
www.pwc.com/ceosurvey

February 2013

Change is the 
only choice

Dealing with disruption 
16th Annual Global CEO Survey summary: 
Key findings in the Asset Management industry



PwC – 16th Annual Global CEO Survey Key findings in the Asset Management industry    2

Far-reaching changes are taking place, and they’re taking 
place faster than ever. In this new era of ‘stable instability’, 
risks that once seemed improbable and even remote have 
become the norm and for CEOs across the world, ‘expect 
the unexpected’ has become the mantra. The only solution 
is to build organisations that can thrive amidst disorder: 
organisations that are resilient, able to cope with disruption 
and emerge stronger than before. 

We polled 1,330 CEOs in 68 countries, and talked face-
to-face with another 33 CEOs, in our 16th Annual Global 
CEO Survey, to find out how they’re creating organisations 
that can flourish under stress. Dealing with disruption 
shows that CEOs are focusing on a few carefully selected 
initiatives to stimulate organic growth; exploring new ways 
to attract and keep customers; and balancing efficiency 
with agility. And to succeed in these three goals, CEOs 
are recognising the role that trust plays, and that they’ll 
have to work hard to repair the bridges between business 
and society. 

This report is a summary of our key findings in the asset 
management sector, based on interviews with 108 asset 
management CEOs in 27 countries, as well as in-depth 
interviews with Larry Fink, CEO of BlackRock and 
Seymur Tari, CEO of Turkven Private Equity. To see the 
full results of the 16th Annual Global Survey, please visit 
www.pwc.com/ceosurvey.      

“Asset management CEOs are adapting their 
businesses to a radically new post-credit crisis 
environment,” says Barry Benjamin, PwC’s 
Global Asset Management Leader. “A year ago, 
confidence in the global economy was extremely 
low. The immediate implications of revenue 
pressure, preparing for new regulations and 
evolving investor requirements absorbed every 
CEO’s full attention. 2013’s survey reveals that 
they’re less gloomy about the economy and are 
beginning to tackle the strategic implications 
of this new world.

“The survey tells us that, to varying degrees, 
they’re reshaping their businesses. Apart 
from the issues affecting asset management 
specifically, they’re preparing for the historic 
rise of emerging-market economies and 
transformational effects of digital technology 
– both issues we explore in our Project Blue 
analysis of trends reshaping financial services1. 
CEOs are reshuffling their businesses through 
mergers and alliances; they’re refining talent 
strategies and re-engineering operations. 
One thing is clear: They know that change is their 
only choice.”

Asset Management industry summary

1   For reports and analysis setting out our perspectives on the way ahead visit 
www.pwc.com/projectblue
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Introduction
Asset management CEOs are getting 
less anxious about economic growth, 
but they’re not leaving their firms’ 
futures to chance. While they 
recognise that Western economies’ 
fiscal difficulties will take time to 
resolve, with huge amounts 
of cash sitting on the sidelines 
and more sustained economic 
growth in emerging markets, they 
sense opportunity. 

According to BlackRock CEO, Larry 
Fink, great opportunity awaits those 
firms with the right investment 
propositions: “One of the great 
trends that have been muting the 
global economies can become a big 
opportunity for firms like BlackRock 
and that is the enormous amount of 
cash that’s sitting with corporations,” 
he says. “In the US it’s $1.7 trillion. 
But in terms of the amount of money 
that’s sitting in bank deposits and low 
duration bond funds, we’re talking 
multiple trillions of dollars.”

So, it’s not surprising that asset 
management CEOs think their 
businesses have better prospects 
than the global economy as a 
whole. But they recognise that in 
order to achieve this growth they 
must re-organise their businesses 
– in some cases radically – to meet 
clients’ evolving needs for complete 
investment solutions rather than 
stand-alone investment products. 

Asset managers are looking to joint 
ventures, alliances and mergers 
as ways of broadening their 
capabilities and gaining access to new 
markets. In our experience, they’re 
looking particularly to do so in the 

sought-after spheres of alternative 
investments and emerging markets 
such as China, India and Brazil.

Under pressure from mounting 
regulation and fee reductions, they’re 
re-engineering their organisations. 
By investing in technology and 
outsourcing to specialist service 
providers, they’re improving 
reporting, becoming more efficient 
and cutting overheads. But they’re 
no longer as focused on reducing 
headcount, especially among 
investment professionals, recognising 
that investment talent is always in 
short supply.

Finally, no 2013 survey of asset 
management CEOs’ outlook could 
ignore the increasing levels of 
regulation. CEOs view regulatory 
compliance as a major challenge, 
sapping confidence and adding 
to costs.

Finding new routes 
to growth
After plumbing the depths last 
year, CEO anxiety about the global 
economy is lifting. 19% expect the 
global economy to improve in the next 
12 months, with 56% believing it will 
stay the same. This compares with 
44% of CEOs who voiced ‘extreme 
concern’ last year. While fiscal 
difficulties in Europe and the US aren’t 
expected to disappear overnight, 
CEOs anticipate a positive resolution 
is on the horizon. 

When viewing their own businesses, 
85% of CEOs anticipate growth in 
the next 12 months and 94% predict 
growth over three years, reflecting 

the likely improvement in economic 
conditions. These confidence levels 
are slightly higher than to those in 
2012’s survey, although lower than in 
the 2011 survey, when all the CEOs 
surveyed expected their businesses 
would grow over three years.

The largest proportion of CEOs, 
42%, sees organic growth in their 
domestic markets as offering greatest 
potential. But reflecting the strategic 
challenges they face, many are 
looking to deploy more fundamental 
measures such as mergers, joint 
ventures, strategic alliances or 
establishing new operations in foreign 
markets. 63% plan an acquisition, 
joint venture or strategic alliance in 
2013 – by comparison only 48% and 
45% of their banking and insurance 
peers respectively plan such radical 
courses of action. What’s more, 
38% of asset management CEOs are 
also planning to divest businesses – 
showing how they’re shuffling their 
product capabilities to meet investors’ 
changing requirements.

In asset management, highly-skilled 
teams of portfolio managers make 
all the difference to investment 
performance. So large asset 
management firms buy or ally with 
specialist firms in areas such as 
alternative investments, as doing so is 
easier than building teams in-house. 
What’s more, asset managers seeking 
to access fast-growing emerging 
markets realise that acquisitions or 
alliances are the best way to do so.

Seymur Tari, CEO of Turkven Private 
Equity, illustrates the superior 
prospects of fast-growing emerging 
countries such as Turkey. “I think 
Turkey will do very well for the next 

  When viewing their own businesses, 85% of CEOs anticipate growth in the 
next 12 months and 94% predict growth over three years, reflecting the 
likely improvement in economic conditions.94%

85%
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10 years at least,” he says. “Our ratio 
of household debt to GDP is 17%. 
Our ratio of public debt to GDP is 
36%. That’s 53% combined. In many 
European countries and in the US 
that number is closer to 200%. So we 
have a very clean balance sheet. And 
that gives Turkey the latitude - if we 
wished to do so - to, say, borrow 5% of 
GDP every year for the next ten years 
to fuel growth, which would provide 
a huge stimulus for the economy.”

CEOs are looking to countries 
like Turkey for growth, whether 
through setting up local operations 
or attracting assets from local 
institutional investors such as 
sovereign wealth funds. They have 
highest hopes for the Middle East, 
India, Latin America and Southeast 
Asia. Reflecting its economic 
difficulties, Western Europe is the 
region which they expect least from.

Naturally, CEOs regard growth as 
their top investment priority for 
2013. As a foundation to achieving 
this goal, they’re looking to invest in 
improving customer volumes, client 
service and operational effectiveness. 
A large number of CEOs also see the 
importance of investing in technology, 
acknowledging state-of-the-art 
technology’s role in attaining their 
other goals.

CEOs acknowledge the need to 
reshape their product offerings in 
order to meet changing customer 
needs. 39% of CEOs place mergers 
and alliances among their investment 
priorities for 2013, while 19% put 
innovation high on the agenda.  
In other words, CEOs know they need 
to reshape what they offer investors in 
a risk-averse, low-growth world where 
investors are asking for fresh ideas. 

Battling the threats of 
austerity and regulation
Volatile economic growth and 
government austerity policies remain 
the biggest economic and policy 
threats to growth, according to 88% 
and 83% of CEOs respectively. 

But they’re almost equally worried 
about new regulations. 77% of CEOs 
named over-regulation as a threat. 
Many alternative managers will be 
regulated for the first time under 
Dodd-Frank in the US and AIFMD in 
Europe. And regulators are debating 
curbs on ‘shadow banking’ activities 
such as money market funds, while 
Basel III’s higher bank capital 
standards and OTC derivative controls 
are affecting investment strategies. 
Finally, if large asset managers are 
designated as systemically important 
financial institutions, they may also 
have to hold more capital.

Regarding potential business threats 
to growth, the greatest proportion of 
CEOs, 59%, considers the increasing 
tax burden as the biggest danger. 
But 50% also see shortage of portfolio 
management talent as an issue. 

Reflecting the general disaffection 
with financial services following the 
credit crisis and serial scandals, 
47% of CEOs voiced concern about 
lack of trust in the asset management 
industry. They’re reacting by 
designing products that reduce risk 
and protect their investors against 
uncertainty. Marketing and PR 
messaging, similarly, is reassuring 
and conservative.

Potentially damaging scenarios such 
as a slowdown in Chinese economic 
growth, US recession or Eurozone 
break-up are all events that CEOs 
believe would damage their firms’ 
prospects. Also high on the list is a 
cyber-attack or major disruption of 
the internet. Yet asset management 
CEOs don’t rate this as highly as their 
peers in insurance, suggesting that 
the sector may still be under-prepared 
for cyber threats. Some 67% of asset 
management CEOs stated it would 
have a negative effect, against 74% of 
insurance CEOs.

Fundamental change or 
incremental adjustment?
Are we at the beginning of a 
radical inflection point for asset 
management? 66% of CEOs intend to 
make changes to their firms’ strategies 
over the coming 12 months. Whether 
they make far-reaching changes or just 
tweak strategies will depend on their 
answer to this question. While 10% of 
CEOs surveyed anticipate changing in 
‘fundamental’ ways, 56% think they 
will only change ‘somewhat’.

Naturally growth and customer loyalty 
strategies are CEOs’ first priorities. 
But they see talent management as 
an increasingly important area for 
refining strategy; with 79% of those 
CEOs planning to change strategy 
anticipating doing so in this area. 
New models for remunerating 
investment professionals are 
emerging, just as the importance 
of culture and in-house talent 
development is increasing.
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Reflecting the need to re-engineer 
their organisations in order to improve 
regulatory and client reporting while 
minimising risk, CEOs see improving 
their approaches to managing risk 
as a high priority. Both investors 
and regulators are demanding 
more transparency and rigorous 
management of all risks.

In terms of specific initiatives that 
CEOs have either implemented in 
the last 12 months, or plan to in the 
next 12 months, they regard cost 
reduction as the highest priority. 
But they’re also re-engineering 
their entire organisations, seeking 
to concentrate on core activities by 
outsourcing non-core activities to 
specialist service providers with scale. 
While 55% of CEOs are planning to 
hire more people in the coming year, 
they’re likely to be hiring for front-
office jobs like portfolio management 
and sales; meanwhile, the back office 
remains under tight control.

Anticipating 
stakeholders’ needs
The client is king in asset 
management. At a time of fierce 
competition for new business, CEOs 
say their clients have more influence 
than any other stakeholder on their 
business strategies, with 97% stating 
this to be the case. But as the sector 
becomes more tightly regulated, 
government and regulators come a 
close second, with 91% of CEOs saying 
they’re influential.

Social media users are becoming 
a recognised stakeholder group. 
While asset management firms have 
been slow to adapt to the social 
networking phenomenon, 54% of 
CEOs now acknowledge its influence. 
Indeed, some 76% plan to strengthen 
engagement with social media users.

Echoing the emphasis on attracting 
and developing talent that runs 
through the report, CEOs plan to 
invest significantly in developing their 
workforces. 59% of CEOs plan to 
increase their investment in creating a 
skilled workforce over the next three 
years. But clearly the credit crisis 
taught CEOs lessons about the best 
way to remunerate their investment 
staff. 85% say pay and performance 
should be related to the risks taken.

CEOs have mixed views about the 
success of government in helping their 
industry. Just 44% of CEOs agreed 
that government has returned the 
financial sector to stability after the 
crisis. They appear sceptical about the 
effects of regulation, with only 14% 
of CEOs agreeing that government 
has reduced the regulatory burden. 
They’re similarly sceptical about 
governments’ success in helping to 
create a skilled workforce. Just 17% 
believe they’ve done so.

Conclusion – 
Adapting fast enough
The asset management sector 
continues to grapple with volatile and 
unpredictable markets, unremitting 
regulatory changes that impose 
significant costs and new risks, 
together with investors demanding 
enhanced returns and greater 
transparency. Each of these factors 
creates its own set of challenges and 
increases business complexity. 

So CEOs need to understand the 
potential implications of this complex 
set of changes taking place in their 
markets, among their stakeholders 
as well as in their own organisations. 
They have to change and adapt 
accordingly. Depending on their 
individual circumstances, some will 
have to make significant changes, 
while others might only adjust in 
subtle ways.

“If you don’t evolve and change you 
go backwards. It’s pure physics,” 
says BlackRock CEO, Larry Fink. 
He sums up the challenge facing asset 
management CEOs. Investors can’t 
simply leave their funds on deposit. 
At some point they’ll have to start 
investing actively once more. But 
they’re looking for new ideas and the 
firms that provide them will prosper.

“Investors can’t simply leave their funds on deposit. At some 
point they’ll have to start investing actively once more. 
But they’re looking for new ideas and the firms that provide 
them will prosper.”

Larry Fink, CEO of BlackRock
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Global CEO Survey online at 
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