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Activity is the enemy of investment returns —Warren Buffett 
 

The 8% solution 
 

Endowment board members tell us their schools must earn at least 
eight percent on average to support operations and administration, 
student aid, and capital conservation. Unfortunately, that’s a tough nut 
to crack based on recent performance. 
 
Only forty-two of the one-hundred-nineteen funds over one billion 
AUM in our latest FY2024 endowment performance report achieved 
eight percent or more over the most recent ten-year period. Roughly 
one third. The average return for the entire group was seven-point-
seven percent. 
 
Even worse, just one of twenty-two endowments between five hundred 
million and one billion in our report beat the eight percent hurdle. 
Sadly, those are usually the ones that most need the income. 
 

https://charlesskorina.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Endowment-Performance-2024-How-Sweet-It-Is-1.2.pdf


NACUBO-Commonfund will publish their annual report in a few weeks 
and we will see how their endowment universe performed. But for FY 
2023 NACUBO reported an average return of seven-point-seven 
percent net of fees for all participating schools. Not much has changed. 
 
The NACUBO chart below shows the volatility of 10-yr returns year by 
year from 2002. 
 

 
 
Here’s the problem: over the last three decades most large 
endowments have tried to mimic the “Yale model.” But there was only 
one David Swensen, and he was an outlier, a different thinker, a 
trailblazer and his first book was called Pioneering Portfolio 
Management for good reason. It was all new stuff. Forget public 
markets. Spend your time uncovering private opportunities with less 
visibility and more upside. And get in early. 
 
The School of Swensen produced many top-flight acolytes, but the 
master is gone and the world has changed. Today that trail he cut 
through the wilderness has become a freeway and the endowment 
model is a very crowded trade. Let’s let Mr. Swensen explain the 
conundrum. 
 

https://www.nacubo.org/Press-Releases/2024/US-Higher-Education-Endowments-Report-7-7-Return-for-FY23-While-Spending-More
https://www.acenet.edu/Documents/Understanding-College-and-University-Endowments.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Pioneering-Portfolio-Management-Unconventional-Institutional/dp/1416544690
https://www.amazon.com/Pioneering-Portfolio-Management-Unconventional-Institutional/dp/1416544690
https://www.propublica.org/article/yales-financial-wizard-david-swensen-says-most-endowments-shouldnt-try-to-b


I figured out when I revised Pioneering Portfolio Management that the 
most important distinction isn't between the institutional investor and 
the individual. It's between those that are set up to make high-quality 
active management decisions and those that aren't.  
 
The investment management world is a strange place in that the right 
solution is not in the middle. The right solution is at one extreme or the 
other. One end of the spectrum is being intensively active. The other is 
being completely passive.  
 
If you end up in the middle, which is where almost everybody is, you pay 
way too much in fees and end up getting subpar returns . . . The passive 
group is not nearly as big as it should be. Almost everybody should be 
there. 
 
First level thinking 
 
These days most boards want to hire an endowment CIO from a similar 
institution with a similar book of business. Safety-in-numbers seems to 
be the new endowment-model-norm. 
 
Most board members accept the position because they love the 
institution and its mission, but the reputational risk of sitting on a 
nonprofit board often outweighs the reward. 
 
Board members never get credit for superior performance but take the 
heat for any blowup. When presented with something new and 
different – a candidate or investment opportunity – it’s safer to ask, 
“who did the other school hire? Or “who else is doing this?” 
 
Let’s be honest here. If the David Swenson of 1985 had applied for the 
CIO position at Yale today he would not have made it past the first 



round of interviews. A young untested Wall Street banker working on 
some exotic swap thing? Not a chance. 
 
The investment tax apocalypse 
 
Endowments may soon face an additional challenge. Congressman Troy 
E. Nehls, Republican from Texas, and Congresswoman Lauren Boebert, 
Republican from Colorado, have cosponsored the “Endowment Tax 
Fairness Act, a bill that would raise the excise tax levied on certain 
private university endowment profits from 1.4% to 21%.”  Reading 
between the lines, “certain” in this case likely means all of them. 
 
Given the burgeoning U.S. budget deficit, taxing endowments at 
corporate rates is inevitable no matter who controls the legislature. 
Tariffs, taxes, and DOGE, it's all about the deficit and no stash is sacred. 
 
Taxes will lead to seismic change in how endowments are managed. No 
more frictionless trading. Buy and hold a la Buffet will become the new 
endowment normal as schools pursue that elusive eight percent 
solution. 
 
How will this affect hiring? Recall what Heraclitus wrote, the only thing 
permanent in life is change. 
 
—Charles Skorina 
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What We Do 
 
We recruit preeminent investment talent, facilitate OCIO selection, and 
advise on growth and acquisitions. 
 

https://nehls.house.gov/media/press-releases/rep-troy-e-nehls-introduces-bill-hold-elite-university-endowments-accountable
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heraclitus
https://charlesskorina.com/investing-in-haystacks/
https://charlesskorina.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/OCIO-update-Summer-2023.pdf
https://charlesskorina.com/when-investment-advisors-mergers/


If you have a retained search assignment in mind or know of someone 
who does, we would like to hear from you. 
 
If you are considering an outsourced chief investment officer, we have 
done the homework. 
 
If growth is your gospel, we bring forty years of insights. 
 
We can be reached at (520) 428-4180 
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Disclosures and disclaimers 
 
For Informational Purposes Only. Any and all information in this newsletter (The Skorina Letter) or on this site 
(charlesskorina.com) is provided for promotional and or informational purposes only and is not to be relied upon 
as a professional opinion whatsoever. This includes all digital content, including but not exhaustive of, email, blog, 
podcasts, events, and all social media (inclusive of: Facebook and Instagram), webinars and other content whether 
or not they are available for purchase, as resources or education and information only. All content mentioned does 
not constitute professional advice and is not guaranteed to be accurate, complete, reliable, current or error-
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free. By reading this newsletter and or using this site, you accept and agree that following any information or 
recommendations provided therein and all channels of digital content is at your own risk. 
  
Charles Skorina & Company (CAS) currently maintains or has maintained in the past business relationships (general 
business consulting, executive search consulting, OCIO search and selection, and M&A advisory) with McMorgan & 
Company, Hirtle Callaghan, Brown Brothers Harriman, Alan Biller and Associates, Michigan State University, 
University of Nebraska, University System of Maryland Foundation, Casey Family Programs, UnitedHealth Group, 
JPMorgan, private equity firms, family offices, and international educational institutions) under which (CAS) is or 
was compensated (cash, barter, exchange of favors) for providing consulting services in connection with 
investment services, executive search, marketing, and research. 

 


