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Key points
• The number of family offices are growing in Asia, but the concept is in its infancy
in China since much current wealth is still first generation.
• The data on the number, characteristics and geographical distribution of China’s
most wealthy individuals and families is limited and contradictory.
• The available data estimates that there are between 1 to 2 million dollar millionaires and 152 to 314 billionaires.
• The steady liberalisation of the Chinese currency is likely to lead to a large rise
in money invested out of China with a consequent need for family office advice.

Background
On 13 September 2013 the International Family Offices Association
(IFOA) held a Family Wealth Management Forum at the Sofitel Wanda
Hotel in Beijing. The event’s objective was to introduce the family office
concept to an invited selection of several hundred high net worth (HNW)
and ultra high net worth (UHNW) Chinese individuals, in order to explain
its potential importance to them. One result of the event, which was
attended by 250 delegates, was that there was a great deal of interest, but
a scarcity of concrete knowledge among many of China’s wealthy about
the issues dealt with by family offices in other countries.
The relatively recent liberalisation of the Chinese economy from the
late 1980s means that many of those HNW and UHNW individuals in
control of family-run enterprises are still of the first generation. They
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represent an age cohort that experienced political turmoil in their youth
and have since learned much about creating wealth from their own handson experience, but they often know far less about investment allocation,
wealth preservation and family succession. This provides an enormous
opportunity for investment advisers, but the lack of knowledge is twosided. Outside of some headline names and stories there is a great deal of
uncertainty about the number, location and asset holdings of the wealthy
individuals and families existing in China. Little is known about the volume and investment preferences of what could be a Great Wall of money
should investment by Chinese individuals outside China be further liberalised. This paper attempts to set some of the existing data and reports in
context.

Family offices
This paper also focuses on the growing need for family offices in China
given the rapid growth in wealth and the sharp rise in the number of
HNW individuals in the past decade. Despite the recent slowdown in real
economic growth, the existing wealth levels and the number of rich families have created a large unrealised potential need for the establishment of
family offices in the country.
A family office is not a specifically defined institution, but a body that
covers all the financial needs of one or more wealthy families. The first
family offices were established in the 19th century in the United States,
but the family office concept has recently been growing in emerging
markets around the globe due to the increasing number of ultra-wealthy
individuals and families in those regions. Nowadays, family offices are set
up all over the world in response to the growth in the importance of family firms.
Family firms dominate economic activity across the world and as a result
are one of the main generators of sustainable wealth. Research into the
characteristics, behaviour and perFamily firms dominate
formance of family firms has been
economic activity across the
growing, but given their importance
world and as a result are
in national economies there has
one of the main generators
not been enough attention given to
of sustainable wealth.
them in business schools. A recent
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