent to 
minimise the damage and calculate the risk they are taking 
versus the rewards that they get,” Minchin says. “It is about 
calibrating the level of risk for each client. The appropriate 
amount of risk they take varies from client to client.”

He quotes the famous saying of canny investor Warren Buffett 
that “markets can be rational longer than you can be solvent”.

Minchin is the founder, principal adviser and managing 
partner for the financial planning firm Minchin Moore Private 

Wealth Advisers, based in Sydney’s Mosman. He started the firm 
seven years ago and today it manages $925 million, has 14 staff 
members, including six partners, across three regions and two 
country offices in NSW.

As well as Macquarie, he has worked for Perpetual and UBS in 
private wealth. 

In an earlier life, Minchin was involved in coaching his wife 
Chantal  through her 2008 Beijing Olympics campaign, resulting 
in her winning bronze in the K4 canoe event. 

While his clients are typically all reasonably wealthy, they 
vary from young upwardly mobile professionals to older people. 
Some have previously made mistakes, but there are also those 
who simply do not have the time to manage their personal 
financial affairs. One is a former stockbroker, for instance.

“Just because someone is a guru on the stocks it doesn’t mean 
they have a good understanding of tax … Investing is a lot more 
than stocks,” Minchin says. “If I need a knee operation, I am not 
going to try to do it myself.”

Securing financial planning advice offers people more 
certainty and confidence, and a deeper understanding of how 
their financial affairs should evolve over time.

“People in their forties don’t see what sort of life they are 
going to have in their fifties and sixties,” Minchin says.

A key part of the job is undertaking financial modelling to 
offer clients a level of confidence.

Minchin says that when he started his own business in 2010, 
he did not have to chase clients. Many of them followed him from 

UBS and Macquarie, where the task of drumming up business 
was far tougher.

He says the industry has changed significantly since its start 
in the 1980s as a distribution network for selling life insurance, 
when the focus was on product sales and trailing commissions. 
At the other end of the spectrum 30 years ago were stock brokers. 
Trailing commissions were the usual method of payment for 
anyone offering advice about investment.  

While sections of the industry have been embroiled in 
controversy about accepting commissions for the sale of a 
particular wealth product, Minchin says the new generation of 
advisers approach their work within a different framework.

“What you are finding today is … that best interests are at the 
core,” he says. “Groups like ours make no money out of commissions.”

While 70 per cent of financial planners are employed by 
banks or insurance companies, Minchin believes that in the 
future there will be more separation between those selling 
products and those who only offer advice.

As for the regulation of the sector, Minchin fears that 
regulators are still not attacking the central issues and  have 
opted for a “Band-Aid  fix” in relation to issues of independence 
and accountability. 

New federal laws have the right intentions, he says, but the red 
tape involved risks adding to the costs for clients. 

“The spirit has been well founded, but the key point is that the 
regulators have lacked the conviction to make the difficult 
decisions to go to the heart of the problem,” he says.
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What makes you a good financial planner?
There is no boundary for any particular person  
who walks in the door; I will listen to anybody and 
everybody. I’m just plain Jane, really. I love hearing 
people’s stories. When I talk to existing clients, we 
probably talk for about 10 minutes about finance and 
about an hour about everything else, so I remember 
lots of things about clients. I take notice of what they’re 
up to. A lot of clients obviously need a hand with their 
money but they just want to have a chat. They like to 
know what I’m up to, what my family is up to. Some 
days I’m the doctor, some days I’m the solicitor.

Would it be different in the city? Nowra’s like a big 
country town in many ways.
It may be, but I wouldn’t be any different; I would be 
the same person. you don’t have to be uptight and prim 
and proper, you can still be that person regardless of 
where you are and whether you’re in the city or not. 

What motivated you to become a planner?
When I was at school I was absolutely head over heels 
with economics and commerce. If I could have done  
all my study just with that I would have, but I didn’t and 
then I moved to Sydney to do my cadetship. It was not in 
the field I wanted to be in – it was in retail management. 
I always wanted to be a stockbroker on the stock room 
floor, but obviously being a woman in the ’80s, and a 
young woman, that wasn’t a job I was ever going to get;  
it was very male dominated. Then my husband wouldn’t 
move to Sydney and we wanted to get married, so I 
moved back down here to be closer to him and then  
I had children. It sort of slowed everything down,  
and then I decided I wanted to go back and do what  
I originally had set out to do. That was at about age 26. 

I went back to TAFE to learn administration and 
how to use a computer, because when I left school 
computers weren’t part of schooling. When I finished  
I went to the first office I could find, and then after  
18 months Bridges rang me and said would I work for 
them. They said “we’ll pay for your education”, and it 
just snowballed from there. From that point I started  
to do distance education. 

I had twin daughters – they would have been six 
when I started all my education again, and it took  
me about 10 years to complete that part time, working 
full time and raising two children. I did a diploma of 
financial planning, specialising in self-managed super 
funds, and just recently I’ve taken up a postgraduate 
course and I’m in the midst of doing that. I’ve been at 
Bridges for 16 years, so it’s taken me about 17 or 18 years 
to get to this point. I started at the bottom of the ladder 
as a personal assistant but within my first year of 
joining Bridges I became an authorised representative.

Do you think we’ve become more financially literate 
in recent years?
A little bit. However I still get the comment, “Well I 
don’t have any money so why would I come to you?” 
They’re the people who need a hand.  

What’s the age range of your clients? 
It’s an unusual client base. We have around 50 per  
cent in accumulators – anyone from five years old to 
somebody still working pre-retirement – and about  
50 per cent retirees.

Do other practices have more retirees?
Correct. Before I bought the practice (four years ago), 
my perfect client would be anybody between, say,  
40 and 55, because that’s where I could put most  
of my skill – paying off mortgages, saving into 
superannuation, building wealth, getting them close  
to retirement. So most of my clients were that age, 
whereas the owner had mostly retirees. Obviously  
my client base was building up, so when I bought the 
practice it ended up that I had that split.

What advice would you give a young person who 
wants to be a planner? 
They now have to go to university, so be prepared. If 
this is really where your passion lies, be prepared for 
the long haul as far as study goes. you won’t get to the 
top just because you’ve completed university. you now 
have to have a professional year, and you’ve probably 
got at least a 10-year progression before you could say 
well, I’m a fully-fledged financial planner.

What advice would you give someone who’s 35?
It depends where they’re at. If they were married and 
had children and maybe a mortgage, concentrate on 
paying off the mortgage, get that under control and 
build wealth there. If they have excess income, it’s about 
making contributions to superannuation, even if it’s a 

small amount. A small amount makes a big difference 
to somebody of that age. If they don’t have a mortgage, 
maybe saving systematically into a savings plan to  
build wealth. I think most people leading up to that  
age these days really haven’t thought about a mortgage, 
or they’ve only just started because it’s so hard to get 
into the market. But if you don’t want to have a 
mortgage it’s not compulsory – just make sure you’re 
saving something. 

You seem to be stressing fairly conventional saving.
If we could get rich quickly, I would have done that and 
moved on; I wouldn’t be working anymore. There’s no 
get-rich-quick scheme.

What do you think has held women back from 
working in this area?
When I started out there were so many men in  
the industry. Maybe that was a deterrent – you know,  
I can’t break into this because it’s a man’s world – and 
maybe men were perceived as the ones who should 
discuss money. When I started it was more difficult  
for me, being a female and a younger female, but  
I learnt to get around that very quickly. If somebody 
didn’t want to see a female, well that’s their own  
deal. There’s a man down the road; you can go and  
see the man.

Nerida Hicks

Story by:

Helen Trinca

Bridges Financial Services
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ark Minchin was working in the private 
wealth division of Macquarie Group when 
the global financial crisis struck in 2008. It is 

a a time he will never forget.
“you experienced 10 years of learning in 

one year,” he says. “There was an enormous 
number of lessons about dealing with the trauma of losing money 
and how to best manage through those times, with how people 
react to the events, and counselling them through that.”

Fast forward to 2017, and the bigger challenge for the chartered 
accountant-turned certified financial planner is protecting his 
clients from any similar fallout in the future.

“Every day of the week, people call the top of the market and 
no one really knows. It can be a bit like the Holy Grail – no one 
can find it.”

He says some people can pick that a crash is coming but it 
might be two or three years before it actually happens, and in 
that time they have lost out on many opportunities.

“I want to make sure I have done everything that is prudent to 
minimise the damage and calculate the risk they are taking 
versus the rewards that they get,” Minchin says. “It is about 
calibrating the level of risk for each client. The appropriate 
amount of risk they take varies from client to client.”

He quotes the famous saying of canny investor Warren Buffett 
that “markets can be rational longer than you can be solvent”.

Minchin is the founder, principal adviser and managing 
partner for the financial planning firm Minchin Moore Private 

Wealth Advisers, based in Sydney’s Mosman. He started the firm 
seven years ago and today it manages $925 million, has 14 staff 
members, including six partners, across three regions and two 
country offices in NSW.

As well as Macquarie, he has worked for Perpetual and UBS in 
private wealth. 

In an earlier life, Minchin was involved in coaching his wife 
Chantal  through her 2008 Beijing Olympics campaign, resulting 
in her winning bronze in the K4 canoe event. 

While his clients are typically all reasonably wealthy, they 
vary from young upwardly mobile professionals to older people. 
Some have previously made mistakes, but there are also those 
who simply do not have the time to manage their personal 
financial affairs. One is a former stockbroker, for instance.

“Just because someone is a guru on the stocks it doesn’t mean 
they have a good understanding of tax … Investing is a lot more 
than stocks,” Minchin says. “If I need a knee operation, I am not 
going to try to do it myself.”

Securing financial planning advice offers people more 
certainty and confidence, and a deeper understanding of how 
their financial affairs should evolve over time.

“People in their forties don’t see what sort of life they are 
going to have in their fifties and sixties,” Minchin says.

A key part of the job is undertaking financial modelling to 
offer clients a level of confidence.

Minchin says that when he started his own business in 2010, 
he did not have to chase clients. Many of them followed him from 

UBS and Macquarie, where the task of drumming up business 
was far tougher.

He says the industry has changed significantly since its start 
in the 1980s as a distribution network for selling life insurance, 
when the focus was on product sales and trailing commissions. 
At the other end of the spectrum 30 years ago were stock brokers. 
Trailing commissions were the usual method of payment for 
anyone offering advice about investment.  

While sections of the industry have been embroiled in 
controversy about accepting commissions for the sale of a 
particular wealth product, Minchin says the new generation of 
advisers approach their work within a different framework.

“What you are finding today is … that best interests are at the 
core,” he says. “Groups like ours make no money out of commissions.”

While 70 per cent of financial planners are employed by 
banks or insurance companies, Minchin believes that in the 
future there will be more separation between those selling 
products and those who only offer advice.

As for the regulation of the sector, Minchin fears that 
regulators are still not attacking the central issues and  have 
opted for a “Band-Aid  fix” in relation to issues of independence 
and accountability. 

New federal laws have the right intentions, he says, but the red 
tape involved risks adding to the costs for clients. 

“The spirit has been well founded, but the key point is that the 
regulators have lacked the conviction to make the difficult 
decisions to go to the heart of the problem,” he says.
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Mark  
Minchin

Story by:

Bridget Carter

Minchin Moore  
Private Wealth Advisers 

What makes you a good financial planner?
There is no boundary for any particular person  
who walks in the door; I will listen to anybody and 
everybody. I’m just plain Jane, really. I love hearing 
people’s stories. When I talk to existing clients, we 
probably talk for about 10 minutes about finance and 
about an hour about everything else, so I remember 
lots of things about clients. I take notice of what they’re 
up to. A lot of clients obviously need a hand with their 
money but they just want to have a chat. They like to 
know what I’m up to, what my family is up to. Some 
days I’m the doctor, some days I’m the solicitor.

Would it be different in the city? Nowra’s like a big 
country town in many ways.
It may be, but I wouldn’t be any different; I would be 
the same person. you don’t have to be uptight and prim 
and proper, you can still be that person regardless of 
where you are and whether you’re in the city or not. 

What motivated you to become a planner?
When I was at school I was absolutely head over heels 
with economics and commerce. If I could have done  
all my study just with that I would have, but I didn’t and 
then I moved to Sydney to do my cadetship. It was not in 
the field I wanted to be in – it was in retail management. 
I always wanted to be a stockbroker on the stock room 
floor, but obviously being a woman in the ’80s, and a 
young woman, that wasn’t a job I was ever going to get;  
it was very male dominated. Then my husband wouldn’t 
move to Sydney and we wanted to get married, so I 
moved back down here to be closer to him and then  
I had children. It sort of slowed everything down,  
and then I decided I wanted to go back and do what  
I originally had set out to do. That was at about age 26. 

I went back to TAFE to learn administration and 
how to use a computer, because when I left school 
computers weren’t part of schooling. When I finished  
I went to the first office I could find, and then after  
18 months Bridges rang me and said would I work for 
them. They said “we’ll pay for your education”, and it 
just snowballed from there. From that point I started  
to do distance education. 

I had twin daughters – they would have been six 
when I started all my education again, and it took  
me about 10 years to complete that part time, working 
full time and raising two children. I did a diploma of 
financial planning, specialising in self-managed super 
funds, and just recently I’ve taken up a postgraduate 
course and I’m in the midst of doing that. I’ve been at 
Bridges for 16 years, so it’s taken me about 17 or 18 years 
to get to this point. I started at the bottom of the ladder 
as a personal assistant but within my first year of 
joining Bridges I became an authorised representative.

Do you think we’ve become more financially literate 
in recent years?
A little bit. However I still get the comment, “Well I 
don’t have any money so why would I come to you?” 
They’re the people who need a hand.  

What’s the age range of your clients? 
It’s an unusual client base. We have around 50 per  
cent in accumulators – anyone from five years old to 
somebody still working pre-retirement – and about  
50 per cent retirees.

Do other practices have more retirees?
Correct. Before I bought the practice (four years ago), 
my perfect client would be anybody between, say,  
40 and 55, because that’s where I could put most  
of my skill – paying off mortgages, saving into 
superannuation, building wealth, getting them close  
to retirement. So most of my clients were that age, 
whereas the owner had mostly retirees. Obviously  
my client base was building up, so when I bought the 
practice it ended up that I had that split.

What advice would you give a young person who 
wants to be a planner? 
They now have to go to university, so be prepared. If 
this is really where your passion lies, be prepared for 
the long haul as far as study goes. you won’t get to the 
top just because you’ve completed university. you now 
have to have a professional year, and you’ve probably 
got at least a 10-year progression before you could say 
well, I’m a fully-fledged financial planner.

What advice would you give someone who’s 35?
It depends where they’re at. If they were married and 
had children and maybe a mortgage, concentrate on 
paying off the mortgage, get that under control and 
build wealth there. If they have excess income, it’s about 
making contributions to superannuation, even if it’s a 

small amount. A small amount makes a big difference 
to somebody of that age. If they don’t have a mortgage, 
maybe saving systematically into a savings plan to  
build wealth. I think most people leading up to that  
age these days really haven’t thought about a mortgage, 
or they’ve only just started because it’s so hard to get 
into the market. But if you don’t want to have a 
mortgage it’s not compulsory – just make sure you’re 
saving something. 

You seem to be stressing fairly conventional saving.
If we could get rich quickly, I would have done that and 
moved on; I wouldn’t be working anymore. There’s no 
get-rich-quick scheme.

What do you think has held women back from 
working in this area?
When I started out there were so many men in  
the industry. Maybe that was a deterrent – you know,  
I can’t break into this because it’s a man’s world – and 
maybe men were perceived as the ones who should 
discuss money. When I started it was more difficult  
for me, being a female and a younger female, but  
I learnt to get around that very quickly. If somebody 
didn’t want to see a female, well that’s their own  
deal. There’s a man down the road; you can go and  
see the man.

Nerida Hicks

Story by:

Helen Trinca

Bridges Financial Services
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Mike  
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Story by:

Paul Garvey

BT Advice

ike Thompson must surely have the longest 
commute of any Australian financial planner.
Twice a year, he hops on a plane from Perth to fly 
to Christmas Island, 2600km north-west of the 
state’s capital, to visit some of his clients.

That’s on top of the distance he covers driving 
around the state, clocking up as much as 75,000km a year to 
check in on clients in various towns in the southwest.

But it’s a routine he has become firmly accustomed to during 
his years living in rural WA, first during almost two decades as a 
bank manager and then, over the past 17 years, as a financial 
adviser within Westpac’s BT Advice arm.

He lives in the small town of Boddington, which revolves 
around the nearby gold and bauxite mines, and divides his week 
between offices in Pinjarra – just over an hour south of Perth - 
and the Wheatbelt town of Narrogin.

Small-town life has its challenges for a financial planner. News, 
both good and bad, tends to spread quickly through the communities 
so any missteps can quickly tarnish a planner’s reputation.

“Small communities can be a bit difficult to work in sometimes 
because you’re being watched 24/7, so your standing in the 
community and what you do is being watched, and reputation is 
everything,” Thompson tells The Deal.

It’s that level of scrutiny and the power of word of mouth, 
however, that Thompson says have helped him as a planner. He 
takes pride in knowing everything about his clients, and has 

M
ensured ever since he started in the industry that he meets them 
all at least once a year for a review of their circumstances.

“Because I live and breathe the review process, I know every 
one of my clients and their families,” he says. “I know every 
single one, as to what makes them tick, what they want to spend 
their money on, and how important money is to them.” He 
estimates that around 80 per cent of his clients come from the 
resources industry, either the gold and bauxite mines and 
alumina refineries of the south-west or Christmas Island’s 
phosphate operation. 

“For a lot of these guys, they don’t have a lot of assets outside 
their family home and their work super. It’s a substantial asset 
but it’s their only asset. They’ve only got one chance to get it 
right,” he says. 

“These clients have seen all the stuff in the media about 
people who have lost money, so the trust factor becomes 
enormous. That’s probably what helps me be successful, that I’ve 
built that up over many years in my patch.”

Thompson’s career path is straight out of the old school of 
Australian banking. He started work for the National Bank as a 
16-year-old just out of school, progressing through the ranks as 
a junior clerk, teller and eventually a bank manager across 
several regional branches. One of those managerial roles saw 
him wind up in Boddington, the south-west town he has called 
home since 1994.

Back in 2000, he was approached to move into financial 

advisory work, and the connections and trust he’d built up 
during his time in conventional banking have proved invaluable.

While he doesn’t possess the university degrees of many of 
his rivals, Thompson says he is happy to go toe to toe on the finer 
technical points of financial planning.

“I can honestly say I’ve never lost a client because they said 
‘you don’t have a degree’,” he says. “It’s something that the 
industry and those who hold degrees find important, but I find 
that when I sit down with clients and they get an understanding 
of the knowledge and experience I have and the trust that comes 
from that, that is far more important to them.”

Thompson has been offered the temptation of moving to the 
city in the past, but he says he has no plans to leave his corner of 
the country.

“Sometimes planners are looking to move on to those greener 
pastures but I think there’s a lot to be gained from staying in the 
particular space you operate in,” he says. “Because I’m a bit older, 
I enjoy where I work and what I do, and I enjoy looking after 
those clients. To me it just wouldn’t feel right to leave them.”

That sentiment seems to be reciprocated by his clients. BT’s 
Adviser view website, which allows BT clients to rate their 
advisers, is full of glowing feedback about Thompson.

At the time of writing, his 264 reviews make him the most 
reviewed BT adviser in the country, and his combined ratings 
include five stars for three out of the four categories (his rating 
for the fourth category is 4.9 stars). 

hen Brisbane-based financial planner Marc 
Smith meets clients for the first time, he plots 
their life and plans on a whiteboard in order to 
visualise their goals, circumstances and 
strategies. The 40-year-old adviser says getting 

a clear outline of his clients’ circumstances and 
plans is important for guiding the correct strategy and advice for 
their future financial security.

“I put their life up in front of them and work out where they’re 
at and where they’re going to be,” he says. “I spend a lot of time 
reviewing and meeting with my existing clients to make sure 
they stay on track and I’m doing what I said I would be doing.

“rather than just going straight into solution mode, I spend a 
lot of time getting a deeper sense of what is important to them in 
their lives. If I’m giving advice, there is some context to it.

“The key is getting the strategy right, making sure that 
whatever solution I come up with for them is in keeping with 
their financial goals, but also their life goals.”

Having worked for Westpac’s financial planning arm, BT 
Advice, since 2001, Smith has carved out a role liaising with high 
net worth individuals – often people exploring their options 
ahead of retirement or starting to scale back from work.

His clients are often professionals or sports people with “strong 
incomes and strong asset bases” who are “time poor or who don’t 
have the desire or the inclination or recourses to manage their 
finances themselves”, he says. 

A smaller number are trying to ramp up and build wealth in 
their pre-retirement accumulation phase.

Smith entered the financial planning business in 1999 almost 
by chance. His first job interview fresh out of studying for a 
Queensland University of Technology business degree majoring 
in economics was for an adviser position. He got the job, but at 
the outset of his career it was far from an easy ride, as global 
shocks buffeted the Australian and worldwide economy.

He started as a financial planner in the midst of the Asian 
financial crisis, which threatened to envelop the wider world. The 
following year the dotcom bubble hit. Then in 2001, terrorist-
controlled planes hit New york’s Twin Towers.

“In those early years I was exposed to significant early 
shocks,” he says. “For me that resilience has ensured I keep it in 
the memory bank.”

Those early experiences helped when the global financial 
crisis hit a decade ago. Smith says it was a very difficult time for 
the industry, for him and for his clients.

“For me it was a good lesson,” he says. “Every tough situation 
in life can shape you. I guess I became a lot more resilient as an 
adviser because I went through that period.

“I never get carried away when things are going well, but by 
the same token I never get too emotional if things are tough.

“By the time the GFC came around I had some experience 
and awareness that these things can happen and I was better able 
to handle it and nurse my clients through the difficult times.”

But he says the difficulties shaped the way he deals with 
clients, ensuring that he maintains effective communications.

He says subsequent industry scandals are also a reminder that 
experience, as well as qualifications, matter when people come to 
trusting a professional with their future financial plans.

Smith says that he supports having greater regulation in place 
for client protection, as well as the enhanced controls that include 
the independent standards body established from July this year, 
more rigorous qualification requirements and examinations for 
financial planners, to come into effect from July 2019, and 
continuing professional development.

“If every financial planner goes into every decision they make 
with the clients’ best interest at the core of everything they do, 
then the reputation of this industry will begin to improve again,” 
he says.

Outside work, Smith spends time with his three children, 
aged 15, 13, and 10, mostly “running them to school sport”. Every 
year he fishes the waters off Fraser Island for tailor and aims to 
get overseas on holiday annually.

He says although his general clients have a strong asset base, 
all people need financial advice at certain times in their life.

“Most people are time poor and either don’t have the time or 
the desire or the resources to effectively manage their finances,” 
he says. “The second reason is the complexity. The changes in 
legislation, particularly with superannuation, mean you really 
need to be getting advice – there is too much at stake.”

Marc Smith

Story by:

Rosanne Barrett

BT Advice
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What do you offer that a robo 
adviser can’t offer?
We listen (as does a computer 
program) but differently. Through 
that we tailor a portfolio specific  
to the client’s requirements. Having 
control of a diverse Approved 
Product List, we can add solutions  
to meet individual circumstances 
(often required for sophisticated 
investors), especially more bespoke 
investments not generally available. 
We hire people based on their 
attitude, values and customer  
service skills, not simply their 
technical ability. 

What is your main way of finding 
new clients, and how do they  
find you?
referrals are a two-way street and 
that is the approach we always take, 
never taking a referral partner for 
granted. What we are thrilled about 
is the diversity of where our referrals 
have come from, and from whom. 
The strongest referral that you  
can receive though is from an 
existing client.

What makes a very good financial 
adviser? 
All advisors have great resources  
at their fingertips. I believe what 
differentiates us is our ability to 
listen, to tailor the right solutions  
for the client to help them make 
smart decisions with their money, 
and provide an exceptional service 
beyond this.

QA
Will Hamilton, 

Hamilton Wealth 
Management,  

Victoria
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ike Thompson must surely have the longest 
commute of any Australian financial planner.
Twice a year, he hops on a plane from Perth to fly 
to Christmas Island, 2600km north-west of the 
state’s capital, to visit some of his clients.

That’s on top of the distance he covers driving 
around the state, clocking up as much as 75,000km a year to 
check in on clients in various towns in the southwest.

But it’s a routine he has become firmly accustomed to during 
his years living in rural WA, first during almost two decades as a 
bank manager and then, over the past 17 years, as a financial 
adviser within Westpac’s BT Advice arm.

He lives in the small town of Boddington, which revolves 
around the nearby gold and bauxite mines, and divides his week 
between offices in Pinjarra – just over an hour south of Perth - 
and the Wheatbelt town of Narrogin.

Small-town life has its challenges for a financial planner. News, 
both good and bad, tends to spread quickly through the communities 
so any missteps can quickly tarnish a planner’s reputation.

“Small communities can be a bit difficult to work in sometimes 
because you’re being watched 24/7, so your standing in the 
community and what you do is being watched, and reputation is 
everything,” Thompson tells The Deal.

It’s that level of scrutiny and the power of word of mouth, 
however, that Thompson says have helped him as a planner. He 
takes pride in knowing everything about his clients, and has 

M
ensured ever since he started in the industry that he meets them 
all at least once a year for a review of their circumstances.

“Because I live and breathe the review process, I know every 
one of my clients and their families,” he says. “I know every 
single one, as to what makes them tick, what they want to spend 
their money on, and how important money is to them.” He 
estimates that around 80 per cent of his clients come from the 
resources industry, either the gold and bauxite mines and 
alumina refineries of the south-west or Christmas Island’s 
phosphate operation. 

“For a lot of these guys, they don’t have a lot of assets outside 
their family home and their work super. It’s a substantial asset 
but it’s their only asset. They’ve only got one chance to get it 
right,” he says. 

“These clients have seen all the stuff in the media about 
people who have lost money, so the trust factor becomes 
enormous. That’s probably what helps me be successful, that I’ve 
built that up over many years in my patch.”

Thompson’s career path is straight out of the old school of 
Australian banking. He started work for the National Bank as a 
16-year-old just out of school, progressing through the ranks as 
a junior clerk, teller and eventually a bank manager across 
several regional branches. One of those managerial roles saw 
him wind up in Boddington, the south-west town he has called 
home since 1994.

Back in 2000, he was approached to move into financial 

advisory work, and the connections and trust he’d built up 
during his time in conventional banking have proved invaluable.

While he doesn’t possess the university degrees of many of 
his rivals, Thompson says he is happy to go toe to toe on the finer 
technical points of financial planning.

“I can honestly say I’ve never lost a client because they said 
‘you don’t have a degree’,” he says. “It’s something that the 
industry and those who hold degrees find important, but I find 
that when I sit down with clients and they get an understanding 
of the knowledge and experience I have and the trust that comes 
from that, that is far more important to them.”

Thompson has been offered the temptation of moving to the 
city in the past, but he says he has no plans to leave his corner of 
the country.

“Sometimes planners are looking to move on to those greener 
pastures but I think there’s a lot to be gained from staying in the 
particular space you operate in,” he says. “Because I’m a bit older, 
I enjoy where I work and what I do, and I enjoy looking after 
those clients. To me it just wouldn’t feel right to leave them.”

That sentiment seems to be reciprocated by his clients. BT’s 
Adviser view website, which allows BT clients to rate their 
advisers, is full of glowing feedback about Thompson.

At the time of writing, his 264 reviews make him the most 
reviewed BT adviser in the country, and his combined ratings 
include five stars for three out of the four categories (his rating 
for the fourth category is 4.9 stars). 

hen Brisbane-based financial planner Marc 
Smith meets clients for the first time, he plots 
their life and plans on a whiteboard in order to 
visualise their goals, circumstances and 
strategies. The 40-year-old adviser says getting 

a clear outline of his clients’ circumstances and 
plans is important for guiding the correct strategy and advice for 
their future financial security.

“I put their life up in front of them and work out where they’re 
at and where they’re going to be,” he says. “I spend a lot of time 
reviewing and meeting with my existing clients to make sure 
they stay on track and I’m doing what I said I would be doing.

“rather than just going straight into solution mode, I spend a 
lot of time getting a deeper sense of what is important to them in 
their lives. If I’m giving advice, there is some context to it.

“The key is getting the strategy right, making sure that 
whatever solution I come up with for them is in keeping with 
their financial goals, but also their life goals.”

Having worked for Westpac’s financial planning arm, BT 
Advice, since 2001, Smith has carved out a role liaising with high 
net worth individuals – often people exploring their options 
ahead of retirement or starting to scale back from work.

His clients are often professionals or sports people with “strong 
incomes and strong asset bases” who are “time poor or who don’t 
have the desire or the inclination or recourses to manage their 
finances themselves”, he says. 

A smaller number are trying to ramp up and build wealth in 
their pre-retirement accumulation phase.

Smith entered the financial planning business in 1999 almost 
by chance. His first job interview fresh out of studying for a 
Queensland University of Technology business degree majoring 
in economics was for an adviser position. He got the job, but at 
the outset of his career it was far from an easy ride, as global 
shocks buffeted the Australian and worldwide economy.

He started as a financial planner in the midst of the Asian 
financial crisis, which threatened to envelop the wider world. The 
following year the dotcom bubble hit. Then in 2001, terrorist-
controlled planes hit New york’s Twin Towers.

“In those early years I was exposed to significant early 
shocks,” he says. “For me that resilience has ensured I keep it in 
the memory bank.”

Those early experiences helped when the global financial 
crisis hit a decade ago. Smith says it was a very difficult time for 
the industry, for him and for his clients.

“For me it was a good lesson,” he says. “Every tough situation 
in life can shape you. I guess I became a lot more resilient as an 
adviser because I went through that period.

“I never get carried away when things are going well, but by 
the same token I never get too emotional if things are tough.

“By the time the GFC came around I had some experience 
and awareness that these things can happen and I was better able 
to handle it and nurse my clients through the difficult times.”

But he says the difficulties shaped the way he deals with 
clients, ensuring that he maintains effective communications.

He says subsequent industry scandals are also a reminder that 
experience, as well as qualifications, matter when people come to 
trusting a professional with their future financial plans.

Smith says that he supports having greater regulation in place 
for client protection, as well as the enhanced controls that include 
the independent standards body established from July this year, 
more rigorous qualification requirements and examinations for 
financial planners, to come into effect from July 2019, and 
continuing professional development.

“If every financial planner goes into every decision they make 
with the clients’ best interest at the core of everything they do, 
then the reputation of this industry will begin to improve again,” 
he says.

Outside work, Smith spends time with his three children, 
aged 15, 13, and 10, mostly “running them to school sport”. Every 
year he fishes the waters off Fraser Island for tailor and aims to 
get overseas on holiday annually.

He says although his general clients have a strong asset base, 
all people need financial advice at certain times in their life.

“Most people are time poor and either don’t have the time or 
the desire or the resources to effectively manage their finances,” 
he says. “The second reason is the complexity. The changes in 
legislation, particularly with superannuation, mean you really 
need to be getting advice – there is too much at stake.”

Marc Smith

Story by:

Rosanne Barrett

BT Advice

W

 

What do you offer that a robo 
adviser can’t offer?
We listen (as does a computer 
program) but differently. Through 
that we tailor a portfolio specific  
to the client’s requirements. Having 
control of a diverse Approved 
Product List, we can add solutions  
to meet individual circumstances 
(often required for sophisticated 
investors), especially more bespoke 
investments not generally available. 
We hire people based on their 
attitude, values and customer  
service skills, not simply their 
technical ability. 

What is your main way of finding 
new clients, and how do they  
find you?
referrals are a two-way street and 
that is the approach we always take, 
never taking a referral partner for 
granted. What we are thrilled about 
is the diversity of where our referrals 
have come from, and from whom. 
The strongest referral that you  
can receive though is from an 
existing client.

What makes a very good financial 
adviser? 
All advisors have great resources  
at their fingertips. I believe what 
differentiates us is our ability to 
listen, to tailor the right solutions  
for the client to help them make 
smart decisions with their money, 
and provide an exceptional service 
beyond this.

QA
Will Hamilton, 

Hamilton Wealth 
Management,  

Victoria
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Douglas  
Turek

Story by:

richard Ferguson

 
Professional Wealth Pty Ltd

What do you offer that a robo- 
adviser can’t offer?
Advisers have the significant added 
advantage of being able to use their 
experience to manage the emotional 
aspects of financial advice. To assist 
clients understand their priorities, to 
order them, to change them when 
their circumstances change and the 
environment changes around them.  
Understanding what is important  
to the client, building a plan and 
keeping them on track cannot be 
replicated by a robot. Advisers play 
extremely important roles around 
the emotions of client decisions, 
whether it be to hold their hands 
during difficult markets, or hold 
them back from making irrational  
or emotive decisions during other 
periods. Finally, an adviser can be 
forward looking, understand how 
certain decisions today will impact 
the future, and have a Plan B, or 
even an exit plan, for every strategy.

Is the success of Exchange Traded 
Funds-based passive investing  
due to the end of commissions?
Not at all; I think this is purely 
coincidental.  The ETF market  
didn’t really exist in the old retail 
commission-based world. As an 
adviser who has almost exclusively 
used non-commission based 
wholesale funds, the question is 
more about active versus passive 
investment management and the 
ease in which lower-cost funds  
can be accessed these days. 

Insurance commission is an 
exception to the new rules.  
Should they be banned too?
In the end, what is important is that 
the commission is reasonable for the 
work performed. Commissions have 
been reducing over time and that 
trend could continue. I hold no  
strong position.

Commissions cover all the 
upfront work for the adviser, as  
well as the ongoing review of the 
products and client circumstances, 
to ensure the product and sums 
insured remain appropriate. They 
also cover the extensive work 
required at claim time. Advisers add 
significant value at that time, often 
through strong relationships with 
the claims teams, pushing through 
claims that may be on the edge.

If commissions were banned  
you would likely see lower ongoing 
premiums but higher upfront advice 
fees, an ongoing retainer/review fee, 
and a significant fee at claim time.  
As long as the adviser is properly 
managing the client’s insurance 
needs over time, whether they are 
paid via commission or a direct fee 
should not matter.

Q&A
 

Phillip Gillard,  
Shadforth  Financial 

Group, Sydney

v

Sally Huynh

Shadforth  
Financial Group

You came to Australia from Vietnam at age nine. You 
are in a double minority as a female Australian-
Vietnamese adviser – has that been an advantage?
I certainly stand out more in a crowd of financial 
advisers! I’m proud of my heritage and I love being a 
professional lady. Having said that, I actually don’t 
focus on any of that but rather when I take on a client  
I focus on their needs and wants.
 
There is statistical evidence to show women and 
men invest differently. What’s been your experience?
There are differences and commonalities. Men are 
often more confident in their decision-making, 
sometimes taking on excessive risks without realising 
it, whereas women tend to be slightly more conservative 
and seek greater information in the early stages. 

 
You topped your graduate class at Griffith University. 
Many people would go into investment banking. Why 
did you move in this direction?
In the early years I never thought I would become  
a financial adviser, but the more I was exposed to  
it the more I realised it is “must-have” knowledge  
for everyone. Investment banking is an investment- 
focused, fast-paced approach. It works for some, but  
my approach is slow and steady wins the race. 

 
You do some pro bono work as an adviser. Who do 
you help and how? 
I come from a humble background, where sadly 
domestic violence against women and girls was 
acceptable. I’m a strong believer that education is the 
key to creating the change you must have to break 
away from such vicious cycles. When a woman has 
financial independence she can confidently make 
better decisions for herself and her children. I have two 
adorable kids myself … and being a mum can be 
challenging. But when I can I undertake educational 
seminars to certain community groups to share 

practical financial tips, with the hope that they help 
people make more sensible financial decisions. The  
last seminar I did was for Zonta [a global organisation 
of professionals empowering women through service 
and advocacy] in Bundaberg.

 
Do immigrants invest differently? Do they take more 
risk or less risk?
risk means different things to different people, and 
particularly so with immigrants. For instance, people 
from a controlled political regime or war-torn 
background would tend not to trust the capital  
markets and hold more cash for fear of losing it all. 
However, they could also take on very high risk  
without even realising it. An example is that within 
certain ethnic groups, people would lend money to 
each other rather than borrowing from the banks.  
The cost can be higher than credit card rates and 
returns for some could be huge, but if the person  
who holds the money vanishes then many will lose. 

 
Is the gender balance and the ethnic balance of your 
client list different from most planners?
Probably not much different, because I partner with 
mainly high net worth individuals and my clients refer 
families and friends over time, so the group is the 
group. However, what I do always encourage is that 
both partners come for advice. That way, regardless of 
which gender the breadwinner is, the partner perceived 
as less financially astute is also fully involved. For the 
plan to work best, couple input is always better than 
single and the family unit is happier.

 
What was your first significant investment?
My first significant investment is probably myself.  
I was told when I was little that I don’t need an  
education, that being a girl, I just have to learn  
how to cook, look pretty and find myself a rich 
husband. Fortunately I’m vertically challenged,  

and with an average look I managed to escape the 
radar and focus on what I love, which is educating 
myself. I will never stop learning and I hope I will 
inspire my children and many more children, especially 
girls, to have the confidence to rely on no one but 
themselves for their future. 

 
Have you had any investment reversals yourself and 
what did you learn?
When I was at uni, I listened to a very intelligent friend 
who told me I must invest into this company that used 
to trade at $1 then dropped to 5 cents per share. The 
advice was “It’s such a great company and it’s only  
3 cents, so when it’s this low there’s only one way  
to go and it’s up and up”.  It went to zero and I lost  
my heard-earned savings (from McDonald’s work)  
of $500. I learnt that I wasn’t investing, I was 
speculating. Since I entered financial advice I  
only invest in things I can understand, and I’m  
clear and realistic in the goals that I wish to achieve  
for those investments.

 
You have become very highly regarded as a financial 
adviser. Could you explain why?
I give advice to my clients like I would give to my  
own family.
 
Why aren’t there more financial advisers like you? 
I was mentored by a very traditional gentleman who  
in the past believed I would get married, have babies 
and stop work. I know now he’s extremely proud of me 
and I’m grateful for his coaching. I would encourage 
senior advisers to take on female associates and give 
them a good go, mentoring them from a career 
perspective but also dealing with life stage changes.  
you will be pleasantly surprised.  

Story by:

James Kirby
ouglas Turek’s unusual career has taken him from 
chemical engineering in Canada to advising some 
of Australia’s richest families on how to best manage 
their money. 

The 51-year old was born in Canberra, raised in 
mid-east Canada and did his doctorate in 
engineering at Monash University. During a long 

career working for companies that included Dow Chemical and 
DuPont, he became a passionate hobby investor and eventually 
entered the financial advice sector. 

It was while working in the US during the mid-1990s mutual 
funds revolution that Turek became so enthused about investing.
Now 13 years later, his financial planning firm Professional 
Wealth Pty Ltd has 110 clients, 40 per cent of them holding more 
than $5 million in assets.

 “It’s not uncommon to find a lot of good financial planners 
are engineers because you need to look at finance through a 
facts-based lens,” Turek says. “I think I knew more about 
investing than some people in Australia who just came through 
the traditional educational channels.”

Turek was working with Dow Chemical in Michigan when 
his Canadian-born wife told him that she wanted to relocate the 
family Down Under. 

“I always had my Australian citizenship in my back pocket 
and my wife fell in love with Australia – she wanted us to go back 
there and raise our children as Australians,” he says.

He was hired by global management firm Boston Consulting 
Group and sent off to Australia, where he worked on one 
industrial goods project.

yet Australia’s nearly non-existent chemical engineering 
industry forced Turek to remake himself using his supressed 
financial skills. 

“I was only back four weeks in Australia and I was helping 
with a 60-hour-a-week merger and acquisition of Colonial’s 
funds management and insurance business,” he says.

Turek has advised many Australian banks and multiple fund 
managers, and before the 2008 global financial crisis he 
consulted for the Australian Prudential regulation Authority 
(APrA) on a project that helped the regulator significantly 
increase its manpower.

He founded Professional Wealth in 2005 after he saw a gap 
in the market for a financial planning firm that focuses solely on 
advice and doesn’t offer any other financial products. 

“In Australia today, perhaps 90 per cent of financial advice 
firms have some sort of contractual or ownership relationship 
with a product supplier,” he says. “And there’s the suspicion, at 
least from the clients who search us out …. that such arrangements 
create a conflict of interest.”

But Turek admits he was also envious of the lifestyle of 
financial planners after spending years on the road for BCG. 

“I’d work 60 or 70 hours a week and I wouldn’t know what 
city in the world I’d be working a month from then … I wanted to 
grow up and have a real job,” he says. 

He says that the industry is in the midst of a 20 to 30 year-
long transition from a sales organisation to a profession more 
focused on advice, but that the end is in sight. 

“There’s no more commission selling for financial service 
products; vertical integration is still strong but the industry has 
become a lot more professional,” he says. “We’re three quarters 
of the way there.”

Legislative change, especially around superannuation, has 
been at the forefront of clients’ minds, Turek says.

 “The rules by which people have built their financial 
foundations keep getting attacked, be it the cost to buy property, 
surprise taxes linked to property, or the changes to 
superannuation,” he says.

Professional Wealth, with an affiliated law firm, has expanded 
into the area of inter-generational wealth as older customers 
who have already made their money start to make decisions on 
how to best spend it. 

“One trend we’re seeing is a lot of generational skipping of 
wealth. A lot of our customers’ children have already made their 
wealth and bought their homes so it’s going to the grandchildren,” 
he says.

Turek’s firm also helps older customers who want to donate 
to charity. 

“We remind them that if they spend this money when they’re 
alive rather than dead, they’ll get tax deduction,” he says. “New 
superannuation rules are kicking money out of super, so they 
can put it in a foundation sooner.”
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Douglas  
Turek

Story by:

richard Ferguson

 
Professional Wealth Pty Ltd

What do you offer that a robo- 
adviser can’t offer?
Advisers have the significant added 
advantage of being able to use their 
experience to manage the emotional 
aspects of financial advice. To assist 
clients understand their priorities, to 
order them, to change them when 
their circumstances change and the 
environment changes around them.  
Understanding what is important  
to the client, building a plan and 
keeping them on track cannot be 
replicated by a robot. Advisers play 
extremely important roles around 
the emotions of client decisions, 
whether it be to hold their hands 
during difficult markets, or hold 
them back from making irrational  
or emotive decisions during other 
periods. Finally, an adviser can be 
forward looking, understand how 
certain decisions today will impact 
the future, and have a Plan B, or 
even an exit plan, for every strategy.

Is the success of Exchange Traded 
Funds-based passive investing  
due to the end of commissions?
Not at all; I think this is purely 
coincidental.  The ETF market  
didn’t really exist in the old retail 
commission-based world. As an 
adviser who has almost exclusively 
used non-commission based 
wholesale funds, the question is 
more about active versus passive 
investment management and the 
ease in which lower-cost funds  
can be accessed these days. 

Insurance commission is an 
exception to the new rules.  
Should they be banned too?
In the end, what is important is that 
the commission is reasonable for the 
work performed. Commissions have 
been reducing over time and that 
trend could continue. I hold no  
strong position.

Commissions cover all the 
upfront work for the adviser, as  
well as the ongoing review of the 
products and client circumstances, 
to ensure the product and sums 
insured remain appropriate. They 
also cover the extensive work 
required at claim time. Advisers add 
significant value at that time, often 
through strong relationships with 
the claims teams, pushing through 
claims that may be on the edge.

If commissions were banned  
you would likely see lower ongoing 
premiums but higher upfront advice 
fees, an ongoing retainer/review fee, 
and a significant fee at claim time.  
As long as the adviser is properly 
managing the client’s insurance 
needs over time, whether they are 
paid via commission or a direct fee 
should not matter.

Q&A
 

Phillip Gillard,  
Shadforth  Financial 

Group, Sydney

v

Sally Huynh

Shadforth  
Financial Group

You came to Australia from Vietnam at age nine. You 
are in a double minority as a female Australian-
Vietnamese adviser – has that been an advantage?
I certainly stand out more in a crowd of financial 
advisers! I’m proud of my heritage and I love being a 
professional lady. Having said that, I actually don’t 
focus on any of that but rather when I take on a client  
I focus on their needs and wants.
 
There is statistical evidence to show women and 
men invest differently. What’s been your experience?
There are differences and commonalities. Men are 
often more confident in their decision-making, 
sometimes taking on excessive risks without realising 
it, whereas women tend to be slightly more conservative 
and seek greater information in the early stages. 

 
You topped your graduate class at Griffith University. 
Many people would go into investment banking. Why 
did you move in this direction?
In the early years I never thought I would become  
a financial adviser, but the more I was exposed to  
it the more I realised it is “must-have” knowledge  
for everyone. Investment banking is an investment- 
focused, fast-paced approach. It works for some, but  
my approach is slow and steady wins the race. 

 
You do some pro bono work as an adviser. Who do 
you help and how? 
I come from a humble background, where sadly 
domestic violence against women and girls was 
acceptable. I’m a strong believer that education is the 
key to creating the change you must have to break 
away from such vicious cycles. When a woman has 
financial independence she can confidently make 
better decisions for herself and her children. I have two 
adorable kids myself … and being a mum can be 
challenging. But when I can I undertake educational 
seminars to certain community groups to share 

practical financial tips, with the hope that they help 
people make more sensible financial decisions. The  
last seminar I did was for Zonta [a global organisation 
of professionals empowering women through service 
and advocacy] in Bundaberg.

 
Do immigrants invest differently? Do they take more 
risk or less risk?
risk means different things to different people, and 
particularly so with immigrants. For instance, people 
from a controlled political regime or war-torn 
background would tend not to trust the capital  
markets and hold more cash for fear of losing it all. 
However, they could also take on very high risk  
without even realising it. An example is that within 
certain ethnic groups, people would lend money to 
each other rather than borrowing from the banks.  
The cost can be higher than credit card rates and 
returns for some could be huge, but if the person  
who holds the money vanishes then many will lose. 

 
Is the gender balance and the ethnic balance of your 
client list different from most planners?
Probably not much different, because I partner with 
mainly high net worth individuals and my clients refer 
families and friends over time, so the group is the 
group. However, what I do always encourage is that 
both partners come for advice. That way, regardless of 
which gender the breadwinner is, the partner perceived 
as less financially astute is also fully involved. For the 
plan to work best, couple input is always better than 
single and the family unit is happier.

 
What was your first significant investment?
My first significant investment is probably myself.  
I was told when I was little that I don’t need an  
education, that being a girl, I just have to learn  
how to cook, look pretty and find myself a rich 
husband. Fortunately I’m vertically challenged,  

and with an average look I managed to escape the 
radar and focus on what I love, which is educating 
myself. I will never stop learning and I hope I will 
inspire my children and many more children, especially 
girls, to have the confidence to rely on no one but 
themselves for their future. 

 
Have you had any investment reversals yourself and 
what did you learn?
When I was at uni, I listened to a very intelligent friend 
who told me I must invest into this company that used 
to trade at $1 then dropped to 5 cents per share. The 
advice was “It’s such a great company and it’s only  
3 cents, so when it’s this low there’s only one way  
to go and it’s up and up”.  It went to zero and I lost  
my heard-earned savings (from McDonald’s work)  
of $500. I learnt that I wasn’t investing, I was 
speculating. Since I entered financial advice I  
only invest in things I can understand, and I’m  
clear and realistic in the goals that I wish to achieve  
for those investments.

 
You have become very highly regarded as a financial 
adviser. Could you explain why?
I give advice to my clients like I would give to my  
own family.
 
Why aren’t there more financial advisers like you? 
I was mentored by a very traditional gentleman who  
in the past believed I would get married, have babies 
and stop work. I know now he’s extremely proud of me 
and I’m grateful for his coaching. I would encourage 
senior advisers to take on female associates and give 
them a good go, mentoring them from a career 
perspective but also dealing with life stage changes.  
you will be pleasantly surprised.  

Story by:

James Kirby
ouglas Turek’s unusual career has taken him from 
chemical engineering in Canada to advising some 
of Australia’s richest families on how to best manage 
their money. 

The 51-year old was born in Canberra, raised in 
mid-east Canada and did his doctorate in 
engineering at Monash University. During a long 

career working for companies that included Dow Chemical and 
DuPont, he became a passionate hobby investor and eventually 
entered the financial advice sector. 

It was while working in the US during the mid-1990s mutual 
funds revolution that Turek became so enthused about investing.
Now 13 years later, his financial planning firm Professional 
Wealth Pty Ltd has 110 clients, 40 per cent of them holding more 
than $5 million in assets.

 “It’s not uncommon to find a lot of good financial planners 
are engineers because you need to look at finance through a 
facts-based lens,” Turek says. “I think I knew more about 
investing than some people in Australia who just came through 
the traditional educational channels.”

Turek was working with Dow Chemical in Michigan when 
his Canadian-born wife told him that she wanted to relocate the 
family Down Under. 

“I always had my Australian citizenship in my back pocket 
and my wife fell in love with Australia – she wanted us to go back 
there and raise our children as Australians,” he says.

He was hired by global management firm Boston Consulting 
Group and sent off to Australia, where he worked on one 
industrial goods project.

yet Australia’s nearly non-existent chemical engineering 
industry forced Turek to remake himself using his supressed 
financial skills. 

“I was only back four weeks in Australia and I was helping 
with a 60-hour-a-week merger and acquisition of Colonial’s 
funds management and insurance business,” he says.

Turek has advised many Australian banks and multiple fund 
managers, and before the 2008 global financial crisis he 
consulted for the Australian Prudential regulation Authority 
(APrA) on a project that helped the regulator significantly 
increase its manpower.

He founded Professional Wealth in 2005 after he saw a gap 
in the market for a financial planning firm that focuses solely on 
advice and doesn’t offer any other financial products. 

“In Australia today, perhaps 90 per cent of financial advice 
firms have some sort of contractual or ownership relationship 
with a product supplier,” he says. “And there’s the suspicion, at 
least from the clients who search us out …. that such arrangements 
create a conflict of interest.”

But Turek admits he was also envious of the lifestyle of 
financial planners after spending years on the road for BCG. 

“I’d work 60 or 70 hours a week and I wouldn’t know what 
city in the world I’d be working a month from then … I wanted to 
grow up and have a real job,” he says. 

He says that the industry is in the midst of a 20 to 30 year-
long transition from a sales organisation to a profession more 
focused on advice, but that the end is in sight. 

“There’s no more commission selling for financial service 
products; vertical integration is still strong but the industry has 
become a lot more professional,” he says. “We’re three quarters 
of the way there.”

Legislative change, especially around superannuation, has 
been at the forefront of clients’ minds, Turek says.

 “The rules by which people have built their financial 
foundations keep getting attacked, be it the cost to buy property, 
surprise taxes linked to property, or the changes to 
superannuation,” he says.

Professional Wealth, with an affiliated law firm, has expanded 
into the area of inter-generational wealth as older customers 
who have already made their money start to make decisions on 
how to best spend it. 

“One trend we’re seeing is a lot of generational skipping of 
wealth. A lot of our customers’ children have already made their 
wealth and bought their homes so it’s going to the grandchildren,” 
he says.

Turek’s firm also helps older customers who want to donate 
to charity. 

“We remind them that if they spend this money when they’re 
alive rather than dead, they’ll get tax deduction,” he says. “New 
superannuation rules are kicking money out of super, so they 
can put it in a foundation sooner.”
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rother and sister Claire and Tim Mackay both 
moved into their father’s firm – but only after 
following his advice to go out into the world, learn 
and then return.

Bill Mackay started Quantum Financial 
Services, based in the Sydney suburb of Chatswood, 
in 1994. Tim, who worked as a sell-side equity 

research analyst at UBS and Deutsche Bank in London and 
Newyork, joined him in 2005. Claire followed in 2009, but after 
doing stints in PricewaterhouseCoopers’ mergers and acquisition 
team and Macquarie Bank’s structured finance division.

The shift from the hard-edged world of institutional banking 
to consumer financial planning was a major change for the pair 
initially but they are now operating in their preferred industry.

Quantum specialises in self-managed superannuants and 
wealthy business owners who are heading towards or already in 
retirement. And according to the siblings, the federal 
government’s recent  superannuation changes – the most 
extensive in almost a decade – have increased the need for 
consumers to seek advice. 

Says Claire:  “The rules were complex, now they are incredibly 
complex. There were people who were doing it themselves; they 
thought they were doing the right thing under the rules, and 
people who were thinking about retiring in a few years were 
thinking they were doing the right thing and are now wondering 
if they are.” 

Tim says the changes are prompting retirees to consider 
diversifying their current investment bases.

Claire and  
Tim Mackay

Story by:

Scott Murdoch

Quantum Financial Services

B
“The superannuation changes coming in add to the 

complexity that exists,” Tim says.  “For a lot of people in the past, 
the thinking was to get as much money into super as they could. 
The changes now increase the attractiveness of holding different 
investments … it’s made it more complex and it’s actually 
increased the need for advice to get things right.”

The duo are among thousands of financial planners across 
Australia who have been preparing for the new regulations that 
came into effect on July 1 following the federal government’s 
May Budget. 

Treasurer Scott Morrison announced under a new package of 
reforms that post-tax contributions to super are banned once a 
person’s super balance hits $1.6 million, and the ceiling on 
concessional superannuation contributions will come down 
from a maximum of $35,000 a year this financial year to $25,000 
a year. The government also announced that the ceiling on 
voluntary post-tax contributions would drop from $180,000 a 
year to $100,000.

Tim says that the changes were designed to temper the 
superannuation tax breaks that were put in place by then 
treasurer Peter Costello in 2007 just ahead of the global financial 
crisis. The Quantum planners are telling their clients to get used 
to a less generous superannuation system at a time when 
financial market volatility is prevalent.

“To some extent the changes in 2007 were too generous; 
there were a number of tax breaks. I think that was as good as 
super is ever going to get and they are taking back some of the 
benefits they gave then,” Tim says.

“The problem is that when you give benefits away,  people get 
used to them.

“The advice that we are getting from people (to the 
government) is ‘stop changing them [the rules], stop tinkering’. 
Tinkering takes away certainty ... People have said ‘now we don’t 
trust this super system’.”

On a wall in the Mackays’ office in Chatswood are 
photographs of their dozens of clients and a map charting their 
regular travel. 

“A lot of our clients are not interested in their exact strategy,” 
Claire says. “They’re interested in ‘can we fund our next trip? 
Can we help with the grandkids’ school fees? Can we knock our 
house down and rebuild?’” 

Tim says that global financial markets have held up 
surprisingly well in the first six months of 2017, given the major 
events of the Trump election, Brexit and the British election last 
month. However, he is cautious as to whether the present run of 
positive sentiment can be maintained.

“We thought at the start of the year we would be selling down 
portfolios because things looked terrible, but as we did more and 
more research (we realised) you need to divorce the political 
events from the economic events,” he said.

“If you look at the US from a business perspective there are 
lower taxes, more investment and infrastructure spending. 
That’s a positive, so business should be happy. 

“We have had clients in the US market for the past three to 
four years and it’s done well, but we are starting to tell clients that 
the run can’t last forever so we might start to sell at some point.”

A lot of our clients 
are not interested in 
their exact strategy. 

They’re interested 
in ‘Can we fund  

our next trip? Can 
we help with the 

grandkids’ school 
fees? Can we knock  

our house down 
and rebuild?’d
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The financial advice sector is ripe for digital innovation, thanks 
to customers increasingly unhappy with standards and a 
business model that is no longer financially viable.

In this space, digital innovation is code for robo-advice, a 
catch-all phrase that offers the promise of cheap online investing 
services that can replace much of the work of financial advisers. 

The disruption is well under way in the US, where two giant 
companies – Betterment and Wealthfront – have emerged, each 
with a valuation of more than $5 billion. In recent months 
Betterment has seemed to outpace Wealthfront in terms of size and 
growth. Betterment, which has cheaper services, now boasts a client 
list of 188,000 while Wealthfront has 90,000 (see story page 24). 

However it is the long-term potential of Betterment, 
Wealthfront and a host of rivals such as Hedgeable and 
WiseBanyan that is fascinating. Several robo-groups are 
becoming active in related services such as retirement planning 
and college education finance. Wealthfront has even launched a 
new lending service offering loans on the back of investment 
portfolios held by customers on the platform.

Australia is in the “announcements phase”, where a string of 
incumbents and start-ups have burst on the scene with a suite of 
promises that are yet to be tested.

But robo-advice, which can be applied in every area from 
mortgage comparison to pension fund plans, looks certain to 
take off. Already there have been two key moves suggesting that 
a new model is needed in financial planning. ANZ has put its 
$4.5 billion wealth advice unit on the block, in a move that 
followed UBS’s decision to sell its wealth management arm in 
Australia a year ago. And Platinum Asset Management, the one-
time king of specialist overseas fund managers in the local 
market, has announced a dramatic cut in its fee charges. 

These corporate moves are unrelated, but together they 
highlight a key problem for financial advice in Australia: the 
struggle to build profitable advice businesses. 

Inside the financial advice industry, operators say the ironic 
outcome of two decades of escalating regulation is that compliance 
in the financial advice sector is now exceptionally onerous. A 
detailed statement of advice must be provided to clients, and the 
average statement can run to 50 pages and cost perhaps $3000 to 
prepare. And this is before the client has actually invested. 

In practical terms, it means many of the best advisers want to 
deal with clients with at least $500,000 to invest, otherwise the 
costs of servicing them are too high.

Enter robo-advice, which involves the efficient use of 
algorithms to allow retail investors a low-cost entry to investment 
markets. At its best it can attract mid-level clients and make 
these relationships worthwhile for the adviser.

A microcosm of the issues facing all players in the industry is 
the recent deal between BT, a wing of Westpac, and the robo-
advice company Ignition Wealth. The BT Panorama platform is 
one of the best-known in the advice industry. However the 
economics of the enterprise meant that the platform was 
traditionally only open to institutional clients. In a new deal with 
Ignition, it will be opened to a range of advisers – the incumbent 
gets to have more funds under management on the platform but 
the customers of advisers who have smaller client lists are no 
longer excluded. 

Ignition is a start-up but a key shareholder is Barry Lambert, 
the founder of Count, one of the biggest financial groups in the 
market. In turn, BT needs to distinguish itself from the larger 
armies of the financial advice world. It has a network of 800 
advisers compared to the banks, which have thousands of 
advisers on their books. 

The leaders of the financial advice industry, such as life 
insurers and banks, traditionally ran enormous adviser  
networks. These have shrunk but are still substantial. A recent 
survey by the industry specialist Adviser Ratings suggests that 
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the figures are AMP, 2870; CBA, 1710; NAB, 1667; ANZ, 1151; 
and Westpac, 1137.

The major players still dominate, but they are searching for 
new ideas. As John Shuttleworth, the general manager of 
platform investments at BT, said recently: “We’ve got a platform 
and if it makes good commercial sense to partner we’ll work with 
different people distributing in the marketplace.”

Shuttleworth’s opposite number at Ignition, CEO Mark 
Fordree, makes it clear that the deal marked the first time a 
major institution selected an independent digital advice operator 
in the advice arena.

It’s little wonder the incumbents are ready to do a deal.  In the 
UK earlier this year, Mortgage Gym, a private equity- funded 
robo-adviser specialising in home loans, announced a new 
service in which a client could be matched with an appropriate 
mortgage product in 60 seconds. To top that off, Mortgage Gym 
also claimed that an application for a mortgage could be filled 
out in 15 minutes.

But while the sector sees robo-advice as the way to build a 
mass market, for now it is the wealthiest and more financially 
sophisticated clients in the US and the UK who are responding. 
Robo-advisers are chasing the millennials, but much of the time 
they are getting self-funded retirees or pre-retirees.

In Australia, the SMSF Industry Association tacked a robo-
advice questionnaire onto one of its recent surveys and found 
that 18 per cent of its members – higher than in the general 
population (13 per cent) – would be willing to try robo services.

The American experience suggests that the best formula 
may be when robo-advice is allied to traditional advice. 

For example, appropriate advice for a 45-year-old who wants 
advice on broad-scale investing with a view to growing a 
portfolio in the 20 years until retirement might be a balanced 
fund with a “growth” weighting in the portfolio. The advice 
would be different for a 63-year-old who intends to retire soon. 
In this case the solution would be a low-risk portfolio with a 
greater emphasis on income. But there is no need for an adviser 
to spend hours proving this case or filling out compliance forms. 

Most of the robo-advice players tend to work along these lines, 
offering a hybrid service that frees staff to tend to the more 
complex or urgent issues facing clients. For example, in financial 
practices across Australia there is an urgent need to get clients 
across the key details of new superannuation rules – something a 
robo-advice platform or service could not be expected to deliver.

For the everyday investor, the prospect of lower fees makes a 
huge difference in financial advice. The idea of paying a traditional 
adviser $3000 before any tactical advice or indeed money- 
making has taken place must be a serious turn-off.

It seems the ideal interface with robo-advice is piecemeal, 
beginning with elementary work such as simplifying investment 
administration or allowing a client to enter areas of the market 
where they lack experience.  

Figures from the tax office on SMSF (self-managed super fund) 
investment activity suggest investors would benefit from easier and 
cheaper access to overseas markets. In fact the early drift toward 
low-cost models such as ETFs has already prompted a response. 
One recent example is active fund manager Platinum Funds 
Management cutting fees.

Likewise, where previously access to small cap stocks or other 
specialist areas of the market was expensive and risky, the ETF 
(or index fund) emphasis of the robo-advisers offers a new 
doorway to diversification.

The advantage here is clear. Some areas of investment 
markets have been notoriously inaccessible to small investors. A 
standout example would be emerging markets where retail 
investors simply cannot buy individual stocks and traditionally 
the only option was specialist fund managers, who in turn often 
chased the same handful of high-profile stocks. In contrast, an 
emerging market ETF allows the investor access to a genuine 
cross-section of an offshore market. 

On the negative side, ETFs offer just the market average and, 
at least on the ASX, anyone depending on index performance 
over the past decade would have been underwhelmed. 

There are also ethical issues with ETFs. Are you interested in 
putting money into poorly managed, pollutant or even fraudulent 
stocks? ETFs do not discriminate.

Perhaps the outstanding risk for investors is that robo-advice 
can be read as an industry response to an industry problem: 
overloaded with compliance costs, the traditional model is now 
too expensive, so a low-cost basic service model with little 
discretion is put forward as the answer.

Not everyone agrees. Unisuper, the industry fund for the 
education sector, is moving in a different direction. The fund 
says it is becoming more dependent on the opposite of robo-
advice and wants to build better financial relationships through 
personal relationships.  

The $54 billion fund reports there has been a 20 per cent 
increase in face-to-face meetings between industry fund advisers 
and initial clients over the past year, and that the demand for 
face-to-face appointments between advisers and existing clients 
is up 70 per cent. 

The  
digital 
players

Two new players in the market offer insight 
into what robo-advice can do for clients.

Stockspot

Run by Chris Brycki and now backed by 
financial markets luminary Graham Tuckwell 
(the billionaire behind ETF Securities), 
Stockspot aims squarely at independent 
investors – including millennials – who are 
comfortable with digital advice. In common 
with Six Park and other local entrants to  
the market, it has seen the rise of ETF 
(exchange-traded fund) investing as the  
great enabler for cheaper advice. Low-cost 
passive funds allow robo-advice products  
to create simple portfolios that at the very  
least offer genuine diversification. 

According to Brycki, the arrival of 
robo-investing is just as much a breakthrough 
for advisers as it is for clients. He suggests 
advisers can give up chasing short-term 
returns and concentrate on wealth strategies: 
“Advisers finally have an opportunity to stop 
focusing on price discovery and transition to 
structuring sensible long-term investment 
portfolios, and encourage clients to be 
disciplined enough to stick with them. 

Founded in 2013, Stockspot already has  
a track record as a strong performer in the 
industry. The group offers different ETF 
options depending on the level of risk the 
client is willing to take.

The Six Park Group

Founded by an illustrious group of industry 
veterans, including former federal finance 
minister Lindsay Tanner and JP Morgan 
executive Brian Watson, Six Park offers  
local investors a robo-advice service that  
is regularly tweaked through oversight  
by a highly qualified board of advisers.  

One of its key aims is to get more 
diversification in the notoriously narrow 
portfolios of Australian investors, which  
have traditionally been dominated by ASX 
shares and cash. 

According to the group’s management,  
led by CEO Patrick Garrett, many of its first 
clients have been SMSF investors who were not 
previously getting advice of any description. 
This aligns with observations made in recent 
surveys from groups such as Deloitte that there 
is a significant portion of the population who 
simply do not believe traditional “plain vanilla” 
financial advice is worth it.

Many robo-advice operators believe this 
segment of the investor market will pay the 
limited fees of robo-advice to access new 
investments and to receive relevant advice 
while attempting to diversify their portfolios. 
Six Park says it will charge less than 1 per cent 
in annual fees. 

Although the Six Park group has very 
high-profile associates – including the core 
group behind the original Future Fund – the 
operation has still to get scores on the board 
and wider recognition.

Story by:

James Kirby

Illustration by:

Steven Moore

Disruption is coming to a financial planner near you as firms big and small turn  
to algorithms to cut fees for customers seeking lower-cost options
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The financial advice sector is ripe for digital innovation, thanks 
to customers increasingly unhappy with standards and a 
business model that is no longer financially viable.

In this space, digital innovation is code for robo-advice, a 
catch-all phrase that offers the promise of cheap online investing 
services that can replace much of the work of financial advisers. 

The disruption is well under way in the US, where two giant 
companies – Betterment and Wealthfront – have emerged, each 
with a valuation of more than $5 billion. In recent months 
Betterment has seemed to outpace Wealthfront in terms of size and 
growth. Betterment, which has cheaper services, now boasts a client 
list of 188,000 while Wealthfront has 90,000 (see story page 24). 

However it is the long-term potential of Betterment, 
Wealthfront and a host of rivals such as Hedgeable and 
WiseBanyan that is fascinating. Several robo-groups are 
becoming active in related services such as retirement planning 
and college education finance. Wealthfront has even launched a 
new lending service offering loans on the back of investment 
portfolios held by customers on the platform.

Australia is in the “announcements phase”, where a string of 
incumbents and start-ups have burst on the scene with a suite of 
promises that are yet to be tested.

But robo-advice, which can be applied in every area from 
mortgage comparison to pension fund plans, looks certain to 
take off. Already there have been two key moves suggesting that 
a new model is needed in financial planning. ANZ has put its 
$4.5 billion wealth advice unit on the block, in a move that 
followed UBS’s decision to sell its wealth management arm in 
Australia a year ago. And Platinum Asset Management, the one-
time king of specialist overseas fund managers in the local 
market, has announced a dramatic cut in its fee charges. 

These corporate moves are unrelated, but together they 
highlight a key problem for financial advice in Australia: the 
struggle to build profitable advice businesses. 

Inside the financial advice industry, operators say the ironic 
outcome of two decades of escalating regulation is that compliance 
in the financial advice sector is now exceptionally onerous. A 
detailed statement of advice must be provided to clients, and the 
average statement can run to 50 pages and cost perhaps $3000 to 
prepare. And this is before the client has actually invested. 

In practical terms, it means many of the best advisers want to 
deal with clients with at least $500,000 to invest, otherwise the 
costs of servicing them are too high.

Enter robo-advice, which involves the efficient use of 
algorithms to allow retail investors a low-cost entry to investment 
markets. At its best it can attract mid-level clients and make 
these relationships worthwhile for the adviser.

A microcosm of the issues facing all players in the industry is 
the recent deal between BT, a wing of Westpac, and the robo-
advice company Ignition Wealth. The BT Panorama platform is 
one of the best-known in the advice industry. However the 
economics of the enterprise meant that the platform was 
traditionally only open to institutional clients. In a new deal with 
Ignition, it will be opened to a range of advisers – the incumbent 
gets to have more funds under management on the platform but 
the customers of advisers who have smaller client lists are no 
longer excluded. 

Ignition is a start-up but a key shareholder is Barry Lambert, 
the founder of Count, one of the biggest financial groups in the 
market. In turn, BT needs to distinguish itself from the larger 
armies of the financial advice world. It has a network of 800 
advisers compared to the banks, which have thousands of 
advisers on their books. 

The leaders of the financial advice industry, such as life 
insurers and banks, traditionally ran enormous adviser  
networks. These have shrunk but are still substantial. A recent 
survey by the industry specialist Adviser Ratings suggests that 
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the figures are AMP, 2870; CBA, 1710; NAB, 1667; ANZ, 1151; 
and Westpac, 1137.

The major players still dominate, but they are searching for 
new ideas. As John Shuttleworth, the general manager of 
platform investments at BT, said recently: “We’ve got a platform 
and if it makes good commercial sense to partner we’ll work with 
different people distributing in the marketplace.”

Shuttleworth’s opposite number at Ignition, CEO Mark 
Fordree, makes it clear that the deal marked the first time a 
major institution selected an independent digital advice operator 
in the advice arena.

It’s little wonder the incumbents are ready to do a deal.  In the 
UK earlier this year, Mortgage Gym, a private equity- funded 
robo-adviser specialising in home loans, announced a new 
service in which a client could be matched with an appropriate 
mortgage product in 60 seconds. To top that off, Mortgage Gym 
also claimed that an application for a mortgage could be filled 
out in 15 minutes.

But while the sector sees robo-advice as the way to build a 
mass market, for now it is the wealthiest and more financially 
sophisticated clients in the US and the UK who are responding. 
Robo-advisers are chasing the millennials, but much of the time 
they are getting self-funded retirees or pre-retirees.

In Australia, the SMSF Industry Association tacked a robo-
advice questionnaire onto one of its recent surveys and found 
that 18 per cent of its members – higher than in the general 
population (13 per cent) – would be willing to try robo services.

The American experience suggests that the best formula 
may be when robo-advice is allied to traditional advice. 

For example, appropriate advice for a 45-year-old who wants 
advice on broad-scale investing with a view to growing a 
portfolio in the 20 years until retirement might be a balanced 
fund with a “growth” weighting in the portfolio. The advice 
would be different for a 63-year-old who intends to retire soon. 
In this case the solution would be a low-risk portfolio with a 
greater emphasis on income. But there is no need for an adviser 
to spend hours proving this case or filling out compliance forms. 

Most of the robo-advice players tend to work along these lines, 
offering a hybrid service that frees staff to tend to the more 
complex or urgent issues facing clients. For example, in financial 
practices across Australia there is an urgent need to get clients 
across the key details of new superannuation rules – something a 
robo-advice platform or service could not be expected to deliver.

For the everyday investor, the prospect of lower fees makes a 
huge difference in financial advice. The idea of paying a traditional 
adviser $3000 before any tactical advice or indeed money- 
making has taken place must be a serious turn-off.

It seems the ideal interface with robo-advice is piecemeal, 
beginning with elementary work such as simplifying investment 
administration or allowing a client to enter areas of the market 
where they lack experience.  

Figures from the tax office on SMSF (self-managed super fund) 
investment activity suggest investors would benefit from easier and 
cheaper access to overseas markets. In fact the early drift toward 
low-cost models such as ETFs has already prompted a response. 
One recent example is active fund manager Platinum Funds 
Management cutting fees.

Likewise, where previously access to small cap stocks or other 
specialist areas of the market was expensive and risky, the ETF 
(or index fund) emphasis of the robo-advisers offers a new 
doorway to diversification.

The advantage here is clear. Some areas of investment 
markets have been notoriously inaccessible to small investors. A 
standout example would be emerging markets where retail 
investors simply cannot buy individual stocks and traditionally 
the only option was specialist fund managers, who in turn often 
chased the same handful of high-profile stocks. In contrast, an 
emerging market ETF allows the investor access to a genuine 
cross-section of an offshore market. 

On the negative side, ETFs offer just the market average and, 
at least on the ASX, anyone depending on index performance 
over the past decade would have been underwhelmed. 

There are also ethical issues with ETFs. Are you interested in 
putting money into poorly managed, pollutant or even fraudulent 
stocks? ETFs do not discriminate.

Perhaps the outstanding risk for investors is that robo-advice 
can be read as an industry response to an industry problem: 
overloaded with compliance costs, the traditional model is now 
too expensive, so a low-cost basic service model with little 
discretion is put forward as the answer.

Not everyone agrees. Unisuper, the industry fund for the 
education sector, is moving in a different direction. The fund 
says it is becoming more dependent on the opposite of robo-
advice and wants to build better financial relationships through 
personal relationships.  

The $54 billion fund reports there has been a 20 per cent 
increase in face-to-face meetings between industry fund advisers 
and initial clients over the past year, and that the demand for 
face-to-face appointments between advisers and existing clients 
is up 70 per cent. 

The  
digital 
players

Two new players in the market offer insight 
into what robo-advice can do for clients.

Stockspot

Run by Chris Brycki and now backed by 
financial markets luminary Graham Tuckwell 
(the billionaire behind ETF Securities), 
Stockspot aims squarely at independent 
investors – including millennials – who are 
comfortable with digital advice. In common 
with Six Park and other local entrants to  
the market, it has seen the rise of ETF 
(exchange-traded fund) investing as the  
great enabler for cheaper advice. Low-cost 
passive funds allow robo-advice products  
to create simple portfolios that at the very  
least offer genuine diversification. 

According to Brycki, the arrival of 
robo-investing is just as much a breakthrough 
for advisers as it is for clients. He suggests 
advisers can give up chasing short-term 
returns and concentrate on wealth strategies: 
“Advisers finally have an opportunity to stop 
focusing on price discovery and transition to 
structuring sensible long-term investment 
portfolios, and encourage clients to be 
disciplined enough to stick with them. 

Founded in 2013, Stockspot already has  
a track record as a strong performer in the 
industry. The group offers different ETF 
options depending on the level of risk the 
client is willing to take.

The Six Park Group

Founded by an illustrious group of industry 
veterans, including former federal finance 
minister Lindsay Tanner and JP Morgan 
executive Brian Watson, Six Park offers  
local investors a robo-advice service that  
is regularly tweaked through oversight  
by a highly qualified board of advisers.  

One of its key aims is to get more 
diversification in the notoriously narrow 
portfolios of Australian investors, which  
have traditionally been dominated by ASX 
shares and cash. 

According to the group’s management,  
led by CEO Patrick Garrett, many of its first 
clients have been SMSF investors who were not 
previously getting advice of any description. 
This aligns with observations made in recent 
surveys from groups such as Deloitte that there 
is a significant portion of the population who 
simply do not believe traditional “plain vanilla” 
financial advice is worth it.

Many robo-advice operators believe this 
segment of the investor market will pay the 
limited fees of robo-advice to access new 
investments and to receive relevant advice 
while attempting to diversify their portfolios. 
Six Park says it will charge less than 1 per cent 
in annual fees. 

Although the Six Park group has very 
high-profile associates – including the core 
group behind the original Future Fund – the 
operation has still to get scores on the board 
and wider recognition.
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Disruption is coming to a financial planner near you as firms big and small turn  
to algorithms to cut fees for customers seeking lower-cost options
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