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With the multi-asset industry poised for growth  
in the US, in 2017 Insight Investment paid1 
Institutional Investor’s Custom Research Lab to 
survey more than 260 senior US investment 
decision makers to gain insights on the following:

• Trends in investor behavior

• Growth drivers of multi-asset investing

• Multi-asset traits valued by investors

• Potential industry watch points 

We are grateful to the 264 asset owners who gave 
their valuable time to respond to the survey online 
and to the 15 CIOs, directors of investment, 
portfolio managers, and consultants who provided 
additional insight through interviews with 
Institutional Investor’s research team. 

We would also like to thank eVestment – a data, 
analytics and research platform serving the global 
institutional investment community1 – for the use of 
their multi-asset trend data relating to the US market.     

 1 See end disclaimer for more details.
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T he increasing popularity of multi-asset investing 

among US institutional investors is causing 

disruption, challenging conventional wisdom 

such as the perception that institutions are 

generally keen to cut their manager rosters 

and to shift from active to passive strategies. In our view, this 

study clearly indicates that US institutions are searching for 

new opportunities and strategies that can target returns that 

meet their goals, while at the same time demanding more 

sophisticated risk management approaches. 

Indeed, 57% of the 264 senior institutional asset owners responding 

to a survey conducted by Institutional Investor’s Custom Research 

Lab anticipate increasing the number of asset managers serving 

their institution in the years ahead, contrasting with 20% who 

indicated that they intended to decrease their roster in the future.

We believe that much of this disruption is due to an increase in the 

popularity of multi-asset strategies. In total, 67% of those surveyed 

already have a meaningful allocation to multi-asset, and a 

substantial proportion of respondents  – 19% – indicate an intention 

to evaluate a multi-asset manager in the future. Notably, the flows 

into multi-asset are less likely to come from investors’ alternatives 

allocations, with 84% of respondents indicating they have funded 

(or expect to fund) their multi-asset allocations from conventional 

active equity and fixed income allocations. 

The allocations being made are substantial, with the majority of 

respondents establishing a weighting between 5% and 15% of their 

total assets. Investors seemingly want their assets to keep working 

hard, but with an emphasis on risk-managed solutions, greater 

transparency, higher liquidity, and lower fees.

Executive 
summary 
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Executive summary

We observe in the data that respondents use multiple benchmarks 

to assess their multi-asset strategies, especially the most common 

cash-plus metric, which was cited by 71% of respondents. This 

suggests that investors value providers with a focus on delivering a 

defined outcome which can contribute in a clearer and more reliable 

way to meeting an institution’s liabilities and funding requirements. 

A substantial proportion of survey respondents that use or intend to 

use multi-asset strategies – 65% – see them as a source of smoother, 

more predictable returns relative to other growth investments. 

The majority of survey respondents – 58% – strongly views the use 

of derivatives as a source of returns, not just a tool to manage risk, 

and respondents hold strongly positive views on multi-asset 

strategies’ ability to generate returns through dynamic asset 

allocation and exposure to a wide array of asset classes. These 

characteristics are important in a strategy, but the qualities of the 

investment manager running the strategy are also critical to 

choices being made by institutions. In this respect, respondents 

are seeking out managers with proven robust risk-management 

capability and firms with a partnership and solutions mindset. 

Finally, the results highlight one watch point for the industry.  

In multi-asset, perhaps more so than other asset strategies, it is 

typical for respondents to use multiple benchmarks and measures 

to assess performance, with around three selected on average  

by the survey audience. This runs the risk of investors losing  

sight of the primary goal and benchmark, potentially leading 

to disappointment, managers straying away from their core 

processes or managers cherry picking results that present them  

in a favorable but ultimately misleading light. To counter these 

potential risks, we believe that multi-asset managers need to stick 

to their process and investors should judge their multi-asset 

strategies based on a single, primary benchmark and the most 

relevant assessment measures as agreed with the provider.

strongly agree that multi-
asset solutions employ 
derivatives to deliver 
return and manage risk

58%

71%
use cash-plus as a 
performance benchmark 
for assessing multi-asset 
strategies, the most 
frequent measure cited 

anticipate expanding their
roster of asset managers
in the years ahead, while
only 20% expect to work
with fewer managers 

57%
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Section 1: Trends in investor behavior

Key statistics
 

Of the 264 senior institutional  
asset owners responding to  
a survey from Institutional  
Investor’s Custom Research Lab:

already have a multi-asset 
allocation, and an additional  
19% expect to make a decision 
to allocate to multi-asset in  
the future

69% 

anticipate expanding their 
roster of asset managers in 
the years ahead, while only 
20% expect to work with 
fewer managers 

57% 

value managers that can demonstrate 
a long-term partnership approach, the 

highest-rated selection criterion after 
delivery of investment performance

42% 

strongly agree that 
multi-asset strategies 
are attractive because of 
their potential to deliver 
smoother, more  
consistent returns

65% 

use cash-plus as a performance benchmark 
for assessing multi-asset strategies, the 
most frequent yardstick cited 

71% 

84% 
draw on their equity 

and fixed income 
allocations to fund their 

multi-asset strategies, 
rather than alternatives

Among the 264 respondents  
who have a multi-asset  
allocation or anticipate  
evaluating one:

strongly agree 
that multi-asset 
solutions employ 
derivatives to 
deliver return  
and manage risk

58% 



Sample investor quotes2

Asset managers should come up with new ways to reduce both 
drawdowns and volatility by focusing on eliminating risk exposures.

EQUITY ANALYST, PRIVATE BANK

If markets are volatile, endowments have a hard time being 
opportunistic. You can try with hedges and options, and we do so 

occasionally, but unless you are very large and trading options all the 
time, execution risk is high, timing risk is high, and it’s very hard to 

be good at that, especially with a staff of five people.

CIO, UNIVERSITY ENDOWMENT

Success in conventional asset management is necessary, but hardly 
sufficient for a first-rate multi-asset investment team. The manager’s 
track record, ability, and experience in using these instruments and 
asset classes on a standalone basis should be backed by a solid risk 

management system which cuts across these strategies and that can 
look through the total, and that’s not limited to asset classes or by 

geography…This narrows the playing field significantly to those  
that have the infrastructure, the technology, and people to  

deliver and to execute.

CIO, CHARITABLE FOUNDATION

2 These are sample quotes from the qualitative interviews and do not necessarily represent the views of all the survey participants.
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Section 1: Trends in investor behavior
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Introduction

W ell established in Europe, multi-asset strategies are drawing greater 

attention among US institutions as they look beyond conventional 

single asset funds to sophisticated solutions with robust risk 

management capabilities.  

With the industry poised for growth, in 2017 Insight Investment –  

a leading global investment manager, with more than $740bn in  

assets under management3 – commissioned Institutional Investor’s Custom Research Lab to 

survey more than 260 senior US investment decision makers to gain insights on the following:

• Trends in investor behavior

• Growth drivers of multi-asset investing

• Multi-asset traits valued by investors

• Potential industry watch points 

We are grateful to the 264 asset owners who gave their valuable time to respond to the survey 

online and to the 15 CIOs, directors of investment, portfolio managers, and consultants who 

provided additional insight through interviews with Institutional Investor’s research team. 

While the survey contained responses from multiple investor types of varying sizes, segmenting 

the responses by investor type or size did not result in materially different findings in most 

instances. Several charts in this report highlight notable distinctions between respondents 

focused most on seeking returns compared with their risk-focused peers. 

We provide further details on the survey in the Appendix. 

3  Data as of September 30, 2017. Assets under management represent the value of cash securities and other economic 
exposure managed for clients. Figures shown in USD. FX rates as per WM Reuters 4pm spot rates. Reflects the AUM of 
Insight, the corporate brand for certain companies operated by Insight Investment Management Limited (IIML). Insight 
includes, among others, Insight Investment Management (Global) Limited (IIMG), Pareto Investment Management Limited 
(PIML), Cutwater Asset Management Corp. (CAMC), Cutwater Investor Services Corp. (CISC) and Insight North America LLC 
(INA), each of which provides asset management services. 

Introduction
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Section 1: Trends in investor behavior

Section 1  
Trends in investor behavior 

Insight
Asset owners are 
willing to buck the 

trend toward 
relationship 

simplicity when 
new providers 

bring something 
complementary  
to the portfolio.

57% of respondents expect to expand their roster of 
managers in the years ahead 

T he popularity of multi-asset investing among US institutional investors 

is disrupting global investor trends, such as the reduction in manager 

relationships and the move toward passive investing.

To many observers, this result may appear surprising given the trend 

toward fewer manager relationships and simplicity. What is driving  

this disruption? One clue to the answer lies in investor interviews  

(see opposite page). 

 Figure 1: Do you anticipate changing the total number of asset managers that 

serve your institution in the future?

57%
increase

20%
decrease

23%
no change

(Number of respondents, N=264)



 As we expand our overall investment horizons and 
move into different asset classes, we go out and hire 

new managers for that asset class. 

CIO, US INSURANCE COMPANY 

In the next 12 months, we’re looking  
to make more investments in real assets, including real 

estate and infrastructure, through both private and 
listed types of assets. We’re looking to decrease our 

hedge fund exposure and re-allocate assets in  
our alternative bucket. Accordingly, we will take on 
one or more new managers and swap out others.

DIRECTOR OF INVESTMENT MANAGEMENT,  
CHURCH ENDOWMENT 

These are sample quotes from the qualitative interviews and do not necessarily represent the views of all the survey participants.
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Section 1: Trends in investor behavior

19% of respondents expect to evaluate a multi-asset 
solution in the future, adding to the 67% that already 
have an allocation

W e believe that investor enthusiasm for multi-asset strategies 

is driven by asset market dynamics, including a sustained 

period of low interest rates, anxiety about the prospect of an 

equity market correction, and an abiding desire to deliver solid 

returns, no matter how individual asset classes perform. 

In an effort to gauge consultant and investor interest in multi-asset allocations, we 

cross-referenced our research results with data on multi-asset trends provided by 

eVestment. The usage metrics – including the profiles in eVestment’s Global Tactical  

Asset Allocation and Diversified Growth Fund (GTAA/DGF) universes, the volume of  

views of these profiles, and the concentration of user attention among the most popular 

providers – supports the conclusion that there is growing interest among asset managers, 

consultants, and their clients in multi-asset offerings. 

Sensing market opportunity, asset managers have moved aggressively to develop new 

multi-asset offerings in recent years. More than 260 multi-asset products were added to 

the eVestment database between 2012 and 2017, increasing the number of products 

actively marketed to consultants and institutional investors on its platform by 208%. At the 

same time, consultant and investor interest in multi-asset offerings more than doubled, as 

the total online views of the GTAA/DGF offerings grew at a 23% annual rate from 2012 to 

2017, while total views of conventional equity and fixed income offerings were unchanged 

or fell. 

Consultants’ and investors’ assessments of multi-asset offerings – and the market itself – 

became less concentrated among the most popular products, as the share of attention 

garnered by the 10 most popular fell from nearly one-half (47%) to less than one-third  

(30%) from 2012 to 2017, as indicated in Figure 3. 

Insight
Multi-asset 

strategies are an 
increasingly 

important topic for 
US investors and 
the consultants 

who serve them. 
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Section 1: Trends in investor behavior

  Figure 2: Do you have an allocation to a third-party multi-asset fund  

or strategy?

No, and we're unlikely to use
a multi-asset fund or strategy

No, but we expect to evaluate such
a fund or strategy in the future

Yes, we have an allocation to
a multi-asset offering

67%

19%
14%

 (N=264)

 Figure 3: Multi-asset profile viewer share-top 10 profiles versus all others

%

20

10

60

40

80

100

2013 20152014 2016 2017

Top10

All others

Source: eVestment. Data as of  September 30, 2017.
Source: eVestment. Data as of  
September 30, 2017.

multi-asset products were 
added to the eVestment 
GTAA/DGF database 

260+

208%
increase in the number of
products actively marketed 
on eVestment’s platform

Per anum increase in the 
total online views of the 
GTAA/DGF offerings 

23%

eVestment statistics: 
Between 2012 and 2017
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Section 1: Trends in investor behavior

79% of respondents allocate between 5% and 
15% of their portfolio to a multi-asset strategy

R espondents have made, or intend to make, meaningful allocations 

to their multi-asset strategy. However, in the majority of cases, the 

allocations suggest that investors still have significant allocations 

to other asset classes. If allocations to multi-asset strategies 

increase substantially, it seems likely that investors will rely less on 

complementary asset class strategies such as conventional equity or fixed income 

allocations. As a result, investors may eventually work with fewer asset managers, 

as their multi-asset allocations through a single manager come to dominate their 

portfolios.

 Figure 4: What percentage of your total assets have you allocated (or will you 

allocate) to a multi-asset strategy?

Less than 5.0%

5.0% - 9.9%

10.0% - 14.9%

15.0% or more 20%
39%
40%

1%
(N=226)

Insight
Investors have 

made meaningful 
allocations to 

multi-asset 
strategies. As 

allocations 
increase in size, 
investors may 
eventually trim 
their rosters of 

asset managers. 
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Section 1: Trends in investor behavior

84% of respondents draw on equity and fixed 
income to fund their multi-asset strategies 

W hile multi-asset investing can help investors access alternative 

investments in a more liquid, transparent, and cost-effective 

manner, the majority of respondents are not necessarily using 

multi-asset investment to access cheaper alternatives. Rather, 

they use multi-asset allocations to make their traditional assets 

work more efficiently, reducing the volatility relative to equities and increasing the 

return potential relative to bonds.

Of course, many investors will draw allocations from multiple assets, but the survey data 

reveals a strong bias toward drawing allocations from mainstream asset classes.

 Figure 5: From which asset class did you, or are you likely to, fund your multi-

asset strategy?

41%
Fixed income 
allocation

16%
Alternatives 
allocation 43%

Equity allocation

(N=226)

Insight
Multi-asset 
investing is 
entering the 

mainstream among 
US investors. 



In most cases the funding will come from all the asset 
classes, I just have to [focus] on the most significant risk 

that is being expressed by these managers, and how 
they’re managing it.

CIO, CHARITABLE FOUNDATION

These are sample quotes from the qualitative interviews and do not necessarily represent the views of all the survey participants.
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Section 1: Trends in investor behavior

74% of respondents are willing to pay management fees for 
multi-asset strategies priced somewhere between the fees 
charged for active fixed income and active equity mandates

W e asked investors to indicate the management fees they 

would be willing to pay for a multi-asset strategy in relation 

to standard portfolio offerings. Presented with a continuum 

of fees – from the very low-cost passive strategy, to actively 

manage fixed income strategies, to costlier actively managed 

equity strategies, to high cost hedge fund offerings – respondents were asked where 

multi-asset strategies should fall on this relative scale. 

 Figure 6: Please indicate the fees that you would be willing to pay for 

managing a multi-asset strategy in comparison with other offerings

Greater than actively
managed equity

Between actively managed fixed
income and actively managed equity

Less than actively
managed fixed income 74%15%

12%
(N=226)

Insight
Multi-asset is an 
investment area 

where the majority 
of respondents see 
the value of paying 

active fees. 
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Section 2: Growth drivers of multi-asset investing

Section 2  
Growth drivers of  
multi-asset investing

I n total, 62% of asset owning institutions are focused primarily on returns, 

selecting a defined target for returns, or asset value as their principal 

objective. The remaining 38% of respondents selected one of three objectives 

focused on risk. 

  Figure 7: What is the primary investment goal of your institution?

26%
Achieve a defined

return target

36%
Achieve a defined
asset value target

10%
Meet cash flow needs 
as they fall due

14%
Target a maximum 
volatility level

13%
Achieve a defined 
funded ratio target

62%

38%

(N=264)

62% of respondents have an investment goal which 
is primarily return focused 
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Section 2: Growth drivers of multi-asset investing

56% of respondents believe that smoother, more 
consistent returns will help them achieve their 
primary investment goal with more certainty 

T he segmentation between the return-focused and risk-focused investors 

offers notable confirmation of their objectives. Return-oriented 

investors as a group are more likely – by an 18 percentage point margin 

– to select smoother, more consistent returns, and the risk-focused 

cohort is more likely – by a 15 percentage point margin  

– to seek greater drawdown protection. 

 Figure 8: What will help you achieve your primary investment goal with the 

greatest certainty?

Greater drawdown protection

Lower total portfolio risk

A closer match between
assets and liabilities

Smoother, more consistent returns
56%

63%
45%

52%
54%

48%
51%

48%
57%

41%
35%

50%

■  All respondents        ■  Return-focused respondents       ■  Risk-focused respondents

(N=264)
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Section 2: Growth drivers of multi-asset investing

G iven the importance of smoother, more consistent returns to investors 

(see Figure 8 on page 19), it is not surprising that the market welcomes 

strategies that can provide such returns. And almost two-thirds of 

respondents strongly believe that multi-asset strategies can help them 

achieve this goal relative to other growth investment strategies. 

Interestingly, investors with a risk focus, who are less likely to value smoother returns 

relative to return-focused investors according to to Figure 8, are more likely to strongly 

agree with the statement “multi-asset strategies provide smoother, more consistent 

returns than other growth strategies” (see Figure 9). This suggests that the more consistent 

growth proposition of multi-asset strategies appeals to both types of investors. 

  Figure 9: Percentage of respondents in each segment who strongly agree 

with the statement, “They provide smoother, more consistent returns than 

other growth investment strategies”

Risk-focused respondents

Return-focused respondents

All respondents

65%

59%
73%

(N=226)

65% of respondents strongly agree that multi-asset 
strategies provide smoother, more consistent returns 
than other growth strategies 

Insight
A strong alignment 

of investor goals 
with multi-asset 

benefits is driving 
demand for this 
strategy for both 

return-focused and 
risk-focused 

investors.



21

Section 2: Growth drivers of multi-asset investing: An alignment of goals
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Section 3: Multi-asset traits valued by investors

R espondents use multiple benchmarks when assessing their multi-

asset strategies, the dominant being cash-plus benchmarks. Choice 

of benchmark often reflects investors’ needs. This result may indicate 

that respondents have a strong desire for more reliable returns, which 

should make it easier to cover liability payments.

Figure 10: Do you (or intend to) use any of the following benchmarks to 

assess your multi-asset strategy?

Peer group benchmark

Composite index
(e.g., 60% equity, 40% bond)

Third-party index
(e.g., S&P 500, MSCI index, etc.)

Cash return plus a
stated rate of return

71%
61%
61%

34%
(N=226)

Insight
Investors are 

looking for more 
predictable returns 

from their 
investments to 

increase the 
certainty of 

meeting liability 
payments. 

At 71%, cash-plus is the most common benchmark 
used to assess multi-asset strategies

Section 3  
Multi-asset traits  
valued by investors



At the end of the day, our role is to make sure that 
the assets are there to fund the programs that the 

endowment and the donors have designated for us to 
support. Most of the endowment’s return is driven by 
capital appreciation of its equity-like assets and for an 
endowment where there is actual cash outflow on a 

quarterly basis to fund programs that the endowment 
supports – that becomes a little bit of a mismatch.

HEAD OF INVESTMENTS, UNIVERSITY PENSION PLAN

These are sample quotes from the qualitative interviews and do not necessarily represent the views of all the survey participants.
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Section 3: Multi-asset traits valued by investors

L ooking beyond providing smoother, more consistent returns, we 

infer that respondents value providers that can successfully employ 

derivatives techniques to add value. This is perhaps because 

sophisticated investors recognize that derivatives are versatile tools 

which, if used appropriately to target opportunities and manage risk, 

can open up more investment opportunities to benefit a portfolio. 

Also, while many professional investors value this versatility, they recognize that the 

infrastructure, time, and resources necessary to take advantage of it are often too  

difficult and resource intensive to develop in-house. As a result, external managers  

with demonstrable capability and a proven track record in this area can deliver value 

complementing the skills of an in-house investment team.

  Figure 11: To what extent do you agree with the following statements about 

multi-asset strategies?

They provide downside
protection in falling markets

They provide risk-controlled access to niche
strategies (e.g., alternative investment strategies)

They generate value through effective
dynamic asset allocation

They provide liquid, transparent, cost-effective
access to a wider range of sources of return

They employ derivatives to
deliver return and manage risk

They provide smoother, more consistent
returns than other growth investment strategies

■  Strongly agree        ■  Agree       ■  Disagree       ■  Strongly disagree

65%

47%

35%

25%

23%

58%
32%

41%

47%

61%

67%

73%

(N=226)

Insight
Respondents see 

multi-asset 
providers’ use of 
derivatives as a 

source of returns, 
not just as a tool  
to manage risk. 

This amplifies the 
need for managers 

to demonstrate 
robust risk 

management 
processes in the 

selection process.

58% of respondents strongly believe multi-asset 
strategies employ derivatives to deliver return and 
manage risk



If markets are volatile, endowments have a hard time 
being opportunistic. You can try with hedges and 

options, and we do so occasionally, but unless you are 
very large and trading options all the time, execution 
risk is high, timing risk is high, and it’s very hard to be 

good at that, especially with a staff of five people.

CIO, UNIVERSITY ENDOWMENT

However, given the potential risk of these instruments, managers need expertise,  

infrastructure, and a robust risk management process in place, reinforcing the  

importance of risk management by respondents when they assess potential partners.

Success in conventional asset management is 
necessary, but hardly sufficient for a first-rate multi-
asset investment team. The manager’s track record, 

ability, and experience in using these instruments and 
asset classes on a standalone basis should be backed 
by a solid risk management system which cuts across 
these strategies and that can look through the total, 

and that’s not limited to asset classes or by geography. 
This narrows the playing field significantly to those that 
have the infrastructure, the technology, and people to 

deliver and to execute.

CIO, UNIVERSITY ENDOWMENT

These are sample quotes from the qualitative interviews and do not necessarily represent the views of all the survey participants.
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Section 3: Multi-asset traits valued by investors

T he final decision to engage a well-qualified prospective manager, say 

sources, is based on more than assurance that their allocations are 

likely to earn a return. Other factors include evidence of sustained, 

strategic collaboration, and the ability to serve as true stewards of 

capital on clients’ behalf, even if they are buying a product as opposed 

to a customized segregated solution. 

And while investors endorse a broad array of criteria which all score broadly equally when 

aggregating ranks, they are especially likely to rank “risk management strategy and 

capabilities” as their number-one expectation (see Figure 12). 

 Figure 12: Which of the following factors contribute most to your decision to 

work with prospective asset managers?

Tenure and continuity of
investment professionals

Access to new asset classes, markets,
 strategies, or products

Risk management strategy and capabilities

Quality of selection process
(e.g., RFP or DDQ answers)

Investment philosophy, investment
 process, and portfolio design

Caliber of investment professionals

Long-term partnership approach (i.e., focus
 on client solutions rather than product sales)

Investment performance of actual portfolios

■  #1       ■  #2       ■  #3

22%

42%
13% 15%

14% 19% 10%
8% 17% 13%

4% 11% 21%
5% 9% 22%

20% 9% 5%
14% 13% 8%
14% 10% 6%

(N=264)

Insight
Beyond 

performance, 
respondents value 
a solutions mindset 

and robust risk 
management 

capabilities when 
selecting new 

managers. 

Looking beyond performance, 42% of respondents value a long-term 
partnership approach from their providers, and risk management is the 
most popular first choice in the decision to work with an asset manager



Asset managers should come up with new ways to 
reduce both drawdowns and volatility by focusing on 

eliminating risk exposures.

EQUITY ANALYST, PRIVATE BANK

The manager’s track record, ability, and experience in 
using these instruments and asset classes on a 

standalone basis should be backed by a solid risk 
management system which cuts across these 

strategies. They should have a robust risk management 
system that can look through the total, and that’s not 

limited to asset classes or by geography.

CIO, CHARITABLE FOUNDATION

These are sample quotes from the qualitative interviews and do not necessarily represent the views of all the survey participants.
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Section 4: Potential industry watch points

Section 4  
Potential industry  
watch points

A s investors allocate holdings to multi-asset strategies, they face 

complex decisions about both the units of measurement and 

baseline against which to evaluate performance. This leads 

respondents to use multiple measures (see Figures 13 and 14 on 

page 19) and benchmarks (Figure 10 on page 22) – three on average 

– to assess the success of a multi-asset strategy.

This echoes recent research conducted in the US market by FundFire4 which points to 

non-standardization of multi-asset benchmarks being a problem for the industry, as asset 

managers struggle to identify appropriate ways to gauge their performance and to explain 

the choices they make to clients.

Using a broad array of metrics against several benchmarks may seem like an exercise in 

thoroughness – measurement and analysis are good; therefore, more is better. However, 

by applying many metrics against multiple benchmarks to assess a multi-asset portfolio, 

investors run the risk of losing sight of the primary goal and benchmark when assessing a 

provider, making it more difficult for providers to know what to focus on and investors to 

assess providers objectively.

As an example, a multi-asset investor that uses the popular cash-plus benchmark (see 

Figure 10) would be misled by comparing its multi-asset return to the nominal returns 

from equities or bonds during a bull market. Instead, by comparing actual performance 

against its cash-plus return target or a risk-adjusted return target, such an investor would 

gain a more objective view of the performance of its multi-asset strategy.

Without a consistently repeated process underpinning multi-asset investment, providers 

under pressure to meet the needs of multiple masters may fail to meet the needs of any. 

Undisciplined processes also tempt providers to stray from their core processes in an 

attempt to cater to different needs. Similarly, if investors don’t choose a principal 

benchmark for assessing performance, they risk cherry picking the combination of 

metrics and benchmarks that present their investment in a favorable but ultimately 

misleading light.

4 “Solving the Multi-asset Benchmark Riddle,” Fall 2017.

Insight
Managers need to 

stick to their 
process and focus 
on what they do 
best, and clients 
should agree the 

primary benchmark 
and most relevant 

assessment 
measures with 

their providers to 
avoid potential 

process creep or 
disappointment.  

67% of respondents use three or more measures 
to assess their multi-asset strategy 
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Section 4: Potential industry watch points

  Figure 13: Which of the following measurements are you likely to use to 

assess your multi-asset strategy?

Absolute return

Performance relative to a peer group

Performance relative to a return target

Volatility within a desired range

A risk/return metric
(e.g., Sharpe ratio, risk-adjusted return)

Performance relative to other asset classes

53%
50%

56%

49%
44%

24%
(N=226)

 Figure 14: Do you use any of the following risk measurements when 

assessing your multi-asset strategy?

Correlation to other asset classes

Maximum drawdown

Risk per unit of return
(e.g., variant of the Sharpe ratio)

Value At Risk (VAR)

Volatility/standard deviation

57%
52%

64%

51%
28%

 (N=226)
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Conclusion

Conclusion

I n our view, US institutional investors are willing to adopt new managers in the 

drive to capture broader opportunities available through multi-asset solutions, 

according to the results of this research program. This view is supported by 

data from independent sources such as eVestment (page 12) and FundFire 

(page 28). Investors see multi-asset allocations as a means to derive more 

value than mainstream asset-class allocations offer at this point in the market cycle. 

The most attractive multi-asset strategies look to deliver a defined outcome in a smoother, 

more consistent manner. When selecting multi-asset providers, institutional investors seek 

managers that can demonstrate additional expertise and infrastructure tied to the use of 

derivatives for targeting return and managing the complex risks inherent in multi-asset 

strategies. Their preference for cash-plus multi-asset benchmarks suggests that they also 

value providers that focus on delivering a defined outcome that contributes to meeting 

their liability payments clearly and reliably.

However, the breadth and versatility of multi-asset strategies lead to a multitude of 

potential benchmarks and performance measures which can tempt managers to try to  

be all things to all investors, heightening the potential for a misalignment in expectations. 

Amid the growing popularity of multi-asset investing, the managers most likely to prevail 

are those that can demonstrate the capability to meet return targets and manage risk 

effectively – and to counsel their clients on how to measure the performance and risk  

of multi-asset solutions consistently. 
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Appendix  
About this report

I n 2017, Insight Investment commissioned Institutional Investor’s Custom 

Research Lab to conduct this study of institutional investors’ views on asset 

manager selection and multi-asset strategies. 

Institutional Investor and Insight Investment jointly developed the research 

agenda. Institutional Investor gathered a total of 264 responses from senior 

investment decision makers at large asset-owning institutions in the US covering a broad 

array of institution types. In addition, we interviewed 15 CIOs, directors of investment, 

portfolio managers, and consultants at US institutions. 

We include the demographic highlights of this research program below.

Figure 15: What are your institution’s assets under management?

$500m to $1bn

$1bn to $5bn

$5bn to $10bn

$10bn to $50bn

$50bn or more 41%
23%

9%
22%

5%

(N=264) 
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T he questionnaire included two types of queries: broad questions 

relating to their needs and their assessment of asset managers, and 

then a series of questions focused on multi-asset investing based on  

the following definition:

Multi-asset strategies are a single investment product that seeks to generate growth 

through investment across multiple, distinct liquid asset classes or investment 

strategies. This definition covers a wide range of portfolio strategies, including such 

growth strategies as global tactical asset allocation; liquid alternative investment 

strategies, such as global macro; and multi-alternative, or so-called balanced 

strategies. It does not include products and strategies that simply aggregate returns 

from discrete, independently managed asset classes or investment strategies. 

A total of 264 asset owners responded to the first part of the survey; 226 respondents who 

currently have or anticipate an allocation to a multi-asset strategy continued to the second 

part of the survey. 

Figure 16: What is your title?

Financial advisor (e.g., Registered
Investment Advisor)

Director of research

Equity analyst

Managing director

Chief operating officer

Portfolio manager

Chief investment officer

20%
18%

25%

16%
11%

7%
4%

(N=264)
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 Figure 17: What type of institution do you work for?

Foundation/Endowment

Public, corporate
or muli-employer pension

Insurance company

Family office, private bank
or wealth manager

27%
19%
18%

36%

(N=264)

About Insight Investment
Insight Investment is a leading investment manager with key operations in London, New York 

and Sydney. Through its predecessor companies, Insight has a 25-year history in North 

America and manages $741bn globally.5 It is built on three main pillars: fixed income; 

absolute return and unconstrained investment; and risk management solutions:

• Insight’s global fixed income team has a demonstrated, long-term track record both for 

performance and innovation. 

• Risk management solutions have played a significant role in the Insight story. In Europe, 

members of Insight were pioneers in liability-driven investment. 

• Insight has been managing currency risk for two decades. 

• Insight has a decade-long history of applying institutional-  

quality processes and governance to absolute return and unconstrained mandates.

• We understand the complex requirements of insurers through substantive team 

experience.

5 As of September 30, 2017. Assets under management (AUM) are represented by the value of cash securities and 
other economic exposure managed for clients. Figures shown in USD. FX rates as per WM Reuters 4pm spot rates. 
Reflects the AUM of Insight, the corporate brand for certain companies operated by Insight Investment Management 
Limited (IIML). Insight includes, among others, Insight Investment Management (Global) Limited (IIMG), Pareto 
Investment Management Limited (PIML), Cutwater Asset Management Corp. (CAMC), Cutwater Investor Services 
Corp. (CISC) and Insight North America LLC (INA), each of which provides asset management services. 

Click to read Insight’s history

https://www.insightinvestment.com/globalassets/documents/in-the-press/na-ii-article-on-insight-investment.pdf
https://www.insightinvestment.com/globalassets/documents/in-the-press/na-ii-article-on-insight-investment.pdf
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Insight Investment 

200 Park Avenue, 7th Floor 

New York, NY 10166 

212-527-1800

Call charges may vary by provider.

Institutional Business Development 

institutionalna@insightinvestment.com

Consultant Relationship Management 

consultantsna@insightinvestment.com 

Client Service Management 

clientservicena@insightinvestment.com 

www.insightinvestment.com



IMPORTANT DISCLOSURES
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