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As Tom Stoddard welcomes 
Financial News to his 22nd-floor 
office in insurance group Aviva’s 
London headquarters – the St Helen’s 
skyscraper in the City – a man abseils 
down the face of the building opposite.

Stoddard peers out of the window to 
watch. The abseiler moves with speed 
and confidence – having worked out 
the risks, he knows exactly what he 
is doing.

Stoddard has never abseiled, yet the 
mindset required has become second 
nature to the former investment 
banker, who took over as chief finance 
officer of the UK’s largest insurer less 
than 18 months ago.

As well as handling the day-to-
day pressures of his first CFO role, 
Stoddard is overseeing the integration 
of Aviva’s £5.6 billion acquisition of 
rival UK insurer Friends Life, its 
largest deal yet. Like the abseiler, he 
is trying to move fast without making 
any irreparable mistakes.

“There were people who told me 
I shouldn’t make the switch from 
banking to becoming a CFO because it 
was going to be boring and I was just 
going to be reporting the numbers,” 
he said. “It’s been anything but that.”

A journey to the C-suite
Leading the Friends Life acquisition 

alongside chief executive Mark Wilson 
required the trained lawyer to use 
all his skills developed over two 
decades, both as a sellside dealmaker 
– in UBS’s financial institutions group 
and running Credit Suisse’s global 
insurance group – and as head of 
global financial institutions advisory at 
private equity giant Blackstone, where 
he spent almost six years.

One former investment banking 
colleague said of Stoddard: “He thinks 
strategically about things. He’s a 

problem solver, he just likes to figure 
things out.”

John Studzinski, who as head of 
Blackstone’s advisory practice hired 
Stoddard in 2008, credits him with 
having “extraordinary global reach”. 
Now a vice-chairman at Blackstone, 
Studzinski said: “He was very well 
respected by a broad group of people 
because of the years spent working 
in the insurance industry at UBS and 
Credit Suisse.”

At Blackstone, Stoddard worked on 
a long list of deals for US insurer AIG 
following its government rescue. It 
was then that he first met Wilson, who 
was running AIG’s Asian business, 
AIA.

Wilson joined Aviva in early 2013, 
a few months after chairman John 
McFarlane – now executive chairman 
at Barclays – launched a strategic plan 
assuring investors that the insurer 
would improve performance and 
strengthen its finances.

Wilson turned to Blackstone to help 
turn around Aviva, and Stoddard was 
named the insurer’s principal corporate 
adviser. He worked on various 
initiatives, including cutting the 2012 
dividend to help it repay debt – which 
stood at £6.9 billion at the end of 2012. 
He also helped map out a disposal 
strategy for non-core assets such as 
a commercial real estate portfolio and 
US equity manager River Road Asset 
Management. The group reported a 
loss of £3 billion in 2012, but under 
Wilson’s leadership that turned into a 
£2.15 billion profit in 2013.

When Aviva’s finance chief Pat 
Regan announced in January 2014 
that he was joining Australian insurer 
QBE, Wilson and McFarlane invited 
Stoddard to join the team.

Stoddard, who started out as a 
credit analyst and then qualified as 
a lawyer before moving into banking, 

had been hankering for a change. But 
he said: “I thought that anybody who 
would take responsibility for signing 
financial statements had to be crazy. 
And I still think that that is a very 
serious and great responsibility.”

But the opportunity to run Aviva’s 
finance function – and move to the 
UK home of his favourite football 
team, Arsenal – was a compelling 
proposition and within a month of 
being approached Stoddard had the 
job.

He said: “I had a good sense as to 
where the turnaround was, what the 
capital position, liquidity and cashflow 
of the company were. It was clear that 
the turnaround was working, we were 
making good progress – but it was 
also clear that we had a lot more work 
to do.”

Friends for sale
Stoddard did not expect to be using 

his investment banking expertise 
again quite so soon, but mergers and 
acquisitions were quickly identified 
as a means to help Aviva improve its 
cashflow further. Friends Life, which 
in 2013 completed its own three-year 
restructuring to cut costs by £160 
million, became the preferred target.

Aviva appointed Morgan Stanley, 
JP Morgan and Robey Warshaw as 
advisers. However, Stoddard is quick 
to emphasise that the bankers and 
their individual expertise – rather 
than the firm they are attached to – 
are the most important factors when 
deciding who to hire.

Now sitting on the other side of the 
negotiating table, the former banker 
also believes advisers must think more 
about what value they can offer senior 
corporate executives: “They need to 
focus themselves on the quality ideas 
and trying to provide trustworthy 
advice. The stereotype of the banker 
who is just there pitching the same 

Aviva’s investment banker in the boardroom
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ideas everyone else is because he 
thinks his boss wants him to go see 
the company – there’s a lot of that and 
at least, for my money, that’s not very 
effective.”

Aviva and Friends Life started 
talking in mid-2014 and a recommended 
offer was announced in December 
2014, with investors being told the 
acquisition should help Aviva realise 
£600 million of incremental cash per 
year by the end of 2017.

That kind of focus is important to 
Stoddard: “What I used to say to 
people as an adviser and what I’ve 
tried to live here is that you have 
to be crystal clear about what it is 
you’re buying and why you’re buying 
it. Some people get confused by the 
numbers or confused by the people or 
the products. You need to understand 
– whether it’s a new technology or 
distribution, new product capability 
or management – what it actually is 
you’re looking at.”

Since the deal completed in April 
2015, Stoddard and colleagues have 
been trying to ensure the integration 
process, which includes the loss of 1,500 
jobs and some office closures, moves 
quickly. “One of the biggest things 
that can hurt an acquisition is going 
too slowly and not executing because 
you’re overplanning or overthinking 
things.”

It is a huge task – Stoddard will not 
rule out smaller acquisitions but there 
is no desire to build a new strategy 
based on M&A considering the work 
still to be done on Friends Life.

Beyond buying
Away from acquisitions, and as 

Aviva’s turnaround continues, growth 
is on the agenda. But that’s “not 
easy when we’re in an economy that 

is buffeted by lots of adversity”, the 
CFO said.

“We need higher interest rates and 
better investment markets so that 
we can earn more and be able to pay 
more to our savers and clients.”

Aviva’s latest full-year results, for 
2014, showed profit of £2.17 billion, 
an 11% rise in cash remittances and 
£1 billion of new business. An internal 
loan between Aviva Insurance and the 
group was reduced to £2.8 billion.

Results continued to improve in 
the first half of 2015, although Aviva 
emphasised that there was still room 
for improvement. At £32 million, the 
contribution to profits from Aviva 
Investors, its fund management 
business, was described as 
“inadequate”. “Our asset management 
business will take time to contribute 
material growth in group operating 
profit, although positive signs, 
particularly related to the flagship 
AIMs range of funds, are emerging,” 
Aviva noted.

As well as continuing to help 
improve Aviva’s operating earnings 
and cashflow over the next 18 months, 
Stoddard is particularly focused on the 
company’s long-term strategic plan.

Historically, customers would buy 
life, non-life and health insurance 
products and asset management from 
different providers or brokers, but 
this is changing, said Stoddard. “With 
the strength of our brand, if we can 
provide people with a good customer 
interaction with Aviva and they like 
doing business with Aviva, they’ll be 
happy to buy multiple products from 
us.”

‘Digital first’
To help achieve this, the insurer 

wants to be “digital first” across the 

business to ensure customers can 
access all its services, Stoddard said. 
“We’ve got a 320-year history here, 
but trying to be nimble is something 
we’re very focused on.”

The last part of the strategy is to 
not be everywhere – as Wilson said 
in Aviva’s 2014 annual report, “we 
are not interested in planting flags or 
being in 100 countries”. It will only be 
in markets where it can win.

Meanwhile, Stoddard is changing 
how the group’s 2,500-strong finance 
team operates. He said: “Historically, 
insurance companies have thought of 
themselves as product manufacturers 
and not customer-oriented marketing 
companies. There are lots of cost 
accounting and organisational 
challenges that we’ll need to wrestle 
with.

“Concepts around lifetime customer 
value and customer-value analytics 
are not as robustly developed in the 
insurance industry as actuarial risk 
principles.”

Broader changes to the insurer’s 
finance function are also taking place. 
Aviva’s chief capital officer, Jason 
Windsor, a former Morgan Stanley 
banker, has the new role of investments 
officer, overseeing management of 
capital across the group, leading the 
investment function and overseeing 
mergers, acquisitions and disposals.

Later in 2015, the group will 
initiate Stoddard’s Future Finance 
programme, where the finance team’s 
rising stars work across the business 
on a 20-month rotation. The aim 
is to “plant some seeds for future 
generations of finance leaders”, said 
Stoddard.

If they are watching their boss, he 
is certainly not making it look like it 
is a dull role.


