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Preface
Everywhere you look, the signs of change are there. The 
demographics of wealth are shifting dramatically around the 
world—from the growing dominance of women investors in 
North America to the rising middle class in emerging markets. 
As part of this shift, the wealth industry will see a huge 
transfer of wealth from baby boomers to millennials with very 
different investment behaviors. At the same time, technology 
is linking billions of people and devices through real-time 
connections, reinventing how investors communicate, 
interact, and make decisions. Over the next five years, the 
impact of these megachanges on the wealth profession will 
be profound.

To help wealth executives understand the far-reaching 
implications, Roubini ThoughtLab, an independent 
consultancy, teamed up with a coalition of leading 
organizations from the wealth industry to conduct a rigorous 
study, titled Wealth and Asset Management 2021: 
Preparing for Transformative Change. We would like to 
thank the sponsors of Wealth and Asset Management 2021, 
who contributed financial and intellectual support to this 
ground-breaking research program. 

Bank of Montreal
• Terry McDougall, Head of Marketing, US Wealth 

Management and Global Asset Management

Broadridge
• Steve Scruton, President of Broadridge Advisor 

Solutions 
• Traci Mabrey, Head of Wealth Solutions at Broadridge 

Financial Solutions

Cisco Systems
• Leni Selvaggio, Global Marketing Lead, Financial 

Services Industry
• Joseph Pagano, Practice Advisor, Financial Services 

Digital Transformation Group 
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About the research

To provide a clear vision of the future, Roubini ThoughtLab conducted a rigorous study from March 
to July 2016 that included four research components: (1) A survey of 2,000 investors in ten leading 
markets, including the US, the UK, Germany, Australia, China, Hong Kong, Mexico, Canada, 
Switzerland, and Japan. (2) A survey of 500 investment providers, spread across the same countries 
as in the investor survey. (3) Two advisory meetings and in-depth interviews with 30 industry leaders, 
including full-service banks, mutual fund companies, fintechs, investment advisors, private banks, and 
consultancies. (4) In-depth economic modeling of wealth trends conducted by Dr. Nouriel Roubini and 
his team of macroeconomists.

CFA Institute
• Bob Dannhauser, Head of Global Private Wealth 

Management
• John Bowman, Managing Director, Americas

Schroders
• Duncan Lamont, Head of Research and 

Analytics
• Magnus Grimond, Research Contributor

SEI
• Al Chiaradonna, Senior Vice President, SEI 

Wealth Platform SM, North America Private 
Banking

• Kevin P. Barr, Executive Vice President of SEI 
and Head of SEI’s Investment Management 

State Street
• John Bolton, Vice President, Thought 

Leadership, Global Marketing
• Meredith Kaplan, Vice President, Research, 

Global Marketing

eToro
• Yoni Assia, Founder and CEO 
• Elad Lavi, Executive Assistant to CEO

Lou Celi 
Chief Executive
Roubini ThoughtLab
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1. The Big Shift
By 2021, the convergence of technological, economic, 
and demographic trends will transform the wealth industry, 
unlocking greater global wealth across a more diverse 
universe of investors. But these investors will also have 
rising expectations, and the willingness to switch providers 
if their demands are unmet. In such a fast-changing 
marketplace, investment providers need to fully understand 
their customers and leverage technology to meet their 
changing needs. 

Winds of change

Everywhere you look, the signs of change are there. The demographics 
of wealth are shifting around the world—from the growing dominance 
of women investors to the rising middle class in emerging markets. The 
wealth industry will see a huge transfer of wealth from baby boomers to 
a new generation of investors that were born digital. At the same time, 
technology will become smarter and link billions of people and devices 
through real-time connections. According to our survey of 2,000 investors 
and 500 investments from providers around the world, the impact of 
these mega-changes on the wealth industry will be profound.

Most wealth executives believe that technology will be a game-changer.  
As Rodolfo Castilla, Global Head of Wealth Management Products 
and Platforms at Citi Private Bank, puts it, “Across all generations, all 
demographics, all segments, digital and omnichannel interaction will be 
mandatory for our clients in the very, very short term.” 

But wealth executives also agree that technology can be a double-edged 
sword: “Technology may endanger many existing players. But it will 
also provide great opportunities to those who embrace it correctly,” says 
Andrew Wilson, Senior Vice President and Head of Asset Managers
Solutions EMEA at State Street.

Indeed, of the top five external forces of change cited by investment 
providers surveyed, three relate to technology: new technology, including 
mobile, analytics, and social media (cited by 49%); a greater range 
of competitors, including fintechs (43%); and threats to cybersecurity 
(38%). Similarly, in a separate survey, investors put three technology-
related issues on their top five list: cybersecurity threats (57%); a greater 
range of wealth providers, including fintech (51%); and digital access to 
investment providers (47%). (See Figure 1.)
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The future trajectory of wealth 

Demographic shifts and continued wealth 
creation, particularly in emerging markets, will 
work symbiotically with technology to drive 
radical market change and new opportunities by 
2021. Roubini ThoughtLab economists forecast 
massive wealth creation over the next five years, 
with household assets rising $89 trillion – from 
$207 trillion to $296 trillion – in 25 top world 
markets. The rise in household assets in these 
markets alone will pump an estimated $50 trillion 
into the wealth industry. 
             
Dr. Nouriel Roubini sees several demographic 
forces driving wealth creation. “In many 
emerging markets, populations are going from 
low per-capita income to medium per-capita 
income--and in the process creating a middle 
class that will save more.” He also believes that 
aging populations, especially in mature markets, 
will boost savings. “If we’re going to live longer, 
then when we work, we need to save more to 
have enough savings for old age.” 

This tectonic shift will redefine the topography of 
wealth, requiring investment providers to ramp 
up their knowledge of a heterogeneous group 
of customers across new markets. Our analysis 
shows that the largest proportional increases in 
household wealth between now and 2021 are 
likely to be in emerging markets, such as Poland 
(106%), China (106%), and Mexico (84%). Some 
developed markets will also see robust growth, 
such as Australia (83%), Israel (62%), France 
(52%), and Canada (50%). (See Figure 2.)

But the shift is not only geographic---the asset 
owners themselves will be different.  In the years 
ahead, part of today’s estimated $168 trillion in 
global investable assets will be transferred via 

inheritance from baby boomers to Gen X and 
millennials.  At the same time, the gender of 
investors is changing. For example, in North 
America, the majority of wealth will be managed 
by women investors, as a result of inheritance 
and their own accumulation.

Moreover, technology will enable wealth and 
asset management firms to reach investors 
whose small savings would have previously 
made them unprofitable to service.  As a result, 
large numbers of technologically-enabled 
micro-investors will generate small average 
amounts, but a huge aggregate pool of capital. 
“Technology will allow everyone with a bank 
account to become an investor,” says Joseph 
Pagano, Practice Advisor, Financial Services 
Digital Transformation Group. 

Evolving consumer expectations

As a result of these shifts – and greater market 
education – customers are expecting much 
more from their investment providers. As Figure 
3 shows, investors are demanding greater 
professionalism from investment providers, 
expecting them to act with the highest ethical 
standards, possess deep investment knowledge, 
and of course, have the proper certification. At 
the same time, they want investment providers 
to be highly responsive to their changing needs 
and able to provide personalized advice geared 
to both their financial and life goals.

Just like other industries, the wealth profession is 
undergoing a wave of consumerization, causing 
investors to expect greater product transparency 
and more competitive prices. Al Chiaradonna, 
Senior Vice President, SEI Wealth PlatformSM, 
North America Private Banking, believes that 
consumerization is changing the economics of 

External shifts with largest impact

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

Figure 1

Providers Investors
New digital technology 49% Data security and privacy threats 57%

More competitors, including fintechs 43% Balancing investment and life goals 53%

Globalization of markets 43% More competitors, including fintechs 51%

Economic and market volatility 38% Concerns about ethics/transparency 48%

Data security and privacy threats 38% Easy digital access to wealth firms 47%
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But it is not possible that everyone can be a 
winner when the market is changing so fast. 
Indeed, our survey analysis (see Figure 5) 
shows that many investment providers are not 
as prepared to meet rising investor expectations 
as their clients may think.  For example, 
63% of investors expect providers to ensure 
cybersecurity and data protection, while only 
48% of investment providers say that they are 
well prepared to do so. 

Our survey shows that the ability to provide 
holistic goal-planning advice, customized 
investment solutions, and access to wider 
investment opportunities accross asset classes 
and geographies are particular trouble spots for 
many wealth and asset management firms. 

Raising the stakes, our survey shows that almost 
half of investors are willing to change providers 
if their expectations are not met. Most worrying, 
key segments targeted for growth, such as 
millennials and women, along with investors 
in North America and emerging markets, are 
among the most likely to jump ship if their needs 
are unmet. (See Figure 6.)

the wealth and asset management industry. “You 
can see it as consumers demand more. You can 
see that pressure flowing back to big financial 
intermediaries and creating opportunities for 
fintechs.”

Should providers be optimistic?

Despite the challenges ahead, surveyed 
providers are sanguine about the future. (See 
Figure 4.) Most feel that technological and 
demographic shifts are already helping their 
business to attract, retain, and satisfy a broader 
group of customers. Looking five years out, the 
picture appears even rosier. A large majority 
of providers expect a big upside on business 
growth, improved margins, advisor efficiency, 
and better business models. 

Some of this confidence is justified: technology 
is already opening up new markets and 
making providers more productive. Moreover, 
incumbents in the investment services sector are 
well-positioned for future success, thanks to their 
loyal customer base, established brand, and 
proven track record. 

Sources: OECD, IMF, Roubini Global Economics

Figure 2
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How investor expectations of wealth providers are changing

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

Figure 3
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Provide more holistic goal-planning advice

Provide range of  f inancial services/support
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Of fer innovative and customized f inancial solutions and products
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Use latest technology to provide sophisticated analytics

Understand my f inancial goals and provide personalized support

Have deep knowledge of  market, investment and tax issues

Offer competitive prices and clarity on fees

Ensure product simplicity and transparency

Be highly responsive to my changing needs

Ensure robust cybersecurity and data protection

Act with the highest ethical standards

The future looks bright: Percentages of providers that are positive about 
the impact of market shifts on business activities

Figure 4

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab
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Figure 5 Clients’ expectations vs. firm preparedness

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

Figure 6 Willingness to change providers

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

65%

44%

44%

45%

54%

33%

56%

51%

46%

53%

42%

65%

Emerging
Developed

Asia Pacific
Europe

North America

UHNW
VHNW

HNW
Mass affluents

Boomers
Gen X

Millenials

Willing 
to 

change
52%

Plan to 
remain

48%

56%

58%

61%

48%

47%

65%

55%

60%

55%

66%

63%

58%

62%

62%

63%

64%

66%

68%

68%

68%

69%

72%

Draw on indexing and algorithmic methods to help me make good
investments at lowest cost

Use the latest technology to provide sophisticated analytics and 24x7
digital access

Offer competitive prices and clarity on fees

Ensure robust cybersecurity and data protection

Provide access to investment opportunities across asset classes and
geographies

Be highly responsive to my changing needs

Provide a range of financial services/support in addition to wealth
management

Provide more holistic goal-planning advice to help me respond to life
events

Offer innovative and customized financial solutions and products

Have deep knowledge of market, investment and tax issues

Have proper wealth management certification and qualifications

Investors Providers



RESEARCH BRIEFING  |  8

2. The Rapidly Evolving Investor

As demographic and wealth patterns change around the 
world, providers will need to engage a more heterogeneous 
set of investors. Although the core values of this more 
diverse client base will stay the same, their priorities, 
behaviors, product needs, and payment preferences will 
vary widely. Understanding the behavioral differences – and 
commonalities – among these investor segments will be vital 
for future success. 

Core values stay the same

Despite market upheavals, our study shows that individual investors 
are sticking with their core investment beliefs: Put money into what you 
understand, save for your family, and trust known brands. They also 
value advice from alternative sources, and believe they will achieve 
better results by working with experts. (See Figure 7.)

These attitudes are unlikely to change even as investor demographics 
shift. In fact, rising customer segments – such as millennials, women, 
and emerging-market investors – often put a higher premium on these 
core values than other investor groups. For example, women are 
less prone than men to invest in something they do not understand; 
millennials have greater trust than boomers in established brands; and 
investors in emerging markets have a higher regard for working with 
wealth experts than their counterparts in mature markets. 

Investor behaviors will change

While core values will stay the same, investor behaviors and product 
needs will shift dramatically as seen in Figure 8. Investors, particularly 
millennials and Gen X, plan to increase their use of anytime, anywhere, 
any device access, transfer investments to organizations with better 
services, and work more with wealth providers offering specialized 
advice.  They will also acquire a growing appetite for personalized 
services, alternative investments (like hedge and real estate funds), 
socially responsible investing options, and smart beta products. 

As investors’ behaviors shift, and their wealth grows, they will widen their 
investment approaches, as can be seen in Figure 9. Cited by 67% of 
respondents, alternative investments will see the largest increase in five 
years’ time, as investors seek new ways to diversify their portfolios.  
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Some of the fastest growth will come from newer 
forms of investment, such as socially responsible 
investments and social trading. The competition 
between passive and active funds will also heat 
up over the next five years, with both sides 
making gains.

Still, providers will need to be sensitive 
to diverging preferences and adapt their 
approaches accordingly. For example, 52% 
percent of female respondents expect to use 
socially responsible investments in the next five 
years, compared with 41% of men. Meanwhile, 
71% of ultra-high-net-worth individuals plan to 
use passive funds in the future, compared to just 
47% of the mass affluent. 

Steve Scruton, President of Broadridge Advisor 
Solutions, believes that “forward-looking 
companies should implement technology plans 
designed to get ahead of the curve for dealing 
with millennials.” 

Investor quest for greater value

Fees and transparency are clearly top of mind 
for investors. More than half of the investors 
in our survey say that they expect their wealth 
service providers to offer more competitive 
prices and clarity on fees. After quality, 

fees and pricing structures are now the most 
commonly cited selection criteria for investors 
when choosing a provider (56%) and by 2021 
this number will grow to 61%. Similarly, 49% say 
that reducing fees is the number one way for 
investment providers to retain their business.  

Regulatory change will put further pressure on 
fees. The list of recent investment regulations 
around the world is long and varied, but a 
common direction is clear: Wealth managers 
will be discouraged from receiving commissions 
when their clients purchase investment products, 
and they will be required to provide objective 
advice in the best interest of the client. In the 
future, advisors will make most, if not all, of their 
money by charging – with full transparency – 
some form of fee for their advice directly to the 
client. Product packagers, meanwhile, will need 
to attract investors based entirely on the merits 
of what they are offering.

Digging deeper, however, shows that investors 
are not seeking simply the lowest cost, but rather 
the greatest value. In the next five years, only a 
minority (33%) will focus on reducing manage 
ment fees. Rather, 68% say that they will pay 
extra for advice that helps them make the best 
investment decisions; 63% are willing to pay 
extra to receive superior returns.

Figure 7 Investor attitudes: Fundamentals still apply

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab
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Investors are also willing to pay for greater 
personalization that enables them to achieve 
financial life goals – such as a comfortable 
retirement or education for children. In fact, 40% 
of investors explicitly say that goal achievement 
is more important than rate of return. 

Shifts in behavior as seen by investors and providersFigure 8

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

Future growth in investment approaches: All boats rise

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

Figure 9

Women and families with three or more 
dependents rate goal achievement even 
higher. Already a popular investment approach 
used by 51% of investors, goals-based 
investing will be used by 63% by 2021.
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3. Rethinking Product and 
Marketing Approaches
To meet fast-changing customer demands, investment 
providers will need to reassess many aspects of their go-to-
market strategies, from product development to customer 
retention and acquisition. Competition will heat up, as “born 
digital” companies, including Internet giants such as Alibaba, 
enter the market, and traditional providers expand their 
product offerings and market scope to create more digitized, 
personalized, and democratized products. 

Top product priorities for the future

Changes in investor needs and technology are prompting wealth and 
asset management firms to reset their product priorities for the next five 
years.  At the top of their priority list (see Figure 10) is developing fintech 
capabilities. Investment providers in our study are following a variety of 
approaches to break into the fintech space: Some like UBS, are setting 
up their own fintech platforms internally; others are forging partnerships 
(RBC with FutureAdvisor); still others are making acquisitions (Mass 
Mutual Life Insurance and LearnVest). 

Digital technology is also helping companies deliver on other top product 
priorities, such as creating more customized products, offering borader 
investment alternatives, and adding smart beta products. In the view of 
Harvard Business School Professor Luis Viceira, “Technology is making 
customization easier and cheaper each day.” 

Adapting their marketing strategies

Investment providers are also recasting their strategies for retaining 
and acquiring a more diverse set of customers. As Figure 11 shows, 
investment providers are using technology to broaden their client bases. 
Full-service banks, mutual funds companies, and alternative investment 
firms, in particular, see the acquisition of more clients through technology 
platforms as central to their future go-to-market plans. 

Providers also plan to build on their existing client relationships, 
particularly those preparing for intergenerational wealth transfers. To 
do this, 55% of investment providers are extending business to other 
family members and friends. According to Bob Dannhauser, Head of 
Global Private Wealth Management, CFA Institute, “The family patriarch 
is probably least likely to want to Snapchat with his advisor. But the third 
generation of that family may find that perfectly reasonable.”
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To better understand their customers, half of 
surveyed investment providers will segment 
their client base more finely by demographic 
and psychographic characteristics. SEI’s 
Chiaradonna believes that providers may 
need to go even deeper and shift from “wallet 
segmentation” (i.e., segmentation by wealth 
level) to “true behavioral segmentation (i.e., how 
you invest and spend your money).”

Figure 10 Future product priorities for investment providers

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

How providers will adapt marketing plans in the future

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

Figure 11

A significant minority of providers are also using 
technology to reach investors in other countries.  
The strongest proponents of globalization 
will be full-service banks (51%), mutual funds 
companies (50%), and alternative investment 
firms (47%). As Andrew Wilson, State Street’s 
SVP and Head of Asset Managers Solutions 
EMEA, notes, “Borders are coming down. These 
companies are going global.” 
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In addition to globalizing, 42% of investment 
providers plan to expand their client base across 
wealth levels and other investor segments. Most 
providers already target the mass affluent and 
high-net-worth investors, but many more will 
be setting their sights on VHNW and UHNW 
investors over the next five years.

Competing in a new playing field 
   
These shifts in product and marketing strategies 
will realign the global playing field for the 
wealth industry. But perhaps the biggest impact 
will come from the blurring of lines between 
distinct sectors of the industry. (See Figure 
12.) Our survey shows that by 2021 every 
type of investment provider will become more 
competitive to other wealth firms.  Alternative 
investment firms, full-service financial firms 
and fintechs, especially, will become wider 
competitive threats. 

As their wealth rises in the future, investors will 
drive these competitive pressures by broadening 
their use of investment providers. (See Figure 
13.) The democratization of products will mean 
that every type of provider will have a bigger 
range of potential customers. Kevin Barr, 
Executive Vice President of SEI and Head of

SEI’s Investment Management, believes this 
transition has already begun. “Hedge fund 
strategies are already mainstream and multi-
asset investments are a growing trend.”

Rising competition will put further pressures on 
margins, and make it even more challenging 
to demonstrate value to investors. SEI’s Barr 
says, “In the past, by showing relative returns, 
you compared yourself against your peers. Now 
companies need to rethink how they express 
value. Performance against specified investor 
goals is one way.”

In this sea of change, investment providers 
see the customer as their ultimate compass. 
Wealth service firms understand that the best 
way to preserve their competitive position is 
by becoming hyper-sensitive to their clients’ 
expectations and behaviors. In fact, many 
investment providers are taking this goal to 
the next level by transforming themselves into 
“customer-investment hubs.” In the words of Jon 
Stein, CEO of Betterment, “We want to become 
that central financial relationship in clients’ 
lives.” Rodolfo Castilla, Global Head of Wealth 
Management Products and Platforms at Citi 
Consumer Bank, summed it up more succinctly, 
“We want to own the client.”

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

Proportion of companies viewed as competition from outside their sectorFigure 12
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Investment providers used now and in 2021Figure 13

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

Driving customer centricity in the futureFigure 14

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab
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customer view and  support customized solutions
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In this quest, investment providers plan to 
deepen their understanding of the customer 
over the next five years by leveraging advanced 
analytics. (See Figure 14.) Specifically, they 
plan to install CRM systems that provide an 
integrated view of the customer, use predictive 
models to identify future investor trends, and set 
up real-time tracking systems to stay on top of 
fast-changing customer needs

Who is likely to win?

To judge from media accounts, the winners 
in the wealth management revolution will be 
fintechs, which will do to the wealth industry 
what Amazon did to the retail sector. This is 
not likely, according to our research. For one 
thing, technology will become table stakes for 
the wealth profession as incumbents build up 
their own fintech capabilities. For another, our 
survey shows that fintechs are less prepared to 
meet changing customer needs across a range 
of dimensions. (See Figure 15.) And finally, our 
survey of investors revealed major concerns: 
40% of respondents worry about cybersecurity, 

and 37% of respondents say they will not use 
fintech unless it is associated with a major brand.      

Rather than fintechs, the potential winners 
may be full-service institutions and mutual 
funds companies. Our survey shows that these 
financial organizations are better equipped to 
meet customer needs for specialized and holistic 
advice and 24/7, personalized service. They are 
also better placed to comply with professional 
and regulatory standards. Crucially, our survey 
also shows that universal banks and mutual fund 
companies are considerably more advanced 
in digital transformation than others, such as 
private banks and investment advisors.

Yet the most worrisome competitive danger may 
lurk outside the industry – from the big internet 
players, such as Google, Apple, Amazon, and 
Alibaba. Already 30% of providers report that 
non-traditional wealth services providers are a 
main competitor; by 2021 the percentage will rise 
to 35%. Meanwhile, by 2021, 45% of investors 
say that they will use non-traditional investment 
providers, such as Internet platform companies.

How prepared do providers believe they are to meet changing investor needs

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

Figure 15

Very positive Moderately positive Less positive
Mutual 
funds

Full-service 
banks

Investment 
advisors Fintech

Private 
banks/ 
family 
offices

Act with the highest ethical standards 80% 69% 68% 40% 59%
Have deep knowledge of market, investment and tax issues 78% 75% 70% 48% 46%

Be highly responsive to their changing needs 78% 72% 62% 44% 63%
Fully understand financial goals to provide personalized support 72% 69% 66% 50% 53%
Have proper wealth management certification and qualifications 72% 77% 63% 52% 46%

Offer competitive prices and clarity on fees 75% 69% 60% 46% 56%
Ensure product simplicity and transparency 65% 77% 59% 40% 54%
Provide more holistic goal-planning advice 78% 69% 57% 35% 47%

Use technology to provide analytics and 24/7 digital access 73% 69% 52% 54% 39%
Draw on indexing/algorithmic methods to invest at lowest cost 72% 66% 59% 42% 34%

Offer innovative and customized financial solutions and products 72% 69% 48% 42% 37%
Provide financial services, in addition to wealth management 57% 71% 52% 48% 36%

Help investors cope with market volatility and outperform the market 75% 65% 51% 56% 37%
Ensure robust cybersecurity and data protection 57% 48% 51% 48% 41%

Provide access to investments across asset classes and geographies 57% 42% 46% 50% 37%
Average percentage 70% 67% 58% 47% 45%

Very positive
Moderately 
positive Less positive



RESEARCH BRIEFING  |  16

4. The Future Wealth Advisor
To stay relevant in a fast-changing marketplace, where 
investors are seeking greater value and on-demand support, 
wealth advisors will need to elevate their role in the wealth 
ecosystem. Next-generation wealth advisors will need to 
be hyper-responsive, highly empathetic, and digitally savvy. 
Equally important, they will need to be multidimensional 
professionals able to provide both specialized advice and 
whole life goal-planning – always keeping the client’s best 
interests in mind.    

Something old, something new

Investors’ attitudes toward advisors combine traditional values and 
innovative thinking. When selecting wealth advisors in the years ahead, 
long-standing criteria remain top of mind: fees, reputation, range of 
service, and most of all quality. (See Figure 16.) But investors are also 
assessing wealth advisors on new criteria: their digital capabilities. These 
include anytime, anywhere, any device access, integrated omnichannel 
experience, and advanced use of digital technology and analytics.  

The race against the machine

Technology will transform the wealth profession, but it will not replace 
humans anytime soon. Even after taking into account the lower cost of 
digital solutions, the majority of investors – including millennial and mass 
affluent ones – prefer using personal wealth advisors for every invest-
ment activity covered in our survey. 

However, as Figure 17 also shows, machines are making headway. A 
large portion of the minority of investors would rather use technology for 
getting investment tips and finding market opportunities. More troubling, 
just over one in five investors believe that by 2021 personal investment 
advisors will not be necessary for portfolio management; a similar num-
ber say that technology will make advisors less important. Contrary to 
conventional wisdom, the percentages for the ultra-rich are even higher: 
28% and 38%, respectively. 
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Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

Most important criteria for selecting an investment advisorFigure 16

Figure 17 Personal investment advisor vs technology methods

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

41%

50%

48%

51%

50%

53%

57%

56%

58%

58%

61%

60%

61%

70%

32%

38%

42%

42%

43%

46%

49%

50%

51%

51%

55%

55%

56%

65%

Global reach and ability to use similar services in multiple countries

Advanced use of digital technology and analytics

Proper wealth management certification and qualifications

Integrated customer experience across multiple channels

Ability to provide holistic goal planning

Personalized customer service/staying on top of my specific needs

Ability to provide anytime, anywhere device access and transactions

Creditworthiness of institution

Ability to provide the best returns, particularly in market downturns

Innovative solutions

Range of services, products, and investment alternatives

Reputation, brand, and experience

Fees and pricing structure

Quality of service

Now

Next 5 yrs.
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64%
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47%

43%

40%

39%

38%

37%
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37%

36%

36%

35%

32%

Provide investment tips

Provide market opportunities

Regularly evaluate and rebalance client's portfolio

Reduce tax impacts

Allocate client's assets

Reduce risk and help protect against market downturns

Provide holistic goal planning to respond to life events

Provide financial "concerge" support

Provide superior returns

Select best investment managers and funds

Build sustainable wealth for next generation

Help client make best investment decisions

Personal investment provider Technology-enabled method
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Rather than compete with machines, personal 
wealth advisors will use them to add value in 
the digital age. The most obvious way is through 
personal relationships that leverage technology 
for the benefit of clients. In fact, our research 
showed that fintech may morph from self-
directed applications into advisor-directed. 

But repeating what a computer says is not 
a high-margin activity. To justify their fees, 
personal wealth advisors will need to apply 
judgment, intuition, and lateral thinking in 
ways that machines cannot easily replicate, 
particularly during times of market volatility.                            
        

The rise of the 24x7, 
multipurpose advisor

As Figure 18 shows, investors and providers 
have similar views on how the role of wealth 
advisors will change in the coming years. The 
biggest shift is that advisors will need to provide 
more responsive, 24x7 advice. To SEI’s Barr, 
the industry is at a turning point, “This is the 
last generation where the traditional model of a 
person conducting business with their clients on 
a quarterly basis is going to be successful.”  

Providers and investors agree that wealth 
advisors will need to become digitally proficient 
in the future. The attractions of technology to 
wealth advisors are obvious: it can increase their 
productivity, provide a systematic investment 

framework, and facilitate communication 
with customers. Technology can even help 
wealth advisors build personal relationships. 
For example, some forward-looking firms are 
now applying advanced analytics and artificial 
intelligence to gain a fuller understanding of their 
clients’ behaviors and attitudes. 

In the future, advisors will need to offer a broader 
range of financial and life-planning advice. 
Bahren Shaari, CEO of Bank of Singapore, 
explains, “Clients are looking for something extra 
– guidance and direction on investments, family 
philanthropy, retirement, succession, and estate 
planning. The role of the advisor is becoming 
less transaction-focused and more about 
sophisticated financial planning.” 

Bob Dannhauser, Head of Global Private Wealth 
Management for the CFA Institute, thinks that the 
future wealth advisor will need to combine left 
and right brain thinking. “The days of plug-and-
play solutions are over. The real professionals in 
wealth management will have deeper knowledge 
of financial markets and products coupled with 
top-notch relationship skills.

This more complex remit will require a team-
based approach, according to EY’s US Wealth 
and Asset Management Sector Leader, Marcelo 
Fava, “The role of the wealth manager is 
changing into that of a ‘financial therapist,’ who 
works with a cadre of specialists to meet each 
customer’s specific needs.” 

Figure 18 How role of investment advisor will change over the next five years

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab
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Will be largely replaced by advice from peers through social media

Need to deepen  relationship with other members of client’s family

Become more important to investors due to financial complexity

Need to focus more on advising than selling products

Need to be more accessible to investors at all wealth levels

Understand client’s personal situation and family

Need to reduce/eliminate fees to retain clients

Need to provide a broader range of financial/life-planning advice

Need to be highly proficient in digital technology

Need to provide investment advice that delivers high returns

Provide more responsive, 24x7 service

Investors

Providers
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Building trust

There are few industries where trust is as critical, 
yet so fragile, as the wealth industry. “The trust 
barrier has always been high,” says Chris Jones, 
CIO at Financial Engines. “But it’s gotten higher 
in the last 10 years because of the things that 
we have seen –  the crises and potential crises. 
People’s level of trust in financial services firms 
is probably at an all-time low.”

Investors and providers largely agree on how 
to build trust. (See Figure 19.) The main task 
for advisors is to do their jobs well: provide 
good risk-adjusted returns, achieve financial 
goals, and understand the client’s goals and 
risk tolerance. Of course, being responsive and 
vigilant also nurtures trust – investors cited 

protecting against fraud, being available when 
needed, and staying in touch during market 
disruptions. 

Our survey shows that eliminating product com-
plexity and pricing transparency is important for 
building trust. To do this, some advisory firms, 
such as MRA Associates, are not only providing 
clarity on fees, they are also supplying clients 
with full disclosure of their investment activities 
and expected outcomes. 

Where providers and investors disagree is just 
as telling. Many providers believe that they can 
build trust by increasing communication around 
integrity and emphasizing their reputations. But 
as Figure 17 shows, investors give higher marks 
to providers that demonstrate they will work in a 
client’s best interest. 

Figure 19 Best ways for advisors to gain trust

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab
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Associate with new financial brand names

Emphasize the long-term reputation of their firm

Increase communication around integrity and ethics

Provide insightful thought leadership and market analysis

Demonstrate that they will act in a client’s best interest

Stay in touch with clients when market disruptions occur

Provide increased transparency around fee structures/performance

Eliminate product complexity

Be available when needed by client

Actively protect against data abuse and fraud

Have clear understanding of client’s financial goals/risk tolerance

Understand client's financial goals and keep them on track

Provide good returns geared to client's risk tolerance

Investors

Providers
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5. The Road Ahead: Driving 
Digital Transformation
Over the next five years, investment providers will transform 
their strategies, processes, and business models to become 
fully integrated, digitally-driven businesses. Drawing on 
smarter technologies, providers will streamline and align 
their end-to-end systems to provide investors with seamless, 
personalized omnichannel experiences. But not all providers 
will be winners. Those that move too slowly to seize their 
digital future will fall behind, or out of the race altogether.

The digital imperative

If investment providers had any doubts about the importance of going 
digital, they just need to listen to their clients. In our survey, 82% said 
it was important for their investment provider to stay at the forefront of 
technology in the future. The digital imperative was ranked even higher 
for some segments: UHNW and VHNW investors (86% each); large 
wealth markets, such as Germany (89%), China (88%), and the US 
(85%); and emerging markets as a whole (87%). (See Figure 20.)

Most investment providers hear what their clients are saying: 81% of 
those we surveyed told us that digital transformation is important for 
the future of their business. The percentages are even higher for some 
wealth management institutions, such as alternative investment firms 
(90%), full-service banks (87%), and mutual fund companies (87%). 

Digital tools in the offing

Wealth service providers are developing a wide assortment of 
technology-driven tools to meet the future needs of customers. (See 
Figure 21.) Anytime, anywhere, any device access coupled with a true 
omnichannel customer experience is high on the priority list. Daniel Tu, 
Chief Innovation Officer of Ping An, explains: “Given how technology is 
changing and how millennials are behaving, mobile first has become our 
focus.” 

In line with investor product demands, next-generation digital platforms 
will center on investor goals and their measurement, according to 
our survey. Two of the top five technology-enabled changes which 
investment providers plan to offer in the coming years are tools for 
meeting life goals and for tracking performance against those goals. 
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Figure 20 The importance of digital leadership to clients

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab
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Figure 21 Technology-enabled investment tools for the future

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab
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Driving value through digital 
transformation

Our research indicates that as wealth firms 
become more digitally advanced, value creation 
shifts from cost savings to business growth. This 
is evident in the main ways that digital leaders 
(defined as firms in advanced stages of digital 
transformation) drive value: namely, by boosting 
revenue, improving competition positioning, 

acquiring and retaining customers, and opening 
new distribution channels. (See Figure 22.)

Organizations use digital technology differently 
to drive value. For fintechs like eToro, digital 
technology offers a way to expand into global 
markets by creating products for underserved 
investors. For Pictet, it is more about using ana-
lytics to get an integrated view of customers so 
they can grow business with them. And for RBC, 
technology enables the bank to stay nimble and 
get products to market faster. (See Figure 23.)

Figure 22 How digital leaders are creating value

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab
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Figure 23 How different organizations derive value from technology

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

Alternative 
investment 

firm
Investment 

advisor Fintech
Full-service 

bank
Mutual fund 

firm

Family 
office, 

Private bank
Accelerate 

innovation (49%)
Acquire/Retain 

(40%) Globalize (33%) Boost growth 
(50%) Globalize (43%) Boost growth 

(48%)

Penetrate new 
markets (46%)

Compete better 
(35%)

Penetrate new 
markets (33%) 

Penetrate new 
markets (49%)

Penetrate new 
markets (43%)

Create new 
model (37%)

Increase sales 
(43%) 

Manage risk 
(35%)

Boost growth/ 
Manage risk 

(31%)

Compete better 
(46%)

Compete better 
(40%)

Improve 
decision-making 

(33%)



23  |  RESEARCH BRIEFING

Figure 24

As part of our survey, we asked wealth and asset management companies to estimate 
the impact that digital transformation had on their performance over the past year. The 
results are striking: On average, assets under management increased 5.3%, profitability 
grew 5.6%, and productivity rose 8.3%. The performance of digital leaders was even more 
impressive: Assets under management increased 7.2%, profitability 6.8%, and productivity 
9.4%. By moving too slowly, digital laggards are not just jeopardizing their future, they are 
leaving tremendous sums of money on the table. 

Quantifying the benefits of digital transformation

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

Impact of digital transformation

5.3% 5.6%

8.3%
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Profitability Productivity Costs

Total Leaders

Figure 25 Technologies targeted for growth by 2021

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

Now Next 5 yrs % change
"Utility" technologies
Mobile technology 65% 68% 5%
Social media 64% 66% 3%
Analysis of customer behaviors 64% 68% 6%
Cloud technology 62% 69% 11%
Big data anlaytics 62% 70% 13%

"Smart" technologies
Blockchain 45% 64% 43%
Predictive analytics 44% 50% 14%
Real-time tracking systems 39% 47% 21%
ID software based on biometrics 28% 37% 34%
Telematics 26% 45% 72%
Customer “path to invest” analytics 25% 32% 28%
Geospatial/location-based technology 24% 31% 26%
Telepresence and web collaboration 23% 39% 68%
Artificial intelligence 22% 49% 128%
Scenario modeling and stress testing 19% 28% 48%
Micro-targeting capabilities 19% 26% 41%
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Crucially, our research highlighted 10 critical 
success factors, which we grouped together 
to create five pathways to successful digital 
transformation. These pathways include 
customer focus, technology leadership, 
innovation culture, right people, and an effective 
transformation process. (See Figure 28.) 

1: Develop a clear process for 
digital transformation

The transformation process begins with making 
a strong business case, according to a third of 
digital leaders. But SEI’s Chiaradonna thinks 
this can be tricky. “You have to have a visionary 
leader who’s willing to bet on the unknown 
to sign off on a business case necessary to 
disrupt the organization, even if tangible results 
from increased revenue will take some time to 
appear.”

Once a business case is accepted, it is 
important to develop a properly staged path 
to transformation. Cisco’s Pagano offers this 
advice, “First, create a business architecture 
road-map that aligns the business imperatives 
with technological capabilities across the front-, 
middle-, and back-office. Then develop a 
“sustainable” customer journey map that looks 
at those experiences in the customer journey in 
the future that continue to make your business 
unique. And third, determine the ‘value at 
stake’ by quantifying the impact of your digital 
investment on revenue and costs.”

2:  Make the customer the center 
of gravity 

Any successful technological strategy needs to 
be closely aligned with a clear customer one, 
according to 37% of digital leaders. SEI’s Barr’s 
advice is, “Start with the end investor as the 
agent of change and the behavioral aspects to 
be enabled through technology, not the other 
way around.”

To start the process, EY’s Marcelo Fava 
recommends asking core customer questions, 
“First of all, who are your current clients, and 
who do we really want to serve? Then how do 
we want to serve them?  What are the products 
that we will need to offer to maintain profitability 
and growth?  And how are we going to serve a 
diverse range of customer segments?” 

Technologies to watch

One area which most wealth companies—even 
digital leaders—need to improve is identifying 
emerging technologies. Only 11% of firms and 
31% of digital leaders have systems in place for 
monitoring next-generation technologies.   

Our survey examined which technologies 
providers are using now and in the future. (See 
Figure 25.) The analysis shows that the “SMAC 
Stack” (social, mobile, analytics, and cloud) 
will continue to be the most commonly used 
technologies in the future. SMAC technologies 
are now utility technology assets used by 
organizations to manage their business, but offer 
little in the way of true differentiation.  

The more important technologies to watch 
are the fast-growing, smart technologies that 
can differentiate a customer’s experience and 
catapult firms ahead in the digital race. Our chart 
shows several technologies in that category 
including: virtual reality (set to grow by 130% in 
the next five years), artificial intelligence (128%), 
web analytics and sentiment analysis (77%), 
telepresence and web collaboration tools (68%), 
and blockchain (43%).  

Morphing into an ‘omniprovider’ 

The path to digital transformation is leading to 
one ultimate destination:  becoming an ‘omni’ 
provider – a wealth company able to serve 
customers seamlessly across all channels with 
a completely integrated front- and back-end. 
(See Figure 26.) Most digital leaders are in early 
stages of going omni, but by 2021 57% plan to 
be omniproviders and 30% will be nearly there. 
As Rodolfo Castilla of Citi says, “We want to 
create that omnichannel experience for the 
client. We want our financial advisor to be able 
to manage all those channels in a seamless way. 
That’s the way of the future.”

Going digital: Calls to action  

To understand why some digital strategies 
succeed while others fail, we analyzed the 
responses of the digital leaders in our survey. 
We found that digital leaders are far ahead of 
laggards in many areas, from defining leadership 
roles to applying cybersecurity measures to 
building an omnichannel experience. (See 
Figure 27.) 
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Figure 27 Digital leaders sprint ahead

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab
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Figure 26 Where digital leaders are heading: Omnidirectional

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab
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Digital Leaders Now Digital Leaders in 5 yrs Digital Laggards Now Digital Laggards in 5 yrs

Advanced 

Leaders Laggards
Defining leadership roles for driving transformation 69% 39%
Acquiring/developing talent to manage the future business 68% 35%
Rethinking the firm’s strategic vision and value proposition 67% 40%
Ensuring close coordination between IT and business units 65% 31%
Applying robust cybersecurity measures 64% 22%
Creating the business case for digital transformation 64% 28%
Aligning front, mid- and back offices to better service clients 63% 30%
Fully harnessing data and analytics to improve decision-making 63% 24%
Identification of future areas of growth and new segments 63% 35%
Adapting products and business models 61% 32%
Developing an innovation culture 60% 33%
Generating major revenue and cost improvements 59% 15%
Leveraging advanced technology to improve products/services 57% 18%
Building an integrated omnichannel approach 52% 24%
Setting up systems for identifying emerging technologies 31% 9%
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Figure 28

Source: Roubini ThoughtLab

Success factor Pathways Leader %
1.   Invest adequately in new technologies Technology leadership 41%

2.   Set a clear customer strategy Customer focus 37%

3.   Maintain a culture of innovation Innovation culture 33%

4.   Make a strong business case Transformation process 32%

5.   Develop a staged path to transformation Transformation process 32%

6.   Acquire the right talent Right people 31%

7.   Build a visionary executive team Right people 29%

8. Ensure cybersecurity is top priority Technology leadership 29%

9.   Be willing to cannibalize existing business Transformation process 27%

10. Organize a high-performance digital team Right people 27%
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3: Aim to be a technology leader

The top success factor for digital transformation 
is investing adequately in new technologies, 
cited by 41% of all digital leaders. UBS is a good 
example. According to Dirk Klee, COO of UBS, 
“the bank is investing 1 billion francs into the 
core system.” According to Traci Mabrey, Head 
of Wealth Solutions at Broadridge Financial 
Solutions, investment providers should be 
actively exploring artificial intelligence, “We see 
artificial-intelligence-based solutions as the next 
major game-changer for the business process 
outsourcing sector.” 

Similarly, blockchain can offer enormous 
costsavings; according to Santander, banks 
alone could be saving up to $20 billion a year. 

Alex Tapscott, co-author of Blockchain 
Revolution, notes that “the best way to look 
at blockchain is strategically, as a revenue 
opportunity.” He cite an electricity marketplace 
set up by NASDAQ using blockchain as an 
example.

4: Nurture a culture of innovation

Building an innovation culture is critical for 
success, according to 33% of digital leaders. For 
Ping An, a traditional insurance company based 
in China, it took a while to educate the CEOs of 
the subsidiaries and bring their mindset around. 
To build support, Tu introduced regular blogs, 
monthly newsletters, and research reports that 
discuss important themes and fintech trends. 
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Conclusion 

Even in normal times, wealth executives 
face a complex set of global economic, 
market, and regulatory challenges. But 
these are hardly normal times. 

A seismic shift is already underway, 
and it is reshaping the fundamentals 
of the wealth industry: from customer 
expectations and product needs to 
advisor roles and business models. 
Investment providers need to future-
proof their business against the coming 
shocks, starting with rethinking their 
strategies, products, and processes 
through a digital prism. 

Going digital will not be without its 
challenges, but the payoff will be big: 
Digital leaders will not only drive greater 
revenue and profitability, but they will 
reserve their future place in tomorrow’s 
new global playing field.  

To cultivate the right digital culture, UBS set up 
innovation labs around the world to bring banking, 
startups and incubators together. Klee is seeking 
to drive what he calls a “failure culture” where 
people are willing to experiment with new ideas.

5: Bring the right people on board
            
Almost a third of digital leaders (31%) think
having the right talent is vital for digital
transformation. To stay on top, Citi’s Castilla
believes that investment providers should
already be providing specialized training on
digital technology. “Everybody should be
speaking the same language. That’s a key
element of changing the mindset. If this has not
already happened, you’re in trouble.”

Last year, Citi launched the Citi Wharton
Global Wealth Institute to provide formal wealth 
management training, which includes education 
on digital trends and solutions. Like Citi, PingAn 
also offers digital training on a daily basis through 
Ping An College.

Pagano adds this final advice: “If you get people 
wrong, then the other pillars like process, culture 
and technology, don’t matter. To me, this is the 
most important pathway to digital transformation.”
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