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Editor’s letter
Josh Black, Activist Insight

This month’s issue of Activism 

Monthly ref lects on a special 

milestone for our company. 

Earlier this year, we added the 

500th activist investor profi le to our 

database, Activist Insight Online, 

and have since added plenty more. 

The breadth of our data accords 

to our ambition to become the 

foremost authority on shareholder 

activism around the world and is 

testament to the hard work of our 

research team. But it also ref lects 

the growth in activism. As we 

highlighted in our Annual Review 

earlier this year, the number of funds 

using activism as a strategy in each 

year has increased almost three-

fold since 2010. And according to 

research Activist Insight conducted 

for Reuters news agency recently, 

the number of funds using activism 

as a strategy for the f irst time 

has grown in the run-up to proxy 

season over the past several years. 

Beyond the data, this issue dwells 

on both ends of the experience 

spectrum. I spoke with Don Rogers, 

the founder of Stride Capital, on 

why he likes the idea of seeding 

activist hedge funds. Last month 

we profi led Stride’s f irst investment 

in this asset class, Vertex Capital, 

so this completes a neat arc. 

Rogers has some interesting points 

to make about what he looks for in 

activist funds, including those that 

can exploit relatively undercrowded 

f ields, and protect themselves 

from downsides by judiciously 

employing short coverage.

As Rogers makes clear, even 

those planning on launching new 

funds are expected to have some 

background in activism. At an 

event some weeks ago with the 

representative of a high profi le 

activist investor, I suggested that 

the relatively low number of activist 

funds launching each year could 

be due to the high barriers to entry. 

I wasn’t contradicted, but then, 

you’d hardly expect an established 

player to do so.

By contrast, the subject of our 

activist interview, Will Mesdag’s 

Red Mountain Capital Partners, is 

celebrating its tenth anniversary 

this year. As investors begin to 

show signs of nerves when it 

comes to equities—and at the time 

of writing the S&P 500 is barely up 

for the year-to-date—Red Mountain 

is preparing to shif t its strategy to 

protect those investors concerned 

about the supposed volati l ity of 

activist investing. We explore 

exactly how this might be achieved.

Even more experienced is Trian 

Partners, and particularly its 

founder, Nelson Peltz. Indeed, as a 

Bloomberg News story this month 

pointed out, 72-year old Peltz 

wil l require a waiver of DuPont’s 

obligatory retirement deadline to 

serve as a director if he is elected to 

the board by shareholders in May. 

Our campaign in focus examines 

the activist’s thesis and highlights 

concerns that the company could 

face headwinds from the stronger 

dollar this year.

As the second annual Activism in 

Europe conference approaches, 

there is a for tuitous advert in the 

proxy contest between Ell iott 

Advisors and All iance Trust. 

Alongside the ongoing agitation 

by Sherborne Investors at Electra 

Private Equity, there is a renewed 

debate about whether US-

style activism can take its place 

alongside the more idiosyncratic 

British tradition. The relatively 

bull ish per formance of the FTSE 

100 and data from a recent report 

on “Say on Pay” votes at FTSE 

companies last year by our sister 

organization Proxy Insight suggest 

there are grounds for optimism on 

the side of the activists. 

jblack@activistinsight.com

Research 
Activist Insight 
conducted 
suggests 

the number of funds 
using activism for the 
first time has grown in 
consecutive years”
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Activism Monthly Premium
Market leading analysis, interviews with key players and the 
critical developments in activist investing

Subscribe today at: www.activistinsight.com/ActivismMonthly

Activism Monthly Premium magazine is the 
authoritative source of thought leadership and 
editorial in the activist investing space.

Feature articles, expert opinion, 
interviews with key players, 
campaign analyses, news 
round-ups and much more!

“I’ve been impressed by the thoroughness and accuracy of 
Activist Insight’s research. I believe Activism Monthly Premium is 
‘must read’ information both for activists and the advisory firms 
increasingly providing services around shareholder activism.”

Greg Taxin, Spotlight Advisors

Great articles 
on shareholder 
activism”“Carl Icahn





The 500 Club

With our flagship product, Activist Insight Online, recently surpassing 

the 500 mark, we thought this would be an opportune moment to look 

at the characteristics of the average activist investor. What we found 

confirms the views of those who view activism as a specialized discipline. For 

instance, just 8% of activists have targeted 11 or more companies since 2010 – 

a pretty safe measure of those who are “full time” activists. Nonetheless, there 

are more than one hundred investors listed on Activist Insight Online for whom 

activism forms a “primary focus,” and therefore mostly if not wholly activist. The 

vast majority, on the other hand, are one-off campaigners, which makes spotting 

the awkward customer on your share register that little bit harder.

Also interesting is the geographical spread of our activist investors. We knew all 

along that the US was the hub for activists, and indeed 424 of those profiled have 

an office in that country. But fully 115 have offices in the UK—comfortably the 

most in Europe. Those expecting activism to kick off in Europe might reasonably 

expect that this is where the action will be, recent campaigns in France and 

Sweden notwithstanding. And while Japan has rightly been the focus of most 

media interest when it comes to activism in Asia, Hong Kong and further afield, 

Australia are also well-positioned for a more active future.

If you would like to receive a copy of the infogrpahic spread, then please 

contact a member of the Activist Insight team:

info@activistinsight.com.

Full breakdowns of these activist investors are available on Activist Insight Online. 

For a free trial, or for more information, please sign up on our website, or contact 

us at info@activistinsight.com.
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Activist performance 
update
The S&P 500 pulled ahead of the global Activist Insight 

Activist Index on a compounded basis since 2009 last year, 

as a strong market for US equities trumped the returns of 

activists around the world for the third consecutive year. 

With a brief exception in 2011, the Activist Index as 

currently configured has averaged double-digit returns for 

every year since 2009. Last year was another weak one, 

however, with investors in a set of dedicated activist funds 

compiled by Activist Insight averaging a 5.6% return net of 

fees in 2014. By contrast, the S&P 500 returned a healthy 

13.7% (including reinvested dividends) after recovering 

from a mid-year wobble to finish strongly. Indeed, the index 

returned nearly 5% in the fourth quarter, while the Activist 

Index gained slightly more than half that at 2.6%.

The S&P 500 had beaten the Activist Index only at the very 

end of 2013, and even then by just two percentage points. 

In 2014, by contrast, it led for much of the year, and despite 

Pershing Square Capital Management generating a 40% 

return in its main fund and Starboard Value performing 

strongly, other funds were trapped by the falling price of oil 

and uncertainty from political risk.

It was better news for the activists when their returns were 

compared with the MSCI World Index, which returned just 

2.9% over the 2014, against a backdrop of geopolitical 

turbulence and slowing growth in emerging markets. Yet 

with the worst fund in the Activist Index losing 29% over 

the year, there were risks for investors in activist funds too.
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On a compounded basis, the S&P 500 

has now returned 159% since 2009, 

with the activists returning 156%, 

thanks to returns that were a sixth of 

their 2013 levels just a year later. That 

said, the Activist Index has stretched 

its lead over the MSCI World Index 

to more than 42 percentage points 

since 2009.

Going into 2015, activists will be 

trying to walk a fine line. Analysts at 

investment bank Deutsche Bank say 

US stocks are stagnating and look 

vulnerable to a correction, perhaps by 

as much as 10%. European equities, 

in contrast, could be boosted by 

quantitative easing by the European 

Central Bank. That would be a 

welcome relief for European activists, 

who could do with some good news 

after a tough year.

So far, that looks like this could play 

to the advantage of activist investors, 

with a trimmed mean of changes in 

the share prices of activist-targeted 

US stocks showing a 1.5% gain in 

price over the first quarter, compared 

to a largely flat S&P 500 Index price 

return. That analysis also showed 

a wide variation between sectors, 

with basic materials still a loser 

(down 1.9% on a trimmed basis), 

technology still showing gains (up 

1.2%) and healthcare among the 

better performers with a 7.2% gain. 

Small wonder that Bill Ackman 

now has two healthcare stocks in 

his portfolio (Actavis and Valeant 

Pharmaceuticals), when at the 

beginning of 2014 he had none.

Much of the investment world has got 

behind a shift to passive investing 

following several years of index-led 

growth, but activists have largely 

survived the cull because they are 

perceived as influencing the value 

of the indices too. What happens in 

2015 may go some way to influencing 

perceptions of the long-term value of 

activist investing. 
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“WHAT HAPPENS IN 2015 MAY GO SOME WAY 
TO INFLUENCING PERCEPTIONS OF THE 

LONG-TERM VALUE OF ACTIVIST INVESTING”

Q4 2014 Activist Insight Activist Index update

The Activist Index takes net returns 

from 29 funds with a primary focus on 

activism and benchmarks them against 

the S&P 500 and MSCI World Indices. 

As in 2013 as a whole, the S&P 

surpassed the Activist Index, although 

given that several of the activist funds 

have large positions in European stocks, 

the MSCI World is perhaps the more 

comparable index and was just bested.

2.58%

0.66%

4.93%

AI Activist 
Index net 

return

S&P 500 
Index total 

return

MSCI World 
Index total 

return

Activist Issuer Share Price 
Change

Barington 
Capital Group

Ebix 80.73%

Orange 
Capital LLC

Pinnacle 
Entertainment

66.85%

Attiva Capital Cosi Inc 63.19%

Starboard 
Value

Insperity, Inc 43.89%

ValueAct 
Capital 
Partners

Valeant 
Pharmaceuticals

37.50%

Trian Fund 
Mgmt.

Tiffany & Co. -16.58%

Stilwell Value 
LLC

Harvard Illinois 
Bancorp

-19.37%

Cannell 
Capital LLC

TheStreet -21.74%

Engaged 
Capital

Abercrombie & 
Fitch

-22.88%

Vincent 
Chase

Medbox -76.00%

Share price performance 
of key activist holdings in 
Q1 2015 *

* refers to the change in share price between 
January 1 and March 31 only and also excludes 
dividends.

4.2%
trimmed mean * of 

change in share price of 
activist-held stocks in 

Q1 **

* excludes extreme 10% at each end of 
the distribution to account for apparent 
anomalies

** between January 1, 2015 and  
March 31, 2015



Activism in numbers
The bandwagon

Searching for an exit?

Activist Insight data suggest the number of investors launching 
campaigns for the first time each proxy season has tripled in just 
two years. Increased institutional support for activists appears to 
be boosting the confidence and ambition of investors looking for 
change.
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26

45
Oct 2014-Mar 2015

Oct 2013-Mar 2014

Oct 2012-Mar 2013

Vivendi may be under attack by two different activist 
investors at the moment (a third is a 12% shareholder 
and the Chairman of the media company), but France 
hasn’t seen much activism since 2012, when seven 
different companies were targeted.

Va va voom?

A sample of activist exits since 2010 
by Activist Insight suggests many 
sell their shares back to the market. 
According to the data, around 25% 
are taken out by M&A between public 
companies, while private equity bought 
up 8% of activist-targeted stocks.

2 2

1 11
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2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Sold Shares (49%)

Merger (25%)

Private Equity (8%)

Company went private (7%)

Bankruptcy (3%)

Other (8%)



Are you
prepared?

www.activistinsight.com

Activist Insight Online brings you 
the most extensive coverage of activist 
investors worldwide to ensure you know 
what to expect from their engagement. 
Stand out from the crowd with market 
leading knowledge of activist situations 
across the globe, whilst saving valuable 
time in your research efforts.


