Investment Apps Showdown:

Big 4 Banks vs Independent Platforms in Australia

Author: Akhil Anil
Date: 07 June 2025

This case study provides general information and educational content only. It does not constitute financial advice. Readers should
consider their own financial circumstances and consult with licensed financial advisors before making investment decisions.



Executive Summary

Australia's investment platform landscape has evolved dramatically, with independent
fintech challengers now offering compelling alternatives to traditional Big 4 bank
platforms. This comprehensive analysis reveals that while CommSec dominates market
share with over 3 million users, independent platforms like Stake, Pearler, and Moomoo
are rapidly gaining ground by offering lower fees, superior user experiences, and
specialized features that better serve modern investors' needs.

The fundamental shift is clear: Big 4 banks maintain advantages in security, regulatory
trust, and educational resources, but independents excel in cost-effectiveness,
technology innovation, and user-centric design. For investors trading frequently or seeking
international exposure, independents deliver savings of 40-70% on brokerage fees.
However, traditional platforms retain value through comprehensive research, established
customer service, and integration with existing banking relationships.

With over 10.2 million Australians now investing in stocks and the ETF market set to exceed
$300 billion in assets, platform choice has become a critical factor in investment success.

This analysis examines how these competing approaches serve different investor needs in

Australia's $900 billion self-directed investment market.

Market landscape and competitive dynamics

The Australian investment platform market represents one of the world's most competitive
environments, with approximately 40 platforms now available to retail investors. This
explosion of choice follows significant market disruption beginning in 2020, when at least
10 new platforms launched to capture growing investor interest fuelled by pandemic-era
market volatility and digital adoption.

Traditional dominance faces modern challenges. The Big 4 banks - Commonwealth
(CommSec), NAB (NAB Trade), Westpac (Online Investing), and ANZ (which closed Share
Investing in March 2023, transitioning customers to CMC Markets) - built their platforms
during the early internet era. CommSec leads with approximately 3 million users, while
NAB Trade and Westpac serve substantial customer bases through existing banking
relationships.

Independent platforms have adopted distinctly different strategies. Stake targets active
traders with competitive $3 flat fees and extensive US market access. Pearler focuses on
long-term investors through automation features and ETF specialization. Moomoo brings



institutional-grade research tools with ultra-low fees, while Sharesight dominates portfolio
tracking with over 500,000 global users.

The regulatory environment remains robust, with ASIC maintaining strict licensing
requirements while adapting to technological innovation. Recent developments include
enhanced cybersecurity standards under CPS 234, sustainability reporting requirements
from January 2025, and updated digital asset guidance. This regulatory framework creates
barriers to entry but ensures consumer protection across all platforms.

Market growth drivers include millennials and Gen Z representing 62% of new accounts,

smartphone trading dominance, and increasing demand for international diversification.
The ETF revolution particularly benefits platforms offering commission-free ETF trading,

with Australia's ETF market projected to exceed $300 billion in assets.

Big 4 Banks Platform Analysis
CommSec: Market leader facing technology challenges

CommSec maintains Australia's largest investment platform with comprehensive market
access spanning 13 international exchanges. The platform offers CHESS-sponsored
holdings, extensive educational resources through partnerships with Morningstar and
Goldman Sachs, and advanced trading capabilities including options and margin lending.

Fee structure creates complexity. With a CDIA account, CommSec charges $5 for trades
under $1,000, scaling to $29.95 for trades up to $25,000. International trading costs vary
significantly: US trades cost $5 USD, while European markets charge €12 or 0.40%. Foreign
exchange fees add 0.55% to all currency conversions.

The platform's strengths include market breadth and research quality. Investors access
streaming ASX data, advanced charting tools, and CommSec Pocket for themed ETF
investing with $50 minimums. Integration with Commonwealth banking provides seamless
fund transfers and account management.

However, user experience issues plague the platform. Mobile app reviews consistently
report crashes, interface problems, and technical glitches. Customer complaints on
ProductReview (1.5/5 stars from 315 reviews) highlight lengthy account opening
processes, calculation errors, and poor customer service wait times. These problems
undermine CommSec's market leadership position despite its comprehensive feature set.



NAB Trade: Competitive pricing with execution challenges

NAB Trade offers competitive fee structures particularly for larger trades. The platform
charges $9.95 for trades under $1,000, reducing to 0.11% for trades over $20,000. This
pricing benefits active traders making substantial investments, while free real-time ASX
data provides value that other platforms charge for separately.

Research capabilities impress through partnerships with Morningstar, UBS, and Trading
Central. NAB Trade has won CANSTAR's Outstanding Value award consistently from 2016-
2023, reflecting strong analytical tools and market commentary. The platform supports five
international markets including US, UK, Germany, and Hong Kong.

Unfortunately, technical reliability severely undermines value proposition. User reviews
(ProductReview: 1.5/5 stars from 227 reviews) consistently report system outages during
market hours, slow trade execution, and mobile app instability. Customers describe 30-
minute phone wait times and frequent login failures, forcing some to switch platforms
despite competitive features.

The platform benefits NAB customers through banking integration, offering instant fund
transfers and pre-filled applications. However, standalone merit compared to independent
alternatives remains questionable given persistent technicalissues.

Westpac Online Investing: Bank security with premium pricing

Westpac targets long-term investors seeking bank-backed security and comprehensive
international access. The platform provides 25+ international exchanges, CHESS
sponsorship, and integration with Westpac banking services. Recent WeMoney Investment
Awards recognized Westpac as "Investment Platform of the Year (Bank-Owned)" and "Best
for International Markets."

Pricing structure favors infrequent traders. Westpac charges $4.95 per trade with their
Cash Investment Account, rising to $29.95 using other accounts. International trading
starts at $19.95 for US markets, with percentage-based fees for larger trades. No monthly
fees or inactivity charges benefit buy-and-hold investors.

The platform offers sophisticated trading tools including conditional orders, options
trading, and margin lending. Three tiered research packages provide Morningstar premium
recommendations and ESG risk ratings. The Trader Advantage program rewards active
investors with fee offsets and enhanced features.

However, mobile app problems persist across Big 4 platforms. Users report crashes,
freezing, and manual refresh requirements. App Store ratings remain mediocre despite



security features like Face ID integration. Technical issues undermine user confidence in a
market where mobile trading dominates.

ANZ Share Investing: Platform transition to CMC Markets

ANZ's permanent platform closure in March 2023 represents the most significant
development in Australia's investment platform market. With over 500,000 customers
holding more than $45 billion in assets, ANZ transitioned all users to CMC Markets Invest
rather than continuing platform operations.

This decision reflects changing priorities within traditional banking, where investment
platforms require substantial technology investment and ongoing compliance costs. ANZ
chose to focus on core banking services while providing customers access to CMC's
superior platform technology and competitive fee structure.

The transition benefits former ANZ customers significantly. CMC Markets Invest offers zero
brokerage on major international markets, free ASX trades up to $1,000 daily, and award-
winning mobile technology. This improvement demonstrates how independent platforms
now exceed Big 4 capabilities in key areas.

Independent platforms detailed comparison
Stake: Active trading with international focus

Stake has established itself as Australia's premier platform for active international trading
with over 500,000 investors across multiple countries. The platform's $3 flat fee structure
for trades up to $30,000 (both ASX and US markets) provides substantial savings
compared to Big 4 competitors.

US market specialization drives value proposition. Stake offers 9,500+ Wall Street stocks
and ETFs with fractional share investing from $10 minimums. Zero brokerage on US trades
below certain thresholds, combined with 70 basis point FX fees, creates cost-effective
international exposure. The platform recently added ASX capabilities with 8,000+
Australian securities.

Mobile app excellence sets Stake apart with 4.2/5 App Store ratings and consistent user
praise for intuitive navigation. Real-time pricing, seamless market switching, and
comprehensive company research support active trading strategies. The platform won
Canstar's 2023 Outstanding Value award and achieves 100% trustworthiness ratings in
customer satisfaction surveys.



Educational resources focus on practical trading rather than comprehensive investment
theory. Users access detailed company research, live market data, and regular market
commentary. The $20/month Stake Black premium service provides advanced features for
serious traders.

Regulatory compliance includes AFSL 548196 with CHESS sponsorship for ASX holdings
and SIPC protection up to $500,000 for US securities. Strong security measures and
responsive customer support complete a platform optimized for modern trading needs.

Moomoo: Institutional tools for retail investors

Moomoo delivers institutional-grade research and trading capabilities at retail-friendly
prices, leveraging parent company Futu Holdings' technology (NASDAQ: FUTU). The
platform serves over 26 million global users with sophisticated analysis tools typically
reserved for professional traders.

Ultra-competitive fee structure includes $3 ASX trades, $0.99 US trades, and 0.03% Hong
Kong trading fees. No account maintenance or inactivity fees reduce total costs, while
6.8% interest on uninvested cash provides additional value. This pricing undercuts most
competitors while delivering premium features.

The platform excels in analytical capabilities with 100+ technical indicators, Al-powered
trend analysis, and comprehensive market screening tools. Real-time Level 2 market data,
institutional fund tracking, and 24/7 global news feeds support informed trading decisions.
Educational resources include 740+ courses covering all experience levels.

Advanced trading features include 10+ order types, drag-and-drop algorithmic trading, and
social community integration. Options trading, margin lending at 6.8%, and 24/5 extended
hours trading serve sophisticated investors. Multi-market access spans ASX, US, and Hong
Kong exchanges with over 26,000 tradable instruments.

Mobile app ratings of 4.7/5 stars reflect superior user experience, though some users find
the interface overwhelming initially. Customer service operates 24/7 with multi-language
support, while Australian operations maintain local presence in Sydney.

Security and regulation meet high standards through AFSL 224663, CHESS sponsorship,
and segregated client funds held with major Australian banks. SIPC protection covers US
investments up to $500,000, while the platform maintains 272 patents across trading
technology.



Pearler: Automation for long-term wealth building

Pearler serves passive investors seeking financial independence through systematic
investing and portfolio automation. With over 56,000 users and $7.8 million in recent
funding, the platform targets millennials and Gen Z investors prioritizing long-term wealth
accumulation over active trading.

Automation capabilities distinguish Pearler from competitors. The platform offers three
sophisticated auto-invest strategies: lowest shares rebalancing, equal allocation
investing, and percentage-based rebalancing. Round-up investing through Pearler Micro
enables spare change accumulation, while goal-based investing tracks progress toward
specific financial targets.

Fee structure reflects long-term focus with $6.50 flat rates for both ASX and US trades, or
$5.50 using prepaid credits. Some ETFs trade free when held for 12+ months, encouraging
buy-and-hold strategies. Micro-investing costs just $1.70-$2.30 monthly, making
systematic investing accessible to small balances.

The platform emphasizes education through community engagement. Pearler Exchange
provides moderated investment discussions, while users can follow "finfluencers" and
compare portfolios. Financial calculators, educational content, and goal tracking support
informed decision-making.

However, technical issues affect user experience. App Store reviews report registration
crashes, navigation problems, and slow fund transfers. ProductReview scores of 1/5 stars
reflect frustration with platform reliability, though users appreciate the underlying
investment philosophy.

Recent expansion includes Pearler Super, targeting under-55s with self-directed
superannuation investing across 40+ ETFs. This development positions Pearler for
significant growth in Australia's $3.3 trillion superannuation market.

Sharesight: Portfolio tracking and tax optimization

Sharesight dominates portfolio tracking and tax reporting with over 500,000 global users,
serving as the essential complement to any trading platform. Rather than competing with
brokers, Sharesight integrates with 200+ global platforms to provide comprehensive
performance analysis and Australian tax reporting.

Pricing scales with portfolio complexity from free accounts (10 holdings) to Expert plans at
$23.25 monthly (unlimited holdings, five portfolios). All paid subscriptions may qualify as
tax-deductible expenses, reducing effective costs for Australian investors.



The platform excels in true performance calculation by incorporating all fees, dividends,
corporate actions, and currency conversions. Multi-currency support spans 100+
currencies with automatic currency hedging analysis. Benchmark comparisons against
700,000+ global securities enable proper performance evaluation.

Tax reporting capabilities prove invaluable for Australian investors, automatically
generating Capital Gains Tax reports, dividend statements, and investment summaries
required for annual returns. Integration with accounting software and direct ATO
compatibility saves hours of manual calculation.

Recent developments include mobile app launch in 2025 with read-only access to
portfolios and watchlists. The new partnership with Moomoo enables automatic trade
synchronization, combining best-in-class trading with superior portfolio analysis.

User experience and interface comparison

Modern investment platforms succeed or fail based on mobile-first user experience, with
smartphone trading dominating investor behavior. This fundamental shift exposes
significant gaps between traditional bank platforms and modern fintech solutions.

Independent platforms consistently deliver superior mobile experiences. Stake's 4.2/5 App
Store rating reflects intuitive navigation and seamless market switching between ASX and
US securities. Moomoo's 4.7/5 rating demonstrates how sophisticated analytical tools can
be packaged in user-friendly interfaces. Both platforms prioritize mobile optimization over
desktop functionality.

Conversely, Big 4 bank platforms struggle with mobile reliability. CommSec users report
frequent crashes, interface problems, and features that don't fit modern screen sizes. NAB
Trade suffers from basic functionality and technical outages during high-traffic periods.
Westpac's mobile app experiences similar stability issues despite recent improvements.

Design philosophy differences explain user experience gaps. Independent platforms
design mobile-first, then adapt to desktop. Bank platforms often translate desktop
functionality to mobile, creating cluttered interfaces and poor user flows. This
architectural difference becomes apparent in daily usage patterns.

However, Big 4 platforms excel in comprehensive desktop environments. CommSec's
advanced charting tools and research integration provide depth that mobile apps can't
match. NAB Trade's research dashboard offers professional-grade analysis capabilities.



These desktop advantages matter for detailed investment research and portfolio
management.

Learning curves vary significantly between platforms. Stake and Pearler prioritize simplicity
and onboarding guidance for new investors. Moomoo offers extensive educational
resources but can overwhelm beginners with advanced features. Big 4 platforms assume
existing financial knowledge, providing powerful tools without adequate user guidance.

Fee structures and cost analysis

Fee transparency reveals the most dramatic competitive differences between traditional
and independent platforms. A detailed cost comparison across typical investment
scenarios demonstrates why investors increasingly choose independent alternatives.

Brokerage fee comparison table

1. Australian Stock Exchange (ASX) Trading Fees

Platform  $500 Trade $1,000 $5,000 Trade $10,000  $25,000
Trade Trade Trade

CommSec  $10.00 $10.00 $19.95 $19.95  $29.95
NAB Trade $14.95 $14.95 $14.95 $19.95  $29.95
Westpac $19.95 $19.95 $19.95 $19.95  $29.95
Stake $3.00 $3.00 $3.00 $3.00 $3.00
Pearler $6.50 $6.50 $6.50 $6.50 $6.50

Moomoo $3.00 $3.00 $3.00 $3.00 $3.00



2. International Trading Fees (US Market)

FX Total Cost
Platform US Stock Fee
Spread ($1,000 USD)

CommSec  $5.00 USD $0.01 ~$13.25 AUD
NAB Trade $15.00 USD $0.01 ~$32.00 AUD
Westpac $19.95USD $0.01 ~$38.50 AUD
Stake $0.00 $0.01 ~$10.50 AUD
Pearler $6.50 USD $0.01 ~$20.00 AUD
Moomoo $0.99 USD $0.00 ~$6.00 AUD

3. Annual Cost Projections
Scenario: 20 trades per year, average $2,000 per trade

Mixed (50% ASX, International Hea
Platform  Asxonly | xed(50% nternation vy

50% US) (75% US)
CommSec  $399.00 $532.50 $665.00
NABTrade  $298.00 $564.00 $830.00

Westpac $399.00 $764.00 $1,129.00
Stake $60.00 $105.00 $157.50
Pearler $130.00 $175.00 $220.00
Moomoo $60.00 $90.00 $120.00

4. Hidden Costs and Additional Fees

International

Platform Account Fee Inactivity Fee Real-time Data
Markets
CommSec $0 $0 Free ASX 13 exchanges
NAB Trade $0 $0 Free ASX 5exchanges
Westpac $0 $0 $33/month premium 25+ exchanges
Stake $0 $0 Free US +ASX
Pearler $0 $0 Free US +ASX

Moomoo $0 $0 Free + Level 2 US + ASX + HK



5. Annual Savings Comparison vs CommSec
Based on 20 trades annually ($2,000 average, mixed ASX/US)

Annual 10-Year
Platform . .
Savings Savings*
Stake $427.50 $6,420
Moomoo $442.50 $6,645
Pearler $357.50 $5,370
NAB Trade -$31.50 -$475
Westpac -$231.50 -$3,480

*Assumes 7% annual compound growth on saved fees

Key Findings Summary

e Lowest Cost: Moomoo ($90 annually) and Stake ($105 annually) for mixed
trading

e Highest Cost: Westpac ($764 annually) for mixed trading

e BestInternational Value: Moomoo with $0.99 US trades and 0.30% FX
spread

e Largest Savings: Up to $6,645 with Moomoo over 10 years vs CommSec

e Hidden Cost Leader: All independents offer $0 account fees vs potential
premium data charges on Big 4

Small trade advantages favour independents decisively. For trades under $3,000, Stake
($3), Moomoo ($3), and Pearler ($6.50) substantially undercut CommSec ($5-$19.95) and
NAB Trade ($9.95-$19.95). These differences compound quickly for frequent traders.

International trading costs vary dramatically. US stock trading costs $3 on Stake, $0.99 on
Moomoo, versus $5 USD on CommSec plus 0.55% FX fees. For a $10,000 US stock
purchase, total costs are approximately $3-$10 on independents versus $60+ on
CommSec when including currency conversion.

Large trade dynamics shift competitive advantages. NAB Trade's 0.11% fee structure
benefits trades over $20,000, while Westpac's percentage-based pricing becomes
competitive for substantial investments. Independent platforms maintain flat fee
advantages until very large trade sizes.

Hidden costs accumulate substantially on traditional platforms. FX spreads, research
fees, and account maintenance charges don't appear in headline brokerage rates but



affect total investment costs. Independent platforms typically offer transparent, all-
inclusive pricing structures.

Annual cost projections demonstrate long-term impact. An investor making 20 trades
annually of $2,000 each would pay approximately $60-130 on independent platforms
versus $200-400 on Big 4 platforms. Over 10 years with compound growth, these fee
differences could cost thousands in reduced returns.



Investment option breadth and market access

Platform investment universe comparisons reveal strategic positioning differences
between traditional banks and independent specialists. Market access breadth directly
impacts portfolio diversification opportunities and investment strategy implementation.

CommSec dominates international market coverage with 13 exchanges spanning US,
European, Asian, and other global markets. This comprehensive access supports
sophisticated international diversification strategies unavailable on most independent
platforms. Advanced products include options, warrants, and margin lending capabilities.

Independent platforms pursue targeted excellence rather than comprehensive coverage.
Stake excels in US market access with 9,500+ securities and fractional share capabilities.
Moomoo provides deep access to US, ASX, and Hong Kong markets with institutional-
quality research. Pearler focuses exclusively on ETF and long-term investing strategies.

ETF availability highlights strategic differences. Big 4 platforms offer extensive ETF
catalogues through their comprehensive market access. Independent platforms often
provide commission-free ETF trading for specific products, encouraging passive investing
strategies. Pearler's ETF specialization includes automatic rebalancing and thematic
investing options.

Options and derivatives trading remains largely concentrated among traditional platforms.
CommSec, NAB Trade, and Westpac offer Exchange Traded Options (ETOs) with
comprehensive education and risk management tools. Moomoo provides US options
trading, while other independents focus on spot equity markets.

Cryptocurrency integration varies significantly across platforms. Traditional banks
generally avoid cryptocurrency exposure due to regulatory uncertainty. Some independent
platforms offer crypto tracking through portfolio management tools, though direct trading
remains limited pending clearer regulatory guidance.

Managed funds and direct investment access favours traditional platforms through
existing banking relationships. Westpac and NAB provide extensive managed fund
catalogues with integrated reporting. Independent platforms typically focus on self-
directed investing rather than professional fund management.



Consumer Implications

Platform selection can significantly affect long-term outcomes due to differences in fees,
available markets, usability, and research tools. Investors with varying trading habits and
goals may find certain platforms align more closely with their needs.

Casual Investors (1-5 Trades Annually)

Platforms with low flat fees and user-friendly interfaces tend to appeal to infrequent
traders. Stake and Moomoo, for example, offer simplified mobile-first experiences and flat-
fee structures (e.g., $3 or $0.99 per trade), which can help minimize costs over time.
Educational content and accessible research tools are commonly included.

By comparison, platforms offered by the Big 4 banks may involve higher minimum
brokerage fees and more complex interfaces. However, some users may prefer these
platforms for the added convenience of banking integration and brand familiarity.

Active Traders (20+ Trades Annually)

More frequent traders may prioritize access to real-time data, advanced charting, and
robust execution speed. Moomoo includes institutional-grade analytics and technical
indicators suited for more hands-on users. Stake, while simpler in design, offers low-cost
execution and a clean Ul that some active traders value.

Among bank-backed platforms, NABtrade may become cost-efficient for large trade sizes
(e.g., above $20,000). CommSec, known for broader market access and research tools,
supports more complex trading strategies. However, technical reliability and higher
brokerage fees should be considered.

International Investors

Users focusing on US. stocks may be drawn to platforms offering low or zero brokerage and
competitive FX rates, such as Stake or Moomoo. For investors seeking exposure to a
broader range of international exchanges, CommSec’s access to 13 global markets may
be useful despite the associated higher trading and currency conversion costs.

Market reach, supported exchanges, and account funding flexibility vary across platforms,
making international access a key differentiator.

Long-Term Passive Investors

For buy-and-hold strategies, some platforms provide automated investing features such as
recurring buys, portfolio rebalancing, and round-up investing. Pearler offers structured



auto-investing with custom rules, while Moomoo provides algorithm-based automation
and high interest on idle funds.

Investors focused on low-touch, long-term wealth accumulation may find value in these
automation capabilities, particularly when paired with low brokerage fees and seamless
tax reporting integrations.

Big 4 platforms typically offer detailed research reports but may carry higher brokerage
costs that compound over long-term investment periods.

Tax-Conscious Investors

Tax reporting is a critical component of investing in Australia. Portfolio tracking tools like
Sharesight support integration with multiple brokers, making them popular among users
who value detailed performance reports, dividend tracking, and CGT estimates.

Many investors use a combination of trading platforms for execution (e.g., Stake, Pearler,
or Moomoo) and pair them with third-party tracking services for tax efficiency and long-
term recordkeeping.



Conclusions and strategic outlook

Australia's investment platform revolution favours investors through increased
competition and technological innovation. The days of accepting expensive, outdated
platforms simply due to banking relationships are ending as superior alternatives become
widely available.

Independent platforms have achieved technological and cost leadership in most areas
that matter to retail investors. Lower fees, better mobile experiences, and specialized
features address specific investor needs more effectively than traditional one-size-fits-all
approaches. The permanent closure of ANZ Share Investing signals recognition that banks
cannot compete effectively in this specialized technology-driven market.

However, traditional platforms retain meaningful advantages for specific investor types.
CommsSec's international market breadth, comprehensive research partnerships, and
integration with Australia's largest bank serve sophisticated investors willing to pay
premium fees. Westpac's security reputation and extensive educational resources appeal
to conservative investors prioritizing trust over cost optimization.

The optimal strategy increasingly involves platform combinations rather than single-
platform solutions. Using Stake or Moomoo for cost-effective trading while maintaining
Sharesight for performance tracking and tax reporting delivers professional-grade
capabilities at reasonable costs. This modular approach enables investors to optimize
each aspect of their investment process.

Technological trends will continue reshaping competitive dynamics. Al-powered
investment advice, automated portfolio management, and enhanced mobile experiences
become standard expectations rather than premium features. Platforms that cannot
match rapidly evolving user experience standards will lose market share regardless of their
institutional backing.

Regulatory evolution supports innovation while maintaining investor protection. ASIC's
adaptive approach enables fintech innovation while ensuring appropriate consumer
safeguards. Enhanced cybersecurity requirements and sustainability reporting standards
apply equally to all platforms, leveling competitive dynamics.

Fee compression appears permanent and irreversible. With multiple platforms offering
sub-$5 trading and zero-fee international markets, traditional premium pricing models
become unsustainable. Investors benefit from this competition through substantially
reduced total investment costs.



The Australian investment platform market has matured into a genuinely competitive
environment where investor needs drive platform selection rather than banking
relationships or marketing budgets. This transformation benefits all investors through
lower costs, better technology, and specialized solutions that address diverse investment
strategies effectively.

Future success requires continuous innovation and cost leadership. Platforms that cannot
deliver superior user experiences at competitive prices will lose relevance regardless of
their historical market position. The revolution in Australian investment platforms is
complete - the evolution continues.
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