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Activity Continues to Intensify Despite Pandemic
For the third successive year, advisory firm mergers and acquisitions hit a record high in 2020. Total activity, at 174 
deals announced, was up 18% for the year. The year’s M&A growth was in line with annual averages over the last 
decade but not as explosive as the record 63% increase during 2019.

While the global pandemic likely slowed growth in 2020, its effects did not come close to offsetting the many positive 
forces that continue to propel deal-making. These include demands for scale, a growing menu of partners interested in 
transacting and an abundance of capital that is supporting increasingly higher firm valuations. All these trends, noted 
in previous update reports, have amplified in recent months. 

Deal-making clearly remains on a higher plane of intensity relative to years 
past as we first suggested in our year-end 2019 update. The level of deals 
initiated in 2020 was well over double the amount just three years ago and 
four times the total six years ago (Figure 1).

Key Trends

• Announced deals—174 in 
total—were up 18% for the year

• Total AUM linked to targeted 
firms jumped 71% to a record 
$270 billion

• Seasoned buyers accounted for 
a record 55% of all transactions 

• Nearly one-third of deals were 
initiated by eight leading 
acquirers

• There were 62 deal 
announcements from RIA-
multi-dealers, more than any 
other buyer type

• CI Financial and Creative 
Planning were the most active, 
each with 8 deal announcements

Figure 1
Total Transaction Announcements, 2011–2020
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Note: Please refer to Page 7 for a detailed explanation of the methodology leveraged to create this update.
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Driving Forces

As it related to industry M&A, COVID-19 was a speed bump that temporarily slowed activity but was quickly overcome. 
The year started with a surge as a record 47 deals were announced in the first quarter. With coronavirus concerns 
setting in and security markets plummeting, 40 deals were announced in the second quarter. Still, the second quarter 
exceeded any other quarterly total prior to the first quarter of 2019. Along with rapidly recovering stock markets, 
transactions grew in each successive quarter, with the year ending nearly as intensely as it had begun. Coincidentally, 
the 87 deals announced through the last six months of the year were a total identical to the year’s first six months.

Figure 2
Number of Transactions by Acquirer Type, 2019 and 2020
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The emergence of minority investments has further fueled M&A growth. In past years, deals for less than 50% of firm 
shares were a rarity, accounting for no more than a handful of transactions annually. Minority investments increased to 14% 
of all deals in 2020.

More so than in preceding years, deal-making growth in 2020 was led by seasoned buyers. Chief among them were the 
investor multi-dealers. These repeat investors are primarily financially motivated, distinct from traditional RIAs, pursuing 
multiple acquisitions as part of a deliberate growth strategy. With 34 deals announced in 2020, investor multi-dealers more 
than doubled their 2019 total (Figure 2). Minority investments accounted for about one-third of the group’s 2020 transactions.
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Most of these buyers are new market participants. Six of the eight investor multi-dealers initiated their first deal only within 
the last two years. Among them was CI Financial, the most active dealmaker across all buyers. 

RIA multi-dealers also expanded their prominence in 2020, a result of a growing number of firms hungry to establish 
national brands. While their 19% annual increase in transactions lagged investor multi-dealers, the 62 total deal 
announcements from this group represented more than one-third of 2020 deals—more than any other buyer type (Figure 3).

Figure 3
Share of Transactions by Acquirer Type, 2020
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Deals initiated by “other” firms increased moderately over the year. Most in this group are sophisticated investors as 
well. Many are either holding companies or direct private equity investors who are investing in some of the industry’s 
largest advisory firms.

RIA one-off transactions comprised one-quarter of 2020 deals, a slightly lower share relative to 2019. Often, these 
transactions can be less disruptive from both a business and cultural standpoint. They may be growing less attractive 
financially, however, for selling owners who now have many more options for realizing liquidity. Banks and trusts, the 
least active buyer type, were also the only group to not initiate more deals in 2020 than in 2019. Total deals initiated 
by banks or trust companies were the lowest in a decade.

Important Buyer Type Definitions

Bank/Trust. Includes any bank, trust company, credit union or savings institution. 

RIA One-Off. Denotes an independent RIA firm initiating a one-time deal. 

RIA Multi-Dealer. Relates to RIAs that originate as traditional advisory firms and 
then adopt routine transactions as part of a deliberate growth strategy, initiating at 
least three deals in a five-year span. 

Investor Multi-Dealer. Includes typically private equity–backed firms, often referred 
to as aggregators or consolidators, formed with the primary purpose of making 
multiple accretive transactions. 

Other. Denotes any other transacting party including broker-dealers, accounting 
firms or direct private equity investors. 
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Experienced Buyers Lead the Surge

Whether investor or RIA multi-dealer, repeat buyers are clearly driving the growth in M&A activity. Combining both 
groups, multi-dealers accounted for 55% of transactions, their largest share across two decades of FA Insight data. 
Figure 4, highlighting 2020’s most active acquirers, provides another perspective on the growing dominance of these 
deal-makers. Each of the eight firms listed directly initiated five or more transactions for the year. Together, they were 
responsible for a total of 52 transactions, or 30% of all 2020 deals.

The list includes a nearly equal mix of RIA and investor multi-dealers. Jointly holding the top rank are CI Financial and 
Creative Planning, each with eight deal announcements for the year. CI Financial, a Canadian investor multi-dealer, only 
recently entered the U.S. market with its first transaction in November 2019. Creative Planning, an RIA multi-dealer, 
accelerated its acquisition activity following an infusion of private equity capital from General Atlantic in February 2020.

2020 Transactions

Firm Total Largest Transaction by AUM

CI Financial Corp 8 $4.6B AUM—Balasa Dinverno Foltz LLC, annnounced Aug. 4

Creative Planning 8 $1.7B AUM—TrueWealth announced Sept. 1

Hightower Advisors LLC 7 $3.3B AUM—Frontier Investment Management announced July 28

Mercer Advisors, Inc. 7 $910M AUM—M.J. Smith and Associates, Inc. announced July 8

EP Wealth Advisors, Inc. 6 $848M AUM—The Insight Group, Inc. announced Oct 5

Merchant Investment 
Management

6 $2.8B AUM—Corient Capital Partners, LLC announced Sept. 21

Buckingham Asset 
Management LLC

5 $782M AUM—Confluence Wealth Management announced Oct. 30

Wealth Enhancement Group 5 $3.2B AUM—SVA Financial Group announced Dec. 8

Figure 4
Most Active Acquirers in 2020

Note that our “Most Active Acquirers” list includes only directly initiated deals. Focus Financial was behind the 
most deals in 2020 when both direct deals and sub-acquisitions of affiliates are included. While four of the Focus 
deals were directly initiated, its various affiliate firms accounted for 10 additional deals. 
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Total AUM of Target Firms Reaches Record $270 Billion

During 2020, deals did not only increase in number—they also increased in terms of the size of firms targeted for deals. 
Bigger deals, and more of them, propelled total AUM associated with target firms to a record $270 billion, a dramatic 
71% increase over the past year’s previous record total (Figure 5). Median deal size in terms of the assets of targeted 
firms was $516 million, up 34% versus 2019 and the largest in eight years.

Figure 5
AUM Related to Announced Transactions, 2015–2020
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More than a third of 2020 deals (35%) targeted firms with $1 billion or more in assets, which was the largest share of 
$1 billion-plus deals since 2014 (Figure 6). 

Three Reasons Behind Larger Deal Sizes

1. Advisory firms in general are growing larger

2. More capital is available to finance larger deals

3. Minority investments make large-firm investing more practical

Figure 6
Transaction Share by AUM Range, 2020
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Seven 2020 deals targeted firms managing $10 billion or more in assets (Figure 7). Of these, three were minority 
investments. While the two investments in Stratos were initiated by investor multi-dealers, the remainder were either 
direct private equity or large corporate buyers.

Acquirer Target
Target AUM 

($Billions)
Announcement 

Date

Nesvold Capital Partners LLC* Stratos Wealth Holdings (including 
Stratos Wealth Partners and Stratos 
Wealth Advisors)

$15.0 Sept. 29

Emigrant Bank/Emigrant Partners* Stratos Wealth Holdings (including 
Stratos Wealth Partners and Stratos 
Wealth Advisors)

$14.5 April 1

Empower Retirement Personal Capital Advisors $12.2 June 29

Azimut Group Sanctuary Wealth $12.0 Nov. 2

Abry Partners Beacon Pointe Advisors LLC $11.5 March 9

Stanhope Capital Group FWM Holdings (Forbes Family 
Trust, LGL Partners and Optima 
Fund Management)

$11.2 Nov. 24

Charles Schwab Corp. Wasmer, Schroeder & Company $10.5 Feb. 26

Figure 7
Largest Transactions by AUM of Target Firm, 2020

Looking Ahead—the M&A Train Rolls On

The new level of heightened activity that began in 2019 showed no signs of abating during 2020. Not even COVID-19 
could deter buyers and sellers, suggesting there is little chance of derailing the M&A train in the immediate future. 
Perhaps the biggest risk may be a pullback in security markets that lowers advisory firm assets, profitability and 
ultimately valuations. The remote potential of rising interest rates could also constrain the availability of investment 
capital for financing deals.

Other positive influences appear less susceptible to change. These include a critical mass of aging firm founders looking 
for liquidity, a growing demand for building out larger-scale enterprises and an increasingly sophisticated ecosystem 
facilitating advisory transactions. Within this ecosystem are a growing number of industry-specific investment bankers, 
matchmakers and financiers, as well as an ever-expanding menu of partners to transact with. These factors all offer 
strong justification that M&A activity is poised to remain intense for many years to come.

*Both Nesvold Capital and Emigrant invested in Stratos at different times during the year. As a result, AUM associated with Stratos for each deal does not match due to the 
different time periods.
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Methodology
Sources

A variety of sources were leveraged to produce this report. Transaction data are gathered from various trade articles, 
press releases and other secondary research sources, including the Worldwide Mergers & Acquisitions database 
compiled by Securities Data Company. All publicly announced transactions involving the acquisition or merger of an 
independent advisory firm are reviewed for inclusion. 

Firm Types

Coverage is limited to any U.S.-based RIA or independent trust company which has either been acquired or merged into 
another firm. As a result, internal transitions of ownership as well as individuals or teams joining a firm are not included.

In addition, the firm must directly serve households or individual clients and manage at least $50 million in AUM or 
generate at least $500,000 in annual revenue. Further, coverage is limited to firms under $20 billion in AUM. Also 
excluded are transactions targeting independent broker-dealers, given the different business models, market orientation 
and operating characteristics of these firms. 

Deal Restrictions

Transactions must involve an exchange of equity with an outside party representing a 10% or more share of the firm’s value.

Database Maintenance

To produce historical trends, new data are added to FA Insight’s proprietary database that covers the specifics of major 
deals announced since 2000. Aggregate results for 2020 are preliminary and will likely be revised upward as additional 
information becomes available.

Important Buyer Type Definitions

Bank/Trust. Includes any bank, trust company, credit union or savings institution. 

RIA One-Off. Denotes an independent RIA firm initiating a one-time deal. 

RIA Multi-Dealer. Relates to RIAs that originate as traditional advisory firms and then adopt routine transactions 
as part of a deliberate growth strategy, initiating at least three deals in a five-year span. 

Investor Multi-Dealer. Includes typically private equity–backed firms, often referred to as aggregators or 
consolidators, formed with the primary purpose of making multiple accretive transactions. 

Other. Denotes any other transacting party including broker-dealers, accounting firms or direct private 
equity investors. 
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