





Aston’s seven-member investment com-
mittee keeps a list of prospective advisors
whom they constantly monitor. They
also dissect their track records, meet with
them muldple times, and talk to people
who know them: other managers, advi-
sors, or institutional portfolio managers.
“By the time we partner with a manager,”
says Anderson, “we’ve known them for
years; we've watched them, talked to
people about them.” At most, two or
three funds a year make the Aston grade.

I asked Stu Bilton, after all these
years trying to predict who will make
a good fund manager and who won't,
how he would boil down the key ele-
ments of successful asset management.
“The first thing is lots of experience:
You cannot learn to manage money
from a book. Then, you need to be a
student of the business; you need to
think about this stuff all the time. You
have to live it and breath it. Third, you
have to have a disciplined approach.
You have to believe in it, and stick to
it. And finally, you need the ability to
explain your strategy, so advisors can
understand it, and will stick with you

during the down parts of the cycles.”

Another aspect of Aston’s “institu-
tional” strategy that sets it apart is
their support for their sub-advisors (to
the point of almost encouraging them)
to decide it’s time to close their funds
to new investors. Sometimes Aston’s
RIA clients aren’t very happy about
a decision to close, but according to
Anderson, they always come around to
accepting it. “Our sub-advisors decide
when their funds reach a size that’s
beginning to impair their ability to
manage them,” he says. “Many of our
managers also have large institutional
portfolios, so they are acutely aware
of the danger of taking on too much
money. Our job is to support them in
doing the right thing to protect the
existing shareholders.”

But despite all the years and expertise
required to execute their strategy for
identifying good asset managers, both
Bilton and Anderson firmly believe the
greatest value they add to the invest-
ment process is as a conduit for infor-
mation: Making sure that independent
advisors understand exactly what each

sub-advisor does—and why—and that
they get all the information they need
to communicate with their clients.

To my mind, this is the piece of the
portfolio puzzle that’s missing in the
independent advisory model for man-
aging client portfolios: Experts whose
sole job it is to spend 24/7 understand-
ing and collecting information about
the folks who are actually managing cli-
ents’ money. It’s the level of confidence
created by a complete understanding of
the managers that enables independent
advisors, and through them their cli-
ents, to remain invested at the bottom
of each cycle, when everyone around
them is bailing out—at exactly the
wrong time. I can’t help but think how
many client dollars would have been
saved if Stu Bilton and Ken Anderson
had been on the other end of a lot more
phone calls during those dark days of
2008 and 2009. 1A

Bob Clark, former editor of this magazine, surveys
the advisory landscape from his home in Santa Fe.
He can be reached at relark7000@aol.com.
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