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A Note From the Authors: COVID-19 and RIA M&A 

The COVID-19 pandemic has presented us with unique and unprecedented market disruption. Seemingly 

overnight, the wealth management community confronted a threat both personal and professional in nature. It 

tested our business continuity plans, organizational structures and technology infrastructures in ways few of us 

could imagine. The prevailing wisdom is that the COVID-19 pandemic and the associated strains will pass. 

However, our industry's personal and professional norms will be different for the foreseeable future.  

The RIA Deal Room focuses on the long-term strategic trends of RIA M&A. The COVID-19 pandemic is likely to 

alter the psychology of M&A participants and the drivers behind transactions. These changes will have 

implications for RIAs that impact how they run their businesses: 

▪ Growth. RIAs have been forced to learn how to grow organically in a remote work environment. What 

worked and what did not during the pandemic? 

▪ Platform. The crisis has tested RIA platforms, revealing the strengths and weaknesses in their people, 

process and technology. How will service models transform? 

▪ Talent. Will the crisis create an opportunity for transactions between firms in different markets? The crisis 

has taught us wealth management teams no longer need to be co-located to succeed. 

▪ Business Management. Will founders grow tired of operating their businesses? AGS is not convinced this 

is true, but are we likely to see more movement of management responsibilities in many firms? 

While we might see some change in work styles, platforms and management practices, some tailwinds are 

signaling more M&A activity ahead: 

▪ Active Buyers. There are more Acquisition Brands than in years past. Sixteen firms completed multiple 

transactions in 2019, compared with 13 in 2018 and 11 in 2017.i 

▪ Succession. The numbers don't lie. Over this decade, more advisors will have to address their eventual 

transition out of the business. Not all owners will choose to leverage M&A, but this trend will continue as 

time stops for no one. 

▪ More Capital Options. RIAs have greater access to capital than ever before. This includes equity capital 

providers such as Acquisition Brands, but also debt and flexible capital providers focused on growth  

and liquidity. 

▪ Forward-Looking Assumptions. COVID-19 is likely to impact deal psychology in the form of prospective 

revenue and cash flow assumptions. This could impact overall valuations if acquirers get nervous about 

future performance, and it is very likely to change the way the industry approaches deal structures. 

The AGS team is here to help RIAs consider shifts in their strategic plans to leverage what went well during the 

crisis and address what did not go well. Please take advantage of the thought leadership and webinar 

resources we make available to the industry.  

 

 

   

Brandon Kawal, Principal 

bkawal@advisorgrowthllc.com 

John Furey, Managing Partner 

jfurey@advisorgrowthllc.com 

 

https://www.advisorgrowthllc.com/the-wire
https://www.advisorgrowthllc.com/webinars
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2019 M&A Review: The More Things Change 

2019 proved to be an exciting year for the wealth management industry. Service providers such as custodians, 

asset managers and technology providers announced significant changes to their service offerings. The bull 

market continued in the public markets, and RIAs completed a record number of transactions.  

Acquisition Brands continued to dominate RIA M&A in 2019. Transaction data found that 66% of all RIA M&A 

transactions were completed by 16 firms,ii and the Acquisition Brand category expanded as new firms 

completed multiple transactions. Addressing succession partially fueled the volume, while scale- and growth-

oriented transactions played a role. The capital options available to RIAs created more optionality than ever 

before, and overall, M&A awareness improved with multiple data sources covering the activity. 

It was a golden year for valuations. The median adjusted EBITDA multiple increased to 6.6x, a nearly 30% jump 

from last year’s analysis. The valuation increases benefited firms with less than $500M in AUM more than larger 

firms by comparison, but firms with greater than $1B still enjoyed a substantial valuation premium. Consideration 

shifted to an average of 70% cash and showed a flight to certainty driven by the low cost of debt capital, and 

potential hesitation in deploying expensive equity capital. The use of equity dropped substantially, with 58% of 

transactions reporting no equity consideration. The evolution of price and terms suggest prospective buyers will 

need to be laser-focused to compete, and sellers will have to evaluate market complexity and work harder to 

command a valuation premium.  

Increased activity is likely to force more advisory firms to define their strategy and decide if they want to build 

or partner to reach their goals. The largest firms in the industry control a growing share of total AUM, and 

organic growth is a continual challenge. Growth and platform excellence create more optionality for owners 

and the next generation of talent. While keeping the status quo is a viable option, RIAs will grapple with 

"protecting what they have" or investing in their firms for better market position.  

The 2020 RIA Deal Room report evaluates the long-term direction of RIA M&A based on 31 actual transactions 

that occurred in 2019. AGS analyzed and compared the changes in valuation and terms against last year’s 

report and sought perspective from key industry participants. The research also includes a survey of 96 advisory 

firms to identify how RIAs are thinking about running their businesses and engaging the M&A market. AGS is 

committed to helping the wealth management community evaluate how M&A can improve the industry's 

growth and sustainability. Please reach out to Advisor Growth Strategies if you have questions about the 

research or need a partner to help evaluate the RIA M&A market. Thank you for reading!  

 
BlackRock on the dynamic RIA market: 

M&A within the RIA industry continues to evolve quickly. The COVID-19 pandemic has introduced a challenging 

situation that is impacting RIAs in many ways.  M&A and other important trends in the RIA industry are likely to 

change in the coming months and years. Understanding market trends, valuations, succession strategies, and 

future growth opportunities will help RIAs make informed decisions that propel the industry to new heights. 

At BlackRock we pride ourselves on the holistic support we provide our clients and believe this research is 

valuable for an RIA in running their business and planning for their next evolution of growth and success.  Now 

more than ever, it is important to stay as close to the trends as possible to make informed decisions and 

navigate these dynamic times. For more information on how BlackRock can help, please visit BlackRock’s 

Advisor Center, or contact your local BlackRock Partner. 

- Hollie Fagan, Head of BlackRock’s RIA business  

BlackRock’s purpose is to help more and more people experience financial well-being. As a fiduciary to investors and a leading provider of financial 

technology, our clients turn to us for the solutions they need when planning for their most important goals. As of March 31, 2020, the firm managed 

approximately $6.47 trillion in assets on behalf of investors worldwide. For additional information on BlackRock, please visit www.blackrock.com/corporate 

https://www.blackrock.com/us/financial-professionals/your-practice/inorganic-growth
https://www.blackrock.com/us/financial-professionals/your-practice/inorganic-growth
www.blackrock.com/corporate


The RIA Deal Room | 2020 

3 

 

 

 

 

Preparing for the Next Generation of RIA M&A 

 2019 Finding Future Implications 

Strong M&A 

Tailwinds 

16 Acquisition Brands completed 66% of all RIA 

M&A transactions. $1.6T in AUM is expected to go 

into motion in the next 5 – 10 years, and RIAs have 

more capital options than ever before. 

More than $20B in total valuation could go into 

motion over the next 5 – 10 years. The industry 

needs more acquirers to fill the potential void 

as more owners consider their exit plans. 

A Golden Year 

for Valuations 

The median adjusted EBITDA multiple increased 

by nearly 30% in 2019 to 6.6x. Large firms 

continued to enjoy a substantial premium to their 

smaller peers, but average valuations for sub-

$500M firms saw a greater improvement on a 

relative basis. 

 

 

Valuations multiples are likely to stay stable. 

The focus will be on long-term drivers such as 

organic revenue growth, top talent and 

geographic position. Tension is expected to 

build between "protecting what you have" 

versus preparing to drive a future premium. 

The Optimal 

Capital 

Structure? 

Cash increased to 70% of total consideration, on 

average, with the use of equity nearly dropping in 

half. The rising cost of equity capital, and low cost 

of debt, drove deal structures and valuations. 

Balance sheet strength will become a focus for 

prospective acquirers. Potential sellers will 

need  

to carefully consider their ideal fit in a 

transaction as long-term considerations such 

as equity are harder to obtain.  

 

Room to Win  

for Buyers 

Valuation multiples increased overall, but the shift 

in deal structures shows a potential alignment 

gap. 58% of transactions included no ownership, 

and the average deal structure included less than 

10% contingent cash consideration. 

Transactions from 2019 suggest a flight to 

certainty. Buyers will have to decide to 

compete head-on with Acquisition Brands or 

develop a niche acquisition strategy. Potential 

buyers have opportunities to compete 

regionally or appeal to underserved market 

segments such as smaller RIAs, breakaways 

and boutique providers. 

 

A Fork in the 

Road for Sellers 

An increase in valuations is a good news story for 

potential sellers. The average deal emphasized 

cash, a down payment of 62% and very little 

equity. The capital partner landscape became 

more complex but provided more options.  

Potential sellers will have more options for an  

exit, but also more complexity. Sellers will have  

to be more strategic about how they 

approach the M&A market, as the most 

attractive firms will  

be better positioned to command a valuation 

premium. 

 

Front Row Seat 

The total AUM controlled by the top ~5% 

continues to widen. The growing size gap should 

force more RIAs to consider their strategic options. 

While many RIAs don’t expect to seek out M&A, 

the relationship between size, scale and valuation 

puts a focus on maximizing long-term optionality. 

The same factors that make great acquirers 

are also driving the highest valuation 

premiums. Organic growth, best-in-class 

platform and top talent all lead to improved 

valuation and greater exit strategy choice. A 

critical decision will be what approach is 

differentiated and achieves the goal most 

efficiently? 
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Strong M&A Tailwinds

The RIA industry produced rising M&A activity in 2019. Many of the RIA industry's largest support providers 

experienced a rapid change that kept the industry buzzing for much of the calendar year. The major 

custodians announced a race to zero trading commissions, as well as a major merger, and RIAs directly 

experienced major developments as large firms entered into milestone transactions. Goldman Sachs acquired 

United Capital, Mercer Advisors and Wealth Enhancement Group secured new financial sponsors, and 

HighTower Advisors consummated their strategic pivot with multiple direct investments in large RIAs. The RIA 

industry posted a record number of transactions, affirming the attractiveness of the RIA business model.  

Some RIA M&A trends steepened in 2019. Acquisition Brands drove the M&A market in 2019, accounting for 66% 

of the total tracked transactions.i Sixteen Acquisition Brands completed multiple transactions as new players 

(such as Allworth Financial, Creative Planning, Cresset, The Mather Group, and Dakota Wealth Management) 

announced multiple acquisitions.  

Succession planning continued to be a concern, as many founders 

have not planned for an eventual exit. Cerulli and Associates 

estimated that $1.6 trillion in AUM will be transitioning due to advisor 

retirements in the next 5 – 10 years. While it's reasonable to assume 

that not all of the AUM will make it to the M&A channels, founders 

cannot ignore the ticking clock, as it usually takes a minimum of five 

years to transition a business internally. Founding or controlling owners 

will have to come to terms with winding down their businesses, 

investing in sustainability or taking the time to evaluate the strategic 

benefits of M&A. 

RIAs have more capital options than ever before. Equity and debt capital providers surrounded the RIA space 

and offered differentiated capital solutions that appeal to a broader RIA demographic. The influx of capital 

options has led to greater optionality, but also a considerable increase in complexity as RIAs seek to grow their 

businesses. RIAs will have to continue focusing on their long-term strategy and where they want to build value 

as the industry becomes more dynamic, and not all options will be appropriate. 
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There are good reasons to be optimistic about the RIA M&A market. However, the industry’s success raises new 

questions that will define the next phase of RIA M&A. Will valuations and deal terms persist at the current levels? 

Which RIAs will improve their platforms and compete for M&A opportunities? Will the industry improve 

succession awareness to address liquidity? The answers to these questions will have a profound impact on RIA 

M&A in the future as the RIA industry takes a greater share of U.S. advisor-managed assets. 

 

A Golden Year for Valuations 

RIA valuation multiples increased in 2019 and benefited selling 

owners. The median adjusted EBITDA multiple in 2019 rose 29% to 

6.6x. The aggregate valuation increase is likely the result of 

increasing competition among acquirers, RIA cash flow 

performance and a low cost of debt capital. Predictions of 

future success presumably played a significant role in valuations. 

Many transactions appeared to price in strong future growth 

rate assumptions, leveraging forward-looking or run-rate 

financials. This mindset is an essential dynamic in valuations as 

price, terms and future growth assumptions influence 

negotiations. 

Valuations showed a noticeable variance of over 3x EBITDA for the largest firms (>$1B AUM) versus the smallest 

(<$200M AUM). However, the average ranges of multiples tightened compared to transactions in last year’s 

report. The average multiple spread was 4.9x for deals examined in last year’s report but decreased by almost 

40% for transactions in 2019. The average valuation range improved for firms between $200 – $500M more than 

their peers. This development is at odds with the findings in our first research installment as higher average 

valuations also included a heavy cash emphasis. 

 

Firms with a capital partner completed an estimated 50% of transactions since 2016. These firms influence 

valuation levels and are likely leveraging their size and capital expertise to compete. Firms backed by capital 
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partners may have been willing to win a competitive bidding 

situation by increasing the valuation because they can access 

lower-cost capital, and the transactions remain accretive on a 

relative basis. More notably, valuations remained strong for firms 

with over $1B in AUM as they continue to pace the market and 

achieve the highest valuation multiples.  

Valuation multiples are likely to show resiliency in the near term, but 

the industry should not be surprised if valuations decrease in the 

near future. Changes in forward-looking growth and cash flow 

assumptions, debt capacity constraints, or a prolonged market 

downturn could put pressure on valuations and shift the focus to 

transaction terms through growth-and-risk sharing. However, valuations are likely to stay within predictable 

bands based on size and growth characteristics. The largest firms (>$1B) are expected to command a premium 

considering the low absolute number of these firms and attractive growth and earnings characteristics. 

Valuation expectations also appear to be in-line with market realities as 65% of surveyed advisors believe their 

valuation is between 5 – 8x EBITDA. This suggests sellers may be closer to the market than expected, and likely 

puts the emphasis on finding the right partner and ideal transaction structure. 

 

The Optimal Capital Structure? 

M&A activity in 2019 showed a large shift in deal structures compared with previous years. Examining deals in 

the last study showed the average transaction was 47% cash, 41% equity and 12% contingent. In 2019, there 

was a shift away from using equity in transactions. The average transaction in this period was 70% cash, 22% 

equity and 8% contingent. Average deal structures indicated a willingness on both sides to deal with cash 

consideration at higher valuations. 

 

Warren Buffett once reflected on Berkshire Hathaway's acquisition of Dexter Shoe and said, "To date, Dexter is 

the worst deal that I've made."iii Why? The transaction was done as an all-stock purchase, and Berkshire 

Hathaway's business grew exponentially while the acquiree's business model deteriorated. RIA M&A may have torn 

a page from Buffett's playbook in 2019. Nearly 60% of studied transactions contained no equity consideration in 
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2019, and the average consideration showed a nearly 50% decline in equity use from the last research report. The 

low use of equity could also point toward concerns over deferring liquidity in favor of shared growth. 

The shift to cash was a flight to certainty for both buyers and sellers. 

Contingent consideration lowered from 12% to 8% in the average 

deal. The decrease in equity and contingent consideration signals 

buyers focused on predictable return on investment, and sellers 

appeared to value certainty in their financial outcome during a 

strong year. These results should not be viewed in isolation, as 100% 

of the deals tracked utilized standard transition criteria as a 

condition of transaction closing. Transition criteria typically ensure 

buyers are getting the business "as agreed upon" and are usually 

followed by an evaluation 12 – 24 months later. In RIA M&A, it is still 

common for selling owners to remain with the firm for 2 – 5+ years 

after closing. 

A growing appetite to deploy debt capital partially explains the shift in terms. Cash was the low-cost currency, 

and transaction data confirmed buyers and sellers favored the approach. Acquirers balked at leveraging equity 

in deal consideration structures as their valuations were much higher than their smaller counterparts on a relative 

basis. Sellers had to convince buyers that parting ways with equity was a prudent capital structure decision. 

 

RIAs are likely to see a continued preference for cash and contingent structures in M&A. The low cost of debt capital is 

likely to benefit RIAs that grow organically and show commitment to strong financial management. This means 

prospective buyers will have to consider the "cost of entry" if they are going to compete with established Acquisition 

Brands or approach M&A in a differentiated way. However, there is a 

strong probability that terms shift toward greater balance as we move 

forward. Market uncertainty may create a greater focus on organic 

growth and best-in-class advisory platforms, and valuations and terms 

could shift if debt capital becomes too expensive. The industry could 

have more than $20B in total enterprise value changing hands in the 

next 5 – 10 years. Compare this with the estimated overall cash flow 

available to borrow against, and the RIA industry would need to have 

more than 3x EBITDA in debt capital to accommodate the liquidity 

need. While these are estimates and cannot be perceived as exact, 

there is a good chance valuations and terms shift in response to the 

supply.iv 
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Room to Win for Buyers  

The RIA M&A market is maturing, and barriers to entry may seem too high for aspiring acquirers. Valuations 

since 2015 have followed a predictable trend based on size and growth characteristics, but there is greater 

competition for the available supply. Are there any opportunities left for potential acquirers? The short answer is 

"yes," and the industry will need more entrants to perpetuate a healthy balance between supply and demand. 

Future succession needs, the challenges of building scale, and steady movement from advisory teams leaving 

captive or semi-captive channels will all lead to more opportunities. Acquisition Brands accommodated 

approximately $67.5B in transacted AUM in 2019, but combine the small percentage of RIAs completing 

acquisitions with the fact that Acquisition Brands are completing 13% of evaluated transactions, and there 

should be plenty of available supply.v  

Access to capital remained table stakes as the average down 

payment increased from 60% in last year’s report to 62% of total 

cash consideration in 2019. Buyers delivered cash consideration 

quickly to sellers, as well as expedited the remaining consideration 

(contingent upon the business transitioning as planned). Prospective 

buyers must consider that entering RIA M&A will require a choice: 

either compete with Acquisition Brands that are trying to build a 

national or super-regional footprint, or enter the M&A market with a 

narrow strategy. This choice informs how potential buyers build their 

platforms and value proposition. The successful acquirers still won 

with a unique story built around their platforms and how they serve 

clients, employees and owners.  

Buyers do not have to mimic the approach of established Acquisition Brands to compete with them. Firms such 

as Focus Financial, Mercer Advisors, Mariner Wealth and others have been acquiring for years and built strong 

reputations. Prospective buyers must instead determine if they can be contextually better than the incumbents. 

"Contextually better" could mean a differentiated model that appeals to a large demographic of RIAs, or a 

narrow acquisition model that appeals to a targeted subset of advisors. When surveyed, 73% of RIAs said if they 

were to sell, merge or partner, they would prefer a firm that competes in the same geographic region or a 

local partner they know very well.vi   
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Acquisition Brands will continue to do well in RIA M&A 

by leveraging their size and strong platforms. However, 

other winners will likely emerge from a group of 

progressive buyers that define success differently and 

address overlooked opportunities. "Winning" will 

probably mean appealing to a geographic or 

operating model niche or trying to appeal to sellers 

interested in long-term outcomes such as equity 

participation. Regardless, increasing the competitive 

differentiation will be critical moving forward. If not, 

potential sellers will likely either default to familiar 

incumbents, or they will fail to act because of uncertainty. 

 

A Fork in the Road for Sellers 

The evolution of the RIA M&A market leads to greater optionality for potential sellers. Sellers seek out the M&A 

market for a variety of reasons, such as succession, liquidity and a better platform. Many sellers enjoyed higher 

valuation multiples, but the average transaction heavily favored cash. Almost 60% of transactions contained no 

equity consideration, compared with just 20% from 2015 – 2018. Sellers accepted certainty in favor of long-term 

participation, and the shift presents unique opportunities for sellers to get educated and define what success 

means before entering the M&A market. 
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2019 signaled that M&A readiness and education is crucial moving forward. Market data shows where buyers 

and sellers went directionally, but each RIA must determine what is best for their unique circumstances. This 

requires defining "why" a transaction is helpful and addressing the market accordingly. This process starts with 

RIAs understanding what factors drive value and the best options available to help deliver the outcome. One  

area that requires research is the capital options available in the space. These providers tend to vary by time 

commitment and flexibility, and all may approach a transaction differently based on their return model. 

  

The challenge for many RIAs is understanding the 6 – 7 (depending on how you classify private equity and 

flexible capital) available external capital sources and where each adds value. What sellers need from a 

transaction will define viable options and 

impact valuation and terms. The market's 

trends show that the largest and most 

attractive sellers will have the most 

considerable optionality within the capital 

provider landscape and more influence over 

deal terms. This is supported by firms that 

have direct PE investments as they are 

typically large firms with strong growth and 

earnings profiles. Private equity's involvement 

in RIA M&A has increased over the years. 

Deals conducted by firms with a capital 

partner increased from 37% of reported 

transactions in 2016 to 61% in 2019. 

Understanding the capital options market 

highlights an important consideration for 

sellers, "Which type of partner do you want?"  

Earnings discipline played a significant role in sellers' outcomes in 2019. When evaluating the adjusted earnings 

(as measured by adjusted EBITDA), the top firms (those with more than $5M in adjusted earnings) commanded 

a valuation multiple more than two times their smaller peers (<$1M of earnings). This shift highlights that size is a 

proxy for growth, stability and synergy potential. The valuations reflected that buyers were valuing sellers' 

current and pro forma earnings and considering how they may improve once transitioned.  

Potential sellers will have to focus on improving key valuation 

characteristics to command a premium in the market. This starts 

with getting educated on the M&A market and improving M&A 

readiness overall. Improving M&A readiness will put RIAs in a 

position to better interpret the available options and valuation 

drivers that are attractive to potential acquirers. Perhaps most 

importantly, education and readiness will allow sellers to determine 

if M&A is a viable solution, and what type of partner helps get the 

best outcome. The consideration order of priority will likely 

emphasize cash, then contingent payments, and equity last. The 

increased focus on competitive position and valuation factors will 

also better position sellers to command more expensive 

consideration, such as equity in a transaction. If nothing else, seller 

education will help improve the likelihood that the looming 

succession issues can be adequately addressed. 
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Front Row Seat – The Next Generation of RIA M&A 

The AGS team believes we are entering the next generation of RIA M&A as buyers and sellers refine their 

strategic focus. A powerful question has surrounded the RIA space: "build, outsource or partner?" This question 

seems simple, but continued pressure from an evolving industry makes this decision more urgent for many RIAs. 

The industry barbell noted in the first installment of this research grew wider. Cerulli and Associates noted that 

5.4% of RIAs controlled 64.3% of AUM at the end of 2018.vii Meanwhile, the RIA industry continues to struggle with 

organic growth. AGS analysis estimates that the RIA industry produced an organic compound annual growth 

rate of between 3 – 4% from 2013 – 2018.viii     

RIAs do not have to engage in M&A to stay relevant. When surveyed, 51% of firms stated they are unlikely to 

buy another RIA in the next 12 months, and 81% said they are unlikely to sell in the next 12 months. However, RIA 

owners must recognize that their firms should still focus on valuation drivers such as organic growth, a scalable 

advisory platform, strong next-generation talent, favorable client household demographics and a path to 

liquidity. Firms with an attractive valuation profile create more options for future success. 

The increasing pressure to scale and the inevitable change of control 

from succession demand greater awareness and education of RIAs. 

The current market conditions suggest that M&A will remain active, and 

buyers will continue to emphasize cash. Valuation multiples are likely to 

remain steady, but a softening in forward-looking growth assumptions 

will drive the market to greater balance in deal terms or soften absolute 

valuations. We expect to see a greater emphasis on contingent and 

equity consideration moving forward.   

These trends indicate a greater opportunity for those that are 

prepared. A new breed of buyers can plug gaps in the market by 

utilizing a segmented strategy. This will ultimately benefit sellers as they have more options and can choose 

between emphasizing liquidity or long-term outcomes. Sellers will have to demonstrate attractive qualities to 

command a premium, or to get established buyers to part with valuable equity consideration. We expect this 

evolution to persist well into the future and spur more significant M&A based on long-term success. 

We are optimistic about the road ahead for RIA M&A for different reasons than in the past. We are expecting a 

new generation of RIA M&A that includes scaled Acquisition Brands and acquirers that focus on specific 

geographies or service models. There are many opportunities available for RIAs going forward, but a long-term 

perspective will be needed now more than ever.  

 

Contact Us 

Advisor Growth Strategies, LLC 

3225 N Central Ave Suite 100 

Phoenix, AZ 85012 

Office: 480.245.5094 

Email: info@advisorgrowthllc.com 

advisorgrowthllc.com 
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About the Research 

AGS collected transaction data and surveyed industry participants over six months. AGS added 31 transactions 

from 2019 to the 55 transactions from last year’s report (2015 – 2018) and increased the total tracked 

transactions to 86. Overall, 2019 data included over $35B in sellers AUM and $500M in total valuation. AGS also 

conducted a survey in early 2020 and included questions regarding valuation, business management and 

engaging in M&A. The survey was separate from collecting transaction data and used to complement the 

transaction analysis. The following methodology was used to secure and evaluate the transaction data: 

▪ AGS contacted RIAs nationwide to ask for actual transaction data and included existing internal data. 

The data collection process happened in late 2019 and early 2020. 

▪ AGS provided context and a data collection format. AGS secured the selling firm's AUM, Revenue, 

EBITDA, consideration mix (cash, equity, other), post-transaction compensation, post-transaction 

success (qualitative) and post-transaction success (growth). 

▪ The number of transactions by seller revenue size: 

o Eleven transactions under $2M in revenue 

o Twelve transactions between $2M – $5M in revenue 

o Eight transactions greater than $5M in revenue 

▪ Five transactions were removed from the dataset to arrive at 31 transactions for 2019.  

▪ 2020 RIA Survey (n = 96): AGS launched a 20-question survey in early 2020 to identify advisors’ 

preferences on running, managing and growing their firms. The survey results are used to complement 

the research but are an independent dataset from collected transaction research. 

Glossary and Definitions 

▪ Acquisition Brands – large RIA acquirers (financial or strategic) that have done multiple transactions and make  

M&A a known growth objective. 

▪ AUM/AUA – Assets under Management or Assets under Advisement. The total assets managed by an RIA on behalf 

of end-clients. 

▪ RIA – Independent Registered Investment Advisor. For the purposes of this research, RIAs include fee-only and 

hybrid RIAs. Hybrid RIAs maintain a relationship with a broker/dealer. 

▪ EBITDA – Earnings before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation and Amortization. 

▪ Adjusted EBITDA – EBITDA after adjusting for one-time expenses, non-operating expenses, or synergies in a 

transaction. Adjusted EBITDA may also include known income or cost events that impact a target firm's economics. 

▪ Cash consideration – cash at closing (down), escrow payments, or installments. Any current or deferred 

consideration solely related to the purchase of the business (e.g., excludes growth hurdles, earnouts or deferred 

performance incentives unrelated to transitioning the business). 

▪ Equity consideration – any form of ownership used in a transaction (voting or non-voting). 

▪ Contingent payments – ongoing revenue-sharing (earnouts), long-term variable notes or any form of consideration 

that is dependent on growth in economics beyond one-year. 

i Source: Fidelity Wealth Management Transaction Reports, AGS Analysis, Public Information, SEC Filings 
ii Source: Fidelity Wealth Management Transaction Reports, AGS Analysis, Public Information, SEC Filings 
iii Source: https://markets.businessinsider.com/news/stocks/warren-buffett-most-gruesome-mistake-dexter-shoe-9-billion-error-2020-1-

1028827359 
iv Source: AGS Analysis leveraging 2019 Cerulli and Associates RIA report, 2019 Evolution Revolution, and publicly available information. AGS 

estimated the total addressable RIA market was $4.54T in AUM/AUA. The total AUM due to succession totaled $1.6T in AUM/AUA. AGS 

assumed the total market, less succession assets, and estimated the total borrowing power of firms greater than $100M in AUA. The analysis 

assumes an average AUM fee of 80 bps, and average profit margin of 25%. 
v Fidelity Investments. 2019 M&A Deal Valuation and Structure Study. 
vi Source: AGS 2020 RIA Survey (n = 96). 
vii Cerulli and Associates. 2019 RIA Report. 
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