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Digital Banking and 
Wealth Management 
– The State of Play and 
the Outlook 

The wealth management industry is learning not 
just to live with digitalisation, but also to embrace 
the enhanced capabilities it brings. However, a 
heavyweight panel of experts at the Digital Wealth 
Management Forum conceded that the industry is 
not yet using the new technology to its full potential, 
advising delegates that a clear vision of the multiple 
objectives of digitalisation are essential from the 
outset of the project. 

These were the topics discussed:

  What is the client experience that clients are looking for?
  How will digital banking evolve for HNW and UHNW clients?
  Are traditional wealth managers struggling to keep up with client expectations?
  How will new platforms impact the wealth management space?
  Are FinTech’s and Tech Giants threatening our business model?
  Can new disruptor banks be successful? Are they really any different?
  What’s next for these digital banks? How will this evolve in Singapore?
  Do people see a positive commercial effect? Will anyone make money 

and how?
  Is the cost of delivering financial advice and services reduced?
  How will clients transact, monitor portfolios, absorb investment ideas?
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THE KEY TAKEAWAYS

Simplicity is crucial
The high net worth (HNW) segment wish to manage their wealth quickly, easily and efficiently. It should not 

be a difficult process, so aim to keep their experience seamless and simple. This is what panellists agree 

will attract clients and keep them happy.

Design is nothing without substance
While some companies have put everything into a dazzling, high-powered digital front-end, this will not 

cover up flawed products or services for long. Ensure that everything is up-to-date, relevant and optimal, 

attendees suggest.

Do more, do better
Customers are learning from other web-based retail and social networking experiences that they can 

expect lightning-quick communication, easy transactions, paperless onboarding and other innovations that 

make their lives easier. Wealth management needs to keep up with these ever-increasing expectations.

Aim towards the lower wealth brackets
With cheaper, easier, more efficient onboarding, communication and transactions, there is no longer a 

reason to focus solely upon the HNW and ultra HNW segments. Lower costs are bringing this increasing 

demographic into the forefront and should be considered an untapped resource.

What does a relationship manager (RM) need to be?
While specialist product and investment knowledge used to be the most important attributes for a great 

RM, nowadays they must also be able to interact with the new digital systems and have a higher emotional 

intelligence, able to gain the trust and respect of their clients and guide them in prudent directions. 

Does digitalisation spell the end of profitability?
Many in the wealth management business are worried that digitalisation will spell the end to a profitable 

industry, with margins being squeezed ever-tighter and competition putting pressure on every company 

to out-perform. However, panellists were quick to point out that digitalisation is cutting costs and tedious 

man-hours as well as engaging customers as never before. Digitalisation is here to stay and is bringing its 

own set of positives and negatives, it is up to the wealth management industry to make it work for them.

"Sticky" customers are good customers
There is no point spending money on attracting lots of customers if they are dissatisfied and quickly leave. 

The real money to be made, after all the costs of onboarding, is in having customers that stay for the 

duration. Experts agree that adding value for customers so that they want to remain as clients is the key to 

long-term profitability.
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PANELLISTS GATHERED TO FOCUS THEIR 
EXPERTISE UPON the recent developments 
within digital wealth management in Asia. 
“Firstly, we want to talk about creating a 

desirable customer experience,” a delegate began. 
“When dealing with the high net worth (HNW) 
segment particularly, their experience must be 
one of effortless simplicity. No-one wakes up in 
the morning and thinks they would like to attend 
to their wealth management,” he quipped. 
      Indeed, panellists agreed that the key to success 
is combining human expertise and superior 
technology to deliver wealth management advice 
and services simply and efficiently. “Simplicity is 
the theme of the day,” a guest asserted.
      A delegate then pointed out that competition 
in the digital wealth management space is fierce, 
and that the goal of wealth management today 
is to deliver the most effortless, convenient, 
seamless experience possible. “Most customers 
have multiple financial relationships,” an attendee 
pointed out, “so to get ahead you need to be the 
most appealing of those.”

Value, simplicity and transformation 
are key
Delegates were then asked to describe their core 
propositions. “We are focussing upon a fully 
outsourced ethical administration service,” offered 
a guest. “This is driving a positive income-to-
cost balance for us and our customers.” Another 
panellist added that focussing on research 

WILL LAWTON 
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and development has led to some important 
innovations such as blockchain initiatives, which 
he said are transforming the business model. 
      However, an attendee pointed out 
that although both digitalisation and the 
transformation of customer experience are of the 
utmost importance, it is essential to ensure the 
products on offer are still up to scratch. “Without 
excellent products, even the best customer 
experience will not keep clients happy,” he said.

Are you maximising your delivery?
Guests then turned their attention to what 
digitalisation can do to help private banks with 
the unique challenges they face today. “In the 
past, the quality of investment advice available 
from private banks was inconsistent and 
impersonal, and the business model was poor,” an 
expert stated, “but digitalisation is changing the 
banking landscape for the better.”
      Panellists agreed that although digitalisation 
is in its nascent state currently, there are many 
opportunities within the HNW segment to simplify, 
personalise and enhance clients’ experience. “Simple 
information-gathering and the ability to perform 
platform transactions are not enough to add value for 
the client, we need to do more,” a guest summarised.
      “If a customer wants specific information at 
6am via email, it should be easy for us to deliver 
that,” an expert explained. “The industry in 
general is not yet delivering to that standard, and 
unfortunately client expectations are being raised 
ever higher by their other online experiences.” 

JOHN ROBSON 
Quantifeed

Source: Digital Wealth Asia Forum 2019 - Singapore

No

WILL DIGITAL MEAN SIGNIFICANTLY FEWER RM’S IN THE FUTURE?

Yes

50%

50%

      It seems that one-way financial institutions are 
trying to improve customer experience is to provide a 
more holistic service. “This means multiple-channel 
connectivity as well as more diverse offerings such as 
mobile data plans,” a guest elucidated.
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      “In recent times it feels as if we are needing 
to prove we are safe and trustworthy,” a speaker 
noted. “We have so much data, but it is critical 
to use that data for maximum benefit without 
compromising confidentiality.” This expectation, 
as well as tighter regulation, is putting companies 
under increasing strain.

HNW is not the only fruit
“Everybody is focused on the HNW segment, but 
there is an enormous group of people in the retail 
segment looking for wealth management services 
such as investment and savings for retirement. 
To what extent does a digital platform help to 
democratise or broaden wealth management 
offerings?” an attendee asked. “How can we make 
money from those clients?”
      “Democratising is a good word,” a guest noted, 
“and not only do we have the different levels of 
wealth, we must also manage the complexity 
brought about by religious requirements. For 
example, we are building Shariah-compliant 
propositions into our digital platform.”
      A speaker then pointed out that the mass 
affluent space is still under-performing. To 
explain this, one recent trend delegates had 
noticed before the advent of digitalisation 
was that the minimum net worth that private 
banks were willing to take on had been steadily 
increasing. “It used to be possible to open a 
private bank account for under USD 500,000, but 
recently those banks had been expecting between 
USD 3 million and USD 10 million to accept an 

application,” an attendee elucidated. “This is 
because the costs involved in compliance and 
adequate servicing had increased exponentially.”
      However, the advent of digitalisation can 
go some way to balancing that trend. Digital 
applications can make interactions, portfolio 
management and transactions more efficient, 
cutting costs and bringing private banking to a 
larger customer base.

Source: Digital Wealth Asia Forum 2019 - Singapore
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DO YOU ENCOURAGE YOUR CHILDREN TO PURSUE WEALTH MANAGEMENT AS A CAREER?
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      “First we need to address the fact that the 
wealth management sector has not yet converted 
entirely to digital,” warned an attendee. “Even 
with the best digital platform in the world, if some 
processes are still paper-driven, customers will 
not receive a first-rate service.”

Crystal balls indicate a change in values
The panel then moved on to the future of the 
wealth management industry, particularly whether 
it should still be seen as a career path. With 
many roles being filled by digitalisation, perhaps 
relationship managers have had their day? 
      “We know that there are profitability 
challenges and that they are increasing, but 
we need to leverage digitalisation in a way that 
adds value as well as just decreasing costs,” a 
speaker explained. “The client base is stable, and 
more wealth is being created than ever before. A 
successful wealth manager used to be a product or 
investment specialist, but now they are digitally 
savvy, emotionally intelligent individuals who 
have a passion for human relationships.” 
      Next, experts debated whether we should be 
developing in-house technological support systems 
or outsourcing to experts. Panellists clarified that 
the fear of building digital solutions in-house is 
slowly being replaced by a can-do attitude, with 
mixed results. “Given enough time and resources 
any financial institution can build any piece of 
software they want to,” an attendee elucidated. 
“The question is, should they? We think it is still 
generally better to outsource to the professionals.”

Are we shooting ourselves in the foot?
The gathered experts then faced a difficult 
question—”does going digital mean that we 
are going to make less money?” asked a guest. 
Attendees argued that it all depends on the 
deployment of digitalisation. “We must ensure our 
execution and margins are optimal if we want to 
make money,” offered an expert. 

Source: Digital Wealth Asia Forum 2019 - Singapore
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 “WE MUST ENSURE OUR 
EXECUTION AND MARGINS ARE 

OPTIMAL IF WE WANT TO 
MAKE MONEY,” 

Cheaper

IS THE COST OF DELIVERING FINANCIAL ADVICE AND SOLUTIONS GETTING -

More expensive

42%

58%
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      A delegate disagreed with this opinion, saying 
that it was not about margins. “Thanks to the 
Markets in Financial Instruments Directive 
(MiFID II) the margins are completely scrapped 
in Europe, and these restrictive regulations are 
spreading around the world,” he declared. “We 
service clients from a variety of angles, which 
is known as the omnichannel approach. A more 
digitally engaged customer will become a more 
connected, embedded product-centric customer 
within the organisation and ultimately make us 
more money.”
      One area that is often forgotten in digitalisation 
is the opportunity to improve performance for 
clients across the full wealth range, not just the top 
end. The top twenty per cent of clients are usually 
serviced very well,” a guest explained, “whereas 
the bottom fifty per cent are less active and less 
cared for by relationship managers—digitalisation 
can dramatically improve the experience and 
performance of these lower echelons.” 

Time to get sticky
A speaker then pointed out that there are two 
metrics in wealth management—client acquisition 
and lifetime value—which must be balanced in 
favour of the latter. “How do we get that lifetime 
value as high as possible?” he asked rhetorically. 

“We need to maximise ‘stickiness’ by adding more 
value than they can access elsewhere.” Clearly a 
race to the bottom in terms of fees is not going to be 
the only way to do that, innovation is also going to 
play an important part. 
      An attendee clarified that there is enough wealth to 
go around in a steady state. “However, over fifty per 
cent of customers globally have said that they will use 
BigTech if they are offered it. We smaller companies 
must work hard to stay relevant and competitive,” he 
advised to wrap up the discussion. 

MARK NELLIGAN 
Pershing, a BNY Mellon company
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