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ACCORDING TO THE BUREAU of 
Labor Statistics, only 32 percent of 
financial advisers are females,1 yet 
females control 51 percent of the 
personal wealth in the United States 
(Hewlett, Moffitt, and Marshall 2014). 
 Females are, in short, an economic 
powerhouse. In the U.S. alone, females 
exercise decision-making control over 
$11.2 trillion, and nearly half of that 
purse—$5.1 trillion—is managed 
solely by females. Females represent 
an untapped opportunity; 53 percent 

do not have a financial adviser, and 67 
percent feel misunderstood by their 
financial adviser (Hewlett, Moffitt, and 
Marshall 2014).
 Recognizing this gap, many financial 
services companies, including Bank 
of America Merrill Lynch, Prudential 
Financial, and TD Ameritrade, are 
studying the investment behavior of 
women in hopes of acquiring these 
important investors as new clients 
(Stern 2014). Additionally, many 
industry organizations have launched 

efforts to attract more females into the 
adviser profession.2 
 In 2014, CFP Board undertook a 
study3 to determine what attributes 
were most important to investors when 
selecting an adviser. Forty-eight percent 
of respondents chose knowledge of 
multiple areas over an adviser’s invest-
ment track record or personal referrals 
as the most important element. The 
majority (90 percent) viewed adviser 
certification as important; 81 percent 
preferred an adviser who takes all areas 
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of their life into account as opposed to 
specializing in one or two areas; and 
66 percent said they were prepared to 
abandon or not engage an adviser whose 
knowledge and training was limited 
largely to his or her company’s products 
and services.
 Competency and impartiality ranked 
high on the list of investor preferences 
in the CFP Board report, but does the 
advisers’ gender influence the selection 
process?
 According to the similarity-attraction 
paradigm (Byrne 1961), individuals 
tend to be attracted to others similar 
to themselves. This theory suggests 
that males would prefer a male adviser, 
females would prefer a female adviser, 
and adding more female advisers to the 
profession is a necessary prerequisite to 
attract more female clients.
 The primary research question in 
this paper, therefore, is whether a 
same-gender bias exists when investors 
select an adviser. Whether the practice 
type influenced the adviser selection 
process was explored as a secondary 
research interest.
 According to Lee, Anderson, and 
Kitces (2015), the two most prominent 
practice types are financial planner 
and investment adviser. If the financial 
services profession wants to attract 
more female clients, it is important to 
understand how females view these 
practice types and whether they have a 
strong preference between the two.
 This research asked survey respon-
dents to choose among different adviser 
genders and practice types to determine 
the extent these factors influence their 
selection decision. This research also 
explored how individuals identified the 
attributes and characteristics of an ideal 
financial adviser. 

Theoretical Framework: The Similarity-
Attraction Paradigm
The theoretical framework that guided 
this research effort was the similarity-

attraction paradigm. Byrne (1961) 
suggested that the levels of attraction 
felt between two people are, at least in 
part, a function of the dyad’s similarities 
and dissimilarities. Byrne posited that 
individuals feel a sense of reward when 
our beliefs and attitudes are shared by 
another person. As a result, this valida-
tion is one element in forming a positive 
relationship between two individuals. 
Conversely, when another individual 
holds different beliefs and attitudes, we 
feel a sense of punishment and thus, this 
contradiction is one element in forming 
a negative relationship.
 To help explain the reasons behind 
the similarity-attraction paradigm, 
Byrne (1971) introduced the concept of 
the “effectance motive.” This perspective 
states that individuals seek a logical 
and consistent view of the world and 
favor stimuli that reinforce these views. 
Individuals similar to ourselves satisfy 
our effectance motive, thus generating 
positive feelings that result in attrac-
tion. Dissimilar people do not satisfy 
our effectance motive, thus generating 
feelings associated with anxiety and con-
fusion. These feelings lead to repulsion, 
or at a minimum, a lack of attraction. 
 Early research using the similarity-
attraction paradigm was primarily 
interested in attitudes. Byrne’s (1961) 
original experiment measured the 
levels of similarity based on attitudinal 
questions ranging from important issues 
(integration and God) to less important 
issues (television programs and classical 
music). The results of the experiment 
confirmed Byrne’s theory: individuals 
had significantly more positive feelings 
toward others who shared similar 
attitudes than those with dissimilar atti-
tudes. Additional research by Byrne and 
Nelson (1965) found that the percent-
age of similar attitudes, rather than the 
total number of similar attitudes, had a 
highly significant effect on attraction.
 Although attitudes and beliefs were 
the initial focal point of work involving 

the similarity-attraction paradigm, 
subsequent research investigated the 
impact of additional demographic 
characteristics. Boshoff (2012) found 
attraction based on similar race and 
gender in an experiment involving 
travel agents and irate customers. In 
an experiment involving spending, 
Byrne, Clore, and Worchel (1966) found 
attraction among similarly situated 
economic cohorts. Finally, McPherson 
and Smith-Lovin (1987) discovered the 
emergence of friendship peers within a 
volunteer organization based on educa-
tion, occupation, and age similarities. 

Similarity-Attraction in Professional 
Relationships
Previous studies have explored how 
the similarity-attraction paradigm may 
impact professional and workplace 
relationships (Smith 1998; Tsui 
and O’Reilly 1989). More recently, 
researchers have focused their efforts 
primarily on gender and investigated 
what impact the similarity-attraction 
paradigm may have on the professional 
and work-related interpersonal relation-
ships for same-sex and cross-sex dyads. 
Additionally, researchers have sought 
to explain what factors are more likely 
to be associated with gender bias. For 
example, while Tsui and O’Reilly (1989) 
generally found a relationship between 
attraction and similarity for superiors 
and subordinates, the results specifically 
relating to gender were less conclusive. 
The findings showed favorable outcomes 
for women subordinates with women 
superiors, but male superiors did not 
rate subordinates who were men more 
favorably than they rated subordinates 
who were women.
 Ibarra (1992) examined gender 
preferences among employees at an 
advertising firm, focusing on the col-
legial bonds and informal networks that 
emerged within the workplace. Examin-
ing the five relationship dimensions 
of communication, advice, support, 
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influence, and friendship, the study 
found men were more likely to display 
same-gender preferences for all five 
dimensions while women were found 
to prefer other women for support 
and friendship but preferred men for 
advice and influence. Ibarra reasoned 
that for women to be successful at their 
jobs without forfeiting access to social 
relationships, they employ a division of 
labor approach. This approach seeks out 
other women for expressive relation-
ships but relies on male relationships 
for instrumental resources. Men took 
a different division of labor approach; 
they tended to bond with different 
men depending upon the relationship 
dimension.
 In an experiment involving recruit-
ers and actual applicants in campus 
interviews, Graves and Powell (1995) 
found that female recruiters saw male 
applicants as more similar to themselves 
than female applicants, while male 
recruiters did not use applicant sex to 
infer similarity. The authors hypoth-
esized that the reason why sex similarity 
represented a disadvantage rather than 
advantage to female applicants was the 
female recruiter’s desire to maintain 
positive social identities. In this case, 
perhaps those who perceive themselves 
as belonging to a low status group may 
engage in various strategies to achieve a 
more positive social identity. Additional 
post hoc analysis found that the female 
recruiters did, in fact, have a lower 
status at their respective companies 
than male recruiters.
 Finally, in a study involving the effects 
of gender on perceived service quality, 
gender did not have any significant 
effect on the perception of quality of ser-
vice delivered by male or female service 
providers (Pinar, Schiffel, Strasser, and 
Stuck 2014). Nonetheless, the results 
indicated that ratings varied depending 
upon whether the industry was con-
sidered a high- or low-status group. For 
example, respondents perceived women 

in a low-status group (bank teller, fast-
food server) as offering better quality 
of service, while men in high-status 
groups (doctor, dentist, professor) were 
perceived as giving better quality of 
service. The researchers suggested that 
rather than gender bias, occupational 
stereotyping has a significant effect on 
the perceived service quality received by 
the customer.

Gender Bias in Financial Services
Narrowing the focus to gender bias 
and the selection of a financial 
adviser, the research becomes incon-
clusive. Based on a random sample 
of 200 adults in Sweden, Soderberg 
(2013) rejected the hypothesis that 
consumers are more likely to follow 
advice given by an adviser of the 
same sex. According to the results, 
both males and females were more 
likely to follow the advice given by a 
female adviser, partially confirming 
the similarity-attraction paradigm, but 
only for female investors.
 Lascu, Babb, and Phillips (1997) sur-
veyed 334 adults in an East Coast city 
and found that female investors were 
more likely to prefer female brokers 
over male brokers in a hypothetical 
choice setting. The average age of the 
respondents was 36, and the average 
age when the respondents began 
investing was 26. In addition, the 
respondents were well educated, with 
zero respondents not having completed 
high school, and the majority holding 
a college degree. More than half of 
the survey respondents were married, 
and the median family income for all 
respondents ranged from $60,000 to 
$75,000. Among both genders, inves-
tors who preferred female brokers, on 
average, had lower income, less assets, 
and more conservative investments. 
Conversely, a higher proportion of the 
investors who preferred male brokers 
had graduate degrees and held a higher 
percentage of their portfolios in stocks. 

Male and Female Investment Characteristics
Because the similarity-attraction 
paradigm encompasses not only 
gender but also attitudes and beliefs, 
it is important to explore the growing 
body of research suggesting males and 
females display vastly different invest-
ment characteristics.
 Byrnes, Miller, and Schafer (1999) 
conducted a meta-analysis of 150 stud-
ies on the risk-taking behaviors of men 
and women. The research found that 
males were more likely to take risks 
than females, and the results were more 
pronounced in money-related matters. 
The risk-averse tendencies of female 
investors, compared to male investors, 
has also been found in other research 
(Dwyer, Gilkeson, and List 2002; Frijns, 
Koellen, and Lehnert 2008; Grable 
2013; Olsen and Cox 2001). Addition-
ally, single women reported lower risk 
tolerance compared to single men, and 
these women were significantly less 
likely to save over the short term and be 
regular savers (Fisher 2010).
 Another significant difference 
between male and female investment 
behavior is confidence. In general, 
men have been found to exhibit 
more overconfidence than women 
(Lundeberg, Fox, and Punccohar 1994). 
Barber and Odean (2001) concluded 
that overconfidence contributed to men 
trading 45 percent more than women 
in an analysis of 35,000 brokerage 
accounts from 1991 to 1997. By trading 
more, the research found that men hurt 
their performance compared to women.
 Nonetheless, a lack of confidence 
regarding financial matters can help 
explain why women tend to have less 
investment experience. According 
to a 2017 Wells Fargo whitpaper,4 19 
percent of women claimed to have 
little investment experience, compared 
to 12 percent of men, and only 43 
percent of women claimed to have a 
high level of experience, compared to 
60 percent of men.
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 As a result of these and other 
differences, research has emerged 
suggesting advisers need to adjust their 
approach based upon the gender of the 
client (Stendardi, Graham, and O’Reilly 
2006). To overcome the challenges 
faced by female investors, Blayney 
(2010) recommended that advisers 
provide a thoughtful and comprehensive 
review of all aspects of their practice, 
including their planning process, their 
subject matter expertise, and their 
relationship management.
 Specific areas to pay more attention to 
include the unique needs of women who 
typically earn less, work in entrepre-
neurial and non-traditional enterprises, 
live longer, need more later-in-life care, 
and give away more of their resources. 
Loibl and Hira (2007) suggested 
advisers use the transtheoretical model 
of change, which motivates individuals 
to change their behavior not instanta-
neously but through successive stages, 
to help guide female clients through the 
investing process. 

Research Hypothesis
For this study, the main hypothesis 
investigated was: 
 H1: Gender similarity will have a 
positive effect on the selection of a financial 
adviser.
 This hypothesis stems directly from 
Byrne’s (1961) similarity-attraction 
paradigm, which posits that the level 
of attraction between two people is a 
function of similarities and dissimilari-
ties—in this case, gender similarity. The 
authors believe that investors may 
perceive that a same-gender adviser will 
approach financial opportunities similar 
to themselves, have a better understand-
ing of their unique challenges, have 
an easier time communicating, and 
ultimately represent a “better fit” than 
an opposite-gender adviser.
 Whether gender bias was found to 
exist or not, this research also sought 
to investigate—as a secondary mat-

ter—whether there were significant 
differences between male and female 
preferences and preconceptions about 
the two major practice types—financial 
planner and investment adviser. There-
fore, two hypotheses related to gender 
differences in financial adviser selection 
were also tested: 
 H2: Males are more likely to select an 
investment adviser, while females are more 
likely to select a financial planner.
 H3: Males and females associate differ-
ent attributes with a financial planner and 
investment adviser. 
 Finally, this research explored 
whether the selection of a financial 
planner or investment adviser depended 
upon the attributes most important 
to investors. The fourth hypothesis 
investigated was: 
 H4: There is a significant relationship 
between an investor’s desired adviser 
attributes and the selection of either a 
financial planner or investment adviser. 

Methodology
Experimental design. To explore the 
research question of whether gender bias 
exists when selecting a financial adviser, 
this study explored two distinct types of 
adviser practices—a financial planner 
and an investment adviser. According 
to the Securities and Exchange Com-
mission,5 most financial planners are 
investment advisers, but not all invest-
ment advisers are financial planners. 
A financial planner is described by the 
SEC as someone who will assess multiple 
aspects of a client’s financial life and help 
develop a detailed strategy or financial 
plan for meeting their financial goals. In 
contrast, an investment adviser is an indi-
vidual or firm that is in the business of 
giving advice about securities to clients. 
 Lee, Anderson, and Kitces (2015) 
described four financial adviser practice 
types and specified the prevalence 
of each in the marketplace: money 
manager (9 percent), wealth manager 
(10 percent), financial planner (21 

percent), and investment adviser (64 
percent). For simplicity purposes, this 
research combined the roles of money 
manager with investment adviser, and 
wealth manager with financial planner.
 A financial planner provides a full 
range of planning services, including 
income tax and insurance, based on 
an extensive analysis of a client’s assets 
and liabilities. The investment adviser 
typically emphasizes asset management 
as their primary service but may offer 
modular planning services such as retire-
ment planning or education funding.
 Smith, Vibhakar, and Terry (2007) 
explored these practice types by 
comparing the skills, expertise, and 
target market of CFP® certificants and 
CFA charterholders. The research found 
that while some overlap exists, there 
was a significant difference between 
the services offered by advisers holding 
these designations.
 Data. For this investigation, an online 
survey instrument was administered 
through the panel and data collection 
company, Research Now SSI, in January 
2018. The national online panel had 
more than 17 million panelists in over 
90 countries. The sample was sent to 
U.S. residents between ages 25 and 85, 
with a specific gender/asset quota (400 
males and 400 females with invest-
able assets between $250,000 and $1 
million, and 100 males and 100 females 
with investable assets over $1 million). 
Only those respondents with a net 
worth (excluding primary residence) of 
$250,0006 and who currently engaged, 
or would be willing to engage, an adviser 
within the next two years, were allowed 
to complete the survey.
 Survey responses were collected 
until the number of responses reached 
approximately 1,000 with each gender 
evenly distributed. The survey instru-
ment did not allow respondents to skip 
any questions. 
 Survey details. Each survey respon-
dent was presented two adviser profiles—
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one was a male adviser, and the other 
was a female adviser. The adviser names, 
Paul and Barbara, were shown in the 
profile so that respondents were able to 
notice the adviser’s gender.
 The survey design included a 
condition that in each gender of the 
respondents, half was presented a 
profile of a male investment adviser (IA) 
and a female financial planner (FP), and 
the other half was presented the same 
profiles, only the investment adviser was 
female and the financial planner was 
male. This condition was included to 
keep the respondents ignorant that the 
survey was about gender. Additionally, 
the condition will help determine if the 
combination of adviser practice type 
and adviser gender would affect the 
selection of adviser in ways that reflect 
gender stereotyping.
 The profiles were created based on 
discussions with practitioners regarding 
what is expected from an investment 
adviser and a financial planner and 
described neutrally. These two profiles 
are presented in Exhibits 1 and 2.
 Exhibit 1: investment adviser 
profile. Paul/Barbara has 20 years of 
experience as an investment adviser. 
He/she provides each client with a 
personalized investment portfolio for an 
annual fee. He/she builds each portfolio 
using a proprietary, state-of-the-art asset 
allocation methodology that maximizes 
the return for the amount of risk each 
person is willing to assume. Once an 
asset allocation strategy is developed, 
he/she will select underlying invest-
ments from a carefully screened list 
of options that has been approved by 
his/her global investment committee. 
Over time, he/she may slightly adjust 

the asset allocation to take advantage 
of short-term opportunities that may 
be present in the marketplace. Every 
quarter, he/she provides his/her clients 
a comprehensive report that illustrates 
how the portfolio is invested, the 
most recent performance history, and 
how the performance compares to an 
appropriate benchmark.

 Exhibit 2: financial planner profile. 
Paul/Barbara has 20 years of experience 
as a financial planner. He/she starts each 
new client engagement with a thorough 
fact-finding session that includes an 
understanding of the client’s current 
financial situation and short- and long-
term objectives. In addition to learning 
about each client’s assets, liabilities, 
income, and expenses, he/she also 
learns about each client’s family history 
and relationships, what money means 
to clients, and the values and legacy 
each client wishes to pass down to their 
heirs. After obtaining this information, 
a financial plan is constructed that may 
include recommendations for asset allo-
cation, retirement planning, insurance 
assessment, college savings, and wealth 
transfer. Each year, he/she meets with 
each client to determine if any changes 
are necessary to the original financial 
plan or asset allocation. These services 
are provided for an annual fee.
 After reading each profile, respon-

dents were asked to select between the 
two. Respondents were also asked to 
identify the characteristics that they 
associated with each adviser profile and 
the ideal characteristics they would seek 
in choosing their own adviser.
 Sample demographics. The sample 
contained 1,011 responses; 506 were 
female and 505 were male. Seventeen 
percent of respondents were between 
ages 25 and 44; 16 percent were 
between ages 45 and 54; 30 percent 
between ages 55 and 64; and 37 percent 
between ages 65 and 80. Slightly 
more than four in 10 (41 percent) of 
respondents were retired, and almost 
three-quarters (74 percent) were 
married. About eight in 10 (79 percent) 
respondents currently worked with a 
financial adviser. Average investable 
assets were $971,000, and average 
annual income was $122,000. About 93 
percent of respondents said that they 
were the lead financial-decision maker 
for their households (62 percent were 
the primary decision maker themselves, 
and 31 percent shared responsibility 
with their spouse). Only 7 percent of 
respondents said someone else was the 
lead decision maker. 

Results
Existence of gender bias (H1). To 
investigate whether gender bias exists 
in the selection of a financial adviser, 
one sample z-test for proportion was 
performed (see Table 1). Also, because 
hypothesis 1 implied not only a differ-
ence but a specific direction, results 
from one-tailed tests were reported. No 
gender bias was found (p = 0.1979). 
Furthermore, the non-existence of 
gender bias was found when separating 
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Table 1:

Proportion of Those 
Who Chose Same-Gender Adviser

Proportion of Those
Who Chose Different-Gender Adviser p-value (one-sided)

Selection of Same-Gender Adviser and Different-Gender Adviser

Total Sample 
Male Respondents 
Female Respondents 

51.34%
49.70%
52.96%

48.66%
50.30%
47.04%

0.1979
0.5531
0.0912

Females represent an  
untapped opportunity;  
53 percent do not have  
a financial adviser.
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the sample by respondent’s gender 
(p = 0.5531 for males; p = 0.0912 for 
females).
 Preference for adviser type (H2). To 
investigate whether there is gender dif-
ference in the preference for financial 
adviser practice type, one sample z-test 
for proportion was performed (see 
Table 2). Also, because hypothesis 2 
implied not only a difference but a 
specific direction, results from one-
tailed tests were reported.
 The proportion of females who chose 
a financial planner was significantly 
higher than females who chose an 
investment adviser, supporting hypoth-
esis 2 (p < 0.0001). Males, however, also 
selected financial planners more than 
investment advisers, not supporting 
hypothesis 2 (p = 0.7753).
 The results were the same when the 

same test was conducted for profile type 
1 (where participants were presented 
with a female financial planner profile 
and a male investment adviser profile) 
and profile type 2 (where participants 
were presented with a male financial 
planner profile and a female investment 
adviser profile) to control the effect of 
profile type. Males failed to present the 
preference for an investment adviser, 
but females were more likely to choose 
a financial planner, regardless the finan-
cial planner’s gender. Of note is that 
the female respondents’ preference for 
a financial planner was stronger when 
the gender of the financial planner was 
female than male, but the difference was 
only marginally significant (p = 0.0925; 
one-sided).
 Associated attributes of adviser 
practice type (H3). Respondents were 

asked to consider 14 attributes and to 
rank order the top five they associated 
with financial planners and investment 
advisers. The 14 attributes were: (1) 
hardworking; (2) collaborative; (3) easy 
to talk to/good listener; (4) empathetic; 
(5) leader; (6) confident; (7) tech savvy; 
(8) good with numbers; (9) friendly; 
(10); creative; (11) has similar clients 
to myself; (12) personally financially 
successful; (13) rigorous/thorough; and 
(14) academic.
 These attributes were chosen based on 
feedback received from various profes-
sionals including advisers. Using these 
responses, continuous variables for each 
attribute were constructed as follows: a 
first ranking was scored a five, a second 
ranking was scored a four, a third ranking 
was scored a three, a fourth ranking was 
scored a two, a fifth ranking was scored a 
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Table 2:

Proportion of Those Who
Chose Financial Planner

Selection of Financial Planner and Investment Adviser

Male Respondents  
Female Respondents  
Profile Type 1 (FP-Female, IA-Male)  
Male Respondents  
Female Respondents  
Profile Type 2 (FP-Male, IA-Female)  
Male Respondents  
Female Respondents  

51.68%
60.28%

 
52.00%
63.14%

51.37%
57.37%

Proportion of Those Who
Chose Investment Adviser

48.32%
39.72%

 
48.00%
36.88%

48.63%
42.63%

p-value
(one-sided)

0.7753
< 0.0001

 
0.7365

< 0.0001

0.6694
0.0098

Table 3:

Male Respondent's
Mean ScoreAttribute

Associated Attributes of a Financial Planner

Collaborative
Easy to Talk to/Good Listener
Creative 
Academic

1.8000
1.4634
0.5861
0.4317

Female Respondent's
Mean Score

2.2666
1.7569
0.3854
0.2885

Difference

–0.4668
–0.2936

0.2008
0.1431

p-value

< 0.0001
0.0108
0.0078
0.0333

Table 4:

Male Respondent's
Mean ScoreAttribute

Associated Attributes of an Investment Adviser

Confident  
Tech Savvy  
Easy to Talk to/Good Listener  
Empathetic  
Friendly  
Creative  
Similar Clients to Myself  

1.3861
1.4277
0.7644
0.2772
0.5802
0.6911
1.0000

Female Respondent's
Mean Score

1.6798
1.7668
0.5099
0.1245
0.2431
0.5178
0.7727

Difference

–0.2937
–0.0048

0.2545
0.1527
0.3371
0.1733
0.2273

p-value

0.0074
0.0048
0.0019
0.0029

< 0.0001
0.0378
0.0177
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one, and an attribute that was unranked 
was scored a zero. 
 The mean scores of each attribute for 
each practice type were compared for 
male and female respondents. The attri-
butes that showed significant differences 
between male and female respondents 
are reported in Tables 3 and 4.
 When it comes to attributes of a 
financial planner, females more strongly 
associated with collaboration and being 
easy to talk to/a good listener, while 
males were more likely to be associated 
with creative and academic. Conversely, 
when comparing attributes of an invest-
ment adviser, males were associated 
with empathetic, friendly, creative, has 
similar clients to myself, and easy to 
talk to/good listener. Females associated 
investment advisers with confident and 
tech savvy. These differences provided 
support for hypothesis 3. 
 Desired attributes of a potential 
adviser (H4). Respondents were asked 
to think about the style of financial 
adviser that they would like to work 
with and to rank the importance of each 
attribute. A four-point Likert-type scale 
consisting of (1) not important; (2) nice 
to have but not needed; (3) important; 
and (4) critical was used. The top five 
scoring attributes were the same for 
both males and females: rigorous, col-
laborative, hardworking, easy to talk to/
good listener, and good with numbers. 
 Next, a factor analysis was conducted 
and the 14 attributes were reduced 
into three factors: adviser demeanor, 
soft skills, and adviser proficiency (the 
factor analysis outputs are included in 
the appendix). Attributes such as leader, 
academic, and personally financially 
successful were loaded heavily to adviser 

demeanor. Attributes such as easy to 
talk to/good listener, friendly, and col-
laborative were loaded to soft skills. And 
attributes such as rigorous, good with 
numbers, and hardworking were heavily 
loaded to adviser proficiency.
 To test whether there was a sig-
nificant difference in adviser selection 
based on desired attributes, t-tests 
were conducted between respondents 
who selected a financial planner and 
respondents who selected an investment 
adviser. Adviser demeanor and adviser 
proficiency were more desired among 
those who choose an investment adviser, 
while soft skills were more desired 
among those who choose a financial 
planner (see Table 5). These findings 
provide support for hypothesis 4. 

Discussion 
This study investigated whether same-
gender bias exists in the selection of a 
financial adviser. The data points out 
that same-gender bias does not exist, yet 
this study has yielded some additional 
results, offering the potential to improve 
the industry’s appreciation of investor 
preferences regarding adviser selection.
 First, no gender bias was found across 
the sample or among male and female 
respondents. This study’s results differed 
from prior research, which found gen-
der bias among female investors (Lascu, 
Babb, and Phillips 1997; Soderberg 
2013). If not gender, then what prefer-
ences, if any, do males and females have 
when selecting an adviser? 
 The SEC and Lee, Anderson, and 
Kitces (2015) suggested that within 
the financial advisory profession are 
two main types of practices—financial 
planner and investment adviser. The 

test results of hypothesis 2 offered clear 
evidence that while males are indiffer-
ent to practice type, females strongly 
prefer financial planners over invest-
ment advisers. To try and understand 
why females so strongly preferred 
financial planners as compared to 
males, this research investigated the 
attributes each gender associates with 
both practice types. 
 When it comes to financial planners, 
collaborative and easy to talk to/good 
listener were the attributes females 
associated with this practice type 
compared to males. Conversely, when 
it comes to investment advisers, males 
cited attributes such as easy to talk to/
good listener, empathetic, friendly, cre-
ative, and has clients similar to myself, 
more than females. Given females’ 
relative lack of investment confidence 
(Barber and Odean 2001; Lundeberg, 
Fox, and Punccohar 1994) and experi-
ence,7 perhaps it is no surprise that the 
practice type they view as providing a 
collaborative approach with someone 
who is easy to talk to is a more invit-
ing option. On the other hand, males 
showed no preference for an investment 
adviser, despite feeling at ease with 
this practice type based on their cited 
associated attributes. 
 Finally, this research investigated 
whether desired adviser attributes was 
significantly different between those 
who selected a financial planner and 
those who selected an investment 
adviser. The results indicated that 
investors who value soft skills are likely 
to prefer a financial planner, while 
those who value adviser demeanor 
and proficiency are likely to prefer an 
investment adviser.
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Table 5:

Mean Score of Those
Who Chose Financial PlannerAttribute Factor

Desired Attributes Across Three Dimensions

Adviser Demeanor 
Soft Skills 
Adviser Proficiency 

–0.1047
0.1540

–0.1111

Mean Score of Those
Who Chose Investment Adviser

0.1132
–0.1946

0.1414

Difference

–0.2179
0.3486

–0.2525

p-value

0.0002
< 0.0001
< 0.0001
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 Because females are more likely than 
males to associate soft skills, such as 
collaborative and easy to talk to/good 
listener, with a financial planner and 
these attributes rank second and fourth 
on their list of desired attributes, it is 
logical that females overwhelmingly 
prefer this practice type. Males, despite 
having the same desired adviser attri-
butes as females, showed no discernable 
preference between either practice type.
 These findings suggest that males 
are equally likely to engage with either 
practice type, and this ambivalence may 
be because of their higher degrees of 
investment confidence and experience 
as compared to females. 

Limitations
This study has some limitations and 
presents opportunities for future 
research. First, although great care 
was taken to present two different 
practice types in an unbiased fashion, 
it is possible that some respondents 
misinterpreted one description as “bad” 
and the other as “good.” Opinions from 
various practitioners familiar with 
both investment advisory and financial 
planning services were consulted to help 
paint a fair picture of the two capable, 
albeit different, options available in the 
marketplace. Also, the profiles were 
delivered through a hypothetical online 
interface. A study involving actual advis-
ers of both practice types would offer a 
logical extension. 
 Second, although this study focused on 
gender and adviser practice type, other 
important factors related with adviser 
selections may exist. For example, future 
research could explore in greater detail 
investor characteristics such as invest-
ment experience, investment confidence, 
and risk tolerance. Additionally, how 
does previous experiences with advis-
ers influence the selection of a future 
adviser, if at all? Perhaps additional 
facets of gender preferences and biases 
influence adviser selection.

 Finally, the 14 adviser attributes were 
originally sourced from a variety of 
industry publications and confirmed 
by various professionals including 
advisers. Because these attributes 
were not based on a scientific study, 
however, it is possible some attributes 
that are important to investors were 
not included on the list. 

Implications
Based on these results, advisers have 
four immediate action steps to consider. 
First, it is important for advisers to real-
ize and deliver the most desired attri-
butes investors are seeking, regardless 
of practice type. For example, neither 
males nor females associated col-
laboration with an investment advisory 
approach; however, people value this 
trait, and investment advisers should be 
sure to welcome and encourage client 
input into the decision-making process. 

 Second is the opportunity to pursue 
new clients, particularly among the 
opposite-gender investors. As this 
research points out, males and females 
will not likely be predisposed to 
work with a similar-gender adviser. 
Advisers who have been narrowing 
their marketing efforts to target 
same-gender prospects might wish to 
reconsider this strategy and broaden 
their outreach. 
 Third is the depth and breadth of 
advisory team capabilities. For invest-
ment advisory practices, females are 
more likely to seek out a financial 

planning relationship, and teams might 
consider expanding their capabilities 
to include these services. For teams 
already offering both investment advi-
sory and financial planning services, 
teams might consider assessing both 
individual member and collective 
skill sets to ensure the attributes most 
highly sought after by investors are 
reflected in their client engagement 
model. Specifically, financial planners 
must recognize that their role contin-
ues to shift from financial analytics to 
coaching and life planning (Dubofsky 
and Sussman, 2009).
 According to Dubofsky and Suss-
man (2009), planners report that 
approximately 25 percent of contact 
with clients is devoted to non-financial 
issues, and 74 percent of planners esti-
mate that the amount of time they are 
spending on these issues had increased 
over the last five years. Many planners 
believe that these abilities make them 
better planners and help their clients. 
Among the issues raised are religion 
and spirituality, death, family dysfunc-
tion, illness, divorce and depression. 
Investors who value “soft skills” and are 
seeking advisers who are easy to talk to 
and good listeners may wish to discuss 
these sensitive and personal issues 
with their financial adviser rather than 
family, friends, a therapist, or clergy 
member.
 Finally, Wall Street’s strategy to add 
female advisers seems on point, but 
not because female clients are seek-
ing female advisers. One of the most 
interesting results of this research is that 
65 percent of respondents would like to 
work with a team that has both male and 
female leadership. According to Shirk 
(2017), advisers with $100 million or 
more in individual assets under manage-
ment are more likely to operate in teams 
than solo practitioners, and the highest-
performing teams bring together a mix 
of advisers with different backgrounds, 
strengths, expertise, and interests.  
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Females were more 
likely to choose a financial 
planner, regardless the 
financial planner’s gender.
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Endnotes
1.  See “Labor Force Statistics from the Current 

Population Survey” at bls.gov/cps. 

2.  See the 2014 CFP Board report, “Making More 

Room for Women in the Financial Planning 

Profession” at cfp.net/docs/about-cfp-board/

cfp-board_win_web.pdf.

3.  See “Investor Preferences in Selecting a 

Financial Advisor” at cfp.net/docs/default-

source/news-events---research-facts-figures/

cfp-board-investor-preference-survey-orc-

international-2014-12.pdf.

4.  See “Women and Investing: Building on 

Strengths” at wellsfargo.com/assets/pdf/

personal/investing/investment-institute/

women-and-investing-ADA.pdf.

5.  See “Investment Advisers: What you Need 

to Know Before Choosing One” at sec.gov/

reportspubs/investor-publications/investorpub 

sinvadvisershtm.html.

6.  A net worth of $250,000 was chosen because 

it is the required minimum amount needed to 

open accounts at many large financial services 

companies including Merrill Lynch (Levaux 

2012) and Morgan Stanley (brokerage-review.

com/online-brokers/fullservice/morgan-stanley-

review.aspx).

7.  See endnote No. 4.
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