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When it comes to investing, the last year and a half left a sour taste in the mouths of 

investors, and that is putting it mildly.  Analysts are pre dicting an upturn in the 

market, calling out to investors that this is not the time to stop investing.  In fact, 

some financial advisors are strongly recommending, for the new and seasoned 

investor, that this is precisely the time to be investing.  

 

Despite  what analysts are saying, if investing was previously perceived as a scary 

endeavor, then investing in the current economy is even scarier !  With that in mind, 

we wanted to focus our attention around the user  experience of online brokerages  

from the persp ective of the new investor, someone who may be shopping around for 

an online brokerage company.   

 

Do online brokerages do a good job enticing new users?    

 

From our work with various transaction -based companies, we have observed a clear 

trend.  Companies are migrating away from a purely transaction -based web  site, 

where a user comes to the site and simply completes a transaction , to a web  site 

that now includes some level of knowledge sharing, commonly implemented as a 

ñKnowledge Centerò ñLearning Centerò, or ñResource Centerò.  These features are 

often highly valued by users, as their  expectations have evolve d to expect 

transaction web  sites to  also be source s for learning and researching.  In addition, 

users expect third -party, unbiased sources of informa tion.  This, in turn, builds trust 

for the customer that can translate to increased transactions for the company.  

 

For new investors, information (both basic and advanced investing topics), tools 

(e.g., risk tolerance assessor), and calculators may all con tribute toward a positive 

user experience.  With the numerous resources available to them, new investors may 

feel more apt at making important decisions about their money, and there is a 

feel ing that they have the support of a knowledgeable brokerage firm .   

 

As new investors compare various online brokerages, having information and tools 

available without  the need to register may help entice new users.  Registration 

usually entails providing personal information (e.g., Social Security Number, bank 

informat ion).  For those investors who are deciding on an online brokerage firm, they 

are not likely to register until they have made their decision.  

   

We evaluated a variety of popular online brokerage firms: E*TRADE , Scottrade, TD 

Ameritrade, Zecco, Fidelity, and Schwab.  We also evaluated banking institutions 

that offer investment services , as new investors may feel more comfortable investing 

with the same financial institution from which they conduct their everyday banking : 

Bank of America (with recently acqui red Merrill Lynch) and JP Morgan Chase.  

 

What we found surprised us.  The amount of available information and tools prior to 

signing up or logging into an existing account varied widely, with one site offering 

virtually nothing up front, to some sites tha t offered the kitchen sink.   
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The worst: E*TRADE  

 

With E*TRADEôs popular advertising campaign with the baby clicking the mouse and 

buying stock, we were ready to be impressed with learning about the ease of trading 

and investing.  However, we quickly fo und that most links lead to a similar ñApply 

Nowò page.   

 

From E*TRADEôs home page, we 

quickly found the Research & 

Guidance button in the top 

navigation bar.   

 

The Research & Guidance page 

contains three core sections: 

Analyze Your Portfolio, Generate 

Investment Ideas, and Get 

Customized Guidance.  

 

Within the Analyze Your Portfolio 

section, we were immediately 

drawn to the Risk Analysis link.  

Upon clicking on this link, we 

were disappointed at what we 

saw.  

 

 

 

E*TRADEôs ñFree Risk Analyzerò 

is free on ly after signing up for 

an E*TRADE account.  We 

expected to find a risk tolerance 

calculator that, at minimum, 

informed us as to an investment 

strategy that suited our risk 

tolerance.  Instead, we see that 

this page is simply a landing 

page to apply for an  E*TRADE 

account.   

 

This page wasnôt specific to the 

Risk Analysis link in the Analyze 

Your Portfolio section of the 

Research & Guidance page.  Four 

out of the 5 links within this 

section simply led to an 

ñApply Nowò page!  The 

Retirement QuickPlan link d id offer an interactive tool, but we were left wanting 

more, not to mention the fact that we werenôt sure how to specify our investing style 

when using the tool since we couldnôt analyze our risk tolerance!  
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Within the Generate Your Investment Ideas sect ion, all 5 links  landed on an 

ñApply Nowò page!  Access to investment screeners, FREE independent research, 

quotes & charting, easy investing tools, and an intelligent investing optimizer 

required us to first give up our Social Security Number.  As a new  investor, we 

werenôt comfortable giving out this information and signing up for an account just to 

give E*TRADE a try .  

 

Finally, we get to the Customized 

Guidance section of the Research 

& Guidance page.  Instead of 

coming to an ñApply Nowò page, 

the Perso nalized Guidance link 

leads to a ñSpeak with a financial 

advisorò page.  In case you were 

wondering (we did), the icons for 

the FREE Portfolio Reviews, 

Comprehensive Advisory 

Services, and Buy & Sell 

Recommendations section are 

not links.   

 

 

 

 

The Exclusi ve All -Star Funds List link provided us a list of 

59 no - load mutual funds that seem to be recommended by 

E*TRADE, though we needed to first learn the meaning of 

ñno-loadò.   

 

The Commentary & Insights link led to another ñApply 

Nowò page; however, links to two articles from experts at 

E*TRADE were provided, without having to sign up for an 

E*TRADE account!  Weôre getting warmeré 

 

The Visit a Local Branch link, as would be expected, led to 

a page that allowed us to search for an E*TRADE branch 

near our loca tion.  

 

We saved the most promising link ðFREE Investing & Trading Education ðfor last, 

though not because we wanted to create drama in this article, but because this link 

is the second - to - last link  we tried, moving from a left - right, top -down orientation on 

the Research & Guidance page.   
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When first landing on 

the Seminars & 

Education page, we 

were impressed with the 

amount of content.  

There were buttons for 

On-Demand Education, 

Live Training Seminars, 

and Live Investing 

Seminars.  Bingo!   

 

We quickly fou nd 

relevant web seminars 

for the new  investor: 

Introduction to Trading, 

The Basics of Stock 

Selection, and Building 

Your Trading Strategy.   

 

 

 

 

 

We clicked on the ñPlay Nowò link 

and were informed that we were 

leaving E*TRADE Securities and 

entering a th ird party not 

affiliated with E*TRADE 

Securities or any of its affiliates.  

In our excitement about finding 

relevant content, we initially 

failed to notice that the Presenter 

was by E*TRADE Capital 

Management but by ñThe Market 

Guysò.   

 

Okay, fair enough.   We clicked 

Continue and were thoroughly 

surprised by what we saw.  
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Upon clicking the Continue button and leaving the E*TRADE site, we saw the 

following screen:  

 

 
 

We were required to provide our name and email address and asked whether we 

wanted to rec eive additional information from E*TRADE and whether we were an 

E*TRADE customer.  Receive additional information???  Up until now, we had not 

receive much of any information from E*TRADE.  What additional information would 

we receive?  Our final comment a bout this page is that beneath the Powered by 

Webex logo on the bottom of the page is: ñÉ 2009 E*TRADE FINANCIAL Corp.  All 

rights reservedò.  We thought we were leaving E*TRADE Securities and viewing some 

content by ñThe Market Guysò.  Needless to say, we abandoned this page and the 

E*TRADE site altogether.  

 

Our experience at E*TRADE was abysmal.  We felt like the whole site centered on 

getting us to create an account.  While this is understandable, our experience was 

marred by the fact that E*TRADE provid es numerous links that all seem very 

promising at providing useful information; yet, to our disappointment, most 

links simply lead to an ñApply Nowò page.  Even with the Webinars, we were not 

willing to give out our email address without first building any  trust whatsoever with 

E*TRADE, let alone ñThe Market Guysò.  Suffice it to say that when it comes to the 

user experience for the new  investor, E*TRADE faired the worst compared to all the 

online brokerages we evaluated.  
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The best: Fidelity Investments  

 

Of all the online brokerages we evaluated, Fidelity Investments came out the clear 

winner when it came to rating the user experience from the vantage point of a new  

investor.  

 

From Fidelityôs home page, we would 

have clicked on the Retirement & 

Guidance bu tton in the top navigation 

bar, but we noticed a number of 

promising links within the left page 

margin, shown here.   

 

In particular, we identified the following 

as links we would want to first explore:  

¶ Getting Guidance  

¶ Investing Basics  

¶ Trading Knowledge C enter  

¶ Research Tools  

 

After clicking on the Getting Guidance 

link, we come to a landing page with 

sections: Planning and Investment 

Guidance.  As we were looking for 

general guidance, we took a look at the 

Investment Guidance section.  Clicking 

on the Inv estment Guidance link, we come to the Investment Guidance page, which 

presents us with more links, and again, we were drawn to the ñLearn the Basicsò 

section of the page that contained two links: Fundamentals of Investing; 

Understanding Mutual Funds.  

 

Whe n clicking on the Fundamentals of 

Investing, a video is loaded within a 

custom player.  The video provided very 

basic, easy to understand information 

about asset allocation for a portfolio and 

investment diversification between 

stocks, bonds, and cash.   

 

Not a bad start, but we were ready to 

learn more.  We next clicked on the 

Understanding Mutual Funds link on the 

Investment Guidance page.  
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We were brought to a page that 

clearly defined mutual funds, 

how mutual funds worked, and 

reasons for investing in mutual 

funds.  In both the left page 

margin and within the page 

content, there are links to learn 

about the different types of 

mutual funds and how to 

evaluate mutual funds.  

 

We were able to learn about the 

different types of mutual funds ð

money market f unds, bond 

funds, domestic stock funds, and 

international stock funds ðand 

their associated risk level on 

subsequent pages.  Each mutual 

fund type had links to its own 

dedicated page where we could learn, in even greater depth, about the fund type.  

All the  information was presented in an easy - to -understand format, in a way that 

really made us feel that we could grasp the various financial products and concepts.  

 

The learning did not stop there.  Fidelity 

provided us information on how to 

evaluate mutual fu nds by showing a 

screenshot of what we would see if 

using their site.  Then, they break down 

the page and describe each and every 

page section.  

 

We also found information on how to 

design a portfolio.  Fidelity provided 

different growth strategies and ass et 

allocation using an interactive slider.  

 

We somehow landed on the Fund 

Evaluator that let us learn about mutual 

funds picked by Fidelity (Fidelity Fund 

Picks), Morning 4 -  and 5 star funds, 

Money Magazineôs Best, and Forbesô 

Best Buys for mutual funds.  If we 

dared, which we did for a brief moment, 

we could use a very interactive Quick 

Search and research over 1400 top -

rated mutual funds!   

 

As we kept drilling down into more and more learning content and interactive tools, 

we had to take pause and realiz e that we had never ever sign into Fidelity 

Investments!  Admittedly, the other links on the home page ultimately lead to the 

same information, but weôre okay with that as we found ourselves navigating from 

subpages rather than having to return back to the  home page to obtain more 

content.  


