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Building trust drives the need to build a 
better data-management platform

Recently, Chase McWhorter, Institutional Real 
Estate, Inc.’s managing director, Americas, spoke 
with Haresh Patel, CEO of Mercatus, a State 
Street Company, about overcoming the challenges 
of data management and reporting. Earlier this 
year, Mercatus, an investment data-management 
platform for the private markets, was acquired by 
State Street to power Alpha for Private Markets, 
a front-to-back office solution for both public and 
private markets. Following is an excerpt of that 
conversation.

How have the investor demands on fund 
managers evolved in the past year?

First and foremost, COVID-19 was like 
a tidal wave for them. What happens 
once a decade, in terms of changing 
market conditions, was happening once 
a month, if not once a week. In the 
public markets, it is easy to see if a stock 
is up or down in real time. But not in 
the private markets. The pace at which 
managers had to respond — the pace at 
which they had to do scenario analysis and 
valuation analysis of their portfolio, and 
stress testing — went up dramatically. The 
pandemic brought a tsunami of need for 
transparency and real-time understanding 
of the valuations of portfolios, along with 
a pressure to do more analysis, quickly and 
more accurately, with fewer resources. The 
market demanded growth, and ESG has 
added another wrinkle in terms of data 
that is very hard to get to. Those are the 
five pillars last year was about: acceleration 
of the need to understand the portfolio, 
cost pressures, pressures to grow, pressure 
for more data transparency and pressure to 
illuminate ESG. 

Where do you see infrastructure fund 
managers struggling most with regard to 
their data-management strategies?

On one side, there are those still relying 
on what I call the “email, Excel and duct 
tape” people. They struggle with just 
delivering on all of those demands for real-
time transparency, accuracy and speed. 
On the other end, there are those who 
actually started investing in technology, 
but rapidly bought point solutions to solve 
problems as they arose, instead of thinking 

through how to build a solid data-platform 
architecture. They didn’t think through 
the outcomes and dashboard, and how 
their data needed to come together to 
provide the necessary insights and analysis 
to help them make informed decisions 
throughout the investment lifecycle of their 
fund. A dozen years and tens of millions of 
dollars later, many funds may have up to 
25 different solutions, with each being a 
bespoke data silo. To make matters worse, 
no one addressed the biggest challenge 
facing infrastructure managers, which is 
how to connect all the data that resides 
in the ever-changing financial model that 
is at the heart of every deal. As a result, 
it may take up to two to three weeks to 
make simple assumption changes across 
the portfolio of companies and underlying 
assets. Both sides have a certain type of 
“data disaster” on their hands.

What data challenges are specific to 
infrastructure assets?

Unlike the public markets — which consist 
of high-volume, structured and consistent 
datasets — the private market operates 
on bespoke deals, financial models 
and documents that generate a lot of 
unstructured data. Take two different wind 
farms in one portfolio as an example — 
one may use gigawatt power units and the 
other might use terawatt. A private market 
asset may have up to 2,000 to 3,000 
inputs into the financial model. So that 
is the first challenge — it is unstructured 
data, unstructured sets of documents, 
with massive contracts with up to 800-
page documents of “legalese.” How do 
you tease out unstructured data, structure 
it and make it available in real time for 
actionable data-driven decisions?

At Mercatus, our unique value proposition 
in the industry is the ability to harness and 
control the unstructured data that is locked 
up in financial models. Ours is the only 
system that is able to connect all those 
financial models, leave them in their native 
Excel format, and then leverage them for 
consolidated outputs and insights, as if 
they are combined into a single model. 

The advantages of that ability to connect 
models are immeasurable. For example, 
it enables valuation and scenario analysis 
at scale, something that is increasingly 
becoming a “must-have” for institutional 
investors. It should take hours to harness 
that information for an investor, not days 
and weeks.

Is there a lot of investing in data-
management technology, in general? Are 
investors inadvertently adding complexity 
to their problem by adding these layers?

Prior to the pandemic, fund managers 
we have spoken with were spending less 
than 1 percent of their fund structure on 
business-process technology. Today, that is 
already up by four to five times, and the 
big asset managers are plowing even more 
money in because they realize two things: 
(1) Data is a problem, and (2) data is also 
an opportunity. Fund managers know that 
if they can get ahead of the curve in terms 
of data, they can differentiate, and they 
can deliver better results. But in order to do 
that successfully, they really need to identify 
the root cause of their data problem. For 
many infrastructure investors, that lies in 
the complex and bespoke valuation models 
they have built “bottom up” for each 
asset. They can’t just rip out that entire 
infrastructure; it’s the very core of their 
business. With a platform like Mercatus, 
they maintain those models and get them 
working together, so they can easily get 

When you can provide accurate 
information faster, what do you 
gain? You gain trust. What is 
the biggest thing investors are 
looking for in fund managers? It 
is trust (and, of course, returns!).



the data that is important, real time. It 
should not take weeks to calculate a fund’s 
NAV, as it does today for many managers. 
Unlike point solutions, a data-management 
platform doesn’t add complexity — it 
solves complexity. 

Does successful data management provide 
a competitive edge for managers?

Absolutely. When you can provide accurate 
information faster, what do you gain? 
You gain trust. What is the biggest thing 
investors are looking for in fund managers? 
It is trust (and, of course, returns!). We 
have one client who will access live data 
in Mercatus during fundraising meetings, 
which shows the investor how quickly 
they can access valuable insights into 
their portfolios in real time. It’s extremely 
powerful for potential investors to see that 
kind of transparency from a fund manager. 

Another competitive edge that successful 
data management offers is enabling 
analysis and decision making that can lead 
to improved performance. A fund with 
a couple billion dollars in assets under 
management might have three or four 
people in the middle office who spend 
most of their time running reports and 
responding to investor inquiries. They can 
barely keep up. These are smart, talented 
folks who spend their days building charts 
in PowerPoint. With a data-management 
platform, they can run instant insights and 
use most of their time for value-added 
work that directly impacts IRR and fund 
performance. 

What adv ice would you g ive an 
infrastructure fund manager who is 
just beginning to embark on this data-
management strategy?

The most important thing is to start with 
the outcomes: What is the information 
you need to make better decisions 
about your portfolios, funds and overall 
business? Then think about where the 
data is coming from that will drive these 
insights. If you start with outcomes, 
it will help you map out how your data 
should flow. Avoid the temptation of the 
quick fix. Don’t just treat the symptoms 
with point technology solutions. Take a 
holistic view of your entire business — the 
interdependence from front-, middle- and 
back-office teams — and really understand 
what is the root cause of your problems. 
The goal is proper flow of data and having 
the right data architecture, the right “data 
pipes” as a foundational layer, and that 
only comes through a well-thought-out 
data-management strategy. It takes a 
combination of perseverance and patience, 
but ultimately it will help them avoid a lot 
of pain down the road.

How do you see data-management 
technology evolving in the next three to 
five years?  

This is an important question, and it’s really 
what drove our decision to join forces with 
State Street earlier this year. As private 
markets continue to grow, it will become 
increasingly important for asset managers 
to have an executive-level view of their 

data. This is true for investors entirely 
focused on infrastructure, and it’s also true 
for multi-asset managers who invest across 
the public and private markets. The best 
way to have clarity around enterprise-wide 
data is to have a single solution for the 
front, middle and back offices, something 
we are able to provide with State Street 
Alpha for Private Markets. 

A single platform approach enables fund 
managers to collect and present data from 
pre-investment through the entire lifecycle, 
all the way to the final accounting at the 
end. It solves cross-functional needs. Deal 
managers need real-time back-office data 
to help inform future opportunities, investor 
relations teams want to respond quickly to 
investor demands for data, ESG managers 
need integrated data access across the 
lifecycle. Only unified data governance 
can connect all those pieces and enable 
fund managers to scale at the pace they 
need to. It will also position them better 
for the diversity of investor types that the 
private markets are expected to see as they 
become more accessible to retail channels.

In five years, investment managers that 
did not embrace a data-management 
strategy with a holistic approach will almost 
certainly be at the bottom of the list for 
allocators. The private markets are evolving, 
and investors expect their fund managers 
to evolve with them. The days of using a 
back-office ERP system to run the fund 
are over. It’s like driving your car at full 
speed using the rear-view mirror as your 
navigation dashboard. It just won’t cut it.
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Haresh Patel is the CEO of Mercatus, an 
investment data-management platform serving 
the unique needs of private-market asset 
managers and investors. The company grew to 

more than $1 trillion in assets managed on its platform before being 
acquired by State Street in 2021. The technology now powers State 
Street Alpha for Private Markets, which allows investors to manage 
the entire lifecycle of their infrastructure, private equity, real estate 
and private debt investments through a fully integrated, front-to-back, 
single platform. Prior to Mercatus, Patel had more than 25 years of 
experience driving high revenue growth through sales and marketing 
leadership positions in the semiconductor industry. 
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