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According to Ms. Vivina Berla, Senior Partner & Eu-
ropean MD of Sarona Asset Management, this gap 
between perceived and actual risks can create sig-
nificant opportunities for investors in underpriced 

assets. Companies like hers serve as a bridge between private 
asset owners and local SME companies. “When I speak to pro-
spective investors, I tell them that our role is to arbitrage the gap 
between perceived and real risk,” says Ms. Berla. “Those who 

A Partnership, 
Not a Battle
Investors who hope to capitalize on developing market growth in countries where 
equity markets are nascent or nonexistent may find it difficult to know where to 
turn for reliable information. Public media tends to present a skewed perception 
of emerging and frontier markets, which are seen as far riskier than developed 
economies.

Social Responsibility 
versus Returns: 

understand and are willing to operate where other people fear to 
tread can generate significant returns.”

According to Sarona, “Private equity investors legally obtain ‘in-
side information’ about their portfolio companies and can there-
fore realize more value from investments than their peers in listed 
markets. The more ‘inefficient’ a financial market, the greater the 
value that can be added by good GPs.”
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Sarona traces its roots to 1953, when a private investment company 
was formed to invest in Sarona Dairy in South America. The com-
pany aimed to generate financial returns, but also sought to stimu-
late the development of the struggling local economy. According to 
the website, “this combination of sound investment principles and 
social values paid off. The community flourished and the invest-
ment itself ultimately spawned an industry serving 70% of Para-
guay’s dairy market.” Today Sarona’s outlook is global.

 • Taking the leap

Ms. Berla’s own experience speaks to her commitment to the “bridge” 
approach. She worked for 20 years in the institutional investment 
world, including 11 years in private 
equity as a general and limited partner 
and 10 years at Merrill Lynch. She then 
graduated from the London School of 
Economics and obtained an MBA from 
the Tuck School of Business. But ul-
timately she decided to “abandon the 
traditional financial world” to become a 
partner at Sarona.

“It was a big leap leaving a very com-
fortable low-risk, high-return exis-
tence as an employee of large financial 
institutions to become an entrepreneur 
in a small, dynamic, high-growth com-
pany,” says Ms. Berla. “I am Italian, 
and my parents moved to Kenya in the 
early 70s; I have grown up, worked, 
lived, and traveled in emerging mar-
kets for over 40 years. I worked for a 
decade in the corporate world focusing 
on seamless steel pipes for oil and gas, 
and doing manufacturing and trading; I 
lived and worked in Latin America, the 
Middle East, South Asia, and North Africa, all emerging markets. 
That’s what created my interest and affinity – my ability, if you like 
– to understand and interact with those economies.”

 • One level up

Sarona works by providing capital to SME companies through local 
private equity funds. “We’re a small company and need to use local 
intermediaries to add real value,” says Ms. Berla. “This is neces-
sary to drive institutionally-sized, quality private capital to growth 
stage companies, so that capital can start to generate returns.”

The focus is on sectors in F&E markets due to expand with the 
rapidly growing middle class, such as information and communi-
cation technology, education, healthcare, financial services, trans-
portation and logistics, light manufacturing, and consumer goods. 
In particular, Sarona has chosen to focus on SME companies in 
countries with GDP per capita between US$500 and US$12,000, 
which according to a 2012 HSBC Global Economics report are 
expected to grow almost three times faster than developed mar-
kets between 2009 and 2030. 

“We felt that countries with over US$12,000 in GDP are suffi-
ciently rich, and those under US$500 are too risky, poor, and bro-
ken to invest in,” she says.

“We at Sarona have very explicitly 
said that we will avoid early, start-up 
stage enterprises and are going to fo-
cus one level up in terms of the size 
and maturity stage of the company. 
Development financial institutions 
like the International Financial Cor-
poration, part of the World Bank, and 
the European Bank for Reconstruc-
tion and Development have 20 plus 
years’ experience seeding private 
equity-based GPs that provide growth 
capital to local companies They have 
combined positive developmental im-
pact with significant profit for their 
government backers. But private capi-
tal hasn’t woken up to that yet.”

“Sarona wants to act as a bridge for 
private capital that doesn’t have the 
time to identify opportunities in Af-
rica, Asia, and Latin America. We’re 
usually one of only two or three in-

stitutional-quality investors looking into these funds alongside 
developmental financial institutions.”

 • Socially responsible  
 investing

One of Sarona’s key tenets is its focus on “ethical, social, and 
environmental values” in its investments. Ms. Berla explains the 
ways companies are chosen. “We can either select sectors that are 
inherently ‘good’ – green energy, education, health care, and so 
on – or work with more traditional sectors to encourage respon-

“We’re a small 
company and need to 

use local intermediaries 
to add real value,” 

says Ms. Berla. “This 
is necessary to drive 
institutionally-sized, 
quality private capital 

to growth stage 
companies, so that 
capital can start to 
generate returns.”
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sible operational activity, fair wages, and improvement in interac-
tions with suppliers, employees, and clients.”

“We have very consciously and explicitly defined what we mean 
by having a positive impact, and the segment of the ecosystem 
in which we want to play a part,” she says. “Generally speak-
ing, with the Bill Gates and George Soroses of this world, the as-
sumption is that to have social impact you have to invest in small, 
early-stage enterprises. That may be true, and people should con-
tinue to deploy capital to that segment of the economy. But it has 
huge costs and high risks, and the returns are usually low.”

A recent press release from the World Economic Forum refers to 
private equity investors like Sarona as “blended finance” models; 
Blended Finance refers to blending market-rate capital (usually 
private sector) with concessionary capital (usually NFP or public 
sector). This is done to attract private capital to otherwise unat-
tractive investment opportunities that will generate a social return.

Because the model is relatively new, Ms. Berla says that “one of the 
big challenges is that there hasn’t been solid quantifiable evidence 
showing this kind of investment is better than the other. It’s anec-
dotal, but it makes sense. We and many others believe that if you 
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take a company and clean it up, after four or five years you can sell it 
more easily and for more money, ultimately creating high multiples.”

She is acutely aware, however, that the “socially responsible” 
element is not necessarily a top concern for investors, who are 
uninterested even in using the “social” element of their work as a 
PR push. The assumption is often that a positive impact will cost 
shareholders profit or returns. “If I put my cynical hat on, I know 
that investors, especially large institutional investors, don’t care 
how we make our profit,” says Ms. Berla. “Sarona works accord-
ing to certain ethics because we believe in them; we decide who 

and what to invest in. But the reason investors give us money is 
their prerogative.”

Ms. Berla doesn’t consider it useful to think of “impact investing” 
as a separate asset class. “It’s helpful to call it something so that 
people recognize it, and so it will grow because it’s been given a 
name,” she says. “But ultimately I hope it will simply become a 
way of doing business that applies to everybody.”

“When I started at Merrill Lynch Asset Management in the mid 
90s, there was very little or no focus on risk management; people 
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were focusing on a single dimension and still only talking about 
returns. It took another five years for people to start talking about 
two dimensional risk-adjusted returns. Now that we’re comfort-
able talking about those, we can begin a conversation admitting 
there are additional, non-financial dimensions that should be fac-
tored in when making investment decisions,” she continues.  “We 
are moving towards a three dimensional approach: Risk-Return-
Impact.” According to Ms. Berla, at the moment the transition is 
primarily being made by family offices and high net worth indi-
viduals. These were also the first investors to see the opportuni-
ties in private equity and hedge funds during the early days of 
alternative investments.

 • Good managers and due diligence

Sarona’s approach in terms of investment strategy and portfolio 
construction begins with drawing top-down geographical divi-
sions across Africa, Asia and Latin America. Broad diversification 
criteria are then employed to ensure portfolios avoid concentra-
tion risk. “We diversify across continents, regions, managers, and 
sectors, ensuring a minimum of 12 to 18 funds. And we look into 
primary, secondary fund investments and direct co-investments 
to provide vintage risk management,” says Ms. Berla. “But the 
most important thing is finding quality fund managers and funds 
to invest in. We look at between 100 and 150 funds every year, 
and invest in about five. What is really exciting is that the number 
of possibilities is increasing exponentially, especially in Africa.”

For her, a good fund manager is “based locally, close to the com-
panies, with a cohesive, high-quality team that has either educa-
tion or work experience abroad, as they need to be able to trans-
late between emerging market realities and investors in developed 
countries. They need to be experienced and have a credible strate-
gy, they need to convince us they’re going to generate returns, and 
they need to share our moral compass. Depending on what our 
own fund is looking for, they also have to meet our sweet spots. 
Right now, for instance, we’re looking for managers with funds 
smaller than US$300 million and enterprise value deals below 
US$150 million. These are low numbers for a developed market, 
but large by emerging market standards.”

Once a suitable  fund manager is identified, research begins. “We 
don’t go on site until we’ve done a significant amount of desk 
preparation work and have a good sense that  we’ll be investing in 
a manager,” says Ms. Berla. “Then we travel to their offices and 
meet with every person on the team and with the companies they 
previously invested in; we talk to peers and ask lots of questions 
about past, current, and future activity. It’s not rocket science. But 

I suppose this is where we’re different from other investors. GPs 
tell us that our due diligence is significantly heavier, deeper and 
more detailed than that of other Limited Partners.”

 • The future of ‘bridge companies’

“When our first Sarona Frontier Markets Fund was launched in 
2010, it seemed only natural to go where Sarona had always been, 
which meant Africa, Asia, Latin America. It meant finding solu-
tions to entrenched developmental problems through investment. 
That was how our first fund of funds was born; it was a more sca-
leable solution than  directly investing small amounts of money in 
small companies,” says Ms. Berla.

She believes this is the model for the future in F&E markets. 
“Maybe these markets have slowed from the highs of the last ten 
years, but there’s no doubt in my mind that over the next 20 to 30 
years, emerging markets and an emerging middle class will pro-
vide growth opportunities. What remains to be seen in terms of 
socially responsible investing is how local SMEs will gear them-
selves up to meet demand, and do so sustainably.”

“We’re a safe pair of hands in a world very few people know, 
understand, or have the resources to access. Usually large inves-
tors have to write large checks, and our universe is far too small 
for them. For them we offer an attractive aggregation strategy. 
Small investors often like to do their own direct deals, but they 
rarely stop to consider that the risk of doing so is significantly 
higher than having a turnkey portfolio approach. SMEs in fron-
tier and emerging markets can offer significant return opportunity, 
decorrelation, and growth but investors need to tread carefully. Of 
course growth doesn’t translate into returns automatically; you 
need to have the right people. We want Sarona to be known as 
the firm able to implement this transformation from growth to 
returns.” 

http://www.emia.org/profile/detail/sarona-asset-management

