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ETER Kok, Standard Chartered Pri-
vate Bank’s regional head for Asean 
and South Asia, discovered early in 
his banking career of more than three 
decades, that he loved working in 
private banking. He also discovered 
a love for Singapore. In his 16 years 

with ABN Bank and later ABN Amro, he moved twice to 
Singapore – in 1990 and then between 1995 and 1998. 
The third time, he jumped at an opportunity to work for 
UBS here in the ultra high net worth space. He has not 
looked back since. 

“Singapore really was home for me,” he says of his 
stint here in 1995 to 1998 as head of Asia-Pacific for ABN 
Amro Bank. “In 2007 a headhunter called me to ask if I 
would want to build the ultra high net worth business 
for UBS in Singapore. It took me a minute to decide, and 
my wife as well. So we moved for the third time to Sin-
gapore.”

Mr Kok joined Standard Chartered Bank in 2014. 
“Private banking is about the value proposition. We 
want the client’s money, but I can’t demand the client 
to give me his savings. It’s his hard-earned money. It’s 
much more sensitive. That’s the challenge – to convince 
someone to trust you with his savings. 

“I find it interesting in terms of the dynamics of 
clients. You see very interesting people, and get much 
closer to their families. The financial part of the rela-
tionship is execution. The biggest question is – do you 
know the client’s issues, his wife and children? It’s very 
personal.”

Mr Kok’s first taste of private banking was at a re-
gional branch of then Amro Bank in the Netherlands, 
when he was responsible for financing and investing for 
professionals such as doctors and lawyers. Much later in 
2001, he briefly left banking to start his own company in 
Switzerland, offering services in business process out-
sourcing. That venture failed after five years. 

But he has no regrets, he says. The great majority 
of Standard Chartered Private Bank’s client base com-
prises entrepreneurs. “Having set up my own business, 
helps me to appreciate the challenges, risk dynamics 
and anxieties that entrepreneurs face. It was a good ex-
perience. I’m very comfortable talking to entrepreneurs; 
I come from an entrepreneurial family, so I’ve grown up 
with it.”

He believes StanChart’s appeal among clients lies 
in its ability to offer a full range of services – corporate 
banking, mortgages, credit cards, among others. “Peo-
ple ask why I moved to StanChart. This is it: I can offer 
a holistic solution, end to end – from credit cards to the 
financing of a penthouse in KL (Kuala Lumpur). We also 
try to (tap) the corporate banking side. If I bring a client 
on board who has hotels in Asia, I’m happy to introduce 
my corporate colleagues.

“We really focus on a one-bank approach. We want 
to work with the corporate side because there is a lot of 
impact on the private side. The more you know about 
corporate banking, the better you can advise private 
clients.”

Standard Chartered Private Bank has assets of 
roughly US$45 billion. Based on the ranking by Asian 
Private Banker, it has a relationship manager head-
count of 270 as at 2014. Despite recent news that 
Standard Chartered Bank planned to cut 15,000 jobs, 
Mr Kok says the Private Bank is unaffected. “We have 
sustainable business which is not capital intensive. 
Our contribution to equity results is four times, com-
pared to our topline results because we don’t use capi-
tal much.”

In investment advisory and discretionary portfo-
lio services, the bank takes an “open architecture” ap-
proach. It does not own any investment management 
business. “We’re by necessity a truly open platform. If a 
client wants to invest in funds, I’m not biased towards 
our own funds; we look for the best in the world.” 

In discretionary portfolios, the asset allocation view 
is developed in-house. “We have a chief investment of-
ficer and a global investment committee... We spend a 
lot of time talking to clients about our view of the world 

P

oooonnnneeee----bbbbaaaannnnkkkk  aapppprrooaacchh aappppeeaallss ttoo iittss eennttrreepprreenneeuurriiaall cclliieenntt  bbaassee
ByBy GGenenevevieieveve CCuaua

and markets... We sit next to them as asset allocators, 
and we implement through third-party solutions.

“I have no bias. If I say that we should get out of 
fixed income mandates because the markets don’t jus-
tify them, I have no qualms about cancelling the man-
dates. But if I had a huge machinery in-house for fixed 
income, there will be a pushback to say – why do that; 
we may have to fire people because the market may turn 
around... We try to be as objective as possible, and we’re 
not incentivised by any internal push.”

Discretionary portfolios – where clients authorise 
the bank to make all investment decisions – typically 
need a minimum asset size of more than US$2 million. 
Smaller portfolios will typically invest in funds rather 
than direct securities. 

Meanwhile, he cites the higher rate of regulation in 
banking as a challenge, as more resources have to be 
devoted to compliance. Not 
surprisingly, the dearth of tal-
ent is also a challenge. A digital 
strategy can help to make ser-
vice delivery more efficient, 
but a digital strategy itself is 
yet another challenge.

“We’re going to spend a lot 
of money on IT to make pro-
cesses simpler, to make infor-
mation easier to access, and to 
get better information on cli-
ents so we can serve them bet-
ter. These are massive projects to cost hundreds of mil-
lions, and it will take years to get there. People talk easily 
about digitisation. I’m not so optimistic in the short run. 
It’s not about putting your statement on the phone.”

He believes a true digital experience that can reso-
nate among clients is one where interfaces are custom-

ised according to clients’ preferences and lifestyles. 
“We can’t scan your Google behaviour. It’s very difficult 
to find out what really drives you. To have a full digital 
platform where clients can have a personal experience 
requires a lot of work in the background, a fantastic 
CRM (client relationship management) tool to custom-
ise the experience. It requires real time online systems. 
Many private banks have legacy systems which are T 
(transaction) plus one or two (days). But clients want 
to see the price right now, not yesterday. These are big 
challenges which require a lot of investments; banks are 
working on it.”

An arguably more pressing challenge may well be 
the commoditisation of transactions, which is likely to 
further depress income and margins. “Transactions in 
the long run will be executed for free. If your business 
model is based on transactions, you have a problem... 

We have to prepare ourselves 
to have an investment ad-
visory business and clients 
have to be willing to pay for 
that service. That’s not an 
easy situation.

“A lot of clients say – you 
make money from transac-
tions, so why should I pay for 
advice. As transaction execu-
tion gets cheaper, we have to 
find other ways to be com-
pensated for educating our 

people. That’s really a challenge in the horizon that we 
have to deal with.”

Today, while a few private banks have hinted at a 
fee model, most still make their revenues from transac-
tions and custody. Discretionary portfolios are the single 
service where there is an explicit fee based on assets 

under management (AUM). For StanChart, discre-
tionary portfolio services have a penetration of between 
10 and 15 per cent. This has to grow to 30 to 40 per cent, 
says Mr Kok. 

“When I was in Singapore in 1995, clients didn’t even 
want to invest in funds. Now funds are a big business. 
(Growth of discretionary services) is a process that will 
take a few years... We definitely have to move to a situ-
ation where clients pay on an AUM basis, inclusive of 
transaction and custody charges.”

He sees inter-generational wealth planning as a big 
issue among wealthy clients. StanChart hosts closed-
door sessions with clients on wealth planning, in fairly 
small groups. 

“Many clients have built fantastic businesses but 
their children are not really interested. Their parents 
built the business at a time when regulations were few; 
now with all the regulations, it can’t be replicated. So 
are they really interested to struggle to keep a company 
amid regulations? It becomes more of an administrative 
job than entrepreneurial. 

“Many of the children go into Internet startups. Why 
sell steel plates when you can do Internet? So there is 
disagreement. Not every business can be turned into 
an Internet shop... There is a lot of discussion on what 
to do with the business. Many companies may be sold 
or ceased because the kids are not interested, unable or 
unwilling to do it.”

Despite the uncertainties in Asia which has suffered 
fund outflows in the past few years, Mr Kok is optimistic. 
“There is still massive opportunity. You have to make a 
difference between the stock market and the real mar-
ket. Real businesses are expanding... I’m still personally 
very positive about Asia. I know SMEs are struggling, but 
intrinsically they are in much better state than 1998 be-
cause they are less leveraged.” ■      W

‘We’re by necessity a truly 
open platform. If a client 

wants to invest in funds, I’m 
not biased towards 

our own funds; we look
for the best in the world.’

ORGANISATION CONTACT DETAILS

ABN AMRO Private Banking has a mature local presence in more than 10 countries worldwide. Within Asia and Middle East, ABN 
AMRO currently has three private banking centres in Singapore, Hong Kong and UAE. It is the oldest bank in Singapore, with its history 
dating back to 1858.

Amundi is a global leader in the asset management industry, ranking first in Europe and top ten worldwide. We manage more than USD 
1 trillion assets and offer a comprehensive range of solutions covering all asset classes. Having been in Asia for over 30 years, we have 
been delivering effective solutions to institutional investors, and through financial intermediaries.

Bank of Singapore, a dedicated private bank headquartered in Singapore, offers global private banking services on a fully 
open-architecture product platform. It is a wholly owned subsidiary of OCBC Bank. Currently, Bank of Singapore has over 1,000 
employees worldwide, including close to 300 private bankers. 

BNP Paribas Wealth Management is a leading global private bank, present in some 30 countries. It has a solid offer and wide 
spectrum of products and services to suit and address clients’ wealth management needs. Clients benefit not only from the expertise of 
their dedicated private bankers but also all of the BNP Paribas Group divisions: real estate, art, philanthropy advisory, corporate and 
investment banking, insurance, and asset management. 

Crédit Agricole Private Banking has a long heritage in Asia and is firmly committed to the region demonstrating the bank’s stability and 
regional expertise. In Hong Kong since 1894 and Singapore since 1905, both business locations are booking centres which grant the 
bank the capacity to propose the most adapted services, be it in investment solutions, wealth structuring or specific financing.

Credit Suisse AG is one of the world’s leading financial services providers. As an integrated bank, Credit Suisse is able to offer clients 
its expertise in the areas of private banking, investment banking and asset management from a single source. 

As part of the HSBC Group and one of the world’s largest banking and financial services organisations, HSBC Private Bank seeks to be 
the leading international private bank for business owners and their families. We provide clients with wealth, business and family 
succession solutions in the largest and fastest growing markets around the world. For details, visit www.hsbcprivatebank.com 

IG is the world’s largest CFD provider and Singapore’s most preferred FX provider*. We give retail investors leveraged access to 
thousands of financial markets, including forex, shares, indices and commodities, through our award-winning trading platform and 
mobile apps. *See IG.com.sg for details.

Lombard Odier is an award-winning private wealth and institutional asset manager that provides its global clients with bespoke, 
discrete and high-quality service. Established in 1796, it is the oldest private bank in Geneva and is an independent, family-owned 
business, answerable only to its clients.

Established in Geneva since 1805, Pictet is a private bank specialised in asset and wealth management, attracting discerning private 
clients and leading financial institutions from around the world. Managing wealth and assets for private and institutional clients has 
been our exclusive focus for more than two centuries.

Standard Chartered Private Bank is the private banking division of Standard Chartered. Headquartered in Singapore, it has 11 offices 
across Asia, Africa, the Middle East and Europe. The Private Bank leverages the natural strengths of Standard Chartered: a heritage of 
over 150 years, a network across more than 70 countries and strong local presence in growth markets.

Tel : +65 6597 8866   
www.abnamroprivatebanking.com

Tel : +65 6536 4822   
www.amundi.com/sgp

Tel : +65 6559 8000   
www.bankofsingapore.com

Tel : +65 6210 3888   
www.asia-wealthmanagement.bnpparibas.com

Tel : +65 6423 0325   
www.ca-suisse.sg    

Tel : +65 6212 6000   
www.credit-suisse.com

Tel : +65 6224 8080   
www.hsbcprivatebank.com

Tel : +65 6390 5118   
www.ig.com.sg

Tel : +65 6305 7788
www.lombardodier.com

Tel : +65 6536 1805   
www.pictet.com

Tel : +65 6596 7000
www.sc.com/privatebank
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