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Key Takeaways

• An advisor’s first impression is now overwhelmingly digital, with WisdomTree research showing that 

74% of investors rely heavily on online information when choosing an advisor and nearly half eliminate 

candidates before making contact.

• Referrals remain the leading source of new relationships, but they increasingly require digital valida-

tion, making a credible website, LinkedIn profile and clear messaging essential to converting trust into 

client conversations.

• As younger investors increasingly discover advisors through search engines, AI tools and digital 

platforms, firms that create a seamless, trustworthy online experience are better positioned to turn 

digital engagement into long-term client relationships.

In a recent Barron’s Advisor podcast, Rob Nelson framed the future of financial advice around “nine 

converging forces.”1

The one that immediately stood out to me was Force #3: consumers going digital.

That phrase can sound obvious at first. Of course, consumers are going digital. We see it everywhere. 

People shop online, date online, bank online, book travel online and increasingly ask AI tools for help 

making decisions. But for financial advisors, the implications are much bigger than simply having a decent 

website or posting on LinkedIn every once in a while.

The advisor’s front door has moved online.

That does not mean human advice is becoming less valuable. In fact, I would argue the opposite. As 

investors’ financial lives become more complex, the need for trusted human guidance may become even 

more important. But the path to that human relationship increasingly begins in a digital environment.

Before a prospect ever sits across from you, joins a Zoom meeting or answers your discovery questions, 

they are already forming an opinion. They are Googling your name. They are looking at your LinkedIn 

profile. They are reading your bio. They are checking your website. They are judging your photo, your 

language, your credibility, your clarity and how easy it is to take the next step.
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This is why I think the digital-consumer force is so important for advisors. The modern prospect does not 

start by asking, “Is this person a great advisor?” They start by asking, “Does this person’s online presence 

give me enough confidence to find out?”

That is a meaningful shift.

WisdomTree’s research shows that 74% of people said online information was extremely or very influential 

when hiring a financial advisor.2 The influence is even higher among younger generations: 75% for Gen 

X, 80% for Millennials and 81% for Gen Z. Just as importantly, 46% of people have eliminated a financial 

advisor based on online information during the discovery or evaluation process. For Gen X, that number 

rises to 56%.

To me, that is the key point. Your online presence is not just helping prospects choose you. It may be 

causing them to eliminate you before you ever knew they were looking.

Referrals are still critical. I do not think that changes anytime soon. But referrals no longer stand alone. 

They now require digital validation. WisdomTree’s research found that 62% of consumers start their advisor 

search with a referral, while 38% start cold.3 After a referral, online search is often the next step, with 

prospects typically searching simple phrases like first name + last name + firm or first name + last name 

+ city.

That means a referral is no longer the finish line. It is the beginning of a second test.

The first test is social trust: “Someone I know recommended this advisor.”

The second test is digital trust: “Does what I find online reinforce that recommendation?”

This is where advisors need to think differently. Digital presence is often treated like marketing polish. A 

better headshot. A cleaner website. A few updated posts. But I think Rob Nelson’s point about consumers 

going digital suggests something deeper. Digital is becoming relational. Consumers expect accessibility, 

personalization and an experience that feels intuitive. They want to feel like they know you before they 

meet you.

That is why I like using the idea of a “digital first date.” It makes the concept tangible. In online dating, small 

profile choices matter. Photos, tone, specificity and authenticity all shape whether someone feels enough 

connection to take the next step. The same thing is happening in financial advice.

Prospects are asking emotional questions while they evaluate you online:

• Is this someone I trust?

• Is this someone who gets me?

• Is this someone worth reaching out to?

Those questions are not answered by generic language like “comprehensive wealth management” or 

“customized solutions.” They are answered by clear, human communication. Who do you serve? What 
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problems do you help solve? Why do you do this work? What does it feel like to work with you? What 

should a prospect do next?

The data around younger investors makes this even more important. According to our research, only 17% 

of clients under 45 require a referral, while 57% selected based on digital presence.4 For clients nearing 

retirement, 29% require a referral.

That does not mean younger investors do not value trust. It means they may build trust differently. They have 

been conditioned by Amazon, Uber, Robinhood, Netflix, Google and now AI answer engines. They are used 

to researching, comparing, filtering and acting quickly. A slow, confusing or outdated digital experience 

sends a message, even when that message is unintended.

A study by Wealthtender notes that 50% of high-income consumers who plan to hire an advisor expect to 

start with a traditional search engine, about 32% with advisor directories or matching services, 25% with 

AI tools and 22% with social platforms.5

In other words, your next prospect may not begin with your website. They may begin with Google, LinkedIn, 

Reddit, a directory or ChatGPT. But eventually, all roads lead back to the same question: does your digital 

presence create enough trust to move the relationship forward?

And sometimes the smallest details carry more weight than advisors realize. WisdomTree’s eye-tracking 

research found that respondents preferred formal attire over casual in advisor team photos by 75% to 

25%, with Boomers favoring formal attire 81% to 19%.6 For headshots, big smiles and medium smiles 

significantly outperformed serious or casual expressions.

This is not about being fake or overly polished. It is about reducing friction. A warm, professional, clear 

digital presence helps a prospect feel more comfortable taking the next step.

The call-to-action (“CTA”) matters for the same reason. A CTA is not a minor website detail. It is the handoff 

from digital trust to human opportunity. If it takes too long to find, if the language is vague or if the page is 

cluttered, the prospect may leave. In fact, best practices would suggest that prospects should be able to 

find your contact form in no more than 8–9 seconds.

Rob Nelson’s “consumers going digital” force should not scare advisors. It should clarify the opportunity.

The future of advice is not purely digital. It is not purely human either. It is a hybrid experience where digital 

presence earns the right to begin a human relationship.

For advisors, the challenge is to make that first digital impression feel credible, personal and easy to act 

on. Because in today’s marketplace, getting referred is valuable. Getting validated online is what helps turn 

that referral into a real conversation.

Ready to See How Your Digital Presence Measures Up?
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WisdomTree’s Digital Presence Assessment (“DPA”) can help you understand how prospects may expe-

rience your firm online, from your website and search results to your LinkedIn profile, messaging and calls 

to action.

Financial advisors interested in identifying potential strengths, gaps and opportunities in their digital 

presence should request a DPA here.

1 https://www.barrons.com/podcasts/barrons-advisor/rob-nelson-nine-converging-forces-in-financial-ad-

vice/6a5ef85f-e289-4656-99a7-25e0bfa4d062?page=1&

2 WisdomTree, Wealth Management Research Study, August 2018.

3 Ibid.

4 WisdomTree, Website Biometric Research Study, September 2020.

5 https://wealthtender.com/insights/how-americans-find-and-hire-financial-advisors/

6 WisdomTree, Website Biometric Research Study, September 2020.
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Important Risks Related to this Article

For financial advisors: WisdomTree Model Portfolio information is designed to be used by financial 

advisors solely as an educational resource, along with other potential resources advisors may consider, 

in providing services to their end clients. WisdomTree’s Model Portfolios and related content are for 

information only and are not intended to provide, and should not be relied on for, tax, legal, accounting, 

investment or financial planning advice by WisdomTree, nor should any WisdomTree Model Portfolio 

information be considered or relied upon as investment advice or as a recommendation from WisdomTree, 

including regarding the use or suitability of any WisdomTree Model Portfolio, any particular security or any 

particular strategy.

For retail investors: WisdomTree’s Model Portfolios are not intended to constitute investment advice 

or investment recommendations from WisdomTree. Your investment advisor may or may not implement 

WisdomTree’s Model Portfolios in your account. The performance of your account may differ from the 

performance shown for a variety of reasons, including but not limited to: your investment advisor, and not 

WisdomTree, is responsible for implementing trades in the accounts; differences in market conditions; 

client-imposed investment restrictions; the timing of client investments and withdrawals; fees payable; 

and/or other factors. WisdomTree is not responsible for determining the suitability or appropriateness of 

a strategy based on WisdomTree’s Model Portfolios. WisdomTree does not have investment discretion 

and does not place trade orders for your account. This material has been created by WisdomTree, and 

the information included herein has not been verified by your investment advisor and may differ from 

information provided by your investment advisor. WisdomTree does not undertake to provide impartial 

investment advice or give advice in a fiduciary capacity. Further, WisdomTree receives revenue in the form 

of advisory fees for our exchange-traded Funds and management fees for our collective investment trusts.
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