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The independent wealth management sector – including external asset managers 
(EAM) and Multi-Family Offices (MFO) is growing apace, and with the rapid progress, 
expansion and liberalisation taking place in the Middle East, many now believe that 
there are huge opportunities ahead in the UAE’s wealth market, where growth in 
recent years has been significant, albeit from a rather more modest base.

Moreover, set against the truly dramatic (and continuing) expansion of HNW and UHNW private 
wealth in the region and also by the powerful wave of new HNW and UHNW clients and families 
working through or even moving to the region - the EAM sector has much more potential, and 
there is plenty of room for growth amongst existing players and plentiful room for greater di-
versity with the arrival of new entrants. 

The inaugural Hubbis Independent Wealth Management Forum will take place on March 15, and 
in anticipation of that event, we have conducted a short survey as a ‘taster’ on the evolution of 
the market and the key challenges ahead. 

It is clear from the replies we received that in order to survive and prosper, the incumbent 
independent players, and the future competitors, must all set themselves a very clear differ-
entiation strategy. 

They must align their cultures and their talent to their clients and focus on their quality, their 
objectivity, and their trustworthiness. 

They must offer not only sound, impartial, wide-ranging investment expertise, but they also 
need to present a holistic offering that includes a broad range of advice to encompass the real-
world needs of their clients, and indeed their families and future generations, including around 
estate and legacy planning. 

They should work closely and collaboratively with the digital platform providers and private 
banks, the latter of which incidentally need to boost their support of and focus on the EAM/
MFO segment. Additionally, they should optimise digital connectivity and solutions. 

And many of the replies we received indicated that while the regulators have been doing a good 
job overall in recent years, the independents need further specific and dynamic support from 
the regulators to help propel them along their journeys.

What was emphatically clear from the replies is that the growth ahead will very probably be sub-
stantial, with 58% of respondents predicting annual growth of more than 25% over the coming 
five years. It is of little surprise then that the existing players are striving to up their game, and 
there are plenty of new entrants, mostly from other international wealth management jurisdic-
tions such as Switzerland, Singapore and Hong Kong. 

In short, plenty of excitement and many challenges lie ahead. Read on…

INTRODUCTION
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4%4%
THE KEY FINDINGS, INSIGHTS & OBSERVATIONS

Setting the scene: significant progress already, but plenty more can and must 
be achieved

 Private wealth in the UAE and the wider Middle East is being minted at incredible speed, and more and 
more locals are joining the ranks of the HNW and UHNW community, while many more are moving to 
the growing ranks of mass affluent as the region’s economies diversify and expand, amidst liberalisa-
tion and support from the governments and authorities. At the same time, suddenly the UAE is truly on 
the map as a base for HNW and UHNW individuals and families to reside in, and the governments are 
seemingly doing all they can to draw in more of such wealth and immigration to the region. 

 An area of significant potential is the family office space, where respondents report very rapid expan-
sion in the UAE, driven by the internationalisation and liberalisation of the region and very supportive 
authorities and indeed governments.

 To cater to these rapidly expanding ranks of could-be clients and their increasing needs, expectations 
and diversity of investments and structures, the region’s independent wealth management (EAM) 
firms – both the incumbents and the new entrants – need to first define and then continuously hone 
and refine their strategies in order to seize those opportunities.

 As they do so, the EAM sector can gradually emulate the significant – but still for many also some-
what disappointing – progress of their peers in Asia, where the key players have of course seen the 
success of Switzerland and other European markets in terms of the penetration of the independent 
wealth providers. 

 There is little doubt that the EAM market in the UAE is a land of opportunity. However, can the existing 
players and the new entrants who are coming in quite thick and fast adopt the right models to win 
more market share of the rapidly expanding private clients AUM in the region and claim the clients 
from the banks, and the global and boutique international private banks? 

 How can the independents scale up sufficiently through technology, for example not only adding 
cost-saving solutions and RM-boosting technology, but also by embracing external investment and 
custody platforms and bringing in new talent and even new offerings to compete in the markets of 
tomorrow? And can they also future proof their businesses and extend their relationships beyond their 
founder/creator type clients – both the locals and the internationals - to the younger generations, 
some of whom are making new wealth and others of whom are inheriting or set to inherit vast wealth? 

A HUBBIS MINI-SURVEY 
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75% of replies indicated that 
the independent wealth management 
sector in the UAE will eat into the 
dominance of the private banks in the 
foreseeable 2-5 years, with 17% of 
respondents optimistically reporting 
that the EAMs will dramatically 
outperform the bank offerings. 

Only 25% predicted that the 
private banks will retain or even improve 
their current competitive position.

In broad terms, how do you think the independent wealth 
sector in the UAE will perform in the coming 2-5 years? 

58% of replies were remarkably 
positive about growth prospects for the 
independent wealth management sector 
in the UAE, stating that they expect the 
segment’s AUM growth to register at least 
15% yearly during the coming five years, 
with more than half of those respondents 
bullish enough to predict growth rates 
in excess of 25% per annum, which is 
remarkably optimistic. 

Meanwhile 91% forecast growth 
of at least 10% annually.

And only 8% predicted that the 
market – as represented by total AUM 
for the independents - will grow at rates 
of just 5% or less.

What sort of annual AUM growth do you think the over-
all Independent Wealth Management sector will achieve 
in the UAE over the coming five years?

Will gradually eat into the private 
bank models 

Will dramatically outperform the 
private banks

The competitive environment will 
stay roughly as it is

The private banks are fighting back 
well and will remain competitive 

58%

17%

17%

8%

THE MARKET OUTLOOK

10% pa 

33%

8%
5% pa 

> 25% pa 

33%

15% 
-20% pa  

25%

A HUBBIS MINI-SURVEY 
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The EAM sector in 
the UAE is relatively 
young, and not yet 
fully punching in its 
potential weight class; 
more differentiation 
is required and more 
talent
The EAM sector could be growing 
faster. One shortfall survey that 
respondents highlighted is the 
lack of the right strategies towards 
differentiation, and the absence of 
the critical edge. This is tied up to 
some considerable extent by the 
shortage of talent, as the market 
is not that deep and there is also 
a shortage of RMs and advisors 
who are willing to become more 
entrepreneurial risk-takers, rather 
than sticking to the relative safety of 
the banks’ and private banks’ well-
furnished halls. 

Another key area requiring 
improvement is the possible lack 
of transparency. There is a strong 
suggestion the independents are 
pricing their services and their 
offerings to high, and not being 

especially open about retrocessions 
and trailer fees as well. 

Part and parcel of making the fee 
structures more appealing to clients 
but also then improving profitability 
in the medium-term will be the 
tough balancing act of expanding 
the client base, outsourcing more 
to the digital platforms and private 
banks, enhancing digital solutions 
around efficiency and client 
centricity, and diversifying the range 
of services from product-driven 
investment management to more 
discretionary offerings and to estate 
and legacy planning and structuring. 

Being transparent, 
objective, and client-
centric are all vital 
qualities for EAMs
Survey respondents pointed to the 
corrosive potential of trailer fees 
if those are not clearly explained 
to clients, whilst others called 
for greater transparency. If the 
independent wealth model is to 
fulfil its potential, retrocessions 
can endure if permitted by the 

regulators, but clients will become 
increasingly wary if they are 
not advised about them clearly 
and openly in advance. After all, 
retrocessions still exist in the 
Singapore and Hong Kong markets, 
but there we have seen a major 
thrust towards proactive disclosure. 

As yet, the idea of a regulatory-
driven Australian model – it has 
transitioned from commission-based 
or retrocession-based advice into the 
fee for service model – is not even 
under consideration. Accordingly, 
the half-way house model will 
work best – in other words trailer 
fees can still be earned but the 
key is transparency around them 
and potentially giving clients the 
option to choose how they pay for 
the service that they receive; that 
could be purely advisory fees, or 
commission based, or a mix of the 
two. In other words, roll with the 
existing regulations, but temper and 
improve practices so that the client is 
properly informed and understand 
what they are paying and why, both 
directly and indirectly. 

Yes 

 No

51% 49%

Meanwhile it was nearly a 50/50 
tie when we asked if the regulators are 
playing their part fully in supporting the 
independent wealth management market, 
with some respondents reporting separately 
that the regulators are doing far more than 
they had expected, and others – mainly 
those coming in from other international 
jurisdictions – calling for more proactive and 
innovative support. 

Are the regulators in the UAE doing enough to encour-
age the development and growth of the independent 
wealth management market? 

A HUBBIS MINI-SURVEY 



       6

Trust is critical to 
the evolution of 
the EAM market, 
and trust will help 
improve the visibility 
and predictability of 
revenues
As the market evolves, it is likely 
that there will be a greater thrust 
towards advisory and even 

discretionary mandates. And 
guess what? Those EAMs and 
MFOs that win and retain the trust 
of their clients – not just around 
investments but also around 
more holistic estate and wealth 
advice – are more likely to succeed 
in this transition. Asia’s private 
banking and independent wealth 
management competitors have 

been striving towards a more 
recurrent business model, and 
whilst it is not easy and it lags well 
behind the Swiss model, progress 
has been made. Respondents 
reported that the UAE’s 
independent wealth sector will 
almost inevitably follow the same 
path, albeit from an even lower 
starting point.

95% of replies indicated that 
it is the key qualities of independence, 
alignment with clients, sound advice, 
open architecture and overall greater 
client centricity that will drive the 
independent wealth sector forward in 
the UAE’s increasingly dynamic private 
wealth markets.

Only 5% of respondents think 
that lower fees will win more clients; 
in other words it is the qualities of 
differentiation from the mainstream 
providers such as the private banks 
or the wealth arms of the major local 
and regional banks that will make the 
critical difference in the years ahead.

What are the key attributes that make the UAE’s inde-
pendent wealth firms valuable for HNW and UHNW pri-
vate clients compared with the global and international 
private banks? 

Independence/Alignment with the client 

Lower fees 

Quality advice and Open 
architecture 

Greater client centricity 

45%

25%

25%

5%

93% of those surveyed believe 
that the RMs and Advisors at the EAMs/
MFOs will be successful if they bring a 
powerful combination of experience, skills, 
objectivity and client centricity to the table.

50% of replies indicated that a critical 
virtue for such independent private client 
specialists will be their lack of product-
pushing, with some respondents remarking 
separately that this is potentially an ‘Achilles 
heel’ for the private banks that have long 
plied their trade in the region with little 
genuine competition. 

Interestingly only 7% thought that entrepreneurial flair is 
a defining attribute for these advisors, implying that.

What are the key attributes that you think make an 
EAM/MFO Relationship Manager successful with HNW 
and UHNW private clients?

Objectivity (not being a product 
pusher) 

Experience/skills/broad 
expertise

Broad-based commitment to 
client centricity

Entrepreneurial inclination allied 
to long-term view

50%

23%

20%

7%

A HUBBIS MINI-SURVEY 
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SELECTED OBSERVATIONS FROM THE MARKET

What do you consider to be the key growth opportunities for independent wealth 
management firms in the UAE in the foreseeable years ahead, and why?

 We must work hard on educating clients on what excellent, transparent, trusted advice looks like 
and what clients should be paying for this. Currently private banks and External Asset Managers are 
charging excessively high fees and commissions, in particularly through hidden trails and back end 
commissions, and they are also too often product-led which drives the wrong behaviour. The client 
should be the focus of all discussions and advice.

 The key growth opportunities lie in providing holistic client lead advice and solutions rather than what 
may be deemed as product-led sales. This will lead to attention on AUM rather than businesses solely 
built on commission and the reliance on commission being paid each month and products being sold. 

 Independence and client-centricity are the two essential characteristics.

 Increased recognition for the UAE’s DIFC and AGDM as international financial centres, increased inward 
immigration of HNW and UHNW families to the UAE. Increased focus on robust wealth and estate plan-
ning and structuring. With this, the pie will grow apace, and so with it the ‘independent’ segment.

Intra-regional and 
global expertise and 
connectivity are 
vital elements in the 
independent offering
A lone independent firm can survive 
in the UAE, such is the overall 
growth momentum, but they will 
not prosper as they should if their 
principals and key advisors do not 
have connectivity to and expertise 
around other regions of the globe. 

Such relationships, partnerships 
and expertise should not only by 
focused on investments, but also 
around an awareness of key struc-
turing estate and legacy advances, 
of key structures, regulations, basic 
tax issues, geopolitics, investment 
migration, key emerging trends, 
and so forth. 

On the investment front, access 
to public assets and markets of all 
types are of course essential, but so 

too is connectivity for deal-flows to 
originators or distributors of private 
funds and private market opportu-
nities, especially as wealthy private 
clients expand their allocations 
away from the mainstream trade-
able assets and indeed as the stock 
of listed opportunities continues 
to diminish over time, as has been 
happening for the past several 
decades, in favour of less liquid and 
longer-term investments.

It is important to invest 
wisely and efficiently 
in diversifying business 
models towards digital 
delivery and more ad-
vanced digital solutions 
while retaining the per-
sonal connectivity and 
a more individualised 
culture and approach
None of the replies we received 
to our short survey advocated 

the robo advisory type model 

for the growing EAM sector in 

the UAE. But there was a clear 

indication that the independents 

should be investing wisely in 

the right digital technologies to 

boost efficiency and to enhance 

the client experience, from 

onboarding and KYC to easily 

accessible data and reporting. 

Meanwhile, the right investments 

– and also outsourcing - will 

help streamline administrative 

costs and productivity, whilst 

investment targeted at the RMs 

and advisors will help eliminate 

some mundane tasks, improve 

job satisfaction, enhance 

personation and relevance for 

the clients, and all that will help 

drive AUM retention and growth.

A HUBBIS MINI-SURVEY 
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 A considerable inflow of SFOs and MFOs is creating a broader and richer wealth management eco-
system. For independent players, it is vital to prove the ability to serve the USD5-30 million bankable 
assets client segments with a product and agnostic platform that is digitally enabled and with RMs 
and advisors who are more objective, and more agile. Additionally, accessing local private market and 
co-investment opportunities across the GCC will add further value. 

 The UAE’s overall ecosystem, including the DIFC, needs to further improve and mature, as is happen-
ing rather positively, and there must be a greater emphasis on creativity and on innovation. 

 The term independent has its own caveats since most firms in this space are aligned to a handful 
of banking platforms and restrictions placed upon them by regulatory bodies. But those genuinely 
independent platforms that can demonstrate an unbiased approach, genuine expertise and global 
choice, with an onus on value as well, will do well in a market that is expanding healthily and with good 
prospects ahead.

What key characteristics do the UAE’s current incumbents and future independent 
wealth market competitors need in order to win a much larger share of the AUM? 

 Talent in the form of qualified investment, advisory and legacy/succession planning practitioners with 
considerable experience and relevant training. But they are not easy to identify or hire as the market 
is relatively young and not that deep. 

 Better ethics, more ability to engender real trust, greater client centricity, and a culture of objectivity 
and transparency. 

 Better digital and other technologies to enhance the human advisory propositions with data-driven 
advice and offerings.

 The independents must demonstrate the value they represent over and above the conventional bank 
and private bank relationships, primarily by attracting senior wealth managers with a sound history 
and solid reputations, and who can bring gravitas to the table.

 Greater presence and relationship-building, rather than product pushing.

 Trust, People, Platform, Clients.

 Focusing on the right types of clients is the key, and from then building genuine differentiation. 

 Financial strength is vital as resilience is needed to sustain the business until the growth phase really 
kicks in. Success is very rarely overnight, and the ability to sustain and be patient key to building a 
long-term and resilient EAM business. 

 Alignment with clients, a better approach to compensation models to help achieve client-centricity, 
and a product-agnostic advisory-led approach, with more realistic (tighter) pricing helped by greater 
technological capabilities and a larger clients base. The independents also need to offer a more rel-
evant and wider deal flow for the UHNW segment, including facilitating club deals and direct invest-
ment opportunities. 

 The independent sector needs to stand on its own merits, whereas now it is more of a bridgehead for 
funnelling business back to the US and Europe. 

 The EAMs and MFOs must work well and closely with the digital solutions providers, and with the 
external execution and custody experts, such as the digital investment platforms or the private banks. 
Moreover, the EAMs need to build their own trusted ecosystem of external experts, including lawyers, 
accountants, trustees, life insurance brokerages, and other specialists who together can offer their 
private clients the right advice and expertise.

A HUBBIS MINI-SURVEY 
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56%

What are the key pitfalls for independent wealth firms to 
avoid when building their business?

Lack of a clear differentiation strategy 

Insufficient capital

Difficulty in attracting RMs/key advisors

Poor processes, and Regulatory/
Compliance Shortfalls

Lack of digitisation/insufficient 
outsourcing of technology solutions 

46%

17%

16%

14%

7%

The right types of 
products, alongside 
digitised execution and 
robust custody are all 
immensely valuable in 
helping to boost the 
EAM proposition
No independent firm can survive 
alone as an island. To be fully in 
the stream of idea and product 
generation and flows, to deliver 
clients the right execution capabili-
ties and also optimal custody solu-
tions, the EAMs and MFOs should 
be working both with the private 
banks and the digital platforms. 

In this regard, respondents 
remarked on the rising marketing 
efforts and associated brand rec-
ognition amongst the digital plat-
forms, but they also noted that to 
attract often highly conservative 
wealth clients to their indepen-
dent offerings, they should also 
deliver the additional solidity and 

support of custody solutions from 
the bank community. 

It is true that many clients today 
and many in the independent space 
these days do not place as much 
importance on being a client of a 
private bank. It is also true that what 
they really care about is what kind of 
offerings they get, and they see that 
digitised investment platforms have 
a wide array of advantages. But it 
is also a reality that Middle Eastern 
clients are conservative by nature 
and still like to sense of security that 
the private banks bring in their own 
execution and also custody offerings. 

Additionally, the EAMs all appear 
to anticipate very strong growth 
ahead, meaning that they need 
to really scale their businesses, 
and to do so without massive and 
prohibitive investment themselves, 
they need to deliver the best service 
and outcomes through outsourced 
custody and execution partners. The 

EAMs can thereby focus their efforts 
on the human touch, on the actual 
advisory and do not need to allocate 
too many resources and time to 
just make sure that the operational 
issues are sorted properly.

However, our respondents also 
highlighted how the private banks are 
not yet active and energetic enough 
in building their EAM business and 
desks in the UAE, unlike in Asia, 
where the banks have seen that they 
should be working with the EAMs and 
not simply closing off in some sort of 
denial of the competitive realities.

Whatever the mentality of the 
private banks today, there are al-
ternatives in the digital platforms, 
and most certainly, it is critical for 
the EAM community to build its 
advisory and services partnership 
ecosystem in order to deliver best-
of-breed advice and solutions. 

46% of replies called for 
better and more decisive differentiation 
strategies for the incumbent EAMs and 
those establishing new operations in 
the UAE.

And only 16% of respondents 
– a surprisingly low number - 
indicated that lack of talent is a major 
impediment to growth, which is 
somewhat encouraging for their ability 
to realise the future growth potential 
that so clearly lies ahead.

A HUBBIS MINI-SURVEY 
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A striking 75% of replies stated 
that the private banks should be doing 
considerably more for and with the growing 
EAM community in the UAE, as well as doing 
it all significantly better.

Yes 

 No

25%

75%

In your view, are the private banks competing in the UAE 
doing enough to cater to the needs of the growing com-
munity of independent wealth management firms?  

Reinforcing these views, 
encouragement for the external digital 
execution (and also for some, custody) 
providers comes in the form of

58% of respondents indicating 
that the independents should 
outsource to them. However, the 
private banks should not be overly 
dismayed at this stage, as 42% said 
EAM outsourcing should be to those 
private banks. The nuanced replies 
received separately put more flesh 
on these bones, namely that the 
banks still have strong support, and 
would be well positioned if they could 
significantly upscale and improve their 
EAM business support in the UAE, 
where it often lags behind their EAM 
propositions in the more mature Asian 
independent wealth markets out of 
Singapore and Hong Kong.

In your view, should the independents outsource ex-
ecution to the digital platform providers or to the pri-
vate banks?

Private banks 

Digital 
platform 
providers 

42% 58%

A HUBBIS MINI-SURVEY 
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Estate & Succession 
planning and advisory 
should also be on the 
menu for EAMs seeking 
to offer a more holistic 
wealth management 
proposition
It is well acknowledged that estate, 
succession and legacy planning 
and solutions are of increasing 
importance to all clients in the UAE 
as the region’s founder generations 
age, as the younger generations 
return from overseas armed with 
their Western educations and 
perspectives, and as more global 
HNW/UHNW individuals and 
indeed families flood in and need a 
wide range of advice and support. 

The UAE has been working hard to 
position itself as a wealth managing 
centre. And some might argue it’s 
becoming increasingly appealing 
to many – including the significant 
ranks of wealthy Indian Families. 

Accordingly, for independent 
wealth management to thrive in 
the Middle East, there is no doubt 

that the quality of advice on wealth 
structuring, and estate planning 
must continue to improve. It is 
happening but thus far less so in 
the independent segment, which 
has far fewer financial or personnel 
resources than amongst the 
banks. However, there is a growing 
emphasis on a more holistic wealth 
offering, and on greater diversity of 
expertise and professionalism.

The UAE is taking all necessary 
steps to position itself as a wealth 
management centre. It is creating 
necessary framework in terms of 
regulations and infrastructure to 
support these estate and legacy 
structuring needs. 

There are many structur-
ing options today in the 
UAE and the increasing 
range of choice is spur-
ring greater competition 
– so the EAMs need to 
stand up and be counted
The range of options has expanded, 
so for example anyone wanting to 
establish a single-family office could 

think seriously about realistic and 
robust alternatives in the Dubai 
International Financial Centre (DIFC), 
or the Abu Dhabi Global Market 
(ADGM). The DIFC has got its own 
codified laws, while the ADGM is in 
strict compliance with English law. 

There is also a lighter touch op-
tion available to those who want 
a slightly more informal but well-
incorporated environment in which 
to manage and make investments 
for families is the DMCC. The Dubai 
Multi Commodities Centre (DMCC) 
was established as a free zone in 
2002 by the Government of Dubai 
to provide the physical, market and 
financial infrastructure required to 
establish a hub for global commodi-
ties trade. And DMCC today has 
a SFO offering that aims to be as 
competitive as possible. 

And another new entrant is the 
Dubai World Trade Centre Free 
Zone, which now offers not only 
a single-family office option, but 
also that of the first in the region a 
multifamily office option as well. 

All these developments are reflec-
tive of the thriving and optimistic 
wealth management market, and 
the increasing global wealth in 
terms of private family-owned 
wealth. There is rising competition 
locally to provide the best options. 
And the speed of progress is helped 
by the openness of the government 
to work and other visas for experts 
from around the world.

There are many advan-
tages and appeals of 
going independent, but 
the leaders, RMs and ad-
visors must at heart be 
entrepreneurial, client-
centric and also rather 
patient
The EAM model is all about 
developing different and deeper 

The digitisation of wealth management continues apace. 
Rank which key areas the independents need to invest in 
and improve upon in the UAE. 

Remote/digitised Onboarding/KYC/AML 

Portfolio 
Management/
Analytics 

Tools to free up and empower 
the RMs/advisors 

Back and middle 
office efficiencies/
cost savings 

25%

17%

8%

50%

A HUBBIS MINI-SURVEY 
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relationships with the clients, and 
truly working for them. For the RMs 
and advisors in the EAM business 
already or thinking about moving 
to the independents, this requires 
a rather different mindset from 
working at a major local, regional or 
indeed global financial institution. 

But at the same time, the replies 
we received indicated that there 
is not yet sufficient aversion to 

the product-pushing approach 
the private banks are often 
accused of. In other words, the 
objectivity and absolute client-
centricity required of EAMs who 
want to grow apace are still 
somewhat lacking. In short, if you 
are independent or plan to go 
independent, you need to change 
your mindset, and to really work 
for the clients.

Additionally, you will need patience, 
so it is vital not to underestimate 
the hurdles of building the right 
infrastructure or creating the 
network and extending the 
relationships. Although the potential 
is huge, it will take time for the EAM 
business to gain traction and then 
build momentum. This is a long-
term business, and if you build the 
relationships and deliver on your 
promises, the rewards will follow. 
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