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Introduction

Activist investors have been operating in Europe for some time, usually reserving their 
demands for countries with robust equity markets with sizeable large-cap segments. 
However, today, the tide is changing. Activists around the globe, including more and 
more European activists, are diversifying their targeting strategy, increasingly investing 
in mid- and micro-cap companies across many European markets. As activism 
becomes more accepted, it is changing into a type of shareholder behaviour rather 
than a tactic waged by specialised funds. As a result, markets that were previously off 
the radar, like Belgium, are seeing a spike in shareholder activism. 

Since 2005, activists from neighbouring 
countries have targeted seven quoted 
Belgian companies, with three of these 
campaigns taking place in 2019 (and 
ongoing). 

Activists aim to maximise their own 
position, be it aligned to the company's 
objectives or not. Strengthened by a 
volatile macroeconomic climate, the rise in 
the number of passive shareholders and 
favourable legislation, activism is expected 
to become more prevalent.

A key consequence of the rise of activism 
is that it firmly puts a spotlight on the 
workings of the Board. This means every 
major business decision is subject to 
public scrutiny and can often involve public 
showdowns in the media. Such tactics can 
immediately put the Board in a position 
where they have to respond and put 
pressure on management teams. 

CEOs and Boards may wish to ‘think and 
act’ like activists to pre-empt and avoid 
public and costly showdowns: they might 
want to understand the motivations 
of activists, ask themselves some 
hard questions about the company’s 
performance and future direction, and 
then take concrete steps to improve 
shareholder returns. They may choose to 
embrace active management of passive 
shareholders long before activists strike. 
Executives and Boards who understand 
and apply activist techniques might be 
better placed to meet the demands 
of activists and simultaneously drive 
shareholder value. Ultimately, the goals 
of both the activist shareholders and the 
Board has to align since they both want to 
ensure shareholder value creation. 

Finally, all, not only listed, companies can 
benefit from looking at themselves in the 
same way as activists do. They should 
avoid dismissing disappointing profits, 
underperforming divisions or weak stocks, 
and shareholder discontent, and analyse 
themselves seriously and as objectively as 
possible.

Lieve Creten 
Partner, M&A Transaction Services 
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Activism: How is it relevant to our market?

Sheltered no longer
Activism and its impact is growing across 
Europe. The wave of activism in recent 
years springs out of the US, but more 
and more European activists are getting 
on board. Investors are committing 
more funds to activism in search of good 
returns, while new European regulations 
strengthening shareholder rights enable 
them to enter the market. 

Activists look for companies that are 
undervalued, and whose value they plan to 
improve through their action. Typically, they 
target large-cap companies, as the larger 
the company, the larger the potential return. 
Consequently, activism is more common in 
countries with robust equity markets with 
an extensive large-cap segment.
Compared to our neighbours, the Belgian 
equity market is a lot smaller but more 
balanced. Large cap companies (>€10b) 
hold 64 percent of the total market, while 
mid‑caps (€2b – €10b) and small‑caps 
(<€2b) hold 25 percent and 11 percent 
respectively. In contrast, across the UK, 
Germany, France and Netherlands, the 
large-cap companies on average hold 80 
percent of the total market, with mid- and 
small‑caps accounting for 13 and 5 percent 
on average. Due to the nature of the equity 
market, Belgian listed companies were 
sheltered from activism, and the rise of 
activism and its consequences were not 
top of mind. However, as activism becomes 
more common, Belgium has appeared on 
the activists’ radar more frequently. 

Figure 1: Market capitalization per segment and number of companies 
targeted by activist investors between 2014-2019
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Due to the nature of the equity market, Belgian listed 
companies were sheltered from activism, and the rise 
of activism and its consequences were not top of mind. 
However, as activism becomes more common, Belgium 
has appeared on the activists’ radar more frequently. 

Activist investors are shareholders who aim to maximize their own position 
through fully exercising their shareholder rights and driving significant 
changes within the company



Be your own activist  | Developing an activist mindset 

06

Sights on Belgium…
Since 2005, activists have targeted seven 
companies, with three of these campaigns 
taking place in 2019. Activists are not only 
targeting Belgium more frequently, but 
also making larger investments. According 
to Deloitte research based on Activist 
Insight data, activists have invested €395m 
since 2018, compared to €112m across the 
previous campaigns. 

…targeting Belgian listed companies 
from across the border
While the BEL 20 contains less large‑caps 
than our neighbours, its robust mid- and 
small-cap segment is attractive to activists, 
with six out of the seven companies 
targeted being part of the BEL 20 index. 

All demands against Belgian companies 
were launched by activists from 
neighbouring countries. Netherlands-
based activists have been the most 
prominent, accounting for 69% of all 
activist funding deployed in Belgium.

Belgium

Germany

UK

Netherlands

Figure 3: Estimated activists funds deployed against 
Belgian targets between 2005-2019 split by activists’ key location, €m

Source: Activist Insight
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While the BEL 20 contains less large‑caps than our neighbours, its robust mid‑ and 
small-cap segment is attractive to activists, with six out of the seven companies 
targeted being part of the BEL 20 index.

Figure 2: Estimated activists funds deployed 
against Belgian targets between 2005-2019, €m

Source: Activist Insight
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Targeted demands
The demands activists launch depend on 
their plan for creating value in the target 
company, often combining multiple types 
of demands to reach their goal. 

Board related demands have been most 
common, not only in Belgium but also 
across Europe, as gaining a seat on the 
Board allows activists to have a greater 
influence on the company’s agenda. In a 
current case in the Technology sector, an 
activist has gained a seat on the Board and 
is working with the management to further 
shape the performance turnaround of his 
target.

A different angle of launching demands 
targeted at the board has been to 
eliminate the stakeholders that hurt the 
activist’s position. In an ongoing case in 
the Telecom sector, an activist has filed 
for a legal appointment of an independent 
governance expert to examine the 
influence of a majority stakeholder, while 
simultaneously challenging the target’s 
capital allocation strategy and opposing a 
potential acquisition the target initiated. 

M&A related demands, which aim to drive 
up target takeover price or alternatively 
oppose a planned transaction from taking 
place, are also common. In a settled case, 
an investor rejected a proposed takeover 
bid claiming it to be too low, while opening 
the door to negotiate with third parties. 
As a result, the deal closed at more than 
double the price per share than initially 
offered. 

Figure 4: Types of activist demands launched against Belgian 
companies as of 2005
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High success rate
Out of 12 demands launched in Belgium, six 
have been successful, three are currently 
ongoing, and three were unsuccessful or 
withdrawn. 

There are multiple factors that play in 
favour of activists. First, they launch 
demands after months of rigorous 
research and strategy formulation, often 
exposing the most vulnerable aspect 
of the company. Given the size of their 
targets, their demands often attract media 
attention, which puts further strain on the 
management. Finally, they invest for the 
long term, and are equipped with funds 
and resources to win their case, while the 
attention of the target’s management often 
needs to cover multiple themes and is less 
focused on the specific demand. 
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Activism is peaking in Europe
Across Europe, the number of campaigns 
launched against European targets has 
been at a steady high since 2016. Large‑cap 
companies, mostly in the financial services 
and consumer goods industries have been 
the most targeted. 

Figure 5: Number of European companies targeted by activist investors 
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Figure 6: Estimated activist funds deployed by target country as proportion of total activist funds deployed in Europe

…in 2015 …in 2018

Source: Activist Insight
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Increasingly diverse targets
Given the size of its equity market and 
extensive large-Cap segment, the UK has 
been the primary target of activists in 
Europe. While the UK remains a dominant 
market, activists increasingly look for 
targets in other European countries. 

Since 2015, the share of investment outside of the UK has 
increased by 23 percent, mainly directed towards large 
European markets. 



Be your own activist  | Developing an activist mindset 

09

Geography is not the only widening 
parameter. While the proportion of large-
caps targeted remains the same, activists 
shift their focus from small-caps to mid- 
and micro-caps. 

Activists’ demands tend to be more 
successful in small- and micro-cap targets as 
opposed to mid- and large-cap companies.  
This is likely as small- and micro-caps tend 
to have smaller institutional investors and 
their Boards tend to be less accustomed to 
dealing with activists, guaranteeing better 
success rate than large-caps.  

Figure 7: Number of companies targeted by activist investors 
in Europe split by market cap

Source: Activist Insight
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Figure 8: Proportion of activist demands launched against European 
companies between 2015 - 2019 that have led to at least partial success 
or compromise segmented by target size 
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We believe there are 
several reasons for this 
shift. Given the increased 
activity in recent years, 
the activism space has 
become more competitive, 
prompting investors to 
broaden their search to 
find attractive targets. 
Secondly, investing 
in smaller companies 
requires smaller capital 
outlay, which proves more 
attractive for investors 
who are looking to launch 
activist demands for the 
first time. Thirdly, by nature 
it is easier to increase the 
value of a €200m company 
than that of a €2b 
company, mitigating the 
high risk of return tied with 
large activist campaigns.

Lieve Creten 
Partner, M&A Transaction Services
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Aided by the rise in passive funds…
The disruptive force of the activists is being 
enhanced by the rise of what might seem 
the precise opposite: passive investors. 

According to the European Securities and 
Markets Authority, passively managed 
funds amounted to €625b or 25 percent 
of the aggregate European equity UCITS 
market, up from 18 percent in 20141. 

The rise in the big passive funds gives 
activists a crucial advantage. A single 
fund’s large share ownership means that 
an activist needs the support of just a 
few key voters to win a proxy contest. The 
combination of aggressive activists and 
heavyweight funds means that even very 
large corporations are vulnerable to a 
knockout proxy contest. 

1  https://www.esma.europa.eu/sites/default/files/library
2 https://www.srz.com/resources/the‑activist‑investing‑annual‑review‑2019.html

…as well as regulatory change and 
market dynamics 
The regulatory change in the European 
legal environment is going the activists’ 
way. As the law firm Schulte, Roth and 
Zabel’s 2019 review points out, the 
European Union has adopted shareholder 
rights directives that encourage long-term 
shareholder participation2. However, this 
could result in activists engaging more 
aggressively with shareholders, particularly 
passive investors, to elicit their support in 
bringing about some of the changes they 
are advocating. 

The change in European legislation opened 
the door for homegrown activists and 
foreign activists alike. The US stock markets 
experienced one of their longest bull runs 
in history. This means that valuations 
are stretched; casting a positive shine 
on companies, pleasing shareholders 
and making any long position taken by 
an activist vulnerable should a market 
correction take place. European stock 
markets and company valuations, on 
the other hand, are seen as being less 
stretched than in the US, which proves to 
be inviting for US activists. 

Europe North America APAC Middle East & Africa Latin America

Figure 9: Top 10 activists with more than €500m of funds deployed per activist between 2015 - 2019
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Rise of the occasional activist 
The last few years of high activity and 
media attention have made activism more 
accepted in Europe. The top 10 activists  
(as depicted in Figure 9) account for  
41 percent of activist funds deployed 
in Europe since 2015. Majority of these 
funds were deployed by European active 
ownership firms, which allocate most of 
their assets to activist strategies, such as 
Industrivarde and Cevian Capital. 

As a result of this rising activity, 
activism is changing into a type 
of shareholder behaviour rather 
than a tactic waged by specialised 
funds. According to Lazard’s review 
of shareholder activism, occasional 
activists accounted for almost half of 
all campaigns launched in Europe in 
2019, up from one third in 20173. While 
active ownership firms will remain 
dominant players, more investors are 
expected to follow suit, launching 
activist demands occasionally when 
they are unhappy with their position. 
While large-caps will remain the target 
of active ownership firms, occasional 
activists will target smaller companies 
in a variety of markets. 

3 https://www.lazard.com/perspective/lazards‑quarterly‑review‑of‑shareholder‑activism‑q3‑2019/

While active ownership firms will 
remain dominant players, more 
investors are expected to follow 
suit, launching activist demands 
occasionally when they are  
unhappy with their position.

Looking ahead

Activists look for undervalued or underperforming 
companies, both of which are abundant in both rising and 
falling markets. However, as the European economy slows 
down, activists will be able to enter companies on the 
cheap and hold a long-term position, making changes that 
benefit in the long run. 

“ One of the big areas of strategic risks companies now have is their 
inability to deliver the change that was part of their strategy.”

 Tim Houben, Deloitte Belgium 
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To illustrate current activist investor approaches and the mindset that sits behind 
them, we spoke with several prominent former activists and here we condense their 
views. 

Approach: identification

Big cap? Small cap? 
In first instance Large‑cap companies were 
targeted as they represent the best chance 
for the requisite absolute returns given 
the costs of participation. As indicated 
before, we do now see a trend – definitely 
in continental Europe towards, medium to 
small and even micro-cap quoted targets.

Protective Environment
Activists need the protection of established 
governance structures, similar to the US, 
and hence are attracted to European and 
mature Asian markets, e.g. Japan, rather 
than emerging markets.

Target Diligence
Targets need to be thoroughly vetted 
often over many months or even years, 
with different activists employing different 
approaches. Some have portfolio 
managers focused on specific sectors 
tracking particular companies over 
extended periods, whilst others look to 
trends in sectors or industries and find 
opportunities. Typically, these teams will 
have industry expertise and a strong 
background of operations.

Target Performance
Activists analyze a multitude of metrics and 
performance measures including a larger 
benchmark group of companies, valuations, 
margins, shareholder return (over 1, 3, 5, 
and 10 years), shareholder sentiment, etc. 
They use a bottom up approach where they 
first think about what they want to change.

Finding Solutions & Value
Share price stagnation is only one 
symptom of the problem, and the activist 
investor’s objective is to identify the 
problem. The idea is to eventually come 
up with value, increase profit or harvest 
value that is hidden in the business. 
Activist investors have to identify pricing 
differences, assess the productivity of a 
target’s sales force, analyze the product 
and services portfolio, and identify reasons 
for the underperformance against peers.

Practical insights into the activist 
approach and mindset

“ For activist investors, 
businesses which are 
managed inappropriately 
tend to be better targets”

 Tim Houben, Deloitte Belgium
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Route to success 
Activists are prepared for an unwelcoming 
management team. They pick and identify 
companies where change will benefit 
shareholders with a clear strategy for 
getting the boards to accede to their 
demands.

Our analysis in Figure 11 shows that 
demands for Board seats are far more 
likely to be successful than other types 
of demand in Europe. Demands aiming 
to change business strategy tend to have 
least success rate.

Costs
By not taking overall control, activists 
avoid paying an ownership premium in 
their stakes; however, in the case of a large 
company with a high quantity of retail 
investors, activist campaigns can become 
expensive. The cost may run into tens of 
millions of euros. 

“ We ask ourselves, ‘What 
if the board does not 
change? How do I pressure 
the board? How do 
I influence the board?’”

 US Activist Investor

Figure 10. Proportion of activist demands launched against European 
companies between 2015 - 2019 that have led to at least partial success or 
compromise segmented by target size  
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Figure 11. Type of demands leading to at least partial success or compromise 
launched against European targets since 2014
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Approach: Engagement

Activist’s Investors
Generally, the clients of activist investors  
are informed about the plan. In several cases, 
large clients of activist investors provide 
funds to acquire a stake in the target and 
provide support. This mechanism is called a 
side car investment vehicle and is becoming 
increasingly popular. However, involving 
more investors in the group raises the risk of 
information getting leaked.

Activist’s Targets
Once the position is disclosed by the activist 
investor or the target becomes aware of 
the activist’s position (ideally 5% or more), 
a meeting is set up with the management 
team. In this meeting the activist first 
introduces their firm and tries to establish 
a relationship with the management team. 
Thereafter, the activist investor shares their 
thoughts or expectations about possible 
improvements .

What’s next
It depends on the receptiveness of the 
target’s management team to implementing 
changes and agreeing to demands for board 
representation. Sometimes, activists may 
have to settle for a watered down set of 
demands such as a lower number of board 
seats. However, a target’s management 
can sometimes be less than receptive to 
activist investor’s demands and frequently 
campaigns can become contested.

Fellow Shareholders
If additional pressure is required to be 
applied to a target’s management team 
that is unwilling to co operate with activist 
investors, other shareholders can be 
approached.

5. 
Sub-optimal portfolio 

shareholder value: Solutions 
often sit at sub-division 

level, boards often assess 
portfolios at business unit 

level (e.g. division and 
corporate level)

6. 
Even well thought through 

strategies may not reap the 
highest returns – sometimes 

tactical and more basic 
interventions deliver superior 

shareholder value

7. 
Energy is best spent 
on transformation 

rather than hostility 

 

 

9. 

1. 
Few board members 

truly seek to drive 
a management team towards 

a superior path of return – 
because that comes with 
risks and boards are by 

design risk adverse

2. 
Tough choices are 

often delayed by boards 
and their management 

teams

3. 
Past successes often 

create complacency today 
– just because it was smart 

then does not make it 
best for now

4. 
Boards and corporates 

often have a positive bias 
to size over margin and 

underestimate the “corporate 
discount” – the activist gives 

preference to “small and 
valuable” rather than 

“big and average”

8. 
Facts don’t lie – too 

few boards let the facts 
tell the story, instead of 

listening to management 
teams’ explanations and 

narrative

Few boards have a fully 
transparent view of the 

true economics of 
their business

Common aspects of activist’s mindset
There are number of beliefs, inherent scepticisms and features of the actvist’s mindset that 
drive their approach
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So, how to avoid activist interest:

Whilst outperformance is naturally the 
best form of defense, what can board 
and management teams do aside from 
delivering strong shareholder returns over 
long durations, and ensuring shareholders 
are happy? In short – put themselves 
in an activist’s role to identify areas of 
improvements. 

There is always some truth in the activist’s 
plan, there is something the management is 
doing that is not in the interest of shareholders 
or not resulting in the best shareholder return. 
Ideally, the management of the target company 
should implement changes proactively to avoid 
any contest or loss of control.
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A key activist strength is that, coming 
from outside a company, they are 
unencumbered by inertia, vested interests 
and emotional attachments. Their gaze is 
dispassionate, analytical and calculating. 

Companies need to look at themselves 
in a similarly detached way, spotting 
weaknesses or unexploited opportunities 
and rooting out inefficiencies that detract 
from shareholder value. 

We set out below the way in which 
we would recommend undertaking a 
systematic and comprehensive self 
assessment. 

How to be your own activist: 
A rigorous self-assessment

Applying
an activist lens

1. Shareholder returns
Does the business deliver low
shareholder returns, especially
relative performance to peers and
benchmarks?

9. Board composition and
governance
Are changes required to ensure the
experience, capabilities, and incentives
to execute on the business‘ vision
and strategy? Are the appropriate
governance structures in place?

2. Capital structure
Are there complicated or over-levered
capital structures creating potential
ways in for activists and options to

5. Business unit performance
Do particular business units
demonstrate poor margins, growth,
returns on assets, or returns on
capital?

6. End-to-end operational
potential

through structural change, cost
reduction and improved productivity?

8. Value creation plan,
communication and
delivery

value?  How will the plan
be communicated and
delivered?

7. Cash focus
Do we use cash correctly,

use of capital?

3. Commercial
positioning
What should growth,
market share, pricing,
market leadership be,
and and how should growth 
investment be allocated?

4. Less than the sum of
strap eht 

Disaggregated, do
divisional EBITDA and
valuation multiples
indicate a conglomerate
discount?
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Conclusion

The recent upsurge in activist presence in Belgium confirms the 
European wide trend. Now, as their presence becomes more common 
and their strategies are more widespread, activists look for targets 
beyond the traditional large-cap companies in large equity markets. 
As a result, markets that used to be hidden from activists’ eyes are 
increasingly on the target list. 

The European Union, keen 
that corporations should be 
accountable to shareholders, is 
opening the way to increased 
activism even if, at times, national 
governments show protectionist 
tendencies. Overall macro-
economic slow-down will drive 
share prices down and may 
trigger more activist campaigns. 
Supported by increased part of 
passively managed funds silently 
supporting activist demands.  

Companies may wish to consider 
looking at themselves in the 
same way activists do -  not 
dismissing disappointing profits, 
underperforming divisions or weak 
stock performance as a temporary 
phenomena, or muting discontent 
from shareholders, but analyzing 
themselves seriously and as 
objectively as possible. 

A company’s rigorous self-
examination may lead it to a 
different view of its current 

positioning, and of what it needs 
to do in order to improve its focus, 
performance and returns to 
shareholders. It is likely to lead to 
a mid-term and long-term strategy 
that helps the company form a 
more convincing vision of itself. 

Ultimately it is by showing that 
management is capable of acting 
on behalf of all shareholders 
and achieve long term superior 
performance that they will be able 
to succeed in pre-empting activists. 

“ If you were to assess the business from the outside looking in, 
what should “good” look like? Ideally, the management of the target 
company should implement changes proactively to avoid any 
contest or loss of control. Leadership should use this unconstrained 
approach to challenge their thinking.”

 Lieve Creten, Partner Deloitte Financial Advisory, Belgium 
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