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Spaghetti Sauce,

Since the dawn of the financial advice industry, financial professionals have been creating 
value propositions centered on the intangible qualities they can provide to an investor. As 
you can imagine, the focus on these types of qualities, which can include frequent face-to-
face interactions, the promise of a genuine personal relationship and emotional support 
(or helping to take emotion out of the investing equation), has only grown stronger as the 
robo-advisor revolution has gathered steam. To counter the robo foothold, the industry has 
pegged these qualities as the key differentiator separating a human financial professional 
from a machine. As such, these intangibles are often defined as what investors are paying 
for above and beyond the low-cost fee structure of a tech-based advice platform.



Spaghetti Sauce, Content Marketing and the Future of Financial Advice 2

New data released by the Center for Financial Insight offers a distinct challenge to this line of think-
ing. Of the 2,774 respondents to the Center’s recent “Man vs. Machine” investor survey, more than 
82 percent said they would not be willing to pay more for these intangible qualities. Perhaps even 
more concerning for the industry, the “No” results were consistently high for all age demograph-
ics represented. The highest percentage of “No” responses (88.51%) came from the 66+ range, 
while the lowest (77.92%) was attributed to the 46-55 age group. While the industry may be able 
to explain away the 66+ results due to the large percentage of retired investors in the category, the 
pre-retiree age range (56-65) – supposedly the top target market for most human financial profes-
sionals – came in at 84.74% (the second-highest instance of “No” answers).1

So, do these results irrefutably represent an increasing level of disinterest in the very intangibles 
financial professionals believe make their services worth the cost? While this is certainly one way to 
read the results, it is important to keep in mind that the data could also very easily be a reflection of 
the growing trend toward lower cost/lower fee options throughout the industry. Or, it could simply 
be that respondents to the survey believe that these intangibles are implied as part of the package 
financial professionals bring to the table (and not as an “extra cost”). 

Regardless of how you choose to read the question or the result, the instance of “No” answers is still 
alarmingly high. In my opinion, the “why” behind the result has less to do with the actual value of a 
financial professional’s services and everything to do with spaghetti sauce.

1 n.a. (July 2015). Jackson 2015 Man vs. Machine Investor Survey. Jackson and the Center for Financial Insight. 2,774 
respondents. Results from Questions 6 and 12. Survey distributed by third-party survey provider.

1 n.a. (July 2015). Jackson 2015 Man vs. Machine Investor Survey. Jackson and the Center for Financial Insight. 2,774 respondents. 
Results from Questions 6 and 12. Survey distributed by third-party survey provider.

If you choose to work with an advisor in the future, would  
you be willing to pay a higher fee for more intangible features,  

such as emotional support, a focus on a true relationship  
and/or consistent face-to-face interaction?

88.51%
No
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No

Ages 56–65

84.74%
No

Ages 18–35

78.07%
No

Ages 46–55

77.92%
No

NO
82.23%

OVERALL  
2,774 Respondents
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2 Gladwell, M. (September 2006). Malcolm Gladwell: Choice, Happiness and Spaghetti Sauce. TED. Retrieved from TED.com.

“[Moskowitz]... 
fundamentally 
democratized the way 
we think about taste.” 

HUMAN FINANCIAL PROFESSIONALS AND 
THE “EXTRA CHUNKY” PHENOMENON
I love a good TED Talk, and one of my favorite talks of all time comes from Malcom Gladwell – 
“Choice, Happiness and Spaghetti Sauce”.2 I won’t ruin the entire thing for you, as I hope you will 
watch it, but in this particular TED Talk, Gladwell tells the story of Howard Moskowitz, whose revo-
lutionary approach to buyer behavior and, ultimately, happiness, brought the world “extra chunky” 
spaghetti sauce. 

Moskowitz was a consultant in the 1970s, when the prevailing marketing mantra was to “give your 
customers whatever they say they want.” In working with a wide range of different types of com-
panies, Moskowitz quickly found that, while human beings will certainly tell someone what they 
like, their “wants” can and will only exist in the frame of reference of the products that are already 
available. In other words, we may want or need something that doesn’t yet exist. 

Moskowitz quickly found that, while  
human beings will certainly tell someone what  
they like, their “wants” can and will only exist  

in the frame of reference of the products  
that are already available.2

Moskowitz was eventually hired by Campbell’s Soup, the makers of Prego spaghetti sauce. Prego, 
whose primary product was a “traditional” tomato sauce, was struggling mightily against competitor 
Ragu. Using his theory, instead of trying to perfect the original recipe by asking what people did and 
didn’t like about Prego, Moskowitz worked to create 45 completely different kinds of spaghetti sauce 
and asked people to test each one. 

While the diversity of the responses was incredible, Moskowitz found that people could be filtered 
into three basic categories: plain, spicy and extra chunky. The biggest shocker in the results was the 
number of people who chose the types of sauce that could be placed in the “extra chunky” cate-
gory. This finding was shocking because, at the time of the study, there was no such thing as “extra 
chunky” spaghetti sauce, lending credence to Moskowitz’s hypothesis (and making Campbell’s quite 
a bit of money in the process).2

PLAIN SPICY EXTRA 
CHUNKY



Spaghetti Sauce, Content Marketing and the Future of Financial Advice 4

I think there are similarities between the original approach to spaghetti sauce and the way today’s 
investors view the value of human financial professionals. To go back to the results of the Center for 
Financial Insight survey, only a little more than half of the respondents (52.56%) had ever met with 
a human financial professional in person. The value of these intangibles relies completely on an inti-
mate, personal relationship, and yet these folks have never had (or chosen to take advantage of) the 
opportunity to interact with a human advisor.1 

The value of these intangibles relies completely  
on an intimate, personal relationship, and yet these folks 

have never had (or chosen to take advantage of) the 
opportunity to interact with a human advisor.1

From this perspective, the reason that many investors view these services as an unnecessary and 
frivolous expenditure is likely due to the fact that they have either been successful without the sup-
port in the past or, perhaps even more likely, they are simply afraid of paying a substantial amount 
of money for a complete unknown. In other words, they are just fine with the traditional spaghetti 
sauce because they haven’t been exposed to the “extra chunky.”

You will recall that we (via our ancestors) also didn’t see a need for the telephone, the Internet, per-
sonal desktop computers, or smartphones – until the products were placed in front of us and we saw 
what they could do. What Moskowitz showed us with his survey is that human beings don’t know 
what we really want or like until the product or service becomes available. 

To make matters more difficult, if we have a feeling that something is missing, we often can’t articu-
late what that “something” is.  When surveyed about coffee, for example, nearly everyone says they 
prefer a “dark, rich, hearty roast” when, in actuality, only 25 to 27 percent of people truly want that 
cup of coffee. What most of us really like is a weak, creamy cup of coffee, but those results rarely 
appear in surveys or focus groups.2 

While consumers certainly can’t be blamed for not being able to identify something that doesn’t 
exist in their world, the lack of understanding is often coupled with a fear of the unknown, which 
is generally bolstered by sensationalistic traditional and social media content. Thus, human financial 
professionals are at a disadvantage in proving their value before they ever get a prospective client in 
the door. So what do we do?

Things we didn’t need...  
(until we couldn’t live without them)
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3 n.a. (January 2015). Jackson 2015 Defining the Future Investor Survey. Jackson and the Center for Financial Insight. 2,662 
respondents. Results from Questions 11 and 12. Survey distributed by third-party survey provider.

PROACTIVE EDUCATION THROUGH 
TARGETED CONTENT MARKETING
In many ways, a successful relationship between a human financial professional and an investor is 
founded on implicit trust. I think the disinterest in paying extra for the intangibles mentioned above 
and an inherent mistrust of the industry go hand-in-hand. As such, to prove their value to investors, 
advisors must first work to build a solid level of trust with prospective investors. This is, of course, 
easier said than done.

In a separate survey from Jackson’s Center for Financial Insight, of 2,662 non-retired investor respon-
dents with at least $100,000 in investable assets, 63.3% answered “True” when given the following 
statement: “Overall, I have a negative perception of most companies in the financial services industry 
(i.e., insurance companies, asset/money managers, investment product providers, etc.), and these 
companies must work to earn my trust before I choose to partner with them in any capacity.” Instead 
of looking at the negative side of these results, I would encourage advisors to look at the data as an 
amazing opportunity.3

Consider this finding from the same survey: In answer to the question, “For companies in the finan-
cial services industry, the best way to earn my trust is…,” 46.4% answered “…To offer free, relevant, 
valuable and easily accessible content to help me make more informed decisions.” This is the defini-
tion of content marketing. The next highest result was “…To offer easier-to-understand brochures 
and information materials about their product and service offerings” at 22.5%. In no uncertain 
terms, content is the most valuable trust equalizer, according to investors.3 

More than 63.3% of respondents said they have a NEGATIVE PERCEPTION 
OF MOST COMPANIES IN THE FINANCIAL SERVICES INDUSTRY and these 
companies must work to EARN THEIR TRUST before they choose to partner 
with them in any capacity.3

46% of respondents said that offering FREE and VALUABLE CONTENT 
was one way financial firms could earn their trust.3

22.5% of respondents said that companies could earn their trust 
by offering EASIER-TO-UNDERSTAND brochures and information 
materials about their product and service offerings.3

60%

46%

24%

76%

60%

46%

24%

76%
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But what about the other side of the coin? According to a recent survey from marketing agency 
Kapost, 76% of financial services professionals also believe content marketing is the best way to 
regain trust.4 In my opinion, there are three main reasons why content may be able to assist advisors 
in both building trust with prospective clients and representing their value propositions in a difficult 
climate.

Find Common Ground

Provide Relevent, Useful Content

1.

2.

Target Different Groups with Specific Messages3.

First, when attempting to address a discrepancy, it always helps to find common ground. One of the 
things I have often found in the financial services industry is how difficult it can be to find consensus, 
regardless of which group is being surveyed. Financial services providers, advisors and investors are 
categorized quite broadly, but the individuals within these groups are extremely diverse. In the case 
of content, based on the above statistics, investors and financial services professionals mercifully 
agree. Usually, when you find this type of consensus, it can pay to act on it.

Second, educational, product-agnostic content inherently allows marketers to “build” trust in the 
truest sense of the word. Unlike advertising, where too much volume or overly aggressive messag-
ing can really hurt a brand (and, by extension, a business), content allows us to demonstrate our 
intent, expertise and value one piece at a time, constructing a consistent, steady case for trust over 
the long term. If your content is truly engaging, relevant and useful to the prospective investors with 
whom you share it, you will be doing more than just building trust; you may be delivering that “extra 
chunky” recipe investors have been waiting for.

Third, content allows advisors to target very specific messages to different types of clients. As Glad-
well mentions in his TED Talk, Moskowitz’s novel approach to spaghetti sauce, and behavior in gen-
eral, was not an attempt to find the perfect spaghetti sauce, but to find the perfect spaghetti sauces. 
In other words, he showed that brands should embrace the variability of their target client groups, as 
striving for universality casts far too wide a net.2 

76% of financial services professionals also BELIEVE CONTENT 
MARKETING is the BEST WAY TO REGAIN TRUST.

60%

46%

24%

76%

4 Murphy, A. (February 10, 2015). Why Financial Services Marketers Must Focus on Content. The Content Marketeer. Retrieved 
from Marketeer.Kapost.com.

Murphy, A. (February 10, 2015). Why Financial Services Marketers Must Focus on Content. The Content Marketeer. Retrieved from Marketeer.Kapost.com.
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As you will remember, Moskowitz did choose to place the spaghetti sauce tasters into distinct groups 
(plain, spicy and extra chunky), and this is a valuable point for advisors in terms of segmenting 
content for prospective clients. While a financial professional can’t be everything to everyone, it is 
important to attempt to place prospective investors into a few select categories, and to tailor your 
content for each specific audience. One way to go about this is to review your existing client base 
and choose your top 10 clients based on the attributes you look for in an ideal client. From there, 
choose the attributes that you find most important in the advisor-client relationship and use them to 
separate clients into different categories. If you end up with too many similar clients, try starting over 
with a larger sample size.

While a financial professional can’t be everything to 
everyone, it is important to attempt to place prospective 

investors into a few select categories, and to tailor  
your content for each specific segment.

IN SUMMARY
So, if an advisor can just get investors in the door for a meeting, then they will suddenly see the light 
and the problem will be solved, right? Of course not. I’m certainly not saying that content marketing 
is the magic bullet to eliminate the mistrust and fear of the unknown that make today’s investors 
hesitate before considering a relationship with a human financial professional. But do I think that 
providing relevant, valuable and free content to prospective clients can help advisors begin to chip 
away at these issues? Absolutely. 

As mentioned at the beginning of this article, the data surrounding the unwillingness to pay for 
intangibles such as emotional support, face-to-face interaction and an authentic relationship should 
be concerning. Moreover, it should serve as a catalyst for all advisors to learn how to articulate their 
value to existing and prospective clients. And I firmly believe that content marketing can be a highly 
effective tool to help advisors do just that. 

Regardless of the distribution mechanism, if prospective 
clients can sense your sincerity, you’ve already  

overcome the most important hurdle. 

It’s also, however, just a piece of the entire whole, which can include asking for referrals from current 
clients, getting yourself out there in the local community by attending events and sponsoring charity 
work, and a variety of other ways to help investors in your area get to know “the real you.” Because 
that’s what it really comes down to: authenticity. Regardless of the distribution mechanism, if pro-
spective clients can sense your sincerity, you’ve already overcome the most important hurdle. Exper-
tise, knowledge and skill are all implied, but trust must be earned.
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Dan Martin is an award-winning author with a diverse financial 
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was recognized as a “Rising Star of PR” by PR News in 2014. Dan 
earned a journalism degree from the University of Denver and his 
MBA in marketing from the Daniels College of Business.

At the close of his TED Talk, Gladwell states that the “most beautiful lesson of Howard Moskowitz…
[is that,] in embracing the diversity of human beings, we will find a surer way to true happiness.”2 I 
think this is a very insightful statement when it comes to marketing and how you run your practice 
as an advisor. Your clients may have a wide range of unique needs, wants and goals…but isn’t that a 
good thing? You already have tried-and-true recipes for traditional, spicy and extra chunky 
sauce; now it’s time to let investors in on the ingredients.

Investing involves risk including possible loss of principal.

The opinions and forecasts expressed are those of the author and individuals quoted and should not be con-
strued as a recommendation or as complete. 

Provided by Jackson National Life Distributors LLC. Jackson® is the marketing name for Jackson National Life 
Insurance Company® (Home Office: Lansing, Michigan) and Jackson National Life Insurance Company of New 
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