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The RIA M&A Rollercoaster:  
Fewer but Bigger Deals in 2018  
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“We are in a unique period of extreme turbulence,” said  
David DeVoe, Managing Director at DeVoe & Company. 
“Quarterly M&A transaction volume has careened to recent 
record lows, shot up to an all-time high, only to drop back  
into the basement again. However, when you step back  
from the detail of the volatility, it is clear that a softening  
has occurred over the last twelve months.”  

Quarterly RIA M&A activity has been volatile
Number of transactions executed in recent quarters 

Quarterly M&A Activity — All Transactions 
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The most recent decline was driven by a drop in Established 
RIA transactions. The anemic 14 Established RIA deals  
were less than half of the transactions in the first quarter  
and 32% lower than the three-year quarterly average. “It’s an 
interesting time: Conversations are very active, LOIs are  

RIA merger and acquisition activity dropped dramatically in Q2 2018, creating a whipsaw of extremes over  

the last several quarters, according to research conducted by DeVoe & Company. A total of 32 transactions were 

executed during the period, a steep drop from the record 49 transactions in the previous quarter—which had  

been a huge spike from the prior two weak quarters.      

being signed, but very few final agreements were  
consummated during the period,” said Vic Esclamado, 
Managing Director at DeVoe & Company. Recent polls 
indicate that despite the recent rollercoaster, advisors  
expect M&A to continue to increase and plan to be active  
in a variety of ways (more detail below).

Quarterly M&A Activity—Established RIAs
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Breakaway Advisors (defined as advisors/teams at  
wirehouses, IBDs and RIAs with over $100MM that leave 
their employers to join an RIA) by contrast, maintained their 
recent trajectory and were right in line with expectations.  
A total of 18 breakaway joins occurred during the period,  
as the steady flow of exiting IBD and wirehouse advisors 
continued to join RIAs.

http://www.devoeandcompany.com/
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Quarterly M&A Activity—Breakaway  
Advisor Joins
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Fewer but Bigger Deals in 2018
Although the number of transactions has recently decreased, 
the size of the average deal has increased substantially. 
During the first six months of 2018, 81 deals were signed, 
versus 87 in the same period last year. This 7% drop  
in transactions is being offset in some regards by a 20% 
increase in deal size.    

YTD and Annual M&A Activity
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Beyond the Mega-Deals like Financial Engines being taken 
private or Focus Financial Partners filing to go public,  
the garden variety RIA seller with $5B or less in AUM has 
been over $200MM larger in 2018 versus 2017. Acquirers 
generally prefer to acquire bigger firms over smaller, and the 
openness of large RIAs to discuss—and potentially execute—
a transaction is very high.

The average AUM of sellers increased 21% across the board 
during the last six months versus the full year of 2017.   
This shift was driven primarily by a significant drop in firms/
advisors with $100MM to $250MM in AUM, which was 
compounded by an increase in transactions involving AUM  
of $750MM to $1B.

Average AUM of Established RIA Sellers 
(with over $100MM and less than $5B) 
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More specifically, the average AUM of Established RIAs ticked 
up above $1B again to $1.144B.  And Breakaway Advisors 
joining RIAs increased from $288MM in 2017 to $369MM 
during the first two quarters of the year.

Average AUM of Breakaway Advisor Joins 
(with over $100MM and less than $5B)  
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Consolidators like Mercer, United Capital and HighTower  
are contributing to the trend toward larger sellers, as  
they target and close bigger deals. And recent comments  
from the heads of these organizations indicate that this 
momentum will likely continue.

At the June DeVoe M&A+ Succession Summit, Dave Barton, 
Vice-Chairman of Mercer Advisors stated, “The welcome  
mat is out for larger firms. And there is no top end to  
the deals we can do—we have the capital and platform  
that can handle nearly any size firm.” Dave’s slide  
on Mercer’s acquisitions indicated the AUM of Mercer’s 
average acquisition has been $230MM higher in 2018 
than in 2017.  

Joe Duran, CEO of United Capital, echoed the sentiment  
later in the day, as he discussed the company’s momentum 
and aspirations. “Each year, you need to think bigger  
than before—in all aspects,” Joe stated in his Keynote 
Presentation with Jon Beatty, SVP of Schwab Advisor  
Services. “You need to consistently challenge yourself to  
do more and do better, both as a company and as a human 
being.” United Capital’s recent transactions have followed  
a similar pattern of increasingly larger firms.

As transactions increase in size, the strategic power  
compounds as well. HighTower’s acquisition of $4.5B  
Salient early in Q2 is a good example. The blockbuster 
transaction achieved several strategic initiatives,  
including a flagpole in Texas, an efficient entry into  
trust capabilities and adding robust family office services.  
The power of private equity was on display with Hellman  
& Friedman’s acquisition/merger play. The private equity 
firm not only took the $170B AUM Financial Engines  
private, but then merged it with another portfolio firm,  
$22B AUM Edelman. The combination will provide  
complementary capabilities in many geographic markets,  
and the technology infrastructure and acumen of the  
two companies will raise the bar for both Retirement and  
RIA firms. This transaction creates a new juggernaut  
in the RIA/Retirement space.

RIAs and Consolidators Buyer Categories  
Gain Momentum 
During the first half of the year, RIAs as an acquirer category 
bounced back to a 37% share of the acquisitions after drop-
ping to 31% in 2017. Hot on the heels of their Q1 acquisition of 
$2B Avondale, Hilliard Lyons joined the broker protocol and 
added two breakaway teams. EP Wealth and CFO4Life were 
among other RIAs that helped push up the RIA 
acquirer numbers.

Consolidators inched their share up to 53% of all transactions— 
the highest it has been in over six years. Banks moved to the 
sidelines again after a 2017 surge of activity. 

Acquisitions by Buyer Category 
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Houston, (We Know) We Have a Problem
Study after study indicates that less than a third of advisors 
have a written succession plan in place—an alarmingly low 
number in the opinion of many experts. DeVoe & Company 
believes that this exposure point could have a profound 
implication on the industry. And apparently, most 
advisors agree.

DeVoe & Company recently polled principals of RIAs to better 
understand their perspectives on succession planning and 
M&A. One of our questions was whether this lack of succes-
sion planning will likely be a big problem for the industry. 

More than half of the poll respondents believe that it most 
certainly will be a big problem. And only 9% believe that the 
concern around the lack of succession planning is overblown. 
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Is the lack of succession planning:
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Clearly, advisors are aware of the implications of not having  
a plan—and are seemingly positioning themselves to 
capitalize on the trend. Sixty percent of the polled advisors 
expect to acquire an RIA within the next two years  
(hopefully, they all plan to put their own succession plan  
in place, too!). This is great news for the industry, as DeVoe  
& Company believes the industry needs a larger pool  
of acquirers to absorb RIA firms whose owners haven’t 
planned properly for their retirement.  

Do you expect to acquire a firm within  
the next 24 months?
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And more good news: Many advisors are open to having  
a discussion about selling externally. Indicating an  
interest in scale, succession and liquidity, 45% of the  
polled advisors said they are open to discussions with 
external buyers about selling a stake in their firm, which  
is also a significant uptick from the 27% who said they  
were open to this conversation two years ago. 

Were you open to a discussion to sell an 
external stake in your company two years ago?
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Looking Forward
This polling data underscores the paradoxical perspective 
DeVoe & Company has for this industry today:

It’s a sellers’ market. And it’s a buyers’ market.

For sellers, RIA valuations are high, the number of  
buyer candidates is broad and there are clear benefits of 
scale. For buyers, the demographics are attractive, the  
lack of succession planning is beneficial, and the genuine 
openness to talk to buyers is high. So, despite a recent 
slowdown in RIA M&A activity, there is a wide breadth  
of data points that indicate strong M&A activity will likely 
continue well into the future.  

Survey Methodology
The survey was conducted by DeVoe & Company between 
June 15 and July 9, 2018. It focused on owners and senior 
executives of SEC registered RIAs with $200MM or more  
in AUM, includes 123 respondents, has a 95% confidence 
level and a margin of error of 8.7% (+/-). The objective  
was to gain an understanding of advisors’ views on M&A 
and succession-related trends and decision-making. 



DeVoe & Company Overview
Providing business strategy and M&A consulting 
services to the wealth management and investment 
management community

About DeVoe and Company:

DeVoe & Company is a goal-based consulting firm and 
investment bank focused exclusively on guiding wealth 
management and investment management companies to a 
higher level of success. We provide comprehensive valuation, 
strategy and M&A advisory services to help you accelerate  
the achievement of your business goals. Leveraging our 
team’s 100 years of combined experience in RIA business 
consulting and management, we develop solutions tailored 
to your unique goals, needs and situation.

The wealth and investment management industries are 
highly dynamic and evolving at a fast pace. DeVoe & 
Company can help you better understand your options, 
determine your optimal path, and craft an implementable 
plan for you to capitalize on the opportunities.

What We Do
Our mission is to help you achieve success on an accelerated 
basis. Our services fall into three broad categories:

Business Consulting

Investment Banking

Valuations

Who We Are
Founded and led by RIA thought-leader David DeVoe, our 
team has grown to seven professionals with 100 years of 
combined experience. Our consulting approach is a reflection 
of the team’s background: An ideal balance of analytically 
rigorous theory and real world experience. Half our team is 
McKinsey-trained management consultants and the other 
half is former COO’s of $1B+ RIAs. As a result, we are 
positioned like no other consulting firm to provide you 
advice on any strategic challenge you may face. Our breadth 
of experience enables us to be your complete partner.

How We Do It
DeVoe & Company creates 
transformational change  
for our clients through  
a unique, highly focused 
approach. Most engagements 
begin with our proprietary 
strategic planning process: 
StrategicContext™.  
During the StrategicContext™ stage we gain a detailed 
understanding of your business, professional and personal 
goals. Through this methodical approach a strategic “North 
Star” for the engagement emerges. This North Star provides 
the management team with a consistent point of alignment 
for the myriad of the decisions throughout the process. As  
a result, the outcome will be deeply rooted in the company’s 
core goals and integrated into a cohesive plan.

Our Insights
We regularly publish white papers, are quoted in 
financial publications and create other thought 
leadership pieces that we make available on our website 
at www.devoeandcompany.com.

A few of our most recent articles / white papers include:

 ▪ DeVoe RIA Deal Book — The industry’s leading quarterly RIA M&A 
deal tracker and fact book

 ▪ Succession Planning: Planning Your Future

 ▪ Putting Strategic Context Around Your Succession Plan

 ▪ M&A Surges: Why, and Will it Continue?

 ▪ Options, Options, Options

 ▪ Tailor-Made Successor

 ▪ True Value: Learn to Focus on the Things that Drive Up the Value 

of Your Practice

Engaging DeVoe & Company

For more information or to engage our services 
call us at 415.813.5066 or send an email to 
info@devoeandcompany.com.

Follow us on Twitter 
@DavidDeVoe1

DeVoe & Company 
executed more than 200 
engagements in the last 
several years, supporting 
firms managing $50MM 

to over $8B in AUM

This report is brought to you by Nuveen in conjunction with DeVoe and Company. All data is attributable to 
DeVoe and Company as of March 31, 2018.
This report is for informational and educational purposes only. Certain information contained herein is 
based upon the opinions of Nuveen, and the data available at the time of publication of this report, and 
there is no assurance that any predicted results will actually occur. Information and opinions discussed in 
this commentary may be superseded and we do not undertake to update such information.
This information contains no recommendations to buy or sell any specific securities and should not be 

considered investment advice of any kind. This report should not be regarded by recipients as a substitute 
for the exercise of their own judgment. The analysis contained herein is based on numerous assumptions 
which may or may not occur. Certain information was obtained from third party sources which we believe 
to be reliable but are not guaranteed as to their accuracy or completeness.
Nuveen is not affiliated with DeVoe and Company. The investment advisory services, strategies and 
expertise of TIAA Investments, a division of Nuveen, are provided by Teachers Advisors, LLC and TIAA-CREF 
Investment Management, LLC. Nuveen Asset Management, LLC is a registered investment advisor and 
affiliate of Nuveen, LLC.
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Nuveen RIA and Family Off ice Advisor Consultants

 ▪ WEST

Chad Givens MD, Advisor Consultant
Vincent Chiu AVP, Advisor Consultant 
Ray Torres AVP, Advisor Consultant
Ed Rhee AVP, Internal Advisor Consultant

415.595.5720 
415.650.6780 
732.832.6330
312.917.8209

chad.givens@nuveen.com 
vincent.chiu@nuveen.com
ramon.torres@nuveen.com
edward.rhee@nuveen.com

 ▪ CENTRAL/MIDWEST
Trey Anton MD, Advisor Consultant
Doug Gowski  AVP, Advisor Consultant
Matt White, CAIA AVP, Internal Advisor Consultant

949.331.2881
646.483.3032
312.917.8163

trey.anton@nuveen.com
douglas.gowski@nuveen.com
matthew.white@nuveen.com

 ▪ MID-ATLANTIC 
& SOUTH

Fred McAuley, CFA, CFP® MD, Advisor Consultant
John Hennessey AVP, Advisor Consultant
Jason Culver, CFA, CAIA AVP, Internal Advisor Consultant

404.343.1523
312.917.7908
312.917.8362

fred.mcauley@nuveen.com
john.hennessey@nuveen.com
jason.culver@nuveen.com

 ▪ NORTHEAST

John Hauck, CIMA® MD, Advisor Consultant
Joe McCaffrey AVP, Advisor Consultant
Brett Pierson  AVP, Advisor Consultant
Mark Johnston AVP, Internal Advisor Consultant

617.512.8990
856.465.3115
312.917.8096
312.917.6966

john.hauck@nuveen.com 
joe.mccaffrey@nuveen.com
brett.pierson@nuveen.com
mark.johnston@nuveen.com

From Nuveen

Midyear Outlook: (Still) Risk On
Nuveen’s Midyear Outlook: (Still) Risk On represents the 
Global Investment Committee (GIC) views spanning 
public and private asset classes, plus responsible investing. 

We believe global equity markets have more room to run 
— particularly in the U.S. and emerging markets — while 
the opportunity in fixed income is narrowing and will 
require deeper research capabilities to identify value. Real 
assets present more opportunities, particularly in com-
modities, though the commercial real estate boom is 
getting long in the tooth and therefore requires more 
selectivity. For those investors who can access private 
markets, so-called middle market loans are still providing 

investors with good covenant protection at attractive yields. 
Finally, demand for more responsible investment options, 
especially outside the U.S., continues to grow, as more 
investors conclude that well-governed companies should 
have attractive long-term return potential. 

Read on for more detailed analysis from our world-class 
investment leaders. (Still) Risk On

If you’d like additional information, including  
current commentary and sector insights, please contact 
your Nuveen Advisor Consultant.

http://www.devoeandcompany.com/
http://www.nuveen.com/Home/Default.aspx?refsrc=pdf
http://www.devoeandcompany.com/
https://documents.nuveen.com/Documents/Nuveen/Default.aspx?fileId=73958

