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TD Ameritrade's growth accelerator just launched an app for
college debt as its �rst startup. Execs at the brokerage giant
explain why it's a key tool to build entirely new businesses.

Dan DeFrancesco Aug 10, 2020, 9:43 AM

H O M E PA G E

https://markets.businessinsider.com/index/dow_jones
https://markets.businessinsider.com/index/s&p_500
https://markets.businessinsider.com/index/nasdaq_100
https://www.businessinsider.com/
https://www.businessinsider.com/clusterstock
https://www.businessinsider.com/prime
https://www.businessinsider.com/author/dan-defrancesco
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.businessinsider.com%2Ftd-ameritrade-execs-fintech-incubator-student-debt-nimbly-2020-8&utmSource=facebook&utmContent=referral&utmTerm=topbar&referrer=facebook
mailto:?subject=TD%20Ameritrade%27s%20growth%20accelerator%20just%20launched%20an%20app%20for%20college%20debt%20as%20its%20first%20startup.%20Execs%20at%20the%20brokerage%20giant%20explain%20why%20it%27s%20a%20key%20tool%20to%20build%20entirely%20new%20businesses.&body=TD%20Ameritrade%27s%20growth%20accelerator%20just%20launched%20an%20app%20for%20college%20debt%20as%20its%20first%20startup.%20Execs%20at%20the%20brokerage%20giant%20explain%20why%20it%27s%20a%20key%20tool%20to%20build%20entirely%20new%20businesses.%0D%0A%0D%0Ahttps%3A%2F%2Fwww.businessinsider.com%2Ftd-ameritrade-execs-fintech-incubator-student-debt-nimbly-2020-8&
https://www.businessinsider.com/td-ameritrade-execs-fintech-incubator-student-debt-nimbly-2020-8
https://www.businessinsider.com/
https://www.businessinsider.com/


Nimbly, the �rst o�ering out of TD Ameritrade's wholly-owned growth incubator,

Discotech, is focused on helping young people better manage and pay down student

debt. 

John Hart, president of Discotech, cited the fact the average amount of student debt

carried by millennials is $31,370, according to a 2019 survey conducted by The Harris

Poll for the brokerage. 

"They weren't able to actually take control of their �nances because they were just

completely crippled. They didn't have the tools to be able to manage that," he said. 

"Nimbly came out of the research that actually said, 'Hey, how do we actually create

the tools necessary and give them a playbook in order to get their �nances under

control, and then build an actual �nancial future," he added.

Read more: Meet the Schwab exec in charge of carrying out a $26 billion TD Ameritrade

deal that's an aggressive play for size and cost-cuts

It might seem odd that TD Ameritrade, a company with no formal experience in the

traditional lending space, is focusing on student debt. But that's the entire point of

startups coming out of Discotech. 

The incubator, founded in late 2018, is meant to foster ideas for businesses that could

operate entirely independent of TD Ameritrade.
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"We wanted to contemplate di�erent ideas that weren't necessarily part of the core part

of the business at TD Ameritrade, but really explore some areas that were adjacencies

that could be independent, revenue-generating opportunities that would grow over

time," Vijay Sankaran, chief information o�cer at TD Ameritrade, told Business

Insider. 

Nimbly gives users a step-by-step plan to get out of debt

Nimbly, which o�cially launched in July, operates on a freemium business model.

Under the free tier, users can load their various accounts, keep track of their balances,

and see where their money is going. 

The premium model, which costs $6.99 a month, helps users reduce their debt by

creating a series of personalized plans for them to follow, with the option to interact

with humans to better tweak the models, which are created using machine-learning

techniques, Hart said. 

See more: TD Ameritrade is exploring ways to tap into the red-hot world of sports

gambling after it slashed stock-trading commissions to zero

While Hart said eventually Nimbly could help users renegotiate or re�nance their debt

— with the help of some partners — it's not a focus of the app. 

Nimbly also isn't being viewed as a way to source new clients for TD Ameritrade. While

the startup is wholly owned by the brokerage, Hart said it doesn't currently share data

with its parent company. 
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He also highlighted that point as a major di�erentiator for Nimbly. 

"If you look at the competitors in this space, they have a massive trust issue," Hart said.

"Everybody knows that Mint is free because they are selling all your data. Almost all of

us have a Mint account, and all they do is send you deals to get more debt or deals to

move your insurance. It really is more about how they can sell the ad space, and not

actually help you understand your �nances better."

Discotech is about building 'a portfolio of base hits'

While Nimbly is the �rst startup to come out of Discotech, there has been no shortage

of ideas. Hart said the incubator has already said no to well over 70 di�erent ideas.

Discotech takes a top-down approach, �rst identifying interesting areas the incubator

should be investing in without targeting speci�c solutions. For example, a group might

look into using blockchain technology without having an exact business plan in mind. 

From there, research is done to identify actual use cases or user problems that exist in

the space. For topics that can be addressed by one of TD Ameritrade's internal teams,

the information compiled is passed over to the respective group.
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However, if it's not something the brokerage is already involved in, it has the chance to

get the greenlight, Hart said. The idea is pitched to Discotech's advisory board, which

includes Hart and Sankaran, among others, to see if more resources can be devoted to

creating a business. 

"What we want to do is build out a portfolio of base hits and have standalone revenue-

generating opportunities that makes TD Ameritrade not just a leader from an investing

and trading type of orientation, but also a leader in terms of other potential problem

spaces that consumers have around investment and wealth management and other

�nancial-services types of opportunities," Sankaran said. 

Read more: 

E-Trade just unveiled its plan of attack to nab advisers and investors 'lost in the shu�e'

in the Schwab-TD Ameritrade deal — it includes a hiring push and marketing blitz in

an industry that's under huge cost pressures

Crypto exec Michael Novogratz says the Schwab-TD Ameritrade deal may have

derailed wider adoption of �nancial advisers trading bitcoin

TD Ameritrade's CEO explains how it's moving towards the public cloud, and why tech

spend is 'the golden dollar'
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Vijay Sankaran, chief information officer at TD Ameritrade TD Ameritrade

TD Ameritrade has plenty on its plate with the surge in retail trading in recent months

and a pending acquisition by Charles Schwab, but the brokerage already has plans for

businesses separate from its investing roots.

Advertisement

TD Ameritrade recently launched the �rst startup out of its growth incubator,
Discotech.

Nimbly focuses on helping young people better manage and pay o� their student
debt.

The service is a freemium model that o�ers a basic version at no cost and a premium
version for $6.99 a month that includes personalized, step-by-step plans on handling
student debt. 

Vijay Sankaran, chief information o�cer at TD Ameritrade, and John Hart, president
of Discotech, told Business Insider the goal of Discotech is to launch revenue-
generating companies that sit independent of the brokerage. 

Visit Business Insider's homepage for more stories.
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This story is exclusively available for Business Insider subscribers. Thanks for

subscribing, Grace!
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