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WHY CULTURE MATTERS IN THE FUND MANAGEMENT INDUSTRY 

By:  Chereé Dyers, Chief Executive Officer at Prescient Investment Management 

 

It is well known that culture cannot be replicated. It is the one winning (or losing) edge that competitors have 

on each other.  

 

When I joined Prescient Investment Management (PIM) as CEO in February this year, I quickly realised that 

the culture of the business was unique (even though I worked for a group company previously). It is of course 

hard to describe the DNA of a company and since PIM is a quantitative asset manager and I am an accountant, 

I wanted some concrete evidence to define this strong culture. This, I thought, would help me navigate, 

optimise and ultimately not try to fix what’s not broken. 

 

The scientific approach 
To aid in my search to define our culture, we employed a company (10x) to do an anonymous survey with staff 

to help the management team gain some valuable insights. The survey followed a few pillars to measure 

culture in order to ascertain how engaged employees are with the job and the organisation – the level of 

engagement ultimately gives you a sense of how strong the company’s culture is. The results were revealing, 

and I learned that employees want to be inspired by the company having a clear vision and strategy, they want 

to buy into inspirational leaders with strong values, they want to have visibility on the organisation’s growth 

opportunities, they want to operate in an environment where they can thrive, grow and learn and lastly, they 

want their incentives aligned with that of the business. If you succeed at these factors, your employees will 

most likely be engaged and rate your culture highly.  

 

Having a workforce that is generally engaged means that they are able to focus on what they have to do to 

generate performance for clients. This is great, but in my view,  not enough in the fund management industry. 

There are three critical determinant factors to culture that clients evaluating fund managers should consider: 

putting clients interests’ first, the process of generating performance and managing risk, and the company’s 

approach to managing money.  

 

Clients’ interests first 
My view is that culture is driven by what we stand for and underpinned by our value set. As fund managers we 

say that our clients’ interests come first…always. This statement is largely premised on the fact that we act in 

a fiduciary capacity to manage assets on behalf of our clients. Acting in this capacity requires that we hold 

ourselves accountable to a value set that will always result in clients’ interests being put ahead of our own. By 

implication, this requires that we minimise conflicts of interest.  
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Creating an environment where fund managers do not have to deal with conflict is up to leadership and can 

come down to making good decisions around not using clients’ money to seed new fund ideas, not competing 

with clients, pricing fairly and appropriately, responsibly allocating brokerage to trading and research and 

adopting CFA code of ethics to name but a few practical examples. In addition, the company’s retention 

strategies to keep staff for the long term needs to be balanced with having the ability to deal with those who 

are not performing in clients’ best interests. Once a fund manager’s culture is driven by the notion of clients’ 

interest coming first, it is in my view likely to have a winning culture. This culture ultimately translates into a 

track record of trust and strong client relationships and make the fund manager more defensive during periods 

of relative underperformance. It would also obviate the need for the onslaught of legislation seen in recent 

years, including MIFID, TCF, RDR, to name but a few. A topic for another day… 

 

How you get there matters 
It goes without saying that chasing a culture of generating performance at any cost is dangerous and not 

sustainable. Prudential legislation fortunately put investment and risk limits in place. This however doesn’t deal 

with the temptation managers face to deviate from their own investment process and risk limits when times 

are tough. Performance attribution analysis does have a way of weeding out deviation from process but if the 

fund manager delivers on performance perhaps clients don’t really mind that much…until they do. Remaining 

true to process and philosophy and proving this to clients is another positive indicator of a strong culture.  

 

Rock star or team approach 
When an individual fund manager is so brilliant that he/she achieves that rock star status every newbie dreams 

of, there is a risk that the company (probably inadvertently) adopts a herd mentality. This is not necessarily a 

bad thing if the rock stars are inherently multipliers and not diminishers i.e. they are happy to be challenged, 

and receptive to other views. To create depth in a team one must create an environment where people learn 

and grow. Some individual fund managers rise through the ranks more organically than others. For those who 

need to learn, they are dependent on the fund manager’s culture of sharing knowledge and increasing 

responsibility over time. Of course, for the purposes of accountability, someone has to stand and fall by the 

big investment calls. However, it is important to incorporate a team approach, as it creates more depth over 

time and facilitates natural succession.  

 

In conclusion 
Having a sustainable business is an imperative for managing people’s money. There are sufficient examples 

of companies in our industry which demonstrate that to build a sustainable business, a fund manager needs 

more than a strong track record. Importantly, having a client-centric culture, being process driven and creating 

an environment where staff can thrive enables the company to leverage off a strong base and sees it through 

the various business cycles. Ultimately it also contributes to creating an aspirational brand to attract talent for 

a brighter future for our clients. 

 

Ends 
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About Prescient  

• Prescient Investment Management Ltd, is an authorised financial services provider (FSP 

612). Collective Investment Schemes in Securities (CIS) should be considered as medium to 

long-term investments. The value may go up as well as down and past performance is not 

necessarily a guide to future performance. A CIS may be closed to new investors in order for 

it to be managed more efficiently in accordance with its mandate CIS’s are traded at the ruling 

price and can engage in scrip lending and borrowing. Performance has been calculated using 

net NAV to NAV numbers with income reinvested. There is no guarantee in respect of capital 

or returns in a portfolio. Prescient Management Company (RF) (Pty) Ltd is registered and 

approved under the Collective Investment Schemes Control Act (No.45 of 2002). For any 

additional information such as fund prices, fees, brochures, minimum disclosure documents 

and application forms please go to www.prescient.co.za 
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