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Murray Bender: RBC Investor & Treasury Services is pleased to present Insights on the Opportunities and 
Challenges Facing the Financial Services Industry. Today’s podcast features Denys Calvin, 
Vice President and Chief Operating Officer at Canadian-based Nexus Investment 
Management, discussing the future of the asset management business. 

 Thanks for joining us, Denys. 
 
Denys Calvin: It’s my pleasure. 
 
Murray Bender: Denys, can you start by telling us a bit about Nexus Investment Management and your role 

at the firm? 
 
Denys Calvin: Sure. So Nexus is a Toronto-based outfit. We manage a little over CAD2 billion for really 

primarily families. We’re the traditional long-only discretionary investment manager. And 
we have almost 20 people. The business has been around 30 years, and typically—our 
typical client is a professional couple that has saved their money over a lifetime of working, 
but really need their portfolio to supplement their lifestyle spending in retirement. That’s sort 
of the typical scenario. Some would describe us as a high-net-worth manager and I think 
that’s an accurate description. 

 
Murray Bender: So, as COO of Nexus, what are your top priorities at the moment? 
 
Denys Calvin: Well, I sort of tell you it’s the two Ps. It’s people and process, for lack of a better way to put 

it. And the people consist of two groups. It’s first and foremost making sure we are serving 
our existing clients, and serving them well, and finding more of them. And then the other 
group of people is our employees, our staff, our talent, if you will. And making sure that we 
are developing them, supporting them, and that we’re able to find additional people to join 
the team as we try and grow the business. So that’s the sort of the people priority, which is 
sort of simply stated but there’s a lot in that. 

  
And then the process is really just about making things work better for clients, for us, or for 
both. And so those—that sort of process priority is this—there’s sort of the simple—it’s 
basically blocking and tackling, but it’s simplifying things, streamlining things, automating 
where we can, just making the day-to-day work of running the business less burdensome, 
having less sand in the gears, if you want to put it that way. 
 

 So those would be the priorities for the next 12 months. 
 
Murray Bender: How have these priorities been influenced by the changing expectations of clients and 

employees? 
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Denys Calvin: Yeah. So the clients is sort of an interesting one. We fancy ourselves as having always 

been, you know, very attentive to client needs, demands, expectations, what have you. And 
I’m not sure a whole lot has changed there. It may have—maybe have intensified, 
particularly early on this year when financial markets were in such disarray. But, you know, 
the four things that I think clients sort of evaluate us on remain true. Like, can I count on 
Nexus to do what’s right for me? Do they understand my family and me, and what matters 
to us? Do they have sound judgment and high standards? You know, no cutting corners 
and all that kind of jazz. And do they deliver value for money? I think those have long been 
clients’ expectations and I don’t really think those have changed a lot. 

  
Probably there’s been a reasonable change from employees. And, you know, in 
challenging times like these, which I’m sure we’ll talk about, employees are sort of looking 
for the firm to do sensible things. You could say looking for leadership, if you wanted to put 
it that way. But I think it’s just they want the business to be okay. They want to sort of keep 
their jobs. They want the business to be conducting itself in a way that makes sense to 
them and doesn’t put them at risk. And they, you know, to the extent that doing their jobs 
is harder now than it was, say a year ago, they’re looking for the firm to sort of help 
ameliorate that to the extent possible. 

  
There’s another group that you didn’t ask about though, which is sort of the changing needs 
or demands of regulators and suppliers. And I would tell you there’s probably some more 
obvious influences in our priorities, or to our priorities, that have arisen because regulators 
either have said we want you to plan to do something differently, or we want you to actually 
do something differently in the here and now. And, you know, some of our suppliers, like 
all of our suppliers, have been affected by the goings on in the world no differently than we 
have. And so they’re asking us to make some changes. 

  
And so certainly under the process heading of earlier, in my sort of people and process 
construct, you know, a fair bit of the process stuff has been driven by the changing needs 
or demands of regulators and suppliers. That’s what I’d say on that. 

 
Murray Bender: So can you elaborate on that a little bit? Other than new work-from-home arrangements, 

which so many of us are dealing with, what are you doing differently today than you did 
prior to the pandemic? And which of these changes do you expect to continue beyond 
COVID-19? 

 
Denys Calvin: You mean, “Other than that, Mrs. Kennedy, how did you like Dallas?” 
 
 Yeah. So it’s kind of hard to clearly distill or draw bright lines between the work-from-home 

arrangements, which is sort of just the most obvious change as between before and after, 
let’s say January 1st, just to pick an arbitrary date. 

 
 But, so what’s likely to persist? Like almost nothing we do these days remains location or 

proximity based, as I have sort of referred to it as. The only thing that is still location or 
presence based is the mail because we do still receive some things from clients and other 
financial institutions by mail. And, you know, remarkably, you know, a significant proportion 
of our clients still prefer to receive their quarterly reporting from us in hard-copy form. So 
that is the—that’s ironically one of the things that hasn’t really changed. But there’s a whole 
bunch of internal and, you know, our processes, say with you folks as our custodian, that 
have changed fairly dramatically. And, you know, paper has virtually disappeared from all 
of those internal processes with suppliers. And I think that’s going to persist because we’re 
not just trying to put some duct tape on this for as long as the pandemic goes. You say, 
look, if I’m going to have a bath I’m going to get all wet. We’re going to make some changes 
here, and we’re going to make the changes that are good enough and thorough enough 
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that we’re going to be happy to live with them afterwards. And we won’t go back to cutting 
down trees and printing stuff on Papyrus. 

 
 You did a carve-out for the work from home, but I think—and part of the work from home is 

of necessity, clearly. And we have, incidentally, had a skeleton staff in the office all the way 
through the piece. But I think having figured out the strengths and weaknesses of working 
from home we, and I would say probably no different than many organizations, have figured 
out what its challenges and shortcomings are, but what’s good about it. And so one of the 
things I expect will persist is there will be a role for people who want to work from home for 
some part of their week, let’s say. And, you know, that’s sort of a good thing. 

 
 So what else are we doing differently? The process of communicating, especially with our 

people, has had to change. You know, in an open concept office it was sort of dead simple 
to pop your head up over the divider like a prairie dog looking out from its hole first thing in 
the morning to see whether somebody you wanted to have a confab with was there, and 
then maybe holler over the divider to them or maybe wander over and have a quick chitchat. 
Or it was easy, while you were sort of on your way to the kitchen or the photo copier to sort 
of say, oh yeah, I meant to mention to you, blah blah blah blah blah. That sort of almost 
incidental or accidental kind of communication is essentially not possible with people 
scattered. And so communication and the whole job of developing people has now had to 
become much more deliberate. It’s not quite where I’ve got to sort of get it in the calendar 
in all circumstances with somebody, but it’s—to do it properly, to work well with your people 
and to help them do what they need to do well, you have to be in touch regularly and 
deliberately and make an effort. And don’t do it all by email or chat or text. You know, use 
the various media that are available. You know, one of the other interesting things that is a 
little different. 

 
Murray Bender: So looking back over the past eight months or so, what has most surprised you about the 

impact of the pandemic on Nexus? 
 
Denys Calvin: So, a bunch of things. First and foremost, like the complete round trip in equity markets. 

We’re nearly back to, by some measures are fully back to, where things were in, sort of, 
say mid-February. And that’s—I don’t know. If that doesn’t count as a shock, I don’t know 
what does. I mean that has, clearly, an effect on portfolios. It has an effect on the profitability 
of the business. It has an effect on the kinds of conversations you have with clients. As you 
can imagine, the conversations are different now with client portfolios largely recovered 
than they were, say, towards the end of March when we all thought we were sort of staring 
down the bottom of a bottomless mineshaft. So that to me is a shock. 

 
 Another thing that’s been surprising, I think that’s the right word for it, is our people’s 

willingness to dig deep to do what it takes to get the job done. You know, it’s said you never 
really find out what someone’s really made of until they’re sort of stressed or under duress. 
And sometimes you’re sort of fearful to figure that out. But I will tell you, it’s been a pleasant 
surprise how hard people are prepared to work to do what needs to be done, whether it’s 
serving clients, looking after the day-to-day goings on of the business, or what have you. 

 Another thing, the pace and the variety of change because lots has changed, big and small. 
And a whole lot of it has, like, it’s just sort of been a series of head-slap moments, especially 
in the first several months as you realize oh yeah, I guess that’s not going to work anymore, 
is it? Okay. We better figure out a work-around. So that’s, you know, that extent and the 
variety of change and the speed of it has been surprising. 

 
 Sort of closer to home, when you’ve got to get a job done and you realize the tools that 

your people have aren’t up to doing it, it’s amazing how quickly you can sort of adopt the 
Nike motto of “Just do it.” Or to paraphrase, then let’s just get it. So, you know, if it’s 
someone working from home who is having to share a laptop with a family member, and 
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that clearly doesn’t work, just get them a new computer and get it to them and get them set 
up. And I could, you know, for the extra whatever it is, $1,000, it just doesn’t matter. Just 
get it. So there’s been a whole bunch of very quick decisions to spend money to enable 
people to do their jobs, to equip them so they can did deep into their jobs and all that. And 
it’s no debate. And that’s been sort of an interesting development. 

 
 And, of course, having greater reliance on technology because with people working from 

home you do discover who is okay with the tools and who can adapt and figure things out, 
and who really struggled. And so that’s a bit of a disquieting realization. You sort of, frankly, 
probably there weren’t any surprises about who was flexible and capable and adaptable, 
but I would say there was a bit of a surprise about the gap between rich and poor, so to 
speak, in that score. 

 
 And then the other thing that sort of came out that was interesting to me and a bit of a 

surprise was, is we’ve had a skeleton staff in the office. We said look, only people who need 
to be there should be there. And of those, only people who want to be there should be 
there. But what came out in a conversation I had with a bunch of people a couple of months 
ago was they were—they put a very high value on having the choice. 

 
 So those who couldn’t come into the office because they were prisoners of their kids, or 

what have you, or because they had family members who were vulnerable and they sort of 
didn’t dare come downtown, they were grateful that we didn’t foist on them the obligation 
to come in to the office. But those who, frankly, we really needed to be in the office to sort 
of if nothing else than collect the aforementioned mail, for example, or to help with the 
quarterly mailing to clients, they were actually delighted to have the choice. Some of them 
said, look I’m, you know, I’m going to work from home the next few days, but I actually want 
to come into the office on sort of Monday and Tuesday because there’s stuff that I want to 
do and it’s easier to do there. So the choice was a benefit we were offering people was not 
something that I would have said out of the box was there. So that was a pleasant surprise. 

 
Murray Bender: So looking forward, what are the key differences you expect to see in the asset 

management business, say two or three years down the road? 
 
Denys Calvin: Okay. So as we would say in investing money, one thing we know for sure is we can’t 

predict the future and whatever happens will be very different than we predict. So mindful 
of that, here are four predictions. 

 
 There’s not a lot of what some people call money in motion right now. Which is to say, 

clients are largely hunkered down with their existing providers. But when the storm passes 
and the sun comes out again and the weather is a little less inclement, both literally and 
figuratively, clients will take stock of how they fared through all of this with their manager. 
And a bunch of them will decide they need to make a change. And so I would tell you two 
or three years from now there will have been lots of client movement. So that’s one thing. 

 
 The other thing is, and really it’s this continuation of a trend, which I describe as sort of a 

bifurcation of security selection from client service. So by with that I mean is Nexus is a—
like we do stock picking and bond selection and we build portfolios. And in addition, we 
provide—we look after clients. But there are lots of firms who say, look, we’re just going to 
buy ETFs, or we’re going to act as a manager of managers and we’re not going to do the 
individual security selection; we’re just going to look after clients and preside over the 
portfolios that other people, that we’re going to help the client engage, do that. But I think 
there’s going to be a continued bifurcation into those who don’t want to do the combo of 
things that firms like Nexus does. 
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 I think that firms that haven’t invested shrewdly in ways to do things better will disappear. 
So, you know, there are some tools that we have that I sort of realize as I chat with peers 
in the industry here in Toronto they don’t have. And I think to myself, whoo. Boy, that’s a 
tough headwind to be pedaling against. 

 
 And then the last thing is, it’s really not so much a difference but a sort of statement about 

the future. Beware the trap that this will all go back to normal one day. Either it never will 
or it will take so long you won’t be able to cross your legs for that length of time. And the 
longer this goes on, the less we’ll be able to get back to whatever normal means. 

 
 And so, that’s a—you know, I think anybody who’s kind of running their business on the 

assumption that, well, this will all go back to the way things were, I think is in for a bit of a 
surprise. And it’s sort of linked to my earlier point about not having invested smartly or 
intelligently in better ways to do things. 

 Those would be my thoughts. 
 
Murray Bender: Interesting, because we talk about the new normal but it’s really very much the next normal 

rather than the new normal. But thank you very much for some very interesting food for 
thought as we continue to navigate what is undoubtedly a very challenging environment, 
Denys. And we really appreciate the time that you’ve spent with us today. 

 
Denys Calvin: Murray, it’s my pleasure. 
 
Murray Bender: Today’s podcast has been brought to you by RBC Investor & Treasury Services. We hope 

you found it useful. For additional insights on topics relevant to the financial services 
industry visit: rbcits.com/insights. 

 
 I’m Murray Bender. Thanks for listening. 
 
 This content is provided for general information only and does not constitute financial, tax, 

legal or accounting advice and should not be relied upon in that regard. Neither RBC 
Investor & Treasury Services, nor its affiliates, accepts any liability for loss or damage 
arising from use of the information in this podcast. 
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