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BUILDING A COMPETITIVE INVESTOR 
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Aegon Asset Management, an active global investor and part of the insurance giant Aegon, has 380 investment 

player, with established units in the US, the UK and the Netherlands and growing activities in China, previously 
each catering to their own regional markets. But Bas NieuweWeme, CEO since 2019, believes his company can be 
more than the sum of its parts. His ambition: radically stepping up cross-border teamwork to make distribution and 
operations truly global. 

to these challenges and how 
Aegon Asset Management is 
transforming itself to meet 
them head on. 

Q. What are the key changes that 
you see in the market in terms of
client demand? 
A. The main driver of change, in
my view, has been the low-yield
environment we have been in
for quite some time now. This
has been dampening returns

income investments. With
returns lower, the fees of active
asset managers have come
under increasing scrutiny. This

Marieke van Eenennaam, 
partner at Deloitte 
Netherlands, spoke to 
him at length about the 
challenges in the current 
competitive landscape. 
Client demands in the asset 
management market are 
changing. ESG criteria are 
climbing the priority list 
in investment mandates, 
for example. And the hunt 
for yield in the current 
low-interest environment 
is fueling interest in 
alternative investments. 
They discuss how the 
industry is responding  

perfect breeding ground for 
passive asset managers, who 
base their investments on an 
index rather than on active 
research, engagement and 

ten years, with their low-cost 
asset management products, 
passive asset managers have 
captured quite a bit of market 
share among pension funds 
and high net worth individuals 
– at the expense of 100% active
managers like Aegon Asset
Management. With demand
for active asset management 
softening, competition has

been under tremendous 
pressure. Meanwhile, costs 
for asset managers have 
been rising, too, for example 
costs for people, and so have 
investments in the latest 
technology and compliance, 
as regulation has become 
increasingly rigorous post 
2008. This combination has 
squeezed operating margins. 
Luckily our industry is healthy, 
and that has cushioned the 
blow. 
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Q. How has the growing importance 

A. Lately, the shift in the market
from active to passive asset
management seems to be
slowing down. This may be
due to the recent uptick in US
capital market rates, but I think 

More and more corporations 
are committing to making their
operations carbon-neutral
by 2050 or even 2030. Once 
CEOs and CFOs have signed
up for sustainability, this
sentiment trickles down to
the pension funds. Dutch and 
Nordic pension funds have
always been front runners in
integrating environmental,
social and governance
standards into their investment
policies, but now more and
more funds in the UK and
mainland Europe are joining
their ranks. Even in the United
States, where I spent twenty
years of my career, the ground
is shifting. Five years ago, 
if I even mentioned ESG, I
would be accused of being a
tree-hugger, but these days 
American asset managers are
coming to realize that they have
to get on board, otherwise 
they can no longer compete 
for assets in Europe. Right now,
European competitors have a
ten-year head start on them.
In catering to ESG-minded
clients, active asset managers
have an edge over passives.
ESG data is still relatively 
patchy in coverage, particularly 

and subject to interpretation. 

ESG data providers’ scores is
low, which means there is value
to be obtained in uncovering
and interpreting ESG data
yourself. That is our approach
as an active manager – to fully

integrate ESG into our bottom-
up fundamental research 
process.

Q. While assets under management 
are traditionally concentrated in 
Europe and America, the focus of 
economic activity and investment 

markets are vibrant, but also less 
mature and less transparent. What 
does this mean for asset managers?
A. China is now the world’s
second largest asset 
management market, behind
the US, and this initially closed
market is gradually opening
up. For example, Chinese
regulators now allow foreign
asset managers to acquire
majority stakes in joint ventures
with wealth management banks 
or mutual fund companies. 
And today there is even such 
a thing as a wholly foreign
owned enterprise (WFOE).
So, the options for playing
this market have widened
spectacularly, and all the large 
asset managers have recently
been building a presence there.
Aegon was an early mover,
though. In 2008, we partnered 
up with the Chinese brokerage

buying a 49% stake in Aegon
Industrial Fund Management
Company Limited (AIFMC),
which is now a top-10 asset 
manager in China in terms of

country’s Golden Bull asset
manager award 11 times in the
last 13 years. We contribute
our extensive knowledge
of ESG, manager selection,
portfolio construction and risk
management. AIFMC caters
mainly for retail clients, but we
also have our eye on the up-
and-coming pension market.
To further support the China

regulatory permission to set 
up a WFOE (Wholly Owned 
Foreign Enterprise) and we are 
now in the process of applying 

Limited Partnership) quota, 
which will allow us to market 

made) products to Chinese 
high net worth clients.

We contribute our 
extensive knowledge of 
ESG, manager selection, 
portfolio construction 
and risk management. 
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Q. Aegon Asset Management 
has decided to ride these trends, 
given your new strategy to grow 

”build a globally competitive asset 
manager”. Can you tell us more 
about your strategy? How cost-
driven is it?
A. When I joined Aegon Asset
Management, it was made 
up of two regions, one in
Europe and one in the US. 

brands. But in a market
where margins are under 
pressure, companies need to 

key strategic imperatives we
saw were to avoid duplication

risk management systems,

analyzing the same company.
So last year, we brought all our
activities under a single brand,
Aegon Asset Management,
retiring TKP Investments in the
Netherlands and Kames Capital
in the UK. We appointed one

global management board. 
Furthermore, we created four 
global investment platforms: 
Fixed Income, Real Assets, 
Equity and Multi-Asset & 
Solutions. Every employee in 
the original regions that worked 
with bonds is now part of the 

All our equity analysts across 
markets now work together in 
the global Equity platform. And 
so on. We call this “Investing 
Beyond Borders”. The next 
step was aligning our back 

that a global platform as well. 
Simplifying and consolidating 
the technology systems is a 
two-year process, and we are 

system, one risk management 
system, one client reporting 
system and one accounting 
system. All state of the art. The 
number of applications we use 
will drop from 330 to 170, with 
two third-party vendors playing 
a key role in our processes. For 
this massive project, we have 
hired two external providers 
who are supporting us globally. 

lower our cost levels over time, 
plus enhance our service to 
clients, which is absolutely 
necessary to operate in today’s 
tough market at a competitive 
price.

Q. What is the timeline for this 
project?
A. We developed our plan in
2020, chose our providers
before the end of that year and
started implementing in 2021.
We expect to complete the
project by the end of 2022. 

Q. What will the transition mean 
for employees? How do you keep 
them motivated?
A. During the transition, we
still have to keep operations
going, so we added 60 new 
people to help us implement 
the new systems and maintain
business as usual. Existing
employees were very excited
at the opportunity to be
part of the project team, and
help implement this leading

people are just thrilled to be 
switching. That said, we are all

human and sometimes hesitant 
for change, but with extensive 
training and coaching we will 
make sure our workforce gets 
comfortable with the new 
situation. Last year, in parallel 
with the IT upgrade, we moved 
away from the existing regional 
structure to a truly global one. 

will be working for the Global 
Fixed Income platform, for 
instance, rather than the UK 
country unit. We will be seeing 
a lot more cross-selling across 
regions. We have just sold our 

product to a client in Canada 
and a UK manufactured 
Equity product in Korea and 
Brazil. This is proof that global 
works! I believe the new global 
model will not only boost our 
revenues, but also create a 
more inspiring and dynamic 
working environment. 

these changes? 
A. 
immediately notice is far faster
reporting. Currently, they 
receive our investment reports
between 5 and 25 days after
month’s end. When the new
system goes live, the main
reports will roll in on business
day one or two of the following
month. Overall, we will be 
delivering faster, better quality
service at lower cost, and we 
will be able to sustain this in

clients continuity.

managers?
A. First of all we are active
asset managers. We seek an
information advantage over
other investors in the market
with our proprietary research 

Performance 35



and engagement, which 
enables us to outperform an 
index (in other words, create 
alpha). But what gives us an 
edge over our competitors 
in the active management 
segment is that we are part 
of the global insurance giant 
Aegon. We manage their 
general accounts, $150 billion 
in assets, as well as around 
$320 billion for external clients. 
This means we can build 
on Aegon’s infrastructure, 

strength. Developing and 
launching new products is 
a lot easier when you have 
a parent company with 
sizable investment portfolios 
that can seed or co-invest 
alongside external clients. 
That money helps us to build 
a track record and attract 
external clients faster and 

have the luxury that we can 
partner with Aegon’s insurance 
investment portfolios to jointly 
develop products that they 
can co-invest in along with our 
external clients. External clients 

are very comfortable with this 
set-up. They like the fact that 
we are putting our money 
where our mouth is. 

Q. Which product niches are you
targeting?
A. This year alone, we will be
launching four new products
- with co-investments from
Aegon’s insurance investment
portfolios - in the illiquid,

space. Two in the US and two 
in Europe. This is a market
niche where yields are higher
and passive managers cannot
compete. Institutional clients
are prepared to give up some
liquidity to get a little more 
yield in a growing part of their
investment portfolio. For
example, we repackage and sell
Dutch mortgages originated
by our parent Aegon, but also 
SME loans. Pension funds and
insurers in the Netherlands
were eager to get on board,
and others in the rest of
Europe are buying this paper-
Dutch mortgages - now, too.
And we are talking to Asian

investors as well. Real Assets 
is another illiquid asset class 
that produces higher yields and 
is hard for passive managers 
to replicate. Aegon’s general 
accounts make investments, 
and we are able to leverage 
that for third-party clients in 
agriculture lending, commercial 
mortgage loans and workforce 

position in the US in particular. 

income, by contrast, are 
easier for passive managers 
to replicate, so to stand out in 
that crowded space we focus 
more and more on products 
with an ESG or sustainable 
angle. We have an edge over 
our Anglo-Saxon rivals in this 
corner of the market, thanks 
to thirty years of ESG investing 
experience and a 15-people 
strong dedicated responsible 
investing team with very highly 
skilled experts. Last year we 
launched four responsible 
investment products, including 
a Sustainable Equity and 
Fixed Income fund in the US, 

an ESG HY fund and in the 
Netherlands the Global Equity 
Impact Fund, developed in 
partnership with the Dutch 
bank ABN AMRO. Just recently, 
we received the Insurance 
Asset Risk Award 2021 in the 
Investment Innovation category 
for the development of the 
Aegon Global Sustainable 
Sovereign Bond strategy, and 
we are transforming our Global 

sustainable mandate.

We have an edge over 
our Anglo-Saxon rivals in 
this corner of the market, 
thanks to thirty years of 
ESG investing experience 
and a 15-people strong 
dedicated responsible 
investing team with very 
highly skilled experts. 
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employees? What is your edge in 
the battle for talent?
A. Currently, about a third 

Netherlands, a third in the UK 
and a third in the US. In all three 

the opportunity to work in one 
of our global teams, interacting 

or the next continent. A lot of 
people enjoy that global energy. 
Also, our focus on sustainability 
is highly attractive to today’s 
university graduates, who are 
done with old paradigms and 

line with that mindset, I am 
proud to say we appointed a 
Global Head of Diversity and 
Inclusion last year as well. 

Q. You mentioned regulatory 
compliance, along with salaries 
and technology, as a key cost driver
for asset management companies. 
Will compliance get any easier 
with Aegon Asset Management 
becoming a global company? 
A. We engage primarily with
the SEC in the US, the FCA in 
the UK and the AFM in the
Netherlands. They oversee our

local legal entities. Following 
the launch of our WFOE in 
China, we also have dealings 
with the Chinese authorities. As 
we engage in more cross-selling 
between our markets, this 
certainly adds complexity. Take 
for example the EU’s recent 
Sustainable Finance Disclosure 
Regulation (SFDR). It is unclear 
whether the UK and the US 
are going to more or less copy 
this legislation or introduce 

Stewardship Code is already 
demanding comprehensive 

to that demanded by the EU 
legislation. Our best chances 
of staying compliant globally 
may be to just apply SFDR, 
the strictest set of rules in 
today’s market, to all our global 
activities. It would be so much 
easier, though, if there was a 
global regulator. I sometimes 
dream about helping to 
establish one before I retire.

Q. What does the competitive 
landscape for Aegon Asset 
Management look like? Who are
your key competitors? 
A. For every asset class we
bring to market, we have a

mortgages, local Dutch players
are close on our heels, but we
are still the largest. In the US
commercial real estate market,
our rivals are US insurance

the UK, our global sustainable
equity product faces other
competitors. One of the aims 
of going global is to help 
us cross-sell our products
between regions, and that is
already gaining momentum. I
do not necessarily see other
global asset managers like J.P. 
Morgan as our key competitors. 
This has a lot to do with our

In all three markets, 

the opportunity 
to work in one of 
our global teams, 
interacting with 
colleagues in the 

next continent. 
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heritage. We happen to be 
the asset manager of Aegon 
Asset Management, the 
assets of which we invest in 
the US and Europe. Aegon 
is also a huge originator of 
Dutch mortgages. We have 
built our strategy around who 
we are and where we come 
from. We are trying to leverage 
our global footprint and our 
global distribution channels to 
play in market niches where 
we have an edge and can 

traditional large-cap equity 
space, there are four hundred 
asset managers looking for 
business. Good luck trying to 
convince a pension fund they 
need to hire you as opposed 
to one of your competitors. 
If you focus on ESG, then the 
credible competition becomes 
much smaller. Because we 
have a big insurance company 
behind us, we can also compete  
in the alternative investment 
space, where we are up against 
just a handful of players. 
The trick is to narrow the 
competitive landscape  

 
yourself. 

Q. Looking back on the past year, 
has the fallout of the COVID-19 
pandemic slowed down your 
transformation?
A. I can hardly believe it myself,
but in hindsight, I think it has
actually been an accelerator!
All 1250 of our employees were 
working from home, behind
their screens. And they found
to their surprise that interacting 
with colleagues in other regions 
was just as easy as with their

COVID-19 has actually helped
us build a global culture and
enhance teamwork between
time zones.

Q. Where do you see Aegon Asset 

A. In 2026, I see us as an active
manager that has made very 
clear choices where we do and
do not want to play. Our key 
markets geographically will still
be the US, the UK, Europe and 
China, because that is where
we are now investing. Product-
wise, I believe we will be

income space, in the real asset
space and in the responsible

investment space for both 

a smoothly operating global 
franchise. 

Q. And what about the market as 
a whole? What changes do you 
foresee in the years ahead?
A. Advances in technology
are likely to change the way

and blockchain technology
will change the way we invest 
money. They will also change
the way retail and high net
worth investors access the
market. We are already seeing 

market, and they are lowering 
the threshold for consumers 
to start investing. Another 
trend fueling growth in the
asset management market
is that people will not be
able to rely on governments 
and pensions for their
retirement. They need to
start accumulating wealth on
their own, through personal
investing rather than savings.
We can help here. This will tip
the balance towards investing

and away from savings, where 
the asset management industry 
can be a partner. 

Q. Do you expect any of the 
alternative strategies emerging in the 
asset management industry today to 
create the kind of problems we saw 

A. I think the industry has

crisis. About disclosures, about
Know Your Customer (KYC) and

investors rank as sophisticated
enough for the products they
are investing in. The bar is much
higher for an asset manager
now to onboard a client for an
illiquid investment, and rightfully 
so. There are far more checks
and balances than there were
before 2008. Meanwhile, the
industry has also invested

risk management professionals
to monitor product development
and distribution. The investment
risks are fully disclosed to 
our clients, to ensure they

between liquidity, risk and 
return, as it should be.

TO THE POINT 

widened the market—and how Aegon 
Asset Management gained an early 
advantage. 

 

investment over savings – and how 
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