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Building investment 
capability, refining the 
wealth management 
proposition
A highly experienced group of local and international 
investment management professionals – 
gatekeepers as they are often known - assembled 
for a fascinating panel discussion to analyse how the 
Thai asset management business has been evolving 
and to predict future trends.

THE DISCUSSION TOOK PLACE AT THE HUBBIS 
Thailand Wealth Management Forum in 
Bangkok. The platform is fast-developing 
onshore Thai wealth management market, 

which is showing a much more global perspective, 
encouraged by regulatory changes and local profes-
sionals. The notion of the value of discretionary 
management is gradually being inculcated into the 
domestic market, as investment opportunities become 

These were the topics discussed:

  How are we becoming more international in our investment thinking?
  Is there a move towards advice? Discretionary?
  How are you thinking about fund selection and portfolio construction?
  Open architecture – myth or reality?
  What are the issues with the local capital market and how do you fix 

them?
  There is lots of liquidity in Thailand – where will it be invested? What 

investment themes make most sense today?
  Most clients are obviously invested in local bond funds or Thai equity 

– many still seem frightened about investing abroad. How can we 
encourage them to broaden their investment horizons?

  Regulation and compliance – what are the challenges?
  The sales process and suitability – to what extent it the business maturing 

and becoming more structured and professional?
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more diverse and sometimes more complex. The local 
providers need to increase their array of opportuni-
ties, hence the drive towards open architecture, es-
pecially amongst the dominant universal banks. 

Domestic liquidity is high, encouraging profes-
sionals to increase the range of ideas open to clients 
who are gradually weaning themselves towards di-
versification and away from reliance on domestic 
fixed income and equities. To achieve all these ad-
vances as rapidly and comprehensively as leading 
market players would like, enhanced people skills 
must be developed.

The discussion opened the panel by a comment 
from one attendee that he personally prefers not to 
use the term ‘gatekeepers’. “I prefer to say that what 
some people call gatekeepers are actually the discov-
erers of the best products and services to offer clients, 
that to me sounds a bit more appropriate.”

Major houses open their doors to open 
architecture

A fellow panel member explained that 80% to 90% 
of the products his bank sells are created in-house. 
“But the bank is not closed architecture, as a notable 
portion of our buy calls is products that are not created 
by the bank,” he elucidated. “We have an advanced 

KITTIKUN TANARATPATTANAKIT   
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delivery system enabling selection and execution of 
investment products through a variety of everyday 
media, be it online, mobile or other. As to our in-house 
products, we have done a lot of work standardising 
fees, whereas the rest of the industry has been shift-
ing them around somewhat.” 

Another panel member noted that his bank is 
moving towards open architecture because of the 
desire to pick and choose the best of breed products.

One expert argued that Thailand is only at the 
inception of financial market open architecture. “We 
are the smallest firm here, but we are probably the 
only one offering genuinely open architecture because 
we look at any asset anywhere in the world. We are 
asset consultants, we do not actually have a product 
to sell or a platform to transact on.”

He sees the Thailand model as ‘restricted’ or 
‘guided’ architecture. “This is actually partially 
because the banks consider, quite fairly and ratio-
nally, that they have a duty of care to their clients, 
accordingly they need to use their research and ex-
pertise to make sure that high net worth and other 
investors do not act rashly.”

When is a door not truly open? When it is 
ajar…

He also noted that as private banks around the 
world still derive much of their income from product 
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sales, it is difficult not to see conflicts of interest as 
the banks drive their clients towards certain prod-
ucts. “These might include in-house products with 
higher fees or other types of products that produce 
solid income for the banks.”

Another expert opined that the banks and other 
wealth managers should emphasise the importance 
of discretionary portfolio management and providing 
asset allocation and portfolio construction solutions.

And another panel member said that the banks 
are increasingly being scrutinised on products and 
recommendations, as well as on the fees that the 
clients are paying. 

Leveraging openness through platform 
partnerships

“For open architecture to work effectively, it is 
essential to have specialised teams that focus on 
finding the right products. Having that sort of broad 
global expertise and full-time specialists is vital. For 
example, we have more than 22,000 products covered, 
so we are an ideal complement for private banks as 
an extended resource for them in finding products 
and thereby enhancing the proposition of wealth 
management. We focus on our core strength of cov-
ering the managers globally then providing our best 
advice and products for our clients.”

“Ultimately,” he continued, “this is benefiting the 
private banks and their clients. It is about finding a 
win-win situation, so we can help the local banks 

ANTHONY SERHAN 
Morningstar
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ARE THAI CLIENTS INCREASINGLY FOCUSED ON DIVERSIFYING INTO 
INTERNATIONAL FUNDS?

100%

0%

here bring global products, global expertise. The banks 
here are also probably more specialised on domestic 
equity, so it can be a two-way collaboration, so we bring 
good global products to local parties and also bring 
local products to international parties.” 

As to the types of products sold, a panellist noted 
that the trend is towards a more globalised product 
mix. “Thai equities are still well favoured, but other 
classes such as Asia ex-Japan, other emerging market 
strategies, and some developed market classes are 
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seeing flows. The market here is opening up but these 
things happen over decades, not over six months.”

Boosting capabilities via digital media
The discussion turned to the end clients, their 

knowledge and upgrading risk management. “Product 
is one element of wealth management,” observed 
one panellist, “but much needs to be done to educate 
the sales people and the clients, for portfolio construc-
tion, asset allocation, and risk profiling in order to 
meet the client’s investment objectives. Digital tools 
will certainly help in this process and even older 
generations here are accepting a digital interface.” 

Digital is, therefore, a key element to future success 
not just in delivery, but in upgrading staff and client 
skills and knowledge.

Risk management and downside protection are 
increasingly watchwords for the wealth management 
industry. “When we construct the asset allocation for 
the clients,” explained one expert, “we can model all 
sorts of financial risks, asset class characteristics, but 
we always highlight to the client that we cannot model 
political risk or policy risk. Those factors can create a 
one-time shock, so we always try to take at least a 
medium-term view on opportunities.”

Another panellist said that products must be cor-
rectly promoted and sold at the beginning of the 
process. “We should help construct the portfolio and 
help explain to the clients the downside risk. We must 
also find ways via new technology to help us com-
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municate to the client better in order to help them react 
to market changes, as clients need to understand the 
value of rebalancing portfolios. As things stand, until 
new technology solutions boost our capabilities, we 
cannot call all the clients we have, we can only reach 
out to the top tier of high net worth customers. Greater 
technology will boost communication with other 
clients.”

“I totally agree,” said another panel member, “for 
example during the volatility in Q1 we actually expand-
ed our lines of communication, for example, social 
media, finding ways to actually touch clients and make 
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sure that they understand what is going on. This helped 
us achieve inflows from that time and even until today.”

And a panellist concluded that for many wealthy 
investors a 10% gain is not as notable as a 10% loss. 
“Capital preservation and risk management are both 
essential for this type of client,” he explained. “We 
need to be able to communicate the value of chang-
ing course if external events change, on a real-time 
basis.” 
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