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Most banking data platforms are built, whether their architects intend it or not, around
the account. The account is where the money sits, where the transactions post, where
the regulatory reporting draws from, and so it becomes the natural centre of gravity of
the data model. Everything else — the customer, the product, the channel — arranges
itself around that centre. For a retail bank, this is not merely adequate; it is correct,
because a retail bank's business genuinely is a very large number of accounts processing a
very large number of transactions, and the customer is, functionally, the entity that owns
an account.

Private banking is a different business, and it has quietly inherited the wrong centre of
gravity. Here the unit of value is not the account and not the transaction. It is the
relationship — frequently one that a relationship manager sustains for a decade or more,
frequently one that spans multiple generations of the same family, always one that is
carried as much by accumulated context as by any figure in a ledger. A data architecture
that places the account at the centre and treats the relationship as an attribute to be
reconstructed on demand is fighting its own institution. It makes the thing the bank most
needs to remember the thing the platform is least designed to hold.

The deepest data-architecture decision a private bank makes is not which technology to
buy. It is what sits at the centre of the model — the account, or the relationship. Almost
everything else follows from that choice, and it is very expensive to reverse.

This essay argues that private banking's data architecture must be founded on the client
relationship as its primary entity, and works through what that commitment actually
demands: an entity-relationship model organised around the relationship rather than the
account or the product; a master data discipline that can hold families, structures, and
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continuity over time rather than deduplicating customers into tidy records; and a set of
data products that give the relationship manager the context-rich, longitudinal view their
role requires. It also takes seriously the tensions this creates — with regulation, with
retail-built systems, with the sheer difficulty of modelling something as fluid as a family —
because a relationship-centric architecture is harder to build, and the honest case for it
has to acknowledge why.

To see the problem clearly it helps to understand why the account-centric model is so
dominant and so rarely questioned. It is not an accident or a failure of imagination. The
account is the most convenient organising entity in banking because so much converges
on it: the ledger, the transaction, the statement, the regulatory report, the interest
calculation. Build your data model around the account and an enormous amount of the
bank's operational machinery falls into place naturally. The customer, in this world, is
essentially a label on an account — or, where a customer holds several, a thin entity
whose main job is to collect accounts together for a statement and a Know Your
Customer file.

A retail bank can live inside that model indefinitely because the model matches the
business. The retail customer relationship, for most customers most of the time, really is
a set of accounts and the transactions flowing through them. There is little context that
the account does not capture, little history that matters beyond the transactional record,
and little continuity beyond the life of the products held. The account is the customer,
near enough, and the data model tells the truth.

In private banking the same model tells a lie by omission. The relationship manager who
has served a family for fifteen years knows an enormous amount that no account holds:
why the family structures its wealth the way it does, which member makes which
decisions, what the last generation cared about and what the next one does, which
subjects are sensitive, what was promised and what was declined, how a particular entity
connects to a particular trust to a particular individual. This is the substance of the
relationship, and in an account-centric platform it lives nowhere in the data model. It
lives in the relationship manager's head, in email, in file notes, in institutional memory.
The platform holds the balances and forgets the client.

The cost of this shows up precisely at the moments continuity matters most. When a
relationship manager retires or moves on, the accounts transfer cleanly and the context
does not, because the context was never a first-class citizen of the data model. When
wealth passes to the next generation, the platform sees new account holders rather than
the continuation of a relationship it has held for decades. When the bank wants to serve
the family as a family rather than as a scattering of accounts and entities, it discovers that
its own data cannot readily assemble the picture that the relationship manager carries
effortlessly in memory. The architecture is working against the business at exactly the
points where the business is most distinctive.
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Before prescribing an architecture it is worth being exact about what the private-banking
relationship requires the platform to remember, because the requirements are more
demanding and more peculiar than a transactional system anticipates.

It demands continuity across time. The relationship is not a snapshot but a history — how
it began, how it evolved, what changed and why. A platform that holds only the current
state, overwriting the past as it goes, discards the very thing that makes a decade-old
relationship valuable. Continuity means the architecture has to be longitudinal by design,
treating the history of the relationship as data to be kept, not state to be replaced.

It demands the family as an entity, not merely a set of related individuals. Wealth in
private banking is frequently held and thought about at the level of the family across
generations, through structures — trusts, holding entities, foundations — that exist
precisely to carry it forward. The relationship the bank actually has is often with the
family and its structures as a whole, even though every account is legally owned by some
specific individual or vehicle. A data model that can only see individuals and accounts
cannot represent the entity the bank is really serving.

It demands context as content. Preferences, sensitivities, decisions, the reasons behind
choices, the soft knowledge that lets a relationship manager act appropriately — these are
not metadata decorating the real data. In this business they are the real data, and they
have to be captured, structured where possible, and made available as deliberately as any
balance or transaction.

Set these requirements against the account-centric model and the mismatch is total. The
account holds current state; the relationship needs history. The account holds an
individual owner; the relationship spans a family. The account holds figures; the
relationship runs on context. None of this means the account disappears — the bank still
needs ledgers and statements and reports. It means the account is demoted from the
centre of the model to a detail hanging off something larger and more enduring.

The architectural commitment that follows is to make the client relationship the primary
entity of the data model — the thing to which everything else refers — and to build the
entity-relationship structure outward from it rather than up from the account.

Concretely, this inverts the usual hierarchy. In an account-centric model, the account is
the root and the customer is an attribute or a grouping. In a relationship-centric model,
the relationship is the root: an enduring entity with its own identity and history, to which
individuals, families, structures, accounts, and products are all connected as participants



or components. The individual is modelled as a person who plays roles within
relationships and structures, not as an owner of accounts who happens to have a name.
The family is modelled as a first-class entity that persists as its members change. The
legal structures — the trusts and holding vehicles — are modelled as entities in their own
right, with the relationships between them made explicit, so that the graph of
who-relates-to-whom-and-how is data the platform holds rather than knowledge the
relationship manager reconstructs.

This is why the shape of the model matters more than the storage technology. A
relationship-centric architecture is fundamentally a graph of entities and the connections
between them — people, families, structures, accounts, and the roles and links joining
them — rather than a set of tables keyed on account number. The relationships between
entities are not incidental joins to be computed when someone asks; they are the primary
content, modelled explicitly and maintained deliberately. Whatever the underlying
storage, the logical model has to treat the connective tissue — this person controls that
entity, this entity holds that account, this individual is the next generation of that family
— as data of the first importance.

Primary entity =~ The account The client relationship

Customer Owner or label on an Participant playing roles across relationships and
account structures

Family Not modelled; inferred if ~ First-class entity persisting across generations
at all

History Current state; past Longitudinal by design; history retained
overwritten

Context Outside the model Inside the model, structured as content

Accounts and The centre of gravity Details hanging off the relationship

products

The payoff of the inversion is that continuity stops being a reconstruction problem. When
the relationship is the root entity, the departure of a relationship manager transfers a
relationship the platform already understands, rather than orphaning context that lived
only in one person's memory. The passing of wealth to the next generation is modelled as
what it is — the continuation of a family relationship — rather than the arrival of unrelated
new account holders. The family view assembles itself from the model instead of being
pieced together by hand. The architecture finally agrees with the business about what the
bank is serving.

Nothing tests a relationship-centric ambition like master data management, because
master data is where the model meets the mess of reality, and the retail instincts of most
MDM practice actively work against continuity.
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The dominant instinct in master data management is to resolve and deduplicate — to take
many records that appear to refer to the same customer and collapse them into a single
golden record, clean and singular. For a retail bank that is exactly right. For a private bank
it is dangerous, because the thing that looks like duplication is frequently structure. The
same individual may legitimately appear as a private individual, as a trustee of a family
trust, as a director of a holding company, and as a beneficiary of a foundation — and these
are not duplicates to be merged. They are distinct roles the person plays, and the
distinctions carry meaning the bank must not lose. A master data discipline that flattens
them into one golden record destroys precisely the structural information the
relationship depends on.

So master data management in this setting has to be reconceived. Its job is not to reduce
the client to a single tidy record but to maintain an accurate, well-governed graph of
entities and roles — to know that these several appearances are the same underlying
person acting in different capacities, and to hold that relationship rather than erase it by
merging. It has to be able to represent families and structures as managed master
entities, not just individuals. And it has to be longitudinal here too: when a role changes,
when a structure is reorganised, when a generation succeeds another, the master data
must record the change as history rather than overwriting the previous truth. This is
materially harder than conventional MDM, and pretending otherwise does the reader no
favours — but it is the price of a model that can actually hold what the bank knows.

All of this architecture earns its keep only if it changes what the relationship manager can
see and do, because the relationship manager is where the data model meets the client.
The data products built on top of a relationship-centric platform should aim at a single
outcome: to give the relationship manager, effortlessly and reliably, the context they
would otherwise have to carry in their own memory — and to make that context
survivable when they are no longer there to carry it.

What this looks like in practice is a view organised around the relationship and the family
rather than around a list of accounts. The relationship manager should be able to see the
family as a whole — its members, its structures, the connections between them — and to
move naturally between the family view and the detail of any individual, entity, or account
beneath it. They should see the history of the relationship, not just its current state: how
it has evolved, what has changed, what was decided and when. They should see context
alongside figures — the preferences, the sensitivities, the accumulated soft knowledge —
presented as a first-class part of the client picture rather than buried in notes. And
critically, the tools should make capturing context as frictionless as consuming it,
because a relationship-centric platform that only relationship managers can read but not
easily enrich will slowly starve of the very content that justifies it.

The test of these data products is the handover. When a relationship passes from one
manager to another, how much of the fifteen years of accumulated understanding
survives? In an account-centric world the answer is: the accounts survive and most of the
understanding evaporates. In a relationship-centric world well served by its data
products, the answer should be: the successor inherits not just the accounts but the
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relationship the institution has built — its history, its structure, its context — because the
platform, not a departing individual, was holding it all along.

It would be dishonest to present this as a clean win with no counter-currents, because
the relationship-centric model creates real tensions, and a practitioner should weigh
them openly.

The first is regulatory. A great deal of banking regulation is, quite reasonably, account-
and entity-centric — reporting, capital, tax, and Know Your Customer obligations attach
to legal entities and accounts, not to something as soft as a family relationship. A
relationship-centric platform must therefore serve two masters: it has to hold the
relationship at its centre for the business while still being able to produce the account-
and entity-level truth the regulator requires. This is achievable — the account and the
legal entity remain fully modelled, merely demoted from the centre — but it means the
architecture carries both organising logics at once, which is more complex than
committing to either alone.

The second tension is with the systems the bank already runs. Most core banking and
operational systems are account-centric to their foundations, because the industry built
them for the account-centric world. A relationship-centric data architecture usually
cannot replace them and should not try; it has to sit above them, drawing the
account-level truth up from systems that will never think in relationships and assembling
it into a model that does. That integration layer is where much of the real difficulty lives,
and underestimating it is a common way these ambitions stall.

The third tension is the hardest and the most interesting: a family is genuinely difficult to
model. Families are fluid, contested, and irregular in ways that entities and accounts are
not. Relationships form and dissolve, structures are reorganised, the boundary of who
counts as part of the family is sometimes unclear and occasionally disputed. A data model
that insists on perfect, rigid representation of something so fluid will break against
reality. The discipline is to model the family richly enough to be useful while leaving room
for ambiguity and change — to treat the model as an evolving best understanding rather
than a fixed cartography. This is uncomfortable for data architects trained to prize
precision, and making peace with it is part of the craft this business demands.

The argument comes back to a single decision about the centre of gravity. A bank that
places the account at the centre of its data model has chosen, perhaps without noticing,
to make the transaction its unit of memory — and for a business whose value is the
transaction, that is exactly right. A private bank that inherits the same choice has quietly
decided to forget the thing it most needs to remember, and then spends years and
relationship managers' goodwill compensating for the omission by hand.



Client Relationship Continuity and What It Means for Data Architecture

The alternative is more demanding to build. It asks for an entity model founded on the
relationship, a master data discipline that holds structure and history instead of flattening
them, data products that make context a first-class citizen, and an honest reckoning with
the regulatory, systemic, and human tensions the choice creates. But it aligns the
architecture with the business at last. It lets the institution hold what its relationship
managers know, carry relationships across the departures and successions that would
otherwise sever them, and serve families as the enduring entities they are. In a business
whose entire claim is continuity across generations, the data model should be built to
remember across generations too. Most are not. That gap between what these
institutions are and what their architectures assume is, in my experience, the most
consequential and least examined problem in private-banking transformation — and it
begins to close the moment the relationship, not the account, is allowed to sit at the
centre.



