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In recent years, the financial services sector has dramatically shifted its approach to 
diversity with a raft of proactive policies designed to create welcoming, modern and 
attractive workplaces for men and women from a variety of backgrounds. 

One of the main reasons is the compelling business case for diversity. It is now widely 
acknowledged that companies benefit from a range of perspectives to effectively serve 
their customer base and avoid risky ‘group think’. But despite the focus on diversity, fund 
management has remained relatively immune to the trend towards gender balance.

OUTNUMBERED
Fund management remains a stubborn outlier when compared with other professions’ 
diversity. In the UK, women now represent 44% of accountants, 48% of GPs and 24% 
of solicitors at partner level1. By contrast, research conducted by Citywire in May 2016 
found that just 9% of investment managers in the UK are women.2

The UK’s paucity is reflected in the global figures – the research showed that only 7% of 
funds worldwide are managed by women, accounting for just 4% of assets. That figure 
was marginally improved when funds were included that had at least one woman on the 
team, but still only reached 14% for funds managed by mixed gender teams.

1 Sources: Office For National Statistics, 2014, NHS Employers, 2015, Gender in the Law Survey, Chambers Student, 2014 
2 Citywire Smart Alpha. Alpha Female. May 2016

The theme of this year’s International Women’s Day is “Be bold  
for change.” With women still only representing 7% of fund 
managers worldwide, it’s time asset management took a bold 
step towards transforming its own outlook. 

Alison Jefferis 
Head of Corporate Affairs, Columbia Threadneedle Investments
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Continental Europe appears to have made the most progress. In Spain, for example,  
27% of fund managers are female, while France and Italy tally 18% and 15% respectively. 

Yet in the US, not only is progress stalling, numbers are actually declining. Morningstar 
research shows that in the US, only 10% of fund managers are women, a figure which 
has been falling consistently since 2008. Only 2% of US industry assets are managed 
exclusively by women3.

These discrepancies matter deeply for a number of reasons. Placing concerns about 
fairness of access to a highly rewarding career to one side, the industry is missing out on 
a huge pool of talent and resources. This pool is not only populated with individuals who 
are just as capable as those who currently work in the industry, but it could potentially 
bring an entirely different and valuable skill set into the mix.

A DIFFERENT APPROACH
One of the reasons gender matters is because the innate behavioural biases of a fund 
manager contribute to their portfolio’s long-term success. And there is growing evidence 
to show that these behavioural biases in women may be different – beneficially so. 

The tiny proportion of women in the industry presents a challenge as it means there is 
only a small sample set from which to analyse these biases. Equally, it is impossible 
to generalise, as each manager’s personality will impact his or her own style. However, 
both anecdotal and formal studies suggest that women’s behavioural biases are not just 
broadly different to men’s, but they appear to succumb to less of the damaging biases 
than men do. 

Risk management is one such point of difference. Studies have shown that when  
it comes to assuming risks, men’s brains are more geared towards risk-taking.  
Male brains actually experience a bigger burst of endorphins when faced with a risky  
or challenging situation. 

This tendency is also reflected in physiological and biological differences. The Wall Street 
trader turned neuroscientist, John Coates, explains that women produce a fraction of 
the amount of testosterone and the stress hormone, cortisol, that men generate. This 
means women are less prone to excessive risk-taking when markets are surging or after 
having taken a series of highly profitable positions. The flipside of this is that women 
seem to be less susceptible to cortisol-inspired and stress-induced risk aversion when 
markets take a turn for the worse.4

Aside from a more measured approach to risk management, it would seem that women 
tend to be more analytical in their decision-making. Women appear not to extrapolate 
perceived trends that more often than not prove to be just a series of random events that 
look like a trend. That is, women draw more extensively on their thoughtful “System 2” way 
of thinking and less on their quick fire “System 1” – which in many situations is a distinct 
advantage, particularly in the face of volatile markets.5

3 Fund Managers by Gender - Global Landscape Study, November 2016 
4 The truth behind testosterone: why men risk it all. Wired. 27 January 2013. 
5 See: Daniel Kahneman, Thinking Fast and Slow, Penguin. 2011.
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A 2013 study of nearly 1,000 brain scans confirmed that there are major differences 
between the male and female brain including in how they are wired.6 Women’s brains 
have more neural interconnections, so the logical and intuitive sides of the brain are 
highly connected.

As a result, this means women tend to perform particularly well at big picture and 
situational thinking. Other strengths are listening, analytical reasoning (as the 
behavioural literature suggests) and the ability to read social situations. It is not difficult 
to see how these skills would be highly beneficial to a fund manager, who is tasked with 
translating geo-political and macro-economic trends into asset allocation and stock 
picking. Equally, a major part of the role relates to meeting and engaging with boards and 
business-owners, at which point ‘soft’ skills such as listening and collaboration come 
into their own. 

THE EVIDENCE 
There is only sketchy evidence available on how women perform as fund managers 
relative to men. A study by the French investment funds association AFG in 2009 
did show, however, that female fund managers produce more consistent and less 
volatile performance than their male counterparts. In perhaps a reflection of their more 
measured approach, female fund managers are rarely among the top performers, but  
are less likely to be among the bottom performers7.

More recently, research conducted by HFR (Hedge Fund Research) to end-June 2015 
found that funds owned or run by women outperformed over one, three and five years; 
significantly so since 2007.7 Similarly, hedge fund research conducted by consultants 
Rothstein Kass to end-June 2013 found that women had comfortably outperformed 
men over the six-and-a-half year period from the start of 2006, with the outperformance 
appearing strongest during the global financial crisis of 2008.8 However, once again 
the data set in both studies was exceptionally small; in the former case only 60 female 
managers reported to the HFR database, while in the latter only 125 female-run hedge 
funds did so.

Finally, in considering US manager performances over 12 months to 10 years, 
Morningstar’s research found that mixed-gender teams were the best long-run performers 
with little separating men’s and women’s performances in managing mainstream asset 
classes, despite women typically running more expensive funds across niche areas of 
world markets.9 However, where women did positively differentiate themselves was in 
managing asset allocation, or multi-asset, funds over the medium term. 

WHY DOES IT MATTER? 
However sparse the evidence, it is clear that women are just as capable as men when 
it comes to fund management. Yet as the figures show, they continue to be significantly 
outnumbered. This matters because compromising diversity can have negative effects 
on money management. 

6 Ragini Verma et al., “Sex differences in the structural connectome of the human brain”. University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, Edited by Charles Gross, 
Princeton University, Princeton, NJ, approved November 1, 2013. The research examined brain scans of 949 males and females aged between eight and 22 years old. 
7 See FTfm, 17 September 2015. 
8 Is gender a factor in fund performance? Financial Times, 9 February, 2015. 
9 Morningstar. Op cit.
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We have seen evidence that women may produce more consistent and less volatile 
performance. But diversity of decision-making and approach potentially has its greatest 
impact in a mixed team environment. In fact, mixed team results generally trump the 
performance of single-sex managed funds.10

Homogenous environments are at strong risk of group think: unchallenged decision-
making that fails to take wider factors into account due to the limited experience of the 
decision-making group. 

It is not difficult to see the damage this could cause if left unchecked in portfolio 
construction and money management – success at this task is dependent on being  
able to see the big picture. 

TACKLING THE DIVERSITY DEFICIT
Most individuals who work in financial services are well versed in the multitude of 
reasons why women have ended up so under-represented in the industry. There is a 
perception of long hours which are incompatible with family life. Equally, while it may  
now be in decline, a historic cultural bias against women which placed a premium on 
long lunches and connections to an ‘old boys’ network’ did little to encourage women  
to consider fund management as a career or further their progress once within it. 

There are undoubtedly signs that this is changing. As Columbia Threadneedle 
Investment’s Natasha Ebtehadj highlights, even in the past decade, the culture has 
radically shifted.

Attitudes towards diversity have transformed as companies and policymakers come 
to see the damaging effects of the diversity deficit. The Women in Finance Charter, 
launched in 2016 by HM Treasury, is gathering an increasing number of signatories. 
Columbia Threadneedle Investments was proud to be the first asset manager to sign it. 

Women’s networks, mentoring and sponsoring all play a vital role in encouraging the 
progress of female fund managers, and ensuring we have a strong pipeline of talent to 
ultimately promote the younger women entering the industry today in years to come. 

However, we recognise that we must take more steps to address the imbalance. Asset 
managers serve a diverse population. At a time when individual investors face increasing 
challenges, our industry needs a broad mix of experience, ideas and opinions to help 
us understand and deliver the financial outcomes our customers expect. At Columbia 
Threadneedle Investments, 29% of our investment professionals in EMEA are women, 
including four out of 14 senior desk heads. We were the first asset manager to publicly 
disclose our gender diversity data in 2015 and have set target ranges for female 
representation across the business. 

Targets are an important statement of intent and provide a tangible, accountable goal 
to work towards. However, we recognise that they must be accompanied by cultural and 
behavioural change to be effective. We offer unconscious bias training to try and shift 
mind-sets. Our recruitment process encourages candidate shortlists with appropriate 

10 Morningstar. Op cit.
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female representation, which will help to ensure that qualified women are getting through 
to interview. We support flexible working arrangements to ensure that careers can be 
better balanced with family life. 

As Columbia Threadneedle Investment’s Ann Steele explains, technological change 
means fund management can be built around a more flexible working arrangement – 
stock picking and research for example are all highly compatible with working remotely. 
Fund management, in sharp contrast to deal-led work does not command long periods 
of late nights at the office. Equally, as a performance-led profession, it is explicitly 
meritocratic as the best managers can be easily identified and rewarded. These benefits 
need to be extolled to younger women considering fund management as a career path, 
as well as demonstrating the cultural change, which means it is no longer the exclusive 
domain of an ‘old boys’ network.’

CONCLUSION
Fund management can be an excellent career choice for women, and as the evidence 
shows, the female skill set is tailored to many of the attributes needed to be successful. 
There is clearly momentum behind achieving a better gender balance in this industry, 
and while this is gathering pace, now is the time for us to work together to ‘be bold for 
change,’ redress the balance, and supply the industry with the talent it needs to thrive in 
the future. 

TAKING A LONG-TERM PERSPECTIVE

“Women definitely have a different attitude to risk – we are very unlikely to put 
everything on the red square.” Ann Steele, Fund Manager

Ann Steele manages the Threadneedle Pan European Fund, crowning a lengthy 
career in fund management, which has included roles at Pictet Asset Management, 
Gartmore and Henderson. When Ann entered fund management, she was one of 
very few women, but sees enormous appeal in the role for women today, which  
she describes as “the best job in the world.” 

For Ann that draw lay in the opportunity to learn about a huge variety of sectors 
and companies, while primarily investing in people. The relative flexibility of the 
work also allowed Ann, who has four children, to combine a family life with a 
successful career. 
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“Even if I got home for bath-time and still had work to do, I could do it afterwards. 
You don’t always have to physically be in the office, as there’s a lot of wider reading 
in this job that can be done anywhere,” says Ann.

“I think it’s steadier than other sectors, we don’t have those periods where you are 
working until 11pm at night in the office and can’t escape – you can pick things up 
and put them down.” 

Ann has witnessed a radical change in attitudes over her time in the industry, 
which has not always been so accommodating towards flexibility. 

“I remember when I had my first child one of the directors saying to me at a board 
meeting: ‘Of course you won’t come back, as none of our wives work,’ which was a 
bit unfair. It was a whole different ball game then,” recalls Ann. 

“I think it’s changed dramatically. If I had taken more than three months maternity 
leave it would have been frowned upon. Today it’s so much more balanced…
typically children can be a year old before women come back to work.”

Ann’s experience has also shown her that women bring different qualities to the 
sector, which can result in excellent fund managers. 

“Women definitely have a different attitude to risk – we are very unlikely to put 
everything on the red square. I think women have a much more balanced cocktail 
of equities in their funds and are more patient in growing them, they can take a 
longer-term perspective. 

“I think the risk-reward measure is something that is innate in women,” she explains. 

Ann forged a path in fund management long before diversity initiatives such as 
mentoring were commonplace, but believes that it may still be a struggle for women 
to progress, due to the ongoing perception of a ‘boys’ club’ mentality and the 
challenges of affording childcare with today’s costs of living. However, she still extols 
the benefits of fund management for young women considering a career in finance. 

“I would recommend it if you are bright, always questioning, quite competitive, 
genuinely interested in geo-politics and macro-economics, fairly numerate and 
generally never want to stop learning. I’ve been in this game for years, but I’ve 
never stopped learning and that’s wonderful,” she concludes. 
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ADDING DIFFERENT SKILLS TO THE MIX

“I’ve been to meetings externally where it’s assumed I’m the secretary when  
I enter the room.” Natasha Ebtehadj, Fund Manager

Natasha Ebtehadj joined Columbia Threadneedle Investments in 2008 as a 
graduate trainee. She is a portfolio manager within the Asian Equities team and 
manages the Threadneedle India Fund. Natasha has country responsibility for 
India, as well as sector responsibility for the consumer and internet sectors. 

She came to fund management after short stints in CDO structuring, M&A and 
wealth management. For Natasha, the career’s attraction is all about people – the 
ability to meet C-suite individuals running some of the world’s largest companies, 
as well as working with a smart and sharp team. 

In the decade since Natasha began working in the industry, she feels she has 
witnessed a change in its dynamic, with a decline in the aggressive alpha-male 
characters who used to symbolise the sector. 

“Across the City, the old boys’ network has been broken down, so there is a 
lot less of that and more chance of progressing. We’ve evolved from the fund 
management of long lunches on a Friday afternoon – that just doesn’t happen 
anymore. I think that really does benefit women who may be less comfortable in 
some of those situations,” she says. 

However, Natasha acknowledges that some of those perceptions live on, which 
could discourage younger women from this career path. Equally, she highlights the 
lack of positive role models, aside from the notable Helena Morrissey and Nicola 
Horlick, who originally inspired her to choose fund management. 

Natasha still faces some out-dated stereotypes herself. “I’ve been to meetings 
externally where it’s assumed I’m the secretary when I enter the room – they ask why 
I’m sitting down and I have to say ‘well I’m the fund manager!’” she explains. “I think 
there is an element of surprise, especially as I cover emerging markets where in 
some countries they are not used to seeing women in positions of seniority.” 
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For younger women starting out, confidence can be an issue, so Natasha 
emphasises it is important to encourage them to speak up and participate in the 
debates which form a key part of fund management. That said, she also believes 
women bring other vital skills into the mix, such as listening and collaboration. 
Having a mixed gender team ensures that there is a balance of these different skills. 

Fund management can be relatively accommodating to family life, given the 
capacity to research and pick stocks remotely, which was essential to Natasha 
who now has a family of her own. The culture of Columbia Threadneedle 
Investments has also been central to making it work. 

“I think as an organization we have really evolved in the past 10 years and become 
a lot more open to acknowledging the sacrifices women have to make when 
they address challenges around maternity leave, and keep women beyond mid-
management,” says Natasha. 

“I feel incredibly lucky as my manager is a woman with three children who has 
been in the industry for 30 years, so she’s been through it all at a much more 
difficult time. Having that kind of role model and someone who understands the 
challenges you face is hugely important.” 

Fund management is ultimately a meritocracy, Natasha says, which should make it 
appealing to young women considering a career in finance. “If you do well as a fund 
manager, you should be rewarded, and if you have the skill, that will show through,” 
she concludes.

This article draws on research by Chris Wagstaff, Head of Pensions and Investment 
Education, Columbia Threadneedle Investments and Senior Visiting Fellow, Finance 
Faculty, Cass Business School.
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