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Commitments to doing more business globally are accelerating in 2012 
despite economic, regulatory and other uncertainties. CEOs see the 
fundamentals for future growth still squarely in place. 

To understand how businesses are preparing for growth in their priority 
markets, we surveyed 1,258 CEOs based in 60 different countries and 
talked to a further 38 CEOs face-to-face for our PwC 15th Annual Global 
CEO Survey. “Delivering results: Growth and value in a volatile world” 
explores CEO confidence in prospects, and how they are building local 
capabilities and creating new networks for new markets. 

CEOs are adapting how they go to market, reconfiguring processes, and 
at times entire operating models. They are also addressing risks that 
greater integration can amplify and are focused on making talent more 
strategic to pursue market opportunities. 

This is a summary of the findings in the asset management (AM) 
sector, based on interviews with 125 AM CEOs in 14 countries. To 
explore the full results of the PwC 15th Annual Global CEO Survey, 
please visit www.pwc.com/ceosurvey.

“In the past year governments have come under enormous pressure to 
deal with the continued fall out from the financial crisis, people have 
been universally frustrated by their inability to agree to long-term 
plans and, as a result, financial markets remain  volatile and unstable” 
says Barry Benjamin, PwC’s Global Asset Management Leader. “Asset 
managers have continued to plan for growth and product innovation — 
but with a cautious eye towards government regulation and markets.  
The path seems clear but there are many potential road blocks and 
detours ahead.

“Even so, people  across the globe desperately need professional advice, 
financial planning acumen and products that reflect the full range of risk 
tolerances and income needs. While these needs are not new, it is clear 
people do not universally trust governments to adequately address or fix 
these issues. So there has never been a better time for asset managers to 
exhibit leadership.”

Introduction

With financial markets in crisis once 
again, asset management CEOs are 
concentrating on finding growth in an 
economy where this is not easy. They 
are exploring how to do so in both the 
developed markets and fast-growing 
Asian region. But they are executing 
growth plans cautiously, keeping costs 
down, concentrating on execution and 
closely monitoring risk. 

Given the severity of the euro crisis, 
confidence is surprisingly strong.  
Eighty percent express confidence about 
their companies’ prospects for revenue 
growth over the next 12 months – and 
more than 90% do over three years 
(Figure1). While this does not match  
the 100% confidence level over three 
years exhibited in last year’s survey, it is  
still high in the context of today’s  
tough environment.

Reflecting the fact that asset 
management is highly dependent on the 
capabilities of its portfolio managers, 
CEOs are focusing on how to develop 
talent. They view this as a key to their 
companies’ long-term prosperity.

This is a summary of the findings in the asset management (AM) sector, based on interviews with 125 AM CEOs in 14 countries.  
To explore the full results of the PwC 15th Annual Global CEO Survey, please visit www.pwc.com/ceosurvey. 14

countries
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Fighting economic uncertainty

Asset management CEOs confidence 
about their business prospects contrasts 
with their anxiety about the economic 
outlook. As the euro crisis unfolds, 
asset managers are clearly worried that 
market volatility will deter investors 
from buying their products. Fifty percent 
of asset management CEOs said that 
they thought the global economy will 
decline over the next 12 months (Figure 
2), while 44% voiced ‘extreme concern’ 
about economic uncertainty. 

Turning to the capital markets in which 
they invest, 79% of CEOs said they were 
concerned about their lack of stability. 
Because the outcome of the European 
sovereign debt crisis will have such an 
effect on financial markets in 2012, 
political events are likely to have a 
greater impact than ever on financial 
market returns. Already 72% of asset 
management CEOs report that the 
ongoing European sovereign debt  
crisis has directly effected their 
companies financially. 

During 2011, rising volatility in financial 
markets translated directly into greater 
volatility in asset managers’ confidence. 
In the UK, our quarterly CBI/PwC 
Financial Services Survey has tracked 
fluctuations in confidence throughout 
the year. As the euro’s future has become 
less certain,  asset managers are making 
contingency plans to minimise the 
damage to their businesses in the event 
of a partial break up.

Even so, asset management CEOs are 
sanguine about their own prospects. 
“We still are relatively optimistic that we 
have an awful lot of opportunities both 
domestically in the US, as well as around 
the world to grow by, frankly, taking 
market share.” remarks William McNabb, 
CEO of The Vanguard Group. “We’ve 
never grown by acquiring anybody or 
anything like that. I like to describe  
it as earning our way to growth with  
our clients.”

79% of CEOs said they were concerned about their lack of stability. Because the outcome of the European sovereign debt  
crisis will have such an effect on financial markets in 2012, political events are likely to have a greater impact than ever  
on financial market returns. 79%

CEOs

Asset 
Management 

(%)

Decline 50

Stay the same 32

Improve 17

Don’t know/ Refused 2

Figure 2: Uncertain about the economy

Base: All respondents (Total sample, 1,258;  
Asset management, 125)  
Source: PwC 15th Annual Global CEO Survey 

Q. Do you believe the global economy will 
improve, stay the same, or decline over the 
next 12 months?

Asset 
Management 

(%)

Somewhat confident 50

Very confident 41

Not very confident 6

Not confident at all 2

Don’t know/ Refused 2

Q. How confident are you about your 
company’s prospects for revenue growth over 
the next 3 years?

Figure 1: High business confidence

Base: All respondents (Total sample, 1,258;  
Asset management, 125)  
Source: PwC 15th Annual Global CEO Survey 

“We still are relatively optimistic 
that we have an awful lot of 
opportunities both domestically 
in the US, as well as around the 
world to grow by, frankly, taking 
market share. We’ve never grown 
by acquiring anybody or anything 
like that. I like to describe it as 
earning our way to growth with 
our clients.”

William McNabb 
CEO 
The Vanguard Group
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Tweaking strategies

With austerity stalking developed 
markets, and financial market returns 
likely to be anaemic, asset management 
CEOs are tailoring their strategies to 
today’s austere conditions, but see 
no need for radical change. Fifty-one 
percent said that their strategies would 
change ‘somewhat’, suggesting that 
they would adjust their strategies rather 
than reengineering them (See Figure 
3). Almost three-quarters of asset 
management CEOs, 73%, attributed the 
need for change to the economy.

Asset management CEOs have cautious 
business development strategies, with 
almost a third, 32%, viewing increasing 
market share in their existing markets 
as the best route to growth in the next 
12 months. To do so, 22% of asset 
management CEOs aim to launch new 
products or services. But at the same 
time, 18% say they will target growth 
by entering new markets, suggesting 
that asset management companies 
will continue to expand into emerging 
markets such as Asia, where the potential 
for growth is much higher than in the 
developed world.

Our analysis suggests that even in today’s 
difficult environment, asset management 
companies have growth opportunities. 
Geographically, these lie in Asia where 
huge growth in wealth – from retail 
savers through to ultra-high-net-worth 
– will lead to significant expansion in 
investable assets. 

Product and service innovation is the 
other big growth opportunity. Poor 
returns from savings products have hurt 
investors’ confidence in conventional 
savings products. Yet with interest rates 
low across much of the world, savers still 

need some form of higher-return savings 
products. Asset management companies 
can meet this burgeoning demand 
by designing products with principal 
protection combined with modest  
returns and finding ways to deliver high-
quality advice.

Driving down costs

The renewed crisis in financial markets 
is increasing pressure on expenses 
once more. Aware that the worst of the 
European sovereign debt crisis could be 
yet to come, CEOs are aiming to drive 
down costs. Seventy-eight percent of 
asset management CEOs have cut costs 
in the last year and 66% plan to do so 
this year (Figure 4). So they are still 
seeking to grow their businesses – but 
they want to do so as cost-efficiently  
as possible.

Mounting cost pressures are causing 
asset managers to look once again at 
outsourcing as a way of cutting their 
overheads with 42% outsourcing a 
business process in the last 12 months 
and 40% planning to do so in the next. 
The full spectrum of asset management 
companies has become far more ready to 
outsource key processes in recent years.

Figure 3: Adjusting strategies

Base: All respondents (Total sample, 1,258; Asset management, 125)
Source: PwC 15th Annual Global CEO Survey

Q. To what extent do you anticipate your company’s strategy will change over the next 12 months?

Change in fundamental ways 14

Somewhat change 51

No change 34

Asset 
Management

(%)

Implement a cost-reduction 
initiative 66

Enter into a new strategic 
alliance or joint venture 50

Outsource a business process 
or function 40

Complete a cross-border 
merger or acquisition 34

Divest majority interest in a 
business or exited a significant 
market

21

End an existing strategic 
alliance or joint venture 18

“Insource” a previously 
outsourced business process 
or function

12

Don’t know / Refused 10

Figure 4: Focusing on costs

Q. Which, if any, of the following restructuring 
activities do you plan to initiate in the coming  
12 months?

Base: All respondents (Total sample, 1,258;  
Asset management, 125)  
Source: PwC 15th Annual Global CEO Survey

Forty-two percent of CEOs outsourced a business process in the last 12 months and 40% plan to do so in the next. The full  
spectrum of asset management companies has become far more ready to outsource key processes in recent years. 12

months
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Asset managers need to balance cost 
reduction with demands from investors 
and regulators for more information. 
Technology platforms should facilitate 
the timely flow and transformation of 
information that a variety of functions 
might use for management information 
and reporting. More effective systems 
(data warehouses) and processes are 
critical not only to cost but also to future 
growth, as many asset management 
CEOs realise. Over 60% anticipate 
making a change to technology systems 
in the next 12 months, with 19% looking 
forward to a major change.

Managing risk

Just as volatile markets have 
concentrated asset managers’ minds on 
cutting costs, so they are turning CEOs 
towards identifying and mitigating 
all risks across their organisations. 
Businesses in all sectors are seeking 
to introduce enterprise-wide risk 
management, but asset managers have 
more immediate reasons for doing so 
than most.

Seventy-five percent of asset 
management CEOs say they will change 
the way they manage risks in the next 
12 months (Figure 5). Regulatory risk 
is also becoming a key risk, as asset 
managers face complying with a series 
of new investor protection and market 
regulations over the next few years. 
Sixty-seven percent of asset management 
CEOs say they are concerned about  
over-regulation. 

As the fiscal environment becomes 
harsher, tax and related information 
reporting is also becoming a key risk, 
with 54% of asset management CEOs 
voicing concern about tax.

Explains Vanguard’s McNabb: 
“Enterprise risk is obviously a hot topic, 
given everything that’s gone on in the 
last few years in the investment world in 
particular. For us, it became clear that 
we needed to take a different approach 
as we began to expand more globally.”

Mixed views about regulation

Asset managers are less worried 
about regulation than their peers in 
the banking and insurance sectors, 
where new regulations have a broader 
impact. Sixty-seven percent of asset 
management CEOs expressed concern 
about regulation, compared with 81% in 
banking and capital markets and 72%  
in insurance.

The lower level of concern reflects 
the fact that the greatest regulatory 
change in asset management affects 
the alternatives industry, mainly in the 
United States and Europe, which is still 
a relatively small sub-set of the overall 
sector (Figure 6).

Asset 
Management

(%)

Approach to managing risk 75

Strategies for managing talent 73

Organisational structure 
(including M&A) 70

Capital investment decisions 69

Technology investments 63

R&D and innovation capacity 62

Capital structure 49

Focus on corporate reputation 
and rebuilding trust 43

Engagement with your board 
of directors 36

Q. To what extent do you anticipate changes 
at your company in any of the following areas 
over the next 12 months?

Figure 5: Risk is a hot topic

Base: All respondents (Total sample, 1,258;  
Asset management, 125)  
Source: PwC 15th Annual Global CEO Survey 

 Banking 
and Capital 

Markets
(%)

Insurance
(%)

Asset 
Management

(%)

Not concerned at all 6 5 7

Not very concerned 12 23 26

Somewhat concerned 38 36 39

Extremely concerned 43 36 28

Don’t know/Refused 1 0 0

Q. How concerned are you, if at all about over-regulation?

Figure 6: Regulatory concerns

Base: All respondents (Total sample, 1,258; Banking and capital markets, 122; Insurance, 121;  
Asset management, 125)  
Source: PwC 15th Annual Global CEO Survey 
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Expecting growth in Asia

In Asia, increasing personal wealth and 
financial market reforms are leading 
to promising growth prospects. The 
region’s relatively strong economic 
growth is creating wealth, both for  
local entrepreneurs and the expanding 
middle classes. At the same time, 
financial market reforms are making  
it easier to market and manage 
investment products.

So it’s hardly surprising that 24% of asset 
management CEOs view China as most 
important for their growth prospects in 
the next 12 months. China ranks second 
only to the US, the world’s largest asset 
management market, which 26% of 
CEOs think is most important for growth 
over the coming year (Figure 7). 

Seeking to benefit from the rise of Asia 
and other emerging markets, asset 
managers are expanding their operations 
in these countries. While respondents 
tended to have the largest proportion of 
their key operations in North America 
and Western Europe, only 48% and 38%, 
respectively, expected to grow them. By 
contrast, more than 75% intended to 
grow their operations in Asian countries. 

Emerging markets also have a need 
for real estate and infrastructure 
development, consistent with rising 
levels of wealth. This partly explains why 
asset management  CEOs are targeting 
Africa and Latin America for growth, 
with 88% intending to expand in the 
former and 80% in the latter. 

Reflecting the difficulty of growing 
organically in these markets, some asset 
managers will choose to expand in them 
through acquisition, as 34% of asset 
management CEOs say they are planning 
cross-border mergers or acquisitions 
in the next year. But in some countries 
regulations prevent full acquisitions, 
making joint ventures or strategic 
alliances more practical. So 50% of CEOs 
are planning to expand in this way.

24% of CEOs view China as most important for their growth prospects in the next 12 months. China ranks second only to 
 the US, the world’s largest asset management market, which 26% of CEOs think is most important for growth over the  
coming year. 24%

CEOs

Asset 
Management

(%)

USA 26

China 24

Germany 21

France 10

Brazil 8

UK 8

India 6

Russia 3

Figure 7: China growth ranks 2nd to US

Q. Which countries, not including the country 
in which you are based, do you consider most 
important for your overall growth prospects 
over the next 12 months?

Base: All respondents (Total sample, 1,258;  
Asset management, 125)  
Source: PwC 15th Annual Global CEO Survey 
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Developing the value in talent

Just like professional sports teams, asset 
management companies’ value resides 
in its people. Our analysis indicates 
that asset management CEOs are taking 
an increasingly long-term approach to 
developing talent in-house, seeking to 
develop the cultures that breed effective 
investment management cultures.  
Those asset managers that do this 
successfully are rewarded by strong 
competitive positions.1

Sixty-two percent of asset management 
CEOs say they plan to develop and 
promote most talent from within the 
company, with just 25% looking to 
recruit from outside. CEOs personally 
view this as important; 65% of them 
say they would like to spend more time 
developing leadership and talent.

The asset management CEOs in 
our survey see part of their role as 
developing tomorrow’s leaders. 
They highlight high-potential middle 
managers as being the most difficult 
group to recruit and retain. Some 57% 
of CEOs identify this group as their 
priority, against 38% who see the senior 
management team as the area where 
talent is most fought over (Figure 5).   
Our analysis indicates that battle for 
talent remains highly competitive among 
asset managers, in spite of weaker 
financial markets.

As asset managers expand into new 
countries, most are seeking to recruit 
talent locally; 66% of CEOs say they 
prefer to hire people locally than to 
transfer employees from other offices. In 
Asia, the focus of much of the expansion, 
asset managers are both hiring local 
people and moving employees from 
overseas offices. 

57% of CEOs identify high-potential middle managers as their priority, against 38% who see the senior management team  
as the area where talent is most fought over. 57%

CEOs

Asset 
Management 

(%)

High-potential middle 
managers 57

Senior management team 38

Younger workers 30

Skilled production workers 28

Overseas unit heads 17

Don’t know / Refused 8

Figure 8: Prioritising high-potential middle 
managers

Q. With which of the following groups do you 
currently face the greatest challenges with 
regard to recruitment and retention?

Base: All respondents (Total sample, 1,258;  
Asset management, 125)  
Source: PwC 15th Annual Global CEO Survey 
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Finding tomorrow’s sources  
of growth 

Asset management companies need 
to adapt to a changing environment. 
Future success will depend on 
overcoming the difficulties posed by 
today’s market conditions and seeing 
clearly where future growth will come 
from. Asset management CEOs tell us 
they are not looking so much to make 
radical changes to their strategies, but 
to adjust them to today’s environment.

There are certainly opportunities. 
The ageing population’s saving for 
retirement income, and the emerging 
markets’ new wealth, mean demand 
for savings products remains high. 

As market volatility erodes faith in 
conventional equity funds, investors 
will demand new types of products 
with stable returns; they will also want 
advice that’s customised to their needs 
and budgets. 

Capturing these opportunities requires 
first-class execution and efficient 
firm infrastructures. You will have 
to keep costs down, use technology 
cleverly and breed talent effectively 
from within. Entering high-growth 
geographical markets will also require 
intelligent tactics. Acquisitions or joint 
ventures might appear superior options 
to growing businesses organically, but 
both bring their own problems.

As asset management CEOs look 
beyond today’s economic difficulties, 
long-term trends in pension saving  
and emerging market wealth offer 
many opportunities. But capturing 
them will require smart strategies and 
agile execution.
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