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Outlook 2021: In Their Own Words with Private-Equity Professionals 

As part of our annual year-end coverage, WSJ Pro asks members of the private-equity community to 
share their thoughts on the past year and reflect on challenges and opportunities they see in 2021 
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Each year, our reporters and editors ask members of the general-partner and limited-partner 
communities to reflect on the year that has just passed and the one that lies ahead. This past year has 
been perhaps one of the most challenging in a decade. But as the professionals we spoke to indicate, 
those challenges have also presented valuable lessons and opportunities as they look to the future. 
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Andrew Olinick, Partner and Managing Director, 3i Group 

What was the most challenging aspect of the pandemic in your professional life over the past year? 

Andrew Olinick, managing director, 3i North America 
PHOTO: 3I NORTH AMERICA 

The most challenging aspect was the inability to travel and conduct in-person meetings. Going into the 
year, we were looking to grow our New York office and increase staff at portfolio companies, so we had 
to adapt our recruiting efforts to videoconferencing. This has been successful in that it allowed us to 
become more efficient with our time, which should reduce our future travel needs. 

What was the most valuable lesson you learned from this past year? 

One of my biggest takeaways from this challenging year is the value of really partnering with 
management teams during times of uncertainty and volatility. Our management partners demonstrated 
great leadership in steering their companies through working from home and financial uncertainty while 
continuing to focus on driving the success of their customers. The strength of our partnerships with our 
portfolio-company-management teams was an important asset to helping us through the economic and 
social disruption caused by the Covid- 19 pandemic. 

How did your tech investing strategy evolve this past year? Where are you seeing new convergences of 
the sector with others? 

We continue to increase our investment focus on technology, particularly software. We see software as 
an increasingly driving force in many industries and becoming the heart of the value of many companies. 
Additionally, software companies typically have strong recurring revenue profiles, which has been a 
source of resiliency in our portfolio during the pandemic. 
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Mirza Baig, Partner, Aldrich Capital Partners 

What was the most challenging aspect of the pandemic in your professional life over the past year? 

Mirza Baig, partner, Aldrich Capital Partners 
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Making really difficult discussions in late March on what segments of the markets for each of our 
portfolio companies to invest in. Our employees across the portfolio and Aldrich were secure and safe 
and we had a head start on working from home as we started that in February. The rest of the year was 
a blur as we were busy executing on those decisions. We hoped we made the right decisions. This effort 
required an enormous amount of energy by our team, the executives and our portfolio companies to 
focus on this. 

What are you most looking forward to in 2021? 

That it’s not 2020! We are in the middle of closing a few new investments. We have been tracking and 
getting to know these companies as they rise to the challenges of our times of social distancing and 
remote work. They have all recognized that they want to grow and evolve at a faster pace and we are 
privileged to have the opportunity to work with them. 

In what way did your thinking evolve about your private-equity portfolio this past year and is there any 
strategy that you would likely increase focus on? 

We had three legs to our strategy when Raz Zia and I set up Aldrich in 2014: systematic sourcing, 
operationally intensive style and building out the Aldrich platform before even raising a fund. The last 
year has shown me that the operationally intensiveness is the crucial linchpin. Being able to roll up our 
sleeves and work side by side with our portfolio companies in solving their challenges is an absolute 
must-have. I would like to think that our backgrounds as entrepreneurs, operators and investors was 
one of the critical elements of helping our companies work through this crisis and actually come out 
stronger on the other side. Private equity has to be more than just financial engineering or placing a bet. 

 
 
 



Outlook 2021: In Their Own Words with Private-Equity Professionals 
https://www.wsj.com/articles/outlook-2021-in-their-own-words-with-private-equity-professionals-11609951944 

 
 
Sebastian Popik. Managing Partner, Aqua Capital 

What are you most looking forward to in 2021? 

 

Sebastian Popik, founder and managing partner, Aqua Capital 

PHOTO: AQUA CAPITAL 

Creating an even greater role for sustainability, diversity and digitalization in value creation. We 
transformed ourselves substantially in these areas, and saw the potential they had for transformation—
of our portfolio companies, teams and clients. This is having a major effect in terms of motivation and 
outright value generation, which we want to further engrain in the coming year. 

What was the most valuable lesson you learned from this past year? 

That investing in people and culture really pays off. While we have historically seen a high correlation 
between [return on invested capital] and organizational climate, we were surprised by the level of 
constructive engagement of our firm and portfolio companies. As a result, we have seen strong value 
creation, and record-high organizational climate indexes across the board. 

If you could eliminate one uncertainty in the agribusiness sector specifically or in the economy more 
generally, what would you choose and why? 

Agribusiness is increasingly affected by the ‘negative impact of climate’; in our sector, we must 
implement practices that protect the environment and fight against issues affecting climate change. Our 
efforts increasingly focus on the ‘shared value opportunity’; being profitable while solving social and 
environmental issues, of which climate change is very serious. 
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Alok Singh, Co-Founder and Chief Executive, Bridge Growth Partners 

What was the most challenging aspect of the pandemic in your professional life over the past year? 

 

Alok Singh, co-founder and chief executive, Bridge Growth Partners 

PHOTO: BRIDGE GROWTH PARTNERS 

Like many, the Bridge Growth team and I enjoy meeting with people face-to-face—getting to know them 
and discussing their businesses over an office meeting, lunch or dinner. Videoconferencing, while 
essential and effective during these times, is just not the same as spending quality time in person. 
Fortunately, Bridge Growth is built on a foundation of long-term relationships among our investment 
and operating team, and key leaders at our portfolio companies, and across the technology landscape. 
Throughout 2020, we relied on and benefited from these relationships, and have evolved to ensure we 
continue to successfully deliver for our stakeholders, even in this virtual world. 

What are you most looking forward to in 2021? 

Digital transformation is driving change across all industries, and the advent of 5G, edge computing and 
ML/AI [machine learning/artificial intelligence] will accelerate this in the coming years. To be successful 
across a digital transformation journey, enterprises must make significant investments in technology to 
operate in hybrid cloud environments, scale their infrastructures and address heightened needs for data 
movement, analysis and protection. Successful private-equity investing will require firms to deploy much 
more than just financial capital given the complexity and evolving nature of these markets. We look 
forward to finding businesses in the middle market to invest in, and to capture this investment 
opportunity, by deploying our differentiated team and leveraging our unique ecosystem of relationships. 

What have been the most valuable lessons learned over the last year, investing through the pandemic? 

We believe the key to success is to have a clear vision and strategy, and to remain disciplined and have 
fortitude, regardless of the economic environment. Amidst the pandemic, we’ve greatly benefited from 
the significant investments made over the past several years at our companies to strengthen their 
respective foundations, particularly with regard to their leadership teams and operational processes. 
We’ve stayed the course, and the last year has validated our long-held belief that building high-quality, 
strategically relevant businesses takes time and patience. 
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Mark Taber, Managing Partner, Great Hill Partners 

What are you most looking forward to in 2021? 

 

Mark Taber, managing partner, Great Hill Partners 
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Meeting people in person again when it’s safe to do so. While we continued to meet virtually during the 
pandemic, one of the highlights of my job is the more casual interactions with health-care executives—
having lunch, hearing about their families, how they got to this point—all things that are harder to do 
with six people on a videoconference. 

What was the most valuable lesson you learned from this past year? 

The incredible resiliency of our teams and their clients. With multiple businesses that were deemed 
essential services to support front-line health-care workers, we witnessed our teams pivoting on a dime 
to keep their services and supplies flowing, while keeping their employees safe. It felt like watching a 
game being played at NFL speed with teams forced to draw up new plays real time in the dirt in the 
huddle. 

How do you see the landscape of the industry changing in the year ahead? 

As we see life return to ‘normal’ after the pandemic, the core prepandemic challenges in health care will 
remain—the need to lower costs, improve patient outcomes and enhance access and the patient 
experience. We will also see an acceleration in the delivery of care outside of institutional settings—
virtually or delivered to the home and supported by technology that enables a greater focus on quality 
patient care. 
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Richard F. Lawson Jr. , Chairman and Chief Executive, HGGC 

What are you most looking forward to in 2021? 

 

Richard F. Lawson, Jr., chairman and chief executive, HGGC 
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At HGGC, we value our partnerships—with our portfolio-company-management teams, investors and 
philanthropic organizations. We built valuable virtual connections with each this [past] year. Our virtual 
annual meeting in May saw a large increase in participants and the Wasatch Adaptive Sports’ virtual 
Steve Young Ski Classic exceeded all nonprofit fundraising expectations. These virtual connections will 
remain fundamental moving forward, but we are excited to recommence face-to-face interactions with 
these stakeholders and our employees when it’s absolutely safe to do so. 

What was the most valuable lesson you learned from this past year? 

Similarly, this [past] year has placed an incredible emphasis on our prioritizing our most important 
personal and professional relationships. One of the joys of the past year has been watching and assisting 
my daughter as she navigates an evolving university admissions process as a rising senior. 

How do you see the landscape of the industry changing in the year ahead? 

SPACs [special purpose acquisition companies] have meaningfully offered an additional financing and 
liquidity event for investors and their portfolio companies. We expect that these transactions will 
continue at a high rate [this] year, as many of the SPACs that formed in 2020 look for acquisitions ahead 
of their expected horizons in 2022. We also believe that the level of minority investments and exits will 
remain elevated, which bodes well for our advantaged investing approach. 
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Nishita Cummings, Managing Partner, Kayne Anderson Capital Advisors 

What was the most challenging aspect of the pandemic in your professional life over the past year? 

 

Nishita Cummings, managing partner at Kayne Anderson Capital Advisors 

PHOTO: KAYNE ANDERSON CAPITAL ADVISORS 

Covid has definitely strained the concept of work-life balance. We all work hard, but we do care a lot 
about people achieving balance in their lives. For me, this [past] year has been especially dynamic as we 
welcomed our second son back in May. That said, whether you have a young family, are an empty-
nester, or recently graduated and moved home with your parents, we all have our challenges. To 
mitigate this, our entire team gets on Zoom at the end of every day to touch base, share stories and 
decompress. It’s not a panacea, but it’s helped a lot. 

What are you most looking forward to in 2021? 

I’ve missed the human element of investing. Finding new investment opportunities this past year has 
been challenging, but we’ve found creative ways to leverage our network to source new opportunities. 
That hasn’t addressed the most interesting and rewarding part I’ve missed—meeting talented 
entrepreneurs. I can’t wait to get back to my tour of innovative cities across the country to talk with the 
incredibly passionate folks building great companies. There is no substitute for in-person interactions. 

As you look to 2021, if you could eliminate one uncertainty that could affect you as a growth-equity 
investor, what would you choose and why? 

If I had a magic wand, I would wave it at the public markets. Depending on the day, the volatility might 
be creating an opportunity or a challenge. Although we are disciplined investors, the bull run and 
ensuing rise in private-market valuations have created the need to be more discerning in deploying new 
capital. However, we’ve also been able to capitalize on the strength of the markets to create great exits 
for our investors. 
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Nav Rahemtulla, Partner, LightBay Capital 

What was the most challenging aspect of the pandemic in your professional life over the past year? 

 

Nav Rahemtulla, partner, LightBay Capital 
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Unlike prior market dislocations that affected demand, the pandemic introduced a health crisis that few 
companies were expecting, and many were not prepared to address this enterprise risk. The greatest 
challenge was the speed at which the world changed during the March/April period. First, we had to 
help our companies take immediate actions to prioritize the safety and well-being of their teams, and 
then, rapidly transition to re-engineering business processes to adapt to the new normal and drive 
continued growth. 

What are you most looking forward to in 2021? 

We are most looking forward to the return of regular in-person meetings in place of Zoom. Virtual 
meetings that require no travel drove dramatic increases in productivity this [past] year and will 
absolutely have a long-term role in our industry. However, a key aspect of our strategy is underwriting 
people, culture and service. Building meaningful relationships with management teams and further 
investing in our firm’s culture are key priorities in 2021. We believe this is best achieved by meeting with 
folks in business and casual settings, as well as just ‘walking the floors’ to spend quality time with each 
other. 

In what way did your thinking evolve about your private-equity portfolio this past year and is there any 
strategy that you would likely increase focus on? 

LightBay pursues an ‘all-weather’ investment strategy and therefore was able to invest throughout the 
year in both control buyouts and special situations. The volatility this past year and high degree of 
uncertainty heading into 2021 reinforce our conviction in continuing this flexible approach and focusing 
on the highest quality companies. In 2020, we increased the concentration of our portfolio in health-
care companies that are well-positioned regardless of how long it takes to put the pandemic behind us. 
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Andrew Nikou, Founder and Chief Executive, OpenGate Capital 

What was the most challenging aspect of the pandemic in your professional life over the past year? 

 

Andrew Nikou, founder and chief executive, OpenGate Capital 
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The greatest challenge is the uncertainty of how long this will last, and the uncertainty of knowing if we 
are doing enough. We have a team of 45 professionals in the U.S. and Europe, and a portfolio of 
companies with 10,000 employees across the globe. The most important mission was immediately 
ensuring the health and safety of all our employees in Asia, Europe and North America. Fortunately, we 
took actions quickly, developing a Covid-19 operational playbook, implementing our crisis plans and 
utilizing our OGx technology-focused platform, which enabled the CEOs of our portfolio companies to 
enhance their operations as soon as the pandemic started. We were well-prepared and, in some ways, 
ahead of the curve. Thankfully, our actions minimized infection rates, and we have not had a fatality to 
date. 

What are you most looking forward to in 2021? 

Without question, I am looking forward to bringing our team together physically. While we already have 
great technology that connects our offices, because culture is such an important part of the firm, 
nothing compares to the value of being together. We’re planning 2021 programs to bring our team 
together and ensure that our one-team culture remains strong. 

How has M&A performed during the pandemic? Have the events of 2020 changed where you look for 
M&A opportunities? If so, how? 

2020 began with a very robust pipeline of M&A opportunities—and we weren’t alone when we saw a 
slowdown by March. This was due to the markets, and our decision to focus on our operations playbook. 
However, activity accelerated in the back half of this [past] year. We typically source around 1,000 new 
opportunities each year and we’re on track to meet that figure. To date, we completed four buy-side 
investments, signed a sell-side agreement, and there is more to come. If 2020 changed anything in how 
OpenGate sources, it’s that we leaned into our relationships with restructuring firms, banks and, most 
importantly, leading corporations so that we’re ahead of marketed processes. 
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Dave Tayeh, Head of Private Equity, North America, Investcorp Holdings 

What was the most challenging aspect of the pandemic in your professional life over the past year? 

 

Dave Tayeh, head of private equity, North America, Investcorp Holdings 
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Managing through the beginning phase of the pandemic was extremely challenging. At Investcorp, we 
spend a lot of time thinking about and trying to limit downside scenarios. In fact, it’s part of the reason 
we’ve prioritized investing in services-oriented sectors. There was no playbook for the immediate and 
unprecedented shock brought on by the pandemic, which included the steepest recession since the 
Great Depression. As an investor in people-driven businesses and with our U.S. portfolio accounting for 
more than 7,000 employees, our top priority throughout the pandemic has been everyone’s health and 
safety, including the LPs that entrust us with their capital. This required a significant amount of 
coordination and communication while also taking decisive actions amidst significant uncertainties. The 
pace of disruption from Covid-19 and the human toll of the pandemic on our people, both physically and 
mentally, were particularly challenging during those early days. 

What are you most looking forward to in 2021? 

I am looking forward to spending time with family, friends, colleagues, LPs and portfolio companies in 
person. I believe that the pandemic will encourage a greater appreciation for those experiences that 
were most acutely affected by the crisis. I also look forward to being in Yankee Stadium with my friends 
and family cheering a Yankees win! 

In what way did your thinking evolve about your private-equity portfolio this past year and is there any 
strategy that you would likely increase focus on? 

The crisis has not changed our view as much as it has validated our investments and focus on industry-
leading companies in business services sectors supported by long-term secular growth trends. While 
certain themes have been accelerated, such as digitization and health and wellness, we believe the 
megatrends underpinning our investments will continue to position our portfolio companies to succeed 
both during and postpandemic. Our practice of using modest leverage has also proven to be very 
beneficial, providing the necessary flexibility to weather a downturn and capitalize on opportunities. 
We’ve completed six portfolio company add-on acquisitions during Covid. Most of our portfolio 
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companies have increased their market share, and a number of them will deliver record results for 2020. 
Looking ahead, we believe the pandemic will drive demand for capital from family-owned and founder-
led businesses in the middle market. The sectors on which we focus are typically cycle resilient and 
provide differentiated services that generate consistently strong cash flow, but also benefit from 

significant growth opportunities. As family-owned, founder-led businesses seek to go on offense and 
accelerate growth, we expect many of them will seek support from strategic and financial partners. 

 

 

—Compiled by Laura Cooper, Chris Cumming, Luis Garcia, Laura Kreutzer and Preeti Singh. Responses 
have been edited for clarity. 
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