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The largest European activist investor is so quiet that the first 
proxy solicitation in its 17-year history was barely noticed. In 
March, Cevian Capital campaigned against a controversial 
proposal by Panalpina’s largest shareholder, the Ernst 
Göhner Foundation (EGF), to lift the freight company’s 5% 
voting cap. 

Cevian’s ploy would level the playing field in a takeover battle 
between Danish peer DSV and Kuwait’s Agility, allowing DSV 
– Cevian’s preferred bidder – to secure a deal for Panalpina 
before the vote took place. As an ardent supporter of the 
deal, Cevian rolled its stake in the combined entity, saying 
the merger has “great industrial logic.”

And though it was perhaps Cevian’s most contentious 
situation to date, the Panalpina investment was otherwise 
typical of the activist; lengthy discrete engagement, often 
with a board seat, and – as of more recently – escalating 
pressure that only breaks through into the media at crunch 
time. While the activist is not averse to M&A, particularly 
if it promises margin improvements, it typically prefers 
demergers and spends years in the weeds, rather than 
emerging with sweeping demands. 

EARNING THEIR SHIRTS

Christer Gardell and Lars Förberg founded Cevian in 2002 
after working together at private equity firm Nordic Capital 
and investment firm Custos (before that, Gardell worked for 
management consultant McKinsey & Co). Focused on the 
Nordic region, Cevian initially employed a private equity style 
drawdown structure, under which investors commit capital 

COOL VIKINGS

CEVIAN CAPITAL MAY NOW BE PAN-EUROPEAN BUT ITS NORDIC ORIGINS ARE STILL 
EVIDENT. WHILE THE CONTINENTAL EUROPEAN SPACE GETS CROWDED WITH THE 

ENTRANCE OF U.S. ACTIVISTS, CEVIAN HAS FEWER RIVALS AT HOME, WHERE IT HAS 
BEEN INCREASINGLY ACTIVE, WRITES IURI STRUTA.
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“

“WITH CEVIAN CALLING THE SHOTS, 
LINDEX DOUBLED ITS MARGINS TO 
MORE THAN 10% AND SOLD ITSELF TO 
FINLAND-BASED STOCKMANN GROUP 
IN 2007.”

SOURCE: ACTIVIST INSIGHT ONLINE

*SINCE 2013.   SOURCE: ACTIVIST INSIGHT GOVERNANCE
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“

that is only deployed when an opportunity emerges and is 
returned back after exit. 

Its first activist investment was small-cap clothing retailer 
Lindex, where it bought a 10% stake in 2003 from an 
existing shareholder and immediately joined the boardroom. 
Eventually, the investor reshuffled both the board and the 
executive team, and Gardell became chairman after a year. 
With Cevian calling the shots, Lindex doubled its margins to 
more than 10% and sold itself to Finland-based Stockmann 
Group in 2007.

A bigger challenge was persuading the largest Nordic 
insurer Skandia to sell itself to South Africa’s Old Mutual, 
despite Cevian’s relatively small stake of 3% and nativist 
opposition from other shareholders. Cevian’s fire power was 
much smaller back then, with its assets under management 
in 2005 a little below half a billion euros.

‘THE BUTCHER’

Because of the novelty of his approach and his assertive 
campaigns at Lindex and Skandia, Gardell quickly became 
known in Sweden as “the butcher,” the “corporate pirate,” 
and the “Icahn of Sweden.” Indeed, the veteran U.S. activist 
was an early investor. However, as activism moved into the 
mainstream, those labels lost their potency. 

Instead, Cevian gained an unrivaled reputation as a long-
term, constructive activist that does not shy away from 
taking a more aggressive stance if its demands are not 
given reasonable consideration. Aside from Jeffrey Ubben’s 
ValueAct Capital Partners, few large activists follow a 
similar approach. 

“My advice to companies is always to take them seriously. 
Cevian is a very thoughtful investor that commands a certain 

degree of respect in the institutional investor community,” 
an adviser who has counseled several companies in their 
engagements with Cevian told Activist Insight Monthly. 
“Companies understand they are not there to make trouble 
but to add value,” a lawyer who has advised Cevian said.

ON TO BIGGER

Although Cevian started small, it quickly moved up market. 
In 2006, it returned much of the capital and profits to 
investors and launched Cevian Capital II, an evergreen 
structure which was oversubscribed. It raised a war chest 
of around 1.5 billion euros and a year later opened offices 
in London and Zürich to broaden its relationships. Gardell 
remained in Sweden, Förberg moved to Switzerland, while 
Harlan Zimmerman, an investment banker turned private 
equity investor who has been with the fund since 2003, 
leads the U.K. operations. 

With fresh capital, Cevian took stakes in Swedish champions 
Volvo, the truck maker, and Telia, the telecommunications 
company, where Gardell saw opportunities for global 
consolidation. A merger with Norway-based Telenor failed 
to take place, however, after regulators objected. Positions 
in German companies Munich Reinsurance and Demag 
Cranes followed, as well as Panalpina, the activist’s first 
target in neighboring Switzerland. Between 2011 and 
2015, Cevian unveiled large stakes in German industrial 
juggernauts ThyssenKrupp and Bilfinger, as well as 
Switzerland-based ABB.

Activist Insight Monthly understands that Volvo is Cevian’s 
largest exit in terms of money value on an absolute basis, 
returning 130% over its 11-year holding period, after the 
activist sold its 14% stake to Chinese automotive group 
Geely for approximately 3 billion euros. MSCI Europe returned 
45% over the same period, as European markets grossly 
underperformed the U.S. Overall, Cevian Capital II produced 
a return of 249% since inception in 2006 until the end of April 
2019 net of fees and expenses, resulting in a compounded 
annual growth rate (CAGR) of 10.2%. MSCI Europe returned 
83.5% over the same period and a CAGR of 4.8%.

The New York State Common Retirement Fund, Ohio 
School Employees Retirement System, and Florida 
State Board of Administration (FSBA) are among the U.S. 
institutions that placed money with Cevian, according to 
Activist Insight Online. Icahn, who once said Gardell was one 
of the “smartest guys” he knows, also invested. FSBA, which 

“VOLVO IS CEVIAN’S LARGEST HISTORICAL EXIT ON AN ABSOLUTE BASIS, 
RETURNING 130% OVER ITS 11-YEAR HOLDING PERIOD.”
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“
“

“MY ADVICE TO COMPANIES IS ALWAYS 
TO TAKE THEM SERIOUSLY. CEVIAN 
IS A VERY THOUGHTFUL INVESTOR 
THAT COMMANDS A CERTAIN DEGREE 
OF RESPECT IN THE INSTITUTIONAL 
INVESTOR COMMUNITY.”
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“AFTER THE GLOBAL FINANCIAL CRISIS, CEVIAN SAW AN OPENING FOR A WAVE OF 
DEMERGERS IN EUROPE, WHERE THE PRESENCE OF ANCHOR INVESTORS PROTECTED 
COMPANIES FROM THE NEED TO ADAPT QUICKLY TO NEW CIRCUMSTANCES.”

wrote a check for $100 million, told Activist Insight Monthly 
that it was seeking “geographic diversification” at the time 
and that it has been happy with the activist’s performance.

After the global financial crisis, Cevian saw an opening for a 
wave of demergers in Europe, where the presence of anchor 
investors protected companies from the need to adapt 
quickly to new circumstances. As a long-term investor, 
structural trends and focus on ever-greater efficiency are 
paramount for the activist. The “deconglomerization” theme 
is likely to continue. 

Yet Cevian can be patient, even if it is increasingly willing 
to make its case publicly. ThyssenKrupp only last year 
announced a two-way breakup, although the new chairman 
reportedly has second thoughts. ABB announced a sale of 
its power grid unit in 2018, around three years after Cevian 
first floated the idea. Bilfinger, a smaller industrial engineering 
company, had considered a breakup for years, but decided 
against one in 2017. ABB, Bilfinger, and ThyssenKrupp 
have struggled, although the activist remains confident their 
performance will turn.

Another key piece is its network of potential leaders. 
Daimler veteran Eckhard Cordes joined Cevian as a partner 
in 2012, around the same time the activist was rumored 
to own a stake in the German car manufacturer, although 
it was never confirmed. Cordes later chaired the board of 
Bilfinger and became a director at Volvo. In 2016, Cevian 
convinced the departing CEO of Wolseley, a U.K. building 
materials merchant in which it had been invested, to take 
the role of chairman at French electrical distributor Rexel as 
part of a leadership shakeup. 

UNHURRIED STRATEGY

Activist Insight Monthly understands that around 90% of 
Cevian’s capital is tied for three to five years, giving it the 
luxury of pursuing its strategy unhurried. “We fly around [and] 
we meet their competitors, their suppliers, their customers, 
so we really understand where the entire industry and the 
business itself – where it is coming from, where it is today 
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CEVIAN IS CONFIDENT THYSSENKRUPP’S PERFORMANCE WILL IMPROVE FOLLOWING ITS BREAKUP. 

SOURCE: ACTIVIST INSIGHT ONLINE

EUROPEAN LARGE-CAP TARGETS
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NUMBER OF EUROPE-BASED COMPANIES WITH 
A MARKET CAP OF MORE THAN $10B PUBLICLY 
SUBJECTED TO ACTIVIST DEMANDS BY YEAR.



CEVIAN CAPITAL’S PUBLIC INVESTMENT PORTFOLIO

“
“

“CEVIAN MIGHT EVEN ASK FOR INFORMATION THAT THE COMPANY USUALLY 
WITHHOLDS FROM ITS TOP SHAREHOLDERS AS PART OF ITS RESEARCH AND IT 
IS OFTEN INDULGED.”

and where it is going,” Förberg told Financial News in a 
2016 interview. Building a thesis is not enough for Cevian; it 
“spends a lot of time on the path to success,” an adviser who 
has worked with the activist told Activist Insight Monthly.

Cevian might even ask for information that the company 
usually withholds from its top shareholders as part of its 
research and it is often indulged, an adviser told Activist 
Insight Monthly. “They trade on the reputation a little bit,” 
the adviser said.

In the Nordics, the activist has broadly been successful at 
driving changes behind-the-scenes, as large shareholders 
can easily join the nomination committee and produce board 
changes from that position. In Germany and Switzerland, 
which have more restrictive rules, Cevian skillfully employed 
the media to get its way. Panalpina’s chairman, Peter Ulber, 
agreed to step down one month after Förberg called his 
tenure “intolerable” in Swiss magazine Bilanz. In Germany, 
Cevian repeatedly resorted to the press to put pressure 
on ThyssenKrupp and Bilfinger. “When they feel the need, 
they’ll use the press very aggressively,” an adviser who has 
worked against Cevian told Activist Insight Monthly.

BACK HOME

Where Cevian once had barely any competition, Elliott 
Management is now a more significant player in Europe. 
Paul Singer’s firm, whose London office is run by the 
billionaire’s son, Gordon, has targeted ThyssenKrupp, 
German software maker SAP, and French spirits maker 
Pernod Ricard. At the same time, Third Point Partners 
has been putting pressure on Nestlé. Indeed, according to 
Activist Insight Online, 10 European large-cap companies 
were targeted by U.S. activists in the 12 months ended April 
30, 2019, up from three during the same period in 2016.

As U.S. activists have increasingly targeted large Continental 
European companies in recent years, Cevian is seeing more 
opportunities in familiar markets. In the past two years, it 
has taken large stakes in telecommunications equipment 
manufacturer Ericsson, Autoliv, which recently spun off its 
electronics segment Veoneer, and Nordea Bank, where it 
sees potential for margin improvement. It also built a stake 
in Irish asphalt manufacturer CRH, where it could be eyeing 
a demerger. 
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COMPANY HQ YEAR DISCLOSED STAKE BOARD REPRESENTATION

ERICSSON 2017 9.2% NOMINATING COMMITTEE ONLY

ABB 2015 5.3% YES

THYSSENKRUPP 2013 20.0% YES

RSA INSURANCE 2014 13.5% NO

REXEL 2016 15.6% YES

CRH 2019 3.0% NO

METSO 2005 13.8% YES

BILFINGER 2011 26.8% YES

TIETO 2009 14.9% YES

PANALPINA 2010 12.3% YES

NORDEA BANK 2018 2.3% NOMINATING COMMITTEE ONLY

AUTOLIV 2018 9.6% YES

VEONEER 2018 6.6% YES

VESUVIUS 2012 21.1% YES

SOURCE: ACTIVIST INSIGHT ONLINE, BASED ON PUBLIC FILINGS
DATA AS OF APRIL 30, 2019
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