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About the Schwab Guiding Principles SeriesTM 

The Guiding Principles Series (GPS) is based on the Guiding 
Principles for Advisory Firm Success, a foundational framework 
that helps advisors address the complexities of growing their 
firms and creating enduring enterprises. Grounded in the best 
practices of leading independent advisory firms, the GPS delivers 
relevant and timely information to help advisors solve their unique 
challenges and strategically manage and grow their firms. The 
GPS includes industry-leading studies, resources, and tools from 
Schwab that are designed to help advisors explore innovative 
concepts and obtain new insights as they set the strategies that 
propel their firms to new levels of growth. 

For over 30 years, Schwab Advisor Services™, the leading 
custodian of more than 15,000 registered investment advisory 
firms, and Schwab Business Consulting and Education have 
been working hand in hand with advisors, leveraging our deep 
expertise in core business issues to help firms achieve their 
goals and gain competitive advantage. Schwab’s collaborative 
approach leverages the guiding principles to help advisors benefit 
from proven practices of the industry’s most successful RIA firms.

Visit advisorservices.schwab.com/guidingprinciples  
to learn more.
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Registered Investment Advisor (RIA) firms of all sizes saw significant 
growth in 2024. Organic growth and client retention results 
demonstrate the trusted relationships advisors have built with their 
clients and the enduring appeal of the independent model. Results 
from the 2025 RIA Benchmarking Study—from the 1,288 firms 
representing over $2.4 trillion in assets under management (AUM) 
that participated in the 2025 study—showcase these strengths and 
highlight insights that can help firms uncover opportunities to drive 
sustained success. 

The RIA industry continues to be exceptionally strong, 
and most firms consider growth a top priority. Firms with 
under $250 million in AUM saw 19.1% growth in assets 
last year, and firms with more than $250 million in AUM 
realized 15.9% growth. Revenue rose by 19.1% for smaller 
firms and by 17.5% for larger firms in 2024, compared 
with 6.5% for all firms in the study the previous year.i 

Organic growth ii played a pivotal role in gains seen 
for 2024. Net asset flows contributed 9.2% to AUM 
growth for smaller firms and 5.0% for larger firms, with 
investment performance—and inorganic activity for those 
firms that engaged in that strategy—accounting for the 
remainder. Client retention—holding steady for more than 
a decade at 97%—also contributed to healthy net asset 
flows. Client growth was up 4.8% for all firms in 2024, 
compared with 4.5% the prior year. Smaller firms added 
10 new clients, and larger firms added 38.

The study identifies a subset of Top Performing Firms 
that consistently achieve superior results. These firms 
saw twice as much revenue growth over the past five 
years as all other firms, and net asset flows contributed 
12.5% to their strong overall AUM growth of 23.4% in 
2024. Top Performing Firms also attracted 85% more 
new clients, at the median, than all other firms last 
year. These firms typically have the solid foundational 
elements on which success is built, such as a strategic 
plan, ideal client persona and client value proposition, 
integrated marketing plan, and written referral plans. 
For details about the methodology used to identify Top 
Performing Firms, see page 7.

Introduction

As the RIA industry expands, it’s exciting 
to see how well firms are doing year 
after year. Their focus on growth points 
to a strong future. Importantly, firms  
are dedicated to bringing in outstanding 
talent as they work to enhance the 
experience for today’s clients as well  
as tomorrow’s.”

Lisa Salvi  
Managing Director, Business Consulting and Education
Charles Schwab Advisor Services

Learn more about the benefits 
of participating in Schwab’s RIA 
Benchmarking Study.

Visit advisorservices.schwab.com 

benchmarking_education

http://advisorservices.schwab.com/benchmarking_education
http://advisorservices.schwab.com/benchmarking_education


Key trends shaping the industry’s 
next chapter

Harnessing the power of AI. The emergence of artificial 
intelligence (AI) offers opportunities to boost productivity 
and streamline operations—by automating tasks, enhancing 
workflows, improving efficiency, reducing costs, and elevating 
the client experience—allowing firms to spend more time with 
clients and focus on growth. 

Top Performing Firms are more likely to adopt AI, with 74% 
indicating they use this technology in some capacity, versus 
66% for all firms. Use of AI is similar between smaller and 
larger firms for many tasks, with administrative support being 
the notable exception—43% of firms over $250 million in AUM 
versus 26% of firms with less than $250 million in AUM say 
they turn to AI for tasks such as note taking, summarizing 
notes, creating meetings, and drafting emails.
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We use AI a lot for working through problems. 
I literally speak to it: ‘I have this problem,  
how should I solve it?’ We have leveraged it  
to sift through and analyze expense ratios of 
outside holdings, website visits, telephone 
logs, and marketing data. The time savings 
are substantial.”

Michael Barrasso  
Director of Business Development
United Financial Planning Group

Firms are leveraging AI to boost productivity.

Firms under $250M AUM Firms over $250M AUM

Explore Additional resources to learn more 
about Schwab insights and services.

Firms can help their teams become comfortable with this 
technology by offering training, creating a task force, or engaging 
with an outside consultant or vendor to explore opportunities. 
When implementing AI, firms should carefully consider 
factors such as data privacy, ethical implications, alignment 
with business goals, and the need for proper training and 
integration. Additionally, firms should establish clear policies 
and procedures to govern the use of AI, ensuring compliance, 
accountability, and consistency across applications.
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Outsourcing for scale and efficiency. By outsourcing certain 
business functions, advisors can focus their time and resources 
on acquiring new clients and deepening client relationships. 
Across the study, 38% of all firms outsource more than half of 
their compliance activities, while 45% outsource fewer than 
half. For marketing activities, 23% outsource more than half 
and 42% outsource fewer than half. 

Some firms are looking to outside support for portfolios as 
well. Twenty-four percent of all firms indicated some level of 
outsourcing for portfolio design and construction, such as 
product/security research and selection, model portfolios, 
or an outsourced chief investment officer (often known as 
OCIO). Slightly fewer firms, 22%, reported outsourcing some 
elements of portfolio management and administration, such as 
trading, rebalancing, portfolio accounting, and client reporting.   

Advancing business objectives through consolidation. 
Inorganic activity continues across the industry, ignited by the 
desire for growth and scale, demand for talent, aging advisors, 
the cost of equity for internal partners, and the infusion of 
capital from private equity firms. Over the past five years, 41% 
of firms have engaged in inorganic activityiii—19% of firms have 
acquired new clients through M&A, and 23% have brought 
on one or more advisors with a book of business. An 
increasing number of advisors are joining or “tucking in” to an 
existing RIA, versus starting their own firm, as a path to 
independence. 

Consolidation will also continue to provide a means to 
succession. When asked what succession strategies are under 
consideration, 41% of all firms in the study reported selling, 

merging, or acquiring another firm. Planning for succession 
remains an opportunity for many, as only 53% of smaller firms 
and 64% of larger firms have written succession plans.

Capitalizing on the wealth transfer. Of the $124 trillion 
projected to be on the move through 2048, $105.3 trillion is 
expected to be transferred intergenerationally to heirs and 
$18.4 trillion to philanthropic causes. Of that $105 trillion, 
more than $47 trillion is projected to be controlled by women, 
with men controlling the remainder.iv To meet clients’ needs 
and capture the money in motion, more firms are offering 
intergenerational planning strategies and services, including 
family education (72% of firms), estate planning (75%),  
and charitable planning (86%). Firms are also being 
intentional about connecting with the next generation— 
68% of firms reported having a strategy for engaging with 
their clients’ children. 

Firms are addressing the needs of next-gen clients by 
offering a wider range of investment strategies (34%) and 
creating teams to better reflect younger investors (57%). As 
client demographics shift, an opportunity remains to bring 
more female advisors into the RIA profession—29% of 
advisor roles in the compensation section of the 
Benchmarking Study are held by women, with the remaining 
roles held by men.

More than 50% of the overall wealth transfers are expected 
to come from high-net-worth (HNW) and ultra-high-net-
worth (UHNW) households.iv With significant wealth 
concentration and creation at the upper end of the investor 
spectrum, there is a growing opportunity to provide more 
comprehensive advice for HNW and UHNW clients. This can 
significantly impact a firm’s financial performance. In 2024, 
11% of clients had $5 million or more in AUM but accounted 
for an estimated 39% of revenue for larger firms.

Attracting and investing in talent. With many advisors 
expected to retire over the next 10 years, it is crucial to 
attract new talent and position them for success to assure 
the firm’s long-term sustainability. Nearly 78% of firms 
reported hiring in 2024, with recruiting staff ranking as the 
second-highest strategic priority for firms. Looking ahead, 
74% of firms reported plans to hire in 2025. To support staff 
retention and engagement, f irms across the study 
intentionally capture feedback, most commonly by employee 
interviews and online surveys.

An employee value proposition (EVP) can be a vital tool for 
attracting job candidates and retaining top talent. An EVP is 
the firm’s give-get pact that describes what the firm offers 

The idea is not to do an acquisition just for 
the sake of it. We do it because we need 
talent, we need special roles like senior 
advisors and planners. You really have to  
lay out your strategic vision, specifying what 
you’re looking for in terms of philosophical 
culture, geography, and client type to  
be successful.” 

Dick Pfister  
Founder & CEO
AlphaCore Wealth Advisory 
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its employees in return for the skills, capabilities, and 
experiences they bring. It’s an expression of a firm’s talent 
brand in the marketplace. Top Performing Firms are more 
likely to have a documented EVP, and it often outlines career 
paths and progression opportunities as well as mentorships. 
By investing in and developing their staff, Top Performing 
Firms saw lower staff attrition, at the median, compared with 
all other firms in 2024. 

Organic growth sustains success
Again this year, most participants in Schwab’s RIA 
Benchmarking Study identified growth as their top priority. 
Besides strengthening the business and bottom line, growth 
helps attract top talent. And the ability to grow organically—
from both new and existing clients—is critical to long-term 
sustainability. 

In 2024, 59% of all firms in the study met or exceeded their 
goals for number of new clients. For Top Performing Firms, it 
was 78%. Top Performing Firms also gained 2.5 times more 
assets from new clients and 3.8 times more assets from 
existing clients.v They outperform by creating a culture in 
which everyone in the firm contributes and understands that 
organic growth is not only a priority but an imperative. 

Supporting growth through focus. Firms that purposefully 
design a comprehensive client experience around an ideal 
client—one who understands and appreciates the value a 
firm offers and is a “best fit” for the experience that firm 
provides—typically see growth follow. 

Focusing on an ideal client enables firms to better understand 
the client’s needs in relation to a firm’s core capabilities and 
identify how to better serve that client. Advisors can then 
find ways to delight their ideal clients and deliver a more 
consistent, highly personalized, and distinctive experience, 
earning greater trust and building deeper relationships. This 
creates a differentiated client value proposition that can help 
firms stand out and earn new business.

Understanding the ideal client, what they value in an advisor, 
and how best to reach them then helps firms maximize 
their marketing investment. About one-third of all firms 
reported having a documented ideal client persona, client 
value proposition, and marketing plan. Top Performing Firms 
excel here, with about half leveraging all three strategic tools. 
Results show that firms with all three documented gained 
67% more new clients and 68% more new client assets in 
2024 than other firms. 

Meeting client needs to strengthen the business. An ideal 
client persona also allows a firm to design and evolve their 
offering with services that address client needs as they 
manage their clients’ financial lives. Indeed, over the last 
decade firms have expanded their offerings, with the most 
growth in charitable planning, tax planning and strategy, 
and family education. Most are delivered in-house by the 
advisory firm’s teams, though some firms outsource to 
specialized providers. Determining what services to offer and 
how to deliver them consistently and efficiently among each 
segment of clients, aiming to achieve an optimal fit for each, 
is an important part of any client segmentation strategy. 
According to the study, 55% of Top Performing Firms have 
a segmentation strategy; 43% of all other firms have one.

“I believe our approach to attracting clients 
is different. We offer a fee-based plan first  
to establish trust and build the relationship. 
This helps clients get to know me and my 
expertise. We’ve been able to tap into a  
lot of client demand for fee-only planning, 
and most often they convert to wealth 
management clients.”  

Gerry Barrasso  
President and Founder
United Financial Planning Group

I’ve always felt that if you want buy-in from 
your key people, they need to be equity 
holders. We built a path to partnership 
outlining what staff need to exhibit to 
become partners and their responsibilities 
afterward. Are they willing to lead by 
example, generate business regardless of 
their role, and develop others? It’s a shift in 
thinking, focusing on the firm.”

Dick Pfister  
Founder & CEO
AlphaCore Wealth Advisory 



 

Top Performing Firms outperform across key metrics

The Firm Performance Index was developed to give RIAs 
insights about how they are doing. The index uses 15 
key metrics to rank all firms in the study, in terms of how 
they are performing, operating, and building future value, 
and enabling advisors to identify strengths and potential 
opportunities for their firms. Top Performing Firms rank 
in the top 20% of the index overall. 

Taking into account the fundamental aspects of running 
a business, the metrics cover growth, client and staff 
attrition, operating margin, time spent on client service 
and operations, ideal client personas and what they 
value, and strategic and succession planning. They 

align with Schwab’s Guiding Principles for Advisory 
Firm Success, a strategic framework that helps RIAs 
navigate the complexities of growing and managing their 
businesses. 

The strong results of Top Performing Firms may be 
attributed to the foundational strategies these firms 
tend to have in place, such as a strategic plan, ideal 
client persona and client value proposition, integrated 
marketing plan, written referral plans, and employee 
value proposition.

Metric Top Performing  
Firms All other firms Multiple

5-year revenue CAGR 20.9% 10.4% 2.0x

5-year client CAGR 12.3% 4.8% 2.6x

5-year net asset flows CAGR 15.7% 5.0% 3.1x

Assets from new clients in 2024 $49.2M $20.0M 2.5x

Assets from existing clients in 2024 $16.9M $4.4M 3.8x

Firms with a written strategic plan 82% 56% 1.5x

Firms with a documented ideal  
client persona 82% 65% 1.3x

Firms with a documented client  
value proposition 81% 61% 1.3x

Staff attrition rate 2.6% 5.4% 0.5x

Median results unless otherwise noted. Top Performing Firms are those ranked in the top 20th percentile of the Firm Performance Index. All other firms are those ranked 
below the 80th percentile of the index. CAGR represents the compound annual growth rate from 2020 through 2024.

Top Performing Firms outperform across key metrics.
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the client value proposition can help staff articulate who is 
best served by the firm and how the firm can meet those 
clients’ needs. 

An RIA can amplify its referral network by letting clients and 
business partners know they welcome new business and by 

Years ago, we joined a trade association  
and started advising on their endowment. 
Presenting to the board, composed of 
business owners, led to new clients who 
started referring us to others. We love to see 
these organic centers of influence, because 
once you get embedded in that, it really  
can be invaluable to a firm.”

Dick Pfister  
Founder & CEO
AlphaCore Wealth Advisory

Financial planning

Firms are offering more services to stay competitive. 

95%

Charitable planning

Tax planning & strategy

Estate planning

Family education

84%

86%

68%

85%

70%

75%

65%

72%

60%

2025 2016

Results for all firms with $250 million or more in AUM from the 2016 and 2025 RIA Benchmarking Studies from Charles Schwab.

Lifestyle management
35%

28%

Cultivating referrals to support organic growth. Referrals 
from clients and centers of influence (COI) continue to be the 
top driver of organic growth for all firms, accounting for 69% 
of new clients. Setting and communicating referral goals, as 
well as measuring performance against those goals, should be 
part of any referral strategy. At the median firm, 5% of clients 
made referrals in 2024. For the median Top Performing Firm, 
it was 7%.vi Notably, client retention is 97% for all firms, proof 
of the value and trust clients have with their advisors. 

Documenting referral plans can help optimize efforts. Results 
consistently show that firms with documented client and 
COI referral plans achieved stronger new client outcomes 
from those channels. In fact, those with written client 
referral plans generated 1.4 times more new clients from 
that channel, and firms with business partner referral plans 
also gained 1.4 times more new clients from that source, 
compared with firms that don’t have plans. Many more firms 
have an opportunity to develop referral plans. Across the 
study, only 38% have client referral plans, and 25% have 
business partner plans documented. 

Engaging employees in lead generation is vital and can be 
done by fostering a growth culture where everyone feels 
invested and motivated to represent the firm. Reinforcing 
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sharing stories—about the firm, their referral process, and 
the challenges its advisors can solve for clients. The study 
showed that 84% of firms ensure that existing clients know 
they welcome referrals, but only 21% and 30% of firms share 
success stories with clients and COIs, respectively. 

Every aspect of your firm—employees, centers of influence, clients, and even your digital presence—should 
effectively amplify your firm’s reputation within the community you serve in a way that increases referrals and 
generates new business.

Guiding Principle: Your reputation is your brand 

tools that can analyze client data to uncover preferences, 
goals, and behaviors—can help advisors deliver a more 
personalized and differentiated experience.

Enhancing the client experience—as Top Performing Firms 
more often seek to do—is an increasingly consequential goal 
for firms in the quest to stand out from the competition, 
drive asset flows from clients, and increase referrals. As they 
focus on growth, firms seek to make a great client experience 
an implicit part of their brand and a goal shared among all 
employees. Firms employ a variety of strategies to enhance 
the client experience (CX). The top methods are: 

•  �Develop an organizational culture that prioritizes  
CX (91% of firms)

•  �Train team on delivering a consistent and elevated  
CX (64%)

•  �Use lens of ideal client for client onboarding (55%)

•  �Use lens of ideal client to support ongoing client 
relationship (53%)

•  �Document and define the CX based on segmentation 
strategy and service offering (45%)

Results for all firms with $250 million or more in AUM.

Median result for firms $25 million or more in AUM that tracked their lead conversion 
rate in 2024.

50% of leads  
were closed  
in 2024

Tracking growth metrics helps align teams around  
a goal.

An intentional plan to gather client insights can 
enhance the experience firms deliver.

71% of  
firms collect  
feedback  
from clients

Collecting client feedback helps personalize experiences. 
Asset growth from existing clients, excluding investment 
performance, also drives organic growth. Collecting client 
feedback can support efforts to increase assets from existing 
clients—especially around wealth events, such as 401(k) 
rollovers, inheritance, and sales of businesses. By helping 
firms understand what clients care about most, this feedback 
helps them personalize the client experience, exceed client 
expectations, and be prepared for wealth events. Here, too, 
an intentional plan for collecting feedback makes a difference. 
Across the study, client surveys, one-on-one interviews, and 
client exit interviews are firms’ top methods to capture client 
feedback, and Top Performing Firms are more likely to use 
these methods. 

Elevating service to drive growth. Firms are deepening their 
understanding of clients’ needs and customizing experiences 
and services accordingly. Adopting technology—such as AI 



Website metrics and analytics
51%

47%

Search engine optimization
53%

48%

Embracing the reach of digital marketing. To engage with 
clients, reach new prospects, and stand out in a crowded 
marketplace, digital marketing has become essential. 
Websites, in particular, have created opportunities for firms 
to spread their messages to more and more people. When 
a firm’s reputation is consistent with its website, firms can 
use personal interactions to reinforce that message and 
generate opportunities for new growth. 

A strong website helps firms communicate their value, 
establish their expertise, compel action, and amplify 
other marketing. Certain features can also enhance lead 
generation. Over the last five years, more firms have been 
implementing website tactics that engage prospects and 
boost performance. 
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Firms are optimizing their websites for lead generation.

Blog
48%

42%

2025 2021

Results for all firms with $250 million or more in AUM from the 2021 and 2025 RIA Benchmarking Study from Charles Schwab.

Video
43%

37%

Content designed for ideal client persona
55%

47%

“We refined our website copy based on our 
ideal client persona. We ensure that copy on 
portals that list the firm is dialed into our 
message and the type of client we target. 
We also did keyword research, wrote blog 
posts, and monitored Google Analytics. All of 
this has been a game changer—visits to our 
website have shown hockey-stick growth.”

Michael Barrasso  
Director of Business Development
United Financial Planning Group

Lead capture form
53%

39%

Social media buttons
51%

40%
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Chart your course

Clearly see how your firm is 
performing in the marketplace 
with the RIA Benchmarking 
Study, open from January to 
March each year.

Visit advisorservices.schwab.com/

benchmarking_education

Firms are looking to the future
Year after year, RIA firms are working to improve their 
performance and delight their clients. Results of the Schwab 
RIA Benchmarking Study show how they are building 
strong businesses and preparing for the next chapter. The 
trending strategies noted this year—from developing talent 
to enhancing the client experience to cultivating the ideal 
client—all contribute to organic growth. They are building 
blocks of lasting success. 

Additional resources
•  �Connect with third-party providers who understand  

your business and offer solutions at preferred pricing. 
Learn more about Schwab Affinity Services.

•  �Learn more about the M&A process and ways to 
strategically prepare for M&A activity in Schwab’s 
Activating your M&A strategy: A comprehensive  
action guide.

•  �Explore the value of having an employee value 
proposition in Schwab’s whitepaper, The Give/Get 
pact: Attracting and retaining talent with a compelling 
employee value proposition. 

http://advisorservices.schwab.com/benchmarking_education
http://advisorservices.schwab.com/benchmarking_education
https://advisorservices.schwab.com/schwab-affinity-services
https://advisorservices.schwab.com/AffinityServices
https://advisorservices.schwab.com/AffinityServices
https://advisorservices.schwab.com/m-and-a
https://advisorservices.schwab.com/m-and-a
https://advisorservices.schwab.com/m-and-a


Disclosures

For general information and educational purposes only.

This material is for institutional investor use only. This material may not be forwarded or made available, in part or in 
whole, to any party that is not an institutional investor.

About the 2025 RIA Benchmarking Study from Charles Schwab

Schwab designed the RIA Benchmarking Study to capture insights in the RIA industry based on survey responses from 
individual firms. The 2025 study provides information on topics such as asset and revenue growth, sources of new 
clients, products and pricing, staffing, compensation, marketing, technology, and financial performance. Fielded from 
January to March 2025, the study contains self-reported data from 1,288 firms that custody their assets with Schwab 
and represents over $2.4 trillion in assets under management, making this the leading study in the RIA industry. 
Schwab did not independently verify or validate the self-reported information. Participant firms represent various 
sizes and business models. The study is part of Schwab Business Consulting and Education, a practice management 
offering for RIAs. Grounded in the best practices of leading independent advisory firms, Business Consulting and 
Education provides insight, guidance, tools, and resources to help RIAs strategically manage and grow their firms. 

Past performance is not an indicator of future results. 

The Firm Performance Index evaluates firms in the study according to 15 metrics that align with the Guiding Principles 
for Advisory Firm Success, to arrive at a holistic assessment of each firm’s performance across key business areas. It 
provides comprehensive comparisons for all firms participating in the study, not just within a peer group. The metrics 
in the Firm Performance Index measure growth in clients, assets and revenue; client attrition; staff attrition; operating 
margin; time spent on client service; time spent on operations; standardized workflows; written strategic plan and 
succession plan; and ideal client persona and client value proposition. The Firm Performance Index is calculated 
among all firms in the study without regard to assets under management or firm type. Firms that rank in the top 20% 
of the index are included in the Top Performing Firms. 

Schwab does not provide human resources, legal, regulatory, tax, or compliance advice. Consult professionals in these 
fields to address your specific circumstances.

The above mentioned firms and their employees are not affiliated with, employed by, recommended, endorsed, or 
sponsored by Schwab. Mention should not be construed as a recommendation, endorsement of, or sponsorship by 
Schwab. The views expressed are those of the third party and are provided for informational purposes only. Experiences 
expressed are no guarantee of future performance or success and may not be representative of you or your experience.

Schwab Advisor Services™ provides custody, trading, and the support services of Charles Schwab & Co., Inc. 
(“Schwab”), member SIPC, to independent investment advisors and Charles Schwab Investment Management, Inc. 
(“CSIM”). Independent investment advisors are not owned by, affiliated with, or supervised by Schwab.

©2025 Charles Schwab & Co., Inc. All rights reserved. Member SIPC. All rights reserved.
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i	� “Smaller firms” refers to firms with less than $250 million in AUM. “Larger firms” refers to those with $250 million 
or more in AUM. “All firms” refers to firms with $25 million or more in AUM. When not distinguished, results are for 
firms with $250 million or more in AUM. Results are median unless otherwise noted.

ii	� Organic growth is the change in a firm’s assets from new, existing, and lost clients before investment performance 
is taken into account, and it excludes the growth from acquisitions, divestitures, and advisors joining or leaving. 

iii	� Inorganic activity represents mergers and acquisitions, divestitures, and advisors joining or leaving, from 2020 
through 2024.

iv	� The Cerulli Report, U.S. High-Net-Worth and Ultra-High-Net-Worth Markets 2024.
v	� Compared with all other firms.
vi	� Based on firms whose clients made referrals in 2024.

http://www.sipc.org



