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How wealth managers should prepare 
for baby boomer retirement and 
intergenerational wealth transfer 
 

What are the issues? 

The baby boom generation has accumulated more 
personal wealth than any previous generation, making 
retirees and near retirees one of the wealthiest 
segments of the U.S. population.1 However, that wealth 
is concentrated—70 percent of assets are held by the 
top 17 percent of baby boomers.2 The transfer of these 
assets to the next generations represents an enormous 
opportunity and conversely, a significant downside risk, 
for wealth management firms and their financial advisors.  

The concentration of assets means the client target pool 
is highly competitive, and the needs of this segment are 
shifting from accumulation to distribution and transfer, 
making differentiation of client service and delivery of 
new and more robust advice and solutions a strategic 
imperative for wealth managers. Retaining the assets 
after distribution and/or transfer is the “brass ring” for the 
wealth management industry, which, if missed, could 
mean an enormous net asset loss for some firms.  

Indeed, wealth managers cannot take for granted that 
new money will always come without effort. To retain 
and grow client assets, firms need to transform their 
client service approach into one that takes a holistic and 
intergenerational view—of retirees, their heirs and 
beneficiaries across the panorama of their entire 
financial landscape. They need to execute upon financial 
planning, products and service provisioning, client 
servicing, and to constantly reevaluate the people, 
processes and technology that support them.  

How wealth management firms and their financial 
advisors prepare for change ahead will dictate the 
winners and losers in terms of client retention, assets 
under management, attrition aversion and long-term 
client profitability. 
 

 

Background  

The concept of a “wealth transfer event” first surfaced in 
academic circles in 1990 and most industry experts 
currently put the median asset amount between $10—
$20 trillion over the course of the next fifteen years. At 
the high end, respected economists, contend that the 
event could entail $41 trillion in asset transfers.3  

There is ongoing industry debate, however, about the 
long-predicted “wealth transfer event.” The prevailing 
view is that shifts in the demographic landscape of the 
U.S. will precipitate a “golden age” for the wealth 
management business and infusion of assets into firm 
coffers. There are others who consider the “wealth 
transfer event” to be “urban legend,” a nonevent 
because retirees will spend down their assets in their 
lifetime. Indeed, with factors such as longer life 
expectancy, increased consumption, decreased savings 
rates, deferred retirement, increased health care costs, 
changes in estate tax policies and volatility in overall 
economic growth, the total amount of intergenerational 
wealth transfer may well be different than anticipated. 
Wealth managers will need to help clients manage many 
of these variables in order to be successful in retirement 
and in leaving a legacy for their family. 

There also are myriad implications for wealth managers 
as a result of these variables and how they respond to 
the changing needs of their client base. Furthermore, 
client needs and financial advice will increase in 
complexity as advisors move up market: mass market 
and mass affluent clients will have more basic needs 
such as ensuring that their wills, life insurance, and IRA 
beneficiary forms are in order, while the high net worth 
(HNW) and ultra-high net worth (UHNW) clients will 
require assistance with customized trusts, alternative 
investments (private equity, hedge funds, and real 
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estate), property designations, and tax issues across 
multiple financial relationships (e.g., foreign exchange 
issues, divergent accounting treatment and taxation in 
multiple jurisdictions).  

Regardless of the size of the impending transfer, wealth 
management professionals will need to prepare for big 
changes ahead. This is being driven by 76 million baby 
boomers and the assets they will need to have managed 
in retirement. This represents where the bulk of future 
revenue potential resides and which will need to be 
distributed to their client’s beneficiaries.4 Indeed, 
successful wealth managers who are able to provide 
effective wealth transfer planning services stand to 
capture a potential recurring revenue stream of more 
than 55% their current flow.5  

What is our response? 

Wealth managers will need to address the pre- and  
postretirement needs of their clients through financial 
planning (with a focus on estate, life/disability/medical/ 
long-term care insurance and cash flow planning); 
portfolio construction with appropriate investment 
vehicles (trust, annuities, open architecture suitable 
managers, etc.); tax and goal-sensitive portfolio 
management; reporting (holistic and aggregated); and 
differentiated client servicing (customized advice with 
supplemental channels—customer service call centers 
and web).  

In addition, firms will need to grow their philanthropic 
service offerings, as planned giving is projected to 
account for 30 percent of the asset distribution.6 
Furthermore, firms need to enable advisors to establish 
trusted relationships with the entire family across 
generations, both on their immediate clients as well as 
the target beneficiaries—children and grandchildren—for 
the eventual estate.  

Given this challenge, PricewaterhouseCoopers 
recommends that wealth managers focus on the 
following areas to better position themselves amongst 
the winners in this critical period:  

Robust financial planning capabilities: 

• Determining the appropriate financial planning 
processes and supporting tools to meet changing 
client needs related to wealth transfer/estate planning, 
retirement distribution, and postretirement investing 

• Facilitating suitable product selection and 
implementation of financial plans across various client 
segments each with their own unique characteristics 

• Embedding financial planning into the firm culture and 
driving methods for advisor adoption 

• Integrating financial planning throughout the full wealth 
lifecycle, including prospecting, account opening, 
transactions, and reporting 

• Incorporating client review processes into the client 
servicing lifecycle to effectively monitor portfolio 
performance and plan progress vis-à-vis investment goals 

Expanding or developing family governance 
services: 

• Developing a roadmap to institute family office-type 
services for the HNW and UHNW client segments 

• Providing educational offerings and seminars to both 
develop relationships with as well as position heirs to 
sustain the family wealth and carry on the family 
legacy  

Integrating more comprehensive client data into the 
advisory process: 

• Enabling data aggregation capabilities to create a 
holistic client view of the family entity hierarchy  

• Enhancing client data models to facilitate a  
360-degree client view and insight into the web of family 
relationships 

Optimizing financial advisor capabilities: 

• Defining a technology strategy to automate key 
advisor business processes (CRM, planning, portfolio 
execution and management, and reporting) as well as 
augmenting supplemental client channels (call centers 
and client web site) to facilitate a differentiated and 
turnkey client experience 

Expanding philanthropic service offerings 

• Investment in providing philanthropic services, both in 
terms of products (charitable remainder and lead trusts, 
gift annuity funds, etc.) and consulting (evaluation of 
giving strategies, investment structuring, etc.) as well 
as supporting infrastructure (philanthropic front-office 
specialists and middle/back-office technology)  
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What does this mean? 

Intergenerational wealth transfer should provide growth 
opportunities for wealth managers for many years to 
come. Much is at stake. Without proper planning and 
adjustment to the changing needs of clients, asset 
attrition could become a reality for those firms that are 
not alert to changes in the marketplace. However with a 
proper strategy and execution there is significant 
opportunity to gain client wallet share especially as 
families look to their primary financial relationships to 
provide solutions to their entire wealth picture.  

As wealth managers define strategies for the wealth 
transfer, they need to understand the differing 
characteristics across potentially three generations. 
Within each one, there could be contrasting views on 
risk tolerance, public benefits, affluence, and family 
relationships, all adding to the complexity of maintaining 
the family legacy.  

Baby boomer retirees are showing different behaviors 
from past generations who focused on managing 
distributions of retirement savings. More are getting 
involved in new businesses or investment ventures, 
creating a new type of service for financial advisors to 
assist with. New opportunities to increase financial 
advisor revenues and deepen client relationships exist 
as they embark upon the next life stage.  

 

 

This series presents the PricewaterhouseCoopers 
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