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The front page of the Financial Times Companies & Markets section on 15 February 

included a story entitled: “Bank Merger: Chance for UBS to poach staff”. Peter Wuffli, 

chief executive at UBS, is quoted in the article as saying that banking consolidation would 

create opportunities to poach staff for the bank's private banking business.  

 

Although we seldom hear such frank public expression of the aggressive tactics that 

banks use to acquire clients and grow their business, I suspect that Mr Wuffli is correct in 

his assessment. 

 

In my business, we as trustees sit between the clients (beneficiaries) and their bankers 

or investment managers and have the opportunity to hear the “client’s voice” of what 

creates dissatisfaction. In our experience there are two main “dissatisfiers”: performance 

and the lack of relationship continuity.  

 

Performance, of course, is a well-known battleground for winning and losing clients. 

Because it is measurable, it tends to get most of the focus in the wealth management 

industry, when in fact the very successful organisations actually understand that staff 

continuity is a more powerful and more enduring factor in a successful wealth 

management offering. 

 

I received a telephone call last Friday evening from the head of private banking of a top-

flight bank in London. The bank has one of the most highly respected brand names in the 

wealth management business. It also has a reputation for highly professional staff with a 

high degree of expertise, but the head of private banking had a problem and that is why 

he was calling me.  

 

The relationship manager that he assigned a mere five months ago to portfolios owned 

by trusts that we manage has resigned and must be replaced. This is neither unusual nor 

catastrophic, you might say, but this change has come after two previous changes of 

relationship managers over the last two years and I can tell you that this is a major 

irritant to the family.  

 

The relationship may be saved due to the fact that the exiting relationship manager is 

not going to a competitor (he is leaving the bank to run the family office for one of his 

clients) and due to the first-rate client management skills of the head of private banking.  

 

However, I am quite sure of two things: for the time being, the bank will not be getting 

any more of the family’s wealth (they have considerable financial resources elsewhere); 

and I am virtually certain that this bank would not survive another defection as service 

provider to the family if this happens again in the not-too-distant future. 

 

If client relationships are so important in the wealth management business, why is it that 

when we read the brochures for major bank, trust and investment houses it is rare that 

we read anything about staff continuity in their “client proposition”?  

 



The reason is that, truthfully, staff continuity may be the biggest challenge in the 

international wealth management business. Managing the ambitions and the aspirations 

of talented staff will always be difficult. In the offshore banking and trust businesses the 

situation is aggravated by protective employment practices in many jurisdictions, which 

tend to overheat the competition for scarce talent and encourage opportunistic job-

hopping.  

 

Thankfully, due to bilateral employment agreements with the European Union, 

Switzerland tends to be an advantageous jurisdiction to find and retain well-educated, 

multi-lingual staff.  

 

How do you solve staff continuity? Providing a stable company environment for one. As 

Mr Wuffli has pointed out, he is hoping to capitalise on the turbulence in the merger and 

acquisition activity of his competitors.  

 

Somewhat curiously, many financial service organisations manage their businesses in a 

way that has an inherently destabilising effect on the continuity of relationships. Banks, 

in particular, seem to segment and re-segment their client base every couple of years 

thereby reassigning clients internally from one manager to another for no client-driven 

reason but for reasons that are entirely for the convenience of the bank.  

 

Why is it that banks seem to take the most talented relationship managers and promote 

them into management, which will reduce or cut them off from client contact completely? 

Banks also need to reconsider some of the hectic and often unproductive transfers 

between international offices.  

 

While promotions and transfers may be good for the development of staff, there are 

other ways to provide job growth and opportunities for talented relationship managers 

while retaining their client touch and focus - as many of the Swiss banks have shown. 

 

Staff compensation is undoubtedly part of the solution. Deferred-compensation is 

perhaps an even more effective tool to reward long-term performance and loyalty.  

 

From our own point of view, we at Close Trustees in Geneva have made staff continuity a 

cornerstone of what we do. We believe that one of the fundamental characteristics that 

the settlor of a trust is “buying” from the trustee is the continuity of dealing with his 

family in a consistent way over a long period of time, hopefully over generations!  

 


