
While fund administration 
has been around for 
decades, the abundance 
of wealth and services 

did not flourish until the boom in the 
alternative assets space in the wake of the 
global financial crisis struck in 2008. 

“Fund administration used to be mainly 
finance, prime brokerage and all kinds of 
things that commercial and investment 
banks would supply to these hedge 
funds,” explains Bill Stone, founder and 
CEO of SS&C. “Often, they would not 
have alternatives, other funding sources 
or other ways to execute their strategies. 

“Take, for example, a long/short equity 
hedge fund, which was the genesis of 
hedge funds. As they got bigger, the 
equity markets shrunk. So, they went 
into other markets – like private markets, 
private equity, private debt, distressed 
debt, or real estate, where they thought 
they could get better returns.”

Fast forward a few years, and the 
alternatives market has sky rocketed. 
Data from Preqin shows that that 
the total alternative assets under 

management rose from $4.1 trillion in 
2010 to $13.3 trillion at the end of 2021 
– a figure that is expected to further 
accelerate to reach $23 trillion by 2026. 

Bill Salus, co-founder and managing 
partner of Paddock Capital Markets, 
tracks the growth back to the 
legitimisation of alternatives, particularly 
in the US market. “As alternative 
investments were legitimatised and 
became more transparent to investors, 
particularly institutional investors – and 
now to retail investors – it really became 
part of an asset allocation.

“Before that, there was a time where it 
was the wild west of investing; it was very 
black box, very secretive. Investment 
strategies often included offshore 
jurisdictions that people didn’t 
know existed.”

As the demand 
and popularity of 
alternative assets 
grew, so too 
did need for 
service 

The fund administration market has boomed in the last decade, sprouting 
a fresh landscape of new providers, fund structures and services. Those 

at the top of the pile have taken full advantage of the purple patch, 
spawning a small clique of providers each now overseeing over $1 trillion 

worth of assets. Global Custodian's deputy editor, Chris Lemmon, looks at 
the reasons behind their success and the future grounds for growth. 
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providers to facilitate the growth. As 
a result, the fund market exploded; 
new providers flooded in, while the big 
players in the game got bigger. 

Institutional competition
Since the inception of the fund 
administration space, independent 
providers have had to compete with 
traditional banks for market share – 
which in the past, reflected a David 

vs Goliath battle of sorts. But as in 
the biblical tale (apologies for 

the spoiler), sometimes it is the 
smaller, more nimble opponent 

that can have the edge. 
Some believe independents 
have more flexibility to 
adapt than their banking 
giant counterparts. “As 
an independent provider 
we are not restricted by 

clunky legacy processes 
and infrastructure, nor do 

we have process barriers and 
red tape slowing up down,” 

explains Christopher Mulhern, 
group COO at Apex. “We are 
much more agile in terms of 
our ability to adapt to market 

changes or client needs and we 
have a willingness to redirect our 

resources, try new things and make 
changes to technology platforms 

when we see opportunities to do so.” 
Consequently, over the past 15 years 

or so, independent administrators have 
slowly but steadily increased their 
market share over the traditional banks. 
Specialists in their field, customers value 
the expertise that independent providers 

can offer. 
“Certainly in the US, the bank 

administrator market is 
very well entrenched, 

in a way that 
doesn’t really 
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Invest or die
Tech is the new battleground in the fund 
administration space. With competition 
for business as fierce as it currently is, 
fresh impetus or improved operational 
efficiencies can be a key differentiator for 
fund managers in the decision-making 
process.

It wasn’t too long ago that technology 
in the space really only came down to 
your accounting functions – but now 
that is part of a much wider tech stack. 
Funds managers scrupulously assess 
a prospective provider’s services and 
functionalities – and if it’s not up to 
scratch, they will quite simply look 
elsewhere.

“Investing in technology is just 
absolutely critical,” asserts Quilligan. We 
quite simply would not have a business 
if we are not investing. Advance the 
industry, looking at practical solutions 
that will benefit our clients and the 
investors of the funds.”

Apex’s Mulhern agrees that investment 
in technology is crucial, and predicts 
that technology will move and change 
more in the next four years than it has 
in the last 30-40 years. “Technology is 
inextricably linked with our ability 
to innovate,” he says. “Our focus 
is not just about the present 
in terms of how we view 
technology and what we need 
to do, it’s trying to look 
forward and be ready for 
that pace of change – 
which we believe 
is going to be 
extreme versus 
the pace of 
change in 

exist in Europe,” explains Doug Hart, 
CEO of Alter Domus. “In Europe, the 
independent model has developed over 
the last 10 to 15 years and we have been 
able to capture a lot of market share 
against some groups which used to be 
best-in-breed. 

“Private market managers really view 
Alter Domus as having the right kind of 
expertise, which is very narrow but very 
deep – as this is all we really do. Our 
technology offering is strong and our 
people offering is even stronger and put 
the two together very well.”

Merger, she wrote 
With the number of providers ballooning, 
those at the top of the field had to adapt 
and scale in order to stay there. The first 
way to achieve that is through organic 
growth – expanding product services 
and geographical reach to pull in new 
business – which the top players have 
all done successfully. The success in the 
alternatives space has been a key enabler 
for that organic growth, with a fresh 
crop of clientele up for grabs, as Declan 
Quilligan, head of hedge fund services at 
Citco, explains.

“There’s been no acquisitions along 
the way [for Citco]; it has been a story of 
pure growth. Hedge funds were certainly 
growing while the whole private assets 
industry gathered momentum. Then 
came this massive opportunity in respect 
of private equity and real estate, for 
example. Even if I look today, both are at 
earlier stages of the cycle than the hedge 
fund industry would be.”

Another way to achieve scale is, of 
course, mergers and acquisitions. 

M&A activity has been synonymous 
with the fund administration industry 
in recent years, in a trend that seems to 
be continuously accelerating. Deals in 
the sector have been on a continuous 
upward trend in recent years, rising from 
11 in 2019, to 13 in 2020, to 22 in 2021, 
according to Fund Recs. 

Apex Group has been the most visible 
in this aspect, completing an impressive 

31 acquisitions in the last five years alone. 
But the acquisitions are not a scale play, 
says Mulhern: “Our M&A has been to 
add strength to our business through 
additional geographies, providing our 
clients on-the-ground support no matter 
where they are in the world, or through 
expanding our service capabilities and 
bolstering our expert knowledge and in-
house talent across different asset classes.

“Our acquisitions don’t just add scale to 
our business, they are carefully integrated 
into the group and add the technologies, 
services, people and footprint. Of course, 
scale is a benefit, but it's not the driver or 
the ethos behind why we acquire certain 
companies.”

While some see acquisitions as an 
enabler for growth, others suggest 
that considerable activity can act 
as a hindrance. “Knitting together 
organisations, knitting together 
technologies can be a distraction,” 
considers Quilligan. “What we term as 
the Citco way is organic growth, keep 
things simple, grow via our people, via 
our technology, via our expertise, and 
not really concerning ourselves with 
everything that comes with acquisitions.

“As we observe the industry over time, 
it has been a distraction to many of our 
peers. Having the luxury of not having to 
deal with that has been very positive for 
us from a security standpoint.”

Despite the potential speedbumps 
that acquisitions create, it’s clear that 
M&A does work as an effective tool 
in scaling a business and providing a 
springboard for further organic growth 
down the line. Activity in the sector is 
at an all-time high, with new entrants to 
the market seemingly on a daily basis. In 
markets such as this one, acquisitions are 
inevitable and will certainly continue for 
the foreseeable future. 

“Managers are now viewing us as a partner, an 
extension of themselves to a much larger 
degree; and that is the biggest opportunity 
and the biggest challenge that we have.”

DOUG HART, CHIEF EXECUTIVE, ALTER DOMUS

“It’s the data play that’s really pushing and 
distinguishing providers.”

BILL SALUS, CO-FOUNDER AND MANAGING PARTNER OF PADDOCK CAPITAL MARKETS
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the rear-view mirror.” 
As new fund structures, services and 

clients enter the market, it’s imperative 
for providers to be able to facilitate those 
in order to maintain their position in the 
market. Alter Domus identify this as a key 
strategic priority, as Gus Harris, head of 
the firm’s data and analytics, points out: 
“A big push of ours is around enhancing 
current systems – either internally, 
insourced or outsourced systems – to 
be able to solve the needs of all the 
different types of fund structures that 
are coming to market. 

“Interestingly, many of our 
product offerings also 
potentially serve our 
internal operations, who 
are also expanding 
their offerings 
for different 
types of fund 
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unpredictability of the market means that 
the ground on which they run is unsteady. 
New technologies are underpinning new 
services, and new customers want new 
understanding of their funds – all against 
a backdrop of unyielding M&A activity. 

Providers need to be consistently 
cognizant of the landscape around them 
to maintain and grow their positions. 
There will certainly be some more 
mergers and acquisitions this year 
and beyond, while outsourcing will 
also continue to play an increasingly 
important role in the market.

With that, smaller, boutique 
administrators will continue to set 
up shop. “Just when you think the 
consolidation in the market is going 
to diminish, two or three more open,” 
observes Salus. “People are leaving big 
organisations to start a business targeting 
the middle market, that grows for a year 
or so, they get a private equity injection, 
that grows, they buy a few things, then 
they are ready to sell.”

SS&C’s Stone believes the reason for 
this to be that managers – particularly 
private equity managers – appreciate the 
strong expertise and customer service 
often provided at the smaller vendors. 
“Consequently, every time you think 
the market is going to consolidate – it 
doesn’t. It gets bigger and it gets more 
fragmented.” 

structures. That is the best of both worlds 
– you serve your clients with tech-enabled 
data and analytics while implementing 
the same solution set into your expanding 
core internal administration operations.”

Client-led development
The driving force for the technological 
advancement in the sector is often the 
end-client, who now expects value-added 
services as a minimum. Providers are 
under more pressure than ever to include 
the likes of data analytics, regulatory 
reporting, new fund structures and 
expanded geographies as part of their 
basic offering. 

As Alter Domus chief, Hart, notes, this 
extension of the relationship between 
fund manager and service provider has 
provided the basis for further success in 
the sector. “Managers are now viewing us 
as a partner, an extension of themselves 
to a much larger degree; and I think 
that is the biggest opportunity and the 
biggest challenge that we have. Wanting 
to outsource more has always been on 
the mind of many managers, but Covid 
and the subsequent challenge around 
retention and hiring has accelerated that 
further.”

Citco’s Quilligan picks up on this point 
around a more strategic partnership with 
the fund manager, rather than a simple 
client-provider relationship. “Certainly, 
our mantra is to align ourselves more 
strategically with our clients, whose 
expectations are increasing all the time. 
They expect us to listen to them and 
become a trusted confidant and advisor 
to them.”

As with many industries, the emergence 
of data as a key tool for understanding 
client needs and leading business 
strategies has become essential to fund 
managers – and luckily enough, fund 
administrators oversee huge swathes of 
relevant data. They just need to harness it 
and package it in a way that’s suitable for 
their clients. 

“What is really distinguishing 
companies is the ability to harvest data 

across multiple systems and then deliver 
that data through report generators 
or into other point applications like 
compliance, investor portals and 
performance measurements,” explains 
Salus. “It’s the data play that’s really 
pushing and distinguishing providers.”

Increasing expectation upon service 
providers is transforming them beyond 
the traditional view of what a fund 
administrator is. When speaking to 
Apex’s Mulhern, he was keen to stress 
that Apex does not view itself simply 
as a fund administrator anymore, with 
fund admin representing “just one of the 
plethora of services” that the business 
now offers. 

Other leaders in the space will be quick 
to follow suit, as the competition for 
business hots up.   

Fund admin of the future 
So, what does this all mean for those 
at the top of the fund administration 
game? The rapidly-changing nature and 

“Every time you think the market is going to 
consolidate – it doesn’t. It gets bigger and it gets 
more fragmented.”

BILL STONE, FOUNDER AND CEO, SS&C
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Assets under administration – end of Q1 2022

Apex $2.7 trillion*

SS&C $2.2 trillion

Citco $1.9 trillion

Alter Domus $1.6 trillion
*Assets across administration, depositary, custody and under management.
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