
activist strategies (see Q7 on page 6), and many 
companies are adopting new strategies to counter 
funds’ demands.

For 2018, nearly nine in ten of our survey 
respondents (88%) nonetheless think the number 
of activist campaigns will increase globally. Fifty-six 
percent predict the volume will increase significantly 
and 32% think it will go up somewhat.

1  What do you think will happen to the number  
of activist campaigns worldwide over the next  
12 months? (Select one)
The year 2017 saw shareholder activists increasingly 
super-sizing their bets and seeking new targets in 
foreign markets. Major activist funds took on the 
likes of consumer multinational Procter & Gamble 
and human resources software giant Automatic  
Data Processing (ADP) in the US, while others began 
taking stakes in European and Asian companies that 
were previously resistant to activist campaigns.

At the same time, the total number of campaigns 
started in North America and EMEA fell off the pace 
of previous years. In the first three quarters of 2017, 
activists kicked off 136 campaigns in the two regions, 
compared to a total of 238 in all of 2016 and 225 
in 2015, according to ActivistMonitor data. Some 
observers have questioned the value achieved by 
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One managing director at a boutique advisory 
firm said the number of campaigns will increase 
significantly, noting that activists and companies  
are learning how to collaborate more productively.

“After some big institutions were targeted by activists, 
other companies have made shareholder engagement 
a critical part of their annual agenda,” the managing 
director said. “They have begun paying more 
attention to shareholders, allowing activists to have  
a positive impact on the functioning of the company.”

Obviously, this is not true in all cases – many 
companies still chafe at the demands of activists. 
Such has been the case with Procter & Gamble, 
which appeared to lose its high-profile proxy battle 
with billionaire investor Nelson Peltz after a recount 
of shareholder votes in November. Peltz has sought 
a seat on the board of P&G as his Trian Fund 

Management pushes widespread changes in order  
to boost lackluster growth at the company.

2  What effect do you predict shareholder activism 
will have on global M&A activity over the coming 
12 months? (Select one)
One caricature of activists portrays them as single-
mindedly focused on “strategic alternatives” to 
give shareholders an immediate windfall. But 
ActivistMonitor data shows that just 12% of activist 
demands in Q1-Q3 2017 involved pushing a company 
to sell itself, which is slightly higher than the 10.75% 
seen in 2016. Another 3% of demands in Q1-Q3 2017 
were for a bolt-on, divestiture, or spin-off and 1.9% 
involved a push for an acquisition or merger.

Nonetheless, a large majority of our survey respondents 
said they expect activism to cause M&A activity to 
increase either significantly (44%) or somewhat (36%) 
over the coming 12 months. Eight percent think it will 
actually cause dealmaking to decrease somewhat and 
12% believe it will have a negligible effect either way.

Indeed, activism could have a noteworthy effect 
on the number of public M&A deals if more funds 
campaign for them. ActivistMonitor figures show 
there were 73 demands related to M&A in Q1-
Q3 2017 at North American and EMEA public 
companies; over that same period, there were a total 
of 635 deals for public companies in those regions.
And to be sure, some high-profile activist situations 
have ended in transactions. For instance, a push 
by Jana Partners helped drive one of the splashiest 
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deals of 2017: Whole Foods’ sale to Amazon for 
US$13.4bn in June. The activist, which also prodded 
retailer PetSmart into selling to private equity firm 
BC Partners in 2014, earned a profit of around 
US$300m on the Whole Foods exit.1 

A managing director at a US investment bank in the 
top 15 of the North America M&A league table in 
2017 argued that more activists will push for deals  
if their initial demands are not met.

“Investors are becoming better prepared for the 
ways in which companies could retaliate or defend 
against their campaigns. I am sure that M&A deals 
will be the Plan B for many of these activists,” the 
banker said.

3  What will be the top demands of shareholder 
activists over the coming 12 months? (Select  
top two)
In November 2017, serial activist Bill Ackman 
suffered a defeat in one of the most common battles 
waged by activist funds: a proxy fight for seats  
on a company’s board of directors. In this case, 
Ackman’s Pershing Square Capital Management 
failed in its quest to gain three director positions  
at ADP. Each of its candidates received the support  
of less than 25% of shares voted.2 

In our survey, 68% of respondents said they think one 
of the top two demands among shareholder activists 
in 2018 will be for board seats or management 
changes, making it the top predicted demand. If they 

are correct, it will represent a continuation  
of a trend seen in recent years. Over the first three 
quarters of 2017, 29.6% of demands related to board 
seats or management changes, compared to 17.8% 
concerning governance changes, and 13.9% pushing 
for the sale, merger or IPO of a company, according 
to ActivistMonitor data.

“The main focus of many activists has been to 
acquire a board seat,” said a managing director  
at a Canadian investment bank. “They have been 
able to manipulate situations enough in the past  
to get seats, and they will pursue this in the future  
as well.”

1. https://www.cnbc.com/2017/07/19/jana-sheds-entire-stake-in-whole-foods.html 
2. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-11-07/ackman-is-said-to-fail-in-bid-to-win-board-seats-at-adp 
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One-fifth of our respondents predicted other 
categories of demands to be among the top two, 
such as opposition to M&A deals. Analysis by 
ActivistMonitor shows this category includes just 
2.3% of demands – but it includes at least one 
prominent recent case. Former corporate raider  
Carl Icahn announced in November 2017 that  
he had taken a 13.5% stake in oil and gas producer 
SandRidge Energy with the intention of opposing 
its US$746m acquisition of peer company Bonanza 
Creek Energy, calling the deal “nonsensical.”3 

4  Which sectors will see the biggest increases 
in activist activity over the coming 12 months? 
(Select top two)
A natural area of focus for activists has been 
companies in sectors facing distress, whether due  
to long-term structural changes in the economy 
or due to temporary fluctuations. Two examples 
of troubled sectors being targeted by activists 
have been the consumer industry, which has been 
upended by the rise of online shopping, and energy, 
which has been hit by a sustained decline in fossil 
fuel prices.

Over the coming year, our survey respondents predict 
both the consumer (52%) and energy, mining & utilities 
(40%) sectors to be in the top two for increased 
targeting by activists. In Q1-Q3 2017, the top three 
sectors that fell into the crosshairs of activists were 
technology, media & telecommunications (23.5%), 
energy, mining & utilities (15.4%), and consumer 
(14.7%), according to ActivistMonitor.

One of the biggest consumer targets of activism 
in recent years has been in Europe, where funds 
have slowly begun to migrate in search of new 
opportunities. Dan Loeb’s Third Point Management 
has acquired a US$3.5bn position in packaged 
food giant Nestle, which represents about 1.3% 
of the company, and is demanding operational 
improvements to the massive Swiss conglomerate.

“The consumer sector presents a lot of diverse 
opportunities,” said a partner at a US-based activist 
hedge fund. “Even though the industry is moving 
backwards, the chances of a profitable outcome are 
higher because of factors such as the availability  
of a very big customer base.”

Perhaps surprisingly, 40% of our respondents also 
said they think financial services will be among the top 
two sectors targeted by activists in the year ahead. 
Just 5.9% of North American companies targeted by 
activists in Q1-Q3 2017 were in the financial services 

Pharma, medical
& biotech

8%

Technology & telecoms
28%

Financial services
40%

Industrials & chemicals
24%

Consumer
52%

Real estate
8%

Energy, mining
& utilities

40%

4

3. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-11-22/sandridge-jumps-after-icahn-takes-stake-to-oppose-bonanza-deal 
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industry, making it tied for sixth place among sectors. 
Several high-profile campaigns have been waged 
against banks in recent years, however, including one 
at UBS that closed in 2016 and an ongoing battle for 
reorganization at Credit Suisse.

5  What will be the biggest drivers of shareholder 
activism over the coming 12 months? (Select  
top two)
As some successful funds have advertised the 
returns available to activists, new players are 
emerging on the scene. There were a total of 544 
activists tracked by ActivistMonitor as of December 
2017, and roughly two-thirds of them have 
conducted just a single campaign. In the year ahead, 
60% of our respondents think one of the top two 
drivers of more activism will be expansion into the 
activity by new funds.

One way in which new activists are joining the fray  
is by buying stakes with more experienced investors. 
Such was the case with Avenue Capital Group, 
which kicked off just its second activist campaign 

in 2017, combining with BlueMountain Capital 
Management and Paul Singer’s Elliott International 
to call for changes at US$2.1bn oil and gas drilling 
contractor Ocean Rig.4 

A majority of our survey respondents also said they 
believe an increase in the number of companies 
vulnerable to activism – due to factors such as 
sector distress and poor individual performance – 
will motivate more investments. This result could  
be tied to the growing belief that the current record-
setting bull market is vulnerable to a crash. Many 
investors predict that anything from a series of 
cybersecurity incidents to a collapse in China5 could 
lower valuations and expose weak companies, 
which could in turn open the door to activists.

“Shareholders will target distressed companies  
in the coming 12 months, as their investments need 
to be productive and the companies will need to 
gain value,” said the co-chief investment officer 
at a Toronto-based hedge fund. “Shareholders 
won’t depend on the boards of companies to make 
decisions but will rather try and take matters into 
their own hands.”

A significant minority of our respondents also think 
new targeting of small- and mid-cap companies will 
drive activism. There may a limit to the potential 
of this trend, however. Out of 751 activist campaigns 
open in the Americas and EMEA as of December 
2017, just 203 were at companies with market 
capitalization of US$250m or less, according  
to ActivistMonitor.

Part of the reason for this may be that activist 
campaigns can be extremely costly to run, as 
the head of Vinson & Elkins’ shareholder activism 
response team, Kai Liekefett, told Bloomberg in 
October.6 This means the potential returns must  
be worth the expense of the fight.

4. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ocean-rig-udw-elliott/elliott-urges-ocean-rig-to-hire-advisers-to-review-opportunities-idUSKBN1CL30E 
5. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2017-11-28/what-to-worry-about-in-this-surreal-bull-market  
6. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-10-06/activism-has-peaked-this-veteran-of-shareholder-clashes-says 
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6  What do you think will happen to the rate at which 
companies make settlements with activists instead 
of having proxy fights? (Select one)
One strategy used by companies seeking to reduce 
the publicity that comes with activist campaigns has 
been to give ground to the assailants – that is, to 
make a settlement instead of submitting to a proxy 
fight. In our survey, 76% of respondents said they 
believe the rate at which companies make settlements 
with activists will increase either significantly (32%)  
or somewhat (44%) over the coming 12 months.

The number of settlements jumped dramatically 
in 2016, rising 50% to more than 100 on the year, 
ActivistMonitor data shows. However, the trend 
reversed course in the first half of 2017, with a year-
over-year decline of 53% in settlements7 – indicating 
that companies are still grappling with the best 
approach to take when activists pounce.

Naturally, companies with weaker recent financial 
performance may be more inclined to close an issue 
privately instead of taking it to a shareholder vote. 

For instance, food and beverage producer Hain 
Celestial agreed in September 2017 to let activist 
Engaged Capital overhaul its board by nominating  
six new members – one year after the company’s 
stock fell more than 35% in the wake of an 
accounting scandal.8 

A partner at a hedge fund with over US$30bn in 
AUM said he thinks activist targets will increasingly 
choose to settle in order to maintain stability in their 
businesses. “As campaigns get stronger and other 
shareholders also begin flexing their muscles, 
companies will have to make settlements to regain 
their focus on operations,” he said.

7  In your opinion, what effect do shareholder 
activists presently have on the long-term value  
of companies? (Select one)
As activism has grown, a key question posed by 
academics and practitioners has been: What effect 
does the practice have on the long-term value of 
companies? After all, a common perception is that 
activists are primarily concerned with turning a quick 
profit on their investments – not setting companies 
up for sustained success.

Among our survey respondents, more than two-
thirds said they think activists either have a very 
positive effect on long-term value (40%) or have 
more positive than negative effect on it (32%). 
Admittedly, a majority of our respondents (52%)  
are themselves activist hedge funds – but 23%  
of that group said they think the effect varies widely 
from case to case, and 8% even said they believe 

“As campaigns get stronger and other shareholders also begin 
flexing their muscles, companies will have to make settlements."

 Partner at a US-based hedge fund

7. https://www.cnbc.com/2017/08/09/activist-hedge-funds-target-big-companies-in-year-of-super-campaign.html 
8. https://www.wsj.com/articles/hain-celestial-in-pact-with-activist-investor-overhauling-board-1506571261
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7activists have more negative than positive impact  
on value over the long term.

In recent years, influential players in the industry 
have staked out opposing positions on this issue. 
On one side, researchers such as Harvard Law 
School professor Lucian Bebchuk has published 
an analysis of 2,000 activist campaigns that shows 
the targeted companies outperformed their rivals 
even five years on.9 Opposing this view have been 
prominent corporate defenders such as attorney 
Martin Lipton of law firm Wachtell, Lipton, Rozen  
& Katz, who has taken issue with Bebchuk’s 
analytical methods (including his use of average 
results instead of median)10 and has proposed  
a new framework for shareholder relations focused  
on long-term growth.11 

A managing director at a Canadian investment bank 
notes that a distinction must be made between 
activists who are looking to earn a quick buck and 
those with more sophisticated strategies. “There 
are a certain number of campaigns that are really 
thought-through that can have positive long-term 
effects. But there are also campaigns whose effects 
outside the short term are much more difficult to 
gauge,” the investment banker said.

Methodology 

In Q4 2017, Mergermarket interviewed 25 North American dealmakers, a 
group consisting of activist hedge fund investors (52%) and advisory firm 
members (48%), for their views on shareholder activism activity over the 
coming 12 months.

9. https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2291577  
10. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-10-10/who-really-wins-when-activist-investors-attack-quicktake-q-a  
11. http://www.wlrk.com/docs/thenewparadigm.pdf
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About Toppan Vintage

WHO WE ARE
________________________________________
Toppan Vintage is a leading international financial printing, 
communications and technology company dedicated to 
delivering a hassle-free experience with the highest quality 
accuracy, reliability and value for your organization’s financial 
printing and communications needs. Toppan Vintage is part 
of the Toppan Printing Group, the world’s largest printing 
group, headquartered in Tokyo with approximately US$13 
billion in annual sales.

WHAT WE DO AND WHY  
WE'RE DIFFERENT
________________________________________
Toppan Vintage provides software and services to handle 
mission-critical content that enables our clients to 
communicate more effectively and efficiently. We provide 
these services for capital markets transactions, financial 
reporting and regulatory compliance filings, investment 
companies and insurance providers.
 
The Toppan Vintage difference is simple – we are uniquely 
focused on the development and implementation of 
exceptional technology solutions, such as our Hive® suite  
of proprietary services, providing our clients with a 
competitive advantage when it comes to their financial 
communications needs. Despite our vast global reach, we’re 
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