October 15, 2020
Via Electronic Mail (pubcom@finra.org)
Ms. Jennifer Piorko Mitchell
Office of the Corporate Secretary
FINRA
1735 K Street, NW
Washington, D.C. 20006-1506
Re:

FINRA Regulatory Notice 20-29; SIFMA Comment Letter in Response to FINRA’s
Request for Comment on the Practice of Pennying in the Corporate Bond Market

Dear Ms. Mitchell:
The Securities Industry and Financial Markets Association (“SIFMA”)1 submits this
letter to FINRA in response to the above-referenced request for comment on the practice of
pennying in the corporate bond market.2 While SIFMA agrees that conceptually pennying could
be problematic, FINRA’s data shows the practice of pennying is uncommon in the corporate
bond market. Thus, any proposals to stop pennying are solutions in search of a problem that does
not currently exist in fixed income markets. For this reason, the costs with requiring a
substantive rule that would force firms to develop significant compliance programs and create
unnecessary complications would far outweigh the benefits of a rule to curb the potentially
problematic practice of pennying. We reiterate SIFMA’s comments3 in response to the MSRB’s
2018 request for comment on the practice of pennying in the municipal bond market, which we
have attached to this letter for your reference. Further, despite our belief that the practice of
pennying does not appear to be a problem in the corporate bond market, we provide the
following comments in response to FINRA’s questions in the request for comment.

1

SIFMA is the leading trade association for broker-dealers, investment banks, and asset managers operating
in the U.S. and global capital markets. On behalf of our industry’s nearly 1 million employees, we
advocate for legislation, regulation and business policy, affecting retail and institutional investors, equity
and fixed income markets and related products and services. We serve as an industry coordinating body to
promote fair and orderly markets, informed regulatory compliance, and efficient market operations and
resiliency. We also provide a forum for industry policy and professional development. SIFMA, with
offices in New York and Washington, D.C., is the U.S. regional member of the Global Financial Markets
Association (GFMA). For more information, visit http://www.sifma.org.

2

See FINRA Regulatory Notice 20-29 (Aug. 17, 2020) ("FINRA Proposal").

3

See Annex 1 for SIFMA’s comment letter to the MSRB.
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Overview and Background
After a FIMSAC recommendation,4 FINRA conducted a review of electronic auction and
execution practices and published this request for comment. FIMSAC recommended FINRA
publish a request for comment on the use of “pennying,” which FIMSAC defined as a practice
where a dealer initiates a bid or offer-wanted auction process on behalf of a customer, reviews
the auction responses and then executes the customer order itself at a price that either matches or
slightly improves the best priced auction response. FIMSAC further distinguished pennying from
“last look,” which FIMSAC defined as a valid practice of a dealer reviewing auction responses
as part of the dealer’s best execution process and internalizing the order with meaningful price
improvement. FINRA’s study found that firms internalized the order after a Request for Quote
(“RFQ”) auction 13% of the time.5 Approximately 2% of these executions were based on
internal bid prices that did not improve the best external bid and 6% improved the best external
bid by 25 basis points or less.6 Lastly, FINRA identified firms that commonly failed to
significantly improve on the best external bid when internalizing trades. 7
Pennying Is Not a Prevalent Problem in the Corporate Bond Market
While some claim that the practice of pennying could theoretically harm overall RFQ
auction competitiveness, despite directly benefiting individual investors, the FINRA data does
not suggest that the pennying is a prevalent problem that warrants a prescriptive rule.
Considering firms internalize less than 9% of orders after a RFQ auction—which could consist
of only the legitimate practice of last look—FINRA’s data shows that pennying is not actually a
common problem in the corporate bond market. Our discussions with SIFMA members have
confirmed this conclusion – our members do not believe pennying in corporate bonds is common
or a problem for the market; if it does happen, it is isolated. Further, considering FINRA could
identify those firms who appear to frequently only provide minimal improvements to the best
external bid when internalizing trades, FINRA can utilize existing rules to prevent the potentially
troublesome practice of pennying. Thus, we request FINRA to use existing rules and supervisory
measures to curb any troubling practices and avoid creating a prescriptive rule that will result in
significant industry cost to develop surveillance programs to comply with a rule that provides
limited benefits.

4

See SEC FIMSAC, Recommendation Regarding the Practice of Pennying in the Corporate and Municipal
Bond Markets (June 11, 2019).

5

FINRA Proposal at 3.

6

FINRA Proposal at 3-4.

7

FINRA Proposal at 4.
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SIFMA Response to FINRA Question 1: Do you agree with the FIMSAC’s definitions of
pennying and last look practices and the distinction between the two? If not, how would
you propose differently to define or distinguish between the two practices?
SIFMA reiterates our previous comments to the MSRB that SIFMA and its members
believe that “pennying” should be defined as the persistent practice or pattern of internalization
of orders for which the dealer internalized at prices that are only nominally better than the cover
bids. The internalization of orders with price improvement abides by broker-dealers' best
execution obligation to buy or sell so that the resultant price to the customer is as favorable as
possible. FINRA should focus on the pattern or practice rather than just look at single instances
of dealers internalizing orders after a RFQ auction because internalizing an order to improve
upon the best bid in a bid-wanted benefits the investor. Additionally, the determination of what is
“nominal” or “meaningful” should be based on the facts and circumstances of the credit and the
order to account for different market dynamics and events. We appreciate FINRA recognizing
the benefits of “last look” and that internalizing orders with meaningful price improvement is a
valid practice of a dealer reviewing auction responses as part of the dealer’s best execution
process.
FINRA Question 2: Do the results of FINRA’s sample study accurately represent the
nature or frequency of practices you observe in the markets? Do the results of the sample
study demonstrate that in the corporate bond market, last look is a common practice to
achieve best execution, or the practice of pennying is prevalent, or both?
SIFMA members report that the results of FINRA’s sample study accurately represent
that pennying is not a widespread problem in the corporate bond market. FINRA’s sample study
on internalized orders does not distinguish whether an order after a RFQ auction was internalized
as part of last look to achieve best execution or the practice of pennying. However, when
reviewing the data on internalized orders, FINRA may be able to identify firms who show a
persistent practice or pattern of internalization of orders for which the dealer internalized at
prices that are only nominally better than the cover bids. FINRA could also monitor other market
quality metrics for signs of persistent abuses. For example, a decline in bid-wanted conversion
rates on fixed income trading platforms could indicate an increase in pennying and the market
effects of such an increase might manifest in fewer dealers submitting prices into the auction.
Considering that we are not aware of additional data or evidence, this reemphasizes the
importance of focusing on the systematic pattern or practice when attempting to identify
pennying.
FINRA Question 3: If pennying is defined as a pattern or practice of internalization with
no or slight price improvement after viewing prices obtained through an RFQ, what
amount of price improvement should be considered meaningful and what level of
regularity would constitute a pattern or practice?
SIFMA reiterates our previous comments that the determination of what is “nominal” or
“meaningful” price improvement should be based on the facts and circumstances of the credit
and the order. Each firm should be able to develop policies, procedures and supervisory
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procedures that set reasonable parameters for what is a nominal price improvement. Meaningful
price improvement varies with liquidity and would likely be a smaller number in the more liquid
corporate bond market than the less liquid municipal market, or for a more liquid corporate vs. a
less liquid corporate. Considering the many factors that could impact the market price, price
improvement should not be a specific number.
FINRA Question 4: What are the market quality and economic consequences of pennying?
Does or will pennying harm overall auction competitiveness over time, for example by
causing fewer firms to provide bids in response to auctions, or by causing responding firms
to bid less aggressively? How can the impact of pennying be measured?
Theoretically, widespread pennying could cause market participants to stop submitting
bids in RFQ auctions, but we are not aware of any economic consequences of pennying in the
corporate bond market because (1) pennying is not widespread and (2) studies do not show
pennying actually harms market quality. Some firms may internalize an order after a RFQ
auction to provide a better price to their customer, but there also may be a small number of firms
who may frequently engage in pennying. Pennying has not harmed auction competitiveness as
evidenced by the significant growth in electronic platforms, which we expect to continue.
Further, considering the firm submitting a bid in a RFQ auction knows that a dealer could
provide a better price after the auction, a rational market participant would post a better, not
worse price, to remain competitive. Accordingly, SIFMA supports FINRA utilizing currently
available information and supervisory authorities to prevent firms from submitting a request for
bids with the intention of only using those cover bids for internal price discovery and habitually
internalizing those orders at prices that are only nominally better than the cover bids.
FINRA Question 5: During FIMSAC discussion of the Recommendation, there was some
support for a requirement that dealers “bid blind” in response to auctions their firm
initiates. Under this kind of requirement, dealers would need to bid on auctions initiated by
their firm on a blind, competitive basis during the auction period, the same as any other
firm, without the opportunity to review other firms’ auction responses before entering the
firm’s own order.
SIFMA does not believe requiring blind bidding is appropriate given that the practice of
pennying is not a material problem in the corporate bond market. Blind bidding would have
significant implementation costs, such as separating trading personnel and creating information
barriers, and the benefits of blind bidding do not outweigh these costs. While blind bidding likely
would not result in direct additional costs to customers, investors would be adversely affected
from the reduction in the ability of dealers to provide liquidity at the most favorable prices.
FINRA Question 6: As FINRA continues to coordinate on pennying with the MSRB,
consistent with the FIMSAC Recommendation, are there any differences between the
corporate and municipal bond markets for which FINRA and the MSRB should account?
We reiterate our previous comments that the practice of pennying does not appear to be a
prevalent problem in the corporate bond market. Notably, SIFMA stated that pennying was not a
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pervasive practice in the municipal market and recommended further study of municipal markets
prior to any rulemaking. Accordingly, we request FINRA use existing rules to curb any potential
problematic practices and not create a prescriptive rule that would result in significant industry
costs with minimal benefits.

*

*

*

SIFMA greatly appreciates FINRA’s consideration of the issues raised above and would
be pleased to discuss these comments in greater detail. If you have any questions, please contact
[Redacted] ).
either me (at [Redacted] or

Sincerely,

Christopher B. Killian
Managing Director
Securitization and Corporate Credit

Annex I

