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financial matters. Other clients might be looking for a 
more substantial basis for generating wealth—something 
less one-dimensional than a simple focus on seizing mar-
ket gains. (See the sidebar “Ethical Wealth: An Interview 
with Prof. Dr. Thomas Druyen.”) And with clients having 
grown more sophisticated about investments and more 
wary of uninformed advice, RMs will have to be capable 
and knowledgeable—a lack of know-how will not pass 
unnoticed, nor will it be tolerated. Communication skills 
will be critical for rebuilding trust, not only at a specific 
wealth-management institution but also in the industry as 
a whole. Being close to the customer will be essential. 

To provide clients with advice on the full range of wealth 
management issues, RMs will require access to a large 
network of specialists such as portfolio managers, techni-
cal analysts, and external experts. Increasingly, clients 
want to meet with such experts to learn more about their 
portfolios as well as any potential opportunities. It is crit-
ical that a wealth manager’s asset-management experts 
work closely with the front-office staff, regardless of 
whether the institution pairs experts from a central asset-
management department with frontline staff or develops 
decentralized asset-management capabilities.

RMs will need to adhere to a tightly defined investment 
framework that includes an approved list of investments 

in equities, bonds, and currencies. Gone are the days 
when advisors independently decided on the allocation 
and composition of “their” clients’ portfolios. Responsi-
bility for managing portfolios will shift from the RM to 
the institution because the latter is ultimately liable for 
the products and investments being recommended.

Compensation will play an important role in building the 
credibility of the advisor. Short-term incentives will give 
way to long-term performance goals, which will ensure 
that RMs focus on the client’s overall wealth-manage-
ment objectives. Over time, a relationship built on trust 
will lead to stronger and more sustainable revenue 
growth compared with that of a product-push model. 

Finally, wealth managers must have the right RMs (and 
specialists) to support a model geared to providing holis-
tic advice. Advisors will require both excellent people 
skills and deep technical knowledge. It is not good enough 
for RMs to understand the products—they need to be 
able to explain them to their clients. This combination of 
skills is not always easy to find. Wealth managers should 
take advantage of this period of low growth to recruit 
new talent—people who fit the mold of a traditional ad-
visor. They should also develop and enforce principles for 
managing RM performance in a way that emphasizes the 
primacy of advice and the quality of relationships.

Prof. Dr. Thomas Druyen is chair of the Department of the 
Science of Ethical Wealth at Sigmund Freud University in  
Vienna, and director of the Forum for Wealth Research at 
Münster University. Dr. Druyen recently spoke with The Bos-
ton Consulting Group about the psychology and import of 
wealth.

What is the “science of ethical wealth”?

We study the world’s wealthiest individuals, comparing 
their biographical, cultural, and religious backgrounds as 
well as their philanthropic activity. The group is sprawling 
and elite at the same time—the tier of millionaire house-
holds is 9 million strong, and they have $33 trillion in 
wealth. Our aim is to understand how wealthy individuals 
perceive their unique responsibility. What does it mean to 
be part of a small slice of the world’s population that con-
trols an outsize portion of its wealth?

Apart from diminishing their wealth, how has the eco-
nomic crisis affected the wealthy?

It has made them far more vigilant. Compared with other 
investors, the wealthy were more likely to be entwined in 
sophisticated investments. They ended up losing large 
sums of money in ways that, even in retrospect, are difficult 
to grasp. For now, performance actually matters less to 
them than transparency and traceability. They are looking 
for reassurance on a grand scale. Banks must have sustain-
able business policies, regulators must have a clear field of 
vision, and rating agencies must be completely objective.

Is this sense of caution the most profound change in 
their behavior?

It is the most overt and immediate change, but our inter-
views have uncovered something much deeper—people 
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have experienced a revelation about how wealth is creat-
ed. Over the past ten years, there has been a fundamental 
shift from a real economy to a speculative one. Before this 
shift, wealth was driven by entrepreneurial principles. 
People built businesses, pursued growth, and invested in 
innovation, guided by a blueprint for creating value—usu-
ally over the long term. At some stage, this mentality gave 
way to a one-dimensional drive to maximize profit. Wealth 
grew at phenomenal rates in some places, but much of it 
was based on a thin—and far less stable—foundation. 

Why is the focus on speculative wealth creation an 
ethical issue?

I think some people have recognized the consequences of 
accumulating vast amounts of wealth on top of such a 
shallow base. In some cases, wealth was created for the 
sake of wealth, rather than as a payoff from a sustainable, 
meaningful venture. In a sense, wealth was valuable, but 
it lacked a certain kind of intrinsic value. This raises ethi-
cal issues as much as it raises concerns about the stability 
of wealth. Given the systemic risks arising from the “phan-
tom” creation of wealth, this is a global issue—it affects 
everyone, not just those who engage in speculative invest-
ments.

Will the global financial crisis spell the end of the 
speculative economy?

It has been put on hold, although it will probably re-
emerge, barring a concerted, global effort to curtail specu-
lative practices. This requires a major shift in the balance 
of power. Can the interests of the financial system—and 
of society—take precedence over the interests of the indi-
vidual? A vital sense of self-interest—which is just a polite 
term for greed—is often cited as the oil that keeps mar-
kets running smoothly. Can we preserve self-interest while 
ensuring that profits are achieved within a far more sta-
ble, fundamentally sound system of finance? It seems like 
an impossible balance, but this crisis is the perfect exam-
ple of why we need to strive for a new order in the world 
of finance.

Is it realistic to think that we can achieve a new finan-
cial order?

We may soon realize that this epic crisis can open more 
doors than it has closed. This is a moment of change. But 
we need role models, and not just among the world’s lead-
ing politicians or its financial giants. The world’s wealthi-

est individuals can influence markets, companies, and 
politicians. They can argue for a system that does not nec-
essarily limit growth or profits but has mechanisms in 
place to ensure that wealth is created within the bounds 
of acceptable—and transparent—risk.

Are wealthy individuals receptive to this kind of 
change?

Many are. They are not oblivious to their special position 
in society to change the way things are done. We have 
coined a name for our new branch of research: “Vermö-
genskultur.” It does not have an equivalent in English, but 
it conflates the quantitative meaning of wealth with the 
qualitative dimension of will, experience, and compe-
tence. In Aristotle’s view of the world, only a person who 
used his or her wealth could really own it. This perspec-
tive is coming back in vogue. People are increasingly con-
scious of the responsibility that comes from being part of 
an elite group.

What does this sense of responsibility mean for 
wealth managers?

Wealthy individuals possess the independence and abili-
ty to have an impact on global problems. Banks play an 
important role in this game, and they must carry their 
share of the responsibility by making the appropriate in-
vestment solutions accessible to wealthy clients. Through 
such investments, clients can play a part in addressing so-
cietal problems, such as poverty or malnutrition, and be 
entrepreneurial at the same time. Investing is a language 
they understand. 

How should wealth managers react to this renewed 
sense of the intrinsic value of wealth?

First and foremost, wealth managers need to under-
stand the client in a truly holistic way. The sale of prod-
ucts and services must be based on this understanding. 
The relationship between the client and his advisor must 
be that of a close friendship, in which the friend is being 
paid for his or her true advice. Many banks make this 
promise to the client, yet not all fulfill it. And if clients 
are conscious of a sense of responsibility that comes 
with wealth, private banks must ensure that their rela-
tionship managers, in turn, understand this responsibil-
ity. Relationship managers should have some under-
standing of psychology, cultural sociology, and the 
historical import of wealth.

Ethical Wealth (continued)
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