


 

Advisers said to overlook middle-class minorities
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NEW YORK - Advisers are failing to tap the fast-growing and increasingly prosperous middle-class-minority market, due in part to a shortage of black and Hispanic advisers, experts say.

While blacks represent about 13% of the U.S. population, they represent only 4.8% of all personal financial advisers, according to the Census Bureau. Hispanics, at 14% of the population, represent only 4.6% of advisers. 

The shortage of minority financial advisers makes it more difficult to attract black and Hispanic clients, experts say.

"It's helpful [for minority clients] to have someone that looks like them sitting across the table," said Alex David, director of diversity education for Lord Abbett & Co. LLC in Jersey City, N.J. Since 2001, he has led a company team that works with financial advisers focusing on minority markets. 

Mr. David will moderate a session at the upcoming Diversity and Human Resources conference in New York which aims to offer strategies to help advisers reach black and Hispanic investors. Sponsored by the Securities Industry Association of New York and Washington, the conference takes place Thursday and Friday.

Some financial services firms are stepping up their efforts to recruit black and Hispanic advisers to serve these client groups more effectively, experts say.

Morgan Stanley of New York recently hired a diversity manager "to focus specifically on initiatives around sourcing, hiring, development and retention of financial advisers," said a spokeswoman, Erica Platt. 

A barrier to hiring minority advisers is a lack of credentials, according to Sam Bryant, Atlanta-based manager of the Southeast region for ING Financial Advisers LLC of Hartford, Conn. 

"It's hard to be a repairman if you don't have the tools," he said, adding that many aspiring advisers do not have the necessary licenses and registrations, and are reluctant to pursue them. "The securities industry is very squeaky-clean," Mr. Bryant added. People fear that with any blemish on their records, "even a speeding ticket, they'll be excluded."

"Companies have been stealing [minority advisers] from each other," said Lanta Evans-Motte, a financial adviser in Landover, Md., with Raymond James Financial Services Inc. of St. Petersburg, Fla. 

Retention also is a concern, she added. "You can't just say you want to recruit; you have to create a culture that makes [minorities] successful. Companies need to devote more resources, such as training, coaching and time."

Primerica Financial Services Inc. of Duluth, Ga., has increased such resources and intensified its focus on the Hispanic market and on recruiting more Hispanic advisers, said David Siegel, executive vice president.

"Within the last year, we have greatly expanded our Spanish-

language materials, including prospectuses, marketing materials and financial-education pieces," he said. 

About 25% of the company's new advisers over the past few years have been Hispanic, Mr. Siegel said, bringing that ethnic group's representation to 13% of all licensed agents at the firm.

Cathy Munoz of La Palma, Calif., a regional vice president of Primerica, said that about 7% of her clients are Hispanic, adding that her business has more than doubled over the past four years. 

Her clients "like to know the people they're doing business with. And we speak the language," she said.

