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Sovereign wealth funds have always represented a bit of an enigma for public companies 
seeking their investment capital.  With deliberately little public disclosure of holdings, often 
limited contact with both potential and current investments, and beneficiaries and sources 
of funds that can lead to unique incentives for investment decisions, from the IR chair it’s 
hard to know how exactly to approach the SWF community as a whole.  

Further, the sharp declines in oil prices seen in the last couple months of 2018 and 
continuing into early 2019 have brought about increased concerns about the future activity 
of the oil-sensitive SWF community – to put it simply, are large SWF positions at risk, and 
what’s likely to be the impact on stocks that face a large SWF liquidation? 

Ipreo by IHS Markit sits in a unique position to help bring some transparency to the world 
of SWF investments, as well as help companies approach SWFs in the right way.  Further, 
we are able to isolate SWF positions to those actually managed in-house, instead of 
externally managed by other traditional managers – note that managers like Saudi Arabian 
Monetary Authority use outside managers almost exclusively for their equity investments. 
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Ownership Data and Methodology
To learn how SWFs are making decisions, we shape the data that we collect across our 
entire client universe.  Through conducting shareholder identification exercises bespoke 
for companies globally, we believe we have the market’s best view into the ownership of 
SWFs, with over 800 Ipreo clients currently held by at least one concentrated-portfolio SWF, 
measured by over 7000 positions collected over time.  This sample size gives us confidence 
that our data set is likely to be representative of, though not necessarily a complete picture 
of, the equity portfolio for most major non-disclosing SWFs – generally we’ll have a view on 
between 20-50% of the internally-managed equity portfolio for each SWF.

Not every shareholder identification exercise is conducted on the same date – so we use 
the snapshot of the most recent position we’ve identified for every security as of the half 
year dates (12/31 and 6/30) looking back five years.  This lets us isolate position activity 
(buying / selling) into these half-year date ranges, which we measure in common terms 
by multiplying the change in share positions by the end-of-period price.   Our most recent 
period selected is 6/30/18 – given the time period necessary to conduct a shareholder ID 
exercise, we need to insert some delay in order to make sure we have a complete picture 
for a period.

This overall data set allows us to make some generalizations about SWF investment 
approaches, though there are caveats that we’ll make at different times through our 
analysis.  Note that for this study of SWF activity we’ll exclude the Norwegian SWF, Norges 
Bank Investment Management, which publicly discloses its entire portfolio on an annual 
basis, but also, with a few exceptions, holds fairly close to a full “market basket” of global 
stocks.

Findings
SWFs are not monolithic – and we do find their decision-making processes to diverge.  That 
said, let’s look first at what we know about these investors in general:

1. SWFs do appear to be diversifying relative to their underlying 
source of funds
Gulf SWFs (such as Kuwait Investment Authority and Abu Dhabi Investment Authority) 
operate with the unstated goal of owning assets that diversify away from the current 
government’s assets – generally concentrated in the Energy industry, but also spreading to 
nationally-owned Utilities and Real Estate assets.  Therefore, we’d expect to see Gulf SWFs 
owning diverse assets outside these industries – and that’s exactly what we find in our 
analysis.  Figure 1 shows these firms using their internally-managed investment portfolios 
to own heavily in consumer, financials, and technology equities, generally eschewing 
investment into utilities and energy sectors in which the Gulf state governments already 
have outright ownership or control.

Figure 1: Gulf SWF Ownership by Sector – Ipreo clients, most current through Oct 2018 

Investor
Basic 
Materials

Consumer 
Goods

Consumer 
Services Energy Financials Healthcare Industrials

Real 
Estate Technology Utilities

Abu Dhabi Investment Authority 6% 26% 7% 2% 23% 12% 12% 1% 10% 1%

Kuwait Investment Authority 22% 18% 4% 3% 14% 6% 7% 1% 23% 1%

Kuwait Investment Office 2% 13% 1% 8% 22% 18% 22% 3% 10% -

Libyan Investment Authority 8% 1% - - 2% 26% 47% - 17% 0%

Qatar Investment Authority - 15% 1% - 23% 0% 39% 21% - -

Source: Ipreo Research

“Gulf SWFs’ 
decisions on 
equities aren’t 
necessarily driven 
by oil prices.”

“Most SWFs 
are directly 
approachable by 
IR teams today.”
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2. National SWFs do appear to be following stated national goals 
using their investments
In contrast to the Gulf SWFs, we see APAC SWFs owning more diversified portfolios, and in 
some cases making investments that match up with geopolitical strategies.  Note China 
Investment Corporation (CIC) with its deep exposure into the basic materials industries 
important for the rapid growth its region has seen; Temasek shows strong investments 
in the technology sector that fit well with the fast expansion of its national technology 
presence.

Figure 2: APAC SWF Ownership by Sector – Ipreo clients, most current through Oct 2018

Investor
Basic 
Materials

Consumer 
Goods

Consumer 
Services Energy Financials Healthcare Industrials

Real 
Estate Technology Utilities

China Investment Corporation 40% 9% 3% 1% 7% 12% 14% 3% 13% -

GIC Asset Management 7% 17% 8% 2% 30% 12% 13% 1% 10% 0%

Korea Investment Corporation 3% 8% 15% 7% 17% 9% 12% 3% 24% 3%

SAFE (China) 3% 22% 1% 1% 28% 13% 19% 3% 10% 1%

Temasek Holdings 12% 0% 7% 10% 16% 11% 5% 0% 39% 0%

Source: Ipreo Research

3. Internally managed SWFs do generally represent “target” investors 
for issuers…
Issuers generally consider a “target” investor as a) an approachable firm that can b) bring 
significant purchasing power to bear to a position in the company, while c) holding for a 
long timeframe.  

Let’s unpack that statement with what we know about the SWF universe: 

 ‒ As to “approachable” – we know that Ipreo clients have communicated directly 
with each of both the Gulf and APAC SWF we cover in this analysis.  Some of these 
organizations, including Abu Dhabi Investment Authority, conduct active outreach to 
issuers of both holdings and non-holdings, as well as viewing company presentations on 
the investor conference circuit. 

 ‒ Purchasing power can be estimated simply by looking at the typical positions held 
by SWFs across each market cap range.  As can be expected, for most companies 
these investors are capable of building stakes ranking in the top 5 or 10 holdings, with 
investments in large caps running deep into the ten-figure range.  Figure 3 below shows 
the mean average positions for each cap range for major SWFs – note that of course 
many positions are far larger.
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Figure 3: SWF Average Positions by Market Cap Range, Ipreo clients, most recent ($M)

Market Cap Range

Investor Name 1-Mega 2-Large 3-Mid 4-Small

Gulf SWFs

Abu Dhabi Investment Authority 175.0 84.0 17.4 6.0

Kuwait Investment Authority 308.6 37.8 12.3 1.5

Kuwait Investment Office 247.2 101.3 14.1 5.0

Libyan Investment Authority 207.5 11.0 75.0 NA

Qatar Investment Authority 1,142.6 821.5 169.0 72.5

Non-Gulf SWFs

China Investment Corporation 431.1 131.3 13.4 29.8

GIC Asset Management 742.5 210.8 58.7 17.8

Korea Investment Corporation 102.3 17.1 4.7 7.4

SAFE (China) 718.3 169.5 26.7 1.0

Temasek Holdings 100.7 181.9 113.0 225.6

Source: Ipreo Research

 ‒ Turnover across the SWF universe we analyzed is relatively low compared to most major 
active mutual fund investment houses.  Calculated for the most recent year, turnover for 
the group of SWFs analyzed averaged 18%, trending slightly higher over time.  It should 
be noted that turnover consists of both buying and selling activity; the APAC SWFs that 
continue to add assets overall do show as the higher end of this turnover rating.

4. Gulf SWFs are only somewhat sensitive to oil price fluctuations 
when it comes to equity investments
You’re not a true financial media publication if you haven’t published a headline similar to 
“Gulf states expected to liquidate assets with oil prices plunging” – a statement that’s easy 
to attach a few quotes from strategists to, without necessarily any knowledge of actual 
activity.  We find from our analysis only a limited relationship between SWF equity activity 
and oil prices.  

Figure 4, below, shows oil prices’ progression over time through the trough under $40 in 
2016 to recent averages in late 2018, plotted against two values…

• Buy/Sell Ratio # Secs: count of increased positions / count of activity in equities 

• Buy/Sell Ratio Value $: total value of purchases of equities / total value of sales of 
equities

for the Gulf SWF universe in aggregate.  Note that only recently have Gulf SWFs sold a larger 
number of equities than they bought; however, the 1H16 and 1H17 periods did feature 
large sells of equities to net more cash into the firms’ coffers.  Further, the large purchases 
of equities Ipreo witnessed from Gulf SWFs in the second half of 2016 occurred alongside a 
significant move up in oil prices in percentage terms (~18% increase from 1H16’s average), 
but to a level that was still historically low. 
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Figure 4 – Avg Oil Prices vs. Gulf SWF Buy/Sell Ratio of Equity Securities, 1H14-Current
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Source: Ipreo Research, FactSet

In short, we don’t have enough evidence to confirm that low oil prices represent immediate 
risk to issuers held by Gulf SWFs, but certainly not enough to reject that hypothesis either.

What’s next…
No matter the region, SWFs are not getting any smaller.  The Sovereign Wealth Fund 
Institute (SWFI) pegs a “best guess” estimation of the total value held by SWFs at $7.82 
trillion as of June 2018, up from $7.46 trillion a year earlier.  Unlike pension funds, SWFs 
don’t face the immediate return and liquidity needs required by pension accounting, 
allowing them to make investments with a longer horizon, which should bode well for 
equities that present similar long-term growth opportunities far in excess of fixed income 
portfolios.  However, it’s certainly possible that we’ll see geopolitical risks start to have 
an impact on the SWF community; the climate for global trade has turned far more 
contentious, and it isn’t a stretch to consider a pause in the long arc of history bending 
toward free flows of capital.  SWFs will always represent an outsized opportunity, but also 
a risk, to companies seeking their investment, and the best possible knowledge of their 
activity is a requirement when facing them.

Author: Brian C. Matt, CFA

Brian C. Matt, CFA, is a Director in the Research & Analysis division of Ipreo by IHS Markit.



6

Copyright © 2019 IHS Markit. All Rights Reserved 311616984-0119-CU

About IHS Markit
IHS Markit (Nasdaq: INFO) is a world leader in critical information, analytics and solutions for the 
major industries and markets that drive economies worldwide. The company delivers next-generation 
information, analytics and solutions to customers in business, finance and government, improving 
their operational efficiency and providing deep insights that lead to well-informed, confident 
decisions. IHS Markit has more than 50,000 key business and government customers, including 80 
percent of the Fortune Global 500 and the world’s leading financial institutions. Headquartered in 
London, IHS Markit is committed to sustainable, profitable growth.

For more information www.ihsmarkit.com
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