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GENERAL SEGMENTATION
Following the survey close, responses were analyzed to ensure 
utmost accuracy and target role alignment. Valid survey results 
totaled 114 responses from compliance professionals in the 
financial services industry. The survey data reflected a global 
respondent base, with participants from the United States (44%), 
Asia and the Pacific (29%) the United Kingdom (10%), EMEA (10%) 
and Canada (7%). Delving further into the breakdown by specific 
firm type, survey respondents consisted of primarily investment 
banks, with a healthy showing of buy-side firms and other asset 
management-related entities. While the majority of survey 
participants were from traditional investment banks, a notable 
percentage also came from the buy-side, echoing the increased 
compliance focus in buy-side organizations.

When examining the respondent base from an experience 
standpoint, the analysis reflected a largely senior audience with 
comprehensive compliance roles. Over 64% of participants came 
from managerial roles of director-level or higher. Furthermore, 
over 52% of participants have spent 6+ years in a compliance 
role, with nearly one-third having worked in a compliance role 
for over 10 years – speaking to their depth of knowledge in  
the space.

In addition to firm type and experience level, respondents were 
further segmented by specific focus area, including General 
Compliance, Trade Surveillance and Monitoring, AML Compliance, 
Front-office Business, Compliance IT/Tech and Electronic 
Communications Compliance. In parallel to the 2015 results, the 
majority of survey respondents fell under general compliance 
or trade surveillance-specific roles; however, interestingly, 
respondents who fell into the category of general compliance 
were noticeably more common from buy-side firms.

In its second year, Nasdaq’s Global Compliance Survey: Inside the Mind of the Compliance Officer collected 

responses from over 300 participants and found relevant trends between 114 qualified respondents 

from 82 firms in the financial services industry.

With the goal of providing further insight into the short and long-term challenges, concerns and 

objectives of compliance teams on a global scale, the survey focuses on the multifaceted role of the 

modern compliance officer – from organizational structure and budget to regulatory concerns and 

surveillance processes.
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ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE OF RESPONDING FIRMS
The increased focus on global compliance standards 
has undoubtedly led to the growth of the compliance 
role within the organization as a whole in terms of both 
visibility and collaboration. Nasdaq’s 2015 survey results 
reflected that compliance departments were gaining 
much more visibility on the executive level. This point 
was reiterated in the 2016 survey responses, with over 
a third of respondents noting that they report directly 
into their firm’s Chief Executive Officer. Furthermore, 
45% of respondents said they frequently collaborate with 
executive management and 75% agreed that they have a 
‘seat at the table’ in executive discussions, echoing their 
influence in the strategic direction of their respective 
firms. Notably, upon further analysis of the 2016 data, it 
was determined that Heads of Compliance at buy-side firms 
and investment banks were more likely to report directly to 
the CEO than their counterparts at corporate firms.

In addition to collaboration on the executive level, 
compliance teams are contunuing to actively collaborate 
with other departments across their organizations. 
Horizontal collaboration was reported to be the most 
common amongst survey participants, with 59% of the 
respondent base noting mostly horizontal collaboration. 
Vertical collaboration was found to be more common 
amongst corporate entities than in investment banks/
brokerages and buy-side firms/advisors. 

Among the total respondent base, department 
collaboration was found to be most common with the 
front-office, with 75% of participants reporting front-office 
or business collaboration; but also common with the risk 
management teams (44% reported collaboration), legal 

department (44% reported collaboration) and executive 
management (45% reported collaboration, as noted 
previously). When examining cross-business collaboration 
by firm type, highlighted in the chart on the following 
page, there is a strong correlation between sell-side firms 
collaborating with front-office or business departments, 
while legal department collaboration is most common 
among buy-side firms. 

The strong correlation of collaboration between the 
sell-side and front-office is most likely due to their 
involvement in trade monitoring functions, with 81% 
of respondents noting that they have some type of 
involvement in front-office monitoring functions. In 
Nasdaq’s 2015 survey report, it was stated the majority 
of respondents reported that redundancy was employed 
in the trade monitoring function, with 87% of survey 
participants acknowledging that both the front-office 
and compliance teams were involved with the trade 
surveillance process; although, trade monitoring was 
reportedly being conducted independently by trading 
desks in nearly three quarters of respondents (based on 
2015 data). The 2016 data reflects very stable trends 
in collaboration between back-office compliance teams 
and the front-office, with 75% of respondents noting that 
they collaborated with the front-office frequently in 2015 
and the same percentage (75%) noting frequent front-
office collaboration in 2016. Compliance teams continue 
to be heavily integrated into firm strategy and front-office 
operations, which is important when approaching new 
regulations implemented throughout the course of the year.
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COMPLIANCE DRIVERS AND REGULATION
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While the increase in regulatory activity has been the 
primary driver of compliance evolution, the influx of new 
data sources and monitoring technologies is expected to 
increase in importance over the course of the next 12 
months.

Reputational risk is undoubtedly considered the greatest 
compliance risk, with 68% of respondents reporting that 
upholding and protecting the reputation of their firm is the 
most important function of the compliance department. 
When inquiring what respondents’ firms would consider 
the greatest compliance risk, responses were similar; 
however compliance personnel consider the firm 
management to be slightly more concerned with regulatory 
fine avoidance, overall. Reputational risk concerns are 
greatest for sell-side firms, while corporates are much 
more concerned with regulatory fine avoidance. 

In addition to risk exposure, firms today are facing myriad 
compliance and regulatory challenges. New reporting and 
administrative requirements detailed by regulations are cited 
to be the number one compliance challenge over the coming 
12 months by 42% of respondents. Fully understanding 
regulation is a top concern moving forward. Out of all 

Directional arrows indicate that percentages are statistically different from 
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survey participants, 55% affirmed that full understanding of 
regulations and how guidelines impact their firms is their 
primary concern over the next 12 months.

While a significant amount of organizations cited 
regulatory impact as one of their major concerns, only 
16% of respondents reported that they believe their 
firm is completely prepared for regulatory changes and 

implementations to come into effect over the next 12 
months. In this instance, ‘completely prepared’ is being 
defined as understanding the impacts of regulations and 
having processes planned to meet new requirements.
Despite significant investment in compliance resources 
over the past year, both in technology and staffing, this 
percentage is only up by 4% from 2015 results, which 
reflected 12% of respondents felt completely prepared 
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for regulatory changes. An additional 58% believe their 
firm is adequately prepared, while 24% believe their firm 
is only somewhat prepared and 3% do not believe their 
firm is prepared.

When examining regulations, it is interesting to note 
regional versus global regulatory concerns. Out of survey 
respondents, 58% cited that they were concerned with 
regulations globally, rather than solely national and 
regional regulations. This echoes the globalization of the 
industry and the importance of implementing truly holistic 
regulatory procedures on a global scale. The regulations 
that are expected to be most challenging over the next 
12 months can be seen in the chart on the previous page. 
The Markets in Financial Instruments Directive (MiFID II) 
and the Market Abuse Regulation (MAR) are the top two 
regulatory challenges cited by respondents. Between this 
survey and the past year, there has been a dramatic shift 
in regulatory focus. Notably, in 2015 the most concerning 
regulation was cited to be Dodd-Frank, with 45% of people 
stating that they expected it to be the most challenging 
regulation to address over the following 12 months. In this 
year’s 2016 survey results, MiFID II and MAR significantly 
surpassed Dodd-Frank as the most concerning regulations 
to address over the next 12 months, as cited by 61% (MiFID 
II) and 53% (MAR) of respondents. This may be a result of 
the maturation of the Dodd-Frank implementation; whereas 
MiFID II and MAR are still in beginning implementation 
phases and include several new requirements that are much 
more stringent and explicit than past regulations.

With heightened regulatory concerns, firms are expected 
to place an increased focus on compliance. As such, top 
compliance focus areas over the next 12 months noted by 
respondents include trade surveillance requirements, AML, 
regulatory alerts and KYC.

COMPLIANCE SPENDING 
Increased regulatory and compliance standards have 
placed pressure on firms to implement appropriate 
processes and solutions to ensure they remain compliant. 
The need for additional resources has, as a result, driven 
an increase in overall compliance budgets and spending. 
Data from Nasdaq’s 2016 survey reflects that compliance 
budgets have increased significantly – far above firm 
revenue increases – with 14% of respondents noting a 
spending increase of over 25% and 23% of respondents 
noting spending increases between 11-25%.

Compliance budget trends over the last year have been 
mostly uniform across firms, with 73% of respondents 
from corporates noting an increase in spending, 67% of 
respondents from investment banks/brokerages noting 
an increase, and 71% of respondents from buy-side 
firms/advisors noting an increase. Despite significant Increased Decreased or stayed the same
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growth over the past few years, compliance budgets are 
still expected to increase significantly over the next 12 
months, albeit at a slightly lower rate. Interestingly, sell-
side compliance budgets are expected to increase slightly 
less than other firms over the next year, as they began the 
compliance fortification process earlier.

Throughout the next year surveillance technology, followed 
by staffing, is expected to dominate compliance budgets, 
with 62% of respondents expected to invest budget into 
this area. The priority of investment in the surveillance 
function is uniform across firm types; however, other 
compliance functions are rated highly as well. In addition to 
surveillance, staffing is expected to be another significant 
area of investment, with 52% of respondents expected to 
invest in additional support staff. The staff increase for the 
next year strongly reflects the trends of the previous year, 
with 15% expected to increase staff by 4+, 5% expected 
to increase staff by 3, 13% expected to increase staff by 2 
and 18% expected to increase staff by 1. 
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AUTOMATION AND POLICIES
With increases in compliance budget and spending, 
it is expected that firms will continue to implement 
specialized technology and systematic processes for 
monitoring trading behaviors. Automation and specialized 
technology are most frequently used for trade surveillance, 
with 75% of respondents reporting that they utilize 
automated processes and specialized technology for trade 
surveillance. Areas that reflected lower rates of automation 
included trade supervision (47%), employee/personal 
trade compliance (47%) and eComms surveillance (42%). 
Increased investment in these areas can be expected over 
the next 12 months. While trade surveillance specialization 
is uniform across firm types, sell-side firms are far ahead 
of corporates and buy-side firms regarding automation in 
eComms surveillance and AML. Out of the sell-side survey 
participants, 53% reported automated eComms solutions 
in place, while 31% of corporates and 28% of buy-side 
firms reported automated eComms monitoring solutions. 
Similarly, 51% of sell-side survey participants reported 
an automated solution is in place at their respective firms 
for monitoring AML, while only 20% of buy-side firms 
and 13% of corporates have automated solutions for AML 
implemented.
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CONCLUSION
In the 2015 Nasdaq Global Compliance Survey, there was a clear growth in focus on compliance, resulting in large 
increases in compliance spending, resources and staff worldwide. A number of regulatory implementations and the risk 
of reputational damage has placed continued compliance pressure on firms throughout 2016, as revealed in this year’s 
survey data. Corresponding to 2015, this increased compliance pressure has significantly driven up compliance budgets 
and spending even further, with some firms increasing compliance spend more than firm revenue increases. 

Regulatory pressure continues to be a major concern for firms on a global basis. The extremely low number (16%) of 
respondents citing that their firms are completely prepared for upcoming regulatory implementations – despite significant 
investment – attests to the challenges associated with the implementation of new regulations, especially recent European 
regulations including MiFID II and MAR. In order to be successful amidst the plethora of regulatory changes, firms must 
continue to seek education on these topics, whether from their regulators, partners, peers or vendors.

Despite regulatory pressures,  many firms are still in the process of implementing systematic procedures to ensure 
compliance. Many firms are looking to automated monitoring technologies to more efficiently monitor trading activities, 
with the 75% of firms already having implemented automated technology for trade surveillance. Sell-side firms are 
leading with investment in automated solutions dedicated to eComms and AML monitoring; however, buy-side firms and 
corporate entities are expected to invest further in these areas throughout the next year. 

In parallel to the 2015 results, compliance teams are increasingly involved in strategic firm decisions and are more likely 
to have a ‘seat at the table’ than in the past. Both vertical and horizontal collaboration of compliance teams is evident, 
echoing the compliance team’s increased visibility within the organization as a whole. The role of the Compliance Officer 
continues to evolve due to internal organizational factors as well as external factors, including regulatory change and 
sophisticated market manipulation techniques, making it more essential than ever to ensure the appropriate processes 
and controls are in place. Given these results, it is clear that compliance officers not only have the ability to influence the 
process, procedures and technologies utilized at their firms, but also the obligation to do so, to uphold and protect the 
firm reputation and remain compliant. Now is the time for compliance professionals  to take a proactive role in helping  
to secure their firm’s future.
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