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Timely Insights to Inform your 

Business Strategy

Lead with knowledge and perspective. Connect with secular 
trends impacting financial services, interpret what they mean for 

your business, and drive new opportunities. Cerulli’s Corner Office 
Views provides market-leading insights and tangible takeaways 

for senior executives seeking to strengthen and scale their 
business models.
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Justina joined Cerulli Associates in February 2014 and heads the European 
Institutional Asset Management research practice. In her role, she is responsible 
for all research activities relating to institutional investors, the firm’s analysis of 
alternative investments, the newly created environmental, social, governance 
(ESG) section, and all data-science-based activities. She also contributes to multiple 
strategic consulting engagements and The Cerulli Edge series.

Justina is the lead author of several Cerulli reports, covering insurance, retirement, 
ESG, and alternative investments. Throughout her career, she has successfully 
developed partnerships with industry associations and has presented at several 
conferences and events across the Europe.

Prior to joining Cerulli, Justina was a Financial Manager and Global Analyst at Global 
Food Consulting; she previously has provided professional advice on banking 
products, including unit-linked insurance and third-pillar pension products at SEB 
Bank Group.
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Key Points
• Dutch, UK, and French insurers show the highest fee compression. 

• The pressure on fee levels varies across asset classes, with little to no fee 
compression in private asset classes.

• Responding to fee pressure requires managers to assess fees by strategy, 
rationalize product ranges, introduce greater add-on services and 
customization, and take a proactive approach to setting and reviewing their 
fees for new and existing clients.

 
Persistent fee pressure

Fee pressure remains persistent across the European insurance industry, with 
Dutch, UK, and French insurers showing the highest fee compression. In the UK, 
slightly more than half of the asset managers Cerulli surveyed said that they face 
either very high or high fee pressure from insurers in the UK. An additional 17% of 
respondents expect a significant increase in fee pressure in the market over the 
next 12 months. Managers that take a proactive approach to setting and reviewing 
their fees for new and existing clients, that build more holistic relationships with 
clients, and that rationalize and improve their product ranges stand to gain a 
competitive advantage.

How Can Managers Combat 
Fee Pressure in the European 
Insurance Market?

Managers need a proactive approach to setting and 
reviewing their fees for new and existing clients.

Lower fees and greater fee pressure are, in part, a result of consolidation in the 
major European insurance markets. Although larger mandates allow insurers to 
move up the tiered fee structure, it also yields greater purchasing power, which 
results in greater fee pressure. In the UK insurance market, 14% of life insurers 
have ceased to exist since 2017 and the trend is similar across Europe.

Managers need a proactive approach
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Asset Managers: Level of Change to Fee Pressure From Insurers on Private Investments in 
Europe by Asset Class, 2021

Source: Cerulli Associates

Variation across asset classes
However, the pressure on fee levels 
varies across asset classes, with little 
to no fee compression in private 
asset classes. Although the traditional 
fixed-income space offers little room 
for additional fee discounts, fee 
pressure will increasingly play a role 
in alternative credit strategies. Around 
27% of the asset managers Cerulli 
surveyed expect a slight increase in fee 
pressure for infrastructure equity and 
40% expect a slight increase for private 
equity strategies over the coming years.

Global and European investment-
grade credit strategies show greater 
fee pressure; high-yield and emerging 
market-focused strategies display less 
fee pressure. However, fee pressure 
will continue to grow over the next 
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Infrastructure equity

Private equity

Real estate equity

Subordinated debt/mezzanine debt

Real estate debt

Distressed debt/special situations

Specialty finance (e.g., asset-backed
finance, trade finance)

Senior debt—unleveraged

Senior debt—leveraged

Infrastructure debt 20.0% 30.0% 30.0% 20.0%

15.4% 46.2% 38.5%

14.3% 57.1% 28.6%

11.1% 11.1% 77.8%

9.1 18.2% 72.7%

8.3% 58.3% 33.3%

8.3% 25% 66.7%

53.8% 46.2%

40.0% 60.0%

27.3% 63.6% 9.1%

12 to 24 months—around 12% of 
the asset managers Cerulli surveyed 
expect significant fee pressure for 
high-yield strategies.

Fee pressure will increasingly impact 
alternative credit strategies such as 
senior secured loans, trade finance, 
and real estate debt. Infrastructure 
equity, private equity, and real estate 
equity are the asset classes that 
currently see least fee pressure from 
European insurance companies.  
Only 27% of the asset managers 
Cerulli surveyed said that 
fee pressure is increasing in 
infrastructure equity and 50% said 
it is increasing in infrastructure 
debt. However, 20% of respondents 
anticipate declining fee pressure in 
infrastructure debt strategies. 

Fighting fee pressure
The days of large fee decreases have 
likely passed, but because insurers 
are so focused on cost savings, fee 
discussions will remain a feature of 
the market for the foreseeable future. 
Responding to fee pressure requires 
managers to take a multidimensional 
approach that includes assessing 
fees by strategy, rationalizing product 
ranges, introducing greater add-on 
services and customization, and 
taking a proactive approach to setting 
and reviewing their fees for new and 
existing clients. Strategic partnerships 
can also help to improve the longevity 
of relationships and increase 
managers’ ability to cross-sell into 
higher-margin asset classes. 
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Focusing on higher-margin business 
can help asset managers alleviate 
pressurized margins. However, higher-
margin business is not necessarily 
free from fee pressure (56% of the 
managers Cerulli surveyed said that 
fee pressure is increasing in emerging 
market debt), yet it can offer improved 
overall margins. Other asset classes 
where fee pressure is limited include 
thematic equities and sustainability 
products. One manager told Cerulli 
that its strong focus on thematic 
equities and sustainability has helped 
it increase its revenues from fees by 
around 20% in basis point terms.

Moreover, although marginal fee 
differences are not likely to clinch 
mandates, it is becoming more 
important for asset managers to 
consider fees at the outset when 
seeking opportunities. Asset managers 
should be proactive in reviewing 
and setting their fees for potential 
and existing clients. Although 
existing clients generally exert 
less fee pressure than new clients, 
benchmarking existing client fees 

against the industry and new internal 
fee agreements for similar mandates 
on a net performance basis can help 
improve the longevity of relationships. 
For new clients, managers should 
place greater importance on fee 
considerations at the start of 
engagements to help them determine 
the economic attractiveness of 
opportunities.

Finally, fee pressure is persistent, but 
rising demand for customization and 
add-on services is resulting in more 
nuanced price setting. Cerulli’s asset 
manager surveyed found that 53% of 
respondents see greater demand for 
add-on services and customization 
as somewhat of a challenge when 
growing their European insurance 
asset management business. 
Managers should seek to expand 
the remit of the mandate or include 
additional services before offering fee 
concessions. The additional services 
may include advisory relationships, 
strategic asset allocation reviews, or 
environmental, social, and governance 
(ESG) factor considerations.

Although managers may not consider 
fees at the outset of their product 
development initiatives, they should 
seek to diversify their revenue 
streams. In addition, having a product 
range that offers higher-capacity 
strategies at lower fee levels and 
capacity-constrained strategies at 
higher fee levels can help improve 
cross-selling opportunities and 
diversify business risk. 

Asset Managers: Planned Actions Against Profit Margin and Revenue Loss in European Insurance 
Business Over the Next 12–24 Months, 2021

Source: Cerulli Associates

Rising demand for 
customization and 

add-on services  
is resulting in 
more nuanced 
price setting.
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Target countries with less perceived fee pressure

Target client segments with less perceived fee
pressure (e.g., unit-linked insurers or reinsurers)

Exit low-margin business

Introduce technology to reduce operational/distribution costs

Offer more add-on services (e.g., ESG integration)

Focus on developing strategic partnerships

Focus on high-margin asset classes (e.g., private
assets or emerging market debt) 82.4%

82.4%

70.6%

35.3%

17.6%

17.6%

5.9%



Cerulli for Research and Consulting
For nearly 30 years, Cerulli has provided global asset and wealth 

management firms with unmatched, actionable insights.

Headquartered in Boston with fully staffed offices in London and Singapore, Cerulli Associates is a global 
research and consulting firm that provides financial institutions with guidance in strategic positioning and 
new business development. Our analysts blend industry knowledge, original research, and data analysis 

to bring perspective to current market conditions and forecasts for future developments.

Cerulli’s research product line includes the Cerulli Report series,  
the Cerulli Edge series, and Cerulli Lodestar.

Contact us to learn more:
info@cerulli.com | www.cerulli.com
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