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Dear Ms. Asquith:
On behalf of the North American Securities Administrators Association, Inc.
(“NASAA”),1 I am pleased to submit the following comments in response to Regulatory Notice
17-06: Communications with the Public (the “Proposal”), in which FINRA seeks comments on
proposed amendments to FINRA Rule 2210 (Communications with the Public). The proposed
amendments would “create an exception to the rule’s prohibition on projecting performance to
permit a firm to distribute a customized hypothetical investment planning illustration that
includes the projected performance of an asset allocation or other investment strategy, but not an
individual security, subject to specified conditions.” NASAA appreciates the opportunity to
offer its comments.
Initially, FINRA notes that the Proposal is “intended to better harmonize regulatory
standards” between broker-dealers and investment advisers. The Proposal highlights that
“investment advisers often present performance projections in their communication with their
clients, particularly concerning financial planning or asset allocation,” and that “the Investment
Advisers Act does not prohibit the presentation of projections that comply with the antifraud
provisions of the Act.” NASAA shares the desire where appropriate for further regulatory
harmonization, but only to the extent that it does not undermine investor protections.2 In our
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view, the Proposal’s effort to permit broker-dealers to present performance projections and
hypothetical investment planning illustrations raises very significant concerns.
Investment advisers generally are compensated on a fee only basis for providing
investment advice tailored to individual investors, and investment advisers owe their clients
ongoing fiduciary duties to act in their clients’ best interests. Broker-dealers, however, receive
transaction-based compensation at the point of sale and are held to lower suitability standards
when making recommendations. We are mindful, and remain vigilant, to ensure clarity on the
boundary between providing investment advice as a business (as an investment adviser does)
versus incidental to broker or dealer activities (as broker-dealers do).3 Broker-dealers that
advertise hypothetical portfolios, which presumably would require ongoing monitoring to
maintain the advertised strategies and investment allocations, but that are not dually registered as
investment advisers risk crossing the line into unregistered investment advisory activity or
misleading investors as to the nature of their services. Given these inherent regulatory
differences, the Proposal’s goal to “level the playing field” between broker-dealers and
investment advisers when it comes to advertising hypothetical performance is a tall order and
appears likely to result in further confusion and blurring or crossing of regulatory lines.
The fiduciary duties investment advisers owe their clients affords investors greater
protections than does the suitability standard applicable to broker-dealers. This higher standard
of care mitigates the potential risks of investment advisers using projections. An investment
adviser must be able to defend any alleged impropriety by showing that the adviser acted in the
client’s best interest. A broker must only show that its recommendation was suitable, not
necessarily the customer’s best option.
While NASAA commends FINRA’s attempt to make investment information more
accessible to retail investors that do not have advisory accounts, the Proposal as currently
designed would appear more likely to mislead than to inform investors. As FINRA noted in its
release, there are already four exceptions to the prohibition on projections: hypothetical
illustrations of mathematical principles, investment analysis tools, price targets in research
reports, and certain projections concerning security futures and options. These exceptions are
based on quantifiable metrics that would be difficult to distort. The projections contemplated
under the Proposal, though, are much more susceptible to manipulation or bias. Furthermore, in

Section 202(a)(11) of the Investment Advisers Act of 1940 defines investment adviser as “any person who, for
compensation, engages in the business of advising others, either directly or through publications or writings, as to
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However, “any broker or dealer whose performance of such services is solely incidental to the conduct of his
business as a broker or dealer and who receives no special compensation therefor” is exempted from the definition
of investment adviser. See 15 U.S.C. § 80b-2. Therefore, any broker-dealer whose advisory activity is more than
incidental to it brokerage services may meet the definition of an investment adviser and become subject to the
regulatory requirements applicable to investment advisers.
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contrast to the design of the Proposal, a certain degree of backtesting would appear virtually
inevitable in the creation of any hypothetical portfolio. 4
While the Investment Advisers Act does not prohibit an investment adviser from utilizing
projections, the SEC has issued an extensive line of no action letters and taken enforcement
actions that provide guidance to investment advisers on the uses of hypothetical or model
performance.5 NASAA members have also cautioned investment advisers about the use of
projections through examinations and enforcement actions.6 The Proposal as currently framed
fails to provide the regulatory rigor necessary for the presentation of hypothetical performance.
The Proposal would require FINRA members to make certain disclosures about hypothetical
performance and present “all material assumptions and limitations applicable to the illustration,”
but this general guidance lacks the regulatory depth that exists for investment advisers.
If FINRA moves forward with a rule permitting a customized hypothetical investment
planning illustration that includes the projected performance of an asset allocation or other
investment strategy, any such rule should clarify—with specificity—the required disclosures and
provide guidance for how members may calculate and present projections. For example, FINRA
must consider, among other things:





How its members are to calculate fees, costs, or commissions in relation to how
hypothetical performance is presented;
How its members must compose an asset allocation or investment strategy for
projection;
How a projection would have a reasonable basis where it was inconsistent with
the historical performance of the asset allocation; and
What is meant by “clearly and prominently” under the Proposal.

Moreover, any rule amendments allowing the types of communications discussed in the
Proposal should require disclosure of the underlying securities that make up the customized
hypothetical investment planning illustration. FINRA should also consider requiring brokerdealers to inform investors if the broker-dealer’s past projections proved to be inaccurate.
4
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NASAA fears that without more detailed guidance, the door will be open for broker-dealers to
mislead and confuse investors with customized hypothetical investment planning illustrations.
In NASAA’s view, the Proposal requires further development to address the important
issues raised above, whether through further revisions to the text of the rule or through guidance.
NASAA would welcome an opportunity to discuss these issues further. If you have any
questions about these comments, please contact NASAA’s General Counsel, A. Valerie Mirko,
at vm@nasaa.org or (202) 737-0900.

Sincerely,

Mike Rothman
NASAA President
Minnesota Commissioner of Commerce

