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romano brothers & Co. 
invests in the future of 
Evanston through their 
business and their sense of 
community philanthropy.

Joe and Richard 
Romano



This	story	originally	appeared	on	page	44	in	the	February/March	2016	edition	of	Evanston	Magazine  

oe Romano and his father, Richard, have 
a lot invested in Evanston. 
     They are the president and chairman, 

respectively, of Romano Brothers & Co. Wealth 
Management. Evanston is the city where 
Richard started the firm in 1962. It is where 
many of the boutique firm’s 18 staff members 
live. And “from day one,” says Joe, a certified 
financial planner, it is to Evanston that the firm 
gratefully gives back in a myriad of ways.

     “The philosophy was always to be a 
community investment firm,” Joe reflects, 
emphasizing the word “community.” “The 

feeling was, since we were starting the firm in 
Evanston, we needed to be out and involved in 

the community as well. My father and my uncle, 
Robert, made a conscious decision that they didn’t want 

to be on the 44th floor of an office building on LaSalle Street 
where all the other broker dealers were. They wanted to be 
rooted in Evanston.”

     Richard Romano lived in Evanston when he began 
“knocking on people’s doors and introducing himself and the 
firm,” Joe relates. “He got his start basically by selling shares of 
local bank issues; such as First Illinois Bank, which turned out 
to be a tremendously successful investment.”

      For over five decades in Evanston, the firm, located at 
1560 Sherman Avenue, has been “within 150 feet of the corner 
of Davis and Sherman,” Joe, 45, notes. Romano Brothers & 
Co. Wealth Management today manages more than $1 billion 
in assets. Financial Times recently included it on its list of 300 
Top Registered Investment Advisors.

     While the firm serves elite high and ultra net worth 
clients, it got its start offering services to the smaller non-
millionaire investor, a philosophy to which it still adheres.  

“We’ve been fortunate to stay true to that mission,” Joe states.
     As to the firm’s commitment to Evanston, it is reflected 

in the number of its staff ties to the community. Joe, who 
grew up in Northbrook, is now himself an Evanston resident. 
Several staff members are graduates of Evanston Township 
High School (one is a fifth-generation ETHS grad).

     Because of this, firm members are represented on many 
city and local charitable boards. Joe has been involved with, 
among others, Connections for the Homeless, the Youth Job 
Center, and the Evanston Firefighter Pension Review Board.  
Richard Romano is a past chairman of the McGaw YMCA. 

In 2014, the Evanston Chamber of Commerce honored Joe 
as Business Person of the Year. Joe and the firm, says Elaine 
Kemna-Irish, the Chamber’s executive director, “know the 
community and have been instrumental in helping businesses 
and the community grow.” The honor, she added, was also for 
the firm’s unwavering commitment to the city. “They stayed 
here even when times were tough in 2008. Some firms could 
have moved to other communities, or to Chicago, but they 
knew the importance of [maintaining a presence in] Evanston, 
and chose to stay.”  

     Other staffers are members of service organizations 
such as the Kiwanis and Rotary Clubs of Evanston. The firm 

is among the supporters of Youth & Opportunity United 
and the Women’s Club of Evanston. “We see so much need 
with human service organizations, especially in this day and 
age with cuts in state funding,” Joe says.  “We’ve financially 
supported a lot of arts initiatives,” he adds, including the 
Evanston Symphony Orchestra’s Christmas concerts and Light 
Opera Works. 

     In addition to volunteering time and money, the firm also 
has been called upon to manage the endowments of several 
local not-for-profits. “But that is a small part of our business,” 
Joe says. “The work we’ve done in the community is primarily 
though volunteering, serving on boards and direct financial 
support.  Ninety-eight percent of our business is working for 
[our investors]. And we are co-invested in the same ideas as 
our clients.”

     This year marks the 20th anniversary of Joe and his father 
working together. His interest in finance was sparked, he says, 
by conversations around the dinner table. By junior high school, 
he was learning how to read corporate annual reports. A sister, 
who worked with the firm for a decade, is now a full-time 
homemaker. A brother, who earned his engineering degree 
from Princeton, runs his own industrial construction company. 
Joe graduated from Wesleyan University in Connecticut in 
1992 with a B.A. in economics.

     “My father leads by example,” Joe praises. “He is a firm 
believer in spreading the gospel [of financial literacy]. For 
him, this meant teaching an investment course at New Trier 
Extension on investment fundamentals. When I was in high 
school, I was sitting in the back of the room taking that course 
and watching him in action.

     Joe himself teaches that course today.     
     “We are big believers to this day that our clients should 

be knowledgeable,” Joe affirms. “They don’t have to be pros—
that’s why they come to us—but they should be aware and be 
able to speak the language [of personal finance] with us.”

     Joe has followed in his father’s footsteps beyond joining 
the family firm (he became president in 2003) and becoming 
an Evanston resident. Just as his father was appointed to 
the National Association of Securities Dealers, so, too, was 
Joe recently appointed to a three-year term to the Board of 
Governors of the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority, the 
independent regulator for all securities firms doing business in 
the United States.

     But he also credits his mother for supporting her husband’s 
vision, particularly in the firm’s earliest years as it struggled 
to establish itself. Richard, who had a Ph.D. in chemical 
engineering, supplemented his income during this time by 
teaching math and science part-time at Northwestern University 
and University of Illinois at Chicago. “Mom supported the 
family on her Chicago public school teacher salary,” Joe says. 

“She never once said to my father, ‘When are you going to hang 
it up?’ She has as much stake in this as any of us.”

     The recent honors are appreciated, Joe says, but he 
is not “100 percent” comfortable being in the spotlight. “I 
come from a very humble family,” he says. “It’s nice to be 
recognized, but we believe in results rather than talking 
about ourselves.”  
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