
What’s it really cost to run an investment office? 
 

In early 2016 certain Congressional committees sent letters to 65 major private 
universities asking for information about their endowments. 
 
It was worded as a polite request, but it came from people who could, for 
instance, compel the endowments to adopt a strict spending rate (like private 
foundations) instead of the more flexible regime they currently enjoy as 
"charities."  Needless to say, the schools all coughed up the information 
forthwith. 
 
Apparently, this data-dump just went into filing cabinets, and neither the schools 
nor Congress have been eager to share those reports with the general public.  But 
our clients (nonprofit boards and “Wall Street” asset managers) find this 
information useful, so we scrounged up copies of 15 of the responding letters 
from various sources.  The other 50 schools have kept theirs out of sight. 
 
We were especially curious to see what the schools had to say about endowment 
management costs, which has always been a cloudy issue for us. 
 
Commonfund agrees.  In a 2015 study they opined that: 
 
...unlike other factors that affect investment returns, such as asset allocation and 
the many types of operational and investment risk, costs are almost certainly the 
least well understood. 
 
See: Commonfund Institute: Understanding the cost of Investment Management 
(October 2005). 
 
As we said in our OCIO report, the perceived cost of managing the endowment is 
a major factor in the decision to outsource, or not to. 
 
It's not the only factor, but a big one.  But how can a board make that decision if 
they don't know whether they're spending more or less than their peers?  And, 
whether outsourcing will actually save them any money? 
 



Investment returns can be benchmarked to the second decimal place, but the 
costs of managing those investments are harder to come by. 
 
NACUBO and Commonfund include questions about those costs in their annual 
NCSE survey, and report broad averages.  But there is almost no data on specific 
schools.  We also have suspected that the reported NCSE average costs are on the 
low side, but had no hard evidence one way or the other. 
 
Recent 990 filings also require a dollar amount for "investment management 
fees," but we haven't had much confidence in that number. 
 
So, we've done our own analysis of the cost data reported by those 15 schools.  It 
has some limitations, but we seem to be the only ones to have ransacked these 
letters. 
 
The Nine "normal" endowments 
 
Nine of the endowments offered plausible numbers (expressed as annual dollar 
amounts and/or percentages of AUM) for both their investment-office costs and 
fees paid to external money-managers for the three fiscal years 2013-2015. 
 
Here's what we extracted from their responses. 
 

Endowment investment office costs 
Group 1: The Normal Nine 
3-year average: FY2013-2015 

 

- 
School 

AUM 

$bn 

Staff 

FTE 

Internal Cost 

$ 

Int 

Cost 

 % 

External 

Cost 

$             

Ext 

Cost 

 % 

Total Cost $ 

Total  

Cost              

% 

- - - - - - - - - - 

1 
Amherst 

College 
$2.1 6 $2,115,000 0.10 $27,500,000 1.31 $29,615,000 1.41 

- - - - - - - - - - 

2 
Boston 

University 
$1.6 6 $4,102,333 0.26 $15,064,403 0.97 $19,166,737 1.23 

- - - - - - - - - - 

3 Columbia $9.0 21 $41,514,333 0.46 $104,401,188 1.17 $145,915,521 1.62 

- - - - - - - - - - 



4 
Grinnell 

College 
$1.7 6 $2,820,000 0.16 $15,444,667 0.90 $18,264,667 1.06 

- - - - - - - - - - 

5 Harvard $35.6 200 $85,386,400 0.24 $426,932,000 1.20 $512,318,400 1.44 

- - - - - - - - - - 

6 
New York 

University 
$3.3 9 $4,048,000 0.12 $42,808,667 1.30 $46,856,667 1.43 

- - - - - - - - - - 

7 Princeton $20.6 42 $22,000,000 0.11 $270,000,000 1.31 $292,000,000 1.42 

- - - - - - - - - - 

8 

Washingto

n 

University

, St Louis 

$6.5 20 $5,583,411 0.09 $80,970,295 1.25 $86,553,706 1.34 

- - - - - - - - - - 

9 
Wellesley 

College 
$1.0 8 $4,445,109 0.24 $23,767,602 1.36 $28,212,711 1.60 

- - - - - - - - - - 

- Mean $9.1 35 $19,112,732 0.20 $112,573,684 1.24 $131,686,416 1.43 

- StdDev $11.7 63 $28,078,424 0.12 $142,554,762 0.22 $167,863,683 0.21 

- Median 3.3 9 $4,445,109 0.16 $42,808,667 1.25 $46,856,667 1.43 

- Count 9 9 9 9 9 9 9 9 

- Max $35.6 200 $85,386,400 0.46 $426,932,000 1.66 $512,318,400 1.76 

- Min $1.0 6 $2,115,000 0.09 $15,064,403 0.90 $18,264,667 1.06 

 

"Internal cost" is our terminology.  It means, basically, the cost of running an 
internal investment office, including salaries, travel and overhead, with comp 
being the single biggest item.  Generally, it also includes payments to outside 
vendors for things like consulting and custody services.  It excludes fees to outside 
vendors for actual, hands-on investment-management services. 
 
“External cost” means fees paid to external managers. 
 
This internal/external distinction works reasonably well except for the special 
case of Harvard.  It’s the only major endowment which manages a significant 
piece of its AUM internally.  That’s changing under new management, but the 
“hybrid” plan was still in full effect during the period surveyed. 
 
We believe that about 20 percent of AUM was internally managed in this period.  
Their letter to congress says that it cost them “less than 75 BPS” to manage that 
internal AUM.  We took 70 bps as our estimate, which yields a dollar cost of about 
$49.8 million.  We also (conservatively) estimated that office costs not allocable 



to hands-on investment management should be about 10 bps on total AUM, for 
another $35.6 million.  That generates a total internal cost for Harvard of $85.4 
million. 
 
Spread over total AUM (to make Harvard’s figures compatible with the others), 
that can be stated as 24 bps on total AUM.  Based on their letter we took 150 bps 
as the cost for the external segment, or about $427 million.  Spread across total 
AUM that can be restated as 110 bps. 
 
So, we think HMC’s costs in this period averaged about 24 bps + 120 bps = 144 
bps on total AUM. 
 
We apologize for the convoluted calculation, but it’s necessary to state HMC’s 
cost on the same basis as the non-hybrid schools in our chart. 
 
Happily, this bottom-up estimate gives us a total bps cost which comes close to 
the mean for this group of 9 schools. 
 
Harvard argues in their letter that hybrid management actually reduced their 
cost, and in a sense, we think they’re correct.  If that 20 percent of AUM (about 
$7.1 billion) had been externally managed, it would have cost them an additional 
$50 million in fees and raised their total cost to about 160 bps on total bps.  But, 
as compared to their peer schools, it would have made their total cost above 
average. 
 
It's counter-intuitive, given the notoriously high staff costs at Harvard, but the 
hybrid model may indeed have been relatively low-cost on a total BPS basis. 
 
The problem for Harvard, of course wasn't so much their cost structure, as their 
net returns.  Amherst, Columbia and Princeton paid more for managing their 
endowments, but still attained much higher net returns in this period. 
 
Untangling these various items wasn't easy.  Many of the responses (including 
Harvard’s) were wordy essays rather than a few crisp numbers.  Some 
interpretation was required and we can't guarantee that we got it all right.  But 
anyone who wants to check our work can consult the original documents. 
 



As we see, the "internal" costs in this group averaged about 20 basis points (BPS) 
on AUM, but that average disguises a lot of variation from school to school 
(ranging from 9 bps to 46 bps).  External costs averaged about 143 BPS.  They 
ranged from 106bps to 176bps with a standard deviation of 21 bps.  Total costs 
averaged about 143 bps. 
 
Grinnell, of course, pays Midwestern salaries, not Northeastern salaries and, in 
general, seems to run a pretty thrifty investment office. 
 
Commonfund weighs in 
 
The best publicly-available work on endowment costs has been published by 
Commonfund.  They issued a report in 2015 and a follow-up this year. 
 
Their overall best estimate is that total endowment cost for a "well-diversified" 
endowment is currently between 100 and 175 BPS.  That squares quite well with 
our 9-school sample, which ranged from 106 to 165 BPS, and gives us some 
confidence in our results. 
 
See: Commonfund Institute - Counting the Cost (2017) published as part of the 
full NCSE report for FY2016. 
 
Three endowments who decline to disclose external costs: 
 
"I would prefer not to," said Herman Melville's famous Bartleby.  And three major 
schools preferred not to disclose total fees paid to money managers, or perhaps 
couldn't generate the requested numbers. 
 
The defaulters were Bowdoin, Brown and (mostly) MIT. 
 
Here's what we gleaned from their letters to Congress: 
 
In-house management and non-disclosed external management cost: 
 

Endowment investment office costs 

Group 2: Undisclosed external management cost 
3-year average: FY2013-2015 



- School 
AUM 

$bn 

Staff 

FTE 

Internal 

Cost $ 

Int 

Cost 

% 

External 

Cost $ 

Ext 

Cost 

% 

Total Cost $ 

Total 

Cost 

% 

- - - - - - - - - - 

1 
Bowdoin 

College 
1.2 7 $3,938,516 0.34 $0 0.00 $4,109,355 0.34 

- - - - - - - - - - 

2 Brown U 2.9 19 $10,398,333 0.36 $0 0.00 $10,398,333 0.34 

- - - - - - - - - - 

3 MIT 12.3 53 $17,147,004 0.14 $10,717,003 0.09 $27,864,007 0.23 

 

Here's what Bowdoin said, in relevant part: 
 
Endowment management expenses are paid directly by the endowment.  The 
college does not pay for any endowment management expenses through its 
operating budget. 
 
Fees paid for asset management are embedded in the market value and returns of 
the individual commingled investment vehicles through which he College invests. 
 
We interpret this to mean that Bowdoin's accounting system doesn't capture 
these expenses in any definite, reportable way.  No doubt they're well aware of 
the general fee schedules of their various external managers, but they may feel 
that "un-netting" such costs is unnecessary, or possibly just not cost-effective. 
 
Brown gave a similar response: 
 
The cost is the expense of running the office and does not include external 
management or incentive fees that are typically embedded in the net asset value 
of the investments. Investment managers provide the university with valuations 
that are net of management and incentive fees. 
 
So, again, external management costs can't be unpacked, even for Congress. 
 
MIT did state external management costs for a single sub-category: assets 
managed in separate accounts (which averaged $3.6 million or 3 BPS).  But they 
responded like Bowdoin and Brown as to the rest: 
 



In addition to separate accounts, the endowment is also invested in many pooled 
investment funds.  Such funds, and not MIT, are directly responsible for paying the 
management fees and any performance allocations. 
 
These schools, of course, are entitled to do their bookkeeping as they wish, as 
long as they stay within the bounds of GAAP and the IRS, which presumably they 
do. 
 
Even among the "Normal Nine" schools on our first list, some of the respondents 
editorialized about incentive fees to alternatives managers. 
 
Princeton said: 
 
Consistent with prior reporting and conventional accounting, the figures...do not 
include the external managers' performance-based compensation, which is 
properly understood as a share of returns rather than a cost of management. 
 
Philosophically, we think that's a good argument.  After all, Congress itself 
maintains that these "fees:" aren't really fees, which is why they are taxed as 
capital gains instead of ordinary income to the managing partners. 
 
But other schools disagree and include those items as a cost in their response 
letters. 
 
Washington University takes the same position as Princeton.  They say: 
 
Incentive payments are not included... as they represent the sharing of the profits 
generated by the managers, rather than an expense. 
 
Commonfund concluded in 2015 that many schools seemed to be confused on 
this point: 
 
...only 18 percent [of respondents] included incentive and performance fees paid 
to asset managers, despite the fact that nearly 85 percent of NCSE respondents, 
or 704 institutions, reported having asset allocations to alternative investment 
strategies.  Clearly, a gap exists between practice and understanding with respect 
to certain types of costs. 



 
And some respondents seemed to be more confused still: 
 
...the fact that almost 15 percent of NCSE participants did not provide cost data at 
all suggests that they may not have known what their costs were or were 
uncertain about them. 
 
The Three Outsourcers 
 
Our 15 responding letters include three from outsourcers: Middlebury (Investure), 
Smith (Investure), and Washington & Lee (Makena): 
  

Endowment investment office costs 
Group 3: Outsourced management and non-disclosed external management 
cost 
3-year average: FY2013-2015 

- School 
AUM 

$bn 
OCIO 

Internal 

Cost $ 

Int 

Cost 

% 

External 

Cost $ 

Ext 

Cost 

% 

Total Cost 

$ 

Total 

Cost 

% 

- - - - - - - - - - 

1 
Middlebury 

College 
1.1 Investure $4,069,000 0.39 $0 0.00 $4,069,000 0.39 

- - - - - - - - - - 

2 
Smith 

College 
1.7 Investure $4,300,000 0.25 $0 0.00 $4,300,000 0.25 

- - - - - - - - - - 

3 
Washington 

& Lee U 
1.0 Makena $4,988,920 0.50 $0 0.00 $4,988,920 0.50 

 

By using an OCIO, they are one step further removed from their external money 
managers and, not surprisingly, none of them choose to disclose external 
management fees apart from what they pay their OCIO vendors.  Implicitly, they 
regard those costs as netted out and don't seem to capture them in their 
accounting system. 
 

But we do see that the fees to their OCIOs on a BPS basis are significantly higher 
than the average "internal" cost reported by the non-outsourcers: 38 BPS vs. just 
25 BPS.  And that includes outlier Harvard. 
 



That difference suggests that the outsourcing schools may be paying those 
vendors a bit of a premium over and above what they save by eliminating their 
internal offices.  But it's a small sample including only two outsourcers, and may 
not warrant drawing any such broad conclusion. 
 

Those three schools also appear in our latest compensation report, along with 7 
other outsourcing schools.  The data is for a different period and from a different 
source, but the costs are very similar. 
 

See: Pay and Chief Investment Officers, here: 
http://www.charlesskorina.com/?p=4922 

http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001DCu4deCb1oseWg8kUT57qGaUqb71FOaTiLRym7iyLkcqaqs8JmCNiT1DwUW95zTaaC6ypLBIGe8f0Q6_vHy8RNh-0yDISh-Jyv0LC_t60-_ttznQlxXsTMPf2YND0biNP4sg7mimvnhwqCTOL5Cp737sqg1J7g80sIORRFcGdqomwJ0tQf5ivgxltmNs7SAi&c=kbeqzOAi2OXlonWpcS5ZypEDeLKNOB_K9uYwmFcdV8zb6mM4HHyZiQ==&ch=kWZ9Hl7AHL6-f_i_nnXyJUP-EvR7yHKzluUtSmoOSJSjg-DIkALZcQ==

