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 Investment commission: one time payment on the sale of a product 

 
 Any other type of compensation. 
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Full Survey Results  
 
The compiled results of the two surveys can be accessed online by clicking here: 
 
Fee Advisor Survey: 
http://www.surveymonkey.com/sr.aspx?sm=ayaUqJCjM_2f5qOiLJkjVrvGdAfTc
cJGQKjdC3Glwb6jo_3d 
 
Commission Advisor Survey: 
http://www.surveymonkey.com/sr.aspx?sm=Dt4mG8kn89RdoNpvMHKFAyA_
2fl60WpAnVbQfJuynpz_2fc_3d  
 
Password for both surveys is: Advisor 
 
Please note: The question numbers and order do not necessarily match those 
found in this report.  
 
 
Disclaimer  
 
The data reported in this study were provided directly by respondents to F2F, and 
F2F did not audit or review this information . Accordingly, F2F does not express 
an opinion or any other form of assurance about the data or the results. The data 
contained in this report are  not a statistically valid representation of the entire 
market of financial advisors/plann ers; rather, they are representative of the 
advisors who elected to participate in this survey. 
 
 
Copyright  
 
Not to be duplicated or di stributed. Reproduction in whole or part, in any media, 
including electronic media, prohibited except by permission.  
 
2010 © To Fee or Not to Fee. 
 
 
Questions  
 
Please contact: 
Marc Lamontagne, CFP, R.F.P., FMA 
To Fee or Not to Fee 
613-240-8308  
marc@tofeeornottofee.com  

http://www.surveymonkey.com/sr.aspx?sm=ayaUqJCjM_2f5qOiLJkjVrvGdAfTccJGQKjdC3Glwb6jo_3d
http://www.surveymonkey.com/sr.aspx?sm=ayaUqJCjM_2f5qOiLJkjVrvGdAfTccJGQKjdC3Glwb6jo_3d
http://www.surveymonkey.com/sr.aspx?sm=Dt4mG8kn89RdoNpvMHKFAyA_2fl60WpAnVbQfJuynpz_2fc_3d
http://www.surveymonkey.com/sr.aspx?sm=Dt4mG8kn89RdoNpvMHKFAyA_2fl60WpAnVbQfJuynpz_2fc_3d
mailto:marc@tofeeornottofee.com
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QUESTION 29: WHAT WAS YOUR INCOME LAST YEAR (AFTER OVERRIDES AND EXPENSES, BUT BEFORE 
TAXES) FROM ALL SOURCES INCLUDING COMMISSIONS? ............................................................................33 
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RETAIL CLIENTS. .........................................................................................................................................34 
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HOURLY RATE. ............................................................................................................................................35 
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IN ADVANCE? .............................................................................................................................................36 
QUESTION 33: DO YOU BELIEVE YOUR FEE IS COMPETITIVE WITH THE INDUSTRY? ....................................36 
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OCCASION, PLEASE PROVIDE YOUR LOW-END AVERAGE FEE, MOST COMMON FEE YOU WOULD CHARGE, 
AND YOUR UPPER-END AVERAGE FEE. ........................................................................................................37 
QUESTION 35: WHAT PERCENTAGE OF THE FEE DO YOU ASK FOR IN ADVANCE? ........................................38 
QUESTION 36: ANNUAL RETAINER (SERVICE DOES NOT INCLUDE MANAGING ASSETS UNDER 
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LEVEL OF ASSETS. IF NUMBERS ARE NOT EXACT, JUST USE AN AVERAGE OR THE ONE CLOSEST TO IT. ........43 
QUESTION 42: IS THE AMOUNT YOU CHARGE BUNDLED WITH ANY OTHER FEES? (PLEASE MARK ALL THAT 
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QUESTION 43: WHAT IS THE TOTAL COST TO THE CLIENT IF YOU WERE TO ADD YOUR FEES ON TOP OF ALL 
UNDERLYING MER, MANAGER COST, TRUSTEE OR CUSTODY FEES, TRANSACTION COST, GST/HST, AND 
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Question 5: What was you r income last year (after overrides and expenses, but 
before taxes) from all sources?  
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Fee Advisor Commission Advisor 
 

 
The difficulty with this question was how best to measure success of an individual 
practice. Most surveys we have seen tend to look only at gross income. Since 
advisors can operate under different business structures and regulatory regimes, 
income after overrides and expenses, but before taxes, was judged to be the 
fairest. 
 
Respondents had incomes across the spectrum, although the majority under both 
models earn over $100,000 a year. There was a greater proportion earning under 
$100,000 under the commission model, though the most surprising was the 34% 
of fee advisors who earn over $250,000 vs. only 23% of commission-based 
advisors.  
 
Respondents with no investment licence are more likely to have earnings at the 
lower end no matter how they are compensated. IIROC advisors tend to make 
more than their MFDA colleagues under the commission model, though we saw 
no big difference under the fee model. 
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Question 7: How many clients did you serve in the last year for a single 
engagement (such as a financial plan) and may n ever see again?  
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Contrary to our expectations, commission-based advisors are more welcoming to 
one-off engagements than their fee-based colleagues.  This may be due the 
majority of fee advisors offering services only to clients who can provide ongoing 
revenue (fee-based IIROC advisors are the least likely to offer one-off services), 
or commission-based advisors providing more one-off services such as the sale of 
an insurance policy that does not require close monitoring.  
 
Question 8: Please estimate the total "net worth" (not investable assets) of your 
ideal client.  
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Potential participants were asked to identify their ideal client  by net worth. This 
net worth question was considered more appropriate than the standard 
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Question 10: Which investment licence do you hold?  
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MFDA was by far the most common investment licence held by commission-
based advisors. Fee-based advisors are more varied in their investment licence 
choice. The IIROC (formerly IDA) licence was the favored one with a minority 
holding the Investment Counselor Por tfolio Manager (ICPM) licence. In the 2009 
Fee Advisor Survey, there were an equal number of MFDA and IIROC-licenced 
respondents. Since there are three times more independent financial advisors 
who hold an MFDA licence, this could signal that the fee model is taking hold to a 
greater degree among I IROC advisors . 
 

 
Financial 
Planner  
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Also of note is the high degree of fee-based respondents who do not hold an 
investment licence and who operate their practice without the need of a 
broker/dealer.  
 
Question 11: Do you hold an insu rance licence?  
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At 92%, almost all commission-based advisors hold an insurance licence, whereas 
almost 40% of their fee-based colleagues do not. Although we have found that 
most advisors who identified themselves as fee-based do earn some commissions, 
most non-investment licenced advisors are also non-insurance licenced. 
 
Question 12: Which of the following professional designations do you hold?  
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Almost all respondents hold at least one designation with the CFP®  (Certified 
Financial Planner) being the clear favorite. The second-most favored is the CLU 
among MFDA advisors and the FCSI among IIROC fee-based advisors or PFP for 
commission-based IIROC advisors. 
 
Question  13: Which of the following professional associations do you belong to?  
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Advocis was favored more by commission-based advisors, the CIFPs (Canadian 
Institute of Financial Planners) was favored equally, and the IAFP (Institute for 
Advanced Financial Planners) tends to attract fee-based advisors. 
 
Question 14: What is your business model?  
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In Canada, most advisors are still working on their own as sole practioners  and 
in silos. There is a trend in the U.S. for advisors to band together to form 
ensembles for the benefits of scale, backup, succession planning, and profitability.  
 
It will be in teresting to see if Canadian advisors follow the same trend, though we 
can see that fee advisors are three times more likely to operate under the 
ensemble business model which is heavily favored by ICPM-licenced advisors. 
 
Question 15: Which title would be st describe you?  
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The largest segment of both groups of respondents refer to themselves as a 
financial planner  (the title of choice for MFDA advisors)  and the second most 
popular title is  investment advisor (favored by IIROC advisors).  The HNW 
financial  planner title of wealth manager  was favored by 21% of fee-based 
advisors. 
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Question 18 : Do you believe any of the percentages in the previous question will 
change in the next year?  

Fee Advisor

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Hourly fee

Flat fee

Annual retainer

Basis-points

Trailers

Insurance commissions

Investment commissions

Other

N/A Large decrease Small decrease Stay the same Small increase Large increase
 

 

Commiss ion Adv iso r

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Investment commissions (from new clients)

Investment commissions (from current clients)

Trailers

Insurance commissions (from new clients)

Insurance commissions (from current clients)

Insurance trailers and renewals

Hourly fee

Flat fee

Annual retainer

Basis-points

Other

N/A Large decrease Small decrease Stay the same Small increase Large increase
 

 
This question was designed to spot trends favouring one method of compensation 
over another. As an example, basis points, which was the most favored 
compensation by fee advisors, was where most expected to see a large increase. 
Again, interestingly, insurance commission was number two for the same group. 
 
The largest expected increases by commission-based advisors were from 
insurance and investment commissions from new clients, with trailers leading 
when expected small and large increases are combined. 
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Question  19: What services do you offer on a fee basis? (please mark al l that 
apply)  

Commiss ion Adv iso r

0 50 100 150 200 250

Retirement Planning

Insurance Planning

Investment Management and/or Counselling (on-
going engagement; assets under management)

Estate Planning

Comprehensive Financial Planning (on-going
engagement)

Offered to all clients Offered to some clients
 

Fee  Adv iso r

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160 180

Retirement Planning

Comprehensive Financial Planning (on-going
engagement)

Investment Management and/or Counselling
(on-going engagement; assets under

Estate Planning

Insurance Planning

Offered to all clients Offered to some clients
 

 
This question was designed to give us a sense of the services being offered or not 
offered by advisors. The full list can be seen in the compiled survey data online as 
listed in the introduction of this report.  
 
The top five services again illustrate the similarities between the two models. The 
only difference being the reverse placement of the second and fifth places of 
comprehensive financial planning  and insurance planning . The higher placement 
of comprehensive financial planning for f ee-based advisors may be directly 
related to their compensation structure and their ability to charge fees for a 
service unrelated to a product sale. 
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Question 20 : When do you typically discuss your fees or compensation with a 
prospective client?  
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It is difficult for a prospective client to appreciate the cost of a service before fully 
understanding the level of service and value they will be receiving. It appears that 
most respondents understand this by discussing fees, cost, or compensation in 
the first  meeting as opposed to proving that information ahead of time.  
 
Non-investment licenced fee-based respondents are the most likely to provide 
information in advance of the first meeting . 
 
Question 21 : How do you explain your fees or compensation to prospec tive 
clients? (please mark all that apply)  

0.0%

10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

40.0%

50.0%

60.0%

70.0%

80.0%

90.0%

Verbally Provide a
written fee
schedule

Available on
my website

Included in the
letter of

engagement

Included in the
Investment

Policy
Statement

Fee Advisor Commission Advisor
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Question 22 : In the case of ongoing fees or cost, how often do you review them 
with your clients? (please mark all that apply)  
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In other consumer surveys, a high degree of trust is achieved as a result of an 
open discussion of financial services fees and cost. Fee-based advisors are doing a 
far better job of providing a hard copy receipt or statement, though they appear 
to rely on account statements instead of face-to-face discussions with the client. 
 
Commission-based advisors were no better at having regular discussions about 
compensation and more likely to defer the conversation. 
 
Question 23 : What is the most effective approach taken when a client becomes 
unprofitabl e? 
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This question was designed to compare the appreciation of client profitability 
between the two survey groups. Again we found very close similarities, though 
fee-based advisors were more likely to attempt a renegotiation of fees (which the 
commission-based advisor usually cannot do) and commission-based advisors 
were more likely to keep a client on their books for referrals.  
 
Question 24 : Do you feel the terms fee -only, fee -based, and fee -for -service should 
be clearly defined by some industry body and  their usage be regulated?  
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There is a strong desire for standard definitions by respondents of both surveys 
and even an increase by fee advisors over the 2009 survey (48.6%). 
 
Conclusion  
 
The types of compensation received by both groups are wonderfully diverse and 
contain several areas of overlap. We also found, for the most part, services offered 
by both groups to be remarkably similar.  
 
When we tested the data for differences we found that the fee advisor earns a 
higher income, manages a smaller client base, targets higher net worth clients, 
and is better at disclosure. On the other hand, the commission-based advisor is 
more likely to operate as a sole practitioner, better at serving the middle-class 
client, and has been operating much longer under his or her compensation model. 
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Question 2 7: Are your fees negotiable?  

 
Ask any room full of financial advisors if their fees are negotiable and you will get 
a resounding NO. Ask the same question under the anonymity of a survey, and 
more often than not, depending on the client , the answer is probably YES. IIROC-
licenced respondents were the most likely to answer depends on the client, 
whereas ICPM advisors were the most likely to say NO. 
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Question 2 8: What service do you offer?  

 
This is the complete list of the top five we examined in question 19 of Part I. 
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Question 29: What was your income last year (after overrides and expenses, but 
before taxes) from all sources including commissions?  

 
 
This is the breakdown of income from question 5 by investment licence. Non-
investment licenced advisors are more likely to earn less than$75,000  a year even 
though they tend to be as or more experienced than the average advisor. This 
could be due to their older than average age as they may be in a wind down stage 
of their profe ssion and working less than full-time. The fact that they hold no 
investment licence has not stopped over 20% of them from earning over 
$250,000  a year. 
 
MFDA and IIROC advisors are almost twice more likely to earn over $250,000  
than their colleagues.  
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Question 32: For a longer engagement, what percentage of the estimated fee do 
you ask for in advance?  

 
Almost two -thirds of respondents ask for a deposit for a longer engagement. The 
most common amount asked for in advance is 50%. IIROC advisors are the least 
likely to ask for a deposit. 
 
Question 33: Do you believe your fee is competitive with the industry?  

 
Most respondents seem to indicate that they can compare their fee level to the 
industry, and 18% (concentrated in the non-investment licenced respondents) 
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Question 35: What percentage of the fee do you ask for in advance?  
 

 
Almost two thirds of respondents ask for a deposit, similar to a longer hourly 
engagement. The most common amount asked for in advance is 50%. 
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Question 36: Annual retainer (ser vice DOES NOT include managing assets under 
management) - If you charge a retainer or annual flat fee, even if it is only on 
occasion, please provide your low -end average fee, most common fee you would 
charge, and your upper -end average fee.  
 

 
There was a significant drop in the response count for this question compared to 
previous questions, suggesting that very few fee advisor are using retainer fees to 
charge for services unrelated to managing assets. There was also a drop in 
response rates from the 2009 survey. 
 
Respondents who infrequently use retainers  are, for the most part, charging very 
little. The low response and smaller fees may suggest that this type of fee is used 
in combination with other types of compensation. The exception being the small 
number of non-investment licenced respondents who are charging over $5,000  
in the upper-end average.  
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Question 37: Annual retainer (service DOES include managing assets under 
management) - If you charge a retainer or annual flat fee, even if it is on ly on 
occasion, please provide your low -end average fee, most common fee you would 
charge, and your upper -end average fee.  
 

 
In the U.S., other studies show a trend away from percentage of assets fees to 
retainer fees, especially for the HNW client. This question received an even lower 
response count than the previous question suggesting a very low use of retainer 
fees to provide financial services that include managing assets in Canada.   
 
Of note: the response count of the upper-end average fee concentrated at the 
over $5,000  price level suggests that those few who are using retainer fees are 
doing so successfully. 
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Question 38: How frequently do you collect the retainer fee?  

 
The most common collection frequency is quarterly in arrears  followed by 
annually in advance . This is reverse of the popularity of these two methods in the 
2009 survey.  
 
Question 39: Please rate (1 low to 5 high) the factors that influenced how you set 
your flat fee and/or retainer.  

 
The main factors were very similar to the factors that influenced setting hourly 
fees. The biggest difference was the addition of an estimate of hours scoring third 








































