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Although in many ways buy-side firms are embracing
digital transformation at a greater pace than sellside firms, much more work remains to be done
to meet their potential, according to our analysis
of buy-side respondents to the recent Refinitiv
Connected Data survey.
There is quite a lot that buy-side firms can congratulate themselves on.
In recent years, many firms have recognised the important role that market
and reference data can play when it comes to generating alpha. Having
high-quality and trusted data is essential for everything from developing
new trading strategies, to managing risk and compliance, to innovating
through artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML).
The survey confirms what we are seeing among our customers – an
eagerness to embrace evolving approaches such as data governance
and cloud adoption for data storage and use. Buy- side firms are also
developing operational resilience programmes at a rapid pace, potentially
delivering increased agility.

However, the survey also shows that buy-side firms need to rethink their
market and reference data strategies around regulatory compliance. They
should also improve their data cultures, so that data is truly connected
across the front, middle and back offices, as well as with their infrastructure,
IT and support teams.
At Refinitiv, we are working hard to help buy-side customers meet their
potential, by launching new data sets and data management solutions, for
example. We are also helping people to connect and collaborate about
market and reference data, through groups such as the Refinitiv Developer
Community. Our teams are here to support our customers in their digital
transformation journeys today and in the future.
Join the conversation #ConnectedData

CONNECTED DATA

3

ABOUT THE eBOOK
This eBook is based on research commissioned by Refinitiv that was conducted online by
an independent consulting company in March and April 2021. Nearly 800 executives at
buy-side firms around the globe, who are knowledgeable of, involved in, or are decision
makers in the operations of the front, middle and back office, and/or infrastructure, IT and
support, completed this survey.
The research was undertaken across 16 countries. For buy-side firms, the mean
assets under management is US$68.8 billion, and the total assets under management
represented in the survey is close to US$53.9 trillion. Buy-side respondent firm types
included hedge funds, insurance companies, mutual funds, pension funds and sovereign
wealth organisations.
In reporting the results, weighting has been applied to each country to ensure equal
representation. Please note that the standard convention for rounding has been applied,
and so as a result some totals do not add up to 100%.
Areas of involvement for buy-side respondents
Front office total

757

Which of the following types of organisation do you work in?
Hedge fund

14%

Insurance company

38%

Mutual fund

26%

Pension fund

11%

Sovereign wealth

11%

In which of the following countries are you based in for work?
US

13%

Canada

9%

China

8%

Japan

8%

Brazil

7%

Spain

7%

Front office decision makers

364

Hong Kong

6%

Italy

6%

Mid/back office total

740

Singapore

5%

Mid/back office decision makers

243

UK

5%

Mexico

5%

Infrastructure/IT/support total

718

France

5%

294

Australia

5%

Germany

4%

Switzerland

4%

Ireland

3%

Infrastructure/IT/support decision makers
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HIGHLIGHTS
Within the new Refinitiv Connected Data survey, the buy-side says that market and reference data is a significant source
of alpha, but to fully unlock potential value, firms will need to evolve their market and reference data strategies.

36%
78%
79%

more revenue could be unlocked if their
entire organisation had access to the
market and reference data it needs to
reach its full potential.

say their firm’s use of market and
reference data will increase over the
coming 12 months.

agreed that “improving how we manage
market and reference data will require
drastic changes in our organisation,
technology or strategy”.

82%
41%
47%

expect to see an increased focus on data
governance for market and reference data
from financial services regulators over the
next 12 months.

of the buy-side currently stores historical
data in the cloud.

of buy-side firms are presently undertaking
the implementation of an operational
resilience framework.
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POTENTIAL
INVESTMENT IN MARKET AND REFERENCE
DATA IS ALREADY STRONG
The past year has seen buy-side firms embrace digital transformation with greater
enthusiasm than their sell-side peers. However – even though they may be faster
to recognise their data needs and implement solutions – buy-side firms still have a
considerable potential gap.
Survey respondents were asked by what percentage they thought teams were falling
short of their potential because they don’t have access to the data and tools necessary
to perform their jobs. They said their front office teams were falling short of their
potential by 37% – two percentage points (pre-rounding) higher than sell-side front
office teams. Middle and back office teams on the buy-side are falling 32% short, while
infrastructure/IT/support are falling 33% short, where there is a three percentage point
gap with the sell-side.
At the same time, survey respondents were very optimistic about what could be
achieved if their entire organisation had access to the market and reference data it
needed to reach its full potential. They said, on average, that they could unlock 36%
more revenue and 35% more efficiency.
Their confidence is underpinned by the return on investment (ROI) that they are already
achieving on market and reference data. For their front offices, 83% of the survey
respondents say that their ROI is excellent or good. The figures are also strong for the
middle and back office (78%) and for infrastructure, IT and support (78%).
Some 85% of the buy-side executives agreed that better usage of market and reference
data will help their firm achieve greater efficiency to reallocate resources to more
revenue-earning streams.

By what % do you think these teams are falling short of their potential because
they don’t have access to the data and tools necessary to perform their jobs?
Front office

37%

Mid/back office

32%

Infrastructure/IT/support

33%

How would you rate the return on investment for market and reference data in
the following three areas?
Front office
Mid/back office
Infrastructure/IT/support

83%
17%
78%
22%
78%
22%
Excellent + good

Average + poor

CONNECTED DATA

6

PAST 12 MONTHS
LOOKING AHEAD, DATA INVESTMENT
IS SET TO CONTINUE
More than ever before, data is the lifeblood of buy-side firms. In fact, data is
regarded by the buy-side as being even more vital than for the sell-side. For
example, more than two-thirds (67%) of buy-side respondents say that the
importance of market and reference data had increased at their firm over the
past 12 months, compared with 64% for the sell-side. Other comparisons include:
– 75% of the buy side said their organisation’s use of market and reference data
had increased over the past 12 months, compared with 67% of sell-side firms
– 62% of buy-side respondents said the amount of money their firm spent on
purchasing market and reference data had increased over the past 12 months,
compared with 58% of the sell-side
– 59% of buy-side respondents said the amount of money their firm spent on
managing market and reference data had increased over the past 12 months,
compared with 53% of sell-side firms
– More buy-side firms said the number of market and reference data vendors
their firm used increased over the past 12 months – 59% versus 53% for the
sell-side
For the buy side, these trends are expected to continue over the coming 12
months. Some 78% say their firm’s use of market and reference data will increase
over that period, and 65% indicate that the money spent on purchasing this data
will continue to grow. Almost six out of 10 (58%) firms say the amount of money
they spend in managing market and reference data will continue to rise.
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How has the folliowing changed?
Past 12 months

Next 12 months
3%1%

5% 2%

Your organisation's
use of market and
reference data

18%

35%

23%

The amount of money
your organisation spent
on managing market
and reference data

24%

22%

The importance of
market and reference
data to your
organisation

4%

30%

23%

3%
22%

12%

23%

37%

Increased significantly
Increased slightly
No change

27%

26%

35%

37%

6%

38%

41%

3%

23%

25%

28%

6%

10%

39%

11%

35%

4%

26%

12%

The number of market
and reference data
vendors used by your
organisation

24%

41%

10%

4%

10%
37%

2%

Next 12 months

4%

18%

41%

The amount of money
your organisation spent
on purchasing market
and reference data

Past 12 months

Decreased slightly
Decreased significantly

4%

30%

23%

36%
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CHALLENGES
BUY-SIDE STRUGGLES TO EVOLVE MARKET DATA STRATEGIES
Today, buy-side firms across the globe are facing substantial challenges on two different levels – strategic and tactical – around
how they reshape their approach to market and reference data.
The challenges at the strategic level are significant. The need for a fresh direction for firms was strongly evident – 78% of buyside executives agreed that “market data management strategies have not changed in the past 10 years and are due an overhaul
to extract proper value from the investment.” Some 79% agreed with the statement that “improving how we manage market and
reference data will require drastic changes in our organisation, technology or strategy”.

How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
4%

5%

7%

There is reluctance
to change the way
we operate because
of the disruption it
may cause

28%
27%

39%

Improving how we
manage market and
reference data will
require drastic changes
in our organisation,
technology or strategy

17%

36%

43%

Market data management strategies have not
changed in the past
10 years and are due an
overhaul to extract
proper value from the
investment

17%

38%

39%

5%
7%

Integrating new market
and reference data
strategies will require a
completely different
mindset and attitude
from employees

15%
38%

42%

There is a lack of understanding in my organisation
as to how firms can most
effectively leverage their
spend on data

Strongly agree
33%

21%

Slightly agree
Slightly disagree

39%

Strongly disagree

CONNECTED DATA

9

DATA PROLIFERATION CREATES ISSUES
At a more tactical level, buy-side firms are experiencing a range of challenges around
managing market and reference data within their organisations. Signalling the crucial
role that emerging data types play in the hunt for alpha, the top challenge was “difficulty
finding new data sets”, with 27% of buy-side firms choosing this issue. Buy-side firms
are also working with an increasing number of data sources, so it’s little surprise that
the second biggest challenge was data consistency through different channels or from
different suppliers at 26%. Also at 26% were three other challenges: remote working
and mobile usage, incomplete data, and slow delivery of new data sets.
The next pages discuss five key themes for buy-side firms that emerged from the
Connected Data survey.

Which of the following are challenges when managing market and reference data in your organisation?
Difficulty finding new data sets

27%

Data consistency through different channels or from different suppliers

26%

Remote working and mobile usage

26%

Incomplete data

26%

Slow delivery of new data sets

26%

Connecting data across the front, middle and back offices

24%

Storing the data

24%

Discoverability of insight

23%

Lack of value-add from vendors

22%

Lack of automated entitlement system

21%

Limited channels of delivery

21%

Unclear or insufficient metadata

20%

Linking and tagging data

20%

Poor data governance

19%

There are no challenges

2%

Other

2%
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CULTURE
THEME 1: CULTURAL CHALLENGES IMPACT
DATA INVESTMENT CHOICES
One of the overall insights of this survey – for both buy-side and sell-side firms – is that
there is a significant gap in how the front office is perceived, compared with the middle
and back office, and with the infrastructure, IT and support functions. The front office is
regularly viewed more favourably across a variety of measures, which seems to lead to
increased investment there, when it may be that investment in the two other areas is what
is required for the firm to achieve its goals.
For example, 53% of respondents say the front office is ‘integral’ to helping their
organisation to reach its strategic objectives, compared with 42% for the middle and
back office, and 48% for infrastructure/IT/support. The reality is, of course, that the front
office cannot achieve its own goals without the connected support of the other two
organisational areas.
The front office is also perceived as having a better attitude towards technology and
innovation – 43% of buy-side respondents say this is excellent in their organisation,
compared with just 35% for the middle and back office. For the middle and back office,
attitudes were most positive among hedge funds (37%), and least positive among pension
funds (31%).
This results in a clear shift in where investment is being made, with 58% of the buy-side
executives saying that their organisation will be increasing investment in the front office
over the next 12 months, compared with just 48% who say the same for the middle and
back office – a 10 percentage point gap. This is also in spite of the 83% who say that
“investment in market and reference data will help us to achieve efficiencies in the middle
and back office.”
“While it’s often easy to see how investment in market and reference data for the front
office can immediately generate alpha, firms need to consider the bigger picture,” says
John B. Mason, Group Head of Pricing Reference Services at Refinitiv. “If the middle
and back office don’t have access to the data and data management tools they need to
perform their jobs, they could be leaking out alpha. Data needs to be connected across
the organisation to deliver maximum alpha.”

How important do you think the following teams are in helping your organisation
reach its strategic objectives?
Mid/back office

Front office

Infrastructure/IT/support

3%
7%

44%

Integral

53%

Important

10%
42%

52%

Not particularly important

48%
43%
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How would you describe each of the following groups’ attitudes towards
innovation and technology adoption?
Mid/back office

Front office
1%

3%

17%

44%

16%

35%

43%

3%

Infrastructure/IT/support

3%

11%

How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

42%

Investment in market
and reference data
will help us to
achieve efficiencies
in the middle and
back office

Strongly agree
Good

Average

Poor

Will your organisation be increasing or decreasing investment in the following
teams in the next 12 months?
Front office

Mid/back office

Infrastructure/IT/support

3%
8%

8%

39%

58%

Increased investment

48%

33%

44%

No change

35%

48%

38%

46%

Excellent

14%

Decreased investment

59%

Slightly agree

Slightly disagree

Strongly disagree
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DATA GOVERNANCE
THEME 2: BUY-SIDE FOCUS ON
DATA GOVERNANCE PRIORITIES
Data governance is the top investment priority for market and
reference data over the next 12 months, with 39% putting their
focus in this area. Certainly, some of this intensity on the buy side is
being driven by compliance requirements – 82% expect to see an
increased focus on data governance for market and reference data
from financial services regulators over the next 12 months.
However, given the growing importance of market and
reference data as a means of generating alpha, it’s possible
that buy-side firms see robust data governance as providing a
strategic advantage, because it improves data quality, enhances
collaboration around data across silos, and enables the business to
engage with data faster and with greater trust.
In fact, 25% of buy-side firm executives rated their organisations’
data governance programmes as market leaders in supporting the
critical challenges around market and reference data, compared
with just 16% on the sell-side. Buy-side firms are putting the kind
of priority on data governance that would enable some of them to
claim market leader status.

How do you expect the attitudes of financial services regulators to change towards
market and reference data governance over the next 12 months?
4% 1%
Significantly increased focus on data governance

12%
39%

Slightly increased focus on data governance
Slightly increased focus on data governance
Slightly decreased focus on data governance

43%

Significantly decreased focus on data governance

How do you generally rate your organisation’s data governance programme in
supporting the critical challenges around market and reference data?
Buy side

Sell side

4% 1%

5% 1%
16%

25%

23%

Better than average

31%

47%

A market leader
Average

48%

Worse than average
Much worse than average
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TACKLING DATA GOVERNANCE ISSUES
Buy-side firms are not resting on their laurels, though. They recognise the
shortcomings of their organisations’ data governance programmes for market
and reference data used by the front, middle and back office of trading teams.
Top challenges include the inconsistency of data used by front, middle and back
office (35%); inconsistency of data sources/vendors between front, middle and
back office (33%); and no view of data license conditions (27%). At 25% each are:
no view of use of data; no view of ownership of data; and no view of source of
data – all important data lineage attributes.

Which of the following are shortcomings of your organisation’s data governance programme for market and reference data used by the front, middle and
back office of trading teams?
Inconsistency of data used by front, middle and back office

35%

Inconsistency of data sources/vendors between front, middle and back office

33%

No view of data license conditions

27%

No view of use of data

25%

No view of ownership of data

25%

No view of source of data

25%

Poor entitlements

24%

No view of history of data/data lineage

22%

None of the above
Other

4%
2%
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It may be that buy-side firms are investing more heavily in technology to
overcome these issues. For example, 32% of these buy-side executives say
their firms have already switched to an automated solution for data entitlements,
compared with just 21% of sell-side firms. Automating entitlements can help firms
to keep better track of their data licence conditions, as well as a number of data
lineage attributes.
“Buy-side firms have made great progress over the past few years around data
governance,” says Janelle Veasey, Head of Real-Time at Refinitiv. “Data drives
alpha, and so data management tools are seen to directly support increased
revenues and greater efficiency. Competitive advantage will be gained by firms
that are able to leverage data governance to become more agile in the way they
acquire and deploy data.”

Do you plan to switch to an automated solution for data entitlements over the next 12 months?

32%
21%

We have already switched to an automated solution

42%
42%

We have plans to purchase an automated solution

18%
24%

We are considering purchasing an automated solution
We are evaluating the advantages of moving to an automated approach
We do not have plans to switch to an automated solution

5%
9%
3%
4%
Buy side

Sell side

CONNECTED DATA

15

REGULATION
THEME 3: ACCELERATING
REGULATORY CHANGE CREATES
SIGNIFICANT CHALLENGES
The buy-side has experienced massive regulatory change over the past decade,
and more change is on its way. Yet, the survey reveals that for buy-side firms,
many rules that have been in place for some time still create real difficulties,
superceding incoming rules in terms of the number of challenge they create.
This is worrisome, as it could indicate that firms have not implemented robust
compliance processes to meet existing rules, which makes it less likely that they
are in a position to meet new regulatory change requirements with agility.
For example, the EU Benchmarks Regulation (implementation date 1 January
2018) is viewed as a top challenge to the trading teams in terms of the market
and reference data lifecycle by 33% of buy-side respondents. This regulation
was the top challenge for three out of five buy-side firm types – for 37% of
hedge funds it was a top challenge, for example. The Simple Transparent and
Standardised Securitisation Regulation, which came in second place overall, had
an implementation deadline of 1 January 2019. Sanctions – trading restrictions
on sanctioned companies – is in third place. Although the pace of sanctions
changes has increased recently, sanctions regulatory frameworks have been in
place in most jurisdictions for some time.

CONNECTED DATA

16
Which of the following regulatory initiatives present the biggest challenges to the trading team in terms of the market and reference data lifecycle?
Benchmarks Regulation/EU Benchmarks regulation

33%

Simple Transparent and Standardised (STS) – Securitisation regulation

29%

Sanctions – trading restrictions on sanctioned companies

28%

Central Securities Depositories Regulation (CSDR)

28%

Securities Financing Transaction Regulation (SFTR)

27%

Fundamental Review of the Trading Book (FRTB)

27%

LIBOR/IBOR transition

26%

Sustainable Finance Disclosure Regulation (SFDR)

24%

EU taxonomy for sustainable activities

22%

MiFID II – Brexit
None present a challenge to the trade team in terms
of the market and reference data lifecycle

21%

Other

3%

3%
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THE REGULATORY CHANGE CRISIS
In contrast, the EU’s Securities Financing Transaction Regulation (SFTR)
ranked joint fourth overall for buy-side firms, even though its major
implementation deadline was in 2016, and other, later deadlines had
passed by the time the survey was conducted. Also in fourth place was the
Fundamental Review of the Trading Book (FRTB), which has a 1 January 2023
deadline. The LIBOR/IBOR transition, which has a significant deadline on
31 December 2021, only achieved seventh place overall.
“If buy-side firms think about the need to meet regulatory obligations on a
project-by-project basis, they are unlikely to meet their compliance goals
and also have enough funding for alpha-generating initiatives,” says Kristin
Hochstein, Head of Entity Data & Symbology at Refinitiv. “Firms need to take
a more connected approach, and consider how the front, middle and back
offices can engage with one single, golden source of data.”
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CLOUD
THEME 4: FIRMS PUSH AHEAD ON CLOUD
ADOPTION FOR KEY USE CASES
In many areas, the buy-side is further ahead in cloud adoption than the sell-side. For
example, 41% of the buy-side currently stores historical data in the cloud, compared
with 37% of the sell-side. Forty percent use the cloud for executing trades and
performing execution analysis such as transaction cost analysis (TCA), compared with
the sell-side’s 32%. The buy-side is also ahead about three percentage points when
it comes to using the cloud for complying with regulations such as trade surveillance
and reporting; using the cloud for performing clearing, confirmation and settlement;
and conducting accounting and auditing.
In other areas, the buy-side and sell-side have a more similar level of cloud usage,
including using machine learning to detect trading patterns, portfolio management,
managing market and credit risk and working through post-trade processes.
In fact, the only area where the sell-side is significantly ahead is in powering trading
and risk systems with data and analytics, where 43% of firms have adopted the cloud,
compared with 39% of buy-side firms.
“Some newer buy-side firms are cloud native, and we see many of the established
firms rapidly moving a variety of use cases to the cloud as part of their digital
transformation programmes,” says Matt Eddy, Head of Real-Time Delivery & Integration
at Refinitiv. “We’re expecting cloud adoption to accelerate further as firms begin to use
more artificial intelligence and machine learning-based technologies.”
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How do you typically use market and reference data across your different use cases?
Buy side

Sell side
2%

2%

Powering trading
and risk systems
with data and
analytics

Executing trades and
performing execution
analysis such as transaction
cost analysis (TCA)

Buy side

18%
42%

32%

43%

6%

Complying with
regulations such as
trade surveillance
and reporting

28%

30%
31%
31%

34%

8%
27%

34%
32%

40%

31%

29%

7%
26%

8%

5%

22%

39%

Sell side

Working through
post-trade
processes

9%
26%

32%

29%

33%
32%

32%

5%
8%

Using machine learning
to detect trading
patterns

26%
35%

7%
23%

36%
32%

34%

Performing clearing,
confirmation and
settlement

8%
33%

28%

32%

29%

6%
9%

Portfolio
management

7%

9%
29%

32%

29%
31%
31%

30%

Conducting
accounting and
auditing

36%

26%

34%

29%

33%

30%
29%

31%
5%

7%

Managing market
and credit risk

7%

8%
30%

31%

30%
31%
31%

32%

On premises

Storing historical
data

Cloud

30%
41%

Hybrid: on premises/cloud

None

26%

29%

25%

37%
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OPERATIONAL RESILIENCE
THEME 5: OPERATIONAL RESILIENCE A
PRIORITY FOR THE BUY-SIDE
Buy-side firms are also ahead of the sell-side on implementing operational resilience
programme elements across all categories. In particular, more buy-side respondents
say their firms are presently undertaking activities to ensure greater monitoring
(61% vs. 51% for the sell-side); increasing the capacity of teams (46% vs. 41%); updating
disaster recovery programmes (44% vs. 37%) and implementing operational resilience
frameworks (47% vs. 39%).
Also, buy-side firms are seeking a range of key business benefits from their
investment in market and reference data over the next 12 months – including
increasing capacity (35% selected this benefit), improving data for decision-making
(34%) and automating processes (33%) – which will improve operational resilience.
Certainly, firms are being prompted by regulatory interest in operational resilience.
The Basel Committee on Banking Supervision published its Principles for Operational
Resilience and Risk in March 2021. Other regulators in the UK, the US and the EU are
also implementing a range of different types of resilience-focused measures.
There are other reasons to engage with operational resilience, too. “Strengthening
operational resilience is about increasing the ability to recover quickly from a negative
event and about boosting agility, so that firms can embrace change and engage with
new opportunities that arise,” says Rob Lane, Director of Real-Time Feeds at Refinitiv.
“Recent events have made buy-side firms realise that it’s not the strongest or the most
intelligent who will survive, but those who manage change best.”
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Which of the following operational resilience initiatives is your organisation presently undertaking or
investigating around market and reference data?
Sell side

Buy side
6%

Ensure greater
monitoring

7%

33%
61%

42%

10%

Increase data
coverage

45%

Increase the
capacity of servers
and infrastructure

44%

Update disaster
recovery
programmes

42%

19%

43%

Increase cloud
and off premises
data storage

40%

41%
41%

18%
41%

46%
39%

41%

13%

Talk with third-party
data providers about
their operational
resilience

17%
43%

45%

51%

44%

15%

Increase capacity
of teams

Review and update
application risk
profiles

14%

16%

Make organisational
changes

Buy side

42%
41%

Presently undertaking

Investigating

Implement an
operational
resilience
framework

Neither

Sell side
17%

14%

40%

43%
43%

43%

14%

21%
37%

41%

44%
42%

13%

16%
48%

39%

45%
39%

14%

19%
43%

45%
41%

38%

15%

18%
39%

47%
38%

44%
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CONCLUSION
According to the Connected Data survey, buy-side firms are a bit further
down the road on the journey to digital transformation than their sell-side
counterparts across a range of different measures. However, buy-side firms
are not in a position to rest on their laurels – much remains to be done.
A priority for their market and reference data strategies should be to create an
approach to regulatory change that supports resilience and agility. This means
taking a data-centric approach to both market and reference data needed to
meet compliance obligations. Firms need to be able to bring these regulatory
processes and analytics to their data, in the cloud.
Buy-side firms also need to recognise that connecting data across the
organisation will require a more collaborative culture. All areas of the
organisation should be respected and recognised for their ability to deliver
business value. Moreover, the firms’ digital transformation programmes need
to identify areas in the middle and back office where the right investment
within a market and reference data strategy could deliver alpha for the entire
organisation.
These firms also need to continue their investment in data governance,
transition to the cloud and operational resilience. These projects will bear
considerable fruit over the next few years by improving data quality, reducing
costs and boosting agility. When it comes to market and reference data, this
survey already shows that strong ROI is achievable, which translates directly
into increased revenue and efficiency – enabling firms to meet their strategic
business goals.
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