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Bonuses are projected to grow this year, but while high performers at top shops will win, 

underperformers could soon be looking for work. 

Incentive pay at asset management firms is expected to increase 5% this year, according to a report 

from compensation consulting firm Johnson Associates. But this round of bonuses may be a last hurrah 

before firms tighten belts in 2019 amid fee compression and uncertain markets, CEO Alan Johnson says. 

“Things are looking much harder,” he says. 

Although incentives will rise on average, checks will vary widely from firm to firm, depending on sales 

and investment performance. Some firms may increase bonus pay by 10%, while others cut incentives 

by 15%, says Johnson. 

Industry workers have mixed outlooks on their own prospects. In an Ignites poll last week, only 26% of 

247 readers expected their 2018 bonus to be higher than last year. Thirty-five percent anticipated their 

bonus will be about the same, while 39% predicted their year-end check to be smaller than in 2017. 

Pimco, for one, has reportedly sought to manage employees’ bonus expectations. CEO Emmanuel 

Roman warned staffers at an October meeting that pay may be “flattish” this year, The Wall Street 

Journal reported. 

While asset management firms’ fortunes once moved in lockstep, the industry has become “more 

fractured,” says Lawrence Lieberman, senior managing director at executive search firm The Orion 

Group. Successful firms pay aggressive incentive compensation, while firms struggling with sales can 

afford less. 

Meanwhile, firms themselves increasingly differentiate between employees when handing out bonuses, 

he says. Star performers will be see incentives increase significantly over 2017. 

“The underperformers are more likely to find themselves looking for new roles as opposed to worrying 

about smaller bonuses,” Lieberman says. 

The dispersion in bonuses comes as discretionary incentive pay makes up a bigger chunk of overall 

compensation, says RSR Partners managing director Michael Fitzgerald. The portion of pay tied to 

commissions, meanwhile, is waning. 

Though bonuses are still largely based on the revenue an employee generates, incentive formulas also 

increasingly rely on factors such as referring business to other parts of the firm and “being a good 

soldier” by getting administrative tasks done, he says. 



“It’s really being done to align the interests of the firm with the individual,” Fitzgerald says. 

Firms are also turning to “soft benefits” to attract talent, according to Doug Rickart, division director of 

Robert Half International’s financial services group. Perks such as flexible work schedules, 

telecommuting and even lower insurance premiums can help lure new hires and retain workers without 

significantly raising compensation costs. 

“That’s become a growing component of the hiring activities of different firms and how they put 

together their compensation packages,” he says. 

But Robert Half projects hiring will slow into 2019, Rickart says. The Johnson Associates report paints an 

even bleaker picture: Despite the expected increase in incentive pay, during the first quarter of 2019, 

firms are expected to cut head count. 

“What’s happened in the last, say, three years is [that] these long-term trends of fee compression and 

consolidation and clients' moving to cheaper assets [were] somewhat hidden by the market,” Johnson 

says. As stock prices fall, the cracks are beginning to show, he says. 

Some shops have already started cutting costs. BlackRock executives are scrutinizing event costs, the 

Journal reports, while unnamed sources said some managers at the firm are scrambling to fill empty 

seats now before vacant positions get cut. 

J.P. Morgan Asset Management confirmed this summer that it would let around 100 employees go, 

while T. Rowe Price announced in May that it would close its Tampa operations center in 2019 and 

eliminate 150 positions. 

Even bigger cuts are expected in Invesco’s takeover of OppenheimerFunds, which Invesco projected 

would save $475 million in costs over two years. Job cuts appear imminent. 

As shops rely more on technology and automation, operations roles are most at risk, Johnson says. Sales 

and general management roles could also be on the chopping block. 

Firms are also reallocating resources away from external sales teams and toward the home office as the 

traditional wholesaler field is “scrutinized and rationalized,” RSR Partners’ Fitzgerald says. 

“Companies are looking at how they can be scalable, how they can create efficiencies through 

technology,” Robert Half’s Rickart says. 

Technology is one of the few areas where firms are hiring, Johnson says, and they’re willing to pay a 

premium to attract strong performers. 

Firms are looking for the hard-to-find combination of people who both are technologically savvy and 

understand the industry and its sales process, RSR Partners’ Fitzgerald says. Data analysis and other tech 

investments not only boost investment and research capabilities, but can also make sales and 

distribution more efficient. 



Meanwhile, the influence of home office teams is growing, he says, and both research and strategic 

account players remain in high demand. 

Cutting head count while maintaining productivity is difficult for firms grappling with chronic 

underperformance, Orion Group’s Lieberman says. After the financial crisis, some companies went 

overboard on cost-cutting, leaving remaining portfolio managers and other employees saddled with too 

many responsibilities, he says. 

Replacing good employees, meanwhile, can be expensive, Lieberman says. 

“For the firms who approach this with a longer-term view, the goal is to really keep your good people 

incented and retained,” he says. 


