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We are pleased to bring you the 2015 NACUBO- 
Commonfund Study of Endowments® (NCSE), the most 
comprehensive analysis of financial, investment and  
governance policies and practices at the nation’s endowed 
institutions of higher learning.

Since 2009, the National Association of College and  
Uni versity Business Officers (NACUBO) and Commonfund 
Institute have jointly offered the NCSE. In this, our seventh 
year, we are once again gratified by the robust participation 
of colleges and universities in the Study. For fiscal 2015, 
812 institutions representing $529.0 billion in endowment 
assets participated in the NCSE. Repeat participation 
remains at a very high level, with 95 percent of this year’s 
institutions having taken part last year. 

As always, we are grateful for the time and dedication of 
campus personnel at the institutions that provided data. 
Without your support, the Study would not be possible. 
We thank you, too, for your thoughts and comments in 
response to individual questions in the Study, which help 
us to add depth to the report.

We would also like to thank the members of our Advisory 
Board, who contributed thoughtfully to the development of 
this year’s questionnaire: Mark Baumgartner of the Institute 
for Advanced Study; David Belmont of BlackRock; Jim 
Dunn of Verger Capital Management; George Moss of the 
Louisiana State University Foundation; and Jack Rich of 
Abilene Christian University. 

The NCSE continues to evolve, as suggestions from our 
advisers and previous years’ participants are incorporated in 
each new Study, and this year is no exception. We welcome 
your thoughts and ideas for further improvements, as we 
strive to maintain the Study as an essential resource for your 
institution’s deliberations and decisions.

 

John D. Walda William F. Jarvis 
President and Chief Executive Officer Executive Director 
NACUBO Commonfund Institute 

WELCOME February 2016
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Data gathered from 812 U.S. colleges and universi-
ties for the 2015 NCSE show that these institutions’ 
endowments returned an average of 2.4 percent  
(net of fees) for the 2015 fiscal year (July 1, 2014–
June 30, 2015), compared with 15.5 percent for the 
2014 fiscal year and 11.7 percent for fiscal 2013.  
The 812 institutions participating in this year’s Study 
represented $529.0 billion in endowment assets.

Returns for all of the investment categories followed 
in the Study were lower in FY2015 than in the pre-
vious fiscal year. As in FY2014, domestic equities 
generated the highest return, at 6.4 percent, a figure 
well below last year’s 22.8 percent return. Other 
comparative reported returns for the two fiscal years 
were: alternative strategies, 1.1 percent in FY2015 
versus 12.7 percent in FY2014; fixed income, 0.2 per-
cent versus 5.1 percent; international equities,  
-2.1 percent versus 19.2 percent; and short-term 
securities/cash/other, 0.0 percent versus 1.9 percent. 
(All returns are reported net of fees.)

Examining reported FY2015 returns for the various 
alternative investment strategies, venture capital 
again provided the highest return, at 15.1 percent, 
compared with 23.3 percent a year ago. Private 
equity real estate (non-campus) returned 9.9 percent, 
down from 12.6 percent in FY2014. Private equity 
(LBOs, mezzanine, M&A funds and international pri-
vate equity) followed at 9.3 percent, compared with 
16.5 percent in FY2014. Distressed debt produced  
a 5.4 percent return, down from the previous year’s 
13.2 percent. Marketable alternative strategies 
(hedge funds, absolute return, market neutral, long/
short, 130/30, event-driven and derivatives) returned 
2.7 percent versus FY2014’s 9.9 percent. Two strate-
gies yielded negative returns: commodities and 
managed futures had a return of -17.7 percent compared 
with a 7.9 percent gain in FY2014, and energy  
and natural resources returned -13.3 percent against 
15.3 percent last year.

Longer-term Returns
Participating institutions’ trailing three-year returns 
averaged 9.9 percent, up from 9.0 percent last  
year, as a result of the elimination of FY2012’s poor 
return from the calculation. Institutions with assets 
over $1 billion had the highest average return  
for this period, at 10.8 percent. The lowest average  

Executive Summary
2015 NACUBO-Commonfund

Study of Endowments®
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three-year return, 9.4 percent, was reported by insti-
tutions with assets between $51 and $100 million. 
Trailing five-year returns averaged 9.8 percent  
compared with 11.7 percent in last year’s Study,  
due to the elimination of FY2010’s 11.9 percent 
return. Institutions with assets under $25 million 
reported the highest return for the trailing five-year 
period, at 10.6 percent, while institutions with 
assets between $51 and $100 million reported the 
lowest average return, at 9.4 percent. Trailing 10-year 
returns declined to an average of 6.3 percent from 
last year’s 7.1 percent. The highest average 10-year 
return came from the largest size category, at 7.2 per-
cent, while institutions with assets between $25 
and $50 million reported the lowest, at 5.6 percent.

Asset Allocation
Asset allocation among participating endowments 
was little changed over the course of the fiscal year. 
Participating endowments reported the following 
asset allocation in FY2015 (with comparable FY2014 
figures in parentheses):
— Domestic equities: 16 percent (17 percent)
— Fixed income: 9 percent (9 percent)
— International equities: 19 percent (19 percent)
— Alternative strategies: 52 percent (51 percent)
—  Short-term securities/cash/other: 4 percent  

(4 percent)

The differences in asset allocation by size cohort  
that have characterized previous Studies are evident 
again this year. For example, the largest institutions 
in the Study reported an average 57 percent alloca-
tion to alternative strategies while the smallest size 
cohort averaged just 11 percent. The reverse was true 
for domestic equities, where institutions with assets 
under $25 million reported an average 42 percent 
allocation versus 13 percent for institutions with 
assets over $1 billion. Across all six size cohorts, the 
allocation to alternative investment strategies is  
correlated with endowment size; for both domestic 
equities and fixed income the reverse is true, with 
the allocation growing as endowment size declines.

Among alternative strategies allocations for the Study 
population as a whole, the largest allocation, at  
20 percent, was to marketable alternatives, followed 
by private equity at 10 percent. Other allocations 
were: energy and natural resources and private 
equity real estate (non-campus), at 6 percent each; 
venture capital, at 5 percent; distressed debt, at  
2 percent; and commodities and managed futures,  
at 1 percent.

Fund Flows
The FY2015 effective spending rate for the 812 par-
ticipating institutions averaged 4.2 percent, down 
slightly from 4.4 percent last year, and attributable to 
the lag effect created by strongly rising markets in 
FY2013 and FY2014 on the averaging method used 
by the great majority of institutions in calculating 
their spending. The effective spending rate varied 
from a high of 4.5 percent for institutions with assets 
under $25 million to a low of 4.0 percent for institu-
tions with assets between $25 and $50 million. 

Although the effective spending rate declined moder-
ately, a higher percentage of institutions reported 
increasing their spending in dollar terms. Seventy- 
eight percent of Study respondents reported spend-
ing more in dollars this year, an increase of four  
percentage points over last year. Five of the six size 
cohorts reported higher spending in dollars. Among 
institutions increasing their dollar spending, the 
median increase was 8.8 percent, well above inflation.

Participating institutions reported that an average  
of 9.7 percent of their operating budget is funded  
by their endowment compared with 9.2 percent 
reported a year ago. The largest institutions, those 
with assets over $1 billion, relied on the endowment 
to fund an average 16.5 percent of their operating 
budget in FY2015, while at institutions with assets 
under $25 million the endowment funded just 4.7 per-
cent of the operating budget.
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The median total of new gifts to endowment was 
$2.7 million, an increase from last year’s $2.5 million, 
while the average total of new gifts was $10.0 million 
compared with last year’s $10.1 million. Forty-five 
percent of participating institutions reported an 
increase in gifts in FY2015, unchanged year over  
year. Thirty-eight percent reported a decrease in  
gifts, also unchanged.

Debt
Among the 610 Study respondents reporting  
that they carry debt, average total debt stood at 
$219.1 million as of June 30, 2015, compared  
with $217.5 million a year earlier. Median debt rose  
to $58.2 million from $55.2 million. Thirty percent  
of Study participants reported increasing debt in 
FY2015, a two-percentage-point decrease over the 
course of the year. Sixty-five percent reported a 
decrease, up from 62 percent in the previous Study.

Staffing, Outsourcing and Consultant Use
Endowments reported an average of 1.7 full-time 
equivalent (FTE) employees devoted to the invest-
ment management function in FY2015 versus an 
average of 1.6 FTEs a year ago. Endowments with 
assets over $1 billion had the largest average staff 
size, at 9.1 FTEs, while endowments with assets 
between $501 million and $1 billion reported an aver-
age of 2.5 FTEs. Endowments in the other size 
cohorts reported less than one full-time equivalent 
devoted to investment management. 

Forty-three percent of Study respondents said they 
have substantially outsourced the investment man-
agement function, unchanged year over year. While 
outsourcing has been increasing for a number of 
years, this year may indicate a pause in this trend. 
Eighty-four percent of the Study population reported 
using a consultant for various services related to 
investment management, a moderate increase over 
last year’s 82 percent.

Risk Management
The Study found that 62 percent of participating  
institutions employ risk limits in their portfolios, up 
from 57 percent a year ago and a marked increase 
from the 50 percent reported two years ago. Seventy- 
nine percent of this group use volatility calculations,  
such as standard deviation, up from 76 percent a year  
ago and 72 percent two years ago. Sixty-six percent 
use measures such as alpha and beta, up from  
61 percent last year and 55 percent in FY2013. Fifty- 
one percent of respondents reported using stress 
testing or scenario analysis for their portfolios com-
pared with 46 percent last year and 41 percent two 
years ago.

Responsible Investing Criteria
Of the 812 Study participants, 15 percent said they 
seek to include in their portfolios investments ranking 
high on environmental, social and governance (ESG) 
criteria, a one-percentage-point increase year over 
year. Twenty-five percent said they exclude or screen 
out investments that are inconsistent with the institu-
tion’s mission, unchanged since the previous Study, 
while 16 percent said they allocate a portion of the 
endowment to investments that further the institu-
tion’s mission, a small increase over the 15 percent 
that did so last year. Just 7 percent of institutions 
said their board had voted to exclude responsible 
investing considerations, up slightly from 6 percent 
last year, while 76 percent of respondents said their 
board had not taken such an action, also a one- 
percentage-point increase. Seven percent said they 
were considering changing their investment policy  
to include ESG integration, unchanged from last year, 
while 70 percent said they were not doing so, com-
pared with last year’s 69 percent.
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NCSE Leaders
NCSE Leaders comprise the top decile and top quar-
tile of the Study universe measured by investment 
return for FY2015. Compared with the Study universe 
return of 2.4 percent, the top decile reported an aver-
age return (net of fees) of 7.8 percent and the top 
quartile reported an average net return of 5.8 percent.

For the trailing three years, the top decile reported  
an average annual return of 11.7 percent while the 
top quartile was just behind with an average annual 
return of 11.4 percent versus a 9.9 percent average 
return for the Study universe. For the trailing five- 
year period, respective returns were 11.1 percent,  
10.9 percent and 9.8 percent. The top decile reported 
10-year trailing returns of 7.9 percent, while the top 
quartile reported 7.3 percent. For the same period, 
the Study population overall reported an average 
annual return of 6.3 percent. 

As was the case last year, the Leaders had highly 
diversified portfolios with smaller allocations to the 
highest performing liquid asset class, domestic equi-
ties. Compared with an overall allocation of 16 per-
cent, the top decile allocated 11 percent to domestic 
equities while the top quartile allocated 13 percent. 
All three categories had roughly equal allocations to 
the poorest performer, international equities. Leaders 
had the largest allocations to alternative strategies—
an average of 61 percent for the top decile and  
58 percent for the top quartile against 52 percent  
for Study participants overall. 

As has frequently been true in the past, the largest 
and most diversified endowments were over-repre-
sented among the NCSE Leaders. Institutions with 
assets over $1 billion represented 12 percent of the 
Study population, but 36 percent of the top decile 
and 24 percent of the top quartile. Both are notewor-
thy increases, as last year the largest endowments 
accounted for 24 percent of the top decile and  
18 percent of the top quartile. Institutions with assets 
between $501 million and $1 billion were also over- 
represented, but those with assets between $101 
and $500 million were under-represented as were 
those with assets between $51 and $100 million. 
Institutions with assets between $25 and $50 million 
were under-represented in the top decile but propor-
tionally represented in the top quartile; the smallest 
endowments, those with assets under $25 million, 
were proportionally represented in both the top 
decile and top quartile. 

2015 NACUBO-Commonfund Study of Endowments viii



2015 NACUBO-Commonfund Study of Endowments ix

This report, the seventh NACUBO-Commonfund Study 
of Endowments® (NCSE), is offered as a primary resource 
for those responsible for financial and investment manage-
ment and governance decisions at colleges and universities 
across the country. This section explains the structure of 
the Study and provides answers to commonly asked ques-
tions, with the aim of helping readers and their organiza-
tions to obtain the greatest benefit from the Study.

BACKGROUND

Each year, the NCSE team reviews the previous year’s 
report and, counseled by our advisory board, makes 
changes to refine the research and open new areas of 
inquiry to reflect developments in endowment manage-
ment and governance thinking. The narrative in this 
report summarizes and analyzes the survey data; it is  
supported by accompanying tables that present the data  
in greater depth, broken out by size and type cohorts.

ACCESS AND NAVIGATION

The NCSE is delivered as an Adobe Acrobat file in pdf  
format. Readers who want to take full advantage of the  
pdf should download and install the free program Adobe 
Acrobat Reader (available from www.adobe.com). All 
items in the document’s Table of Contents can be reached 
by clicking on the chapter, subhead or page. This also is  

true of the figures listed on pages iii and iv. In addition,  
by opening the “Bookmarks” tab in Acrobat Reader, an 
internal table of contents is revealed, permitting you to 
easily navigate back and forth and jump from one section 
directly to another.

TABLES

The tables in the main body of the report generally  
display data in two primary ways. The first is the  
total number of institutions responding to a particular 
question. The second breaks this total number of  
respondents into six cohorts, segmented according to the 
size of their endowment assets. The six size cohorts  
are institutions with total assets:

Over $1 billion

Between $501 million and $1 billion

Between $101 million and $500 million

Between $51 million and $100 million

Between $25 million and $50 million

Under $25 million

HOW TO READ THIS REPORT

www.adobe.com
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Each size cohort has its own color coding, which remains 
consistent throughout the report. The purpose of this 
approach is to assist readers in locating the size category  
relevant to their own institution and finding the appropriate 
benchmark data.

The report also presents results arrayed by type of  
institution: private (college and university endowments) 
and public system funds. The latter comprises four  
components, beginning with “all publics,” followed by 
three subcategories—the public institutions themselves 
(public only), their institution-related foundations (IRFs) 
which, in all but a few cases, support public universities, 
and combined endowment/foundations. Where useful, 
we point out instances in the text where there are meaningful 
differences among responses provided by the various types 
of  insti tutions. A set of  charts and tables arrayed by type 
of institution, together with other supplemental data, is 
included in Appendix II at the end of the report. These 
figures provide readers with another important data set for 
use in benchmarking individual institutions against their 
peers. In addition, we include a set of demographic tables 
of  data of  general interest to readers in Appendix III.

NCSE LEADERS

Chapter 1 offers five tables (1.3 through 1.6 and 1.6A/EW) 
that present investment return data not only for the  
full complement of 812 participating institutions but also  
for institutions whose one-year FY2015 return ranks them 
in the top decile and top quartile of all Study participants. 
The top decile refers to the 10 percent of  Study parti ci-
pants with the highest one-year return for FY2015;  
the top quartile are those institutions whose one-year 
FY2015 return places them in the top 25 percent of  
all Study respondents. 

RESEARCH PROCESS AND  
METHODOLOGY

The design of the 2015 NCSE took place in the spring and 
early summer of 2015. Web-enabled questionnaires and 
field interviews followed in the third and fourth quarters 
of calendar 2015.

The 812 participating institutions were interviewed using 
two techniques: telephone interviews and an online survey 
instrument. The respondents were generally the indi viduals 
most knowledgeable about investment matters at partici-
pating institutions, and their answers to our questions pro-
vided both the quantitative data and qualitative commentary 
that form the basis of  this report. An asset allocation 
work sheet also was completed by all Study participants. 
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The distribution of the 812 institutions across size and 
type was designed to produce data that are statistically  
representative throughout the full sample. This aspect of  
the research design is crucial in that it underlies the ability  
to benchmark a particular institution against true peers.  
Of significance for the stability of  the data, 95 percent  
of those institutions participated in last year’s NCSE.

As in the past, we continue to recommend care in making 
year-over-year comparisons. As returns vary each year— 
rising by double digits in FY2013 and FY2014, but slightly 
negative in FY2012 and only modestly positive in FY2015 
—apparent changes within size cohorts from year to year 
can be the result of fluctuations in portfolio values and the 
consequent reclassification of institutions into larger (or 
smaller) size categories. The research team analyzes matched 
samples of data from this Study and last year’s to identify 
those areas where findings may reflect significant migrations 
across size categories and/or new participants coming into 
the Study universe and, where relevant, these have been 
noted. Where warranted by findings, data are trended over 
the past two or three years and, in certain instances where 
longer-term data enhance insights, data are trended back  
to earlier NACUBO Endowment and Commonfund 
Benchmarks Studies. Any trend information presented  
in this report, however, should be interpreted only direc-
tionally as an indication of change. 

GLOSSARY

A glossary of frequently used terms may be found in 
Appendix V.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

How does this Study calculate three-, five- and 10-year 
investment returns for participating institutions?

We don’t. We ask our Study participants to provide their 
own longer-term, multi-year returns, and we report average 
responses. In short, these returns are reported, not derived. 

If there are 812 institutions participating in the Study, 
why are there 83 institutions in the “top decile” when it 
seems it should be 81?

Some institutions were “tied,” as they reported the same 
return. This required expanding the top decile by two 
institutions.  
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What is “dollar-weighted”?

Dollar-weighted means that individual responses are weighted 
according to size of asset base when calculating average 
results—meaning that responses from large participants have 
a greater impact on average results than those of smaller 
participants. By contrast, when overall results are calculated 
on an “equal-weighted” basis, each response has an equal 
impact on the average, regardless of the size of the respondent. 
Unless otherwise noted, asset allocation figures in this Study 
are dollar-weighted. Selected tables showing equal-weighted 
data may be found in Appendix II. 

Why do the bases (or number of respondents) change 
between figures?

Charts and tables may contain one or two labels: “Total 
Institutions” and “Responding Institutions.” Alone, the 
“Total Institutions” label indicates that the figure depicts 
responses from the full set of 812 Study participants. 
“Responding Institutions” is added to indicate that the 
responses come from a subset of participants. For example, 
in Chapter 4, Figure 4.2, “Changes to Debt in Fiscal Year 
2015,” “Responding Institutions” is added to show that 
the 610 respondents to this question are a subset of the 
total 812 participating institutions.  

Are all the data reported as averages?

Most, but not all. The majority of the figures and most of the 
related commentary present data as the average value (the 
arithmetic mean, calculated by adding all the observations 
and dividing by the number of observations). However, 
some commentary and a few figures present median data. 
As differentiated from the mean, the median is the middle 
value; that is, half  of the data points are above the median 
and half below. The median can be useful in presenting 
data that have extremely high or low points that can skew 
the average and make it a misleading indicator.
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Chapter 1 
The NACUBO-Commonfund Study  

of Endowments 

INTRODUCTION 

Eight hundred twelve U.S. educational institutions partici-
pated in the seventh annual NACUBO-Commonfund 
Study of Endowments® (NCSE) for the 2015 fiscal year 
(July 1, 2014–June 30, 2015). Ninety-five percent of par-
ticipants in this year’s Study also took part in last year’s 
NCSE, giving the Study a highly stable and consistent 
participant base. The tables in this Report present data 
from the complete Study population and also segment the 
data by size of endowment assets and by type of institu-
tion; generally, the main body of the report shows the data 
by endowment size, while data by type of institution are 
presented in Appendix II. The size segments and the num-
ber of institutions represented in each segment are shown 

in Figure 1.1. Participating institutions are segmented by 
type and by Carnegie classification in Figure 1.2. 

The 812 participating institutions represented $529.0 bil-
lion in combined endowment assets as of June 30, 2015. 
The 94 educational institutions with assets over $1 billion 
accounted for $395.3 billion, or about 75 percent of  
participants’ combined endowment assets. The two size 
cohorts with assets between $501 million and $1 billion 
and between $101 and $500 million represented about 
$115.4 billion in assets, or about 22 percent of partici-
pants’ combined endowment assets. The three smaller size 
categories taken together represented roughly $18.3 billion 
in assets, or about 3 percent of Study participants’ total 
endowment assets. 

Figure 1.1 NCSE Institutions by Size

     ‘09 ‘10 ‘11 ‘12 ‘13 ‘14 ‘15

Largest Total assets over $1 billion   52 60 73 68 82 91 94

Very large Total assets between $501 million –$1 billion  60 66 66 71 70 77 77

Large Total assets between $101–$500 million   219 226 251 250 261 262 261

Mid-size Total assets between $51–$100 million   164 169 162 164 166 168 167

Small Total assets between $25 –$50 million   137 145 134 128 125 125 117

Smallest Total assets under $25 million    210 184 137 150 131 109 96

Total Institutions     842 850 823 831 835 832 812
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When the data are viewed by type of institution, 511  
participating private institutions accounted for 63 percent 
of the Study universe and 69 percent of institutions’ total 
endowment assets. There were 301 participating public 
institutions (“all publics”); together they accounted for  
37 percent of the Study universe and 31 percent of com-
bined endowment assets. The public category was further 
divided into three subcategories: 1) endowed public insti-
tutions (public only), of which there are 74 accounting  
for 9 percent of the Study population and 17 percent of 
total endowment assets; 2) institution-related foundations 
(IRFs),1 of which there are 173 accounting for 21 percent  
of Study participants and 6 percent of endowment assets; 
and 3) 54 combined endowment/foundations accounting 
for 7 percent of the Study universe and 8 percent of total 
endowment assets. 

NCSE LEADERS 

It is useful to examine those institutions whose investment 
returns place them in the top decile and top quartile of  
all Study participants each year. This group is of interest 
not only for its return numbers but also as a means of 
examining investment practices and policies and their 
interaction with the conditions prevailing in the market 
during the year. 

Many factors contribute to investment performance. 
While endowment size alone is not completely determina-
tive, it is true that historically many of the most successful 
endowments have been among the largest in size, with 
robust staff resources, the ability to support the due dili-
gence and ongoing monitoring that are a prerequisite  
for building greater diversification across the portfolio, and 
a network to facilitate access to highly skilled managers. 

1  An IRF is a public or private foundation or other nonprofit entity organized for the purpose of providing financial support to a public (or, much less frequently, private) institution  
of higher education. A combined endowment/foundation describes an arrangement whereby a public institution of higher learning and its IRF manage their endowments or other 
investment pools in common. Typical characteristics of such an arrangement might be the use of a common investment policy and shared management resources, such as staff.

Figure 1.2 NCSE Institutions by Type and Carnegie Classification

number of institutions by type     ‘09 ‘10 ‘11 ‘12 ‘13 ‘14 ‘15

Private     536 542 528 525 533 530 511

All publics     306 308 295 306 302 302 301

Public only     77 73 65 76 70 78 74

IRFs     157 176 171 178 183 170 173

Combined endowment/foundations      72 59 59 52 49 54 54

Total Institutions by Type      842 850 823 831 835 832 812

number of institutions by Carnegie Classification     ‘09 ‘10 ‘11 ‘12 ‘13 ‘14 ‘15

Doctorate-granting university      270 288 285 296 299 296 296

Master’s college or university      243 257 241 249 256 252 247

Baccalaureate college      246 236 231 222 223 223 209

Community college       40 33 31 33 29 34 30

Special focus institution       43 36 35 31 28 27 30

Total Institutions by Carnegie Classification      842 850 823 831 835 832 812
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The composition of NCSE Leaders has gone through 
cycles in recent years, as the better-performing size cohorts 
have rotated in response to changing market environ-
ments. The Study for FY2009 reported on a period that 
began in economic contraction and sharply declining 
equity and credit markets but ended with a strong rally in 
public equity markets during the latter part of the fiscal 
year. As a result of this equity market upturn, smaller insti-
tutions, with their higher allocations to domestic equities, 
were over -represented in the top decile and top quartile 
compared with larger institutions. In the following year, 
FY2010, other asset classes and strategies began their 
rebound and larger institutions, with their more diversified 
portfolios, reported higher returns as the benefit of port-
folio diversification reasserted itself. In the next phase  
of recovery, less-liquid strategies gained strength, and 
larger institutions continued to account for an outsized 
proportion of the Leaders group. 

Two years ago, it was the smaller institutions that were 
over -represented in the top decile and top quartile. Institu-
tions with assets under $25 million made up 16 percent  
of the Study universe, but 23 percent of the top decile and 
18 percent of the top quartile. By contrast, endowments 
with assets over $1 billion accounted for 10 percent of all 
participating NCSE institutions, but just 5 percent of the 
top decile and 7 percent of the top quartile. A different 
picture emerged last year, as the larger institutions, with 
their highly diversified portfolios and multiple sources of 
return, reasserted their historic role and dominated the 

NCSE Leaders. Accounting for 11 percent of the Study 
universe, institutions with assets over $1 billion made up 
24 percent of the top decile and 18 percent of the top 
quartile. Nevertheless, smaller institutions, with their higher 
allocations to domestic equities were moderately over -
represented or equally represented among the Leaders, 
reflecting continued strength in liquid equity markets. To 
illustrate, institutions with assets under $25 million made 
up 13 percent of the Study population overall compared 
with 16 percent of the top decile and 17 percent of the 
top quartile. 

This year, domestic equities once again generated the 
highest return, ostensibly benefiting smaller institutions. 
Yet, it was institutions in the two largest size cohorts  
that produced the highest returns, in large part because  
of their significant overweight to and outperformance  
in alternative strategies compared to returns for these strate-
gies earned by their smaller counterparts. The larger  
institutions, moreover, reaped moderately higher returns 
than their smaller counterparts in their domestic and 
international equity allocations.

When the data are viewed by type of institution, private 
institutions were only modestly over-represented in  
the leadership group. Two years ago, they accounted for  
64 percent of participants but 76 percent of the top decile 
and 69 percent of the top quartile. This pattern has mod-
erated in the last two years, to the point at which each 
group’s representation in the Leaders has become roughly 

Figure 1.3 Top Decile and Top Quartile Performerss by Size

numbers in percent (%)  Total Institutions Top Decile Top Quartile

  832 812 83 83 210 203

  ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Over $1 billion 11 12 24 36 18 24

$501 million –$1 billion 9 9 7 14 7 13

$101–$500 million  32 32 25 22 28 24

$51–$100 million  20 21 11 11 15 12

$25 –$50 million  15 14 17 6 15 13

Under $25 million 13 12 16 11 17 14

sbased on reported returns for fiscal years 2014 and 2015
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proportional to its representation in the overall Study pop-
ulation. This year, private institutions made up 63 percent 
of the Study universe but only 66 percent of the top decile 
and 64 percent of the top quartile. “All publics,” com-
prising 37 percent of the Study universe, accounted for  
34 percent of the top decile and 36 percent of the top 
quartile. “Public only” Study participants represented  
9 percent of the Study, 11 percent of the top decile and  
10 percent of the top quartile. While IRFs were moderately 
over -represented a year ago, this year they were under- 
represented, accounting for 21 percent of the Study popu-
lation but 15 percent of the top decile and 19 percent of  

the top quartile. Combined endowment/foundations  
were generally proportionally represented, accounting for  
7 percent of the Study universe, 8 percent of the top  
decile and 7 percent of the top quartile.

Viewed by Carnegie classification, doctorate-granting  
universities were over-represented among the NCSE  
Leaders, while master’s colleges or universities were  
under-represented. Baccalaureate colleges were also over- 
represented, but only modestly. Community colleges 
accounted for only 4 percent of the Study, but were over- 
represented among the top decile and top quartile, whereas 
special focus institutions, also a small percentage of the 
Study universe, were proportionally represented in both. 

Figure 1.4 Top Decile and Top Quartile Performerss by Type and Carnegie Classification 

numbers in percent (%)  Total Institutions Top Decile Top Quartile

  832 812 83 83 210 203

  ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Private 64 63 60 66 63 64

All publics 36 37 40 34 37 36

Public only 9 9 13 11 10 10

IRFs 20 21 23 15 21 19

Combined endowment/foundations 7 7 4 8 6 7

 

numbers in percent (%)

Doctorate-granting university 36 36 38 43 36 39

Master’s college or university 30 30 25 15 27 24

Baccalaureate college  27 26 25 31 27 27

Community college  4 4 7 6 6 6

Special focus institution  3 4 5 5 4 4

sbased on reported returns for fiscal years 2014 and 2015

Figure 1.5 Average Net Returns for Top Decile and Top Quartile Performers

numbers in percent (%)  Total Institutions Top Decile Top Quartile

  812 83 203

FY2015 net annual total return 2.4 7.8 5.8

3-year net return 9.9 11.7 11.4

5-year net return  9.8 11.1 10.9

10-year net return 6.3 7.9 7.3
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NCSE LEADERS’ RETURNS 

Institutions in the top decile reported an average one-year 
FY2015 return (net of fees) of 7.8 percent, a sharp decline 
from last year’s 19.8 percent. The top quartile reported  
an even greater proportional decline—to an average of  
5.8 percent from 18.6 percent a year ago. The gap between 
returns reported by the overall Study population and the 
top decile was 540 basis points, up from 430 basis points 
in FY2014; for the top quartile, the return gap was not  
as wide but, at 340 basis points, was still higher than last 
year’s 310 basis points.

For the trailing three-year period, the top decile reported 
average annual returns of 11.7 percent, an improve- 
ment over last year’s 10.9 percent, while the top quartile 
reported an average of 11.4 percent compared with  
10.3 percent in last year’s Study. These increases reflect  
the elimination of the poor return in FY2012 from the 
three-year calculation. For the trailing five years, the Study 
population realized an average annual return of 9.8 per-
cent. For the same period, the top decile and the top quar-
tile realized average annual returns of 11.1 percent and 
10.9 percent, respectively, both of which lagged the  
13.5 percent and 12.9 percent reported for the same period 
a year ago. Here, the decline was due to the elimination  
of FY2010’s positive return from the five-year averaging 
calculation. For the trailing 10 years, the range of returns  

narrowed considerably. Compared with the 6.3 percent 
average annual return reported by all Study participants, 
the top decile reported 7.9 percent and the top quartile 
reported 7.3 percent. 

LEADERS’ ASSET ALLOCATION 

As has been true in recent years, the most visible difference 
in asset allocation for FY2015 among the five broad asset 
classes for which the NCSE gathers data occurred among 
alternative strategies, where the Study universe averaged  
a 52 percent allocation versus 61 percent for the top decile 
and 58 percent for the top quartile. Allocations for all 
three categories rose one or two percentage points year 
over year. The most consistent allocation was short-term 
securities/cash/other, which averaged 4 percent for Study 
participants overall as well as for the top decile and top 
quartile. International equity allocations were also compar-
atively level, at 19 percent for all Study participants and  
18 percent for both categories of NCSE Leaders. 

Domestic equity and fixed income allocations showed 
somewhat more variability. Participating institutions as a 
whole averaged 16 percent for their domestic equity allo-
cation, versus 11 percent for the top decile and 13 percent 
for the top quartile. Fixed income accounted for an aver-
age of 9 percent of all participants’ portfolios, but 6 per-
cent of the top decile and 7 percent of the top quartile. 

Figure 1.6 Asset Allocationss for Top Decile and Top Quartile Performers for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

numbers in percent (%)  Total Institutions Top Decile Top Quartile

  832 812 83 83 210 203

  ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Domestic equities 17 16 13 11 15 13

Fixed income 9 9 6 6 7 7

International equities  19 19 17 18 18 18

Alternative strategies  51 52 60 61 56 58

Short-term securities/cash/other 4 4 4 4 4 4

sdollar-weighted
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When asset allocations are viewed on an equal-weighted 
basis (see Figure 1.6A/EW in Appendix II), the influence 
of the larger endowments is removed. For example, on  
a dollar-weighted basis domestic equities accounted for  
16 percent of overall Study participants’ allocation and  
11 and 13 percent, respectively, for the top decile and top 
quartile. By contrast, on an equal-weighted basis, this  
asset class accounted for 30 percent of overall participants’ 
allocation, 22 percent for the top decile and 29 percent  
for the top quartile. 

Alternative strategies and fixed income show similar depar-
tures. On a dollar-weighted basis, the former accounted  
for 52 percent of portfolios of the entire Study universe,  
61 percent of the top decile and 58 percent of the top 
quartile. On an equal-weighted basis, those allocations fell 
to 29 percent, 47 percent and 37 percent, respectively. 
Fixed income accounted for 9 percent of all Study partici-
pants’ allocation, 6 percent for the top decile and 7 per-
cent for the top quartile on a dollar-weighted basis. On an 
equal-weighted basis, the figures were 16 percent for over-
all Study participants and 8 percent for the top decile  
and 12 percent for the top quartile. Comparatively, inter-
national equities were closer using the two methodologies, 
as they accounted for 19 percent of all participants’ port-
folios both dollar-weighted and equal-weighted. Dollar- 
weighted, this asset class received an 18 percent allocation 
from the top decile and top quartile, but, respectively,  
allocations of 14 percent and 15 percent on an equal-
weighted basis. Short-term securities/cash/other accounted 
for a 4 percent dollar-weighted allocation from all Study 
participants, the top decile and the top quartile. Equal-
weighted, this allocation increased to 6 percent, 9 percent 
and 7 percent, respectively, for the three categories.

The factors that set NCSE Leaders apart from the Study 
universe were the significant over-representation of 
institutions with assets over $1 billion together with 
their larger allocation to alternative strategies. Among 
NCSE Leaders, this allocation was higher by nine per-
centage points for the top decile and six percentage 
points for the top quartile when compared with the  
average for all Study participants.

Since peaking at 54 percent in FY2012, Study partici-
pants’ allocations to alternative strategies declined 
moderately—to 53 percent in FY2013 and 51 percent in 
FY2014. This year, the allocation once again grew, but 
by only one percentage point. Leaders’ allocations also 
grew—by one percentage point for the top decile and 
two percentage points for the top quartile. As tradi-
tional asset classes become increasingly efficient, it 
becomes harder to generate alpha in support of long-
term return targets. NCSE Leaders appear to be respond-
ing by giving their managers the opportunity to add 
value across a range of alternative strategies. This group 
also recognizes the value of well-diversified portfolios 
and the potential for greater long-term returns asso-
ciated with less-liquid strategies. As markets have 
recovered from the global financial crisis, institutions 
placing an emphasis on alternative strategies have 
been rewarded for their willingness to provide liquidity; 
this was the case once again in FY2015.
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INVESTMENT ENVIRONMENT 

The environment in which college and university endow-
ments invested in FY2015 stood in sharp contrast to that 
of FY2014. With few exceptions, returns for a range of 
widely followed investment benchmarks were significantly 
lower. Institutions participating in this year’s NCSE 
reported average net total returns of just 2.4 percent,  
compared with the average 15.5 percent return reported  
a year ago.

The year was marked by a slowdown in global economic 
growth in many areas outside the U.S., which in turn  
led to a fall in the prices of commodities and other inputs  
to production. After returning 8.2 percent in FY2014, 
commodities returned -23.7 percent in FY2015 as mea-
sured by the Bloomberg Commodity Index. Energy prices 
also fell sharply over the course of the fiscal year and 
beyond. Much of the decline was traceable to structural 
slowdowns in China, where reported growth in nominal 
GDP was in the 6 percent range, down from the mid-  
to upper teens a few years ago, and may have been even 
lower. Industrial production, which accounts for half  
of China’s economy, slowed dramatically, a factor which 
eroded the profitability of many industries. Consumer 
spending in China, once expected to be a new growth 
engine, was not sufficiently robust to take up the slack. 

Softer demand affected not only energy prices but also 
those of iron ore, copper and other inputs to production. 
This series of declines accounted for a good portion of  
the weakness in emerging markets which, following closely  
on the heels of the decline in energy prices, gained 
momentum in the fourth quarter of calendar 2014 and 
continued through the first half of calendar 2015. In some 
emerging market countries, such as Brazil and Russia, 
energy- and natural resource-related businesses represent 
up to 40 to 50 percent of the economy. These two coun-
tries’ problems were compounded as their currencies 
depreciated, leading to inflation in a world that had been 
generally devoid of it.  

Lower global demand for energy was compounded by con-
tinuing oversupply. Some commentators cited the refusal 
of Saudi Arabia to curtail production, while others pointed 
to Russia’s dependence on oil and natural gas exports.  
The energy revolution in the U.S. was cited as another  
factor. Indeed, 10 years of increasing U.S. output, which 
has essentially doubled oil and gas production in this 
country, may be the most far-reaching driver of change. 
Although the energy glut lowered returns for the S&P 
500, energy and utilities represent less than 15 percent of 
the index so the decline had a much less severe effect in 
the U.S. than in other, more energy-intensive, countries.  

Chapter 2 
Returns and Investment Objectives 
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Where the energy oversupply did have a negative effect 
was on those U.S. industrial companies that depend  
on capital spending by energy companies both at home 
and abroad. On the reverse side, some industries such as 
automobile production benefited as consumers drove  
more and the cost of iron, steel and aluminum were lower. 

In the U.S., the first half of the fiscal year was marked by 
solid GDP growth of 4.6 percent in the first quarter of  
the fiscal year and 3.9 percent in the second quarter. The 
economic recovery drove stronger employment; by the 
start of the 2015 fiscal year all of the 8.7 million jobs lost 
during the Great Recession had finally been recouped, and 
throughout the fiscal year the economy added more than 
200,000 non-farm payroll jobs every month except for 
March and April 2015. During the first half of the fiscal 
year, the Federal Reserve kept short-term interest rates at 
record low levels, even as it continued to wind down its 
program of quantitative easing (QE), first launched in late 
2008. In October, the Fed ended the program altogether. 

The big economic surprise in the U.S. came in the third 
quarter of the fiscal year, when harsh winter weather con-
ditions disrupted just about every sector of the economy 
and GDP grew by just 0.6 percent for the period, exacer-
bated by a rising U.S. dollar and a West Coast port labor 
dispute. The Federal Reserve, which appeared primed  
to raise short-term interest rates, held off in light of the 
March quarter’s weakness and kept rates at near-record low 
levels. Ultimately, the quarter proved to be a temporary 
distortion, and GDP growth in the final quarter of fiscal 
2015 rebounded to 3.9 percent. The S&P 500 was never-
theless up just 1.2 percent for the second half of the fiscal 
year after returning 6.1 percent in the first half. 

Further strength in the U.S. economy was demonstrated  
by an improvement in consumer real incomes. These and 
other factors provided a positive environment for real 
estate, including housing and household formation as well 
as offices. For the first time in nearly a decade household 
formation accelerated, growing by 1.7 million in the first  

One-, Three-, Five- and 10-Year Returns for Periods Ending June 30, 2015

numbers in percent (%) 

Index 1-Year 3-Year 5-Year 10-Year

S&P 500  7.4  17.3  17.3  7.9

Barclays Aggregate Bond  1.9  1.8  3.4  4.4

Wilshire Real Estate Securities   5.3  8.7  14.4  6.7

MSCI ACWI   0.7  13.0  11.9  6.4

MSCI World ex-U.S.   -5.3  11.1  9.0  5.2

MSCI Emerging Markets Free Net  -5.1  3.7  3.7  8.1

MSCI Europes  -7.7  12.4  10.0  5.0

3-Month Treasury Bill (Average Yield)  0.0  0.1  0.1  1.4

NCREIF   13.0  11.6  12.7  8.2

Thomson Reutersss  8.8  14.5  14.3  10.8

HFRI Distressed Debt  -5.9  6.3  5.3  5.2

HFRI Fund of Funds Composite  4.6  6.1  4.0  3.1

Bloomberg Commodity  -23.7  -8.8  -3.9  -2.6

 slocal currency
ss�Benchmark data provided by Cambridge Associates (as accessed through Thomson Reuters). Benchmark reflects all private capital funds globally including but not limited to venture 

capital, buyout and mezzanine funds through 6/30/15. It does not include a dedicated natural resources component but does include (as buyouts) certain natural resources funds. 
These returns are time-weighted returns, which do not reflect the impact of cash flow amounts and are not the preferred return calculation methodology for longer time periods (net 
internal rate of return does reflect the impact of cash flow and is generally more appropriate for longer time periods). For further discussion, please read our paper by visiting the 
following link: http://docs.commonfund.org/files/Articles-Brochures/TWRvsIRR.pdf

Sources: Bloomberg, FactSet, HFR, MSCI, mscibarra.com

http://docs.commonfund.org/files/Articles-Brochures/TWRvsIRR.pdf
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half of calendar 2015 compared with the similar period  
in 2014. Hotels, restaurants and industries related to travel 
and tourism were also helped. Real estate, along with pri-
vate equity, benefited from the availability and affordabil-
ity of capital. Reflecting this positive environment, real 
estate, as represented by the NCREIF National Index, led 
returns with a 13.0 percent gain. 

In contrast, marketable alternative strategies (including 
hedge funds and other strategies) produced a mid-four 
percent return, trailing the S&P 500’s return of 7.4 percent. 
After the first fiscal quarter, many funds were challenged 
by the reversal of trends that had begun in the fall of 2014. 
Returns on high-yield strategies were -5.9 percent, as  
represented by the HFRI Distressed Debt Index, reflecting 
worries about potential defaults and liquidations and the 
fact that distressed debt portfolios tended to hold a higher 
percentage of energy companies than found in the S&P 500.

The U.S. dollar’s value exhibited an erratic course through-
out the fiscal year. While the currency strengthened 
through most of this period, it peaked in March and then  

experienced an unexpected retracement. Some of the  
post-March adjustment was due to postponement by the 
Federal Reserve of its expected move to normalize interest 
rates. At times during the year, U.S. equity markets also 
reflected investor concerns that dollar strength would 
blunt competitiveness and affect the profitability of U.S. 
multinationals. 

Among developed markets, Europe continued to face chal-
lenges in its efforts to stimulate growth. The debt dilemma 
in Greece captured headlines during the first half of the 
fiscal year, only to be overshadowed by the immigrant 
influx in the second half. Ukraine continued to be a source 
of concern throughout the period—not only for its politi-
cal and military implications but also for the economic 
impact of the ban on exports to Russia imposed by the 
EU, which particularly affected German companies. Softer 
demand from China affected everything from luxury goods, 
such as high-end French apparel, to manufactured goods, 
which are a major export for Germany. While slower 
growth in China is a concern for the U.S., China accounts 
for a much bigger share of Germany’s export economy. 

Figure 2.1 Average Annual Total Net Returns for Total Institutions for Fiscal Years 2006–2015

numbers in percent (%)
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Source: Fiscal Years 2006–2008, NACUBO Endowment Study
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As for Japan, the country imports energy and natural 
resources, so lower prices in the energy sector were a bene-
fit that helped to boost the profitability of some Japanese 
companies. Japan’s exports to China and Europe did 
decline, owing to previously cited weak demand, but 
exports to the U.S. were the strongest in recent years.  
A tax increase implemented in April 2014 depressed con-
sumer spending and contributed to a contracting economy 
for two consecutive quarters, leading some commenta-
tors to express fears that Japan could re-enter a period of 
sustained recession.

RETURNS

The 812 endowments participating in the 2015 NCSE 
reported an average return of 2.4 percent—a decline of 
more than 84 percent compared to the 15.5 percent return 
reported for FY2014 and a 79 percent decline compared  
to the 11.7 percent return reported for FY2013. After two 
years of double-digit returns, FY2015 represented the  
lowest return since FY2012, when the average return was 
modestly negative, at -0.3 percent. (All returns are 
reported net of fees.) Returns lagged last year’s results for 
all five principal asset classes and strategies, as well as  
for all of the sub-strategies falling under the alternative 
investment strategies category.

From high to low, the spread of FY2015 returns across the 
size cohorts was 240 basis points, 110 basis points higher 
than last year. The highest average return, 4.3 percent, was 
reported by institutions with assets over $1 billion; the 
lowest was 1.9 percent, reported by institutions with assets 
between $25 and $50 million. Looking at individual insti-
tutions’ returns, the spread was wide by historical standards. 
One institution in the cohort with assets between $101 
and $500 million generated a 16.5 percent return, the 
highest among Study participants, while the lowest was an 
institution with assets between $51 and $100 million that 
realized a return of -6.3 percent.

LONGER-TERM RETURNS

Three-, five- and 10-year returns were positive, both for 
Study participants as a whole and for each of the six  
size cohorts. The average annual three-year return for all 
institutions was 9.9 percent, an increase from 9.0 percent 
reported in last year’s report, due to the elimination of 
FY2012’s poor return from the calculation. The trailing 
five-year return was 9.8 percent, a decline from last year’s 
11.7 percent, as a result of FY2010’s 11.9 percent return 
having been dropped from five-year calculations. For the 
trailing 10-year period, returns averaged 6.3, after coming 
in at 7.1 percent in the last two Studies.

Figure 2.2 Average One-, Three-, Five- and 10-Year Net Returnss for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   832 812 91 94 77 77 262 261 168 167 125 117 109 96

   ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Annual total net return  15.5 2.4 16.5 4.3 15.8 2.8 15.5 2.0 15.2 2.0 15.2 1.9 15.5 2.3

3-year net return  9.0 9.9 9.5 10.8 9.1 10.2 8.9 9.7 8.7 9.4 8.9 9.9 9.4 9.9

5-year net return  11.7 9.8 12.1 10.4 11.8 9.9 11.8 9.5 11.4 9.4 11.4 9.8 12.0 10.6

10-year net return  7.1 6.3 8.2 7.2 7.3 6.7 7.1 6.2 6.5 5.9 6.5 5.6 6.6 6.0

snet of fees
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Across the size cohorts, three-year returns varied by  
140 basis points compared with 80 basis points last year. 
Institutions with assets over $1 billion were high for the 
Study, at 10.8 percent, while those with assets between 
$51 and $100 million were the lowest, at 9.4 percent.  
The spread was 120 basis points for the trailing five-year 
period, with institutions with assets under $25 million 
returning 10.6 percent on average versus 9.4 percent for 
those with assets between $51 and $100 million. For the 
trailing 10-year period, the performance spread widened  
to 160 basis points, with the largest institutions returning 
an average of 7.2 percent annually versus 5.6 percent for 
institutions with assets between $25 and $50 million.

Larger endowments’ higher long-term net returns are gen-
erally attributed not only to the diversification benefit pro-
vided by their higher allocation to alternative investment 
strategies, but also to these institutions’ ability to access 
top quartile managers, their larger internal staffs, and their 
experienced boards and investment committees. While  
in some recent periods less well-diversified endowments, 
which tend to be smaller, have benefited from the support 
given to the equity markets by global central banks, the  

gradual withdrawal of this support in the last few years has 
meant that the benefits of diversification have increasingly 
reasserted themselves, particularly among larger institutions.

When the data are viewed by type of institution, FY2015 
return spreads were even more compressed than a year ago, 
when the range was 40 basis points from highest to lowest. 
Public institutions led the way this year, with an average 
return of 2.5 percent; the laggard in relative terms, 30 
basis points lower, was IRFs at 2.2 percent. Private institu-
tions realized an average return of 2.4 percent, while “all 
publics” returned 2.3 percent. Finally, combined endow-
ment/foundations reported an average return of 2.4 percent. 

Trailing three-year returns showed a similar 30-basis-point 
spread. “Public only” institutions returned an average of 
10.1 percent, followed by combined endowment/founda-
tions at 10.0 percent. Private institutions and “all publics” 
returned 9.9 percent each, while IRFs returned an average 
of 9.8 percent for the period. Private institutions generated 
the highest five-year returns, at 9.8 percent, with the other 
three type categories averaging 9.7 percent each. The high-
est 10-year return was reported by public institutions, an  

Figure 2.3 One-Year and Ten-Year Volatility for Fiscal Years 2006–2015

numbers in percent (%)

18%

12

 6

 0 

 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

 Short-Term Volatility (1 Year half-life)  Long-Term Volatility (10 Years)

Source: Volatility calculations based on data derived from FY2006–2008 Commonfund Benchmarks Study of Educational Endowments (higher education data only) and FY2009–2015 NACUBO- 
Commonfund Study of Endowments. For further information, see A Note on Methodology on page 129.

5.
3

10
.6

14
.5

10
.2

15
.3

10
.5

13
.4

10
.6

12
.7

11
.1

10
.2 10

.9

5.
76.

4

10
.2

10
.3

7.
6

10
.6

5.
9

11
.1



2015 NACUBO-Commonfund Study of Endowments 12

average of 6.5 percent, followed by private institutions  
at 6.3 percent. “All publics” returned 6.2 percent while 
IRFs and combined endowment/foundations each 
returned 6.1 percent for the period. 

This year, we continue our practice of publishing volatility 
and Sharpe ratios for the participant group (for a summary 
of the methodology used, please see A Note on Methodology 
on page 129). In FY2015’s low-return environment,  
one-year volatility declined to 5.7 percent, the lowest since 
FY2007, while 10-year volatility also declined slightly to 
10.2 percent from last year’s 10.3 percent. The Sharpe 
ratios associated with this year’s returns were, as might be 
expected, much lower than those for last year. The largest 
endowments had the highest Sharpe ratios, at 0.79, with 
Sharpe ratios generally declining in line with endowment 
size. As we have seen in recent years, the smallest endow-
ments had higher Sharpe ratios than their closest size 
cohorts. This was mainly due to their continuing high 

allocation—42 percent in fiscal 2015—to domestic  
equities, whose return of 6.5 percent for this group was 
higher than any other asset class to which they had a  
significant allocation. At the same time, however, we con-
tinue to note an increase in the gap between the Sharpe 
ratio earned by the largest endowments and that earned  
by the smallest. This difference of 0.35 is higher than at  
any point since FY2007 and points to the re-emergence  
of diversified portfolios as leaders in this measure of risk- 
adjusted performance. 

Figure 2.4 Sharpe Ratios for Fiscal Years 2006–2015

Size   ‘06 ‘07 ‘08 ‘09 ‘10 ‘11 ‘12 ‘13 ‘14 ‘15

Over $1 billion   1.91 3.18 -0.20 -1.43 0.98 1.57 0.08 1.66 1.89 0.79

$501 million–$1 billion   1.52 2.90 -0.33 -1.35 0.93 1.49 0.03 1.66 1.92 0.60

$101–$500 million   1.36 2.62 -0.39 -1.33 0.88 1.48 -0.07 1.55 1.95 0.39

$51–$100 million   1.01 2.44 -0.46 -1.21 0.84 1.48 -0.10 1.46 1.74 0.36

$25–$50 million   1.00 2.46 -0.48 -1.22 0.86 1.47 -0.05 1.45 1.60 0.33

Under $25 million   0.72 2.20 -0.49 -1.23 0.87 1.43 0.02 1.51 1.66 0.44

Difference in Sharpe ratio between largest and smallest endowments  1.19 0.98 0.29 -0.20 0.11 0.14 0.06 0.15 0.23 0.35

Source: Sharpe ratio calculations based on data derived from FY2006–2008 Commonfund Benchmarks Study of Educational Endowments (higher education data only) and FY2009–2015 NACUBO- 
Commonfund Study of Endowments. For further information, see A Note on Methodology on page 129.
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RETURNS BY ASSET CLASS 

As was the case last year, the highest return was earned  
by domestic equities, but at 6.4 percent the return was 
well below last year’s 22.8 percent. The laggard was inter-
national equities, which returned -2.1 percent compared 
to a strong 19.2 percent last year. Other returns were:  
fixed income, at 0.2 percent a 490-basis-point decline year 
over year; alternative strategies, at 1.1 percent an even 
sharper 1,160-basis-point reversal; and short-term securi-
ties/cash/other, which returned zero compared with  
1.9 percent the preceding year.

Across every size cohort and every asset class/strategy, 
including the sub-categories under alternative strategies, 
returns this year were lower than last year. From high to 
low across sizes and asset classes, returns varied by 200 
basis points for domestic equities; 70 basis points for fixed 
income; and 180 basis points for international equities. 
The spread expanded significantly, to 1,300 basis points, 
for alternative strategies.

Among the various alternative investment strategies,  
venture capital provided the highest return, as it did last 
year, with a FY2015 return of 15.1 percent compared  
with 23.3 percent for FY2014. Private equity real estate 
(non-campus) returned 9.9 percent, down from 12.6 per-
cent in FY2014.  

Figure 2.5 Average Return by Asset Class for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Average FY2015 total return 2.4 4.3 2.8 2.0 2.0 1.9 2.3

Domestic equities 6.4 7.0 7.8 5.8 6.7 5.9 6.5

Fixed income 0.2 0.5 0.3 0.2 0.0 0.1 0.7

International equities -2.1 -0.9 -1.5 -2.2 -2.5 -2.4 -2.7

Alternative strategies 1.1 6.5 3.2 2.5 -1.6 -1.6 -6.5

Private equity (LBOs, mezzanine, 
M&A funds and international 
private equity) 9.3 11.8 10.4 8.1 7.9 8.7 s

Marketable alternative strategies 
(hedge funds, absolute return, 
market neutral, long/short, 130/30, 
event-driven and derivatives) 2.7 3.3 2.8 2.7 3.3 1.7 -0.5

Venture capital 15.1 21.6 18.2 10.5 14.3 s s

Private equity real estate  
(non-campus) 9.9 13.4 12.2 8.3 9.5 5.7 s

Energy and natural resources -13.3 -12.5 -15.4 -11.6 -11.9 -16.6 s

Commodities and managed futures -17.7 -13.2 -15.8 -18.4 -20.0 -15.6 s

Distressed debt 5.4 3.6 5.4 5.8 7.6 6.1 s

Short-term securities/cash/other 0.0 0.1 -0.3 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.2

Short-term securities/cash 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.2

Other -0.5 s -2.4 0.1 1.1 s s

ssample size too small to analyze
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Private equity (LBOs, mezzanine, M&A funds and inter-
national private equity) followed at 9.3 percent compared 
with 16.5 percent in FY2014. Distressed debt produced  
a 5.4 percent return, down from the previous year’s  
13.2 percent. Marketable alternative strategies (hedge 
funds, absolute return, market neutral, long/short, 130/30, 
event-driven and derivatives) returned 2.7 percent versus 
FY2014’s 9.9 percent. Two strategies had negative returns: 
commodities and managed futures declined -17.7 percent 
compared with a 7.9 percent gain in FY2014, and energy 
and natural resources returned -13.3 percent against a  
15.3 percent advance last year. 

When the data are viewed by type of institution, domestic 
equity returns ranged from 6.7 percent for public institu-
tions to 6.2 percent for combined endowment/founda-
tions. The latter provided the highest fixed income returns, 
however, at 1.1 percent, while private institutions trailed at 
just 0.1 percent. International equity returns were negative 
for institutions of all types, with public institutions faring 
the worst with an average return of -3.0 percent. By con-
trast, public institutions realized the highest average returns  

from alternative investment strategies, at 2.1 percent.  
The relative laggard in alternatives, with a return of  
-0.9 percent, was IRFs. 

Participating institutions reported that, on average,  
8.2 percent of their investable assets were not part of their 
endowment—a figure that may indicate the reversal  
of a recent trend. For the fiscal years 2009, ’10 and ’11, 
participating institutions reported that an average of 
almost 9.9 percent of their investable assets were not part 
of the endowment. Over the next three fiscal years, that 
average fell to 8.0 percent and as low as 7.6 percent in 
FY2014. The increase for FY2015 may or may not indicate 
a new direction, but it will bear watching in future Studies. 
When the data are viewed by endowment size, the largest 
and smallest participating colleges and universities had the 
greatest proportion of investable assets not included in 
the endowment, at 10.6 percent for institutions with assets 
over $1 billion and 14.8 percent for institutions with assets 
under $25 million. These two size cohorts led in this cate-
gory last year as well.

Figure 2.6 Investable Assets That Are Not Part of Endowment

numbers in percent (%)
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LONG-TERM RETURN OBJECTIVES 

Seventy-four percent of Study respondents reported hav-
ing long-term investment objectives for their endowments, 
up one percentage point since last year’s Study. Among 
those with long-term objectives, the average target is an 
annual return of 7.3 percent, slightly below last year’s  
7.4 percent, while the median return target is 7.5 percent 
compared with 7.9 percent last year. Among those with 
long-term objectives, 29 percent report they are pursuing 
annual returns of 8.0 to 8.9 percent, unchanged since  
last year’s Study. Twenty percent target 7.0 to 7.9 percent, 
also unchanged. Another 5 percent reported an annual 
objective of 9.0 percent or more, two percentage points 
lower year over year.

Consistent with our observation in Studies over the  
years, long-term return objectives are far from universally 
held by participants in the FY2015 Study. The largest  
and smallest institutions are least likely to have long-term 
return objectives; 66 percent of institutions with assets 
over $1 billion reported long-term return objectives while 
just 61 percent of institutions with assets under $25 mil-
lion had them. Seventy-nine percent of institutions with 
assets between $101 and $500 million and between  
$51 and $100 million had long-term return objectives, 
which was high for the Study. 

Forty-six percent of institutions with assets between $501 
million and $1 billion have a long-term return objective of 
8.0 percent or more, while just 23 percent of institutions 
with assets under $25 million express the same objective. 

Falling commodity prices, slower growth in China, 
unsettled conditions in Europe, geopolitical hot spots 
around the globe and a tepid economy in the U.S. com-
bined to dampen returns in world financial markets  
in FY2015. In many instances, corporate performance 
was much better than country performance, especially 
in the U.S. But macro factors ruled the year and returns 
suffered. From a practical standpoint, the disappointing 
returns lowered 10-year trailing returns by 80 basis 
points to 6.3 percent—not enough to cover spending, 
inflation and investment management costs—and 
well below the long-term return objectives of more than 
half of the institutions participating in this year’s Study 
(see Viewpoint on page 39). 

Figure 2.7 Long-Term Return Objectives

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Have return objectives 74 66 73 79 79 76 61

Less than 5% 2 1 3 1 2 3 5

5.0%–5.9% 10 8 5 10 13 8 11

6.0%–6.9% 8 4 3 10 10 11 5

7.0%–7.9% 20 16 16 26 17 23 17

8.0%–8.9% 29 32 36 29 30 23 22

9% and over 5 5 10 3 7 8 1

Do not have return objectives 10 10 13 9 7 10 17

No answer/uncertain 16 24 14 12 14 14 22

Average 7.3 7.6 7.6 7.3 7.2 7.2 6.8

Median 7.5 8.0 8.0 7.5 7.5 7.5 7.1
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Chapter 3 
Asset Allocation, Investment Policies,  

Restrictions, and Responsible Investing Criteria 

OVERALL ASSET ALLOCATION 

Asset allocations remained generally stable from FY2014 
to FY2015. Institutions’ allocations in three of the five pri-
mary asset classes/strategies surveyed showed no change 
from year to year, and the remaining two changed by one 

percentage point. Asset allocations in FY2015 (with  
cor responding FY2014 allocations in parentheses), were: 
domestic equities, 16 percent (17 percent); fixed income  
9 percent (9 percent); international equities, 19 percent 
(19 percent); alternative strategies, 52 percent (51 percent); 
and short-term securities/cash/other, 4 percent (4 percent).

Figure 3.1 Asset Allocationss for Total Institutions for Fiscal Years 2006–2015

numbers in percent (%)

100%
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  0 2006 2007 2008 2009  2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Total  
Institutions  570  558  470  842  850  823  831  835  832  812

 Domestic equities  Fixed income  International equities  Alternative strategies  Short-term securities/cash/other

sdollar-weighted
Source: Commonfund Benchmarks Study of Educational Endowments 2006 –2008 data for institutions of higher education
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When the data are viewed by endowment size, asset allo-
cations varied widely, as they have in the past. In general, 
larger institutions had smaller allocations to liquid tradi-
tional asset classes such as domestic equities and fixed 
income, but larger allocations to less-liquid alternative 
strategies. The largest endowments had allocations to alter-
native strategies that were more than five times those of  
the smallest endowments’ allocations, while the smallest 
endowments in this year’s Study reported allocations to 
domestic equity and fixed income that were over three 
times those of the largest participants. International equity 
allocations showed a tighter range of variation, ranging 
from 15 percent to 21 percent of portfolios across the six 
size cohorts. Allocations to short-term securities/cash/
other were the largest among institutions with assets under 
$25 million, at 8 percent, and the smallest, at 4 percent, 
among institutions with assets over $1 billion. 

When the data are viewed by type of institution, the great-
est variability in asset allocation may be found in domestic 
equities and alternative strategies. With respect to the  
former, IRFs reported the largest allocation, at 26 percent,  
followed by combined endowment/foundations, at 21 per-
cent. “All publics” averaged 19 percent while both public 
and private institutions averaged 15 percent. As they fre-
quently have in the past, private institutions reported the 
largest allocation to alternative investment strategies, at  
54 percent, with public institutions devoting 50 percent of 
their assets to these strategies. The smallest allocation to 
alternatives, at 36 percent, was reported by IRFs. Short-
term securities/cash/other averaged 5 percent for private 
institutions, 4 percent for public institutions and IRFs, 
and 2 percent for combined endowment/foundations. 
IRFs reported the largest allocation to fixed income securi-
ties, at 13 percent; the smallest, at 8 percent, was found 
among private institutions. “All publics,” public and IRFs all 
reported international equity allocations of 21 percent,  
followed by 20 percent for combined endowment/founda-
tions and 18 percent for private institutions. 

Figure 3.2 Asset Allocationss for Fiscal Years 2013, 2014 and 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   835 832 812 82 91 94 70 77 77 261 262 261 166 168 167 125 125 117 131 109 96

   ‘13 ‘14 ‘15 ‘13 ‘14 ‘15 ‘13 ‘14 ‘15 ‘13 ‘14 ‘15 ‘13 ‘14 ‘15 ‘13 ‘14 ‘15 ‘13 ‘14 ‘15

Domestic equities  16 17 16 13 13 13 20 20 21 27 27 27 33 31 33 36 38 40 43 43 42

Fixed income  10 9 9 8 8 7 11 10 9 15 14 13 20 18 17 22 19 20 26 26 24

International equities  18 19 19 17 18 19 19 20 20 19 21 21 20 21 20 17 18 18 14 14 15

Alternative strategies  53 51 52 59 57 57 45 44 44 34 33 34 23 24 25 20 18 16 11 10 11

Short-term securities/cash/other  3 4 4 3 4 4 5 6 6 5 5 5 4 6 5 5 7 6 6 7 8

sdollar-weighted
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Examining all Study participants’ alternative strategy  
allocations more closely, of the 52 percent allocation 
devoted to alternative strategies, the largest allocation 
overall was 20 percent to marketable alternative strategies, 
up two percentage points from last year. This was followed 
by a 10 percent allocation to private equity, one percent-
age point lower than FY2014. Other FY2015 allocations 
were: 6 percent each to private equity real estate (non-campus) 
and energy and natural resources, 5 percent to venture 
capital, 2 percent to distressed debt, and 1 percent to com-
modities and managed futures. 

Figure 3.3 Detailed Asset Allocationss for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Domestic equities  16  13  21  27  33  40  42

Fixed income  9  7  9  13  17  20  24

International equities  19  19  20  21  20  18  15

Alternative strategies  52  57  44  34  25  16  11

Private equity (LBOs, mezzanine, 
M&A funds and international 
private equity)  10  12  7  5  3  2  0

Marketable alternative strategies 
(hedge funds, absolute return, 
market neutral, long/short, 130/30, 
event-driven and derivatives)  20  21  22  17  13  8  7

Venture capital  5  7  3  1  1  0  0

Private equity real estate 
(non-campus)  6  7  4  3  2  2  0

Energy and natural resources  6  6  4  3  2  1  1

Commodities and managed futures  1  1  1  1  1  1  1

Distressed debt  2  2  1  1  0  0  0

Alternatives not broken out  2  1  2  3  3  2  2

Short-term securities/cash/other  4  4  6  5  5  6  8

Short-term securities/cash  3  2  4  3  3  4  4

Other  1  1  2  2  1  2  3

Short-term securities/cash not 
broken out  0  1  0  0  1  0  1

sdollar-weighted
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INVESTMENTS BY ASSET CLASS 

Shifts between active and passive investment approaches 
were modest from year to year. Active strategies accounted 
for 71 percent of domestic equity assets, compared with 
74 percent a year ago, while indexed (or passive/enhanced 
strategies) rose to 29 percent from 26 percent. Three size 
cohorts employed active management at a rate of less than 
70 percent—institutions with assets between $101 and 
$500 million, at 68 percent, institutions with assets between 
$51 and $100 million, at 60 percent and institutions with 
assets between $25 and $50 million, at 67 percent. 

Domestic investment-grade (active) strategies accounted  
for an average 63 percent of fixed income assets, unchanged 
year over year. Domestic investment-grade (passive) 
approaches rose to 13 percent from 11 percent. Domestic  

non-investment-grade strategies (active or passive) 
accounted for a 10 percent allocation, unchanged over the 
year; international bonds (active or passive) declined to  
11 percent from 12 percent; and emerging markets (active 
or passive) accounted for 3 percent, one percentage point 
lower than last year’s Study. 

Fifty-one percent of international equity assets were allo-
cated to active MSCI EAFE strategies, down from 52 per-
cent in last year’s Study. Passive MSCI EAFE allocations 
declined to 11 percent from last year’s 12 percent. Emerg-
ing markets accounted for 38 percent of the international 
equity allocation, versus 36 percent in last year’s Study.  
As in the past, institutions with assets over $1 billion had 
the largest emerging markets allocation by far, at 42 per-
cent of the international equity allocation. Institutions 
with assets under $25 million reported the lowest emerg-
ing markets allocation, at 19 percent. 

Figure 3.4 Domestic Equity Asset Mixs for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

Responding institutions  708 675 79 79 73 70 225 223 140 137 100 95 91 71

   ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Type of investment strategy  

Active  74 71 75 73 77 75 71 68 64 60 71 67 70 71

Indexed (passive/enhanced)  26 29 25 27 23 25 29 32 36 40 29 33 30 29

sdollar-weighted

Figure 3.5 Fixed Income Asset Mixs for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

Responding institutions  699 639 77 75 67 64 220 209 140 133 102 89 93 69

   ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Type of investment strategy  

Domestic investment-grade (active)  63 63 63 64 58 61 62 59 67 62 68 68 68 70

Domestic investment-grade (passive) 11 13 9 9 17 20 13 17 14 19 12 13 18 18

Domestic non-investment-grade 
(active or passive)  10 10 12 12 6 3 9 9 5 6 10 11 4 4

International bonds (active or passive) 12 11 12 12 15 13 12 11 10 10 8 6 7 4

Emerging markets (active or passive)  4 3 4 3 4 3 4 4 4 3 2 2 3 4

sdollar-weighted
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Reviewing allocations to alternative strategies, the alloca-
tion to marketable alternative strategies (a category that 
includes hedge funds, absolute return strategies, market 
neutral strategies, long/short equity, 130/30, event-driven 
strategies and derivatives) was the largest at 40 percent of 
the total alternatives allocation, up two percentage points 
compared with FY2014. After that, in descending size,  
other allocations to alternative strategies were: private equity 
(including LBOs, mezzanine, M&A funds and interna-
tional private equity), at 21 percent versus 22 percent last  

year; energy and natural resources (oil, gas, timber, com-
modities and managed futures), at 13 percent compared 
with 15 percent a year ago; private equity real estate 
(non-campus), unchanged at 12 percent; venture capital, 
at 11 percent, up from 9 percent a year ago; and distressed 
debt, at 3 percent compared with 4 percent last year. 

Consistent with past Studies, smaller institutions in the 
FY2015 Study generally had the largest proportional allo-
cations to marketable alternative strategies, reflecting their 
relative preference for liquidity, even when investing in  

Figure 3.6 International Equity Asset Mixs for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

Responding institutions  706 668 82 83 73 68 228 219 139 138 98 92 86 68

   ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Type of investment strategy  

Active MSCI EAFE  52 51 49 48 60 61 57 57 55 58 60 61 59 61

Passive/index MSCI EAFE  12 11 11 10 10 11 16 15 17 17 19 15 21 20

Emerging markets  36 38 40 42 30 28 27 28 28 25 21 24 20 19

sdollar-weighted

Figure 3.7 Alternative Strategies Asset Mixs for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

Responding institutions  704 676 86 89 72 72 236 231 141 139 96 90 73 55

   ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Type of investment  

Private equity (LBOs, mezzanine, 
M&A funds and international 
private equity)  22 21 24 22 17 17 17 17 13 15 17 11 3 3

Marketable alternative strategies 
(hedge funds, absolute return,  
market neutral, long/short, 130/30,  
event-driven and derivatives)  38 40 35 38 49 51 52 54 56 58 49 57 67 74

Venture capital  9 11 9 12 6 7 5 5 3 3 4 4 1 3

Private equity real estate 
(non-campus)  12 12 13 12 9 9 8 8 10 9 12 12 8 5

Energy and natural resources 
(oil, gas, timber, commodities 
and managed futures)  15 13 15 12 15 12 15 13 15 13 16 15 17 13

Distressed debt  4 3 4 4 4 4 3 3 3 2 2 1 4 2

sdollar-weighted
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alternative strategies, and the relatively undeveloped nature  
of their alternative investment portfolios. There is some 
evidence of even greater concentration this year; to that 
point, institutions with assets under $25 million devoted 
74 percent of their alternatives allocation to marketable 
alternatives, up from 67 percent last year. For these insti-
tutions, energy and natural resources claimed another  
13 percent of their alternatives allocation, while all other 
allocations were in a range of 2 to 5 percent. 

By contrast, the largest institutions had the smallest alloca-
tion to marketable alternative strategies, at 38 percent. 
These institutions had the largest allocation to private 
equity (22 percent) and venture capital (12 percent) and 
were tied for largest with their allocation to private equity 
real estate (non-campus), at 12 percent, and distressed 
debt, at 4 percent. This same group was tied for the small-
est allocation to energy and natural resources (12 percent).

When alternative strategies allocations are viewed by type 
of institution, IRFs and combined endowment/foun-
dations reported a 47 percent allocation to marketable  
alternatives, followed by 45 percent for “all publics,”  
44 percent for public institutions and 38 percent for pri-
vate colleges and universities. While private institutions 

reported the smallest allocation to marketable alternatives, 
their portfolios showed greater diversification, with the 
largest allocations to private equity, at 22 percent, private 
equity real estate (non-campus), at 13 percent, and venture 
capital, at 12 percent. Moreover, in a poor year for energy 
and natural resources and distressed debt, private institu-
tions had the smallest allocation to these strategies, at  
12 percent and 3 percent, respectively. Private equity was 
the second-largest allocation for four types of institu-
tions—private institutions, “all publics,” public and IRFs, 
and was tied for the second-largest among combined 
endowment/foundations. 

PORTFOLIO REBALANCING 

Eighty-four percent of Study participants overall reported 
rebalancing their portfolios at least once in FY2015  
compared with 83 percent that did so in FY2014. A lower 
percentage of institutions in the two smallest size cohorts 
rebalanced in FY2015, with 79 percent of each group  
having rebalanced. The highest incidence of rebalancing, 
at 88 percent, was found among institutions with assets 
between $501 million and $1 billion. 

Figure 3.8 Portfolio Rebalancing for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015
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Rebalancing the portfolio is usually more effective when 
undertaken on a regular calendar basis or in response  
to certain pre-agreed market movements away from the 
target or policy portfolio. Leaving the rebalancing decision 
to subjective factors can expose the portfolio and its fidu-
ciaries to the risks of market timing. 

The two most widely followed rebalancing methodologies 
are calendar-based approaches and market value-based 
approaches. Educational institutions using the former most 
frequently rebalanced on a quarterly basis, with 26 percent 
doing so. Ten percent rebalanced monthly and 8 percent 
rebalanced annually. Two percent rebalanced semi-annually. 
Of those using market value-based methodologies, 88 per-
cent used a target- and range-based approach, while 40 per-
cent rebalanced in response to major gifts or other cash flows. 

Figure 3.9 Portfolio Rebalancing Frequencys for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

Responding institutions  752 742 83 83 73 73 245 245 151 156 110 107 90 78

   ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Calendar-based

Annually  9 8 1 2 7 4 9 9 6 6 14 14 14 14

Semi-annually   3 2 2 2 1 0 3 2 4 3 6 2 2 3

Quarterly   25 26 12 16 15 16 28 28 33 33 24 25 23 28

Monthly   9 10 12 11 11 8 9 12 11 11 6 6 7 5

Other  3 3 8 7 4 1 2 2 1 3 3 2 1 3

Market value-based 

Target- and range-based  88 88 80 81 90 96 89 91 91 87 89 85 86 87

Response to major gifts or 
other cash flows  38 40 25 34 32 36 39 40 42 44 35 43 47 41

Other  1 1 2 1 0 0 1 ss 1 1 1 1 0 0

�smultiple responses allowed
sssample size too small to analyze
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Of the total Study universe, 642 institutions, or 79 per-
cent of participants, reported that they use a system of 
liquidity classification for their assets. Among these insti-
tutions, 49 percent of assets were allocated to investments 
with daily liquidity, level with last year’s percentage. Six-
teen percent of assets were allocated to investments with 
monthly liquidity compared with 17 percent last year;  
11 percent of assets had quarterly liquidity, up from  
10 percent in FY2014. Five percent had annual liquidity, 
unchanged year over year, and 2 percent had semi-annual 
liquidity, also unchanged. Another 15 percent was  
illiquid, i.e., greater than 365 days, the same proportion  
as reported a year ago. 

As might be expected based on their significantly higher 
allocations to alternative strategies, the two larger endow-
ment size categories reported the greatest proportion of 
assets that are illiquid and the smallest share of assets with 
daily liquidity. Both allocations were correlated with 
size—illiquid allocations falling along with endowment 
size and allocations to assets with daily liquidity rising. 

Many endowments also use a functional categorization 
when describing their asset allocation, in parallel to the  
traditional asset class terminology. Among participating 
institutions, 76 percent said that they employ this meth-
odology, an increase of three percentage points since last  

Figure 3.10 Percent Allocated to Liquidity Categories in Fiscal Year 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

Responding institutions  642  72  67  233  134  76  60

Daily 49 24 32 46 59 63 66

Monthly 16 15 18 18 11 13 20

Quarterly 11 14 14 13 11 9 2

Semi-annually  2 3 2 2 2 1 0

Annually  5 9 9 6 4 3 2

Illiquid (> 365 days) 15 32 24 13 10 9 7

Other 2 3 1 2 3 2 3

Figure 3.11 Classifications Used in Constructing Portfolio

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Uses classificationss 76 62 80 79 77 78 72

Growth assets 96 95 95 97 96 100 94

Risk reduction 96 97 92 97 98 95 91

Inflation protection (real assets, TIPS) 85 97 92 91 81 79 67

Opportunistic 59 84 66 66 54 47 38

Liquidity  71 79 77 72 64 69 68

Duration  56 62 47 57 50 57 61

Other 6 9 6 4 8 5 4

Do not use 10 7 8 13 9 9 11

No answer/uncertain 14 31 12 8 14 13 17

smultiple responses allowed
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year’s report. Within this group, 96 percent each use  
designations of growth assets and risk reduction. Eighty-
five percent have assets dedicated to inflation protection, 
such as that afforded by real assets and TIPS; 71 percent 
use a liquidity designation; 59 percent use an oppor-
tunistic strategy classification; and 56 percent use a dura-
tion classification. 

Across the size cohorts, use of the growth assets and risk 
reduction classifications are the highest, ranging from  
91 percent to 100 percent of institutions. Large endow-
ments are more likely to use the inflation protection, 
opportunistic and liquidity classifications. The duration 
category was used at a higher rate this year compared with 
last by five of the six size categories, perhaps in anticipa-
tion of interest rate moves by the Federal Reserve (which 
became a reality in December 2015 with a quarter-point 
increase in the short-term interest rate). 

RISK MANAGEMENT 

FY2015 was the third year in which the NCSE pursued 
inquiry into the risk management practices of participat-
ing institutions, and over that time it has been clear that 
institutions are making greater use of various risk manage-
ment disciplines and methodologies.

In FY2013, for example, the Study found that 50 percent 
of participating institutions employed risk limits and 
guidelines in their portfolios. Last year that figure increased 
to 57 percent and this year it grew again to 62 percent.  
Of those institutions using risk limits, 67 percent employ 
soft limits, the same as last year, while 21 percent employ 
hard limits, down one percentage point. 

In general, a greater proportion of larger endowments than 
smaller ones employed risk limits. Sixty-six percent of 
institutions with assets over $1 billion employ risk limits 
and guidelines, as did 66 percent of endowments with 
assets between $101 and $500 million and 68 percent of 
institutions with assets between $51 and $100 million.  
The lowest rate of adoption was 53 percent, found among 
institutions with assets under $25 million. 

Figure 3.12 Employs Risk Limits and Guidelines Within Portfolio

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Employs limits or guidelines 62 66 55 66 68 57 53

Employs hard limits 21 18 24 20 20 14 37

Employs soft limits 67 69 71 68 65 73 53

No answer/uncertain 12 13 5 12 15 13 10
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Seventy-nine percent of institutions that employ risk  
limits reported that they use volatility calculations, such  
as standard deviation, up from 76 percent a year ago.  
Sixty-six percent use measures such as alpha and beta,  
up from 61 percent in the previous Study. Thirty-seven 
percent said that they use value at risk calculations based 
on returns, unchanged year over year but up from 32 percent 
in FY2013, while 33 percent reported employing value  
at risk calculations based on positions, unchanged over  
the year.

Fifty-one percent of all Study respondents reported  
using stress testing or scenario analysis for their port-
folios, a five-percentage-point increase over FY2014  
and 10 percentage points higher than FY2013. Such risk 
management tools are much more likely to be used by 
large endowments. Sixty-five percent of institutions with 
assets of $501 million to $1 billion use stress or scenario 
tests followed by 61 percent of institutions with assets over 
$1 billion. By comparison, just 21 percent of those with 
assets under $25 million do so. Across all size categories 

Figure 3.13 Types of Risk Metrics Useds

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

Responding institutions  507  62  42  171  114  67  51

Volatility calculations (standard 
deviation, etc.) 79 85 76 87 77 70 61

Greek letter measures of return 
(alpha, beta, etc.) 66 66 71 73 63 64 49

VaR calculations based on returns 
(top-down) 37 27 48 35 44 34 33

VaR calculations based on 
positions (bottom-up) 33 19 36 32 39 40 31

Other 15 23 24 13 14 9 10

smultiple responses allowed

Figure 3.14 Applies Stress or Scenario Tests to Portfolio
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except institutions with assets over $1 billion, the pro-
portion of institutions applying stress or scenario tests to  
their port folios was higher this year than last. In one 
instance, institutions with assets between $25 and $50 
million, it rose a full seven percentage points. 

RESPONSIBLE INVESTING PRACTICES: 
SRI, ESG AND IMPACT INVESTING 

In recent years, in consultation with our advisory boards, 
we have revised our suite of responsible investing questions 
to include not only Socially Responsible Investing (SRI) 
but also Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) 
investing and impact investing criteria and practices. 
(Please refer to the glossary in Appendix V for definitions 
of responsible investing practices.) In general, we have 
found that adoption of responsible investing policies and 
practices is growing, but at a slow rate. 

Of the 812 Study participants, 15 percent reported 
including in their portfolios investments that rank high  
on ESG criteria, one percentage point higher than a year 
ago. When the data are viewed by size of institution,  
those with assets between $501 million and $1 billion and 
those with assets between $101 and $500 million are most 
likely to include investments ranking high on ESG criteria, 
at 17 percent each.

Twenty-five percent employ SRI practices by excluding or 
screening out investments that are inconsistent with the 
institution’s mission, a figure that was unchanged year over 
year. Institutions with assets under $25 million were most 
likely to use this practice, at a rate of 29 percent. With 
regard to impact investing, 16 percent reported that they 
allocate a portion of their endowment to investments  
that further the institution’s mission compared with 15 per-
cent in last year’s Study. Once again, the smallest par tici-
pating institutions used this practice at the highest rate, at 
19 percent.

Figure 3.15 Currently Required/Permitted Responsible Investing Practices

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Seek to include investments 
ranking high on ESG criteria

Yes 15 15 17 17 14 10 15

No 71 55 70 75 76 69 73

Uncertain 14 30 13 8 10 21 12

Exclude or screen out investments 
inconsistent with institution’s 
mission

Yes 25 27 16 27 21 26 29

No 64 49 70 65 71 61 60

Uncertain 11 24 14 8 8 13 11

Allocate portion of endowment 
to investments furthering  
institution’s mission

Yes 16 18 16 15 15 14 19

No 70 56 70 75 74 66 67

Uncertain 14 26 14 10 11 20 14
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When the data are viewed by type, private institutions are 
most likely to include investments ranking high on ESG 
criteria. Eighteen percent of this cohort reported adhering 
to this approach, compared with 11 percent of combined 
endowment/foundations, 10 percent of “all publics” and 
IRFs and 8 percent of public institutions. Private institu-
tions were also most likely to practice SRI by excluding or 
screening out investments inconsistent with their mission. 
Thirty-one percent of private institutions said that they 
use this approach compared with 20 percent of public 
institutions, 14 percent of “all publics,” 13 percent of IRFs 
and 11 percent of combined endowment/foundations. 
With respect to impact investments, 17 percent of private 
institutions employed this practice followed by 15 percent 
of combined endowment/foundations. Twelve percent of 
each of the remaining three categories did so. 

In general, survey respondents offered more comments, 
and at greater length in many instances, on responsible 
investing than on any other topic covered by the Study.  
A private university in the Southeast simply said, “All 
endowment decisions are made to further the university’s 
mission.” That stands in contrast to a public university on 
the West Coast that said, “It is important to recognize that 
the university has a moral and fiduciary responsibility to 
pursue a reasonable rate of return, with appropriate diver-
sification and risk, on its portfolio in order to support its 
mission and goals. Within this context, the committee will 
consider factors other than investment return in its invest-
ment choices in order to reflect the university’s social and 
ethical principles, and will take proactive steps to invest  
in ways that are consistent with these principles wherever 
reasonably possible.” Some Study respondents commented  

that there are practical hurdles to implementing an effec-
tive program of socially responsible investing, while others 
indicated that through separate accounts they are provid-
ing donors concerned about social/sustainable investing 
the opportunity to support the institution in a way that is 
consistent with their values. A public university in the 
Midwest said, “We made no changes to our existing port-
folio, but we created a statement of investment principles 
and established an alternative ESG portfolio, seeded it 
with money from our main portfolio and are making that 
an option for endowment donors.” A public university and 
university foundation in the Midwest commented, “The 
majority of the portfolio is not subject to ESG, SRI or 
impact investing screens. However, the foundation has 
allocated a total of $2.5 million to be managed by under-
graduate students who will invest in fixed income and 
equity securities using ESG criteria.” Many institutions are 
undecided, indicating that they do not currently have a 
policy, but continue to have ongoing discussions on the 
topic. Said a private college in the Northeast, “We cur-
rently do not engage actively in ESG or SRI but we are 
weighing whether ESG considerations, defined broadly, 
should be a factor when hiring managers.” A public uni-
versity on the West Coast commented, “We have not  
considered SRI investment in the past due to potential 
negative impact on returns. The investment committee is 
currently exploring the possibilities of including ESG for a 
portion of its investment portfolio and will continue 
researching this topic further.” 
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Only 7 percent of participating organizations overall said 
that their board has decided to exclude responsible invest-
ing practices from consideration when managing the 
endowment, a one-percentage-point increase from last 
year; 76 percent said their board has not made such a deci-
sion, while 17 percent had no answer or were uncertain. 
When the data are viewed by endowment size, 11 percent 
of institutions with assets between $501 million and  
$1 billion said that their board had made such a decision, 
while 5 percent of institutions in the two smallest size 
cohorts said that their board had done so. 

When the data are viewed by type of institution, responses 
ranged from 9 percent of combined endowment/founda-
tions to 8 percent of “all public” institutions and 7 percent 
each for the other three cohorts.

Once again, this question elicited a great number of  
comments. Many of them indicated that Study partici-
pants believe that incorporating responsible investing  
considerations into their decision-making may compro-
mise their fiduciary duty and the associated objective  
of pursuing the greatest achievable risk-adjusted return. 

Addressing the topic of divestment of fossil fuel-related 
investments, a public university foundation in the Mid-
west said, “(The) board confirmed that divestment is not 
consistent with the foundation’s fiduciary responsibility 
with regard to investment of endowed assets.” Said a faith-
based institution in the Northeast, “[The] endowment 
goal is to maximize risk-adjusted return to allow the uni-
versity to advance institutional mission.” Another faith-
based institution in the Northeast commented, “[The] 
investment committee feels socially responsible investing  
is subjective and affects return…” A state university foun-
dation on the West Coast said, “Not consistent with  
primary objective to meet return objectives commensurate 
with level of risk. It is also what the endowment funds  
via distribution to campus programs and scholarships, not 
how it invests, that most tangibly advances our objective 
and mission.” Another state university foundation on the 
West Coast said, “Our investment committee agrees that  

Figure 3.16 Board Has Decided to Exclude Responsible Investing Considerations
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funds. Their only goal is to obtain the greatest return on 
investment that they can. They are not to bring political or 
personal views into the investment of the foundation’s 
funds.” Among other comments:

“The expense ratios associated with these types of invest-
ments are often higher.”

“Too difficult to define and monitor.”

“Too many diverse opinions on what should be included 
and what should be excluded.”

“Lack of information about impact on returns.”

“State law requires that we invest in the ‘sole best financial 
interest’ of the fund.”

Seven percent of participating institutions said they were 
considering changing their investment policy to include ESG 
integration, unchanged year over year, while 70 percent said 
they were not (69 percent last year) and 23 percent gave 
no answer or were uncertain (24 percent a year ago). 

When the data are viewed by size of endowment, 4 to  
9 percent of the size cohorts said that they were consider-
ing changing their investment policy to include ESG  
integration. The highest 9 percent rate occurred among 
institutions in the two largest size groupings.

When the data are viewed by type of institution, 6 to  
9 percent of institutions in the various categories 
responded that they are considering changing their policy. 

The percentage of institutions reporting that they had  
met with third-party stakeholders regarding responsible 
investing considerations showed a marked increase this 
year compared with last. Thirty-one percent of institutions 
participating in this year’s Study said they had held meet-
ings of this type, up from 26 percent a year ago. 

This rate is much higher among larger institutions, with  
55 percent of institutions with assets over $1 billion and  
57 percent of institutions with assets between $501 mil-
lion and $1 billion reporting having had such meetings. 
The lowest rate, 12 percent, was found among institutions 
with assets under $25 million, although this represented 
an increase from 7 percent a year ago. 

Figure 3.17 Considering Changing Investment Policy to Include ESG Integration
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The disparity is not as great when the data are viewed by 
type of institution. Thirty-five percent of public institu-
tions and 33 percent of private institutions reported meet-
ing with third-party stakeholders regarding responsible 
investing compared with 28 percent of “all publics” and 
combined endowment/foundations, and 25 percent of IRFs.

Institutions that had meetings with third-party stakeholders 
were asked about the topics discussed at those meetings.  
In discussions with students, divestment of fossil fuels was 
discussed at the highest rate, at 70 percent (176 of 251 
institutions), followed by ESG, at 41 percent (102 responses) 
and SRI, at 35 percent (89 institutions). (The number of  

Figure 3.18 Have Met with Third-Party Stakeholders Regarding Responsible Investing Considerations

numbers in percent (%)

80%

60

40

20

 0

  Total Over $501 Million– $101–$500 $51–$100 $25–$50 Under 
 Institutions  $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

 Yes  No  No answer/uncertain

31
51

18

55
16

29

57
25

18

34
53

13

22
63

15 16
60

24

12
68

20

Figure 3.19 Topics Discusseds at Meetings with Third-Party Stakeholders
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responding institutions is indicated to give a sense of the 
relatively low sample size; multiple responses were 
allowed.) Among other constituencies—alumni, employ-
ees/faculty, donors and grant-makers—the rates for all 
three discussion topics were measurably lower, as they were 
last year. Of these “other” constituencies, ESG, SRI and 
divestment were discussed most frequently with employ-
ees, a group that would include faculty. 

Ten percent of Study respondents said that their managers 
include investments ranking higher on ESG factors,  
up from 8 percent in FY2014, while 18 percent said their 
managers exclude undesirable investments inconsistent 
with the institution’s mission, unchanged since the previ-
ous Study.

When the data are viewed by endowment size, institutions 
with assets between $501 million and $1 billion said  
that their managers included investments ranking higher 
on ESG factors at the highest rate among the size cohorts, 
at 17 percent. Other categories were in the range of 5 to  

10 percent. Twenty percent of institutions with assets 
between $101 and $500 million and with assets between 
$25 and $50 million said that their managers exclude 
undesirable investments that are inconsistent with institu-
tional mission. The lowest instance of this practice, at  
12 percent, was found among institutions with assets 
between $501 million and $1 billion. 

Asked if their managers vote proxies consistent with 
responsible investing practices, 9 percent of respondents 
said proxies are voted consistent with ESG policy, 
unchanged since FY2014, and 11 percent said they are 
voted consistent with SRI policy, also unchanged, as  
was the 13 percent that said they are voted consistent  
with other responsible investing criteria. 

Thirteen percent of institutions with assets over $1 billion 
and those with assets between $101 and $500 million said 
that proxies are voted consistent with ESG policy, the high-
est among the six size cohorts, while the lowest rate was  
3 percent, from institutions with assets under $25 million.  

Figure 3.20 Managers Integrate Responsible Investing in Decision-Making

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Managers include investments 
ranking higher on ESG 10 10 17 10 8 10 5

Managers exclude undesirable 
investments inconsistent with 
institution’s mission 18 19 12 20 17 20 14

Figure 3.21 Managers Vote Proxies Consistent with Responsible Investing Criterias

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Vote proxies consistent with  
ESG policy 9 13 6 13 5 9 3

Vote proxies consistent with  
SRI policy 11 19 9 15 5 9 5

Vote proxies consistent with other  
responsible investing criteria 13 16 18 15 11 13 6

smultiple responses allowed
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As for voting proxies consistent with SRI policy, 19 per-
cent of institutions with assets over $1 billion said their 
managers did so, while the rate fell to a low of 5 percent 
among institutions with assets between $51 and $100 mil-
lion and those with assets under $25 million. 

Four percent of Study respondents said that proxy voting 
was essential in the hiring of investment managers while  
73 percent said it was not essential and 23 percent gave no 
answer or were uncertain. Respectively, comparable year-
ago figures were 5 percent, 68 percent and 27 percent.

Institutions with assets between $51 and $100 million 
responded that proxy voting was important at a higher rate 
than the other size cohorts, a rate of 6 percent. Just 2 per-
cent of the largest size cohort said proxy voting was  
essential in manager hiring, while no institution in the 
next-largest size cohort said it was essential.

When the data are viewed by type of institution, 5 per-
cent of private institutions said proxy voting was essential 
in manager hiring. Among the other four type cohorts, 
response rates ranged from zero to 3 percent.

Asset allocation, including rebalancing, showed very 
little change this year over last. If there is an asset allo-
cation development that merits comment, it may be a 
leveling off in the size of the allocation to alternative 
investment strategies. This FY2015 allocation did grow 
one percentage point, but at 52 percent it remains 
below the high of 54 percent reached in FY2012. While 
asset allocation is one way to manage portfolio risk, 
other proactive risk management tools showed greater 
rates of adoption this year over last and, in the process, 
continued a trend that has been gaining momentum 
over the past few years. In our suite of three questions 
on this topic, Study respondents indicated that the use 
of risk management methodologies was higher than or 
equal to their use last year. Responsible investing prac-
tices showed increased rates of adoption, but only 
modestly so. The frequency with which boards have 
decided to actually exclude responsible investing con-
siderations was low—in the single-digit range. But so 
was the rate at which boards are considering changing 
their investment policy to include ESG integration. In 
their comments, many institutions indicated that they are 
looking closely at responsible investing, including ESG, 
SRI and mission-related commitments, but their consid-
eration of it generally remains at the discussion stage.

Figure 3.22 Proxy Voting Was Essential in Hiring Manager
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Chapter 4 
Debt 

INTEREST RATE ENVIRONMENT 

The perception that developed as the fiscal year unfolded 
with regard to interest rates was two-pronged. One, which 
continues to be a fear today, is the concern that weakness 
in energy and materials prices would make it more diffi-
cult for non-U.S. companies in those industries that had 
issued dollar-denominated debt to repay the amounts they 
owed, because the currencies of their countries would  
be devalued against the dollar. Clearly, there were fears  
of a moment of reckoning awaiting energy and natural 
resource companies that may have taken on too much 
leverage when prices for energy and commodities in gen-
eral were higher. 

The market also began to make a differentiation between 
these companies and those that were more creditworthy, 
with the greater concern focused on high-yield obligors 
rated below AA by the rating agencies. At the upper end  
of the spectrum, some companies with very high credit 
ratings issued debt to buy back stock because the rate that 
they had to pay on their on their debt was lower than  
the dividend they paid on their stock. This phenomenon 
of debt-for-equity swaps in the ultra-high quality segment  
of the market reduced some of the floating supply of  
equities and may have provided a stronger pricing foun-
dation for those companies’ shares.

In a related development, as interest rates came down 
investors were challenged to decide where to put their 
money. In such a situation, it is usual for investors to buy 
longer-maturity instruments, extending out on the interest 
rate curve to get a higher rate. A second step is to extend 
out the investment-grade credit spectrum, and a third step 
is often to extend further out on the risky credits spectrum, 
all in search of higher yield. In FY2015, however, investors 
began to reverse course and move out of risky credits.  
This resulted in redemptions and flows of assets out of high 
yield bonds and bond funds. In the distressed debt area, 
some of these flows were driven by money managers them-
selves. Starting in the second half of the fiscal year, dis-
tressed debt managers began harvesting their portfolios and 
amassing cash instead of reinvesting as they awaited the 
next period in the cycle, which is likely to be more conser-
vative. At the same time, the market began to price in a 
delay in the start of the Federal Reserve’s interest rate rise.

From a debt standpoint, the expectation began to grow 
that there would be less debt issuance by the U.S. govern-
ment because federal budget deficits had come in slightly 
lower than expected. But, it turned out to have little 
impact on pricing. While some expected that there would 
be greater demand for U.S. Treasury debt, one of the  
factors constraining the price of U.S. Treasury debt was  
the low yield level on global debt in the developed world, 
whether in Europe or Japan.
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DEBT LOAD 

The 610 Study respondents currently carrying debt 
reported that average long-term total debt stood at $219.1 
million at June 30, 2015, a 0.7 percent increase compared 
to the $217.5 million reported a year ago. Median debt 
rose at a slightly higher rate, growing 5.4 percent to $58.2 
million from $55.2 million last year. Debt service as a per-
centage of the operating budget declined in FY2015 to  
5.3 percent from 5.7 percent in FY2014.

When the data are viewed by size of institution, average 
debt rose for three size cohorts and declined for the other 
three. The sharpest increase, 15.8 percent, was reported  
by schools with assets between $25 and $50 million, 
where average debt rose to $40.3 million from $34.8 mil-
lion. The largest decrease, 23.7 percent, was reported by 
insti tutions with assets between $51 million and $100 mil-
lion, where average debt declined to $52.7 million from  
$69.1 million. 

Median debt also rose for three size cohorts and fell for 
three. The most notable increase, 10.6 percent, was 
reported by institutions with assets over $1 billion, where 
median debt rose to $859.7 million from $777.1 million. 
The largest decrease in median debt, 14.2 percent, was 
found among institutions with assets under $25 million.

When the data are viewed by type of institution, private 
institutions increased average debt to $162.0 million from 
$154.0 million in FY2014. Public institutions also raised 
their average debt level—to $815.3 million from $781.1 
million a year ago. The other two public categories both 
lowered debt. IRFs reduced debt to an average of $45.7 
million from $57.1 million, while combined endowment/
foundations lowered debt to an average of $484.6 million 
from $518.9 a year ago.

Institutions with debt reported that 84.4 percent of their 
debt carries a fixed rate of interest, with 15.6 percent  
paying a floating rate. Comparable figures last year were 
very similar, at 84.0 percent and 16.0 percent, respectively. 
The average interest rate paid on fixed rate debt was  
4.2 percent, the same as FY2014, while the rate on floating 
rate debt rose to 1.5 percent from 1.3 percent. While all 
six size cohorts reported that the vast majority of debt is 
fixed rate, institutions in the three larger size cohorts reported 
the most frequent use of fixed rate debt, while smaller 
institutions were more likely to access floating rate debt. 

Sixty-five percent of organizations with debt said they 
decreased their debt during the fiscal year, up from last 
year’s 62 percent, while 30 percent reported an increase,  
a two-percentage-point decrease over the year. 

Figure 4.1 Debt Levels for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
 Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

Responding institutions  610  71  54  210  134  86  55

Average debt ($ in millions) 219.1 1,161.6 293.1 111.1 52.7 40.3 26.8

Median debt ($ in millions) 58.2 859.7 167.1 69.9 39.1 23.0 11.5

Debt service as a percentage 
of operating budget 5.3 4.5 4.9 5.4 4.8 6.3 6.4

Percentage of debt that is  
fixed rate 84.4 90.7 88.3 87.9 81.5 76.0 77.4

Average interest rate 4.2 4.2 4.2 4.6 3.9 3.7 4.2

Percentage of debt that is  
floating rate 15.6 9.3 11.7 12.1 18.5 24.0 22.6

Average interest rate 1.5 0.3 1.0 1.3 1.8 2.1 2.6
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Of those institutions reporting they increased debt during 
FY2015, only those with assets between $501 million and 
$1 billion and $101 and $500 million did so at a higher 
rate than last year but both increases were only one per-
centage point. The greatest year over year change occurred 
among institutions with assets under $25 million, where 
25 percent of respondents increased debt, a decline from 
last year’s 30 percent, while 69 percent of this cohort 
reported decreasing debt, up from last year’s 62 percent. 

As has been true in recent Studies, most institutions say 
that they will not increase debt. This year, 65 percent of 
respondents said they had no plan to significantly increase  

debt in the next two years while 24 percent indicated they 
likely would increase debt. Comparable figures last year 
were 65 percent and 23 percent, respectively. 

When the data are viewed by endowment size, plans to 
increase debt correlated with size—the larger the institu-
tion, the more likely it is to raise debt. The highest rate,  
34 percent, was found among institutions with assets over 
$1 billion, while the lowest, 18 percent, occurred among 
institutions with assets under $25 million. Proportionally 
more institutions in the three smaller size cohorts said they 
had no plan to significantly increase debt.

Figure 4.2 Changes to Debt in Fiscal Year 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

Responding institutions  610  71  54  210  134  86  55

Increased debt 30 46 31 27 30 27 25

Decreased debt 65 45 63 69 67 67 69

No change 4 6 6 4 3 5 6

No answer/uncertain 1 3 0 0 0 1 0

Figure 4.3 Plan to Significantly Increase Debt in Next Two Yearss
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When the data are viewed by type of institution, a major-
ity of every size cohort indicated that they did not plan  
to increase debt significantly over the next two years.  
Seventy-eight percent of IRFs reported no plan to signifi-
cantly increase debt, the highest rate, while the lowest,  
at 53 percent, was found among combined endowment/
foundations. Sixty-four percent of private institutions  
and 62 percent of public institutions reported no plan to  
raise debt levels. 

Forty-three percent of organizations with debt said that 
they have a formal debt policy compared with 41 percent 
reporting such a policy a year ago. Fifty-one percent said 
they do not have a formal debt policy, down two percent-
age points year over year.

Larger institutions are more likely to have a formal debt 
policy than their smaller counterparts. The highest inci-
dence of such a policy, at 70 percent, was found among 
institutions with assets over $1 billion; the lowest rate,  
at 27 percent, was reported by institutions with assets 
between $25 and $50 million. 

Figure 4.4 Have Formal Debt Policys
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INTEREST RATE MANAGEMENT 

Thirty-nine percent of institutions with debt said they  
use swaps to manage their interest rate exposure, a decline 
from last year’s 42 percent. Fifty-eight percent of respon-
dents say they do not use them, an increase compared to 
56 percent a year ago.

Institutions in the two largest size categories reported 
using interest rates swaps most frequently—at 62 percent 
of institutions with assets over $1 billion and 50 percent of 
endowments with assets between $501 million and $1 bil-
lion. The lowest rate was found among institutions with 
assets under $25 million, at 31 percent. 

When the data are viewed by type of institution, private 
institutions use interest rate swaps most frequently, at a 
rate of 43 percent. Usage declines to 38 percent among 
public institutions, 22 percent among IRFs and 18 percent 
among combined endowment/foundations. 

Institutions reported making use of lines of credit with 
financial institutions at about the same rate as last year. 
This year, 51 percent of institutions reported using a line 
of credit versus 52 percent a year ago. Thirty percent of 
institutions reported that their line is secured, an increase 
compared with last year’s 28 percent. 

Figure 4.5 Use of Interest Rate Swaps to Manage Exposures
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Figure 4.6 Maintain Line of Credit with Financial Institution

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Maintain line of credits 51 53 45 52 55 52 40

Line is secured 30 6 6 20 36 51 68

Line is committed 40 72 57 34 40 28 26

Accessed line during past year 33 26 26 25 39 46 47

smultiple responses allowed
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Maintenance of a line of credit was reasonably consistent 
across the size categories, ranging from 40 percent to  
55 percent across the six groupings. The highest propor-
tion of schools maintaining a line of credit is found among 
institutions with assets between $51 and $100 million. 
The lowest, at 40 percent, is among institutions with assets 
under $25 million.

Forty percent of respondents said that their line of credit is 
committed, a moderate decline from last year’s 43 percent. 
Thirty-three percent of Study participants said that  
they accessed their line during the course of the fiscal year, 
down two percentage points from the previous fiscal year. 

Just 4 percent of Study participants indicated plans to 
establish a line of credit.

Debt levels rose slightly for institutions participating  
in the FY2015 NCSE, but not enough to declare the  
ongoing trend of deleveraging to have been interrupted. 
Nearly two-thirds of participating institutions reported 
decreasing their debt during the fiscal year, and less 
than one-quarter reported any plan to significantly 
increase debt over the span of the next two years. 

Figure 4.7 Plan to Establish Line of Credit with Financial Institutions

numbers in percent (%)

        Total Institutions

Plan to establish line of credit       4

Line of credit will be secured       21

Line of credit will be committed         27

smultiple responses allowed



Viewpoint 
Seven Years On

How long is the long term? A year ago, endow-
ments appeared to many observers to have recov-
ered from the losses suffered in the 2008-09 global 
financial crisis. Double-digit investment returns had  

been reported in every year except FY2012, donations 
had returned to their pre-crisis levels and the invest-
ment strategies of successful endowments were 
once again followed closely in the financial press. 

Average Annual Total Net Returns for Total Institutions for Fiscal Years 2006–2015

numbers in percent (%)
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One-year returns make headlines, but most invest-
ment officers consider a 10-year horizon to be a 
more appropriate period over which to judge suc-
cess or failure. Somewhat longer than the typical 
seven-year market cycle, a 10-year period can even 
encompass two shorter market cycles; for this  
reason, it is felt by many to be a suitable measuring 
unit for judging whether an institution’s investment 
strategy has worked.

In this year’s Viewpoint we examine rolling 10-year 
returns since FY2009. They paint a picture that is far 
from clear. Most institutions seek to maintain the 
purchasing power of their endowments after invest-
ment returns, spending and fees in order to deliver 
a constant—and, ideally, constantly growing—level 
of support to the operating budget. But 10-year 
returns have consistently fallen below endowments’ 
long-term investment objectives—sometimes well 
below—even though the objectives have them-
selves been somewhat reduced. And while the 
robust investment results of the last seven years 
have boosted rolling 10-year returns, this year’s  
2.4 percent average return has served to reverse 
that trend. 

During this same seven-year period, universities’ 
spending from their endowments has remained 
generous. In the aftermath of the global financial  
crisis, spending as a percentage of assets has 
remained stable and, in dollar terms, for many insti-
tutions has grown substantially from year to year. 

This mismatch between lower but still aggressive 
investment goals, lower long-term returns and a 
continuation of generous spending practices may 
bode ill for the ability of institutions to maintain the 
purchasing power of their endowments in a future 
environment in which economic growth and invest-
ment results may be subdued in comparison with 
recent years.

We begin with an examination of universities’ 
investment goals. The long-term investment goal, 
expressed as a percentage, is typically built up from 
historical expectations of 2–3 percent for inflation, 
to which are added 4–5 percent for spending and  
1 percent for fees. Over the last seven years, insti-
tutions have reported long-term return objectives 
falling between 6.5 and 8.0 percent.2

2  In most years, we have asked NCSE participants to express their long-term investment goals as an absolute percentage. In FY2010 and 2011, we asked them to express their goals in 
terms of a margin over the Consumer Price Index (CPI). The two methods, as can be seen, yield essentially the same answer.
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Average Long-Term Return Objectives for Fiscal Years 2009–2015s

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

2009 7.8 8.1 8.3 7.9 7.9 7.9 7.3

2010s CPI+5.1 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

2011s CPI+5.0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

2012  7.4 7.8 7.9 7.5 7.2 7.3 6.9

2013  7.4 7.7 7.9 7.4 7.5 7.5 6.7

2014 7.4 7.7 7.9 7.5 7.3 7.2 6.9

2015 7.3 7.6 7.6 7.3 7.2 7.2 6.8

sFigures for FY2009 and FY2012–2015 are given in absolute percentages. Figures for FY2010–2011 are given in relative terms over the Consumer Price Index (CPI).



Larger endowments tend to have higher long-term 
investment goals than smaller endowments. Their 
confidence in setting these goals is due, among 
other things, to the greater average expertise of 
their investment committees, their higher degree of 
portfolio diversification, larger numbers of expert 
staff, access to top-performing managers and other 
institutional resources that tend to lead to higher 
investment performance. By comparison, smaller 
endowments’ long-term goals are generally 80 to 
100 basis points (0.8 to 1.0 percentage point) lower 
than those of their larger peers.

It would be reasonable to assume that investment 
returns should bear some relationship to long-term 
return goals. But, although endowments on average 
reported double-digit returns each year from FY2010 
until FY2014 (with the exception of the slight loss  
in FY2012), long-term return goals have been declin-
ing gradually among all groups since FY2009 and 
are now some 50 to 70 basis points lower than they 
were in that year. 

If we look beyond the one-year return numbers, we 
can see that this decline in long-term goals may be 
due to the persistence of lower long-term returns. 
During most of the last seven fiscal years, reported 
10-year returns have been well below the 7–8 per-
cent long-term investment goals reported by the  

same institutions. In other words, even during the 
recovery period, endowments have failed to meet 
their own investment objectives.

Viewed in historical terms, the 10-year returns mea-
sured in both FY2009 and FY2010 encompassed not 
only the global financial crisis but also the negative 
returns that resulted from the bursting of the tech 
bubble in FY2001-2002. Ten-year returns for the larg-
est institutions remained higher and recovered more 
quickly, but it was not until FY2012 that they rose 
above 7 percent. For the second- and third-largest 
size groups, 10-year returns only breached the 7 per-
cent level in FY2013. None of the smaller three size 
cohorts has yet reported 10-year returns at or above 
7 percent. 

Perhaps more important, FY2015’s lower one-year 
returns have brought an end to the recovery in  
longer-term returns as well. From an overall average 
of 7.1 percent in FY2014, 10-year average returns  
for the total participant group sank 80 basis points, 
to 6.3 percent, in FY2015. This average was paralleled 
by declines in each size group ranging from 60 to 
100 basis points.

If, as many economists believe, the next five years 
will be characterized by lower global growth and  
correspondingly lower investment returns than in 
the past, 10-year average returns may continue  
to decline.

Average 10-Year Returns for Fiscal Years 2009–2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

2009 4.0 6.1 4.3 3.7 3.7 3.4 3.9

2010 3.4 5.0 3.6 3.3 3.3 2.9 2.8

2011 5.6 6.9 6.0 5.3 5.1 5.0 4.9

2012  6.2 7.6 6.6 6.0 5.7 5.8 5.7

2013  7.1 8.3 7.6 7.0 6.7 6.4 6.3

2014 7.1 8.2 7.3 7.1 6.5 6.5 6.6

2015 6.3 7.2 6.7 6.2 5.9 5.6 6.0
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What are the implications of this mismatch between 
goals and experience for the missions of institutions 
of higher education? One way to answer this ques-
tion is to examine whether spending patterns have 
changed in the period under review.

Investment returns vary from year to year, but most 
institutions seek to minimize volatility in the annual 
amount they draw from their endowments. Institu-
tional budgeting practices, which often contemplate 
a multi-year horizon, also require a certain amount 
of stability for planning purposes. In addition, many 
larger institutions rely on their endowments for a 
significant proportion of their operating budgets.3 
For these reasons, a clear—and, in some size 
groups, overwhelming—majority of institutions rely 
on a multi-year smoothing rule first proposed in  
the 1970s, pursuant to which spending is calculated 
by applying a percentage—the “policy rate”—to a 
figure calculated by taking the average market value 
of the endowment at the beginning of the preced-
ing three years or twelve quarters.4

It is striking how stable this practice has remained 
over the last seven years. Among NCSE partici-
pants as a whole, use of the moving average 
method has been in the mid- to high 70 percent 
range during the entire period. Even among the  
largest, most endowment-dependent institutions, 
between 49 and 60 percent report using this 
method; among the other size cohorts, the moving 
average method is never used by less than two-
thirds of the group, and usage is frequently above 
80 percent. 

Just as remarkable is the stability in the policy  
rate that is applied to the average endowment value.  
It has consistently remained between 4.5 and  
4.9 percent across all size cohorts. While the rate 
has declined very slightly, by 10 to 20 basis points, 
over the last seven years, among the smallest 
cohort it has actually gone up by 10 basis points.  
On average, policy rates have remained between 
4.6 percent and 4.8 percent since the crisis. 

Thus, despite the fact that long-term investment 
returns have failed to meet long-term investment 
goals, spending rates and formulas have not 
changed materially and have, in fact, continued to 
be calculated in the same way.

3 See Fig. 5.9 on page 52.

4 Much less frequently, five years or twenty quarters may be used; other periods, such as seven or even ten years, are used by a small number of institutions.

Average Policy Spending Rate for Institutions Using a Moving Average Spending Method

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   Using Policy Using Policy Using Policy Using Policy Using Policy Using Policy Using Policy 
   Moving Spending Moving Spending Moving Spending Moving Spending Moving Spending Moving Spending Moving Spending 
   Average Rate Average Rate Average Rate Average Rate Average Rate Average Rate Average Rate

2009  74 4.8 56 4.9 70 4.9 75 4.8 82 4.8 79 4.8 68 4.6

2010  75 4.7 49 4.9 68 4.7 77 4.7 85 4.8 80 4.8 71 4.5

2011  75 4.7 53 4.8 71 4.7 74 4.8 87 4.8 82 4.7 72 4.6

2012  75 4.7 56 4.9 70 4.7 73 4.8 83 4.7 83 4.7 73 4.6

2013  77 4.7 60 4.7 71 4.6 78 4.7 83 4.8 86 4.7 73 4.6

2014  79 4.7 59 4.7 73 4.7 80 4.7 89 4.7 83 4.9 79 4.6

2015  77 4.7 56 4.7 66 4.7 79 4.6 87 4.7 85 4.7 77 4.7

Average for FY2009–2015  76 4.7 56 4.8 70 4.7 77 4.7 85 4.8 83 4.8 73 4.6
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This circumstance can be seen more clearly in the 
proportion of participating institutions that increase 
their endowment spending in dollar terms from year 
to year. In every year except FY2010, an average of 
between 51 and 78 percent of institutions reported 
that they increased their endowment spending in 
dollar terms. Even in that post-catastrophe year, 
fully 30 percent of institutions increased their dollar 
spending, ranging from 23 percent of the hard-hit 
smallest institutions to 45 percent of those with 
endowment assets between $501 million and  
$1 billion.

Nor were these increases trivial. The lowest median 
increase for the group that raised dollar spending 
was 6.7 percent, again in FY2010, but the highest 
was the following year, when the group increased 
dollar spending by 10.9 percent. Over the seven- 
year period an average of 59 percent of institutions 
has increased dollar spending from year to year,  
and the average of the median increases has been 
8.7 percent, well in excess of inflation.

Smaller endowments have increased their dollar 
spending at a higher percentage rate overall than 
larger ones. This should not be surprising, since the 
larger institutions began with higher dollar amounts 
and any increases, while substantial in dollar terms, 
would likely be smaller in percentage terms.

Increases in dollar spending were doubtless con-
strained, in the FY2009-2010 period, by the pres-
ence in many endowments of underwater funds 
—funds whose value had fallen below the “historic 
dollar value” that they had when created. Often rela-
tively new, these funds lacked a cushion of accumu-
lated but unspent gains and, in most states, the  
law that prevailed at the time prohibited or limited 
spending from such funds. It is in this light that the 
lower FY2010 incidence of higher dollar spending 
should be viewed. This dilemma was a spur to the 
enactment throughout the nation of the Uniform 
Prudent Management of Institutional Funds Act 
(UPMIFA), which had been proposed in 2006 but 
acquired new urgency as nonprofits of all types 
found themselves constrained by law from drawing 
on their endowments to support their missions.

Average Increase in Spending Dollars for Fiscal Years 2009–2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   Increased Median Increased Median Increased Median Increased Median Increased Median Increased Median Increased Median 
   Spending Percent Spending Percent Spending Percent Spending Percent Spending Percent Spending Percent Spending Percent 
   Dollars Increase Dollars Increase Dollars Increase Dollars Increase Dollars Increase Dollars Increase Dollars Increase

2009  54 9.6 73 9.3 78 10.1 66 8.8 60 9.0 47 10.1 29 12.0

2010  30 6.7 38 5.1 45 4.5 31 5.5 28 6.2 27 12.0 23 17.0

2011  51 10.9 47 5.5 62 4.6 51 8.0 47 14.2 56 19.0 50 36.3

2012  57 7.1 73 4.6 61 5.1 56 6.6 56 9.3 50 15.0 54 16.5

2013  67 8.2 72 4.3 73 5.8 66 6.8 67 9.0 67 11.0 60 11.3

2014  74 9.3 79 5.0 77 7.0 78 8.9 73 10.9 70 12.8 63 16.1

2015  78 8.8 83 7.1 79 7.0 82 8.9 83 9.6 68 10.1 65 12.4

Average for FY2009–2015  59 8.7 66 5.8 68 6.3 61 7.6 59 9.7 55 12.9 49 17.4
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We invest for the long term, but we live day to day. 
The fact that educational institutions have continued 
to sustain their spending rates and have—aided by 
a recovery in gifts and donations—increased their 
spending in dollar terms is laudable. But is it sus-
tainable? If long-term returns continue to be lower 
than assumed by institutions’ long-term investment 
goals, and if spending continues at rates that are 
not supported by those returns, then the logical 
result will be a gradual erosion of purchasing power 
due to inflation and overspending. UPMIFA assumes 
that, over the long term, donors expect fiduciaries 
to maintain the purchasing power of their endowed 
gifts. If higher spending persists—or is demanded 
by new legislation—it is not difficult to imagine 
some donors deciding to make annual gifts rather 
than see their endowed gifts wither away.

The judgment of success or failure for any endowed 
perpetual institution lies, ultimately, in the balance 
between the success of its mission in the present age 
and its ability to conduct that same mission in the 
future. Financial resources are a key part of that mis-
sion. As the world economy enters a period in which 
growth may be subdued, the striking of an appropri-
ate balance becomes more important than ever. 

Average Percentage of Endowment Under Water for Fiscal Years 2009–2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

2009 22.4 11.5 20.2 19.1 22.9 25.8 26.0

2010 13.6 9.8 11.1 13.3 14.5 14.5 14.7

2011 4.9 5.9 5.3 4.6 4.9 5.8 3.8

2012  7.1 6.4 7.6 7.6 6.9 7.7 6.0

2013  3.1 5.5 3.8 2.9 3.5 2.9 1.7

2014 1.2 1.5 0.5 1.2 1.8 1.5 0.4

2015 1.9 2.6 1.1 2.1 1.8 2.6 0.8
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Chapter 5 
Fund Flows 

SPENDING 

Study participants’ average annual effective spending rate5 
this year was 4.2 percent, a decline from last year’s 4.4 per-
cent and a return to the 4.2 percent reported three years  

ago. This year’s decline may be attributable in large part to  
the lag effect created by strongly rising markets in FY2013 
and FY2014 on the moving average method used by the 
great majority of colleges and universities in calculating 
their spending. 

5  See “effective spending rate” in Appendix V, page 121.

Figure 5.1 Average Annual Effective Spending Ratess for Total Institutions for Fiscal Years 2006–2015

numbers in percent (%)
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In last year’s Study, the highest effective spending rate, at 
4.6 percent, was reported by institutions having the largest 
and smallest endowments; the spread in spending rates 
from highest to lowest across the six size cohorts was 40 
basis points. This year, institutions in two of the smaller 
size categories reported the highest effective spending rate 
—those with assets under $25 million, a rate of 4.5 per-
cent, and those with assets between $51 and $100 million, 
a rate of 4.4 percent. Across size groupings, the spread in 
spending rate from high to low was 50 basis points. This 
year’s effective spending rate was lower for five size cohorts 
and unchanged for one. 

When the data are viewed by type of institution, private 
institutions again reported the highest average effective 
spending rate, at 4.3 percent, down from 4.5 percent a 
year ago. Public institutions reported an effective rate of 
3.8 percent, unchanged year over year and the lowest rate 
both this year and last. IRFs reported a rate of 4.2 percent, 
down one percentage point year over year, while combined 
endowment/foundations reported a 3.9 percent effective 
spending rate versus last year’s 4.2 percent. 

Reported changes in effective spending rates were consis-
tent with these data. Fifty-eight percent of Study partici-
pants reported a decrease in their effective spending rate in 

Figure 5.2 Average Annual Effective Spending Rates for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015
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Figure 5.3 Changes to Effective Spending Rates for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Increased spending rate  22  9  17  23  25  27  29

Average percent increase  0.9  0.4  0.3  0.4  0.7  0.8  2.5

Decreased spending rate  58  81  68  65  54  41  36

Average percent decrease  0.5  0.4  0.3  0.4  0.5  0.7  0.8

No change  15  3  10  9  18  29  26

No answer/uncertain  5  7  5  3  3  3  9
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FY2015 versus 22 percent reporting an increase and  
15 percent reporting no change. Among those institutions 
reporting a decrease, the average decrease was 0.5 percent, 
while among those reporting an increase the average was 
0.9 percent. 

When the data are viewed by endowment size, larger insti-
tutions reported a decrease in their effective spending rate 
in greater proportions than did smaller institutions. For 
instance, 81 percent of the largest institutions in the Study 
reported a decrease in their effective spending rate while 
only 9 percent reported an increase. At the other end of 
the spectrum, 36 percent of institutions with assets under 
$25 million reported a decrease in their effective spending 
rate while 29 percent reported an increase. 

When the data are viewed by type of institution, those 
reporting an increase in their effective spending rate were 
in the minority. Just 14 percent of public institutions  
and 21 percent of private institutions reported increases  

in their effective spending rate. Sixty-three percent of  
public institutions and 60 percent of private institutions 
reported decreases. 

Turning to spending policy, as in past years the vast major-
ity of all Study respondents reported that they compute 
their spending by applying their policy spending rate to a 
moving average of endowment value. Seventy-seven per-
cent of Study respondents use this method, down slightly 
from 79 percent last year. The average policy spending rate 
was unchanged at 4.7 percent. 

In the past few years’ Studies, we have seen an increase in 
the proportion of schools that say they decide on an 
appropriate spending rate each year. While higher than in 
FY2012 and FY2013, the share of respondents reporting 
that they decide on an appropriate rate each year declined 
this year to 14 percent from 16 percent in FY2014. This 
secular increase may reflect highly volatile markets and 
greater unpredictability in tuition income driven by  

Figure 5.4 Spending Policys for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Spend all current income 3 1 5 2 2 5 3

Percentage of moving average 77 56 66 79 87 85 77

Average percentage 4.7 4.7 4.7 4.6 4.7 4.7 4.7

Decide on appropriate rate 
each year 14 12 9 12 17 15 17

Grow distribution at predetermined 
inflation rate ss� 2 0 ss 1 0 0

Spend pre-specified percentage 
of beginning market value 3 0 0 2 4 5 7

Average pre-specified  
percentage spent 4.7 N/A N/A 5.0 4.8 4.8 4.3

Last year’s spending plus inflation 
with upper and lower bands 5 13 14 5 1 1 1

Weighted average or hybrid 
method (Yale/Stanford rule) 8 16 16 12 2 3 1

Meet IRS minimum of 5 percent 1� 0 1 0 1 2 1

Other 5 11 8 3 5 6 2

�smultiple responses allowed
sssample size too small to analyze
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uncertain matriculation rates. It may also reflect a prefer-
ence by trustees to reserve the annual spending decision to 
themselves and a desire on their part to change the policy 
spending rate if they feel it is warranted. 

Usage of other spending methodologies was virtually 
unchanged. Eight percent of respondents reported using 
the weighted average or hybrid approach (Yale/Stanford 
rule) in calculating spending, unchanged year over year. 
The same was true for the practice of basing spending on 
the prior year’s spending plus inflation with upper and 
lower bands, which remained stable at 5 percent last year 
and this. Three percent of respondents spent all current 
income, also unchanged from year to year. Another 3 per-
cent spent a pre-specified percentage of beginning market 
value versus 4 percent a year ago. The average pre-specified 
policy rate rose to 4.7 percent from 4.5 percent a year  
ago. One percent of respondents reported meeting the 
Internal Revenue Service’s 5 percent minimum imposed 
on private foundations.

When the data are viewed by endowment size, the largest 
institutions were least likely to use the percentage of a  
moving average to determine spending. Fifty-six percent  
of this cohort used the method, and reported a policy rate 
of 4.7 percent. Fully 87 percent of institutions with assets 
between $51 and $100 million used this method, also 
spending at a 4.7 percent rate. Among institutions using 

this method, the average policy rate reported by all size 
cohorts was 4.7 percent, with the exception of institutions 
with assets between $101 and $500 million, which 
reported an average of 4.6 percent. 

Institutions in the three larger size cohorts, which are 
dependent on their endowment for a higher proportion of 
their operating budgets and can accordingly tolerate little 
volatility in the amount provided annually by the endow-
ment, were more likely to use last year’s spending plus 
inflation with upper and lower bands or the Yale/Stanford 
rule. Use of these methods falls sharply among the three 
smaller size cohorts. Smaller institutions were more likely 
to decide on an appropriate rate each year and were also 
more likely to spend a pre-specified percentage of begin-
ning market value. 

In an area of inquiry that was introduced last year, we 
asked about institutions’ adherence to their spending pol-
icy. Ninety-three percent of Study respondents said that 
they followed their spending policy in FY2015, up one 
percentage point over the year. Four percent said they did 
not, a one-percentage-point decline.

Response rates were uniformly over 90 percent—and as 
high as 96 percent—except for the largest endowments, 
where 86 percent of respondents that said they followed 
their spending policy in FY2015. Seven percent of  

Figure 5.5 Followed, Made Exceptions or Suspended Spending Policy for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Followed spending policy 93 86 96 95 95 91 92

Did not follow spending policy 4 3 1 4 4 7 4

Made exceptions or suspended 
spending policy

Yes 73 s s s s s s

No 15 s s s s s s

No answer/uncertain 12 s s s s s s

No answer/uncertain 3 11 3 1 1 2 4

ssample size too small to analyze
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institutions with assets between $25 and $50 million said 
they did not follow their policy, the highest rate among 
the six size categories.

Among those institutions that did not follow their spend-
ing policy, we asked whether they made exceptions to or 
suspended their policy during the fiscal year. Seventy-three 
percent said they had, while 15 percent said they had  
not. In another question introduced last year, we inquired 
whether institutions changed their spending policy.  
Eight percent of the Study universe said they had made  
a change, compared with 10 percent that had done so  
last year, while 88 percent said they had not, up one per-
centage point year over year. 

In their comments, a number of institutions mentioned 
decisions to reduce their policy spending rates. Typical was 
the comment of a faith-based institution in the Middle 
Atlantic states that said, “In order to preserve the endow-
ment’s purchasing power, the payout was reduced to  
4.5 percent from 5.0 percent.” Said a faith-based college  
in the Mid-South region, “Our goal is to reduce our 
spending rate as we grow our endowment. We believe this  

is a more sustainable approach.” A public university  
foundation on the West Coast said, “[Our] spending rate 
was reduced to be more in line with peer institutions and 
current market conditions.” Another public university 
foundation on the West Coast commented, “Spending 
policy and procedures were modified to more clearly com-
ply with UPMIFA regulations,” while a public university 
foundation in the Northwest said, “Underwater endow-
ment policy was changed to more closely follow UPMIFA. 
We now do not automatically freeze spending on under-
water endowments (unless endowment agreement language 
specifies no underwater spending).” 

Some institutions made exceptions that resulted in higher 
spending. A private liberal arts institution in the Midwest 
pointed to an “extra distribution to cover strategic initia-
tives,” while several others said the incremental spending 
supported operations. A faith-based college in the Northeast 
said additional funding went “to fund capital expansion, 
program development and budget deficit.” A private uni-
versity in the Southwest “made a planned additional fixed 
dollar amount from a quasi-endowment fund to support 
financial aid and marketing efforts.”

Figure 5.6 Changed Spending Policy in Fiscal Year 2015
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While the effective annual spending rate decreased this 
year from last, a large majority of institutions overall con-
tinued to increase spending in absolute dollar terms to 
support their educational mission. Seventy-eight percent 
of responding institutions increased their spending in dol-
lars, a four-percentage-point increase over last year. Twelve 
percent reported decreasing their spending in dollars, a 
decline from last year’s 16 percent. Among those institu-
tions reporting increased spending, the median increase 
was 8.8 percent, well above inflation; among those report-
ing a decrease, the median decrease was 10.1 percent. 

When the data are viewed by size of institution, 83 per-
cent of those with assets over $1 billion increased spending 
in dollars, as did institutions having assets between $51 
and $100 million. Institutions with assets over $1 billion 
also showed the greatest change in the median percentage 
increase in dollars spent, rising to 7.1 percent from last 
year’s 5.0 percent. Institutions with assets under $25 mil-
lion showed the greatest variability, with the lowest pro-
portion, 65 percent, increasing their dollar spending but  

19 percent decreasing their spending in dollars. While the 
smallest endowments increased dollar spending with less 
frequency, their median percent increase was the highest, 
at 12.4 percent. They also reported the highest median 
percent decrease, at 18.5 percent. 

When the data are viewed by type of institution, 81 per-
cent of public institutions increased their spending in  
dollars, as did 80 percent of IRFs and 74 percent of com-
bined endowment/foundations. Seventy-seven percent  
of private institutions increased their spending in dollars. 
Only 5 percent of public institutions reported a decrease 
in dollar spending, a figure that rose to 13 percent among 
private institutions. In between, 11 percent of IRFs and  
9 percent of combined endowment/foundations decreased 
spending in dollar terms. 

Figure 5.7 Changes to Spending Dollars for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Increased spending dollars  78  83  79  82  83  68  65

Median percent increase  8.8  7.1  7.0  8.9  9.6  10.1  12.4

Decreased spending dollars  12  2  8  12  10  21  19

Median percent decrease  10.1  5.5  4.3  6.6  5.6  18.1  18.5

No change  1  0  0  s  1  2  0

No answer/uncertain  9  15  13  6  6  9  16

ssample size too small to analyze
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SPECIAL APPROPRIATIONS 

Twenty-seven percent of Study participants reported mak-
ing special appropriations in FY2015, a five-percentage- 
point increase over the past two years. Special appropria-
tions are defined as an endowment draw greater than  
the amount indicated by the institution’s spending rule. 
Although the frequency with which participating institu-
tions are making special appropriations has been rising, 
the size of the appropriation has been declining. In 
FY2015, the average percentage above the normal spend-
ing rate represented by special appropriations was 2.8 per-
cent, down from 3.6 percent in FY2014 and a marked 
decline from FY2013’s 6.5 percent. Of the 219 Study par-
ticipants making special appropriations, 53 percent used 
the incremental spending to support the operating budget, 
while 26 percent used it for capital campaign costs and  
18 percent applied it to major campus improvements. 

The proportion of institutions making special appropria-
tions varied across the size groupings. The highest rate was 
32 percent of institutions with assets between $25 and $50 
million, followed by 31 percent of institutions with assets  

between $101 and $500 million. Eighteen percent of  
institutions with assets under $25 million made a special 
appropriation in FY2015, the lowest proportion in this 
year’s Study. When asked how the special appropriation 
was used, smaller institutions were more likely to apply the 
funds to operating budget support. On average, almost  
45 percent of institutions in the three largest size cohorts 
directed their special appropriation to operating budget 
support; among the three smallest size cohorts, that rate 
grew to nearly 64 percent. In addition, operating budget 
support was the main use of special appropriations for five 
of the six size categories; only among the largest endowments 
was it exceeded, in this case by capital campaign costs. 

Among institutions making special appropriations in 
FY2015, several offered comments:

Administrative fees were cited by a number of public  
universities and their foundations.

Capital projects, campus expansion and real estate  
acquisition accounted for a number of comments, as  
did strategic initiatives.

Figure 5.8 Special Appropriations to Spending in Fiscal Year 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Made special appropriations 27 28 22 31 23 32 18

Percentage above spending rate 
represented by special appropriations 2.8 1.0 1.4 1.4 3.7 7.2 1.5

Where special appropriations 
were mades

Capital campaign costs 26 42 35 28 15 21 18

Major campus improvements 18 12 18 17 26 21 12

Debt service 13 4 12 21 13 8 0

Financial aid 11 12 6 11 13 11 12

Support operating budget 53 38 47 49 59 61 71

Investment-related expense 12 31 18 9 13 3 18

Development-related expense 3 4 0 4 5 0 0

Other 3 0 6 5 0 3 6

smultiple responses allowed
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A public university in the Southeast said, “Board approved 
campaign readiness and feasibility study expenses and 
immediate needs of [one of the university divisions].”

A private university in the Northeast mentioned “use of 
board-designated funds to purchase land and buildings.”

A public university foundation on the West Coast singled 
out “supplemental programmatic distribution outside of 
the main endowment pool.”

A private university in the Southeast mentioned “salary 
benchmark adjustment.”

Development was another area receiving special appro-
priations, as evidenced by comments such as “support 
fund-raising efforts by development,” “support for institu-
tional development department,” and “general fund- 
raising expenses.”

Investment management costs were also targeted for  
special appropriations, as illustrated by comments like 
“support the foundation operating budget,” “internal 
management fees and administrative expenses,” and  
“internal endowment management expenses.” 

OPERATING BUDGET SUPPORT 

On average, respondents reported that 9.7 percent of the 
FY2015 operating budget was funded from their institu-
tion’s endowment compared with 9.2 percent in FY2014. 
This year, the share of the operating budget funded by 
endowment ranged from a high of 16.5 percent among 
institutions with assets over $1 billion to a low of 4.7 per-
cent among institutions with assets under $25 million. The 
proportion of the budget funded by endowment was cor-
related with size of the endowment across the size spectrum.

The median percentage of the operating budget funded  
by the endowment was 3.7 percent, an increase compared 
with last year’s 3.4 percent. The median figure is below  
the average for the Study population as a whole and across 
all size cohorts, indicating that the average is raised by 
those institutions that are more heavily reliant on their 
endowments.

Forty-two percent of Study participants reported an 
increase in the percentage of the operating budget funded 
from the endowment, up very slightly from last year’s  
41 percent, while 21 percent reported a decrease, which 
was down two percentage points. Eleven percent reported 
no change this year versus 10 percent last year. 

Figure 5.9 Percentage of Operating Budget Funded by Endowment

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Average percentage of operating 
budget funded by endowment 9.7 16.5 11.8 10.2 8.3 8.2 4.7

Median percentage of operating 
budget funded by endowment 3.7 8.1 7.1 6.2 3.0 2.0 0.3

Increased 42 42 46 49 44 38 26

Decreased 21 28 23 21 22 20 12

No change 11 10 5 12 12 13 10

No answer/uncertain 26 20 26 18 22 29 52
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When the data are viewed by type of institution, private 
institutions reported that an average of 9.1 percent of the 
operating budget was funded by the endowment compared 
with 6.1 percent for public institutions, 14.5 percent for 
IRFs and 7.8 percent for combined endowment/foundations. 

(Please see Figures 5.9A-s and 5.9A-t in Appendix II cate-
gorizing where these data are displayed by quartiles and 
deciles for each size and type of endowment.) 

COST OF MANAGING  
INVESTMENT PROGRAMS

In past NCSE reports, we have published estimates of  
participants’ investment management costs. However, it  
is widely recognized that most institutions do not have 
access to or understand many of the components of invest-
ment costs, which are frequently not disclosed directly. 
The resulting data have typically understated the cost 
actually paid. Accordingly, we have decided to discontinue 
the practice of publishing fee data. Institutions that are 
seeking a better understanding of investment costs may 
wish to consult the white paper “Understanding the Cost 
of Investment Management,” which may be downloaded 
from www.commonfund.org. 

HIGHER EDUCATION PRICE INDEX (HEPI)

The Higher Education Price Index (HEPI) and the Con-
sumer Price Index (CPI) are used as references to monitor 
inflation and as tools for making various decisions relating 
to spending rate, budgeting, and setting tuition and fees. 
(Please refer to the glossary in Appendix V for a definition 
of HEPI.) Ten percent of respondents said that they use 
HEPI only; 22 percent use CPI only; 21 percent use both; 
38 percent use neither; and 9 percent gave no answer or 
were uncertain.

When the data are categorized by size, 16 percent of  
institutions with assets between $501 million and $1 bil-
lion use HEPI only, which was high for the Study, while 
26 percent of that cohort and institutions with assets 
between $51 and $100 million use CPI exclusively, also 
high for the Study. Use of both indices was cited most fre-
quently, at a rate of 32 percent, by institutions with assets 
over $1 billion. Institutions using neither index tend to be 
found among the smaller size cohorts; for example, 56 per-
cent of institutions with assets under $25 million use neither.

Figure 5.10 Use of Higher Education and/or Price Indices

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Uses HEPI only 10 12 16 9 10 10 6

Uses CPI only 22 19 26 23 26 20 16

Uses both HEPI and CPI 21 32 27 24 16 15 16

Uses neither HEPI nor CPI 38 13 23 38 43 46 56

No answer/uncertain 9 24 8 6 5 9 6

https://www.commonfund.org/2015/10/16/understanding-the-cost-of-investment-management/
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When asked how they use HEPI, of the 253 institutions 
that responded to this question, 52 percent said that they 
use it for educational and information purposes; 43 per-
cent said that they use it in the budget process; 29 percent 
use it as an investment benchmark or hurdle rate; 28 per-
cent use it in setting tuition and fees; and 24 percent use it 
in the process of setting the spending rate.

Between 50 and 55 percent of respondents, in all size 
groups, said that they used HEPI for educational and 
information purposes. The only other usage category that 
exceeded 50 percent was in the budget process, by institu-
tions with assets between $101 and $500 million. Forty- 
nine percent of institutions with assets between $51 and 
$100 million and 48 percent of institutions with assets 
between $25 and $50 million said that they use HEPI as  
a budgeting tool. 

When the data are viewed by type of institution, private 
institutions used HEPI more frequently than did public 
institutions. Thirty-six percent of private institutions said 
that they employ HEPI versus 30 percent of public insti-
tutions, 20 percent of IRFs and 28 percent of combined 
endowment/foundations. Institutions of all types most  
frequently use the data for educational and informational 
purposes, except for IRFs, which most often use it as an 
investment benchmark or hurdle rate. Slightly more than 
half of private institutions use it in their budgeting process. 

Figure 5.11 How Institutions Use the Higher Education Price Index (HEPI)

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Use HEPI 31 44 43 33 26 25 22

Use fors

Setting spending rate 24 24 24 26 21 28 19

Budget process 43 34 27 50 49 48 33

Setting tuition and fees 28 17 9 33 37 34 33

As an investment benchmark 
or hurdle rate 29 27 39 24 21 34 43

Educational or informational 
purposes 52 51 52 50 53 55 52

Other 7 12 12 3 2 10 5

smultiple responses allowed
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UNDERWATER FUNDS 

With the recovery in financial markets since FY2009, the 
percentage of Study participants’ endowment that is under 
water continued to decline fairly steadily until FY2014, 
when it reached 1.2 percent. This fiscal year, with returns 
being only modestly positive, the proportion of Study 
respondents’ endowment that was under water rose to  
1.9 percent. 

When the data are viewed by size, the amount under water 
was highest, at 2.6 percent, among institutions with assets  
over $1 billion and those with assets between $25 and  
$50 million. It was lowest among institutions with assets 
under $25 million, at 0.8 percent. Overall, five of six size 
cohorts reported an increase in the percentage of their 
endowments that were under water, while the sixth 
reported no change.

When the data are viewed by type of institution, 3.3 per-
cent of public college and university endowments were 
under water, the highest rate for the Study. Private col-
leges and universities’ reported that 1.6 percent of their 
endowments were under water. The figure for IRFs was 
2.1 percent and for combined endowment/foundations, 
2.7 percent. 

Figure 5.12 Percentage of Endowment Under Water for Fiscal Years 2013, 2014 and 2015

numbers in percent (%)

6%

4

2

0 

   Total Over $501 Million– $101–$500 $51–$100 $25–$50 Under 
 Institutions  $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

 FY2013  FY2014  FY2015

3.
1

1.
2

1.
9

5.
5

1.
5

2.
6

3.
8

0.
5

1.
1

2.
9

1.
2

2.
1

3.
5

1.
8

1.
8

2.
9

1.
5

2.
6

1.
7

0.
4

0.
8



2015 NACUBO-Commonfund Study of Endowments 56

GIFTS AND DONATIONS 

Forty-five percent of participating institutions reported  
an increase in gifts in FY2015, unchanged year over year. 
Thirty-eight percent reported a decrease in gifts, also 
unchanged. For those reporting an increase, the median 
increase was 60.7 percent, while for those reporting a 
decrease the median decrease was 34.9 percent. Compared 
with last year, the proportion of institutions reporting an 
increase in gifts fell in four of the six size categories and 
rose in the remaining two; the proportion of those report-
ing a decrease rose in three size categories, declined in two 
and was unchanged in one. 

When the data are viewed by type of institution, 45 per-
cent of private institutions reported an increase in gifts, up 
modestly from 44 percent a year ago, but only 35 percent 
of public institutions did, a measurable decline from  
46 percent a year ago. Forty-seven percent of IRFs and  
50 percent of combined endowment/foundations reported 
an increase in giving. Of those reporting a decrease in 

gifts, 42 percent of public institutions and 39 percent of 
private institutions reported a reduction. Thirty-eight per-
cent of IRFs did so, as did 26 percent of combined endow-
ment/foundations. 

New gifts to endowment for institutions participating in 
the FY2015 Study averaged $10.0 million, in line with last 
year’s average of $10.1 million.

The average total amount of new gifts was correlated with 
endowment size across the six cohorts, ranging from a 
high of $58.5 million among institutions with assets over 
$1 billion to $700,000 among endowments with assets 
under $25 million. 

The median size of total new gifts to endowment per par-
ticipating institution was $2.7 million versus $2.5 million 
contributed in FY2014. Median gift figures are a more  
reliable indicator of new gift size, as the average can be 
skewed higher by a few exceptionally large gifts. 

Figure 5.13 Changes in Gifts and Donations for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Increase in gifts 45 40 52 51 41 41 40

Median increase  60.7 31.7 42.7 54.5 95.0 67.1 120.4

Decrease in gifts 38 35 30 37 45 39 36

Median decrease 34.9 25.4 20.6 33.9 34.7 42.8 54.0

No change s 0 0 0 1 0 0

No answer/uncertain 17 25 18 12 13 20 24

ssample size too small to analyze

Figure 5.14 New Gifts to Endowment for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
dollars in millions ($) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Average gifts  10.0 58.5 17.4 5.9 2.3 1.5 0.7

Median gifts  2.7 43.6 13.7 4.2 1.7 0.9 0.4
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On average, 4.2 percent of Study participants’ FY2015 
operating budgets was supported by annual giving, a slight 
increase compared with 4.1 percent a year ago. The corre-
sponding median figure was 2.2 percent, unchanged over 
the fiscal year.

Thirty percent of Study respondents said that a higher per-
centage of their operating budget was funded by annual 
giving in FY2015 than in FY2014. Among this group, the 
average response indicated that an additional 1.0 percent 
of the operating budget was funded by annual giving. 
Thirty percent of respondents said that a smaller share of 
their operating budget was funded by annual giving, the 
average decrease being 1.0 percent. 

Viewed by endowment size, institutions with assets 
between $25 and $50 million depended on annual giving 
to fund 5.7 percent of their operating budgets, high for  
the Study. Three percent of the operating budgets of insti-
tutions with assets between $51 and $100 million was 
funded by annual giving, which was the lowest proportion 
funded by annual giving. Thirty-five percent of institu-
tions with assets between $51 and $100 million reported 
an increase in giving; institutions with assets under $25 
million were least likely to report an increase, at 24 percent.  

Thirty-seven percent of the institutions with assets 
between $101 and $500 million reported a decrease in the 
share of the operating budget supported by annual giving, 
while just 16 percent of endowments with assets under 
$25 million reported a decrease compared with FY2014.

For FY2015, the picture was mixed in terms of fund 
flows. The effective annual spending rate declined 
moderately, but at 4.2 percent was the same as that 
reported for FY2012. Policy spending rates were quite 
uniform across all six size cohorts, varying by just  
50 basis points—a healthy sign. Measured in dollars, 
spending in support of mission rose, with 78 percent  
of participating insti tutions reported an increase while 
only 12 percent reported a decrease. Gifts and dona-
tions were less robust. While 45 percent of respondents 
reported an increase in gifts, 38 percent reported a 
decrease and giving was down in four of the six size 
categories. Spending in support of the operating budget 
rose once again, as endowments funded 9.7 percent  
of FY2015 operating budgets compared with 9.2 percent 
two years ago. 

Figure 5.15 Changes to Operating Budget Supported by Annual Giving for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Average percentage (%) of operating 
budget supported by annual giving 4.2 4.3 3.5 4.1 3.0 5.7 5.0

Median percentage (%) of operating 
budget supported by annual giving 2.2 3.7 3.5 2.4 1.6 2.0 0.8

Increase over FY2014 30 29 28 31 35 28 24

Average percentage increase 1.0 0.9 0.6 0.9 0.7 1.7 0.9

Median percentage increase 0.3 0.4 0.2 0.2 0.3 0.6 0.3

Decrease over FY2014 30 24 30 37 28 29 16

Average percentage decrease 1.0 1.0 0.5 0.7 0.3 1.0 5.8

Median percentage decrease 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.3 0.9

No change 8 4 8 8 10 11 6

No answer/uncertain 32 43 34 24 27 32 54
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PROFESSIONAL STAFFING 

After three consecutive years in which participating insti-
tutions employed an average of 1.6 full-time equivalent 
(FTE) staff members to manage the investment function, 
this figure rose slightly to an average of 1.7 for FY2015. As 
we have observed in past Studies, a well-trained and capa-
ble staff can make a significant difference for an endow-
ment, facilitating both smooth investment operations and 
prudent oversight, particularly when complex investment 
strategies and large numbers of managers are employed. 

As has been true in past Studies, the number of FTEs 
retained was correlated with endowment size. Institutions 
with assets over $1 billion reported the largest number  
of FTEs by far—an average of 9.1, representing a modest 
reduction compared with last year’s average of 9.3. While 

this figure is lower year over year and has generally trended 
lower in recent years, a matched sample of institutions 
shows that this change can largely be attributed to institu-
tions migrating into this largest size cohort and not to a 
material reduction in staff size. 

From the largest endowments to the next-largest, the 
reduction in staff size is considerable, with institutions 
with assets between $501 million and $1 billion employ-
ing an average of 2.5 FTEs compared with last year’s  
average of 2.4 FTEs. No other cohort reports having one 
full-time equivalent. Institutions with assets between  
$101 and $500 million averaged 0.9 FTE this year and 
last. Continuing down the size spectrum, institutions with 
assets between $51 and $100 million employed 0.4 FTE, 
unchanged over the year, while those with assets between 
$25 and $50 million employed 0.5 FTE, a slight rise from 

Chapter 6
Resources, Management and Governance 

Figure 6.1 Professional Staffing of Investment Function for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
number of Full-Time Equivalents (FTEs) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   832 812 91 94 77 77 262 261 168 167 125 117 109 96

   ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Average number of FTEs  1.6 1.7 9.3 9.1 2.4 2.5 0.9 0.9 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.3 0.3

Median number of FTEs  0.5 0.5 7.0 6.0 2.0 2.0 0.8 0.5 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.1 0.1
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last year’s average of 0.4. Institutions with assets under  
$25 million employed 0.3 FTE, unchanged year over year. 
For the smaller size cohorts, it is apparent that investment 
matters are handled by individuals who also have other 
responsibilities, are handled by a consultant or are out-
sourced completely. 

Median data, which are not affected by the large numbers 
of FTEs employed by the larger endowments, show that 
the number of FTEs employed across all size categories 
was 0.5, a figure that has not changed for the past five 
years. Median staffing levels were lower than average staff-
ing levels across all the size cohorts, and ranged from  
6.0 FTEs for institutions with assets over $1 billion to  
0.1 FTE for institutions with assets under $25 million. 

When the data are viewed by type of institution, staffing 
at public institutions rose this year to an average of 3.3 
FTEs from last year’s 2.8 FTEs. This represents a return to 
staffing levels closer to those reported five years ago, and 
may indicate increased complexity in the asset allocation 
of many of these institutions as they have grown larger in 
dollar terms. Staffing at IRFs was unchanged at 0.9 FTEs 
and unchanged as well for combined endowment/founda-
tions, which retained an average of 1.9 FTEs. Private insti-
tutions reported an average of 1.7 FTEs, also unchanged 
year over year. Median employment levels ranged from  
a high of 1.0 FTE for public institutions and for combined 
endowment/foundations to 0.5 for private institutions  
and a low of 0.3 for IRFs.

We inquired of IRFs and combined endowment/founda-
tions whether any of their positions were filled by employ-
ees who have joint appointments with the educational 
institution they support. Of the 227 respondents to this 
question, 48 percent replied that they did have joint 
appointments, and that an average of 4.2 positions are 
joint appointments—an indication of the close relation-
ships and staff efficiencies that can exist between public 
educational institutions and their support foundations. 
Comparing this data to FY2014 findings, last year 48 per-
cent also said they had joint appointments, with an aver-
age of 3.1 joint positions. 

The percentage of foundation employees with joint 
appointments at their institution was higher at smaller 
combined endowment/foundations and IRFs; while an 
average of 22 percent of the largest institutions cited joint 
appointments, the rate rose to 60 percent at the smallest.

Figure 6.2 Joint Appointments

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
 Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

Responding institutions  227  18  23  62  45  34  45

Average percentage (%) of 
foundations whose employees have 
joint appointments at institution  48 22 39 44 49 56 60

Average number of positions with 
joint appointment 4.2 0.3 1.3 7.3 3.2 4.9 2.9

note: question was asked only of IRFs and Combined Endowment/Foundations



2015 NACUBO-Commonfund Study of Endowments 60

Nineteen percent of the Study universe reported having  
a chief investment officer (CIO), an increase over last 
year’s 17 percent, while 79 percent said they did not, a 
two-percentage-point decline year over year.

The presence of a CIO was closely correlated to the size  
of the institution’s endowment. Seventy-two percent of  
the largest endowments reported having a CIO, a decline 
compared with last year’s 76 percent. Forty-three percent 
of institutions with assets between $501 million and $1 
billion said that they have a CIO, compared with 42 per-
cent last year. The rate at which the organization has a 
CIO then declines to 13 percent of institutions with assets 
between $101 and $500 million; institutions in the 
remaining three size cohorts reported having a CIO at a 
rate of 8 percent or lower. 

When the data are viewed by type of institution, 19 per-
cent of private institutions and “all publics” reported hav-
ing a CIO. Within the “all publics” classification, the CIO 
position was reported by 27 percent of public institutions, 
13 percent of IRFs and 31 percent of combined endow-
ment/foundations.

Figure 6.3 Organization Has a Chief Investment Officer
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CONSULTANT USE 

Eighty-four percent of Study participants reported using 
an investment consultant in FY2015, up two percentage 
points over the fiscal year and about the same as the  
85 percent reported for FY2013. Over the longer term,  
the use of consultants has grown sharply: the rate of  
usage stood at 66 percent in FY2008. 

Viewed by endowment size, the majority of institutions  
in all categories reported that they use consultants, but the 
frequency of use varied widely across the size groupings. 
As last year, the lowest rate of consultant use was in the 
smallest endowments, at 57 percent of institutions with 
assets under $25 million. Among these institutions, this 
represented a three-percentage-point decline year over year 
and a nine-percentage-point decline over the last two 
years. The highest rate was the 95 percent of institutions 
with assets between $501 million and $1 billion that 
reported using a consultant, the same as FY2014. The 
next-highest rate, 91 percent, was found among institutions 
with assets between $101 and $500 million. As we have 
observed previously, these two cohorts are large enough to 
have complex port folios but do not have the internal staff 
size of the largest endowments. Endowments with assets  

over $1 billion reported using consultants at a rate of  
85 percent, a measurable increase over last year’s 78 per-
cent, while 76 percent of the sixth size cohort, institutions 
with assets between $25 and $50 million, reported using  
a consultant. 

When the data are viewed by type of institution, private 
institutions reported using consultants at the highest  
rate, 86 percent. Among public institutions, 76 percent 
reported using consultants and consultant use among 
combined endowment/foundations was 80 percent. 

Three consultant services continued to be the most widely 
used. Performance attribution and measurement was  
used by 84 percent of respondents; asset allocation/rebal-
ancing by 82 percent; and manager selection by 81 percent. 
Seventy-six percent of Study respondents reported using 
consultants for policy review, while 71 percent used them 
for ongoing due diligence. Thirty-eight percent reported 
using them for outsourced investment management and 
16 percent for ESG criteria review. The greatest year-over-
year increase—consistent with the rise in the use of risk 
management methodologies reported in Chapter 3— 
was the six-percentage-point rise in use of consultants for 
due diligence.

Figure 6.4 Consultant Use

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Used consultant 84 85 95 91 86 76 57

Services useds 

Asset allocation/rebalancing 82 44 81 89 92 82 84

Manager selection 81 45 77 92 90 79 73

Policy review 76 45 75 85 85 71 73

Performance attribution and  
measurement 84 51 84 94 92 80 82

Outsourced investment management 38 10 12 37 47 52 65

ESG review 16 6 12 20 14 19 24

Ongoing due diligence 71 46 70 82 80 63 56

Other 5 18 16 3 1 2 0

smultiple responses allowed
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When the data are viewed by endowment size, three 
cohorts most frequently used consultants for performance 
attribution and measurement. Endowments with assets 
over $1 billion consistently used consultants at the lowest 
rates for all services, reflecting their greater numbers of 
professional staff. Smaller endowments were more likely to 
use consultants for outsourced investment management 
than their larger counterparts, and larger endowments 
used consultants for ESG criteria review less frequently 
than smaller ones.

Thirteen percent of colleges and universities with assets 
over $1 billion reported having substantially outsourced 
their investment function, up three percentage points  
over the past two fiscal years. At the opposite end of the 
size spectrum, 57 percent of institutions with assets under  
$25 million reported doing so, a decrease from last year’s 
59 percent. The biggest year-over-year change was among 
endowments with assets between $501 million and  
$1 billion, where 17 percent substantially outsourced  
this year compared with 21 percent last year. At the same 
time, however, this cohort showed a sharp increase in  
the percentage considering outsourcing, at 9 percent of 
institutions this year versus 3 percent a year ago. 

Viewed by type of institution, the data show that 43 per-
cent of private institutions and 34 percent of public insti-
tutions had substantially outsourced management of their 
portfolio. Forty-six percent of IRFs reported outsourcing, 
while 39 percent of combined endowment/foundations 
reported doing so. 

MANAGER USE 

Viewed by asset class, the average number of investment 
managers that participating institutions reported using in 
FY2015 and FY2014 (in parentheses) is: 

Domestic equities: 3.9 (3.9) 

Fixed income: 2.9 (2.9) 

International equities: 4.0 (3.8) 

Alternative strategies (direct): 15.9 (14.7) 

Alternative strategies (fund of funds): 3.0 (3.1) 

Figure 6.5 Outsourcing of Investment Function for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   832 812 91 94 77 77 262 261 168 167 125 117 109 96

   ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Have substantially outsourced  43 43 12 13 21 17 42 44 54 53 52 52 59 57

Considering substantially 
outsourcing  4 4 1 0 3 9 4 4 4 4 6 6 2 3

Neither  50 49 78 75 75 71 52 50 41 39 39 40 35 35

No answer/uncertain  3 4 9 12 1 3 2 2 1 4 3 2 4 5
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When the data are viewed by endowment size, the number 
of managers used for each asset class was generally cor-
related with endowment size. Across all asset classes except 
alternative strategies (fund of funds), institutions with 
assets over $1 billion reported using the most managers. 
The greatest difference was in direct alternative strategies, 
where these largest endowments used an average of 74.4 
managers—well over twice the number used by institu-
tions with assets between $501 million and $1 billion. 

Across all size categories, the number of managers used in 
each asset class changed only incrementally in FY2015.  
The largest endowments reported using fewer managers in 
every area, except for a slight increase in the number of 
international equity managers used. Institutions in three 
size cohorts used more direct managers for their alternative 
investment strategies, two used fewer and one was 
unchanged. In the fund of funds approach to alternative 
strategies management, three size cohorts reported using 
more managers, while three reported using fewer.

When the data are viewed by type of institution, public 
institutions used more managers than private institutions 
for four out of five asset classes and strategies, most nota-
bly an average of 25.0 direct alternative managers versus 
private institutions’ average of 16.3. With the exception  
of fixed income, IRFs reported using the fewest managers 
across the asset classes and strategies.

When asked who is responsible for carrying out ongoing 
due diligence on investment managers before and after 
they have been retained, most respondents cited the 
investment or finance committee. After the investment 
committee, dedicated internal staff were most often cited, 
at 42 percent before hiring and 44 percent after hiring. 
Thirty-nine percent cited using a consultant that is not an 
outsourced investment manager both before and after  
hiring; 24 percent cited a consultant that is an outsourced 
investment manager, again both before and after.

Figure 6.6 Number of Managers Used by Asset Class in Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
average number Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   832 812 91 94 77 77 262 261 168 167 125 117 109 96

   ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Domestic equities  3.9 3.9 6.3 6.0 4.7 4.8 4.4 4.2 3.8 3.6 2.9 2.8 2.1 2.2

Fixed income  2.9 2.9 3.8 3.7 3.2 3.0 3.3 3.1 2.6 2.9 2.2 2.3 2.1 2.1

International equities  3.8 4.0 9.1 9.2 5.6 5.7 4.0 4.1 2.7 2.9 2.1 2.2 1.6 1.8

Alternative strategies (direct)  14.7 15.9 76.1 74.4 31.8 34.8 9.6 10.8 3.0 2.9 1.4 2.0 0.9 0.9

Alternative strategies (fund of funds) 3.1 3.0 3.6 3.4 5.1 3.9 4.2 3.9 2.6 3.3 1.6 1.7 0.8 0.9
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Among all Study respondents, the “before/after” responsi-
bility for the board averaged 16/17 percent, respectively. 
Among endowments with assets over $1 billion this fell to 
0/1 percent and among institutions with assets between 
$501 million and $1 billion it was 4/4. These rates were 
significantly lower than reported by the other four size 
cohorts, rising to 26/30 among institutions with assets 
between $25 and $50 million. As may be anticipated given 
larger endowments’ greater internal resources, 72 percent 
of the largest endowments said internal staff were responsi-
ble for manager due diligence both before and after hiring. 
Among the two smaller size cohorts, this fell into the 
29–36 percent range. 

When asked about the procedures employed by partici-
pating institutions in carrying out ongoing due diligence 
on managers once they have been hired, there was little 
change compared with last year in the rates at which vari-
ous procedures are used. 

Figure 6.7 Responsibility for Manager Due Diligence Before and After Hirings

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

   Before After Before After Before After Before After Before After Before After Before After

Board  16 17 0 1 4 4 13 15 20 22 26 30 26 26

Investment or finance committee  60 60 17 16 47 43 64 62 71 76 68 73 73 70

Dedicated internal staff  42 44 72 72 71 75 41 43 26 29 33 36 29 29

Consultant (is not an outsourced 
investment manager)  39 39 38 36 61 58 52 52 38 37 18 19 18 17

Consultant (is an outsourced 
investment manager)  24 24 4 4 19 19 30 29 30 32 25 24 21 21

Outsourced investment manager 
(is not a consultant)  7 7 6 6 4 4 8 7 7 7 9 9 6 6

Other  2 2 3 3 1 1 2 2 1 3 3 3 2 1

No answer/uncertain  6 7 16 19 1 4 2 3 5 3 7 7 11 14

smultiple responses allowed
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Of the various procedures available, 75 percent said that 
they use telephone conference calls with managers versus 
76 percent last year; 66 percent cited on-site manager visits 
at their institution, unchanged from FY2014; 61 percent 
cited quantitative attribution analysis of manager perfor-
mance, also unchanged; 54 percent used on-site visits at 
the manager’s location, a one-percentage-point increase; 
and 39 percent cited position-based risk analysis, up from 
38 percent. The two areas that have shown more signifi-
cant change are peer group analysis, which rose to 68 per-
cent of Study respondents from 65 percent a year ago and 
58 percent two years earlier, and third-party evaluation  
of man agers, which rose to 50 percent of Study participants 
from 45 percent last year and 41 percent the year before 
that. (Multiple responses were permitted.) 

The due diligence procedure cited most frequently by five 
of the six size cohorts was telephone conference calls with 
managers, the only exception being institutions with assets 
over $1 billion, where an equal percentage cited on-site  
visits with managers at their offices. Although endowments 
with assets between $51 and $100 million and those with 
assets under $25 million most often mentioned telephone 
conferences with managers, this approach was only one 
percentage point higher than peer group comparisons. 

Figure 6.8 Ongoing Due Diligence Procedures Employeds

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

On-site manager visits at  
my institution 66 81 87 64 60 61 59

On-site visits with managers at 
their offices 54 84 81 64 44 32 18

Telephone conference calls 
with managers 75 84 94 80 66 64 60

Quantitative attribution analysis 
of manager performance 61 76 84 69 57 41 41

Position-based risk analysis 39 56 61 41 32 26 26

Peer group comparisons 68 74 81 72 65 53 59

Annual due diligence questionnaire 
updates 33 51 52 41 23 18 10

Third-party evaluation of managers 50 49 60 56 56 41 25

Other 7 5 6 10 7 6 4

No answer/uncertain 5 15 3 2 2 7 7

smultiple responses allowed
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CONFLICTS OF INTEREST 

Overall, 97 percent of Study participants reported that 
they have some form of conflict of interest policy, 
unchanged over the past two fiscal years. Thirty-one per-
cent of respondents apply the policy only to the board,  
up from 32 percent last year, while 65 percent applied it  
to the board and investment committee compared with  
64 percent a year ago. Eighty-seven percent have a conflict 
of interest policy that also applies to their senior staff,  
one percentage point lower than last year. 

Institutions with the largest endowments reported having 
a conflict of interest policy at a rate that is lower than the 
other five size cohorts. Eighty-six percent of these institu-
tions have a policy versus 96 to 100 percent of institutions 
in the other five size cohorts. The largest institutions are also 
the least likely to apply the policy to senior staff members, 

with 79 percent doing so versus a range of 82 to 92 per-
cent of the other size groups. When the data are viewed by 
type of institution, 99 percent of IRFs and 96 percent of 
combined endowment/foundations said that they have  
a conflict of interest policy, compared with 97 percent of 
public institutions and 96 percent of private institutions. 

More than half of participating institutions continue to 
allow board members to conduct business with the organi-
zation. Fifty-six percent allow the practice, unchanged  
over the past three years. Half or more of all size cohorts 
allow the practice, although there was a noticeable drop to 
50 percent from 57 percent of colleges and universities 
with assets over $1 billion. 

Roughly the same percentage of institutions, 55 percent, 
have a process in place for resolving potential conflicts, 
down one percentage point year over the year. Of those 

Figure 6.9 Conflict of Interest Policiess

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Have conflict of interest policy 97 86 99 100 97 99 96

For board only 31 7 30 35 36 33 34

For investment committee ss 1 0 ss 1 0 0

For board and investment committee 65 77 69 64 60 66 60

Stricter standard applies to 
investment committee 7 23 9 7 2 3 5

Policy applies to senior staff 87 79 90 92 87 87 82

Policy allows board members to  
conduct business with institution 56 50 51 58 58 56 56

Permitted for college/university 54 48 49 56 56 55 53

Permitted for foundation 13 6 14 13 13 11 21

Not permitted 10 24 10 6 7 9 15

Uncertain 34 27 38 36 35 35 29

Have process for resolution of 
potential conflicts 55 48 51 57 57 56 55

Recusal and disclosure 46 41 45 49 51 45 38

Recusal only 2 0 3 3 1 3 0

Disclosure only 6 4 3 5 4 7 16

Other 4 7 3 3 5 0 3

�smultiple responses allowed
sssample size too small to analyze
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with a process for resolution of potential conflicts, recusal 
and disclosure is the most frequently used method for 
dealing with potential conflicts, with 46 percent using this 
approach, up one percentage point from last year. Six per-
cent rely on disclosure alone and 2 percent use recusal alone. 

ADVISORY COMMITTEES 

Fourteen percent of Study participants have an advisory 
committee with influence on investment policy, the same 
rate as last year. Advisory committee members not affili-
ated with the investment function were typically drawn 
from alumni by 48 percent of Study participants, from 
faculty by 35 percent, from students by 20 percent, from 
board members by 15 percent and from outside invest-
ment professionals by 13 percent. The most significant 
changes this year from last were the increase to 35 percent 
of institutions choosing committee members from faculty 
and 20 percent selecting from students.

Viewed by endowment size, 27 percent of the largest 
endowments in the Study reported having such a commit-
tee, while 10 to 17 percent of institutions in the other five 
size categories reported having them. 

Five of the six size categories were most likely to draw 
advisory committee members from alumni, the only 
exception being colleges and universities with endowments 
under $25 million, where alumni and faculty were cited at 
the same rate. 

When the data are viewed by type of institution, only  
12 percent of private institutions have advisory commit-
tees versus 27 percent of public institutions and 13 percent 
of IRFs. 

Figure 6.10 Advisory Committee and Investment Policy

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Has advisory committee with 
influence on investment policy 14 27 17 10 11 13 17

Committee members not affiliated 
with investment function  
drawn froms 

Faculty 35 52 54 35 17 27 19

Alumni 48 68 77 42 44 33 19

Students 20 32 31 27 11 7 6

Board members 15 12 8 19 17 20 13

Outside investment professionals 13 12 23 15 6 13 13

Other 27 36 38 19 33 7 25

No answer/uncertain 15 16 0 19 6 20 25

smultiple responses allowed
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Probing the role of advisory committees further, we 
inquired about their authority. Forty-two percent of the 
113 respondents to this question said the advisory com-
mittee has no official role in determining investment  
policy and practice or proxy voting, an increase from last 
year’s 38 percent but below the 47 percent reported two 
years ago. The opposite situation, in which the advisory 
committee does have an official role in determining invest-
ment policy and practice also showed year-to-year volatility, 
as it declined to 39 percent from 48 percent last year after 
rising from 41 percent in FY2013. Another 12 percent said 
the advisory committee had an official role in determining 
proxy voting, up from 10 percent a year ago. 

Generally, the authority of advisory committees is inversely 
correlated with endowment size, with the three larger size 
cohorts granting these bodies less authority and the three 
smaller ones giving them more. There were instances of 
significant year-over-year change, however, indicating that 
some institutions may be wrestling with the role advisory 
committees should play. For example, the percentage  
of institutions with assets between $101 and $500 million 
saying that the committee has no authority rose to 58 per-
cent this year from 39 percent last, while 35 percent said 
the committee has an official role, down from 55 percent 
last year. Thirty-three percent of endowments with assets 
between $51 and $100 million said the advisory commit-
tee has an official role, down from 53 percent last year. 

In addition to providing data, a number of institutions 
offered comments that shed further light on the purview 
of advisory committees. As was the case last year, advisory 
committees played a particular role in formulating respon-
sible investing policies and practices at a number of insti-
tutions, both public and private. Said a private university 
in the Southeast, “The advisory committee provides rec-
ommendations to the president of the university on matters 
related to investment sustainability.” A private university 
in the Mid-Atlantic region said, “The Public Interest 
Investment Advisory Committee reviews proposals regard-
ing social concerns related to the investment of the univer-
sity’s separately invested accounts and determines whether 
to recommend for action on the proposal to the universi-
ty’s investment committee. The investment committee  
can then review the proposal and deny or grant [the] rec-
ommendation to the board of trustees for consideration  
or seek additional information from the subcommittee.”  
A private institution in the Northeast commented, “We have 
a separate advisory committee on investor responsibility 
but it focuses mainly on proxy voting and has no influence 
on investment policy or decisions, barring any (unlikely) 
decision to invest.”

Beyond socially responsible investing, advisory committees 
perform other roles, as illustrated by a comment from a 
private university on the West Coast that cited “general 
investing, private equity, venture capital, emerging markets.”  

Figure 6.11 Advisory Committee Authoritys

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

Responding institutions  113  25  13  26  18  15  16

Has no official role determining 
investment policy and practice, 
or proxy voting 42 64 38 58 28 20 25

Has official role determining  
investment policy and practice 39 28 31 35 33 60 56

Has official role determining  
proxy voting 12 8 23 15 6 20 0

Other 6 0 15 12 6 0 6

No answer/uncertain 7 0 0 4 17 13 13

smultiple responses allowed
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A private liberal arts college in the Midwest said its  
advisory committee “manages and monitors performance 
against the investment policy. The committee acts in an 
advisory capacity (to establish) the asset allocation and risk 
parameters.” A private college in the Southeast said, “Our 
non-trustee advisers have full membership on the com-
mittee but no vote.” A state university foundation in the 
Mountain West said, “The advisory committee reviews 
and recommends any changes to the investment policy, 
procedures and performance. This includes, but is not lim-
ited to, advising on manager quality and performance, 
investment liquidity, portfolio diversification, asset alloca-
tion targets and other investment objectives.”

INVESTMENT COMMITTEE SIZE  
AND COMPOSITION 

Turning to the size of investment committees, for FY2015 
the average number of voting members on investment 
committees showed no change, remaining at 8.0 members 
for the fourth consecutive year. 

The size of investment committees was correlated with 
endowment size from largest to smallest, from an average 
of 9.0 voting members for the largest institutions to 7.0 
for institutions with assets between $25 and $50 million 
and those with assets under $25 million. Compared with 
last year, committee size was up for one size cohort, down 
for three and unchanged for the remaining two. 

When the data are viewed by type of institution, com-
bined endowment/foundations had the largest investment 
committees with an average of 8.8 members, but down 
slightly from last year’s average of 9.0 members. Private 
institutions reported the smallest committees, with an 
average of 7.7 members compared with 8.5 members at 
IRFs and 7.9 members at public institutions. 

With regard to investment committee credentials, only 
slightly more than half of the voting members were invest-
ment professionals. Of the average 8.0 investment com-
mittee members, Study participants reported that an 
average of 4.4 were investment professionals, up slightly 
from last year’s 4.3. The number of investment committee  

Figure 6.12 Voting Members on Investment Committee for Fiscal Years 2013, 2014 and 2015
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members with alternative strategies experience also rose, 
reaching an average of 2.9 from 2.8 a year ago. The aver-
age number of non-trustee voting members on investment 
committees, at 1.3, was unchanged year over year, while 
the 4.4 members on investment committees who are 
alumni was slightly higher than 4.2 last year. 

As in the past, the average number of investment commit-
tee members who are investment professionals was corre-
lated with endowment size, ranging from a high of 6.8 on 
the committees of institutions with assets over $1 billion 
to 2.7 members on the committees of institutions with 
assets under $25 million. The same pattern held for the 
average number of committee members with alternative 
strategies experience, ranging from a high of 5.1 to a low 
of 1.3 as endowment size decreased. The average number 
of non-trustee voting members on investment committees 
ranged from a high of 2.5 for institutions with assets  
over $1 billion to a low of 0.7 for endowments with assets 
between $25 and $50 million. Institutions with assets over 
$1 billion had the greatest number of investment commit-
tee members who were alumni, an average of 6.3. This fig-
ure also declined along with endowment size, reaching a 
low of 1.9 for institutions with assets under $25 million. 

Viewed by type of institution, combined endowment/
foundations continued to have the highest average number 
of investment committee members who are investment 
professionals, at an average of 5.0. The lowest was 4.2, 
found among public institutions. Private institutions 
reported an average of 4.5 members who are investment 
professionals. Combined endowment/foundations and 
reported the highest number of committee members with 
alternative strategies experience, at 3.2, while public and 
private institutions both reported an average of 3.0. As was 
true last year, combined endowment/foundations reported 
the most voting members who were alumni, an average  
of 5.8. 

One-third of Study participants reported that they extend 
voting privileges to non-trustees, unchanged year over  
year. Fifty-five percent said they do not, a one-percentage- 
point rise. 

Figure 6.13 Investment Committee Credentials for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
average number Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   832 812 91 94 77 77 262 261 168 167 125 117 109 96

   ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Investment committee members 
who are investment professionals  4.3 4.4 6.9 6.8 6.1 6.3 4.8 4.8 3.5 3.5 3.0 3.0 2.8 2.7

Investment committee members 
with alternative strategies 
experience  2.8 2.9 4.9 5.1 4.1 4.5 3.1 2.9 2.0 2.1 1.8 1.9 1.5 1.3

Non-trustee voting members  1.3 1.3 2.4 2.5 1.6 1.8 1.4 1.2 0.7 1.0 0.9 0.7 1.3 1.2

Voting members who are alumni  4.2 4.4 6.3 6.3 5.9 6.1 5.0 5.1 3.8 3.9 2.9 3.1 1.9 1.9
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Viewed by size cohort, 46 percent of institutions with 
assets between $501 million and $1 billion offered voting 
privileges to non-trustees, the highest incidence of this 
practice. Institutions with assets between $25 and $50 
million extended privileges at the lowest rate, at 26 per-
cent, while those with assets under $25 did so at the 
slightly higher rate of 27 percent. Viewed by type of insti-
tution, 32 percent of private institutions extended voting 
privileges to non-trustees compared to 38 percent of  
public institutions, 33 percent of IRFs and 39 percent  
of combined endowment/foundations. 

Investment management and governance practices and 
policies tend to evolve gradually, and FY2015 reflected 
this. Professional staffing showed only minimal change 
for Study respondents as a whole, but declined at insti-
tutions with assets over $1 billion, as reflected in the 
past four years’ data. Consultant use remains high—in  
the mid-80 percent range for Study participants as a 
whole—and while outsourcing has risen sharply over 
the four years that we have tracked it, there was only a 
small change this year from last. While conflict of inter-
est policies are in place at the overwhelming majority  
of Study respondents, most still allow board members 
to do business with the institution subject, in most 
cases, to recusal and disclosure. The role of advisory 
committees appears to be in flux at the current time,  
as institutions seek to define how much or how little 
authority these bodies should have in determining 
investment policies and practices, and the degree to 
which various constituencies should participate. 

Figure 6.14 Voting Privileges for Non-Trustees
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ABOUT COMMONFUND INSTITUTE

Commonfund Institute houses the education and 
research activities of Commonfund and provides the 
entire community of long-term investors with investment 
information and professional development programs. 
Commonfund Institute is dedicated to the advancement 
of investment knowledge and the promotion of best prac-
tices in financial management. Commonfund Institute 
pursues its objectives through a wide variety of resources, 
including conferences, seminars and roundtables on topics  
such as endowment and treasury management; proprietary 
and third-party research and publications including the 
annual Commonfund Benchmarks Studies,® in-depth sur-
veys of investment management practices and policies; the 
management and distribution of the Commonfund 
Higher Education Price Index® (HEPI), an inflation index 
designed specifically for higher education; Commonfund 
Forum, the largest investment conference for trustees and 
senior executives of qualified organizations; the Endow-
ment Institute,® an intensive, week-long seminar for trustees 

and senior man agers of endowed organizations; and the 
Commonfund Prize for outstanding contribution to non-
profit investment research. The institute’s broad range of 
programs and services is designed to serve financial practi-
tioners, fiduciaries and scholars.

Commonfund Institute, in addition to conducting and 
publishing this NCSE report and the various Commonfund 
Benchmarks Studies, conducts the full range of research, 
education, publication, professional development and best 
practice initiatives in which Commonfund has been engaged 
since its founding in 1971. At that time, Commonfund 
was established with the assistance of  a $2.8 million 
grant from the Ford Foundation; of that total, $500,000 
was earmarked specifically for research and publications. 
Thus, projects such as this Study have been an essential 
part of Commonfund’s mission from the beginning. Over 
the years, we have published numerous books, white 
papers and monographs on topics related to endowment 
and treasury management. 

APPENDICES
Appendix I 

About Commonfund Institute and NACUBO
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In addition to the professional staff at Commonfund  
Institute and NACUBO, this NCSE Study is indebted to 
the talents and experience of team members at England 
Associates and Riverside Asso ciates. These firms bring a 
wealth of experience to the research and add immeasur-
ably to the value created for our clients. Additionally, we 
are grateful to the authors of  this report—professionals 
from Commonfund and England Associates—whose 
cogent perspectives and thoughtful analysis make this report 
a true working reference tool. 

ABOUT NACUBO

The National Association of College and University Busi-
ness Officers (NACUBO) is a membership organization 
representing more than 2,100 colleges and universities 
across the country. NACUBO specifically represents chief 
business and financial officers through advocacy efforts, 
community service and professional development activities. 
The association’s mission is to advance the economic  
viability and business practices of higher education insti-
tutions in fulfillment of their academic missions. For  
additional information, please visit www.nacubo.org.

www.nacubo.org
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Figure 1.3A Top Decile and Top Quartile Performerss by Size

number of institutions  Total Institutions Top Decile Top Quartile

  832 812 83 83 210 203

  ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Over $1 billion 91 94 20 30 37 48

$501 million –$1 billion 77 77 6 12 15 27

$101–$500 million  262 261 21 18 60 50

$51–$100 million  168 167 9 9 31 24

$25 –$50 million  125 117 14 5 31 26

Under $25 million 109 96 13 9 36 28

sbased on reported returns for fiscal years 2014 and 2015

Appendix II
Type of Fund Tables
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Figure 1.4A Top Decile and Top Quartile Performerss by Type and Carnegie Classification 

number of institutions by type  Total Institutions Top Decile Top Quartile

  832 812 83 83 210 203

  ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Private 530 511 50 55 132 130

All publics 302 301 33 28 78 73

Public only 78 74 11 9 21 21

IRFs 170 173 19 12 45 39

Combined endowment/foundations 54 54 3 7 12 13

 

number of institutions by Carnegie Classification

Doctorate-granting university 296 296 31 36 76 80

Master’s college or university 252 247 21 12 57 49

Baccalaureate college  223 209 21 26 57 54

Community college  34 30 6 5 13 12

Special focus institution  27 30 4 4 7 8

sbased on reported returns for fiscal years 2014 and 2015

Figure 1.6A/EW Asset Allocationss for Top Decile and Top Quartile Performers for Fiscal Year 2015

numbers in percent (%)  Total Institutions Top Decile Top Quartile

  812  83  203

Domestic equities 30  22   29

Fixed income 16  8   12

International equities  19  14   15

Alternative strategies  29  47   37

Short-term securities/cash/other 6  9  7

sequal-weighted



2015 NACUBO-Commonfund Study of Endowments 76

Figure 2.1A-s Fiscal Year 2015 One-Year Returns by Decile and Quartile by Size

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Deciles

90th percentile  5.4  7.7  6.5  4.9  4.4  5.0  5.3

80th percentile  4.1  6.7  5.0  3.6  3.3  3.9  4.2

70th percentile  3.4  5.4  4.0  3.0  2.9  2.9  3.6

60th percentile  2.8  4.3  3.1  2.4  2.3  2.4  3.1

50th percentile (median)  2.2  3.8  2.7  1.8  1.8  2.0  2.7

40th percentile  1.6  3.4  2.0  1.2  1.5  1.4  1.5

30th percentile  1.0  2.7  1.4  0.7  1.1  0.7  0.8

20th percentile  0.3  2.2  0.6  0.2  0.4  -0.1  0.1

10th percentile  -0.6  0.7  -0.1  -0.8  -0.7  -0.9  -1.3

Quartiles

75th percentile  3.7  6.2  4.4  3.4  3.1  3.5  4.0

50th percentile (median)  2.2  3.8  2.7  1.8  1.8  2.0  2.7

25th percentile  0.7  2.4  1.0  0.4  0.7  0.3  0.4

Figure 2.1A-t Fiscal Year 2015 One-Year Returns by Decile and Quartile by Type

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Deciles

90th percentile  5.4  5.7  5.4  5.7  4.5  7.4

80th percentile  4.1  4.2  4.1  4.4  4.0  4.0

70th percentile  3.4  3.4  3.3  3.7  3.3  3.2

60th percentile  2.8  2.8  2.8  2.9  2.8  2.3

50th percentile (median)  2.2  2.2  2.0  2.4  2.0  1.7

40th percentile  1.6  1.7  1.5  1.9  1.4  1.1

30th percentile  1.0  1.2  0.8  0.8  0.8  0.7

20th percentile  0.3  0.3  0.4  0.3  0.4  0.4

10th percentile  -0.6  -0.6  -0.6  -0.4  -0.6  -1.1

Quartiles

75th percentile  3.7  3.7  3.7  4.1  3.5  3.5

50th percentile (median)  2.2  2.2  2.0  2.4  2.0  1.7

25th percentile  0.7  0.8  0.6  0.6  0.6  0.6
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Figure 2.2A Average One-, Three-, Five- and 10-Year Net Returns for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total        Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   832 812 530 511 302 301 78 74 170 173 54 54

   ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15

Annual total net return  15.5 2.4 15.4 2.4 15.7 2.3 15.7 2.5 15.8 2.2 15.6 2.4

3-year net return  9.0 9.9 9.0 9.9 9.0 9.9 9.0 10.1 9.0 9.8 8.8 10.0

5-year net return  11.7 9.8 11.8 9.8 11.6 9.7 11.8 9.7 11.6 9.7 11.4 9.7

10-year net return  7.1 6.3 7.1 6.3 7.0 6.2 7.3 6.5 6.8 6.1 6.8 6.1

Figure 2.5A Average Return by Asset Class for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Average FY2015 total return  2.4  2.4  2.3  2.5  2.2  2.4

Domestic equities  6.4  6.4  6.4  6.7  6.4  6.2

Fixed income  0.2  0.1  0.5  0.4  0.4  1.1

International equities  -2.1  -1.9  -2.4  -3.0  -2.6  -1.5

Alternative strategies  1.1  1.5  0.3  2.1  -0.9  1.8

Private equity (LBOs, mezzanine,  
M&A funds and international 
private equity)  9.3  9.3  9.4  11.1  8.5  8.9

Marketable alternative strategies 
(hedge funds, absolute return, 
market neutral, long/short, 130/30, 
event-driven and derivatives)  2.7  2.7  2.6  2.6  2.7  2.4

Venture capital  15.1  16.6  12.7  10.5  12.4  16.1

Private equity real estate  
(non-campus)  9.9  10.3  9.3  8.6  9.5  9.7

Energy and natural resources  -13.3  -12.6  -14.4  -13.1  -15.7  -13.2

Commodities and managed futures  -17.7  -19.8  -14.8  -14.6  -16.3  -12.1

Distressed debt  5.4  4.5  6.8  3.3  9.8  4.6

Short-term securities/cash/other  0.0  0.2  -0.4  -0.5  -0.3  -0.3

Short-term securities/cash  0.1  0.1  0.1  0.1  0.0  0.2

Other  -0.5  1.5  -3.0  -3.2  -3.0  -2.9
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Figure 3.3A Detailed Asset Allocationss for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total        Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Domestic equities  16  15  19  15  26  21

Fixed income  9  8  11  10  13  11

International equities  19  18  21  21  21  20

Alternative strategies  52  54  46  50  36  46

Private equity (LBOs, mezzanine, 
M&A funds and international 
private equity)  10  12  8  9  6  7

Marketable alternative strategies 
(hedge funds, absolute return, 
market neutral, long/short, 130/30, 
event-driven and derivatives)  20  20  20  22  15  21

Venture capital  5  6  4  5  2  3

Private equity real estate 
(non-campus)  6  7  4  5  3  3

Energy and natural resources  6  6  5  5  4  6

Commodities and managed futures  1  0  1  1  1  1

Distressed debt  2  1  3  3  2  2

Alternatives not broken out  2  2  1  0  3  3

Short-term securities/cash/other  4  5  3  4  4  2

Short-term securities/cash  3  3  3  3  2  2

Other  1  1  0  1  1  0

Short-term securities/cash/ 
other not broken out  0  1  0  0  1  0

sdollar-weighted
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Figure 3.3A/EW-s Detailed Asset Allocationss by Size for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Domestic equities  30  17  21  28  33  39  43

Fixed income  16  8  9  13  17  20  24

International equities  19  20  20  21  20  19  15

Alternative strategies  29  50  43  32  25  16  10

Private equity (LBOs, mezzanine, 
M&A funds and international 
private equity)  4  9  7  4  3  1  0

Marketable alternative strategies 
(hedge funds, absolute return, 
market neutral, long/short, 130/30, 
event-driven and derivatives)  14  21  21  15  13  8  6

Venture capital  2  5  3  1  1  1  0

Private equity real estate 
(non-campus)  2  5  4  3  2  2  0

Energy and natural resources  2  5  4  3  2  1  1

Commodities and managed futures  1  1  1  1  1  1  1

Distressed debt  1  2  1  1  0  0  0

Alternatives not broken out  3  2  2  4  3  2  2

Short-term securities/cash/other  6  5  7  6  5  6  8

Short-term securities/cash  4  3  5  3  3  4  5

Other  2  2  2  2  1  2  2

Short-term securities/cash/ 
other not broken out  0  0  0  1  1  0  1

sequal-weighted
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Figure 3.3A/EW-t Detailed Asset Allocationss by Type for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total        Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Domestic equities  30  30  31  27  35  25

Fixed income  16  15  17  16  19  13

International equities  19  20  19  19  19  20

Alternative strategies  29  29  28  32  23  38

Private equity (LBOs, mezzanine, 
M&A funds and international 
private equity)  4  4  4  4  3  5

Marketable alternative strategies 
(hedge funds, absolute return, 
market neutral, long/short, 130/30, 
event-driven and derivatives)  14  14  14  17  11  18

Venture capital  2  2  1  2  1  2

Private equity real estate 
(non-campus)  2  2  2  3  2  3

Energy and natural resources  2  2  3  3  2  4

Commodities and managed futures  1  1  1  1  1  2

Distressed debt  1  1  1  1  1  1

Alternatives not broken out  3  3  2  1  2  3

Short-term securities/cash/other  6  6  5  6  4  4

Short-term securities/cash  4  4  4  5  3  3

Other  2  2  1  1  1  1

Short-term securities/cash/ 
other not broken out  0  0  0  0  0  0

sequal-weighted

Figure 3.4A Domestic Equity Asset Mixs for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

Responding institutions  708 675 436 415 272 260 69 65 152 148 51 47

   ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15

Type of investment strategy

Active  74 71 73 71 75 72 73 74 67 58 85 82

Indexed (passive/enhanced)  26 29 27 29 25 28 27 26 33 42 15 18

sdollar-weighted
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Figure 3.5A Fixed Income Asset Mixs for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

Responding institutions  699 639 430 392 269 247 70 64 151 142 48 41

   ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15

Type of investment strategy 

Domestic investment-grade (active)  63 63 61 61 65 65 59 60 65 68 78 74

Domestic investment-grade (passive)  11 13 12 15 9 9 8 7 9 7 10 15

Domestic non-investment-grade 
(active or passive)  10 10 12 11 7 9 8 8 11 13 2 5

International bonds (active or passive) 12 11 11 10 15 13 19 19 11 8 8 5

Emerging markets (active or passive)  4 3 4 3 4 4 6 6 4 4 2 1

sdollar-weighted

Figure 3.6A International Equity Asset Mixs for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

Responding institutions  706 668 440 411 266 257 67 64 149 146 50 47

   ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15

Type of investment strategy 

Active MSCI EAFE  52 51 47 47 59 59 58 59 58 57 62 59

Passive/index MSCI EAFE  12 11 14 13 8 8 7 5 15 18 4 7

Emerging markets  36 38 39 40 33 33 35 36 27 25 34 34

sdollar-weighted
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Figure 3.7A Alternative Strategies Asset Mixs for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

Responding institutions  704 676 443 420 261 256 70 67 141 142 50 47

   ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15

Type of investment

Private equity (LBOs, mezzanine, 
M&A funds and international 
private equity)  22 21 25 22 17 17 17 17 19 17 15 17

Marketable alternative strategies 
(hedge funds, absolute return, 
market neutral, long/short, 130/30, 
event-driven and derivatives)  38 40 35 38 44 45 42 44 46 47 49 47

Venture capital  9 11 9 12 9 9 9 10 8 8 7 8

Private equity real estate  
(non-campus)  12 12 14 13 9 9 10 10 9 9 7 7

Energy and natural resources 
(oil, gas, timber, commodities 
and managed futures)  15 13 14 12 15 14 15 13 15 13 18 17

Distressed debt  4 3 3 3 6 6 7 6 3 6 4 4

sdollar-weighted

Figure 3.7A/EW-s  Alternative Strategies Asset Mixs by Size for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

Responding institutions  704 676 86 89 72 72 236 231 141 139 96 90 73 55

   ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Type of investment  

Private equity (LBOs, mezzanine, 
M&A funds and international 
private equity)  16 16 21 19 17 18 16 16 12 15 15 10 3 3

Marketable alternative strategies 
(hedge funds, absolute return,  
market neutral, long/short, 130/30,  
event-driven and derivatives)  51 53 41 43 49 51 52 54 57 58 50 58 68 76

Venture capital  5 6 10 11 6 7 5 5 3 3 4 4 1 3

Private equity real estate 
(non-campus)  10 9 11 10 9 9 9 9 10 9 13 12 8 5

Energy and natural resources 
(oil, gas, timber, commodities 
and managed futures)  15 13 13 12 15 12 15 13 15 13 16 15 16 12

Distressed debt  3 3 4 5 4 3 3 3 3 2 2 1 4 1

sequal-weighted
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Figure 3.7A/EW-t  Alternative Strategies Asset Mixs by Type for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

Responding institutions  704 676 443 420 261 256 70 67 141 142 50 47

   ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15

Type of investment 

Private equity (LBOs, mezzanine, 
M&A funds and international 
private equity)  16 16 17 16 15 15 13 14 16 15 13 14

Marketable alternative strategies 
(hedge funds, absolute return, 
market neutral, long/short, 130/30, 
event-driven and derivatives)  51 53 49 53 54 54 54 55 53 56 54 49

Venture capital  5 6 6 6 5 5 7 7 4 4 5 6

Private equity real estate  
(non-campus)  10 9 10 10 8 9 9 9 8 9 7 8

Energy and natural resources 
(oil, gas, timber, commodities 
and managed futures)  15 13 15 12 15 14 14 12 15 12 18 20

Distressed debt  3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 4 3 3

sequal-weighted

Figure 3.9A Portfolio Rebalancing Frequencys for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

Responding institutions  742 468 274 67 157 50

Calendar-based

Annually  8  8  9  10  8  8

Semi-annually  2  2  2  1  1  6

Quarterly  26  25  28  31  29  22

Monthly  10  9  11  12  11  8

Other  3  3  3  4  1  6

Market value-based

Target- and range-based  88  87  90  88  92  88

Response to major gifts or 
other cash flows  40  35  49  49  51  40

Other  1  1  0  0  0  0

smultiple responses allowed
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Figure 3.10A Percent Allocated to Liquidity Categories in Fiscal Year 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

Responding institutions  642 409 233 53 140 40

Daily  49 50 47 36 54 39

Monthly  16 15 17 24 15 13

Quarterly  11 11 12 16 9 17

Semi-annually  2 2 2 1 2 3

Annually  5 6 5 6 4 8

Illiquid (> 365 days)  15 15 14 15 12 18

Other  2 1 3 2 4 2

Figure 3.11A Classifications Used in Constructing Portfolio

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Uses classificationss  76 74 79 77 80 78

Growth assets  96 97 95 93 96 93

Risk reduction  96 97 95 91 96 93

Inflation protection (real assets, TIPS)  85 85 84 89 80 90

Opportunistic  59 59 59 70 53 67

Liquidity  71 73 67 65 67 69

Duration  56 55 57 53 59 55

Other  6 5 7 11 5 10

Do not use  10 12 7 7 9 4

No answer/uncertain  14 14 14 16 11 18

smultiple responses allowed

Figure 3.12A Employs Risk Limits and Guidelines Within Portfolio

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Employs limits or guidelines  62 62 63 50 67 68

Employs hard limits  21 17 27 24 27 30

Employs soft limits  67 69 64 65 64 65

No answer/uncertain  12 14 9 11 9 5
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Figure 3.13A Types of Risk Metrics Useds

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

Responding institutions  507 317 190 37 116 37

Volatility calculations (standard 
deviation, etc.)  79 79 79 92 75 81 

Greek letter measures of return 
(alpha, beta, etc.)  66 67 65 70 65 59 

VaR calculations based on returns 
(top-down)  37 37 37 43 37 32

VaR calculations based on 
positions (bottom-up)  33 32 36 43 34 35

Other  15 16 12 14 11 14

smultiple responses allowed

Figure 3.14A Applies Stress or Scenario Tests to Portfolio

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Yes  51 51 51 45 54 54

No  30 29 31 36 31 22

No answer/uncertain  19 20 18 19 15 24

Figure 3.15A Currently Required/Permitted Responsible Investing Practices

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Seek to include investments 
ranking high on ESG criteria

Yes  15 18 10 8 10 11

No  71 68 78 81 78 72

Uncertain  14 14 12 11 12 17

Exclude or screen out investments 
inconsistent with institution’s 
mission

Yes  25 31 14 20 13 11

No  64 58 74 72 75 70

Uncertain  11 11 12 8 12 19

Allocate portion of endowment 
to investments furthering  
institution’s mission

Yes  16 17 12 12 12 15

No  70 69 73 73 72 72

Uncertain  14 14 15 15 16 13
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Figure 3.16A Board Has Decided to Exclude Responsible Investing Considerations

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Yes  7 7 8 7 7 9

No  76 76 75 77 76 69

No answer/uncertain  17 17 17 16 17 22

Figure 3.17A Considering Changing Investment Policy to Include ESG Integration

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Yes  7 6 8 8 7 9

No  70 69 71 68 75 65

No answer/uncertain  23 25 21 24 18 26

Figure 3.18A Have Met with Third-Party Stakeholders Regarding Responsible Investing Considerations

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Yes  31 33 28 35 25 28

No  51 48 56 43 63 52

No answer/uncertain  18 19 16 22 12 20

Figure 3.20A Managers Integrate Responsible Investing in Decision-Making

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Managers include investments 
ranking higher on ESG  10 10 8 15 6 6

Managers exclude undesirable 
investments inconsistent with 
institution’s mission  18 22 10 12 8 11
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Figure 3.21A Managers Vote Proxies Consistent with Responsible Investing Criterias

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Vote proxies consistent with 
ESG policy  9 10 6 9 3 9

Vote proxies consistent with 
SRI policy  11 14 6 11 3 9

Vote proxies consistent with other 
responsible investing criteria  13 14 13 12 13 15

smultiple responses allowed

Figure 3.22A Proxy Voting Was Essential in Hiring Manager

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Yes  4 5 1 3 1 0

No  73 71 78 73 79 81

No answer/uncertain  23 24 21 24 20 19

Figure 4.1A Debt Levels for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
 Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

Responding institutions  610 473 137 50 59 28

Average debt ($ in millions)  219.1 162.0 416.3 815.3 45.7 484.6

Median debt ($ in millions)  58.2 57.7 72.5 321.8 9.0 263.8

Debt service as a percentage 
of operating budget  5.3 5.0 6.5 4.2 10.2 4.5

Percentage of debt that is 
fixed rate  84.4 83.9 86.0 91.8 77.8 92.4

Average interest rate  4.2 4.3 4.0 3.9 4.0 4.4

Percentage of debt that is 
floating rate  15.6 16.1 14.0 8.2 22.2 7.6

Average interest rate  1.5 1.5 1.4 0.9 1.8 0.2



2015 NACUBO-Commonfund Study of Endowments 88

Figure 4.2A Changes to Debt in Fiscal Year 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

Responding institutions  610 473 137 50 59 28

Increased debt  30 28 37 56 22 32

Decreased debt  65 67 59 40 75 61

No change  4 4 4 4 3 7

No answer/uncertain  1 1 0 0 0 0

Figure 4.3A Plan to Significantly Increase Debt in Next Two Years

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

Responding institutions  610 473 137 50 59 28

Yes  24 25 21 28 8 36

No  65 64 67 62 78 53

No answer/uncertain  11 11 12 10 14 11

Figure 4.4A Have Formal Debt Policy

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

Responding institutions  610 473 137 50 59 28

Yes  43 42 46 52 35 57

No  51 52 47 38 58 39

No answer/uncertain  6 6 7 10 7 4

Figure 4.5A Use of Interest Rate Swaps to Manage Exposure

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

Responding institutions  610 473 137 50 59 28

Use  39 43 27 38 22 18

Do not use  58 54 69 56 75 78

No answer/uncertain  3 3 4 6 3 4
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Figure 4.6A Maintain Line of Credit with Financial Institution

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Maintain line of credits  51 70 18 26 16 ss

Line is secured  30 29 30 26 39 ss

Line is committed   40 42 32 42 25 ss

Accessed line during past year  33 34 28 32 29 ss

�smultiple responses allowed
sssample size too small to analyze

Figure 5.2A Average Annual Effective Spending Rates for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

    832 812 530 511 302 301 78 74 170 173 54 54

   ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15

Average annual effective  
spending rates  4.4 4.2 4.5 4.3 4.1 4.0 3.8 3.8 4.3 4.2 4.2 3.9

Figure 5.3A Changes to Effective Spending Rates for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Increased spending rate  22  21  25  14  28  30

Average percent increase  0.9  1.0  0.6  0.5  0.7  0.7

Decreased spending rate  58  60  53  63  50  48

Average percent decrease  0.5  0.5  0.4  0.3  0.5  0.3

No change  15  14  18  16  19  17

No answer/uncertain  5  5  4  7  3  5



2015 NACUBO-Commonfund Study of Endowments 90

Figure 5.4A Spending Policys for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Spend all current income  3 4 2 4 1 2

Percentage of moving average  77 77 77 76 81 69

Average percentage  4.7 4.8 4.5 4.5 4.5 4.5

Decide on appropriate rate 
each year  14 12 16 9 20 15

Grow distribution at predetermined 
inflation rate  ss 1 0 0 0 0

Spend pre-specified percentage 
of beginning market value  3 3 4 5 3 4

Average pre-specified 
percentage spent  4.7 5.0 4.4 4.4 4.5 4.0

Last year’s spending plus inflation 
with upper and lower bands  5 5 5 4 3 11

Weighted average or hybrid 
method (Yale/Stanford rule)  8 9 6 5 5 13

Meet IRS minimum of 5 percent  1 ss 1 0 2 2

Other  5 6 3 3 3 6

 smultiple responses allowed
sssample size too small to analyze

Figure 5.5A Followed, Made Exceptions or Suspended Spending Policy in Fiscal Year 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Followed spending policy  93 91 96 97 97 91

Did not follow spending policy  4 5 2 3 2 4

Made exceptions or suspended 
spending policy

Yes  73 s s s s s

No  15 s s s s s

No answer/uncertain  12 s s s s s

No answer/uncertain  3 4 2 0 1 5

ssample size too small to analyze
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Figure 5.6A Changed Spending Policy in Fiscal Year 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Yes  8 8 8 11 8 6

No  88 88 89 86 91 87

No answer/uncertain  4 4 3 3 1 7

Figure 5.7A Changes to Spending Dollars for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Increased spending dollars  78  77  79  81  80  74

Median percent increase  8.8  7.5  11.3  10.9  11.5  10.4

Decreased spending dollars  12  13  10  5  11  9

Median percent decrease  10.1  9.5  10.4  19.4  10.9  10.1

No change  1  1  s  0  0  2

No answer/uncertain  9  9  11  14  9  15

ssample size too small to analyze

Figure 5.8A Special Appropriations to Spending in Fiscal Year 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Made special appropriations  27 24 33 20 40 24

Percentage above spending rate 
represented by special appropriations  2.8 2.6 3.2 1.0 4.1 1.6

Where special appropriations 
were mades

Capital campaign costs  26 28 23 27 21 31

Major campus improvements  18 22 13 7 16 8

Debt service  13 17 8 0 10 8

Financial aid  11 12 9 0 10 15

Support operating budget  53 40 69 53 71 77

Investment-related expense  12 11 14 20 13 15

Development-related expense  3 2 4 7 3 8

Other  3 6 0 0 0 0

smultiple responses allowed
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Figure 5.9A Percentage of Operating Budget Funded by Endowment

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Average percentage of operating 
budget funded by endowment  9.7 9.1 11.0 6.1 14.5 7.8

Median percentage of operating 
budget funded by endowment  3.7 5.2 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.8

Increased  42 53 25 30 20 35

Decreased  21 25 13 13 13 13

No change  11 13 9 14 7 7

No answer/uncertain  26 9 53 43 60 45

Figure 5.9A-s Percentage of Operating Budget Funded by Endowment by Decile and Quartile by Size

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
numbers in percent (%) Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

   812  94  77  261  167  117  96

Deciles

90th percentile  25.4  39.8  29.1  21.5  14.7  15.6  16.0

80th percentile  13.0  32.8  22.6  13.0  7.3  6.0  3.1

70th percentile  8.0  18.9  18.0  10.4  5.2  4.9  1.5

60th percentile  5.3  12.4  12.9  7.4  4.0  3.2  0.7

50th percentile (median)  3.7  8.1  7.1  6.2  3.0  2.0  0.3

40th percentile  2.5  5.3  3.7  4.4  2.3  1.5  0.0

30th percentile  1.5  3.9  2.4  2.6  1.3  1.0  0.0

20th percentile  0.7  2.8  1.5  1.4  0.6  0.2  0.0

10th percentile  0.0  1.5  0.8  0.5  0.0  0.0  0.0

Quartiles

75th percentile  10.3  25.5  20.0  11.4  6.2  5.5  1.9

50th percentile (median)  3.7  8.1  7.1  6.2  3.0  2.0  0.3

25th percentile  1.0  3.0  1.9  1.9  1.0  0.6  0.0
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Figure 5.9A-t Percentage of Operating Budget Funded by Endowment by Decile and Quartile by Type

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Deciles

90th percentile  25.4  22.3  50.0  11.0  64.6  7.4

80th percentile  13.0  14.0  5.3  4.5  25.0  4.0

70th percentile  8.0  9.5  2.8  2.6  3.1  3.0

60th percentile  5.3  6.9  1.8  1.5  1.5  2.4

50th percentile (median)  3.7  5.2  1.0  1.0  1.0  1.8

40th percentile  2.5  3.7  0.6  0.5  0.3  1.2

30th percentile  1.5  2.7  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.8

20th percentile  0.7  1.6  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.4

10th percentile  0.0  0.6  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0

Quartiles

75th percentile  10.3  11.9  3.9  3.0  5.1  3.5

50th percentile (median)  3.7  5.2  1.0  1.0  1.0  1.8

25th percentile  1.0  2.1  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.6

Figure 5.10A Use of Higher Education and/or Price Indices

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Uses HEPI only  10 10 10 12 9 11

Uses CPI only  22 20 24 15 28 28

Uses both HEPI and CPI  21 26 14 18 11 17

Uses neither HEPI nor CPI  38 33 47 47 48 42

No answer/uncertain  9 11 5 8 4 2
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Figure 5.11A How Institutions Use the Higher Education Price Index (HEPI)

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Use HEPI  31 36 24 30 20 28

Use fors

Setting spending rate  24 20 34 32 41 20

Budget process  43 51 21 36 12 20

Setting tuition and fees  28 34 13 27 3 13

As investment benchmark or 
hurdle rate  29 25 38 27 47 33

Educational or informational 
purposes  52 54 45 55 41 40

Other  7 8 4 5 0 13

smultiple responses allowed

Figure 5.12A Percentage of Endowment Under Water for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

    832 812 530 511 302 301 78 74 170 173 54 54

   ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15

Percentage of endowment  
under water  1.2 1.9 1.1 1.6 1.4 2.5 1.2 3.3 1.3 2.1 1.9 2.7

Figure 5.13A Changes in Gifts and Donations for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Increase in gifts  45 45 44 35 47 50

Median increase  60.7 61.0 56.2 55.3 71.5 30.1

Decrease in gifts  38 39 37 42 38 26

Median decrease  34.9 34.5 37.6 34.8 40.3 33.9

No change  s s 0 0 0 0

No answer/uncertain  17 16 19 23 15 24

ssample size too small to analyze
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Figure 5.14A New Gifts to Endowment for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
dollars in millions ($) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Average gifts   10.0 8.3 12.9 19.9 8.6 18.9

Median gifts   2.7 2.4 3.8 4.5 2.3 7.7

Figure 5.15A Changes to Operating Budget Supported by Annual Giving for Fiscal Year 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Average percentage (%) of operating 
budget supported by annual giving  4.2 4.4 3.6 2.7 4.5 1.8

Median percentage (%) of operating 
budget supported by annual giving  2.2 2.6 0.2 0.8 0.0 0.4

Increase over FY2014  30 37 17 24 14 20

Average percentage increase  1.0 0.8 1.4 0.9 1.7 1.6

Median percentage increase  0.3 0.3 0.4 0.3 0.5 0.4

Decrease over FY2014  30 40 13 14 13 9

Average percentage decrease  1.0 0.7 2.7 0.6 4.1 0.8

Median percentage decrease  0.3 0.2 0.6 0.4 0.9 0.5

No change  8 11 4 3 4 8

No answer/uncertain  32 12 66 59 69 63

Figure 6.1A Professional Staffing of Investment Function for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
number of Full-Time Equivalents (FTEs) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

    832 812 530 511 302 301 78 74 170 173 54 54

   ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15

Average number of FTEs  1.6 1.7 1.7 1.7 1.6 1.6 2.8 3.3 0.9 0.9 1.9 1.9

Median number of FTEs  0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 1.0 1.0 0.3 0.3 1.0 1.0
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Figure 6.2A Joint Appointments

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

Responding institutions  227 0 227 0 173 54

Average percentage (%) of  
foundations whose employees have 
joint appointments at institution  48 N/A 48 N/A 51 35

Average number of positions with  
joint appointment  4.2 N/A 4.2 N/A 4.6 2.4

note: question was asked only of IRFs and Combined Endowment/Foundations

Figure 6.3A Organization Has a Chief Investment Officer

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Yes  19 19 19 27 13 31

No  79 78 79 73 86 63

No answer/uncertain  2 3 2 0 1 6

Figure 6.4A Consultant Use

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Used consultant  84 86 79 76 80 80

Services useds

Asset allocation/rebalancing  82 83 81 86 83 65

Manager selection  81 82 80 86 83 63

Policy review  76 75 78 84 80 65

Performance attribution and 
measurement  84 86 81 77 83 81

Outsourced investment management  38 38 38 32 43 26

ESG review  16 17 16 11 19 14

Ongoing due diligence  71 71 72 75 75 60

Other  5 6 4 0 5 7

smultiple responses allowed
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Figure 6.5A Outsourcing of Investment Function for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

    832 812 530 511 302 301 78 74 170 173 54 54

   ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15

Have substantially outsourced  43 43 43 43 43 42 32 34 48 46 41 39

Considering substantially outsourcing  4 4 3 3 5 6 8 8 4 7 4 4

Neither  50 49 51 50 50 49 60 57 44 43 55 55

No answer/uncertain  3 4 3 4 2 3 0 1 4 4 0 2

Figure 6.6A Number of Managers Used by Asset Class in Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
average number Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

    832 812 530 511 302 301 78 74 170 173 54 54

   ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15

Domestic equities  3.9 3.9 4.0 3.9 3.8 3.9 4.2 4.3 3.5 3.4 4.3 4.9

Fixed income  2.9 2.9 2.8 2.8 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 2.9 2.9 3.4 3.4

International equities  3.8 4.0 3.8 4.0 3.8 4.0 4.8 5.1 3.1 3.3 4.2 4.7

Alternative strategies (direct)  14.7 15.9 15.0 16.3 14.1 15.3 22.3 25.0 8.4 9.1 19.9 22.6

Alternative strategies (fund of funds) 3.1 3.0 3.1 3.2 3.0 2.8 3.2 2.6 2.4 2.4 4.5 4.3

Figure 6.8A Ongoing Due Diligence Procedures Employeds

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

On-site manager visits at 
my institution  66 65 69 76 63 78

On-site visits with managers at 
their offices  54 55 51 54 47 59

Telephone conference calls 
with managers  75 74 76 77 76 76

Quantitative attribution analysis 
of manager performance  61 62 60 65 57 63

Position-based risk analysis  39 39 40 46 38 35

Peer group comparisons  68 67 68 65 70 69

Annual due diligence questionnaire 
updates  33 32 34 46 29 33

Third-party evaluation of managers  50 52 46 49 43 50

Other  7 7 8 8 9 4

No answer/uncertain  5 5 5 4 3 9

smultiple responses allowed
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Figure 6.9A Conflict of Interest Policiess

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Have conflict of interest policy  97 96 98 97 99 96 

For board  31 32 30 28 32 26 

For investment committee  ss ss 1 1 1 0 

For board and investment committee  65 63 67 68 66 69 

Stricter standard applies to 
investment committee  7 9 5 3 5 7 

Policy applies to senior staff  87 88 86 86 86 85 

Policy allows board members to  
conduct business with institution  56 62 45 31 50 48 

Permitted for college/university  54 62 41 28 48 35 

Permitted for foundation  13 1 34 18 37 46 

Not permitted  10 10 10 18 8 7 

Uncertain  34 28 45 51 42 44 

Have process for resolution of 
potential conflicts  55 61 45 31 50 46 

Recusal and disclosure  46 51 38 22 43 43 

Recusal only  2 3 1 4 0 0 

Disclosure only  6 7 5 4 6 4 

Other  4 4 3 3 2 6 

 smultiple responses allowed
sssample size too small to analyze

Figure 6.10A Advisory Committee and Investment Policy

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Has advisory committee with 
influence on investment policy  14 12 17 27 13 ss 

Committee members not affiliated 
with investment function 
drawn froms

Faculty  35 38 30 35 18 ss 

Alumni  48 41 56 70 45 ss 

Students  20 27 12 10 9 ss 

Board members  15 8 24 35 9 ss 

Outside investment professionals  13 13 14 5 23 ss 

Other  27 32 20 15 27 ss 

No answer/uncertain  15 16 14 15 14 ss 

 smultiple responses allowed
sssample size too small to analyze
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Figure 6.11A Advisory Committee Authoritys

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

Responding institutions  113 63 50 20 22 8

Has no official role determining 
investment policy and practice, 
or proxy voting  42 48 36 40 36 25

Has official role determining 
investment policy and practice  39 29 52 45 55 63

Has official role determining 
proxy voting  12 16 6 5 5 13

Other  6 8 4 5 5 0

No answer/uncertain  7 6 8 10 5 13

smultiple responses allowed

Figure 6.12A Voting Members on Investment Committee for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
average number Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

    832 812 530 511 302 301 78 74 170 173 54 54

   ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15

Number of voting members on 
investment committee  8.0 8.0 7.8 7.7 8.3 8.4 7.5 7.9 8.4 8.5 9.0 8.8

Figure 6.13A Investment Committee Credentials for Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
average number Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

    832 812 530 511 302 301 78 74 170 173 54 54

   ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15 ‘14 ’15

Investment committee members 
who are investment professionals  4.3 4.4 4.3 4.5 4.4 4.4 4.0 4.2 4.3 4.3 5.2 5.0

Investment committee members 
with alternative strategies 
experience  2.8 2.9 2.9 3.0 2.6 2.7 2.4 3.0 2.5 2.5 3.0 3.2

Non-trustee voting members  1.3 1.3 1.0 1.1 1.7 1.6 2.3 2.7 1.2 1.1 2.1 1.6

Voting members who are alumni  4.2 4.4 4.0 4.1 4.6 4.9 4.3 4.5 4.5 4.8 5.4 5.8

Figure 6.14A Voting Privileges for Non-Trustees

 Total      Comb. Endowment/
numbers in percent (%) Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

   812 511 301 74 173 54

Yes  33 32 35 38 33 39

No  55 55 55 49 61 44

No answer/uncertain  12 13 10 13 6 17
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Figure D.1-s Endowment Fund Flows for Fiscal Year 2015 by Size

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
dollars ($) in billions Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

  812 94 77 261 167 117 96

Total beginning  
period endowment 
value 510.55  383.78  52.37  57.51  11.62  3.89  1.38

Total additions 
to investment pool 29.05  21.17  3.29  3.43  0.77  0.30  0.09

Total withdrawals 
from investment pool -19.74  -13.76  -2.30  -2.76  -0.61  -0.25  -0.06

Adjustment  
to account for  
non-responding  
institutions 9.17  4.09  2.11  1.77  0.68  0.45  0.07

Total ending period 
endowment value 529.03  395.28  55.47  59.95  12.46  4.39  1.48

Appendix III 
Demographic Tables
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Figure D.1-t Endowment Fund Flows for Fiscal Year 2015 by Type

  Total      Comb. Endowment/
dollars ($) in billions Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

  812 511 301 74 173 54

Total beginning  
period endowment 
value 510.55  348.52  162.03  87.42  32.68  41.93

Total additions 
to investment pool 29.05  18.93  10.12  5.41  2.68  2.03

Total withdrawals 
from investment pool -19.74  -13.79  -5.95  -2.57  -1.78  -1.60

Adjustment  
to account for  
non-responding  
institutions 9.17  9.57  -0.04  -1.20  0.90  -0.10

Total ending period 
endowment value 529.03  363.23  165.80  89.06  34.48  42.26

Figure D.2-s Market Value of Component Categories of Endowment by Size

 Total Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
dollars ($) in billions Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

  832 812 91 94 77 77 262 261 168 167 125 117 109 96

  ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

True endowment 226.64 246.44 148.18 167.27 30.03 30.40 35.94 36.42 8.26 8.39 3.16 3.00 1.07 0.96

Donor restricted 210.32 224.38 137.47 152.16 28.50 27.34 32.85 33.36 7.64 7.83 2.86 2.78 1.00 0.91

Unrestricted 16.32 22.06 10.71 15.12 1.53 3.06 3.09 3.05 0.62 0.56 0.30 0.22 0.07 0.05

Term endowment 17.87 10.77 12.30 6.31 2.48 1.53 2.20 2.17 0.59 0.50 0.24 0.18 0.06 0.08

Quasi-endowment 118.99 120.98 85.25 88.28 13.45 13.00 16.29 16.22 2.85 2.51 0.86 0.74 0.29 0.23

Funds held in  
trust by others 22.58 21.32 17.76 16.49 2.46 2.86 1.72 1.34 0.46 0.44 0.16 0.16 0.02 0.03

Other 129.94 129.52 118.14 116.93 6.75 7.68 4.19 3.80 0.52 0.62 0.19 0.31 0.15 0.18

Total endowment 516.02 529.03 381.63 395.28 55.17 55.47 60.34 59.95 12.68 12.46 4.61 4.39 1.59 1.48
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Figure D.2-t Market Value of Component Categories of Endowment by Type

  Total      Comb. Endowment/
dollars ($) in billions Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

  832 812 530 511 302 301 78 74 170 173 54 54

  ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

True endowment 226.64 246.44 154.06 172.41 72.58 74.03 30.71 30.16 23.58 23.46 18.29 20.41

Donor restricted 210.32 224.38 139.53 152.99 70.79 71.39 30.34 29.92 22.92 22.90 17.53 18.57

Unrestricted 16.32 22.06 14.53 19.42 1.79 2.64 0.37 0.24 0.66 0.56 0.76 1.84

Term endowment 17.87 10.77 13.12 6.21 4.75 4.56 2.24 2.38 1.05 0.78 1.46 1.40

Quasi-endowment 118.99 120.98 84.75 86.24 34.24 34.74 23.80 24.44 4.43 4.14 6.01 6.16

Funds held in  
trust by others 22.58 21.32 7.21 6.55 15.37 14.77 2.19 2.07 0.64 0.47 12.55 12.23

Other 129.94 129.52 93.24 91.82 36.70 37.70 29.94 30.01 5.01 5.63 1.75 2.06

Total endowment 516.02 529.03 352.38 363.23 163.64 165.80 88.88 89.06 34.71 34.48 40.06 42.26

Figure D.3-s Market Value of Component Categories for Life Income and Annuity Funds by Size

 Responding Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
dollars ($) in thousands Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

  663 653 80 82 66 67 234 233 133 133  94  88 56 50

  ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Charitable  
remainder trusts 6,955.5 6,561.3 4,487.7 4,210.7 952.8 922.5 1,144.3 1,079.8 178.4 157.0 165.8 160.3 26.5 31.0

Charitable gift 
annuities 2,881.8 3,195.9 1,531.9 1,488.7 468.3 443.1 643.4 1,035.7 113.7 112.5 101.5 95.6 23.0 20.3

Pooled income funds 573.0 534.4 342.3 318.4 55.7 49.1 149.2 141.9 7.6 7.8 16.5 15.2 1.7 2.0

Donor advised funds 1,039.5 1,085.8 998.1 1,045.2 18.3 26.3 8.9 10.5 1.9 2.8 1.0 0.6 11.3 0.4

Adjustment  
to account for  
non-responding  
institutions 816.9 790.2 692.4 628.7 73.3 129.7 18.1 14.5 18.1 17.3 10.6 0.0 4.4 0.0

Other 697.5 634.3 382.6 326.6 71.7 81.5 214.3 181.7 15.2 18.1 12.6 12.3 1.1 14.1

Total life income  
and annuity funds 12,964.2 12,801.9 8,435.0 8,018.3 1,640.1 1,652.2 2,178.2 2,464.1 334.9 315.5 308.0 284.0 68.0 67.8
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Figure D.3-t Market Value of Component Categories for Life Income and Annuity Funds by Type

  Responding      Comb. Endowment/
dollars ($) in thousands Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

  663 653 435 421 228 232 53 47 133 141 42 44

  ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Charitable  
remainder trusts 6,955.5 6,561.3 4,763.0 4,556.5 2,192.5 2,004.8 651.7 626.6 849.8 720.0 691.0 658.2

Charitable gift 
annuities 2,881.8 3,195.9 1,996.8 1,957.7 885.0 1,238.2 317.0 305.8 367.9 732.4 200.1 200.1

Pooled income funds 573.0 534.4 526.1 494.3 46.9 40.1 27.3 23.8 14.8 10.3 4.8 6.0

Donor advised funds 1,039.5 1,085.8 597.8 675.4 441.8 410.4 10.2 0.9 7.8 27.7 423.8 381.8

Adjustment  
to account for  
non-responding  
institutions 816.9 790.2 802.9 781.5 14.0 8.7 0.0 0.0 12.7 8.7 1.3 0.0

Other 697.5 634.3 515.6 467.0 181.9 167.3 32.2 12.1 142.3 132.9 7.4 22.3

Total life income  
and annuity funds 12,964.2 12,801.9 9,202.2 8,932.4 3,762.0 3,869.5 1,038.4 969.2 1,395.2 1,632.0 1,328.4 1,268.3

Figure D.4-s Additions to Investment Pool by Size by Size

 Responding Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
dollars ($) in millions Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

  808 784 84 86 72 70 254 254 165 163 125 116 108 95

  ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Appreciation and  
investment income 49,857.8 15,985.2 33,682.4 12,837.6 6,420.5 1,347.4 7,381.2 1,409.2 1,559.7 278.0 585.3 85.5 228.7 27.5

Individual gifts 
and bequests 7,176.2 7,089.1 4,247.9 4,101.7 1,039.4 1,033.2 1,347.1 1,398.8 338.0 340.3 156.3 161.1 47.5 54.0

Donor restricted 6,492.5 6,656.2 3,784.2 3,918.7 962.3 975.5 1,246.9 1,262.6 318.7 320.6 136.8 126.6 43.6 52.2

Unrestricted 683.7 432.9 463.7 183.0 77.1 57.7 100.2 136.2 19.3 19.7 19.5 34.5 3.9 1.8

Other gifts 526.0 308.3 375.0 111.4 35.9 96.4 76.2 63.1 16.1 25.6 18.6 9.0 4.2 2.8

Donor restricted 436.7 152.9 319.9 36.7 16.2 27.3 67.2 54.4 14.4 24.8 15.8 7.4 3.2 2.3

Unrestricted 89.3 155.4 55.1 74.7 19.7 69.1 9.0 8.7 1.7 0.8 2.8 1.6 1.0 0.5

Adjustment to 
account for  
non-responding  
institutions 3,576.2 1,740.8 3,012.9 1,533.3 358.5 126.4 150.2 47.4 40.8 11.3 8.5 20.3 5.3 2.1

All other additions 
(operating  
surplus, etc.) 4,161.6 3,930.6 2,724.4 2,588.2 628.5 683.4 656.8 509.5 103.6 116.1 32.2 19.2 16.1 14.2

Total additions to  
investment pool 65,297.8 29,054.0 44,042.6 21,172.2 8,482.8 3,286.8 9,611.5 3,428.0 2,058.2 771.3 800.9 295.1 301.8 100.6
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Figure D.4-t Additions to Investment Pool by Type

  Responding      Comb. Endowment/
dollars ($) in millions Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

  808 784 520 500 288 284 73 69 166 168 49 47

  ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Appreciation and  
investment income 49,857.8 15,985.2 33,954.4 11,474.3 15,903.4 4,510.9 8,420.4 2,795.0 4,045.2 917.2 3,437.8 798.7

Individual gifts 
and bequests 7,176.2 7,089.1 3,813.8 3,850.3 3,362.4 3,238.8 1,312.4 1,106.5 1,375.5 1,288.0 674.5 844.3

Donor restricted 6,492.5 6,656.2 3,230.7 3,522.3 3,261.8 3,133.9 1,265.4 1,045.0 1,344.2 1,259.9 652.1 829.0

Unrestricted 683.7 432.9 583.1 328.0 100.7 104.9 47.0 61.5 31.3 28.1 22.4 15.3

Other gifts 526.0 308.3 386.6 81.5 139.4 226.8 48.8 124.8 87.8 96.7 2.8 5.3

Donor restricted 436.7 152.9 332.3 47.3 104.4 105.6 17.4 8.4 84.6 94.1 2.4 3.1

Unrestricted 89.3 155.4 54.3 34.2 35.0 121.2 31.4 116.4 3.2 2.6 0.4 2.2

Adjustment to 
account for 
non-responding 
institutions 3,576.2 1,740.8 2,462.4 1,250.6 1,113.8 490.2 605.7 282.8 169.3 79.4 338.8 128.0

All other additions 
(operating  
surplus, etc.) 4,161.6 3,930.6 2,950.3 2,275.6 1,211.3 1,655.0 805.5 1,099.9 213.7 297.9 192.1 257.2

Total additions to  
investment pool 65,297.8 29,054.0 43,567.5 18,932.3 21,730.3 10,121.7 11,192.8 5,409.0 5,891.5 2,679.2 4,646.0 2,033.5

Figure D.5-s Withdrawals from Investment Pool by Size

 Responding Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
dollars ($) in millions Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

  809 781 85 86 73 70 254 252 167 165 124 116 106 92

  ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Distribution for  
spending 17,344.3 15,768.0 13,043.3 11,215.5 1,635.4 1,743.0 2,005.9 2,129.2 461.4 481.3 143.6 150.0 54.7 49.0

Investment  
management and 
custody expense 1,245.7 1,358.3 668.3 788.5 252.5 239.3 258.3 262.9 43.1 46.8 18.3 15.8 5.2 5.0

Non-recurring  
expense 74.3 39.2 24.7 4.8 6.3 3.5 28.4 17.8 5.4 5.6 5.5 7.4 4.0 0.1

Adjustment  
to account for  
non-responding  
institutions 873.3 944.4 678.6 730.7 164.6 166.6 9.7 28.0 9.4 3.0 8.9 12.1 2.1 4.0

All other  
withdrawals 1,707.8 1,631.1 1,163.1 1,020.4 151.6 147.0 267.6 325.9 60.3 71.4 47.2 60.1 18.0 6.3

Total withdrawals  
from investment pool 21,245.4 19,741.0 15,578.0 13,759.9 2,210.4 2,299.4 2,569.9 2,763.8 579.6 608.1 223.5 245.4 84.0 64.4
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Figure D.5-t Withdrawals from Investment Pool by Type

  Responding      Comb. Endowment/
dollars ($) in millions Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

  809 781 522 497 287 284 74 69 164 167 44 48

  ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15 ‘14 ‘15

Distribution for  
spending 17,344.3 15,768.0 10,693.2 11,367.1 6,651.1 4,400.9 4,573.6 2,161.0 1,045.7 1,110.1 1,031.8 1,129.8

Investment  
management and 
custody expense 1,245.7 1,358.3 677.2 759.2 568.5 599.1 196.7 176.0 150.6 165.8 221.2 257.3

Non-recurring  
expense 74.3 39.2 51.7 20.6 22.6 18.6 14.0 8.5 2.1 10.1 6.5 0.0

Adjustment  
to account for  
non-responding  
institutions 873.3 944.4 819.9 868.7 53.4 75.7 -2.1 14.5 54.5 52.3 1.0 8.9

All other  
withdrawals 1,707.8 1,631.1 728.6 773.2 979.2 857.9 314.6 212.8 330.2 442.5 334.4 202.6

Total withdrawals  
from investment pool 21,245.4 19,741.0 12,970.6 13,788.8 8,274.8 5,952.2 5,096.7 2,572.8 1,583.1 1,780.8 1,594.9 1,598.6

Figure D.6-s Endowment Dollars Per Full-Time Equivalent Student by Size

 Responding Over  $501 Million – $101–$500 $51–$100 $25 –$50 Under
dollars ($) in thousands Institutions $1 Billion $1 Billion Million Million Million $25 Million

  743 89 69 239 153 106 87

Deciles

90th percentile 207.9  1,200.9  413.0  157.4  58.3  37.9  16.6

80th percentile 103.9  690.6  352.2  123.7  51.3  27.6  13.1

70th percentile 58.1  449.1  281.1  91.4  41.0  21.3  7.9

60th percentile 43.0  205.0  219.6  61.7  28.7  14.6  6.1

50th percentile 
(median) 28.9  152.3  88.9  50.3  22.8  12.4  3.8

40th percentile 20.0  88.0  49.9  35.6  17.4  10.4  3.1

30th percentile 12.7  61.5  34.6  22.9  10.3  7.3  2.6

20th percentile 7.9  42.5  24.8  12.6  7.0  5.5  1.8

10th percentile 4.2  24.8  17.7  9.1  4.8  3.4  1.2

Quartiles

75th percentile 72.9  511.9  313.5  108.9  45.8  24.2  11.0

50th percentile 
(median) 28.9  152.3  88.9  50.3  22.8  12.4  3.8

25th percentile 10.3  56.3  31.0  17.4  8.4  6.4  2.2
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Figure D.6-t Endowment Dollars Per Full-Time Equivalent Student by Type

  Responding      Comb. Endowment/
dollars ($) in thousands Institutions Private All Publics Public Only IRFs Foundations

  743 477 266 71 145 50

Deciles

90th percentile 207.9  359.6  45.0  49.6  23.7  76.1

80th percentile 103.9  152.8  23.9  33.3  16.0  43.0

70th percentile 58.1  96.4  16.7  21.2  10.8  30.8

60th percentile 43.0  62.3  11.4  15.4  8.7  24.2

50th percentile 
(median) 28.9  50.7  8.6  11.4  6.7  18.7

40th percentile 20.0  38.6  6.7  6.9  5.5  12.0

30th percentile 12.7  27.6  4.9  5.5  3.9  9.1

20th percentile 7.9  19.2  3.3  3.9  2.7  7.1

10th percentile 4.2  12.2  2.2  3.0  1.7  3.9

Quartiles

75th percentile 72.9  125.7  20.0  24.8  11.8  36.2

50th percentile 
(median) 28.9  50.7  8.6  11.4  6.7  18.7

25th percentile 10.3  23.1  4.2  4.8  3.1  7.9
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A

Abilene Christian University, TX

Agnes Scott College, GA

Albion College, MI

Albright College, PA

Alfred University, NY

Allegheny College, PA

Alma College, MI

Alverno College, WI

Amarillo College Foundation, TX

American Society for Technion-Israel Institute of Technology, NY

American University, DC

American University of Beirut, NY 

American University in Bulgaria, DC

The American University in Cairo, NY

Amherst College, MA

Antioch University, OH

Appalachian State University and Foundation, NC

Arcadia University, PA

Arizona State University and Foundation, AZ

Arkansas State University Foundation, AR

Art Center College of Design, CA

Asbury Theological Seminary, KY

Assumption College, MA

Auburn University and Foundation, AL

Augsburg College, MN

Augustana College, IL

Augustana University, SD

Austin College, TX

Austin Presbyterian Theological Seminary, TX

B

Babson College, MA

Baldwin Wallace University, OH

Ball State University Foundation, IN

Barnard College, NY

Barry University, FL

Bates College, ME

Baylor College of Medicine, TX

Baylor Oral Health Foundation, TX

Baylor University, TX

Bellarmine University, KY

Belmont University, TN

Beloit College, WI

Bentley University, MA

Berea College, KY

Bergen Community College Foundation, NJ 

Berklee College of Music, MA

Berry College, GA

Bethany Lutheran College, MN 

Biola University, CA

Blue Ridge Community College Educational Foundation, VA 

Appendix IV
Participating Educational Institutions
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Boise State University Foundation, ID

Boston Architectural College, MA

Boston College, Trustees of, MA

Boston University, Trustees of, MA

Bowdoin College, ME

Bradley University, IL

Brandeis University, MA

Brenau University, GA

Bridgewater College, VA

Bridgewater State College Foundation, MA

Brite Divinity School, TX

The Brookings Institution, DC

Broome Community College Foundation, NY

Broward College Foundation, FL

Brown University, RI

Bryant University, RI

Bryn Mawr College, PA

Bucknell University, PA

Buena Vista University, IA

Buffalo State College Foundation, NY

Butler University, IN

C

California Baptist University, CA

California Institute of the Arts, CA

California Institute of Technology, CA

California Lutheran University, CA

California Maritime Academy Foundation, CA

California Polytechnic State University and Foundation, CA

California State Polytechnic University, Pomona, CA

California State University, Bakersfield Foundation, CA

California State University, Channel Islands, CA

California State University, Chico Foundation, CA

California State University, Dominguez Hills Foundation, CA

California State University, East Bay Educational Foundation, CA

California State University, Fresno Foundation, CA

California State University, Fullerton Philanthropic  

 Foundation, CA

California State University, Long Beach, CA

California State University, Los Angeles, CA

California State University, Monterey Bay, CA

California State University, Northridge, CA

California State University, Office of the Chancellor, CA

California State University, Sacramento Foundation, CA

California State University, San Bernardino Philanthropic  

 Foundation, CA

California State University, San Marcos Foundation, CA

California State University, Stanislaus, CA

Canisius College, NY

Capital University, OH

Cardinal Stritch University, WI 

Carleton College, MN

Carnegie Institution for Science, DC

Carnegie Mellon University, PA

Carroll College, MT

Carroll University, WI

Carthage College, WI

Case Western Reserve University, OH

The Catholic University of America, DC

Cazenovia College, NY

Cedar Crest College, PA

The Cedarville University, OH

Centenary College, NJ

Central College, IA

Central Michigan University, MI

Central Oregon Community College Foundation, OR

Central Piedmont Community College Foundation, NC

Centre College, KY

Chaminade University of Honolulu, HI

Chapman University, CA

Chatham University, PA

The Citadel, SC

Claremont Graduate University, CA

Claremont McKenna College, CA

Clark College Foundation, WA

Clark University, MA

Clarke University, IA

Clarkson University, NY

Clemson University and Foundation, SC

The Cleveland Institute of Music, OH

Coastal Educational Foundation (Coastal Carolina University), SC

Coe College, IA

Coker College, SC 

Colby College, the President and Trustees of, ME
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Colgate University, NY

College of Central Florida Foundation, FL

College of the Holy Cross, MA

The College of New Jersey Foundation, NJ

College of the Ozarks, MO

College of Saint Benedict, MN

College of Saint Elizabeth, NJ

College of St. Joseph, VT

The College of Saint Rose, NY

College of St. Scholastica, MN

College of William & Mary and Foundations, VA

The College of Wooster, OH

Colorado College, CO

Colorado Mesa University Foundation, CO

Colorado School of Mines Foundation, CO

Colorado State University Foundation, CO

Columbia College, MO

Columbia Theological Seminary, GA

Columbia University, NY

Columbus State University Foundation, GA

Concordia College, MN

Concordia University, Saint Paul, MN

Connecticut College, CT

Converse College, SC

The Cooper Union, NY

Cornell College, IA

Cornell University, NY

Cornerstone University, MI

Cottey College, MO

Creighton University, NE

Cuesta College Foundation, CA

The Culinary Institute of America, NY

Culver-Stockton College, MO

D

Dakota State University Foundation, SD

Dartmouth College, NH

Davidson College, NC

Defiance College, OH

Delaware Valley College, PA

Delta College, MI

Denison University, OH

DePaul University, IL

DePauw University, IN

DeSales University, PA

Dickinson College, PA

Doane College, NE

Dominican University, IL

Drake University, IA

Drew University, NJ

Drexel University, PA

Drury University, MO

Duke University, NC

Duquesne University, PA

E

Earlham College, IN

East Carolina University, NC

East Tennessee State University, TN

Eastern Illinois University Foundation, IL

Eastern Kentucky University Foundation, KY

Eastern Mennonite University, VA

Eastern Michigan University Foundation, MI

Eastern Virginia Medical School Foundation, VA

Eastern Washington University Foundation, WA

Eckerd College, FL

Elgin Community College, IL

Elizabethtown College, PA

Elon University, NC

Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University, FL

Emmanuel College, MA

Emory University, GA

Emory & Henry College, VA

Emporia State University Foundation, KS

Endicott College, MA

F

Fairfield University, CT

Fairleigh Dickinson University, NJ

Fayetteville State University, NC

The Ferris Foundation, MI

Ferrum College, VA

Fisk University, TN
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Fitchburg State University Foundation, MA

Five Colleges, MA

Flagler College, FL

Florida Atlantic University Foundation, FL

Florida Institute of Technology, FL

Florida International University Foundation, FL

Florida Southern College, FL

Florida State College at Jacksonville, FL

The Florida State University Foundation, FL

Fordham University, NY

Fort Hays State University Foundation, KS

The Foundation for Florida Gateway College, FL

Foundation for the University of the Virgin Islands (FUVI), VI 

Franklin College, IN

Franklin University, OH

Franklin & Marshall College, PA

Freed-Hardeman University, TN

Friends University, KS

Furman University, SC

G

Gallaudet University, DC

Gannon University, PA

George Mason University Foundation, VA

The George Washington University, DC

Georgetown University, DC

Georgia Institute of Technology and related 

 Foundations, GA

Georgia Southern University Foundation, GA

Georgia Southwestern Foundation, GA

Georgia State University Foundation, GA

Georgian Court University, NJ

Gettysburg College, PA

Golden Gate University, CA

Gonzaga University, WA

Goshen College, IN

Goucher College, MD

Graceland University, IA

Graduate Theological Union, CA

Grand Valley State University, MI

Grand View University, IA

Grinnell College, IA

Guilford College, NC

Gustavus Adolphus College, MN

H

Hamilton College, NY

Hamline University of Minnesota, The Trustees of, MN

Hampden-Sydney College, VA

Hampshire College, MA

Hampton University, VA

Hanover College, IN

Harding University, AR

Hardin-Simmons University, TX

Harford Community College Foundation, MD

Hartford Seminary, CT

Hartwick College, NY

Harvard University, MA

Harvey Mudd College, CA

Haverford College, PA

Heidelberg University, OH

Hendrix College, AR

High Point University, NC

Hillsborough Community College Foundation, FL

Hiram College, OH

Hobart & William Smith Colleges, NY

Hofstra University, NY

Hollins University, VA

Holy Names University, CA

Hood College, MD

Hope College, MI

Howard University, DC

Howard Payne University, TX 

Humboldt State University Advancement Foundation, CA

I

Illinois College, IL

Illinois Institute of Technology, IL

Illinois State University Foundation, IL

Illinois Wesleyan University, IL

Indiana Institute of Technology, IN

Indiana State University Foundation, IN

Indiana University and Foundation, IN

Indiana University of Pennsylvania, PA
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Indiana University of Pennsylvania, The Foundation for, PA

Indiana Wesleyan University, IN

Inter American University of Puerto Rico, PR

Iona College, NY

Iowa State University and Foundation, IA

J

J. Sargeant Reynolds Community College Educational  

 Foundation, VA

Jacksonville University, FL

James Madison University Foundation, VA

John Brown University, AR

John Carroll University, OH

Johns Hopkins University, MD

Johnson & Wales University, RI

Juniata College, PA

K

Kalamazoo College, MI

Kalamazoo Valley Community College, MI

Kansas State University Foundation, KS

Kansas University Endowment Association, KS

Keck Graduate Institute of Applied Life Sciences, CA

Kent State University Foundation, OH

Kentucky Community & Technical College System, KY

Kenyon College, OH

Kettering University, MI

King’s College, PA

Knox College, IL

Kutztown University Foundation, PA

L

La Salle University, PA

Labouré College, MA

Lafayette College, PA

LaGrange College, GA

Lake Forest College, IL

Lakeland College, WI

Lakeland Community College, OH

Lamar University, TX

Lamar University Foundation, TX

Lasell College, MA

Lawrence Technological University, MI

Lawrence University, WI

Le Moyne College, NY

Lebanese American University, NY

Lebanon Valley College, PA

Lehigh University, PA

Lenoir-Rhyne University, NC 

Lesley University, MA

LeTourneau University, TX

Lewis & Clark College, OR 

Lewis University, IL

Linfield College, OR

Lipscomb University, TN

Loma Linda University, CA

Long Island University, NY

Longwood University Foundation, VA

Loras College, IA

Louisiana State University System, LA

Louisville Presbyterian Theological Seminary, KY

Loyola Marymount University, CA

Loyola University Maryland, MD

Loyola University New Orleans, LA

Loyola University Chicago, IL

Luther College, IA

Luther Seminary, MN

Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago, IL

Lycoming College, PA

Lynchburg College, VA

Lyon College, AR

M

Macalester College, MN 

Manchester University, IN 

Manhattan College, NY

Marietta College, OH

Marquette University, WI

Marshall B. Ketchum University, CA

Marshall University Foundation, WV

Mary Baldwin College, VA

Maryland Institute College of Art, MD
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Marymount University, VA

Maryville College, TN

Maryville University of St. Louis, MO

Marywood University, PA

Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts Foundation, MA

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, MA

McCormick Theological Seminary, IL

McDaniel College, MD

McKendree University, IL 

McMurry University, TX

McNeese State University Foundation, LA

McPherson College, KS

Meadville Lombard Theological School, IL

Medical College of Georgia Foundation, GA

Medical College of Virginia Foundation, VA

Medical College of Wisconsin, WI

Medical University of South Carolina Foundation, SC

Meharry Medical College, TN

Mennonite Education Agency Investment Fund, IN

Mercy College, NY

Mercyhurst University, PA

Meredith College, NC

Messiah College, PA

Miami Dade College, FL

Miami University Foundation, OH

Michigan State University, MI

Michigan State University Foundation, MI

Michigan Technological University, MI

Mid-America Baptist Theological Seminary, TN

Middle Tennessee State University, TN

Middlebury College, VT

Midlands Technical College, SC

Millikin University, IL

Mills College, CA

Minneapolis College of Art and Design, MN

Minnesota State University, Mankato, MN

Misericordia University, PA

Mississippi State University and Foundation, MS

Missouri State University Foundation, MO

Molloy College, NY

Monmouth College, IL 

Monmouth University, NJ

Montana State University Foundation, MT

Montana Tech Foundation, MT

Montclair State University Foundation, NJ

Moody Bible Institute, IL

Moravian College, PA

Morningside College, IA

Mount Holyoke College, MA

Mount Mercy University, IA

Mount St. Joseph University, OH

Mount St. Mary’s College, CA 

Mount Saint Mary’s University, MD

Muhlenberg College, PA

Murray State University, KY 

Muskingum University, OH

N

National Academy of Sciences, DC 

National University, CA

National Louis University, IL

Naval Postgraduate School Foundation, CA

Nazareth College, NY

Nebraska Wesleyan University, NE

New England College, NH

New Jersey City University Foundation, NJ

New Jersey Institute of Technology, NJ

New Mexico State University and Foundation, NM

New York Chiropractic College, NY

New York Medical College, NY

New York University, NY

The New School, NY

Niagara University, NY

Norfolk State University Foundation, VA

North Carolina A&T State University and Foundation, NC

North Carolina State University and related Foundations, NC

North Central College, IL

North Dakota State University Development Foundation, ND

North Iowa Area Community College, IA

North Shore Community College, MA

Northampton County Area Community College, PA

Northeast State Community College, TN

Northeastern University, MA

Northern Arizona University, AZ

Northern Illinois University Foundation, IL
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Northern Kentucky University Foundation, KY

Northern Michigan University, MI

Northwest Foundation, MO

Northwestern College, IA

Northwestern University, IL

Northwood University, MI

Notre Dame of Maryland University, MD

O

Oakland University, MI

Oberlin College, OH

Occidental College, CA

Ohio Northern University, OH

The Ohio State University, OH

Ohio University and the Ohio University Foundation, OH

Ohio Wesleyan University, OH

Oklahoma Baptist University, OK

Oklahoma Christian University, OK

Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education, OK

Oklahoma State University Foundation, OK

Old Dominion University, VA

Olin College of Engineering, MA

Olivet Nazarene University, IL

Oregon Health & Science University Foundation, OR

Oregon State University Foundation, OR

P

Pace University, NY

Pacific Union College, CA

Pacific University, OR

Palm Beach Atlantic University, FL

Park University, MO

Parker University, TX 

Peirce College, PA

Pellissippi State Community College Foundation, TN

The Pennsylvania State University, PA

Pepperdine University, CA

Philadelphia College of Osteopathic Medicine, PA

Philadelphia University, PA

Pittsburg State University Foundation, KS

Pitzer College, CA

Polytechnic University of Puerto Rico, PR 

Pomona College, CA

Pratt Institute, NY

Presbyterian College, SC

Princeton Theological Seminary, NJ

Princeton University, NJ

The Principia Corporation, MO

Purdue University, IN

Q

Queens University of Charlotte, NC

Quinnipiac University, CT

R

Radford University Foundation, VA

Ramapo College of New Jersey, NJ

RAND Corporation, CA

Randolph-Macon College, VA

Reed College, OR

Regis College, MA

Regis University, CO

Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, NY

Rhode Island College Foundation, RI

Rhode Island School of Design, RI

Rhodes College, TN

Rice University, TX

Rider University, NJ

Ringling College of Art and Design, FL

Rivier University, NH

Roanoke College, VA

Robert Morris University, PA

Rochester Institute of Technology, NY

The Rockefeller University, NY

Rockhurst University, MO

Rocky Mountain College, MT

Roger Williams University, RI 

Rollins College, FL

Roosevelt University, IL

Rose-Hulman Institute of Technology, IN

Rowan University Foundation, NJ

Rush University Medical Center, IL

Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, NJ
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S

Sacred Heart University, CT

The Sage Colleges, NY

Saginaw Valley State University Foundation, MI

St. Ambrose University, IA

Saint Anselm College, NH

St. Bonaventure University, NY

St. Edward’s University, TX

St. Francis College, NY

Saint Francis University, PA

St. John’s College, Annapolis, MD and Santa Fe, NM

St. John’s University, MN

St. John’s University, NY

Saint Joseph’s University, PA

St. Lawrence University, NY

Saint Louis College of Pharmacy, MO

Saint Louis University, MO

Saint Mary’s College of California, CA

St. Mary’s College of Maryland Foundation, MD

Saint Mary’s College, Notre Dame, IN

St. Mary’s University of San Antonio, TX

Saint Michael’s College, VT

St. Norbert College, WI

St. Olaf College, MN

St. Peter’s University, NJ

St. Thomas University, FL

Salve Regina University, RI

Sam Houston State University, TX

San Diego State University, CA

San Francisco Conservatory of Music, CA

San Francisco State University Foundation, CA

San Jose State University and Tower Foundation, CA

Santa Clara University, CA

Sarah Lawrence College, NY

Schoolcraft College Foundation, MI

Schreiner University, TX

Scripps College, CA

Seattle Pacific University, WA

Seton Hall University, NJ

Shawnee State University Development Foundation, OH

Shenandoah University, VA

Shepherd University Foundation, WV

Shippensburg University Foundation, PA

Simmons College, MA

Simpson College, IA

Sinclair Community College Foundation, OH

Skidmore College, NY

Smith College, MA

Sonoma State University Academic Foundation, CA

South Dakota State University, SD

Southeastern University, FL 

Southern Connecticut State University Foundation, CT

Southern Illinois University Edwardsville Foundation, IL

Southern Illinois University Foundation, IL

Southern Methodist University, TX

Southern Virginia University, VA

Southern Wesleyan University, SC

Southwestern University, TX

Spalding University, KY

Spartanburg Methodist College, SC

Spelman College, GA

Spring Arbor University, MI

Spring Hill College, AL

Springfield College, MA

Stanford University, CA

Stephens College, MO

Stetson University, FL

Stevens Institute of Technology, NJ

Stonehill College, MA

Suffolk University, MA

SUNY Albany Foundation, NY

SUNY Binghamton Foundation, NY

SUNY Buffalo Foundation, NY

SUNY Cortland Foundation, NY

SUNY Fredonia College Foundation, NY

SUNY Oneonta Foundation, NY

SUNY Oswego College Foundation, NY

SUNY Plattsburgh College Foundation, NY

SUNY Potsdam College Foundation, NY

SUNY Purchase College Foundation, NY

SUNY Stony Brook Foundation, NY

SUNY Upstate Medical University, NY

Susquehanna University, PA

Swarthmore College, PA

Syracuse University, NY
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T

Taylor University, IN

Teacher’s College, Columbia University, NY

Temple University, PA

Tennessee State University Foundation, TN

Tennessee Tech University, TN

Texas A&M Foundation, TX

The Texas A&M University System, TX

Texas Christian University, TX

Texas College, TX

Texas Lutheran University, TX

Texas Southern University, TX

Texas State University, TX

Texas Tech University System, TX

Texas Woman’s University, TX

Thomas College, ME 

Transylvania University, KY

Tri-County Technical College Foundation, SC

Trinity College, CT

Trinity University, TX

Troy University Foundation, AL

Tufts University, MA

Tulane University, LA

U

Union College, NY

The University of Akron and Foundation, OH

The University of Alabama System, AL

University of Alaska and Foundation, AK

University of Arizona and University of Arizona Foundation, AZ

University of Arkansas, Fayetteville, AR

University of Arkansas Fort Smith Foundation, AR

University of Baltimore Foundation, MD

University of California, CA

University of California, Davis Foundation, CA

University of California, Irvine Foundation, CA

University of California, Los Angeles Foundation, CA

University of California, Riverside Foundation, CA

University of California, San Diego Foundation, CA

University of California, San Francisco Foundation, CA

University of California, Santa Barbara Foundation, CA

University of Central Florida, FL

University of Central Missouri Foundation, MO

University of Central Oklahoma Foundation, OK

University of Chattanooga Foundation, TN

University of Chicago, IL

University of Cincinnati, OH

University of Colorado Foundation, CO

University of Connecticut and Foundations, CT

University of Dayton, OH

University of Delaware, DE

University of Denver, Colorado Seminary, CO

University of Dubuque, IA

University of Evansville, IN

University of Florida Foundation, FL

University of Georgia Foundation, GA

University of Hartford, CT

University of Hawaii Foundation, HI

University of Houston System and Foundations, TX

University of Idaho Foundation, ID

University of Illinois, IL

University of Illinois Foundation, IL

University of the Incarnate Word, TX

University of Indianapolis, IN

University of Iowa and University of Iowa Foundation, IA

University of Jamestown, ND 

University of Kentucky, KY

University of La Verne, CA

University of Louisville Foundation, KY

University of Maine Foundation, ME

University of Mary, ND

University of Mary Washington, VA

University of Maryland College Park Foundation, MD

University of Massachusetts Foundation, MA

The University of Memphis, TN

University of Miami, FL

University of Michigan, MI

University of Minnesota Endowment, MN

University of Minnesota Foundation, MN
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University of Mississippi Foundation, MS

University of Missouri System, MO

University of Montana Foundation, MT

University of Mount Union, OH

University of Nebraska, NE

University of Nevada, Las Vegas Foundation, NV

University of Nevada and related Foundations, NV

University of New Hampshire Foundation, NH

University of New Mexico and University of New Mexico  

 Foundation, NM

University of North Carolina at Asheville, NC

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and Foundations, NC

University of North Carolina at Charlotte, NC

University of North Carolina at Greensboro Investment Fund, NC

University of North Carolina School of the Arts, NC

University of North Carolina at Wilmington, NC

University of North Dakota Foundation, ND

University of North Florida Foundation, FL

University of Northern Colorado Foundation, CO

University of Northern Iowa Foundation, IA 

University of Notre Dame, IN

University of Oklahoma, OK

University of Oregon Foundation, OR

University of the Ozarks, AR

University of the Pacific, CA

University of Pennsylvania, PA

University of Pittsburgh, PA

University of Pittsburgh at Bradford, Bradford Educational  

 Foundation, PA

University of Puget Sound, WA

University of Redlands, CA

University of Rhode Island Foundation, RI

University of Richmond, VA

University of Rio Grande, OH 

University of Rochester, NY

University of St. Francis, IL

University of Saint Joseph, CT

University of St. Thomas, MN

University of St. Thomas, TX

University of San Diego, CA

University of San Francisco, CA

University of Scranton, PA

The University of the South, TN

University of South Alabama, AL

University of South Alabama Foundation, AL

University of South Carolina System and Affiliated 

 Foundations, SC

University of South Dakota Foundation, SD

University of South Florida Foundation, FL

University of Southern California, CA

The University of Southern Mississippi Foundation, MS

University of Tennessee System, TN

University of Texas System, TX

University of Toledo and Foundation, OH

University of Tulsa, OK

University of Utah, UT

University of Virginia, VA

University of Washington, WA

University of West Florida Foundation, FL

University of Wisconsin Foundation, WI

University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire Foundation, WI 

University of Wisconsin System, WI

University of Wyoming, WY

University of Wyoming Foundation, WY

University System of Maryland Foundation, MD

University System of New Hampshire and Affiliated  

 Foundations, NH

Ursinus College, PA

Utah State University, UT

Utica College, NY

V

Valencia College and Foundation, FL

Valparaiso University, IN

Vanderbilt University, TN

Vassar College, NY

Vaughn College of Aeronautics and Technology, NY

Villanova University, PA

Virginia Commonwealth University, VA

Virginia State University, VA

Virginia State University Foundation, VA

Virginia Tech Foundation, VA

Virginia Wesleyan College, VA 

Viterbo University, WI

VMI Foundation, VA
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W

Wabash College, IN

Wagner College, NY

Wake Forest University, NC

Walla Walla University, WA

Warner Pacific College, OR

Warren Wilson College, NC

Washburn University Foundation, KS

Washington & Jefferson College, PA

Washington and Lee University, VA

Washington College, MD

Washington State University, WA

Washington University in St. Louis, MO

Wayne State University, MI

Weber State University, UT

Weber State University Foundation, UT

Webster University, MO

Wellesley College, MA

Wentworth Institute of Technology, MA

Wesleyan University, CT

West Chester University of Pennsylvania, PA

West Point Association of Graduates, NY

West Virginia University Foundation, WV

Western Carolina University, NC

Western Illinois University Foundation, IL

Western Kentucky University and Foundations, KY

Western Michigan University Foundation, MI

Western New England University, MA

Western University of Health Sciences, CA

Westminster College, PA

Westminster College, UT

Westmont College, CA

Wheaton College, IL

Wheaton College, MA

Wheelock College, MA

Whitehead Institute for Biomedical Research, MA 

Whitman College, WA

Whittier College, CA

Whitworth University, WA

Wichita State University Foundation, KS

Widener University, PA

Wilkes University, PA

Willamette University, OR

William Mitchell College of Law, MN

William Peace University, NC

Williams College, the President and Trustees of, MA

Wilson College, PA

Winston-Salem State University, NC

Winthrop University, SC 

Wisconsin Lutheran College, WI

Wittenberg University, OH

Wofford College, SC

Worcester Polytechnic Institute, MA

Worcester State Foundation, MA 

Wright State University Foundation, OH

X

Xavier University, OH

Y

Yale University, CT

Yeshiva University, NY

York College of Pennsylvania, PA

Youngstown State University and Foundation, OH
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absolute return  Strategies intended to be market neutral  

(i.e., not dependent on the overall direction of the markets) 

which include such underlying strategies as: distressed debt, 

merger arbitrage, fixed income arbitrage, convertible bond 

arbitrage and equity market neutral (i.e., offsetting long and 

short positions). 

active management (see passive investing; passive 

management)  The management of a portfolio whose invest-

ments may be traded at any time. 

active MSCI ex-U.S. (developed)  The MSCI World ex-U.S. 

Index is a capitalization-weighted index of equities in the 

entire developed world other than the United States. The desig-

nation of  a country as developed arises primarily as a  

measurement of GDP per capita. There are 22 countries within 

this index. Active (long) equity investment strategies in listed 

stocks of exchanges in developed economies excluding the U.S. 

Such international investments typically use the Morgan  

Stanley Capital International World ex-U.S. Index (MSCI World 

ex-U.S.) or a comparable index as a benchmark. 

alternative strategies  A broad classification of investments 

that includes any investment that is considered less traditional 

or non-traditional (traditional assets include stock instruments 

and debt instruments, such as direct investments or mutual  

fund investments in equities, bonds, and money market instru-

ments). Specific examples of alternative strategies include  

private equity, venture capital, hedge funds, distressed (or private) 

debt, and “real assets” (such as real estate, oil and natural 

gas, timber and commodity funds). Alternative investments often 

have a low or negative correlation to traditional assets,  

can contribute to lower portfolio risk (as measured by volatility), 

and can contribute to a higher expected return. 

arbitrage  A financial transaction or strategy that seeks to 

profit from a perceived price differential with respect to related 

instruments and typically involves the simultaneous purchase 

and sale of those instruments.

asset allocation  Allocating investments among different 

asset classes (e.g., stocks, bonds, and real estate) to find the 

optimal risk/reward mix. Tactical asset allocation implies a  

relatively short-term, and strategic asset allocation a lon-

ger-term, approach.

asset mix  The proportions of a portfolio invested in various 

types of investments, such as common stock, bonds, guaranteed 

investment contracts, real estate and cash equivalents.

Appendix V
Glossary of Terms 
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asset-backed security  A fixed income instrument  

comprising collateralized assets that pay interest, such as  

consumer credit cards and automobile loans. 

balanced fund manager (balanced manager)  A mutual 

fund manager whose investment policy is to balance the  

fund’s portfolio by investing in more than one asset class—

typically stocks, bonds, and cash—to obtain a good return, 

while mini mizing risk. 

banded inflation  A spending rule pursuant to which the 

annual dollar amount of  spending grows by a designated rate 

of inflation, subject to upper and lower limits to the total 

spending rate expressed in percentage terms. For example, 

the rule may call for last year’s spending to be increased  

by HEPI each year but to be not below 3 percent nor above  

6 percent of assets in any given year. 

Barclays Aggregate Bond Index  An index that covers the  

U.S. investment-grade, fixed-rate bond market with index com-

ponents for government, corporate, mortgage pass-through 

and asset-backed securities.

basis point  One one-hundredth of a percentage point.

benchmark risk (see risk relative to benchmark)

bond  Evidence of a debt on which the issuing company usually 

promises to pay holders a specified amount of interest for a 

specified length of time and to repay the principal on the maturity 

date. A bond represents debt and its holder is a creditor  

of  the corporation and not a part owner as is a shareholder. 

Utility bonds are usually secured by mortgages.

buy-and-hold portfolio  A portfolio for which the investment 

manager buys securities, usually bonds, with the intention  

of holding them for a long period of time, usually until maturity, 

in contrast with an actively managed portfolio. The term  

may also apply to common stocks such as those held by an 

index fund.

capital gain  Profit on the sale of an investment, which may 

include common stock, corporate and government bonds, real 

estate and other real assets. There are long- and short-term 

capital gains, as defined in the Internal Revenue Code. Capital 

losses may also occur.

capital markets  Markets in which capital funds (debt and 

equity) are issued and traded. Included are private placement 

sources of  debt and equity, as well as organized markets  

and exchanges.

cash and cash equivalents  Assets with maturities of less  

than one year (e.g., Treasury bills, commercial paper, certificates 

of deposit and nonconvertible bonds) which are highly liquid 

and comparatively risk-free.

cash management  Bank services designed to help a  

company manage its cash more efficiently. These services 

include payable-through drafts, zero-balance accounts,  

remote disbursement accounts, account reconciliation, lockboxes, 

depository transfer checks, freight payment plans, wire  

transfers, concentration accounts, information reporting and 

cash management consulting.

collateralized mortgage obligation (CMO)  A structured 

mortgage bond, backed by a pool of  mortgages that serves as  

collateral for the bond, that pays interest and principal in  

maturity succession. The bond is repaid in series from the 

mortgage proceeds (i.e., principal payments go against  

the Series A bond {lowest interest and maturity} until it is paid 

off, at which time all payments go against the next series  

bond {Series B}). This procedure acts as call protection against 

a series bond with a higher interest rate and a longer maturity, 

since it cannot be called until the prior series is paid off. 

common stock  Securities that represent an ownership  

interest in a corporation. A common stockholder is not a creditor 

of the corporation, so he or she assumes greater risk than 

does a creditor but shares in earnings and growth through divi-

dends and price appreciation.
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compliance risk  The possibility that existing procedures  

do not adequately ensure that a fund and its managers adhere 

to the regulations and requirements of governmental and  

regulatory bodies and industry standards of practice or that the 

record-keeping of compliance documentation is not sufficient  

to show that the fund and its managers have been in compliance 

with those standards.

convertible arbitrage  A strategy that seeks to take  

advantage of the pricing inefficiencies of the embedded option 

in a convertible bond. It is generally characterized by a  

long convertible position and corresponding short position  

in the underlying stock. Convertible arbitrage may also  

use leverage.

convertible bond  A bond or preferred stock that can be 

turned into common stock at a predetermined conversion rate, 

frequently at predetermined times. Conversion is often  

forced by the issuer by calling the bond or preferred stock 

prior to its maturity.

core portfolio  A portfolio, closely resembling the  

structure and risk of the total market, that can be actively  

or passively managed.

corporate bond  A fixed income security issued by a  

corporation to evidence borrowing, usually with a term in 

excess of five years.

counterparty  A principal to a foreign exchange, swap,  

or other derivative instrument, as opposed to an agent such  

as a broker.

credit/counterparty risk (see financial risk)  The potential 

that the issuer of  a security may default or fail to honor  

their financial obligations to the fund or its client. The risk that 

a counterparty (or participant in a securities transaction) does 

not meet its financial obligation, thereby resulting in a financial 

loss for the transaction.

debt fund (see fixed income portfolio)  A portfolio  

of  debt-oriented investments (e.g., real estate mortgages)  

or fixed income securities (e.g., corporate bonds).

debt service  Required interest and principal payments made 

on debt.

dedicated bond portfolio  A portfolio of debt-oriented 

securities that is structured to meet a specific liability such as 

the payment of  benefits to a group of  retirees for the  

remainder of their life. The portfolio is dedicated to the objective 

of meeting the identified liability.

default risk (see credit/counterparty risk;  

financial risk)

derivative  A financial instrument whose value depends upon  

the value of another instrument or asset (typically an index, 

bond, equity, currency or commodity). Examples are futures, 

forwards and options.

distressed debt (see event driven strategy)  Publicly held 

and traded debt and equity securities, as well as bank loans,  

of  companies and governments that are in financial “distress.” 

Financial distress is indicated by having filed or being near  

to filing for protection under Chapter 11 of the U.S. Bankruptcy 

Code. Distressed public debt and related bank loans trade  

at risk premiums generally in excess of  10 percentage points 

to U.S. Treasury securities of comparable duration.

divestment of fossil fuels  A type of exclusionary screen-

ing strategy through which investors actively exclude compa-

nies involved in fossil fuels from their investment portfolio.

dollar-weighted return  Also called the internal rate of 

return (IRR); the interest rate that makes the present value of 

the cash flows from all the subperiods in an evaluation period 

plus the terminal market value of the portfolio equal to the initial 

market value of the portfolio. 

EAFE  The Europe, Australia, and Far East Index from Morgan 

Stanley Capital International. An unmanaged, market-value 

weighted index designed to measure the overall condition of 

overseas markets.
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effective spending rate (see spending rate)  The  

distribution for spending divided by the beginning market value 

(endowment value on or around the beginning of the fiscal 

year), net of any fees or expenses for managing and administer-

ing the endowment. The distribution for spending is the dollar 

amount withdrawn from the endowment to support the institu-

tion’s mission.

emerging growth fund (see emerging growth stock; 

emerging markets fund)  A fund that consists of the  

stocks of  emerging growth companies, typically higher risk 

stocks in defined market segments such as high tech and 

medical technology. 

emerging growth stock (see emerging growth fund)  

The stock of  a relatively small company that is growing very 

rapidly but is not large enough or has not been in business 

long enough to be of investment quality. 

emerging markets fund (see emerging growth fund)   

A fund that consists of investments in markets of emerging 

countries, such as some of those in Southeast Asia and Central 

and South America. 

endowment (see quasi-endowment, term endowment, 

true endowment)  The permanent funds of a nonprofit insti-

tution, consisting of cash, securities or property. Income from 

endowment is used to help finance the ongoing operations of the 

institution. “True” endowment is that portion of the funds that 

are commonly restricted as to use of  principal and/or income. 

Not all endowments are true endowments, as some may be 

funds functioning as endowment by vote of the governing board. 

environmental, social and governance (ESG) investing  

An investment practice that involves integrating the three ESG 

factors into fundamental investment analysis to the extent 

that they are material to investment performance.

equity, equities (stock)  1) The total ownership interest in  

a company of  all common and preferred stockholders.  

2) Ownership interests in companies, often producing current 

income paid in the form of quarterly dividends, that can be 

traded in public equity markets. As an asset class, may include 

convertible bonds (if  held as an opportunistic means of  

eventually acquiring a company’s stock) and warrants, rights, 

options and futures (if  the underlying assets are equities).

equity derivative  Any financial instrument, such as options 

or futures, priced off of individual stocks or groups of stocks.

equity market neutral  A strategy designed to exploit 

equity price inefficiencies. It typically involves using balanced 

long and short positions in equity markets to insulate the  

portfolio from overall market risk. Equity market portfolios are 

often designed to be neutral relative to beta, sector, industry, 

market capitalization, and style, among other factors. Leverage 

may be applied to enhance returns.

equity portfolio  A portfolio of equity-oriented securities 

such as common stock or equity real estate.

equity real estate  The ownership interest possessed by 

shareholders in a real estate investment.

event-driven strategy  Seeks to take advantage of anticipated 

corporate events and to capture price movement generated  

by these events. Two of the better known event driven strategies 

are merger arbitrage and distressed debt.

fiduciary  A person, committee or institution that holds 

assets in trust for another. The property may be used or invested 

for the benefit of the owner, depending on the agreement.

fiduciary risk  The potential exposure of fiduciaries to legal and 

regulatory actions precipitated by a breakdown in controls, or 

the failure to execute due diligence on behalf of the beneficiaries.

financial risk (see credit/counterparty risk)  The possi-

bility that a bond issuer will default, i.e., fail to repay principal 

and interest in a timely manner. Also called default risk. 
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fiscal year (FY)  Accounting period covering 12 consecutive 

months, 52 consecutive weeks, 13 four-week periods, or 365 

consecutive days at the end of which the books are closed 

and profit and loss are determined. An institution’s fiscal year 

is often, but not necessarily the same as the calendar year. 

fixed income arbitrage  A strategy to capture the disparities 

of pricing across the global fixed income markets and related 

derivatives. Some of the more common fixed income arbitrage 

strategies find opportunity in yield curve anomalies, volatility 

differences and bond futures versus the underlying bonds. Lever-

age is often used to enhance returns. 

fixed income portfolio  A portfolio of  fixed income  

securities, such as marketable bonds, private placements, real 

estate mortgages and guaranteed investment contracts.

foundation  An entity which exists to support a charitable 

institution and which is funded by an endowment or donations. 

fund of funds  An approach to investing in which a manager 

invests in various funds formed by other investment manag- 

ers. The benefits of  this approach include diversification, the  

expertise of  the fund-of-funds manager, access to hedge  

fund managers who may be otherwise unavailable and a less 

intense commitment of staff  resources by the investor.

global macro  A global, top-down approach to investing  

in which managers will take long or short positions in fixed 

income, equity, currency and commodity markets.

global portfolio (see international portfolio)  An invest-

ment portfolio (of equities or bonds) that can invest in U.S. and 

non-U.S. markets. 

government bond  A security issued by a federal, state, or 

city government to evidence borrowing, with a term usually in 

excess of 10 years.

growth stock  Stock in a company that has shown better-than- 

average growth in earnings and is expected to continue to  

do so. It can pay little or no dividends but is expected to have 

growth potential over an extended period of time.

hedge fund (see marketable alternative strategies 

[hedge funds]) 

HEPI  The Commonfund Higher Education Price Index,® (HEPI) 

which reports price information for the goods and services 

purchased by colleges and universities for their current opera-

tions. Colleges and universities use these measures to analyze 

the impact of inflation on their operations as a starting point  

for securing additional revenues to meet expected higher costs, 

so as to preserve their purchasing power.

high yield bond (junk bond)  A lower-quality rated bond, 

rated BB or lower by Standard & Poor’s and Ba or lower  

by Moody’s, is called high yield because the interest rate is 

higher than average to compensate investors for taking  

higher-than-average risk.

impact investing  Investing in projects, companies, funds or 

organizations with the express goal of generating and measur-

ing mission-related economic, social or environmental change 

alongside financial return.

income stabilization reserve  A percentage of the total 

withdrawal set aside in a separate fund to be used to augment 

spending in a down year. Employed as a smoothing device  

to lessen any decrease in the transfer to operating budget in a 

given year.

index fund (see international index fund)  A portfolio of 

stocks structured to replicate the performance of  a commonly 

used index, such as the S&P 500.

indexing (see passive investing; passive management)  

A passive investment strategy in which a portfolio is designed  

to mirror the performance of a stock index, such as the S&P 500. 

Also, tying taxes, wages or other measures to an index. 

international index fund (see index fund)  A portfolio of 

stocks structured to replicate an index of international securities 

such as the MSCI World ex-U.S. Index or MSCI EAFE Index. 

international portfolio (see global portfolio)   

An investment port folio (of  equities or bonds) that can invest 

only in non-U.S. markets. 
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investment return  The total amount that an investor or an 

investment fund earns from its investments, including both 

realized and unrealized capital gains (appreciation/depreciation) 

and income (dividends and interest).

junk bond (see high yield bond)

large cap fund  A fund that invests in stocks with larger  

market capitalizations, generally $5 billion or more.

liquidity risk  Covers the failure to maintain sufficient funds 

(cash and marketable securities) to meet short-term obligations. 

Also, market liquidity risk is the difficulty in liquidating certain 

investments due to the lack of active markets in these securities.

long/short equity  Long/short equity funds take long and 

short positions in listed equities—generally with a net long 

position. Managers seek to find (buy) stocks which are “under-

valued” by the market and short stocks whose prices are 

“overvalued” by the market.

macro  Macro managers use long and short strategies based 

on their view of the overall market direction as influenced  

by major global economic trends and events. Investments can 

include stocks, bonds, currencies, and commodities in the 

form of cash or derivatives instruments of both developed and 

emerging economies. Macro strategies often use moderate 

amounts of leverage.

manager, investment manager  A firm, committee or  

individual, inside or outside an institution responsible for making 

decisions to buy, hold or sell assets. May also be called a 

money manager or investment adviser.

market risk  The possibility of loss due to large movements  

in market prices (e.g., due to changes in interest rates, foreign 

exchange rates, volatility, correlation between markets,  

capital flows).

marketable alternative strategies (hedge funds)   

A fund, usually a limited partnership, used by wealthy  

individuals and institutions. Hedge funds are allowed to use 

aggressive strategies including selling short, leverage,  

program trading, swaps, arbitrage and derivatives. Since  

most are restricted by law to less than 100 investors,  

the minimum investment is typically $1 million. The general 

partner usually receives performance-based compensation  

and invests significantly in the partnership. 

marketable securities  Publicly traded securities, such as 

stocks, bonds or notes, which, as such, are easily bought and 

sold in the marketplace and readily convertible to cash.

merger arbitrage (see event-driven strategy)  Long and 

short positions are held in both companies that are involved in  

a merger or acquisition. Merger arbitrageurs are typically long 

the stock of the company being acquired and short the stock of 

the acquirer. The principal risk of this strategy is deal risk.

mid-cap fund  A fund that specializes in stocks with market  

capitalizations generally in the range of $2 billion to $10 billion.

modeling risk  The potential for loss due to actions taken  

or to policies implemented based on views of the world, in 

general, and the investment community, in particular, that are 

derived from improper models. These views are derived from 

representation(s) of  reality that do not capture all significantly 

relevant information or are inappropriately applied throughout 

the investment program.

money market fund (MMF)  A fund managed by an investment 

banking firm, investment manager, or insurance company, in 

which short-term funds of  individuals, institutions, and corpo-

rations may be invested. These funds are invested in money 

market instruments.

money market instrument  A short-term debt security, 

including Treasury bills, bank CDs, commercial paper, Eurodollar 

CDs, and Yankee CDs, among others. Money market instru-

ments have maturities of a year or less.
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mortgage-backed security  A security for which  

investors receive payments out of the interest and principal  

on the under lying mortgage.

multi-strategy fund  A fund providing exposure, in a single 

investment, to several investment styles and strategies in 

addition to a disciplined asset allocation process and ongoing 

rebalancing. A multi-strategy fund seeks to add alpha over  

a full market cycle, while providing significant risk reduction 

through diversification of manager and investment styles.

mutual fund  An investment company or trust in which a  

number of investors pool their funds and receive units in  

the fund that are priced daily. There are many types of mutual 

funds: stock funds, bond funds, money market funds, and 

closed- and open-end investment funds. Participants in these 

funds also cover a wide range of investors (e.g., individuals, 

pension funds, and trust funds).

operational risk  The potential for discontinuity due to the  

possibility of a breakdown in operational procedures particularly 

as they relate to a process breakdown; this is distinct from  

the design, implementation, and maintenance of computerized 

information systems, e.g., errors resulting from a lack of 

reviewer function to catch errors, from incorrect data and/or 

lack of adequate staffing/backup.

passive account  An account of stocks and/or bonds that  

is not actively managed.

passive/index MSCI ex-U.S. (developed)  Equity investment 

strategies in the Morgan Stanley Capital International World 

ex-U.S. Index (MSCI World ex-U.S.) or a comparable index. The 

MSCI World ex-U.S. Index is a capitalization-weighted index  

of equities in the entire developed world other than the United 

States. The designation of a country as developed arises  

primarily as a measurement of  GDP per capita. There are 22 

countries within this index.

passive investing (see active management; indexing; 

passive management)  A process that creates a portfolio of 

stock or bonds, not actively traded, that will replicate as 

closely as possible the performance of standard market indices 

such as the S&P 500 for stock or the Barclays Aggregate  

Index for bonds.

passive management (see active management;  

indexing; passive investing)  Assets that are not traded 

actively but set up and held in an index fund. 

performance measurement  Various techniques for  

measuring the total rate of  return (income received plus or 

minus changes in market value between two dates) of  a  

pension or profit-sharing plan and of  investment managers, 

generally in comparison with other plans and managers  

having similar investment objectives. 

policy portfolio  A portfolio of investment assets designed 

to achieve the financial and investment objectives of an  

institution over the long term. Policy portfolios are typically 

established by an investment committee which sets  

target percentages for each asset class and strategy selected 

for inclusion. 

portable alpha  The inclusion of a non-correlated strategy  

(i.e., one whose returns are independent of market performance) 

within an existing portfolio in order to improve risk-adjusted 

returns. The word “portable” is used because the strategy can 

be applied without affecting the style under which a particular 

port folio is being managed.

portfolio  Combined holdings of multiple stocks, bonds, com-

modities, real estate investments, cash equivalents or other 

assets by an individual or institutional investor. The purpose of 

a port folio is to reduce risk by diversification.

portfolio diagnostics  An analytical performance  

measurement approach that segregates a manager’s invest-

ment performance into components such as value added  

from securities selection and value added from market timing.
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portfolio optimization  A process whereby an investor’s 

bond portfolio is restructured to match anticipated cash inflow 

and outflow. Some reinvestment of  early cash receipts  

is allowed. 

portfolio restructuring  The rebalancing of a large volume  

of  equity in a portfolio at one time by selling baskets of  stock 

and reinvesting the proceeds in other equity, debt, or cash 

securities.

preferred stock  A class of favored stock whose holders 

have a claim on the company’s earnings before payment can be 

made to common stockholders. Preferred stockholders are 

usually entitled to dividends at a specified rate, when declared 

by the board of directors, before payment is made to common 

stockholders, and they usually have priority if  the company is 

liquidated; however, preferred stockholders generally do not 

have voting rights.

price/earnings ratio (P/E)  The price/earnings ratio of a 

stock is calculated by dividing the current price of the stock by 

its trailing 12 months’ earnings per share. The P/E ratio  

relates the price of  the stock to the per-share earnings of  the 

company. High P/E generally indicates that the market is  

paying more to obtain the stock because it has confidence in 

the company’s ability to increase its earnings. Conversely,  

a low P/E often indicates that the market has less confidence 

that the company’s earnings will increase rapidly or steadily, 

and therefore will not pay as much for its stock. In most cases, 

a fund with a high average P/E ratio has paid a premium for 

stocks that have a high potential for increased earnings. If  the 

fund’s average P/E is low, the manager may believe that the 

stocks have an overlooked or undervalued potential for appre-

ciation. A P/E ratio calculated using a forecast of  future  

earnings is called a forward P/E.

private equity  Equity capital invested in a private company.

private placement  A distribution of securities (including 

interests in commingled funds) made in a private manner and 

only to qualified investors. A private placement does not 

require registration with the SEC and is not offered to the public. 

proxy voting disclosure  In an effort to improve the  

transparency of proxy voting by mutual funds and other regis-

tered investment vehicles, the SEC now requires registered 

investment management companies to provide disclosure about 

how they vote proxies relating to portfolio securities they  

hold. These amendments require registered investment manage-

ment companies to disclose the policies and procedures that 

they use to determine how to vote proxies relating to portfolio  

securities. The amendments also require registered invest-

ment management companies to file with the Commission and 

to make available to shareholders the specific proxy votes  

that they cast in shareholder meetings of  issuers of  portfolio 

securities. The intent of the rule is to encourage funds to 

become more engaged in corporate governance of  issuers 

held in their portfolio.

proxy voting policy  A proxy statement is a document that 

provides shareholders with information about issues to be  

discussed and voted upon at a stockholders’ meeting. Share-

holders may attend the meeting and register their votes in  

person or vote by sending in proxy ballots on the various matters 

scheduled to come before the meeting. As investors and 

shareholders, nonprofits are frequently confronted with the 

issue of whether they should vote their shares as recom-

mended by the company’s management or analyze each issue 

in light of the institution’s mission. Some nonprofits have  

adopted policies by which they either (i) vote their own proxies, 

(ii) assign the responsibility to a third party or (iii) have their 

investment managers vote the proxies, usually in accord with 

guidelines provided by the institution.

quantitative portfolio  A portfolio management approach 

using computer-based models or other quantitative methods to 

select securities and/or structure a portfolio.

quasi-endowment (see endowment, term endowment, 

true endowment)  Endowment that is composed of  

unrestricted funds functioning as endowment by the vote of 

the Board of Trustees. These funds are distinct from the  

operating cash and reserves of the institutions, which has the 

effect of  sheltering them from ad hoc spending. Never-

theless, these funds can be spent, by vote of the Board, for  

any purpose.
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request for proposal (RFP)  The practice of institutional 

funds that seek to allocate funds to a specific investment style 

by requesting competing investment management firms and 

trust and custody banks to submit proposals detailing capabili-

ties, prices and the like.

responsible investing (see socially responsible 

investing (SRI), environmental, social and gover-

nance (ESG) investing, impact investing and  

divestment of fossil fuels)  an investment approach using 

one or more of SRI, ESG, impact investing, divestment of  

fossil fuels, and other related strategies.

restricted funds  Designated by a donor or board of  

trustees for a specific purpose, and cannot be used for any 

other purpose.

return (average, annual, total)  Total return measures the 

annual return on an investment including the appreciation and 

dividends or interest. Total returns are calculated by taking  

the change in investment value, assuming the reinvestment of 

all income and capital gains distributions (plus any other mis-

cellaneous distributions) during the period, and dividing by the 

initial investment value. These returns are not adjusted for 

sales charges, but they are adjusted for management, admin-

istrative and other costs that are automatically deducted  

from fund assets.

risk management  The procedures necessary to manage  

exposure to various types of  risk associated with transacting 

business or investments.

risk relative to benchmark (benchmark risk)  The potential 

for losses due to unintended bets or a breakdown in due dili-

gence; the impact of  investment initiatives that were not fully 

understood at the outset and had the potential of  unintended 

consequences; or the monetary impact (to the portfolio and the 

fund) of managers who violate guidelines, engage in unau-

thorized transactions, develop excessive concentrations (high 

trading error), commit fraud, etc.

S&P  Standard & Poor’s Corporation 

S&P 500  A popular stock market index composed of 500 

stocks selected by Standard & Poor’s Corporation to represent 

the entire market and used by many funds to compare the 

investment performance of  their equity-oriented managers.

small cap fund  A fund that specializes in stocks with lower 

market capitalization; small cap stocks are usually $2 billion or 

less in market capitalization.

socially responsible investing (SRI)  A portfolio construc-

tion process that attempts to avoid investments in certain 

stocks or industries through negative screening according to 

defined ethical guidelines.

spending policy or rule  The guideline established by the 

board which determines the amount of  the annual transfer of 

monies from the investable assets to the operating budget. 

Examples include: a) spend all income; b) spend 5 percent of a 

three-year moving average market value; c) increase spending 

by inflation each year.

spending rate (policy rate) (see effective spending 

rate)  The amount of  spending specified by the board from 

the investable assets, usually expressed as an annual percent-

age of the beginning market value of the fund.

stock (see equity)

sustainability  Institutional policies and practices that 

attempt to meet the material needs of  present generations of 

users, without compromising the ability of future generations  

to enjoy a similar standard.

systems risk  The risk that current system designs or  

implementations are inappropriate or ineffective to the extent 

that information obtained from or disseminated through the 

system environment is incorrect or incorrectly perceived, and the 

decisions made based on that information are sub-optimal.  

In addition, this includes the security of information in response 

to unauthorized access and disaster.

taxing of gifts  The process by which all new gifts are 

assessed their proportionate share of  the cost of  managing 

the total endowment pool.
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technical analysis  Research to identify mispriced securities 

that focuses on recurrent and predictable stock price patterns 

and on proxies for buy or sell pressure in the market. 

term endowment (see endowment, quasi-endowment, 

true endowment)  Endowment that is restricted for a period  

of time, after which any remaining unused funds may become 

unrestricted (or quasi-endowment).

true endowment (permanent endowment)  

(see endowment, quasi-endowment, term endowment)  

Endowment made up of funds that are restricted (usually  

by donor mandate) as to the use of principal or income, or both. 

Funds dedicated to scholarships or faculty support are the 

most common types of restricted endowments.

UMIFA (see UPMIFA)  First promulgated in 1972, the Uni-

form Management of Institutional Funds Act (UMIFA) has been 

replaced by the Uniform Prudent Management of Institutional 

Funds Act (UPMIFA).

underwater fund  An individual “true” or restricted fund that 

has a market value that has decreased below its historic  

dollar value as defined by the Uniform Management of  Insti-

tutional Funds Act (UMIFA). Historic dollar value is the  

aggregate fair value in dollars of (i) an endowment fund at the 

time established, (ii) subsequent contributions to the fund,  

and (iii) other additions to the fund required by the donor or law.

unit (see unitized accounting)  A division of quantity 

accepted as a standard measurement of exchange. For example, 

in the commodities markets a unit of  wheat is a bushel;  

the unit of  U.S. currency is the dollar.

unitized accounting  A method of managing an investment 

pool whereby the pool is divided into “units” which are 

assigned an arbitrary value (e.g., $10 per unit) at a particular 

point in time. Thereafter, each unit fluctuates in value  

according to the performance of  the fund and the aggregate 

value of all the units is equal to the fund’s current market 

value. Any new additions to or distributions from the fund are 

made in units and are assigned a value derived by dividing  

the total market value of the fund by the number of units.

unrestricted funds  Monies with no requirements or restric-

tions as to their use or disposition. 

UPMIFA (Uniform Prudent Management of Institutional 

Funds Act)  This new uniform law, which was approved  

by the National Conference of Commissioners on Uniform State 

Laws in 2006 and has now been enacted in virtually all of the 

states, and in the District of Columbia, clarifies previously 

existing standards for the investment and expenditure of all 

types of  charitable endowment funds. UPMIFA was designed 

to replace the existing Uniform Management of Institutional 

Funds Act (UMIFA), which dates from 1972. UMIFA was a pio-

neering statute, providing uniform and fundamental rules for 

the investment of  funds held by charitable institutions and the 

expenditure of funds donated as “endowments” to those insti-

tutions. Those rules supported two general principles: 1) that 

assets would be invested prudently in diversified investments 

that sought growth as well as income, and 2) that appreciation 

of assets could prudently be spent for the purposes of any 

endowment fund held by a charitable institution. UPMIFA con-

tinues to follow these principles, while clarifying previously 

existing standards for the investment and expenditure of  all 

types of charitable endowment funds. UMIFA in its original 

form excluded all trusts, a gap which led to the passage of the 

subsequent Uniform Prudent Investor Act and Uniform Princi-

pal and Income Act in most states. UPMIFA is intended to  

eliminate the need for multiple statutes by applying consistent 

investment and spending standards to all forms of  charitable 

funds, whether held by institutions that are incorporated, unin-

corporated or organized as charitable trusts (i.e., trusts with a  

beneficial purpose but no named beneficiaries). It strengthens 

the concept of prudent investing, refining it further by means 

of specific guidelines for fiduciaries. It applies the rule of pru-

dence to charitable spending, eliminating outmoded concepts 

such as historic dollar value while providing an optional sec-

tion to restrain levels of spending that are deemed imprudently 

high. Finally, it facilitates the release or modifi cation of restric-

tions on a fund, consistent with the recognition and protection 

of donor intent. Taken as a whole, UPMIFA establishes a stron-

ger and more unified basis for charitable fund management.
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value stock  A stock that is considered to be a good  

stock at a great price, based on its fundamentals, as opposed 

to a great stock at a good price. Generally, these stocks are 

contrasted with growth stocks that trade at high multiples to 

earnings and cash. 

venture capital  Funds invested in a high-risk enterprise that  

is not large or mature enough for its shares to be publicly traded.

Yale/Stanford rule (also called hybrid rule)  A group of 

endowment spending rules that seek to take a middle road 

between the moving average and the banded inflation spend-

ing methods. Typically employed by more endowment-depen-

dent institutions, they use a weighted average methodology in 

which the predominant weighting (for example, 80 percent) is 

given to the banded inflation method, with the remainder (for 

example, 20 percent) being calculated according to the moving 

average method. This technique, originated at Stanford Univer-

sity and used in various forms by other institutions such as 

Yale and Harvard, results in a reduced volatility of spending 

due to the lower reliance on market value-based calculations, 

while honoring the fact that market values do have an influ-

ence on the ability to spend.

yield  The return on a security or portfolio, in the form of  

cash payments. Most yield comes from dividends on equities, 

coupons on bonds, or interest on mortgages. In general, yield  

is defined in terms of the component of return that is taxable as 

ordinary income. Consequently, since the capital gain on a 

Treasury bill or other discount note is viewed for tax purposes 

as a form of interest, it is also included in the definition of 

yield. Yield is usually described in percent terms (e.g., 7 percent 

per annum).

yield spread analysis  The comparison of yield differential 

among varying types of  fixed income securities. Professional 

investors watch for changes in normal yield spreads among 

many types of  issues to identify overpriced situations (where 

they might sell securities they own) and underpriced securi-

ties (where they might buy).

yield-to-maturity  The rate of return on a bond until its due 

date, including both interest payments and price changes. It is 

greater than the current yield when the bond is selling at a  

discount and less than the current yield when the bond is selling 

at a premium.
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To calculate risk-adjusted returns for endowments participating in the NCSE, we first estimated the volatility of the various asset classes and strate-

gies employed in these portfolios and the correlations among them. In order to estimate volatility (referred to as Short-Term Volatility), we use stan-

dard deviation calculated using exponential weighting of quarterly returns over a five year window. For each asset class, we identified a proxy index 

that could be used for this calculation; where suitable public indices were not available, we used Commonfund’s own funds (see the table below). 

The exponentially weighted moving average (EWMA) uses a 0.84 quarterly decay so that the returns from a year ago get a 50 percent weight—a  

period called the half-life. (Note that the smaller the decay factor, the greater is the weight given to more recent events. With a decay factor set 

equal to one, the volatility estimation model would reduce to the more familiar equal-weighting). To calculate the Long-Term Volatility, quarterly 

returns over 10 years were used (with no exponential weighting).

A Note on Methodology

Asset Classes and Indices Used in Calculating Volatility

Asset Class Abbreviation Proxy Description 

Domestic Equities  DE S&P 500 

Fixed Income FI Barclays US Aggregate 

International Equities EQI MSCI World ex-USA USD 

Private Equity PE Commonfund Capital quarterly private equity fund returns (IRR)  

Marketable Alternatives ALT HFRI Fund of Funds 

Venture Capital VC Commonfund Capital quarterly venture capital fund returns (IRR)  

Private Equity Real Estate RE NCREIF Open-End Diversified Core  

Energy & Natural Resources EN S&P Global Natural Resources 

Commodities COM DJUBS Commodity 

Distressed Debt DD HFRI Distressed Debt 

Short-Term Securities/Cash CASH S&P/BGC 3m US T-bill TR 

Unspecified Alternatives  Modeled weighted sum of all alternatives 

Short-Term Volatility measure was used in the Sharpe ratio calculations. We calculated the excess return of each asset class relative to the 3-month 

T-Bill and calculated excess volatilities and correlations. We then estimated the volatility of each participating endowment in the NCSE based on its  

dollar-weighted allocations to the various asset classes. For example, if a given size group of endowments had an allocation of 60 percent to domestic 

equities and 40 percent to fixed income, we used the volatilities of the domestic equity and fixed income asset classes and the correlation between 

equity and fixed income (16.3 percent, 3.5 percent, and -38 percent, respectively) to calculate the risk of the endowment’s portfolio as follows:

10% =  √40% • 40% • 16.3% •  16.3% + 60% •  60% •  3.5% •  3.5% –  2 •  38% •  40% •  60% •  16.3% •  3.5% 

From these estimated endowment volatilities we calculated a Sharpe ratio (a measure of the return per unit of risk taken in the portfolio) for each 

asset size category of endowment by dividing the average rate of excess return for that size group by the average excess volatility of that size group.
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Important Note
This report reflects the opinions of NACUBO and Commonfund Group (the “Authors”) on the subject matter discussed. Information, 
opinions, or commentary concerning the financial markets, economic conditions, or other topical subject matter are prepared, written, or 
created prior to printing and do not reflect current, up-to-date market or economic conditions. The Authors disclaim any responsibility to 
update such information, opinions, or commentary.
 
Statements concerning the Authors’ views of possible future outcomes in any investment asset class or market, or of possible future 
economic developments, are not intended, and should not be construed, as forecasts or predictions of the future investment perfor-
mance of any Commonfund Group fund. Such statements are also not intended as recommendations by any entity or employee of the 
Authors to the reader of this publication. All market outlook and similar statements are based upon information reasonably available as of 
the date of this publication (unless an earlier date is stated with regard to particular information), and reasonably believed to be accurate 
by the Authors. The Authors disclaim any responsibility to provide the recipient of this publication with updated or corrected information.
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Commonfund Institute
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William F. Jarvis 
Executive Director
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William.Jarvis@Commonfund.org 
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PRESIDENT’S CIRCLE

Goldman Sachs
200 West Street

New York, NY 10282
www.gs.com
212.902.1000

www.goldmansachs.com
Abigail Pohlman

Vice President, Investment Management Division
212.357.9422

abigail.pohlman@gs.com

Russell Investments
1301 Second Avenue

18th Floor 
Seattle, WA 98101 

Non-profits.russell.com
Eric Macy

Managing Director, Fiduciary Solutions 
855.771.2966

emacy@russell.com 
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PLATINUM

Perella Weinberg Partners
7979 E. Tufts Avenue

Suite 700
Denver, CO 80237

303.813.7913
www.pwpartners.com

Chris Bittman
Partner & CIO
303.813.7910

cbittman@pwpartners.com



GOLD

Asset Strategy Consultants 
Six North Park Drive

Suite 208 
Hunt Valley, MD 21030 

410.528.8282
Fax: 410.528.8305

www.assetstrategyconsultants.com 
Alfred J. Morrison

Principal 
410.528.8282, ext. 1043

morrison@assetstrategyconsultants.com

BNY Mellon
225 Liberty Street

New York, NY 10286
212.495.1784 

www.bnymellon.com 
Tracy Nickl 

Head of Relationship Development, Americas
310.551.7602 

tracy.nickl@bnymellon.com 

Prime Buchholz
273 Corporate Drive 

Suite 250
Portsmouth, NH 03801

Valentina T. Dingle
Director, Business Development & Communications

603.433.1143
valentina.dingle@primebuchholz.com
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SILVER

LCG Associates, Inc.
400 Galleria Parkway

Suite 1800
Atlanta, GA 30339

770.644.0100
Fax: 770.644.0105

www.lcgassociates.com 
Lauren M. Cangelosi

Vice President, Marketing 
770.644.0100 Ext. 240

lcangelosi@lcgassociates.com

SEI Investments
1 Freedom Valley Drive 

Oaks, PA 19456
610.676.1000

www.seic.com/institutions 
Paul Klauder

Vice President & Managing Director, Institutional Group 
610.676.2225

pklauder@seic.com



BRONZE

Dynamo Software, Inc., formerly known as Netage Solutions, Inc.
480 Pleasant Street

Suite B200
Watertown, MA 02472

Sales: 866.439.6266
Office: 617.393.0000

Fax: 617.393.2371
www.dynamosoftware.com

CT McLean
Limited Partners Business Development Manager

ct@dynamosoftware.com 

Mason Investment Advisory Services, Inc. 
11130 Sunrise Valley Drive

Suite 200 
Reston, VA 20191

703.716.6000
703.716.6020

www.masoncompanies.com
Will Thorpe 

Director of Business Development
703.716.6000 x124 

wthorpe@masoncompanies.com
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SPONSORS

Aberdeen Asset Management Inc.
1735 Market Street

32nd Floor
Philadelphia, PA 19103

215.405.5700
aberdeen-asset.com

Joseph Carr
215.405.5772

Business Development Manager—Endowments & Foundations 
joseph.carr@aberdeen-asset.com

Burgundy Asset Management Ltd.
181 Bay Street

Suite 4510
Brookfield Place

Toronto, ON, M5J 2T3, Canada
416.869.3222

www.burgundyasset.com
Joe Rooney

Vice President, U.S. Client Group
416.869.8977

jrooney@burgundyasset.com

Callan Associates
600 Montgomery Street

Suite 800
San Francisco, CA 94111

415.974.5060
Fax: 415.291.4014
www.callan.com
James Callahan

callahan@callan.com
415.974.5060
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