Emerging & Diverse Manager Panel: Charting New Voyages in Asset Management
The next wave of opportunity in private markets may belong to emerging and diverse managers — those charting new courses across the fragmented and often overlooked edges of the investment landscape. The Blue Ocean panel featured Aiyu Nicholson, Partner at StepStone Group, and Lance Zhou, Principal at Unigestion, with Katie Kuga Wenner, Global Head of Business Development and Investor Relations at Terracotta Group, moderating.
The discussion opened with a focus on the lower middle market, where enterprise values under $1 billion often yield the most compelling results. Deals in this range offer greater flexibility and broader exit options for both investors and managers. The panel highlighted the rise of GP-led continuation funds, particularly in the lower and middle market, as a fast-growing segment offering a “blue ocean” of opportunity. Real alpha, they noted, increasingly comes from differentiated sourcing and operational improvement rather than traditional financial engineering.
Blending strategies across private market tools — fund investments, secondaries, and co-investments — helps create resilience and adaptability. While larger funds continue to attract most institutional capital, smaller and more focused managers are better positioned to generate alpha through active management and deep industry engagement. Looking ahead, participants expect continued growth at the smaller end of the market as investors seek greater control and closer ties to value creation.
The conversation also underscored the importance of strong alignment, disciplined underwriting, and thoughtful re-up decisions. Assessing whether key individuals within a fund remain motivated and aligned was identified as critical for long-term success. Emerging managers, especially first-time funds, were noted as requiring both strategic vision and resilience, given their longer fund lifecycles and limited liquidity.
When it comes to strategy, the panel returned to fundamentals — paying reasonable prices, focusing on free cash flow, and backing managers who create value through operational excellence. Diversity of perspective is also a performance driver, with many of today’s most innovative managers coming from outside traditional private equity pathways.
The discussion closed with a navigational message for the next generation of managers: show up, stay persistent, and keep building relationships. Success often depends on a few key champions who believe in your potential and help guide the course forward. 


