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1 Asian Private Banker, “Exploring High Net Worth Retirement Solutions: 2017 Report,” Asian Private Banker, 2017:15

1.  Introduction and
Scope of the Research
Asia has been at the centre of global economic growth for the past few decades, with major economies  
in East Asia and Southeast Asia, growing at rates above global averages. Such substantial economic 
growth has produced a large population of first-generation high-net-worth individuals (HNWIs) and ultra-
high-net-worth individuals (UHNWIs) in the region, which has become one of the largest in the world.  
Now, many of them are reaching old age and preparing to pass their wealth on to their descendants.  
This so-called “largest wealth transfer in history”¹ highlights the importance of planning in this part of  
the world and the role life insurance plays in this narrative.

This research paper offers an in-depth analysis of succession planning-focused life insurance 
solutions in Asia. Based on primary and secondary sources, it examines the life insurance market in 
Hong Kong and Singapore, conceptualises the notion of succession planning for HNWIs/UHNWIs, 
and examines the role and dynamics of succession planning-focused life insurance solutions. Finally, 
it explores the distribution model of succession planning-focused life insurance products, focusing on 
the nexus between insurance providers, relationship managers (RMs), brokers and end-clients.

To this end, we will be exploring the following questions:
1. What internal and external factors do HNWIs need to consider when succession planning?
2. What conditions do HNWIs need to consider when transferring wealth to the next generation?
3. How and at which age should HNWIs start succession planning?
4. Is there growing demand from HNWIs on engaging independent asset managers (IAMs)/multi-

family offices (MFOs) for wealth transfer and succession planning?
5. Do HNWIs still consider universal life insurance as having an important role in structuring a 

successful wealth transfer plan? If so, in what ways?

Under this framework, the research paper brings added value to Transamerica Life Bermuda by 
providing a thorough analysis of the life insurance market and by identifying and analysing the 
perceptions and opportunities for succession planning-focused life insurance products in Asia. 
Therefore, it contributes to the strategy of Transamerica Life Bermuda as it:
1. Analyses the life insurance market through a market-segmentation lens that utilises multiple 

criteria (i.e. investable assets, age, number of children, retirement plans);
2. Identifies the perceptions and opportunities for succession planning-focused life insurance 

products aimed at HNWIs/UHNWIs in Asia;
3. Offers insights into the life insurance distribution model, identifying stumbling blocks that curb  

the promotion of succession planning-focused life insurance products.
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2. Research Methodology
This paper is the result of research commissioned by Transamerica Life Bermuda and conducted by 
Asian Private Banker between February and September 2018. In particular, we examine the role of life 
insurance products in succession planning and wealth transfer amongst Asian HNWIs/UHNWIs, with 
a special focus on Hong Kong and Singapore. Next, we examine how Asia’s first-generation HNWIs/
UHNWIs approach retirement, succession planning and inheritance, which are rapidly becoming major 
concerns in the region.

Moreover, we identify existing or perceived internal and external risks, as well as biases that shape 
succession planning and wealth transfer decisions. Last, and most importantly, we offer a thorough 
breakdown of the life insurance market and examine the role of life insurance products in the 
succession planning and wealth transfer of HNWIs/UHNWIs in Asia.

Our research methodology included a combination of quantitative and qualitative research and 
we adopted a set of working assumptions/hypotheses using the basic narratives of behavioural 
economics. To this end, we adopted the following assumptions:
1. The life-cycle model of savings and the basic economic assumption that individuals are rational 

planners do not always work with respect to succession planning.
2. Savings and investment is the result of a trade-off between current and future consumption.
3. Succession planning of HNWIs/UHNWIs is influenced by behavioural biases and heuristics  

such as the ‘Lake Wobegon’ effect, hyperbolic discounting, the ‘availability heuristic’ and  
‘choice overload’ effect.

4. Private banks, IAMs and family offices are profit-maximisers and, in parallel, are concerned  
about the wealth transfer and succession planning of their clients.

Based on primary and secondary sources, a six-member research team at Asian Private Banker 
collected and analysed a set of data within a research framework that integrated quantitative 
and qualitative analytical tools. To this end, Asian Private Banker set up a cross-sectoral research 
team which consisted of four members of the Research Department, one member of the Editorial 
Department, and one member of the Relationship Management Department. Furthermore, the 
research team leveraged a series of Asian Private Banker events, along with the company’s existing 
network and members of the management team. Other employees were engaged on an ad hoc basis.

With respect to data collection, the research team at Asian Private Banker prepared two types of 
questionnaires that addressed RMs/wealth managers and end-clients in Hong Kong and Singapore. 
Our data sample – based on 263 completed questionnaires – comprised 159 RMs (77 in Hong Kong, 
81 in Singapore, and 1 who identified his location as “other”) and 104 end-clients (45 in Hong Kong,  
51 in Singapore, and 8 who identified their location as “other”). What is more, we conducted face-to-
face semi-structured interviews with 14 insurance brokers in Singapore, 10 insurance brokers in Hong 
Kong, as well as with 9 insurance experts from various sectors, including private banks and law firms.

The research project commenced on 14 February 2018. It involved four stages: the necessary 
preliminary research that included literature review, followed by research design, then by data 
collection, and data analysis. The final stage included the drafting, editing, digitalisation and 
submission of the research paper, which marks the completion of the research project.
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Table 1: Breakdown of research timeline

The precise dates for each stage of the research project are as follows:
• Preliminary research: 10 February 2018 – 1 March 2018
• Research design: 1 March 2018 – 16 April 2018
• Data collection: 3 April 2018 – 20 July 2018
• Data analysis: 15 July 2018 – 30 July 2018
• Drafting, editing: 1 August 2018 – 17 August 2018
• Digitalisation: 17 August 2018 – 31 August 2018

Preliminary research and literature review

Research design

Data collection

Data analysis

Drafting, editing

Digitalisation

Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep



12

3. Background of the Research
With wealth in Asia-Pacific growing rapidly and the region’s wealth management industry becoming 
increasingly mature, the region is experiencing “the largest wealth transfer in history”.² There would 
understandably exist a growing demand for good succession planning to maintain the living standard 
of retirees and to ensure a smooth transfer of wealth to their successors. Against this backdrop, 
private banks, IAMs and MFOs, which are well trusted by HNWIs and UHNWIs, would take the lead 
in advising and connecting clients with retirement solutions, such as life insurance. HNWIs/UHNWIs 
are increasingly considering life insurance as a key to succession and inheritance planning, as wealth 
transfer is becoming of growing importance to HNWIs and UHNWIs.³

In spite of rising geopolitical tensions over the past year, Asia-Pacific remains the leader in global 
economic growth due to the region’s rapid economic development in recent decades. In fact, the 
region is expected to continue to grow by 5.6% in 2018 and 2019, according to the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF).⁴ China, Asia’s largest economy, is forecasted to register a 6.6% growth in 2018, 
despite concerns of an economic slowdown from its supply-side economic reforms and rising trade 
tension with the United States. Other major economies in the region, such as Japan and India, are also 
expected to post positive growth numbers, with the latter poised to grow by 7.4% this year.

On top of that, Asia-Pacific continues to be the world leader in the growth of the HNW population 
and their wealth due to social and demographic factors.⁵ Developing regions, like Indonesia and 
Philippines, have had a declining dependency ratio since the 1970s due to lower fertility rates, leaving 
room for the working population to accumulate wealth.⁶ According to UBS, around 85% of Asia’s 
billionaires are first-generational.⁷ Inadequate social protection systems and declining family support 
for elders coupled with longer life expectancy in East Asia also incentivised the working population to 
save for consumption after retirement.⁸

Asian Private Banker research confirms that HNWIs/UHNWIs do not identify family support and 
government pension funds as their primary source of retirement funds at present, which should come 
as no surprise, given the size of their investable assets and their subsequent lifestyle and economic 
needs.⁹ The demographic transition in East Asia and the low expectation of social and family support 
have contributed to a second demographic dividend, which is substantial capital accumulation.¹⁰ 
As a result, the region is home to 6.2 million HNWIs, whose investable assets amounted to US$21.6 

2 Asian Private Banker, “Exploring High Net Worth Retirement Solutions: 2017 Report,” Asian Private Banker, 2017: 15.
3 Ibid., 33.
4 International Monetary Fund. “Regional economic outlook. Asia Pacific : good times, uncertain times, a time to prepare,”  
 International Monetary Fund, April 2018: 10, accessed 3 August 2018, from https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/REO/APAC/ 
 Issues/2018/04/16/areo0509.
5 Brent Beardsley et al. “Global Wealth 2018: Seizing the Analytics Advantage,” Boston Consulting Group, 2018: 9.
6 Tomoko Kinugasa and Andrew Mason. “East Asian economic development: Two demographic dividends,” Journal of Asian  
 Economics, 19, 5 (2008): 389–399.
7 PricewaterhouseCoopers and UBS. “Billionaires Insights,” UBS Financial Services Inc., 2016: 15, accessed 22 August 2018,  
 from https://uhnw-greatwealth.ubs.com/media/8616/billionaires-report-2016.pdf.
8 Ronald Demos Lee, Andrew Mason, and Timothy Miller. “Saving, wealth, and the demographic transition in East Asia,”  
 Population Series, 88, 7 (1997): 87-88.
9 Asian Private Banker. “Exploring High Net Worth Retirement Solutions: 2017 Report.” Asian Private Banker, September 2017: 30.
10 Tomoko Kinugasa and Andrew Mason. “East Asian economic development: Two demographic dividends,” Journal of Asian  
 Economics, 19, 5 (2008): 389-399.
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trillion in 2017. China, whose HNW population grew by 9.1% in 2017, is one of the fastest-growing HNW 
markets in Asia-Pacific after India, which recorded a 20.6% increase in HNW numbers that year.  
China also ranks second in terms of UHNWI numbers, lagging behind only the United States.¹¹

The region’s growth in wealth and HNWIs/UHNWIs has led to a growing demand for tailor-made 
solutions in terms of private wealth management, especially in the rise of independent asset 
managers and family offices. The ongoing industrial revolution has brought in a new cohort of 
technologically savvy and digitally connected investors. As a result, with increasingly diversified 
sources of information at their fingertips, HNWIs and their families today demand curated product 
recommendations and valuable insights that they cannot simply extract from the internet. This is why 
in this digital age private banks, independent asset managers (IAMs) and single- or multi-family offices 
(SFOs/MFOs) have to adapt as next-generation HNWIs grow in economic power, whether through 
their own enterprise or transfer of wealth. This will trickle down the supply chain and increase the 
technical demand on life insurance providers.

Life insurance is important to those HNWIs/UHNWIs approaching retirement age, since legacy planning 
is a complicated process. For females, in particular, transferring wealth, knowledge, and female-
family business from mother to daughter relies heavily on both sides’ language, openness, mutual 
understanding and emotions.¹² HNWIs/UHNWIs often face jurisdictional and compliance issues when 
transferring family assets that are spread globally, as well as legal and tax issues involving potential 
inheritors living abroad. Furthermore, family heads are concerned that their children, should they receive 
a windfall at a young age, lack the discipline necessary to properly manage the inherited assets.

Regardless of family and business structures, if a retiring HNWI seeks to pass on any wealth at all, buying 
comprehensive and long-term care insurance is often important since the rising costs of healthcare and 
long-term care can easily wipe out an estate in a relatively short space of time. Without a systematic and 
institutionalised method of transferring wealth to the next generation, a family can be easily daunted 
by the complexities in managing wide-ranging assets that can be further exacerbated by personal 
complications and disputes between family members. Without the right resources and capabilities to 
responsibly manage and preserve wealth, including grooming and assisting next-generation HNWIs, 
wealth would not last generations.

On the other hand, the continuously evolving regulatory environment in Asia is leading to challenges 
and opportunities to HNWIs/UNNWIs in the region who hope to transfer their wealth to succeeding 
generations. The promulgation and standardisation of Common Reporting Standard (CRS) and Automatic 
Exchange of Financial Account Information (AEOI) regimes across the major Asian economies have 
posed new complications for tax management and fiscal optimisation within those pursuing succession 
planning, many of whom are increasingly resorting to life insurance, onshore or offshore, to ensure 
a more effective wealth transfer through their private banks and RMs.¹³ As Hong Kong, Singapore, 
Mainland China, and Indonesia will start sharing non-tax-residence client data by the end of 2018,¹⁴  

11 Capgemini. “World Wealth Report 2018,” Capgemini, 2018: 8-9.
12 Nancy Higginson. “Preparing the next generation for the family business: relational factors and knowledge transfer in mother- 
 to-daughter succession,” Journal of Management and Marketing Research, 4 (2010): 1-19.
13 Asian Private Banker. “Exploring High Net Worth Retirement Solutions: 2017 Report,” Asian Private Banker, 2017: 16.
14 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, “AEOI: Status Of Commitment,” Global Forum on Transparency and  
 Exchange of Information for Tax Purposes, June 2018, accessed 14 August 2018, from https://www.oecd.org/tax/transparency/ 
 AEOI-commitments.pdf.
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tax residence information of clients in those regions would then be shared with other CRS-
participating jurisdictions. The effect of CRS and AEOI will continue to motivate offshore insurance 
buyers in the near future, especially in low-tax jurisdictions like Hong Kong and Singapore.¹⁵

In addition, HNWIs/UHNWIs in jurisdictions that impose estate or inheritance taxes are more actively 
utilising life insurance products as succession planning tools, because life insurance receives more 
favourable tax treatment in some offshore jurisdictions compared to orthodox means of legacy 
planning, such as wills and trusts.¹⁶ Hong Kong and Singapore, the two largest offshore centres in 
the region, generally do not tax life insurance proceeds from individual policyholders during lifetime 
or after death.¹⁷ ¹⁸ Both localities have also been the prime destinations for cross-jurisdictional clients 
of life insurance products, many of whom are HNWIs from neighbouring regions seeking investment 
opportunities, diversification through offshore asset allocation, or legacy planning through life insurance 
products.¹⁹ ²⁰ It has made Hong Kong and Singapore the beneficiaries of tighter capital outflow 
regulations in Mainland China.²¹ However, the policy impact could be overrated as the policy could 
be interpreted as a signal of the attractiveness of offshore investment tools, including life insurance. 
Therefore, the net effect of the regional government policy would depend on the policy implementation 
and the availability of counter solutions available to HNWIs and life insurance providers.

The ongoing greatest wealth transfer in East Asia will continue to provide a solid foundation for the 
succession planning market. As the new regulatory developments and compliance requirements will 
further encourage and emphasise quality and diversification of life insurance offerings that aim to address 
the needs of an increasingly sophisticated HNW and UHNW market, it has become more pressing to gain 
a deeper understanding of the needs, perceptions and characteristics of HNWIs and UHNWIs.

15 Ernst & Young LLP. “2017 Asia-Pacific insurance outlook,” EYGM Limited, 2017: 4.
16 Jamie Hopkins. “Why Life Insurance Is Essential For Retirement Planning,” Forbes, 27 April 2017, accessed 3 August 2018,  
 from https://www.forbes.com/sites/jamiehopkins/2017/04/27/why-life-insurance-is-essential-for-retirement-planning/ #729c77e531cd.
17 PricewaterhouseCoopers. “Hong Kong: International Comparison of Insurance Taxation,” PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2009: 4-5.
18 PricewaterhouseCoopers. “Singapore: International Comparison of Insurance Taxation,” PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2005: 7-12.
19 Sijia Jiang. “Hong Kong insurance market lures well-educated mainland Chinese,” Reuters, 2 August 2018,  
 accessed 3 August 2018, from https://www.reuters.com/article/us-hongkong-insurance-china/hong-kong-insurance-market- 
 lures-well-educated-mainland-chinese-idUSKBN1KN0X8.
20 Carmony Wong. “HNW sector growth = Insurer Opportunity,” Asia Insurance Review, July 2015: 73.
21 Brent Beardsley et al. “Global Wealth 2017: Transforming the Client Experience,” Boston Consulting Group, 2017: 14.
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4. Sample Population and  
the HNW Life Insurance Market
Asian Private Banker reached out to 159 relationship managers – 41% from Swiss/Euro-headquartered 
universal banks, 14% from Asia Pacific-headquartered banks, and 15% from external/independent asset 
managers/multi-family offices.

Chart 1: Institutional affiliation

A sustained market rally and robust client activity in 2017 translated into a year of gains for Asia’s 
private banks, whose combined assets under management (AUM) – excluding China onshore – 
passed the US$2 trillion mark for the first time. The record-high AUM total of US$2.01 trillion marks a 
year-on-year (YoY) increase of 29%, according to Asian Private Banker data.

Our sample population also reflected the gains made by wealth managers in Asia, as 75% of 
RM respondents said their firms had AUM of more than US$25 billion – a 12% increase from last 
year’s report.

External/Independent
asset management firm

9%

Single-family o�ce
3%

Multi-family o�ce
6%

Asia Pacific-headquartered bank
14%

Swiss/Europe pure-play
private bank

15%

USA-headquartered bank
9%

Swiss/Euro-headquartered
universal bank
41%

Others
3%
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Chart 2: Assets under management size of RM’s institutions

Our sample population for end-clients consisted of 104 surveys. Among them, 43% of the respondents 
are based in Hong Kong and 49% in Singapore, while 8% are based in “other” locations, including 6 from 
Mainland China. The age of the sample population ranged from 30 to 70, with a higher concentration 
in the 40 to < 60 range, which many RMs and end-clients believe to be the optimal age range for 
succession planning.

Chart 3: Geographical distribution of sampled end-clients
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Chart 4: Age distribution of sampled end-clients

The majority of the end-client sample population was HNWIs with net investable assets ranging from 
US$1 million to < US$30 million. 43% fell into the US$1 million to < US$5 million range, while 30% and 
21% fell in the mid-tier and upper mid-tier HNW ranges, respectively.

Chart 5: Net investable asset breakdown of sampled end-clients
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A continuing trend from our previous reports is the discrepancies vis-à-vis the distribution of wealth in 
Hong Kong and Singapore. In Hong Kong, wealth is concentrated more heavily at the wealthier end 
of the spectrum, with the upper-mid tier HNWIs making up 24% of the sample population and UHNWIs 
comprising 35%. Wealth is relatively more evenly distributed in Singapore, with emerging HNWIs 
making up 39% of the sample, mid-tier HNWIs 24%, with only 13% classified as UHNWIs, which is in 
line with previous Asian Private Banker research.²²

This should come as no surprise given the differences between the distribution of wealth across 
Hong Kong and Singapore, despite the 86% YoY increase in Singapore UHNWIs – presumably, due 
to Mainland Chinese investors preference towards Singapore as an offshore hub due to stricter 
regulations being imposed by Hong Kong’s government on offshore flows.

Table 2: Geographical distribution of RMs’ clients’ AUM

If we combine data from the 2018 survey with Asian Private Banker’s historical data on the popularity 
of life insurance products, there is a significant increase in the penetration of life insurance products 
in the private banking sector. The percentage of RMs who reported that more than 10% of their clients 
have life insurance policies increased to 79% in 2018, up from 13% in 2016. This finding validates the 
widespread optimism surrounding the prospects of the life insurance market in Asia that was recorded 
in Asian Private Banker’s 2017 life insurance report.²³

< US$1m

Hong Kong

Singapore

24%

17%

35%

13%

US$1m - 5m US$5m - 10m US$10m - 30m > US$30m

16%

24%

12%

39%

13%

7%

22 Asian Private Banker. “Exploring High Net Worth Retirement Solutions: 2017 Report,” Asian Private Banker, 2017: 19.
23 Asian Private Banker. “Exploring High Net Worth Retirement Solutions: 2017 Report,” Asian Private Banker, 2017: 23.
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Chart 6: What percentage of your clients currently have a life insurance policy?

We can attribute this increase to a number of market and structural parameters such as the 
increasing interest in solutions that help clients mitigate regulation and tax risks vis-à-vis their wealth 
management needs, the skyrocketing popularity of life insurance products in Mainland China which 
leads Mainland UHNWIs to purchase life insurance products in Hong Kong or Singapore, and the 
ongoing wealth transfer in Asia which further highlights the relevance of life insurance products.

Moreover, the ongoing increase in interest rates does not appear to have negatively impacted the 
life insurance industry, at least for now. Based on existing Asian Private Banker research, 65% of 
RMs expect rising interest rates to significantly impact their clients’ wealth management decisions, 
particularly in terms of premium financing. On the contrary, based on anecdotal evidence, the majority 
of our interviewees said that, while access to premium financeable has become harder over the last 
few years, spiking interest rates have not yet had a major impact on the life insurance market.²⁴ We 
can either credit this to the improved performance of clients’ overall portfolio as a result of rising 
interest rates or we can speculate that it is a matter of time until we observe further limitations to 
premium financing. We also need to take into account that while the rise in interest rates can increase 
the liabilities of an insurance company, it can also increase the value of its assets, and as long as 
insurance companies perform above the valuation rate, they are able to remain profitable and sustain 
their offerings.

Similarly, despite concerns over the potential negative impact of China-US trade frictions, the resultant 
falling yuan can benefit the life insurance markets of Hong Kong and Singapore as they become 
more attractive to Mainland Chinese who can buy life insurance products denominated in Hong Kong, 
Singapore, or US dollars to hedge against currency risk. According to Chan Kin-por, a member of  
the Legislative Council of Hong Kong and representative of the insurance functional constituency, the 
recent drop in yuan has forced more Mainland Chinese to buy their insurance products in Hong Kong.²⁵
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24 Asian Private Banker, “Exploring the HNW Life Insurance Landscape: 2016 Report,” Asian Private Banker, 2016: 5.
25 Enoch Yiu. “Winners and Losers as Yuan Weakens against the Dollar and US-China Trade War Fears Become Reality.”  
 South China Morning Post, 7 July 2018, accessed 20 August 2018, from https://www.scmp.com/business/investor-relations/ 
 article/2154136/winners-and-losers-yuan-weakens-against-dollar-and-us.
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What is more, in times of political and economic instability, clients tend to seek shelter in financial 
products that will help protect their economic security and mitigate external risks – to this end, life 
insurance policies can serve as a valuable solution. In particular, according to Asian Private Banker’s 
2016 life insurance report, 35% of RMs responded that the buying behaviour of their private banking 
clients increased with market uncertainty when purchasing life insurance policies.²⁶

Across all institutions, nearly 70% of RMs reported that at least 20% of their clients have some 
type of life insurance, confirming the positive prospects for the life insurance market in Asia.  
In parallel, more than 60% of RMs at IAMs and MFOs reported that more than 3 out of 10 of  
their clients are life insurance policyholders.

This observation can be partially explained by the fact that for a number of IAMs and MFOs, part of 
their business involves the management of portfolios under an insurance wrapper, in cooperation 
with insurance brokers and insurance providers. This observation is in line with the increasing 
interest among brokers and insurance providers in penetrating the IAM/MFO market, a trend we have 
observed while conducting research on IAMs and MFOs, as well as on the life insurance market.

The insurance-wrapped products have become increasingly popular in the US market and they are 
gaining traction in Asia, mainly by clients with big books, as is often the case with IAMs and MFOs.²⁷ 
Insurance wrappers can provide an additional layer of protection against regulatory risks and based 
on our interviews the average fee ranges between 0.5% and 1.5% of AUM size with the exception of 
very large AUM when there can be a cap. In most cases, this is a profitable business model for IAMs 
and MFOs as they receive retrocession fees.

Table 3: Institutional breakdown of RMs’ clients currently with a life insurance policy

Asia Pacific-
headquartered bank

External/Independent
Asset Manager

Multi-family o�ce

Swiss/Euro pure-play
private bank

Swiss/Euro-headquartered
universal bank

USA-headquartered
bank

24%

17%

25% - 30%

58%

65%

> 30%10% - 20%

8%

8%

5% - 10%

8%

6%

< 5%

2%

4%

16% 66%9%6%3%

37% 23%10%24%6%

35% 36%11%14%4%

44% 25%25%6%0%

26 Asian Private Banker. “Exploring High Net Worth Retirement Solutions: 2017 Report,” Asian Private Banker, 2017: 5.
27 Perlberg, Heather and Steverman. “How to Invest in Hedge Funds and Pay No Taxes”, Bloomberg, 2018. Retrieved 22 August  
 2018 from https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-05-29/blackstone-s-tax-free-hedge-fund-pitch-woos-even-more-clients.



21

Compared to the 2017  
report, we observe no  
major differences in the  
popularity of different 
policy types. Universal Life 
remains the primary choice, 
preferred by 3 out of 4 end-
client respondents. We saw 
and interviewed brokers 
confirmed that Whole of 
Life and Joint Life insurance 
products saw increased 
penetration, especially in 
Hong Kong. In fact, Whole of 
Life share grew 1.6% overall, 
while Joint Life and Variable 
Universal Life (VUL) policies 
grew by 1.3% and 0.8%, 
respectively. The majority of 
our interviewees confirmed 
the dominant role of UL 
products and the positive 
prospects for Whole of Life and Variable Universal Life insurance products. A further breakdown of 
this population by investable assets shows that universal life remains dominant among Asian clients.

Chart 7: Percentage breakdown by life insurance products owned by RMs’ clients
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Among the life insurance policyholders, 58% said they purchased a life insurance policy upon the 
recommendation of their RM, followed by 20% who followed the recommendation of their brokers, 
and 22% who made the decision independently. This number signifies the proportion of end-clients 
who purchase life insurance outside the traditional distribution model.

Chart 8: How did you decide to purchase a life insurance policy?

For end-clients who do not hold life insurance policies, 37% cited that it is due to the fact that their  
RM has not discussed life insurance solutions with them, while 29% said they felt no need for one.  
If we combine these findings with past research, we conclude that the discussion between RMs and 
end-clients about life insurance products is far from optimal and, despite the higher penetration rates, 
there is considerable room for improvement for the life insurance distribution model within the private 
banking space. While some of our interviewees, mainly from insurance brokerages, suggested better 
training and communication, others put forward the option of alternative distribution models.

Chart 9: Reasoning of sampled end-clients that do not have life insurance policies 
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For clients interested in purchasing a life insurance policy, the most important feature is “high coverage 
amount”, while “death benefit”, and “lifelong coverage” round out the top three. Interestingly, 
“premium financeable” ranked lowest among important life insurance features. We should also 
stress that “premium financeable” ranked very low in the preferences of end-clients in Asian Private 

Banker’s 2017 life insurance report.

Chart 10: If you have a life insurance policy or you might be interested in purchasing 
one, what features of life insurance policy are the most important? (2017 to 2018)
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5. Conceptualising Succession 
Planning
Wealthy families today have unique needs and varying priorities, making succession planning a 
highly complex area where there is no “one size fits all” solution. Some families want to preserve their 
wealth while others want to ensure their philanthropic endeavours endure. Moreover, within the next 
30 years, the total value of global UHNW wealth transferred down through generations is estimated 
to reach nearly US$16 trillion, the largest in history.²⁸ In order to capitalise on this intergenerational 
wealth shift, private banks, IAMs and family offices seek to develop a value proposition relevant to the 
next generation of inheritors, as well as retain the loyalty and assets of their clients.

In many cases, particularly in Asia, the accumulation of wealth has been particularly rapid, with many 
HNWIs identifying as first-generation wealth creators. As such, there are few precedents in place to 
guide emerging HNWIs when it comes to transferring wealth from one generation to the next. Based 
on existing research, about seven in 10 wealthy families lose their fortune by the second generation, 
and by the third generation that number rises to nine out of 10.²⁹ This makes passing wealth down 
to the succeeding generation a major concern among HNWIs. Fears such as the next generation 
dissolving their inheritance highlight the scale of the issue and help to explain why succession has 
become an increasing priority for private banks, IAMs/MFOs and other wealth advisers.

Ensuring economic security for their family while maintaining their lifestyle has always been a top 
priority for Asia’s HNWIs and UHNWIs. Thus, their top three responses to the question “When it  
comes to your future and the future of your family, what ‘keeps you up at night?’” were (1)  
“Ensuring long-term economic security of my family”, (2) “Maintaining economic lifestyle post-
retirement”, and (3) “Unexpected family needs”. What is more, “external economic risks” ranked last 
among their concerns, reinforcing the notion that issues relevant to their inner circle and personal  
life are more important than external factors.

28 “Family Wealth Transfers Report. “http://www.wealthx.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/WealthX_NFP_FamilyWealthTransfers 
 Report-2014.pdf”.
29 “Lost Inheritance,” Wall Street Journal. “https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424127887324662404578334663271139552”.
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Chart 11: When it comes to your future and the future of your family,  
what “keeps you up at night”?

Based on our findings, family wealth transfer and succession planning become more important 
towards the upper extreme of the wealth spectrum, as the internal structures to successfully pass on 
wealth to the next generation become increasingly complex with a greater value of assets. On the 
other end of the spectrum, maintaining economic lifestyle post-retirement is the greatest concern. 
Many clients believe that succession planning is important to ensure their wealth and businesses are 
preserved for both their own future and the future of their children. 

Chart 12: When it comes to your future and the future of your family,  
what “keeps you up at night”? (breakdown by investable assets)
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Across the spectrum, clients tend to be more than confident in their capabilities to meet their 
future economic needs and goals. Yet it is important to take a look at the ‘unsure’ and ‘very unsure’ 
segments, the percentage of which increases as clients age, becoming relatively high when reaching 
an older age, taking into consideration the amount of wealth they amass. We can postulate such 
concerns from clients could stem from issues such as regulatory developments, anxiety in planning 
ahead, securing the economic security of their successors, etc. It is thus reasonable to observe 
increased uncertainty among clients as they age since their wealth management planning is not 
efficient nor fool-proof. 

Table 5: How confident are you with your capability to meet your future 
economic goals?

Frequently, the decision to launch the process of succession planning and wealth transfer follows 
a trigger event and hence, an overwhelming percentage of the sample population responded 
that “Retirement” (43%) and “Significant investment portfolio changes” (25%) were the two biggest 
trigger events that led them to consider succession planning. This is in line with our observation that 
succession planning is important for business owners, but also reinforces the hypothesis that wealth 
transfer should be a priority for all wealth segments in order to sustain their lifestyle post-retirement 
and ensure economic security for their heirs.
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Chart 13: Trigger events that led clients to start succession planning

Similarly, RMs suggested that succession planning is particularly important to certain segments of  
their clientele, particularly UHNWIs and business owners, due to the size and complexity of their 
wealth as well as the potential repercussions of succession planning to their business.

Chart 14: How important is succession planning for the following segments of  
your clientele?
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Notwithstanding their concerns, the majority of end-clients believe in the value of succession 
planning, with 2 out of 3 of our survey respondents replying that succession planning can impact  
their future social and economic lifestyle in a positive way.

Chart 15: Do you believe that succession 
planning can impact your future 
social/economic status and lifestyle?

In order to conceptualise and implement succession planning and wealth transfer, one needs to be 
able to respond to two very important questions, that is to say, “When?” and “How much?”

“Since the financial crisis, matriarchs and patriarchs of family businesses, globally, have a better 
appreciation of concentration risk, and so are taking steps to mitigate that risk,” said Steve Faulkner, 
head of Private Business Advisory at J.P. Morgan. “This does not necessarily mean selling the 
business [..] but it means thinking long and hard about what makes their business vulnerable to some 
of the risks they may have experienced in 2008 to 2009, and how they can better prepare so that 
they can be successful in passing it on to the next and future generations.” Particularly if their intent is 
transferring the business to successive generations, business owners should follow some key rules, 
according to J.P. Morgan. These include creating a distribution policy, which identifies how much of 
the business wealth needs to be reinvested, and a liquidity pool invested in equities and alternatives 
in a complementary, non-correlated manner, which acts as a counterweight to the business.³⁰
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Table 6: How much do you believe that 
your succession planning can impact 
your future status and lifestyle?
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30 Professional Wealth Management. “Wealth transfer: Looking after the next generation,” PWM. “https://www.pwmnet.com/ 
 Wealth-Management/Private-Banking/Wealth-transfer-Looking-after-the-next-generation”.

In addition, those who believe that succession 
planning can positively impact their future 
lifestyle have more perceived upside (7.1) 
than the perceived downside (5.5) by those 
who believe that succession planning will 
negatively impact their future.
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Based on the collected data, the amount of wealth deemed as necessary to maintain end-clients’ 
economic lifestyle was concentrated in the 20% - 80% range, with 77% falling into this segment, while 
there was an almost equal share of respondents who said they needed less than 20% or more than 
80% to maintain their economic lifestyle post retirement.

Chart 16: What percentage of your wealth do you consider 
necessary for maintaining your economic lifestyle after you 
conclude your succession planning/wealth transfer?

Interestingly, RMs tend to advise their clients to allocate a higher percentage (around 40%) of their 
wealth to succession planning, showing that end-clients tend to be less cautious and more confident 
in their own abilities. This difference denotes the existence of biases among end-clients such as the 
“Lake Wobegon effect” and “hyperbolic discounting”, that lead end-clients to discount potential risks 
and allocate less for succession planning than RMs, who, as professionals, tend to be more aware 
of the possible risks in succession planning, thus suggesting a larger percentage of wealth to be 
allocated to such planning.
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Chart 17: How much do you need to allocate to succession planning?

As for “when”, 39% of our respondents, which accounted for the majority of our sample population, 
believe that the ideal age to start planning for succession is 50 to 59 years of age, while 28% and 
22% believe that ideal age should be between 40-49 and 30-39 years old, respectively. 

Chart 18: Ideal age to start succession planning (end-clients)
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6. Designing Succession Planning and 
Wealth Transfer
In order to understand the process of designing and implementing succession planning and wealth 
transfer, it is imperative to analyse the existing trends among end-clients and examine the nexus 
between RMs and end-clients, while examining the perceptions and strategies of the private banking 
representatives and study their offerings to clients.

Despite the interest in succession planning and wealth transfer services, the majority of the HNW 
population puts off their succession planning – a trend especially prevalent among the emerging 
HNW population. Overall, close to 60% of our survey respondents stated they do not have a wealth 
transfer plan in place. This may be due to the fact that many of these emerging HNWIs are still in the 
process of wealth creation rather than wealth preservation, though the fact that less than half of the 
mid-tier HNWIs have not yet planned their succession manifests procrastination by investors or a lack 
of suitable products in the market. It is also important to highlight the discrepancy between brokers’ 
and RMs’ perceptions and end-clients’ practice as the former believe that succession planning and 
wealth transfer should be a high priority for their clients, yet 59% of the HNW population does not 
have a plan in place.

Chart 19: Do you currently have a succession/wealth transfer plan?
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A distinctive trend among HNWIs is that wealthier clients are more likely to have a plan. Less than 15% 
of emerging HNW respondents have a succession or wealth transfer plan in place, and this number 
doubles to 30% for mid-tier and upper mid-tier HNW segments. Furthermore, over 75% of UHNWIs 
already have a succession plan or are currently in the process of planning their wealth transfer.

Chart 20: Do you currently have a succession/wealth transfer plan? 
(by investable assets)

When asked if succession planning (or the absence of it) was a family decision or an individual 
decision, 41% of respondents said it was an individual decision and 29% responded it was a family 
decision, while 30% replied both. Among these three groups, we find that families who believe that 
succession planning is both an individual and family decision are most successful in implementing 
their wealth transfer plan, with 80% of the segment responding that they already have a succession 
plan in place. On the other hand, investors who responded that succession planning should be a 
family decision had the most difficulty in administering their succession plan.

A contributing factor to this group’s lack of wealth transfer planning is possibly the fear that succession 
planning might result in family disputes. For those who responded that succession planning is an 
individual decision, the biggest obstacle to planning for them is they are unable to convince their family 
about the need for it and they had a limited understanding of the concept of succession planning.
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Chart 21: Do you currently have a succession/wealth transfer plan? 
(is succession planning a family or individual decision)

Towards the upper end 
of the wealth spectrum, 
respondents believe 
succession planning 
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individual and family 
decisions. Nearly all 
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said it was a joint 
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regarding the matter 
while still having the 
authority in the family to 
make the final decision, 
which helps overcome 
the obstacles in the 
beginning stages of 
planning wealth transfer.
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On the wealth managers’ side, 37% of RMs at Swiss/Euro pure play private banks responded that more 
than 80% of their clients have planned their succession, which is highest among banks, while less than 
6% of the RMs at Asia Pacific-headquartered banks reported that more than 80% of their clients had a 
plan, the lowest among all institutions. In line with our previous findings, we conclude that higher levels 
of awareness help RMs convince their clients to set up a succession plan, and as a result, a bigger 
portion of their clientele initiates the process of succession planning or wealth transfer. This has been  
a common finding during our interviews with RMs as well as insurance brokers, who make it a priority  
to prepare their clients for the complex process of succession planning and wealth transfer.

Table 7: What percentage of your clients have a succession plan or are currently 
planning one?

Overall, half the RMs responded that at least 40% of their clients have planned or are currently 
planning their succession plan. If we look at the percentage breakdown by AUM size of RMs’ 
institutions, 55% of RMs working at institutions with more than US$25 billion AUM replied that 40% 
to 80% of their clients have planned their succession plan. On the other hand, RMs who are at 
institutions on the lower end of the AUM spectrum reported that the majority of their clients have not 
yet planned their succession planning.
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Table 8: What percentage of your clients have a succession plan?

Moreover, our surveyed RMs stated that there has been a slight or significant increase in interest 
surrounding succession planning from their clients, with 32% of RMs seeing significant increase 
and 45% of RMs noticing a slight increase. Hence, the general increase in interest shown by HNWIs 
and UHNWIs in succession planning and generational wealth transfer makes RMs’ familiarity with 
succession planning services especially important today.

Chart 23: Has the interest of your existing clients in succession planning and 
wealth transfer changed in the last two years?
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Furthermore, looking at the breakdown of interest by different institutions, we can see that interest 
is especially strong among clients at EAMs/IAMs and MFOs, as well as institutions other than banks, 
such as single family offices.

Chart 24: Has the interest of your existing clients in succession planning and 
wealth transfer changed in the last two years?

The decision to launch and design succession planning and wealth transfer processes is usually led 
by the RMs, whose relationship with their end-clients is long-lasting and embedded in mutual trust. 
Therefore, they remain the most important source of information for their clients regarding succession 
planning and wealth transfer, accounting for 31% of HNWIs/UHNWIs’ main source of advice. On 
the other hand, 24% of our contributing HNWIs/UHNWIs rely mainly on personal research for their 
succession planning and wealth transfer decisions. We can attribute this partially to the natural human 
tendency to rely on information most readily available at one’s disposal, as well as to the fact that 
first-generation HNWIs/UHNWIs in Asia are only beginning to understand the succession planning 
provided by independent professionals.³¹
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Chart 25: Who is your main source of advice/information about succession 
planning/wealth transfer?

This, however, does not mean that the process of convincing clients to initiate the particular process 
is always a simple one. When asked what the biggest obstacle in convincing their clients to start 
succession planning was, RMs identified the tendency to procrastinate (40%) as well as other 
investment priorities (27%) as the two most common obstacles. This is consistent with the general 
behavioural economics model of “hyperbolic discounting” which describes humans’ tendency to value 
more immediate but likely smaller payouts.³²

The future value of succession planning has been psychologically discounted to a large extent, 
making the present value of succession planning relatively low. When compared to some urgent 
issues, such as the continuous accumulation and generation of wealth especially for younger 
HNWIs, succession planning seems even less urgent in the present moment. According to anecdotal 
contributions from brokers and professionals, even though some clients understand the intrinsic value 
of their succession planning or have started theoretical discussions with their RMs on the topic, they 
might not wish to bring such discussions into practice, hence procrastination ensues.

Family and friends
16%

Personal research
24%

Independent asset manager/
External asset manager
9%

Relationship manager
31%

Wealth/financial advisor
20%

32 Frederick, Shane, Loewenstein, George, and Odonoghue, Ted. “Time Discounting and Time Preference: A Critical Review.”  
 Journal of Economic Literature 40, no. 2 (n.d.): 351–401.
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The third most common difficulty that our RMs mentioned is that clients have a limited understanding 
of the concept of succession planning, and this trend is interesting since we observed that familiarity 
with succession planning increases in proportion to the amount of wealth investors possess. 
Furthermore, a common trend we found through interviews was the misconception of the loss of 
control – we see reluctance by some families, particularly from certain cultures, to take external 
advice, mainly because such issues are seen as very personal. In Asian cultures, privacy remains 
firmly guarded when it comes to one’s personal wealth. In China, first-generation HNW family 
members and entrepreneurs are often still alive, meaning they would be hesitant to cede control of 
their assets since they have been the ones who accumulated it and controlled it initially – this hinders 
Chinese wealthy families from building a wealth structure for their assets.

Chart 26: What is the biggest difficulty in convincing your clients to start planning 
their succession?

On the other hand, more than half of our interviewees identified three basic barriers to offering holistic 
succession planning, two of which are the tendency of end-clients to engage in discussion but then 
procrastinate and not take any concrete action, as well as the lack of personnel with expertise in 
areas like tax, law and accounting, who would offer a comprehensive solution to their succession 
planning and wealth transfer needs. The third problem occurs frequently with business owner end-
clients who do not provide many details on their business-related assets. As a result, brokers cannot 
fully assess the client’s wealth structure and his/her consequent needs.
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Succession planning and wealth transfer are designed to ensure economic security to end-clients and 
their descendents, yet their success is often threatened by internal or external risks. 

Chart 27: What are the risks to consider when it comes to succession planning?

Table 9: Top 3 internal risks
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Concerning external risks, regulatory, political/geopolitical risk, cross-border jurisdiction risk, and 
market-risk top the choices of both RMs and end-clients. Recent regulatory initiatives – such as 
the implementation of Automatic Exchange of Information (AEOI), the application of the Common 
Reporting Standard (CRS), as well as increased restrictions on capital flows – have been posing 
additional challenges to the succession and wealth transfer planning of HNWIs and UHNWIs.  
At the same time, it is important to note that the data collection period took place when the US-China 
trade frictions as well as the US-DPRK nuclear negotiations were taking place and the attention that 
both issues attracted might have influenced the choices of our contributors.

Table 10: Top 3 external risks 

Overall, we found that RMs have greater concern about both internal and external risks compared to 
clients’ perceived levels of risk, which shows that end-clients tend to discount risks or overestimate 
their own abilities to weather risks, while professionals such as RMs are more realistic and concerned 
with the selfsame risks. 

Clients who are planning their wealth transfer with their RMs and insurance brokers are almost twice 
as more confident about their succession plan compared to investors who plan their succession 
independent of a wealth management professional. On a scale of 0 to 10, where 10 denotes the highest 
level of confidence and 0 the lowest, clients who plan their succession with their professional wealth 
advisors have an average score of 6.1 to 6.8, where as those who plan indepedently have an average 
score of 3.7. The confidence, in turn, gives the perception that planning is easier for investors who work 
with RMs and brokers compared to those who manage their wealth independently. On a scale of 0 to 10, 
where 10 denotes the greatest difficulty and 0 the least, end-clients who plan without the help of their 
RMs/brokers have an average score of 6.0, compared to 5.4 and 5.6 for RMs and brokers, respectively.

Table 11: How confident are you with your wealth transfer/
how difficult do you find planning your wealth transfer?
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In order to bring end-clients closer to an optimum point regarding their succession planning and 
wealth transfer goals, it is imperative that their RMs maintain high levels of familiarity with the 
respective strategies, procedures and offerings. RMs working for Swiss/Euro-headquartered banks or 
USA-headquartered banks have the greatest familiarity in convincing their clients to prepare for their 
succession. On a scale of 0 to 10, where 10 denotes the greatest familiarity and 0 the lowest, Swiss/
Euro headquartered banks and USA-headquartered banks have an average score of 8.0 and 7.3, 
while RMs at Asia Pacific-based banks have the least familiarity among our sample population when 
it comes to succession planning services, with an average score of 6.1. Further, more than 90% of our 
interviewed brokers responded that they are very familiar with the notion of succession planning and 
they use this very frequently as a narrative to promote their life insurance products.

Table 12: How familiar are you with succession planning services?

Given the high intellectual 
capacity and the 
professional skills of the 
average RM, we assess 
their level of awareness 
as rather low. A significant 
number of our surveyed 
RMs stated that lack 
of formal training and 
information regarding 
succession planning are the 
main reasons they are not 
confident about their ability 
to convince their clients 
to initiate the process of 
succession planning. This 
is in line with our findings in 

previous research, according to which, over half of RMs had never received training on the retirement 
solutions of HNWIs/UHNWIs.³³

On the other hand, RMs working at IAMs/MFOs have a stronger understanding of succession planning 
services compared to their counterparts at Asia-headquartered banks, with IAMs/MFOs scoring 7.1 and 
6.9, respectively. However, the score is also low given their extensive professional experience as,  
on average, they have more than 10 years experience of working in private banking.

AverageRMs

Overall

Asia Pacific-headquartered bank

7.3

6.1

External/Independent Asset Manager 7.1

Multi-family o�ce

Swiss/Euro pure play private bank

6.9

8.0

Swiss/Euro-headquartered universal bank 8.0

USA-headquartered bank 7.3

33 Asian Private Banker. “Exploring High Net Worth Retirement Solutions 2017 Report”. Asian Private Banker, 2017, p. 44. 
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How di�cult do
you find it to convince

your clients to start
planning their succession?

RMs

Overall

Asia Pacific-headquartered bank

External/Independent Asset Manager

Multi-family o�ce

Swiss/Euro pure play private bank

Swiss/Euro-headquartered universal bank

USA-headquartered bank

How familiar are
you with succession
planning services?

7.30

6.10

7.10

6.90

8.00

8.00

7.30

4.83

6.40

4.29

4.14

4.33

4.45

4.00

Thus, it should come as no surprise that there is some correlation between the RMs’ level of familiarity 
with succession planning and whether they are able to convince their clients to start succession 
planning – those who are familiar with the concept have an easier time explaining to their clients the 
importance of succession planning, which helps convince their clients to begin the process.

Table 13: How familiar are you with succession planning services / 
How difficult do you find to convince your clients to start planning their succession?
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7. Distribution and Desired Product 
Features of HNW Succession
Planning Tool
So far, this research report has highlighted the relevance and significance of succession planning in 
an Asian context to HNWIs and UHNWIs, through a multitude of diverse succession tools for different 
needs and priorities. The report has also provided an overview of the life insurance market and how 
life insurance products can play a unique and increasingly promising role in succession planning. 

Such succession planning is usually facilitated through expertise and tools of private banks, wealth 
managers or family offices, many of which provide succession planning services to their clients. The 
research team at Asian Private Banker asked RMs in Hong Kong and Singapore about the nature of 
their succession planning services and 27% of contributing institutions are already offering in-house 
planning services in contrast with pure outsourcing (39%). Finally, 34% of institutions offer both in-
house and outsourced services to their clients. At the same time, 80% of RMs and 88% of IAMs plan 
to increase their offering of succession planning and wealth transfer services in the future. These 
combined observations are in line with our hypothesis that private banks, IAMs and family offices are 
essentially profit maximisers.

Chart 28: Do you offer in-house succession planning services or  
outsource to a third-party?

Traditionally, succession 
planning has been 
dominated by time-tested 
means, such as wills 
and trusts. However, as 
mentioned in previous 
chapters, the complexity 
of regulations and taxes 
has been growing 
globally. Clients in need 
of fiscal optimisation are 
progressively seeking 
alternatives that could ensure 
an unscathed wealth transfer 
in such an environment to 
their successors. One of 
these alternatives is life 
insurance policies.
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Chart 29: How would you rate the following succession planning tools in terms of 
contribution to your clients’ succession planning needs?

Chart 30: Apart from universal life insurance, which of the following financial 
products are you using as succession planning tools?

Chart 29: How would you rate the following succession planning tools in terms of contribution to
 your clients’ succession planning needs?
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Occassionally, the benefits of life insurance policies in helping the holder transfer wealth to his/her intended 
beneficiaries are not well-known and as a result, they do not identify it as a succession planning tool. The 
research team at Asian Private Banker contacted RMs and found that various groups of their clients perceive their 
universal life insurance policies quite differently. 27% of RMs say less than 20% of their clients treat theirs as part 
of their succession planning plan, but 26% of RMs also said more than 80% do so. Such an inconclusive trend 
can be traced to differences in perceptions and training by RMs at different institutions that might have different 
philosophies of approaching succession planning, thus leading to differences in training that can include or 
exclude life insurance as a succession planning and wealth transfer tool. 

Chart 31: What percentage of your clients use their universal life insurance  
as part of their succession planning plan?

In terms of providers of succession-planning insurance solutions, Transamerica Life Bermuda is among the top 5 
choices of end-clients and ranks second among RMs, who are more familiar with the life insurance market and they 
have a thorough understanding of life insurance providers, including those whose clients are exclusively HNWIs 
and UHNWIs.
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Table 14: Which insurance providers do you associate with HNW succession 
planning insurance solution? (Respondents chose as many as appropriate)

Among the RMs who chose Transamerica Life Bermuda as the insurance provider they associate with 
HNW succession planning insurance, 45% work at Swiss/Euro-headquartered universal banks and 
26% are from External/Independent Asset Managers or multi-family offices.

Chart 32: What best describes the institution you work for? 
(among RMs that chose Transamerica Life Bermuda)
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In addition, for the upper-tier HNW segment (over US$10 million) and UHNW segment, Transamerica 
Life Bermuda ranks the highest in terms of association.

Chart 33: Insurance providers you associate with succession-focused insurance 
solutions (by clients’ investable assets)

For our sample population of RMs, the top 3 preferences of providers of succession-focused 
insurance solutions are AIA, Transamerica Life Bermuda and Manulife Hong Kong/Singapore, 
respectively. It is important to stress that Transamerica Life Bermuda enjoys high popularity among 
a certain demographic group within the UHNW population as well as life insurance professionals in 
terms of succession-focused life insurance solutions.

The research team at Asian Private Banker 
interviewed different brokers from different 
segments of our research sample, who  
indicated that Transamerica Life Bermuda  
stands as one of their top-3 options when it  
comes to HNW succession planning insurance 
products. This highlights the importance of  
having a strong brand name and reputation  
for a life insurance provider, especially vis-à-
vis market-entry strategy towards a targeted 
demographic, which was highlighted in our  
2017 report. 

81% of RMs reported that they have discussed  
HNW succession planning solutions with their 
brokers. This is in line with the aforementioned 
interest in succession planning by clients,  
which has increased by 77% over the past two years.
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Chart 34: Have you ever enquired  
with your broker(s) about a HNW  
succession planning insurance solution?
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Brokers are equally interested in initiating  
the conversation about succession planning  
insurance solutions with their distribution  
channels, with 80% of RMs reporting that  
their brokers have introduced them to a HNW 
succession planning insurance solution.

When it comes to selecting succession  
planning tools from an insurance provider,  
RMs say financial strength/rating is of the  
highest importance to their clients and 
end-clients believe that servicing and 
responsiveness of their insurance brokers are 
their biggest priorities. Similar to the perceived 
risks, RMs tend to find greater levels of 
importance when looking at product features 
for HNW succession planning tools. Overall, 
RMs rank the importance of each characteristic 
significantly higher (1.4 higher on average across 
all options) compared to end-clients.

Chart 36: How would you rate the importance of the following characteristics 
when selecting a HNW succession planning tool from an insurance provider?
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Table 15: How would you rate the importance of the following characteristics 
when selecting a HNW succession-planning tool from an insurance provider

For clients, lifelong coverage, death 
benefit, high coverage amount, and 
guaranteed benefit are the most 
important policy features that a 
succession-focused insurance solution 
should address. Further, as mentioned 
previously (chapter 4), premium 
financeable remains remarkably low, 
which can be attributed to the fact 
that given their wealth, end-clients 
prioritise other features that do not 
determine only their asset allocation 
but also the economic security of 
themselves and their family.

Chart 37: Rate the following features in terms of their importance when choosing 
a succession planning-focused life insurance solution?
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8. Succession Planning,
Wealth Transfer and Life Insurance: 
Case Studies
Asian Private Banker will present three separate case studies that will showcase the importance of 
life insurance products in succession planning and wealth transfer. To this end, we conducted primary 
research that included interviewing end-clients and brokers and observing life insurance purchase 
negotiations. This process provided anecdotal data and shed light on the perceptions and risks that 
are associated with planning intergenerational wealth transfer.

The three case studies were conducted in June and July 2018, consisting of three interviews with 
end-clients (two in Hong Kong and one in Singapore) and one interview with a life insurance broker in 
Singapore.

Case 1
Mr G.P. is a 65-year-old former entrepreneur based in Europe where he has recently retired. He has 
been married twice with a total of three children (two children from the first marriage and one from the 
second marriage). Mr G.P. has accumulated an estate totalling approximately US$15 million and wants to 
pass on part of his wealth to his children from his first marriage. He has booked his assets in Singapore 
and is currently considering a life insurance policy as a means to pass on his wealth without causing any 
family disputes. The policy he is considering is a universal life insurance of US$2 million to each of his 
two children from his first marriage, totalling to US$4 million.

Mr G.P.’s greatest concern relating to wealth transfer revolve around actual tax benefits, and he is not 
convinced about the advantages of using universal life rather than more basic tools such as trusts and 
wills. Both his current relationship manager and the involved insurance broker are based in Singapore. 

The research team at Asian Private Banker interviewed Mr G.P. and his insurance broker, who 
described in detail the negotiation process as well as their thoughts and concerns about the 
possibility of using life insurance as a wealth transfer tool. In particular, the negotiations were 
conducted via teleconference, and both times the broker focused on convincing the client about 
the tax and investment advantages offered by using life insurance as a succession planning tool. 
Accordingly, he convinced the particular client by presenting the investment advantages of life 
insurance policies and the liquidity advantages of premium financeable, and more importantly, by 
presenting a comparative analysis of the tax burden of a life insurance policy compared to inheritance 
tax and gift tax in the client’s country of domicile.

Case 2
Mr C.C. is 70 years old. He is based in Hong Kong and holds a Hong Kong passport. His wealth is 
approximately US$8 million. He ran his own company until 2012 and is now working as a senior official 
at a local company. He has been married twice and has three children, one from the first marriage and 
two from his second marriage.
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In the past, Mr C.C. had owned a universal life policy, which he purchased in 1998 with a death benefit 
of approximately US$400,000. The life insurance was part of his plan for succession and wealth 
transfer, though not the main component of it. His plan predominantly involved passing his assets 
to his heirs by means of a will and providing them with housing and education, “the two basics of 
economic security”, according to Mr C.C.

His take on universal life insurance was that it would act as an overlay and offer diversification and 
liquidity to the overall succession plan. However, in 2010 he faced an unexpected liquidity crisis which 
led him to liquidate his universal life policy. When interviewed, Mr C.C. told Asian Private Banker that 
his universal life policy was “the first thing that came to his mind” when he contemplated possible 
solutions. As a result, he highlighted how satisfied he was with his choice to have bought a financial 
solution which offered high liquidity.

Case 3
Mr S.L. is a business owner of a Hong Kong-based company and a holder of a European passport. At 
age 52, he has amassed an estate worth US$5 million. Though he does not have any plans to retire 
in the next five years, he purchased a universal life insurance plan 15 years ago to protect his family. 
The life insurance plan was purchased from an Asia-headquartered insurance company and is valued 
at US$1.5 million. He claims he does not have a succession plan in place despite his awareness of its 
importance because his children are still young and he believes his company is still growing. Further, 
he is concerned that his company, given its size and growth stage, might not be a sufficient and 
reliable solution for the economic security of his family.



52

Conclusion
This research paper constitutes a thorough analysis of the nexus between succession planning, 
wealth transfer and life insurance products in Hong Kong and Singapore, with a focus on retirement-
focused life insurance products. To this end, it provides a breakdown of the current landscape as 
well as relevant comparisons to previous research findings. Overall, the paper highlights the robust 
prospects for the life insurance market as the percentage of RMs who reported that more than 10% of 
their clients have life insurance policies increased to 79% in 2018, up from 13% in 2016. What is more, 
universal life products retain the lion’s share across all client segments as the respective market share 
reached 75.5%.

At the same time, the research captured the increasing interest brokers and insurance providers 
have in alternative distribution models. As some of the most dynamic players in Asia’s private banking 
and wealth management industry, the future of IAMs and MFOs is promising due to their growing 
market share, clients’ need for a holistic wealth management offering, as well as their interest in 
niche products such as insurance wrappers. This potential is reflected in the high penetration of life 
insurance products in the particular market, as more than 60% of RMs working for IAMs and MFOs 
reported that more than 60% of their clients have life insurance policies.

Apart from providing a market landscape, the research conceptualised the notion of succession 
planning and identified behavioural biases and internal and external risks that tend to undermine 
the succession and wealth transfer plans of Asia’s HNWIs and UHNWIs. Maintaining their economic 
lifestyle while also ensuring economic security for their families is a major source of anxiety for end-
clients whose concerns about wealth transfer share a direct and linear relationship with wealth size. 
One in three UHNWIs of our sample responded that the issue of family wealth transfer keeps them up 
at night. Further, 67% of end-clients recognise the positive impact succession planning has on their 
lifestyle, with the perceived upside being significantly higher than the respective negative impact.

Notwithstanding their perceptions, 59% of the U/HNW population does not have a plan in place, 
showcasing ample room for improvement in the communication between end-clients, RMs and 
brokers. When it comes to succession planning and wealth transfer, it is important to remember  
there is no such thing as a one-size-fits-all solution. Hence, more important factors than age and 
wealth are certain qualitative intervening variables such as how prepared descendants are to take 
charge of the wealth, their willingness to do so, the relationship between the end-client and his 
business partners, etc.

What is more, when working on the succession planning and wealth transfer of HNWIs and UHNWIs, 
professionals need to keep in mind that this is a process often defined by biases and internal and 
external risks. Compared to their professional advisors who, naturally, take a more objective approach, 
end-clients tend to discount the possibility and impact of risks and allocate fewer resources to their 
succession planning and wealth transfer. Biases such as the “Lake Wobegon effect” and the “discount 
effect” determine the behaviour of end-clients and shape their succession planning and wealth 
transfer decisions.
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Internal and external risks can determine the effectiveness of end-clients’ plans. Yet, concerns about 
rising interest rates and increased volatility due to trade frictions might not impact the life insurance 
market as our anecdotal evidence has not suggested any negative effects, at least for the first half 
of 2018. On the contrary, end-clients and RMs consider life insurance products as a safe hedging 
strategy against currency risks and market volatility.

In this context, the design and early stages of succession planning are of crucial importance to avoid 
family conflicts and ensure a harmonious transition. Moreover, it is crucial to educate clients about the 
merits of succession planning and wealth transfer. To this end, it is important that RMs improve their 
familiarity with the required processes, the possible strategies and the solutions on offer. Of the wide 
range of products on offer, life insurance products are among the top three choices of end-clients 
and RMs, along with trusts and wills. At the same time, Transamerica Life Bermuda is one of the top 
three choices of RMs, highlighting the penetration of the firm among professionals in Asia’s wealth 
management industry as well as the importance of branding.

In the final chapter of the report, Asian Private Banker examined three case studies that highlight the 
value proposition of life insurance products in the succession and wealth transfer plans of two HNWIs 
and one UHNWI in Asia. The report presented the background, needs and choices of three different 
end-clients and highlighted the comparative advantages of life insurance products in respect to 
liquidity, tax efficiency, mitigating internal and external risks such as family disputes and regulations.
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