
The Deal Room | 2019 

  

The RIA Deal Room 
The Pandemic Drives Deal Acceleration 

2021 

 

 

 
 

Sponsored by: 

 



The RIA Deal Room | 2021 

 
 

1 

 

2020 M&A Review: The Best Defense Is a Good Offense 

2020 was a pivotal year for the RIA industry. RIA M&A started the year at a record pace, and all signs pointed to 
continued success. At the end of 2019, the total number of RIAs increased slightly, and the RIA channel also 
became more concentrated as 67.2% of AUM was controlled by 6.4% of RIAs.i Overall, the industry was more 
successful, and 2020 shaped up to be another busy year for RIAs for familiar reasons.  

The pandemic threatened to derail much of the industry's momentum and put many RIAs on defense. 
Professionals shifted to a virtual work environment, and the new circumstances tested advisory platforms. Many 
pivoted their focus to caring for their clients, employees and families. Unsurprisingly, RIA M&A came to a halt in 
Q2 2020 with varying predictions about what would come next. M&A accelerated quickly in the second half of 
the year and ended the year at an incredible pace. Why was M&A so strong in the second half of 2020, 
considering all the turmoil? RIAs that entered 2020 on the offensive were best positioned to react, adapt and 
succeed through the pandemic. 

Outside institutional capital continued to enter the space, and the race for talent kept its intensity. AGS clients 
all noted how difficult it is to find new contributors, and 25% of 2021 RIA Survey participants cited finding new 
talent as the top priority for 2021. New catalysts like political unrest, tax uncertainty and management fatigue 
emerged. Consistent supply-side drivers combined with new M&A catalysts resulted in a record number of 
transactions in 2020. While additional motivations drove more to evaluate the M&A market, the shift to virtual 
also enabled more efficient activity and appears here to stay.   

The steady demand and new supply-side drivers steepened the ramp curve to enter RIA M&A. The firms with 
the deepest capabilities leveraged the changing circumstances to accelerate organic and inorganic growth. 
Firms with a strongly defined platform proved nimbler and seized more opportunities than those without a clear 
integration plan. As a result, demand remained strong for quality opportunities and drove a 21% increase in 
median valuations from 2019-2020. The industry benefited from an active market, but not all firms participated 
equally.   

For all RIAs, M&A awareness and education is increasingly important because of the diversity in deal models. 
With RIAs having more reasons to consider M&A, and more options becoming available, the M&A environment 
is growing increasingly crowded and complex. This environment is putting enormous pressure on internal 
succession and long-term directions of firms. The best buyers in the space are also the sellers commanding the 
highest premiums. However, many RIAs still plan to "go it alone" as nearly 50% are not considering M&A at all, 
according to the Advisor Growth Strategies 2021 RIA Survey. 

The pandemic acceleration is likely not a short-term reaction. Keep reading to learn more about undercurrents 
in the RIA M&A market. Please reach out to Advisor Growth Strategies if you have questions about the research 
or need a partner to help evaluate your ideal strategy. 

 

 

 

 
 

Brandon Kawal, Principal 
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2021: A Year for Charging Ahead and Adapting to the New Realities 

Our annual RIA M&A research initiative, The RIA Deal Room, asked prominent dealmakers to provide insight 
regarding how 2020 changed RIA M&A and what is ahead in 2021. The RIA Deal Room is the only research 
report that leverages detailed M&A transaction data to understand how and why deals are getting done. A 
year headlined by the COVID-19 pandemic and deal volatility prompted the AGS team to ask for new 
qualitative insights. This process and an impactful shift in M&A helped form our basis for what lies ahead for RIA 
industry M&A. 

The pandemic changed M&A and will likely lead to incremental transactions in 2021. 

Industry participants reported a 4% increase in deal volume from 2019 and a total of 130 RIA transactions in 
2020.ii Transaction closings slowed considerably in the middle of 2020 and rebounded sharply in the second half 
of the year. A strong stock market rebound and little-to-no impact on buyer demand accelerated M&A 
activity, and Acquisition Brand dealmakers’ sentiment suggests continued momentum in 2021.   

Every participant (100% of dealmakers) indicated they plan to do more transactions in 2021 relative to 2020. 
When asked how 2020 impacted the ability to execute, every dealmaker suggested that sourcing transactions 
went unchanged, with the pandemic in some ways accelerating volume. Further, there was a consistent 
theme that virtual working environments aided deal processes as both buyers and sellers had fewer 
distractions. Dealmakers expect many of the steps in a deal process that traditionally required in-person 
meetings will move to virtual going forward. 

Supply and demand became more lopsided. 

RIA M&A activity is subject to the same underlying dynamics as any market — supply and demand. The 
industry’s M&A track record and robust capital sources proved that deal counts are rising, and the likely 
increase in sellers may impact valuation fundamentals. However, dealmakers highlighted that demand is 
growing just as fast, if not faster, versus supply leading to valuation increases.  

Industry tailwinds and new catalysts drove more potential sellers to evaluate M&A as a strategy, while capital 
pools found a home in the RIA sector. Dealmakers continue to reference outside money chasing large and 
mature RIA platforms as a driving force of activity.   

AGS believes the pandemic only accelerated outside capital trends as other industries had a dreadful year, 
and RIAs emerged stronger than ever. According to the AGS 2021 RIA Survey, 86% of RIAs feel they are better 
positioned to succeed than before the pandemic (2021 RIA Survey Results). The impact on 2021? More 
institutional capital is backing emerging RIA platforms and creating increased buyer competition.     

The shift to virtual amplified integration differentiation. 

Integration continues to be an RIA M&A differentiator. Acquisition Brands can point to the number of 
completed deals and successful integrations to distance themselves from untested competition. When asked 

WHAT IS 
INCLUDED IN  
THIS YEAR’S 
REPORT? 
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New in 2021: 
Qualitative insights 
from dealmakers on 
what is ahead in 
2021 (pages 2-3) 

 

Core Message: 
One-of-a-kind analysis 
based on 33 transactions 
closed in 2020 
(throughout the report) 

 

Survey Data: 
Insights from the Advisor Growth 
Strategies 2021 RIA Survey (n=102), 
featuring over 50% of responses from 
firms with more than $1B in AUM 
(throughout the report) 

 

https://www.advisorgrowthllc.com/sites/default/files/2021-05/AGS_2021%20Survey%20Findings_vExternal.pdf
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how the pandemic changed integration, most dealmakers highlighted the shift to virtual as an initial barrier 
followed by increased efficiencies, resulting in a win. Many of the acquirers quickly pivoted to deploying 
resources virtually to enhance efficiency in the integration process. 

The pandemic did not necessarily negate the value of in-person interactions. Most dealmakers acknowledge 
the need for face-to-face meetings or "boots on the ground" to get deals done. The pandemic did create two 
intriguing outcomes that will change how transactions are completed in the future. Deal timelines are 
accelerating because of less travel and scheduling, and inefficiencies have been eliminated. The move to 
virtual provided a new blueprint for negotiation and integration. Acquisition Brands can speak from a position 
of strength because they already built the human capital resources and processes required to compete prior 
to the pandemic. A virtual environment allowed Acquisition Brands to deploy resources faster and more 
efficiently, leading these firms to have greater volume expectations in 2021. 

Hanging a "For Sale" sign will not ensure a great outcome. 

Dealmakers agree that a competitive market and rising valuations create an excellent opportunity for RIA 
owners to evaluate a sale. This could give the perception that now is the time to sell a firm to maximize 
economic outcomes for owners. While this could be true, it is worth noting that Acquisition Brands remain 
disciplined in seeking their ideal acquisition targets.   

AGS analysis finds that acquirers expect to execute on 16%-17% of their 2021deal pipeline. Potential sellers need 
to evaluate how they fit in an increasingly dynamic M&A environment. Buyers and sellers must consider the 
impacts of a new and accelerating M&A environment, and how to best leverage market trends to improve 
outcomes for owners, teams and clients.    

  BlackRock on navigating the road ahead: 
 
M&A deal activity in the RIA industry continues to break records despite a rollercoaster year in 2020. With almost 
$3 trillion in AUM set to change hands over the next 10 years due to retirements, succession, and growth-related 
challenges, we want to help our clients evaluate their options and understand the implications. Importantly, 
deal activity is affecting even those firms who are not immediately in the M&A market – valuations affect 
internal equity for junior partners, technology continues to evolve to meet the growing number of ever-larger 
RIAs, and talent acquisition continues to pose a challenge. 

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.  

 
Martin Small  

Head of Blackrock US Wealth Advisory 

 

 

3 

The RIA Deal Room | 2021 

https://www.blackrock.com/us/financial-professionals/practice/mergers-acquisition
https://www.blackrock.com/us/financial-professionals/practice/mergers-acquisition


The RIA Deal Room | 2021 

 
 

4 

 

 

 

 

 

Adapting to the Pandemic Acceleration 
 2021 Findings Future Implications 

The Best Defense 

The pandemic taught the industry that the 
best defense is a good offense. External 
market concerns and management fatigue 
added to existing succession and scale 
worries. The pandemic led to a record year in 
RIA M&A.   

Awareness and education are critical to informing 
clear decisions regarding M&A. The shift to virtual and 
corresponding efficiencies is here to stay. Most RIAs 
want to continue to “go it alone.” Learning from a 
rapidly changing competitive M&A environment can 
help promote sustainability. 

Prepare for More 
Demand 

14 Acquisition Brands completed multiple 
transactions. Continued interest from outside 
capital partners and a rise in competition 
between integrators and minority investors 
reinforced demand. 

All signs point toward increased demand in the near 
term. Interest from outside capital means supply 
increases are likely to get met in earnest. An ever-
changing set of deal models requires a thoughtful 
approach to transaction evaluation. 

Understand 
Valuation Drivers 

The median adjusted EBITDA multiple 
increased 21% from 2019 to 2020. Large firms 
benefited disproportionately from the 
increases, but valuation increases are trickling 
down market. 

Increased demand, low cost of debt capital and 
favorable market conditions are driving valuation 
premiums. The top end of the market will continue to 
earn premiums, but all RIAs will need to keep a close 
eye on how the changes impact their business. 

Align Risk AND 
Growth 

The average 2020 transaction structure saw 
71% cash, 24% equity and 5% contingent. 
Deals contained more cash, but less at 
closing. 2020 transactions included more 
equity, suggesting the pandemic did slightly 
change risk characteristics. 

Terms are likely to favor sellers as market competition 
remains strong, driving an imbalance between buyers 
and sellers. Current trends suggest that sharing in risk is 
expected, with buyer growth-sharing being the 
differentiator. Fundamentally, buyer organic growth 
remains a compelling story. 

Quickly Ramp Up 

The ramp curve for potential buyers 
steepened. RIA M&A during the pandemic 
reinforced platform strength and credibility. 
More than 65% of firms that completed 
multiple acquisitions from 2016-2020 had a 
strategic partner. However, 65% of 2021 
Survey respondents said they would prefer to 
sell to a local or regional partner. 

Entry points still exist for prospective buyers, but 
building credibility is key. Access to capital helps, but 
buyers are now contending with more incumbent 
Acquisition Brands. A defined approach and 
dedicated resources will create a path to compete.  

Know Before  
You Sign 

The pandemic acceleration, valuation 
increases and seller-friendly terms put 
pressure on business management. Many 
owners prefer to transition their business 
internally, but management fatigue became 
more acute. Awareness and education can 
help operators make an informed decision on 
what items are non-negotiable. 

RIA owners must recognize the pressures from the 
external market. Awareness and education will lead 
to a more thoughtful approach. More options and 
tradeoffs exist in today’s market than ever before. 
Understanding the market, and what tradeoffs are 
feasible, will create a powerful anchor and help avoid 
hasty reactions. 
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Integrators, Investors and Emerging Opportunities 

The RIA M&A market became more segmented in 2020, and the number of Acquisition Brands continues to 
increase. From 2016-2020, more than 40 firms (excluding sub-acquirers) completed multiple transactions, and 14 
completed multiple acquisitions in 2020 alone.ii The acquisition market is getting crowded, and we are likely to 
see more qualified buyers in the future. This unique pipeline supported the increasing demand in RIA M&A in 
2020.  

Acquisition Brands are starting to fit into two distinct profiles — integrators 
and investors. Integrators are competing to build a single brand that 
dominates nationally or regionally. Access to capital has remained table 
stakes for several years, but capital partners have ancillary benefits such 
as credibility and platform development that help integrators expand 
their reach. Capabilities and transaction "know-how" have created a 
credibility barrier for new market entrants. Assuming most RIAs can 
access capital to pay for a transaction, credibility and capabilities are 
the differentiators that matter. 

Influence from outside capital sources and the need to differentiate are 
reshaping RIA M&A. Investors such as private equity firms, family offices, 
and large institutions continued searching for quality platform 
investments. In 2020, three large RIAs announced a new partnership with 
private equity/capital providers, and the appetite from new entrants 
continues. In 2020 alone, AGS received over a dozen inquiries from 
capital providers seeking to enter the space.  

This trend is good news for the ecosystem as new outside capital signals 
a multitude of future opportunities. When outside investors find and invest 
in a platform, they are often executing on an accretive plan that 
includes, among other initiatives, M&A activity. While these participants 
are often described as "capital partners" or "financial sponsors," the most 
significant impact is a credibility transfer that leads to accelerated M&A 
results.    

Minority investors continued to have success in 2020. Investors added a 
new level of consideration for prospective sellers. While integrators seek 
one brand and platform, investors offer a more flexible arrangement that 
allows for greater autonomy. However, there is no such thing as a purely 
passive investor, and RIAs must consider what value an investor brings beyond "writing a check." 

2020 confirmed that we should expect more demand for M&A opportunities in 2021. More than 65% of the firms 
that completed multiple acquisitions from 2016-2020 had a capital partner. Incumbent Acquisition Brands are 
likely to face pressure from emerging platforms in the future, and increasing motives for potential sellers means 
opportunities will emerge.  
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Trickle-Down Valuations 

The median adjusted EBITDA multiple increased 21% 
from 2019 to 2020. Valuations remained surprisingly 
resilient as the industry endured operational shifts 
without a decrease in overall M&A demand. While 
demand and competition grew, the cost of debt 
capital decreased, resulting in another overall 
banner year for valuations. Since the first installment 
of this study released in 2019 (analyzing deals 
completed in 2015-2018), the median adjusted 
EBITDA multiple has increased nearly 60%, and future 
expectations are optimistic given demand outpacing 
supply. The AGS team does not expect the median 
adjusted EBITDA multiple to grow at the same pace 
moving forward, but it is difficult to argue that it will 
retreat in a meaningful way until demand subsides. 

The increase in overall valuations was good news for the industry due to the emergence of well-defined deal 
structures. Large RIA platforms and investors go through sophisticated investment processes that result in robust 
valuations for sellers. Those same platforms tend to be the most equipped buyers, which capitalize on their 
strength to bring smaller RIAs into their infrastructure. RIAs with a capital partner did more than 60% of all 
transactions completed in 2020. The valuation premium these firms can deliver trickles down through the RIA 
space and reinforces that the best buyers are also most likely to command a premium in a sophisticated 
investment process as a seller.   

Not all firms benefited from increasing valuations the same way. Larger firms commanded higher valuations 
due to scarcity and platform strength, which drives higher growth/less risk. Growth, geography and talent 
contributed to premium valuations across the market and serve as a reference point for RIA valuation potential. 
A shared benefit is realized as valuation benefits trickle down, but the market is naturally separating premium 
sellers from the rest. 
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Aligning Risk and Growth 

Deal structures shifted heavily toward cash in 2019. 2020 saw a modest uptick in this trend as structures 
continued to slide toward cash and equity. The average deal structure included 71% cash, 24% equity and 5% 
at-risk contingent payments. The more telling sub-trend from 2020 was the modest reduction in cash down 
payments and slightly higher emphasis on equity than 2019 transactions. One significant impact of the 
pandemic was the near-term protection against delivering high amounts of cash at closing, greater use of 
equity alignment and the repositioning of earnouts to "earn-more" (versus buyer protection). 

 

The average down payment decreased slightly in 2020 in response to uncertainty caused by the pandemic. In 
2020, the average cash at closing was 53% of total cash consideration compared with 62% in 2019. The 
average deal saw 15%-20% of cash deferred until 12 months post-closing. This practice is consistent with industry 
standards. Buyer equity was also used more frequently in 2020 as the average transaction included 24% equity 
consideration. While equity was likely still viewed as the most expensive currency, 2020 transactions leveraged 
more equity to align partners with a long-term outcome.   

Contingent payments such as earnouts or accelerators based on growth have been a longstanding risk-
alignment tool. These provisions generally get a negative reputation because they can potentially put a seller's 
outcome at risk based on performance. An emerging industry trend that played out in the dataset is the 
emphasis on growth-sharing across a broader set of buyers.  

If buyers are asked to guarantee more in a deal, how can they differentiate? An answer was "earn-more" 
provisions that ask sellers to help grow the business and directly reward the activity. While "at-risk" contingencies 
decreased by almost half in 2020, earn more structures enhanced contingencies to the tune of 20%-30% of 
total valuation. This meant many sellers had confidence in 
achieving their initial valuation and had the opportunity to 
enhance economic outcomes substantially post-deal. 

The reframing of contingent payments and use of equity is 
reiterating a critical thesis of M&A. All inorganic activity 
interplays with the desire to accelerate organic growth. 
The most successful Acquisition Brands are finding ways to 
align their platform strength or strategic capabilities to 
incentivize acquisitions to help deliver organic results. 
Creating value post-transaction has become fundamental 
and is an underpinning of the industry's rising valuations. 
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Steeper Ramp Curve 

Is it impossible for new M&A buyers to enter the space? Established Acquisition Brands have built a track record 
that increases seller confidence. Firms that integrate, have investors or both create a steeper ramp curve for 
prospective buyers to compete for 
traditional M&A opportunities. Increased 
competition for a finite number of sellers 
makes it difficult for unproven acquirers to 
differentiate themselves.   

There is good news for new buyers, as not 
all sellers are seeking fully integrated 
Acquisition Brands. Emerging opportunities 
continue to be available for those willing to 
adapt higher-touch or boutique inorganic 
strategies. However, AGS Survey results 
show nearly 53% of firms are not prepared 
to engage in M&A.   

Prospective buyers should take note of 
current competitive dynamics. Sellers have 
more choices than ever before and new 
reasons to consider a transaction. The 
pandemic caused disruptive catalysts such as political unrest, tax uncertainty and management fatigue. AGS 
feels these new trends will force more firms to consider entering the M&A market, but simply wanting to acquire 
will not be enough. 65% of 2021 RIA Survey respondents indicated they would prefer to sell to a local or regional 
partner if making the choice today. Like sophisticated investors evaluating the RIA space, prospective RIA 
buyers should consider their value-creation model and how they can improve seller outcomes. 

There are at least two viable paths to remain competitive. First is a defined approach to inorganic growth. As 
noted in the 2019 report, there are still significant inorganic opportunities outside of traditional process-driven 
M&A. These opportunities include recruiting advisors from captive models, acquiring sub-scale practices and 
building capacity to absorb advisors exiting the business. Crafting a unique story that addresses one or more 
owner circumstances can create credibility and differentiation.      
The second key ingredient is creating 
a credible M&A platform. Many firms 
have standard back- and middle-
office support, but successful 
acquirers go well beyond a standard 
support model to get a deal done. 
Successfully improving front-office 
functions such as growth (sales and 
marketing), access to value-added 
wealth management services, and 
functional expertise differentiate the 
best from the rest. In addition, to 
have systematic success, top firms develop dedicated management and corporate development functions. 
These resources may be delivered by a current business leader, dedicated team member or outsourced 
provider. Success with inorganic opportunities requires a story that summarizes an end-to-end process. 

30% 

35% 

35% 
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Know Before You Sign 

2020 taught us that not understanding the M&A market is a mistake. RIA valuation trajectory and seller-friendly 
terms may force firm owners to consider an external transaction. Owners now must face the reality that they 
may have to make compromises to get an internal transaction completed, versus the certainty and financial 
terms offered by well-capitalized buyers. Current valuation conditions drive a growing gap in what is 
achievable internally compared with an external partner. 

Many owners (48%) prefer to transition a business internally, 
according to our 2021 RIA Survey. Internal valuations 
commonly happen at a discount to fair market value, and 
the gap has widened given practical issues surrounding 
financing and risk.  

Deal terms create significant pressure as internal transactions 
typically function on structured payments and risk alignment, 
whereas external transactions offer cash at closing. Almost 
60% of survey participants mentioned their business is not 
ready to transition to next-generation owners. Only 6% said 
internal succession is a top priority for the upcoming year. 
Founders and owners will have to consistently evaluate 
priorities and stay educated on the external market to 
determine what compromises are acceptable to execute 
an internal transition.  

A secondary pressure point is the increased burden and 
complexity of business management. While the shift to virtual was generally good for dealmakers, the 
pandemic also tested the platforms of small RIAs. 2020 caused more owners/founders to evaluate their future, 
and some experienced management fatigue due to the pandemic. The race for talent, management burdens 
and technology adoption may put continued pressure on firms that choose to go it alone. RIAs cited that 
finding talent (58.4%) and managing technology (46.5%) were the two biggest business challenges in 2021. 
Some owners may conclude that it is more "fun" to be an advisor to clients versus the responsibilities of being an 
owner. 
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The pressures caused by the new catalysts and the pandemic increased activity, but the real lesson is 
awareness. 55% of 2021 Survey respondents indicated that the pandemic did not increase their interest in M&A, 
and 53% indicated they are not prepared to engage in M&A. Cerulli and Associates also noted that nearly half 
of RIAs are not interested in M&A.i 

The pandemic accelerated deal timelines and accentuated painful undercurrents. RIAs have an incredible 
opportunity to build and optimize future options. At a minimum, understanding the market will clarify if a 
transaction makes sense, prepare sellers for varying deal models and help avoid hasty decisions.  

Staying on Offense 
There are few signs of RIA M&A letting up soon. 2021 is already looking like another banner year for M&A, but 
RIAs must consider new challenges. Increasing valuations and favorable deal terms require discipline for any 
prospective buyer. Growing influence from outside capital partners is keeping demand at all-time highs and 
forcing the industry to adapt at a rapid pace.  

The qualities that drive valuation premiums and favorable terms are evident. RIAs thinking about a sale should 
carefully consider the best way to position themselves for success. An expanding set of deal models creates 
more options but also potential tradeoffs. Education and awareness are no longer optional. 

The increased interest from private equity firms, family offices, institutional funds and significant strategic buyers 
signal the industry has plenty of runway. This means more Acquisition Brands with institutional credibility, greater 
demand and incremental activity. The AGS team believes that forces such as succession and management 
fatigue are increasing and will lead to buying opportunities. We are entering a time where a well-crafted 
playbook and dedicated resources are required to win. 

The industry is becoming more concentrated and competitive, but there is still plenty of room to compete. At a 
minimum, RIAs should take the opportunity to study the forces driving valuations and M&A to determine their 
best business strategy. M&A may or may not be a desirable course of action, but the industry has become too 
dynamic to guess. We invite you to contact Advisor Growth Strategies to learn how current industry trends 
apply to your business. 

 

 

 

 

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 

 

mailto:info@advisorgrowthllc.com
http://www.advisorgrowthllc.com/
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About the Research 

AGS collected transaction data and surveyed industry participants from December 2020-March 2021. AGS 
added 33 transactions from 2020 to the 86 transactions from the last two reports (covering transactions from 
2015-2019) and increased the total tracked transactions to 119. Overall, 2020 data included over $60B in seller 
AUM and $1B in total valuation. AGS also surveyed RIAs in early 2021, asking 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 early 2021. 

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

 The number of transactions by seller revenue size: 
o Four transactions under $2M in revenue 
o 14 transactions between $2M-$5M in revenue 
o 15 transactions greater than $5M in revenue 

 Three transactions were removed from the dataset to arrive at 33 transactions for 2020.  
 2021 RIA Survey (n = 102): AGS launched a 20-question survey in early 2021 to identify advisors' 

preferences on running, managing and growing their firms. The survey results have been used to 
complement the research but are an independent dataset from collected transaction research. 

o 53% of survey respondents were greater than $1B in AUM. 
o 18% of survey respondents were between $500M-$1B in AUM. 
o 29% of survey respondents were between $100M-$1B in AUM. 

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 financial results beyond one year (12 months). 

 
i Cerulli and Associates. 2020 RIA Market Report. 
ii AGS Analysis and 2020 Fidelity M&A Reporting. 

https://www.advisorgrowthllc.com/sites/default/files/2021-05/AGS_2021%20Survey%20Findings_vExternal.pdf

