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I.

Introduction

Suppose a portfolio manager investing in Japanese stocks realizes a return of 27%. How well
has she performed? A good answer to this question cannot be given without knowing how well
Japanese stocks performed in the aggregate. If we
view the problem of assessing this manager’s
performance as a pure inference problem—after
the fact one simply wants to know whether the
manager has demonstrated skill in selecting Japanese stocks—then it clearly seems more sensible
to consider the difference between the manager’s
return and that earned on some appropriately chosen Japanese benchmark portfolio than to consider only the unadjusted level of the manager’s
return.
Since netting out a benchmark portfolio’s return from the return of a managed portfolio seems
useful in the pure inference problem, it might be
concluded that the compensation of portfolio
managers should be based on similar adjustments
to the total returns they realize. Indeed, there has
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In this article we examine theoretically the
use of benchmark portfolios in the compensation of privately informed portfolio
managers. We find that
the use of a benchmark, and particularly
the types of benchmarks often observed
in practice, cannot be
easily rationalized. Specifically, commonly
used benchmarkadjusted compensation
schemes are generally
inconsistent with optimal risk-sharing and
do not lead to the
choice of an optimal
portfolio for the investor. Moreover, benchmarks do not help in
solving potential contracting problems such
as inducing the manager to expend effort
or trying to screen out
uninformed managers.
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been a substantial move toward making the compensation of portfolio
managers explicitly depend on their performance relative to benchmarks, that is, to use what we will call ‘‘benchmark-adjusted compensation.’’ Even if no explicit adjustment is made, the compensation of
portfolio managers often depends implicitly on their performance relative to a benchmark in the sense that the amount of money under their
management is affected by such comparisons.
It is generally taken for granted (and perhaps even seems obvious)
that benchmark-adjusted compensation is a good idea, and much of the
recent discussion on managers’ compensation is concerned with how
the benchmark portfolios should be chosen.1 Less attention has been
focused on answering two important and prior questions: do benchmark-adjusted compensation schemes lead to better outcomes for investors than other forms of compensation, and, if so, how do the gains
come about?
In this article we examine theoretically the effects of benchmarkadjusted compensation. Specifically, we examine whether a portfolio
manager can be induced to choose the optimal portfolio for the investor
through the use of benchmarks and whether benchmarks might help
solve various types of contracting problems that potentially exist when
an investor delegates investment decisions to a portfolio manager.
Based on our analysis, we find strong grounds to question the proposition that benchmark-adjusted compensation schemes are useful. In particular, we find that commonly used benchmark-adjusted compensation
schemes
(i) are generally inconsistent with optimal risk sharing;
(ii) are generally inconsistent with the goal of obtaining the optimal
portfolio for the investor, and particularly in coordinating the
manager’s portfolio choices with other portfolio holdings of the
investor;
(iii) tend to weaken a manager’s incentives to expend effort (or are
at best irrelevant in this context);
(iv) are not useful in screening out bad (i.e., uninformed) managers;
and
(v) play no role in aligning the manager’s preferences with the
investor’s when constraints are placed on the manager’s portfolio choice due to uncertainty about the manager’s risk tolerance.
In other words, in all the contexts we examine in which benchmarks
might be valuable, we find that the use of a benchmark, and particularly
the types of benchmarks often observed in practice, cannot be easily
1. See, e.g., Bailey (1990); Rennie and Cowhey (1990); Bailey and Tierney (1993); and
Gastineau (1994).
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rationalized. This is not to say that the notion of ‘‘performance-based’’
fees is flawed. Making compensation depend on the total return realization on the managed portfolio is potentially valuable for aligning the
manager’s preferences with those of the investor and for motivating her
to expend costly effort to collect information. It is the use of benchmark
adjustments in compensation that we question.
Our analysis is conducted in a model (introduced in Sec. II) where
the portfolio manager is ‘‘active’’ in the sense that she has some useful
private information about securities’ returns. In most of our analysis
we consider the case in which this private information concerns the
idiosyncratic or firm-specific part of stocks’ returns. In other words,
we assume that the manager has valuable information for selecting
stocks but no information about the pervasive or market-wide determinants of stock price movements. This is a natural setting for considering
the value of using benchmarks because it is this idiosyncratic type of
information that is supposedly generating excess returns over and
above those of the prespecified benchmark.
In an insightful paper Roll (1992) showed that, in a setting in which
the manager has no private information, the portfolio choice she makes
while responding to a benchmark-adjusted compensation structure will
not be mean-variance efficient.2 In Roll’s analysis there is no distinction
between the mean-variance frontier (of unadjusted returns) assessed by
the manager and that assessed by the investor or sponsor. In our model,
by contrast, the manager has private information, and so the manager
perceives a different efficient frontier than uninformed investors. Ideally for the investor, the manager will choose the optimal portfolio for
the investor on the conditional mean-variance frontier (conditional on
the particular realization of the manager’s information). This optimal
portfolio obviously varies with the information realization and with
probability equal to one is not on the unconditional mean variance frontier (the one based on the unconditional distribution of returns).3
We start our analysis (in Sec. III) by extending Roll’s result to the
case where private information is explicitly included in the model. We
show that the use of market-type benchmarks in compensation can lead
to a substantial loss in the value of a manager’s information to the
investor. For example, in a setting where a manager has information
worth about 6% per annum (i.e., if used optimally the information produces a risk-adjusted expected return 6% higher than the risk-adjusted
expected return an uninformed investor could attain), we find that the
benchmark-adjusted compensation (where the benchmark is equal to
the passive portfolio that an uninformed investor would hold) reduces
2. This is true as long as the benchmark is not itself mean-variance efficient.
3. For related discussions on the differences between conditional and unconditional
mean variance analysis see, e.g., Admati and Ross (1985), and Hansen and Richard (1987).
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the gain by 60%—instead of getting a risk-adjusted expected return
6% higher, the investor only realizes a gain of 2.4%. For less precise
information the results are even more striking, and we find that the loss
due to the use of such a benchmark may even exceed 100%. In such
cases the investor is worse off using the informed manager than investing passively based on no private information. At the same time
we show that full value of the manager’s information can in fact be
realized if no benchmark is used, that is, if compensation is based only
on the total unadjusted returns on the manager’s portfolio.
Benchmarks are often used by large sponsors whose portfolios are
managed by multiple managers. In Section IV we examine the case in
which the investor holds part of his wealth in exogenously specified
passive portfolio holdings and wants to coordinate the active portfolio
manager’s portfolio decisions with the passive portfolio holdings. We
show that a benchmark can be chosen to ‘‘offset’’ any passive portfolio
and lead to as overall optimal choice for the investor, but the benchmarks that are typically used in practice are inconsistent with this type
of coordination and again lead to losses in the value of the manager’s
information.
In constructing a compensation scheme for the manager, the investor
is presumably concerned not only with the resulting portfolio choices
made by the manager but also with the cost to him of compensating
the manager. It might be thought that the investor can lower this cost
by shielding the manager from bearing the risk of the benchmark return
and that this can be done through the use of benchmark-adjusted compensation. However, in Section V we argue that in general introducing
a benchmark adjustment in the manager’s compensation interferes with
efficient risk sharing and actually increases the cost of compensation.
One common intuition regarding the value of using benchmarks in
compensation comes from the agency literature, where it is argued that
in creating incentives for managers to expend effort one should ‘‘net
out’’ elements that are not under the manager’s control. In Section VI
we discuss the role of benchmark portfolios in the context of the effort
incentive problem, that is, motivating the manager to expend effort to
collect the appropriate information. We show that benchmarks have no
positive role to play in sharpening incentives. For the most part the
presence of a benchmark in the compensation and especially the precise
composition of the benchmark is irrelevant for the effort incentive
problem. Moreover, we find that not only do benchmark-adjusted compensation plans not strengthen incentives, there are many cases in
which they actually weaken them.
Having motivated the use of benchmarks in the context of the pure
inference problem of assessing the manager’s skill ex post, we examine
(in Sec. VII) their usefulness as part of the compensation scheme when
the manager’s skill is unknown to the investor. We first show that
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benchmark-adjusted returns are not a sufficient statistic for assessing
the quality of a manager’s information. We then show that benchmarkadjusted compensation does not enhance the ability of the investor to
make the assessment of the manager’s skill. Again, the presence and
composition of the benchmark are largely irrelevant to the ability to
make the inference. Finally, we show that use of a benchmark in the
explicit compensation of the manager can help counteract the effects
of benchmark-adjusted compensation that is implicit, that is, managers
who outperform their benchmarks are more likely to get more funds
under management than those who do not. However, the explicit benchmarks that should be used to accomplish this are dramatically different
from those used in practice.
Portfolio managers often face explicit constraints on the riskiness of
their portfolios. For example, as discussed by Roll (1992), the investor
may require that the portfolio have a beta equal to some given level.
In Section VIII we examine the role of benchmarks when such constraints are imposed. In particular we examine the case where constraints are imposed because the investor is uncertain about the manager’s risk tolerance. We show that the use of a benchmark does not make
the portfolio choice better for the investor, and it generally makes it
worse when constraints are present.
In addition to Roll (1992), a number of papers discuss issues related
to our findings in this paper. Sharpe (1981) addresses the problem of
coordinating investments when different parts of a portfolio are managed by different managers. He allows the investor to alter the objective
functions of managers to try to achieve optimality. We will make most
of our points in the context where there is just one manager, but the
observations in Sharpe (1981) are similar to some that we make both
in the context of inducing optimal portfolio choices and in the context
of specialization. Brennan (1993) assumes that the manager’s compensation is based on performance relative to an index and examines the
equilibrium that results when a substantial part of the market is invested
by intermediaries responding to such contracts. Our analysis in this
article is a partial equilibrium analysis that looks more closely at the
compensation structure. Obviously, taking the analysis to an equilibrium level, as is done in Brennan (1993), is an important next step.
Finally, Huddart (1994) and Heinkel and Stoughton (1994) examine
dynamic portfolio management contracts, each in a somewhat different
model. Both focus on the screening problem and the notion of reputation.
II. The Basic Model

The economy we analyze has n risky securities that are traded in the
first period and pay off in the second. Some of our results depend on
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whether or not a riskless security exists, and our model allows us to
consider both cases. If there is a riskless security, we will normalize
its return in much of our analysis to be zero without loss of generality.
Absent any private information, all agents assess that the returns of the
risky securities, given by the vector r̃, are jointly normally distributed
with an unconditional expected return vector μ u and an unconditional
variance-covariance matrix Vu.4 In some of our analysis we will assume
that there is a factor model that generates returns, that is, that returns
are given by
r̃ ⫽ μ u ⫹ B f̃ ⫹ ⑀˜ ,

(1)

where B is an n ⫻ k matrix of constants, f̃ is a k dimensional vector,
and ⑀˜ and f̃ are independent and have a joint normal distribution with
zero mean.
Investment decisions in our model will be made on behalf of an
investor who does not observe any private information. This investor
delegates the investment decisions to an ‘‘active’’ portfolio manager.
(As discussed in the concluding remarks, our results have a number
of immediate implications for the more complicated case of multiple
managers.) The manager bases her investment decisions on private information she receives concerning the returns of the risky securities.
Specifically, the manager observes the signal s̃, which has a joint normal distribution with the return vector r̃.
Under the joint normality assumption, the conditional distribution
of returns given the manager’s private information is also normal, with
a conditional expected return vector μ̃ c ⫽ E(r̃| s̃) and a conditional
variance-covariance matrix V c. Note that Vc does not depend on the
observation of s̃ but only on the parameters of the joint distribution of
r̃ and s̃. The conditional expected return vector μ̃ c depends on s̃, however. If the manager observes information only about the idiosyncratic
terms in a factor model of returns, then E( f̃ | s̃) ⫽ 0 and E(⑀˜ | s̃) ⫽ η̃ c ,
where η̃ c has an unconditional expected return of zero.
We normalize the investor’s total wealth to be equal to one and assume that he has constant absolute risk aversion with risk tolerance
parameter (inverse of the coefficient of risk aversion) equal to τ. In
examining the effect of various compensation structures on the investor’s expected utility we will initially ignore the cost to the investor of
compensating the manager and focus on the effect of the manager’s
portfolio choices on the resulting wealth distribution of the investor.
4. The expected return vector is given exogenously. That is, we do not consider the
effect of the investments made by the investors in our model on equilibrium return distributions. This partial equilibrium analysis is justified if the agents in our model are very
small relative to the entire market. While beyond the scope of this article, the equilibrium
implications of delegated portfolio management are an important topic for future research.
For an important step in this direction see Brennan (1993).

Benchmarks and Compensation

329

In Sections V and VI we look at the cost of compensating the manager
in more detail.
We assume that the manager’s preferences are also summarized by
a negative exponential utility function over final wealth with a risk
tolerance coefficient denoted by ρ. The manager’s final wealth depends
on the compensation she receives from the investor for her portfolio
management activities.5 For most of our analysis we assume that the
compensation of the manager is of the general form
h 1 x′r̃ ⫹ h 2 (x ⫺ b)′r̃,

(2)

where x is the portfolio of risky securities chosen by the manager, b
is a benchmark portfolio of risky securities, whose weights are specified
in advance, and h 1 and h 2 are constants also specified in advance. The
weights in portfolios x and b sum to one if there is no riskless security
and are unrestricted if there is a riskless security. Note that the compensation includes two components. First, there is a component that depends on the total return on the manager’s portfolio of risky securities
x′r̃. Second, there is a benchmark-based component, where the manager
receives a fraction of the difference between her portfolio’s return and
the return on a prespecified benchmark portfolio b. For simplicity we
do not include a constant component in the compensation function, but
none of our results would change if the compensation also included a
fixed payment that does not depend on the returns of the risky securities. The coefficients h 1 and h 2, as well as the benchmark b, can be
customized in the sense that they can depend, for example, on the manager’s expertise or style, the precision of her information, her risk tolerance coefficient and that of the investor, and so on. We further assume
that h 1 ⫹ h 2 ≠ 0.6 Note that this compensation function is linear in the
returns on the manager’s portfolio.7
In order to focus on the issue of coordination, we will initially abstract away from any agency problems by assuming that the investor
knows the distributional properties of the information of the manager,
as well as her preference parameter. Sections VI and VII discuss some
5. We ignore other sources of income in the analysis, but our basic results should not
change if endowment wealth is included for the manager. The case in which each manager
might work for multiple investors of the type we consider is more complicated and obviously important, but it is beyond the scope of this article.
6. If h 1 ⫹ h 2 ⫽ 0, then the manager’s compensation does not depend on the returns on
the risky securities, and therefore her portfolio choices will not be affected by the compensation. This is clearly unrealistic.
7. For example, we do not consider the option effect of compensation schedules that
only provide compensation for positive returns relative to the benchmark. See Grinblatt
and Titman (1989) for a discussion of these types of contracts and their effect on portfolio
choices. It is also possible that the compensation structure penalizes the manager severely
when she underperforms relative to the benchmark, while it is not as sensitive to the degree
to which she may overperform the benchmark. This, too, would introduce nonlinearities
into the compensation structure.
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issues that arise when the precision of the manager’s information is
either determined by the manager’s effort or is unknown to the investor.
Section VIII addresses the case where the manager’s risk tolerance
might not be known to the investor.
III. The Effect of Benchmark-Adjusted Compensation

We now show that the use of a benchmark portfolio in the compensation of the portfolio manager generally leads to a suboptimal portfolio
choice for the investor and therefore to a loss in the value of the manager’s information to the investor. We show that the economic magnitude
of this loss can be quite substantial in realistic examples. These results
are related to the analysis of Roll (1992), but here we explicitly model
the manager as having private information, and so we work with the
conditional distributions of returns, which are different from the unconditional distributions. The effects of any compensation structure are
then measured by how they affect the ex ante expected utility of the
investor.
We start by noting that in our setting, if the investor could observe
the private information of the manager, his optimal portfolio conditional on this information, which we denote by x̃ c*, would be given by
x̃ c* ⫽ θ c⫹ τΔ c μ̃ c ,

(3)

where θ c is the global minimum variance portfolio obtained using the
conditional variance-covariance matrix Vc , and Δ c is a rank n ⫺ 1 matrix.8 Both θ c and Δ c depend only on the variance-covariance matrix
of returns, Vc, but not on the expected returns vector, μ̃ c. The portfolio
θ c will play an important role in our analysis. We will refer to it as
the conditional global minimum variance portfolio. Ideally, the investor would like to induce the manager to choose x̃ c*. Note that, if the
investor remains uninformed, then his optimal portfolio is x *u ⫽ θ u ⫹
τΔ u μ u , where θ u is the global unconditional minimum variance portfolio and Δ u is the appropriate matrix, and both are calculated using the
unconditional variance-covariance matrix Vu.
The manager will obviously choose a portfolio that is optimal given
her preferences and her compensation function. It is straightforward to
show that the optimal portfolio for the manager given the compensation
scheme in (2) is 9
x⫽

1
(h 2 b ⫹ h1 θ c ⫹ ρΔ c μ̃ c ).
h1 ⫹ h2

(4)

⫺1 ⫺1
⫺1
⫺1 ⫺1
⫺1
8. These are given by θ c ⫽ (e′ V ⫺1
⫺ (e′ V ⫺1
c e) V c e and Δ c ⫽ V c
c e) V c ee′ V c ,
where e is the vector of ones.
9. Roll (1992) derives the locus of optimal portfolios for a manager whose compensation
function is a special case of (2) with h1 ⫽ 0.
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If there exists a riskless security, whose return is normalized to zero,
and if the manager is allowed to include it in her portfolio, then all the
above holds with θ c ⫽ 0 and Δ c ⫽ V c⫺1.
The following result is obtained by comparing the manager’s choice
x with the optimal portfolio for the investor x̃ c*.
Proposition 1. The manager’s portfolio choice is optimal for the
investor if and only if (i) h 1 ⫹ h 2 ⫽ ρ/τ and (ii) either h2 ⫽ 0 or
b ⫽ θ c.
Thus, if a benchmark is used in the compensation of the manager
and it is not set to the conditional global minimum variance portfolio,
the resulting portfolio is not optimal for the investor. This includes the
realistic case in which the benchmark is chosen to be the optimal portfolio given the unconditional distribution; that is, even if it is equal to
x *u . Note that the result holds in the case where a riskless security exists
if we interpret the global minimum variance portfolio to be the vector
of zeros, meaning that the benchmark cannot involve any risky securities or the resulting portfolio is not optimal for the investor.
The intuition behind the proposition is as follows. For the manager’s
choice to be optimal for the investor it must be on the conditional meanvariance efficient frontier and must also be consistent with investor’s
preferences. It is well known that the mean-variance efficient frontier
is spanned by any two efficient portfolios. One of these spanning portfolios can be taken as equal to the conditional global minimum variance
portfolio θ c. Note that this is the only portfolio on the conditional frontier whose composition the investor knows in advance, that is, which
does not depend on private information observed only by the manager.
The investor must guarantee that the first two terms in the manager’s
portfolio given by (4) are equal to the global minimum variance portfolio. This is brought about through condition ii of the proposition. The
investor must also ensure that the last term is scaled appropriately to
provide the optimal response for the investor. This is accomplished by
condition i of the proposition. Note that, although our model assumes
that the investor knows the characteristics of the manager’s private information, the investor can obtain optimality without knowledge of V c if he
sets h2 ⫽ 0; that is, he does not use benchmark-adjusted compensation.
To illustrate the economic magnitude of the loss associated with the
use of an inappropriate benchmark, we now present an example. In this
example we use the value weighted Standard and Poor’s (S&P) 100
portfolio (the top 100 firms in the S&P 500 by market capitalization) as
the benchmark. The variance-covariance matrix is estimated by factoranalytic techniques using 4 months of daily data from July to November
1996. For the purposes of the example we set expected returns so that
the S&P 100 index is unconditionally mean-variance efficient with an
expected excess return of 6%. We assume that both the investor and
the manager have risk tolerance equal to 0.385. Given the assumed 6%
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TABLE 1

Precision
of Signals
(1)

.10
.09
.08
.07
.06
.05
.04
.03
.02
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Example of the Potential Costs Incurred in Using a Market Value
Weighted Benchmark
Value of
Value of
Value of
Information
Information
Information
Loss with
Loss with
with Optimal
with Market
with Low Risk
Market
Low Risk
Response (%) Benchmark (%) Benchmark (%) Benchmark (%) Benchmark (%)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)

6.78
6.11
5.43
4.74
4.07
3.26
2.58
1.90
1.22

3.13
2.45
1.78
1.09
.41
⫺.41
⫺1.08
⫺1.76
⫺2.44

6.55
5.88
5.20
4.51
3.84
3.03
2.35
1.67
.99

53.90
59.85
67.29
77.10
89.93
112.47
142.09
192.95
300.78

3.39
3.76
4.24
4.85
5.65
7.06
8.91
12.11
18.85

expected excess return, this is the level of risk tolerance that leads one
to hold the S&P 100 index if the S&P 100 were the available universe.
The private information of the manager is assumed to be a noisy version
of the firm-specific components in the return-generating process, where
the variance of the noise terms is equal across stocks. The inverse of
this variance measures the precision of the information.
In column 1 of table 1 we postulate various precision parameters,
where the top entry represents the most precise signals and the precision
is declining for lower entries. For each precision we calculate and report in column 2 the ex ante value of information to the investor (measured in certainty-equivalent percentage returns) attainable if he were
using the information optimally to form his portfolio, when the alternative is to invest passively in the S&P 100 (the unconditional meanvariance efficient portfolio). For example, if the precision is 0.10, we
find that the value of information with optimal response is 6.78%. This
means that the information, if used optimally, allows the investor to
increase his risk-adjusted expected return by 6.78%.
Now suppose that in this example the investor lets a manager with
private information invest his wealth. Suppose further that the compensation of the manager is based only on the difference between the
returns on the manager’s portfolio and those of the value weighted
S&P 100. According to proposition 1, since that benchmark is not equal
to the conditional global minimum variance portfolio, it would not lead
to the optimal portfolio choice. In column 3 of table 1 we report the
ex ante value of the manager’s services under these conditions. In the
first row we see that, when the market benchmark is used, the information only increases the investor’s risk-adjusted expected return by
3.13%. As reported in column 5, this is 53.9% less than the increase
produced by the optimal response. The most striking finding occurs
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when the precision of information is low. We see that when the precision is sufficiently low, the investor may lose more than 100% of the
value of information when a market benchmark is used. This means
that the risk-adjusted expected return the investor attains is less than
what is attained by investing in the market portfolio. In such a circumstance the investor is better off not using the manager at all than using
the manager with benchmark-adjusted compensation.
Column 4 of table 1 considers the case in which the benchmark is
closer to the global minimum variance portfolio in that it has lower
riskiness than that of the market portfolio. Specifically, we set the
benchmark equal to the portfolio that would be chosen by an uninformed investor with risk tolerance equal to ρ/4. We see that the loss
is significantly smaller in this case even for imprecise information. For
the same parameters for which the loss with a market benchmark is
300.78%, the loss with the low risk benchmark is only 18.85%. Obviously, if the conditional global minimum variance portfolio is chosen
as a benchmark, or no benchmark at all is used (h2 ⫽ 0), then the full
value of information would be realized and no loss incurred.

IV.

Coordination Using a Benchmark Portfolio

So far we have assumed that the investor delegates all of his wealth
to the portfolio manager. The use of benchmark portfolio is often discussed, however, in cases where the investor is attempting to coordinate
the portfolio chosen by the manager with other holdings that he has.
For example, the investor may hold some of his wealth in an index
fund such as the S&P 500 and the rest may be given to one or more
active portfolio managers to invest on his behalf. Often the benchmark
in such a case is set equal to the passive portfolio held by the investor,
with the motivation being that the benchmark signifies what the manager is attempting to ‘‘beat.’’
To analyze this case, suppose that the investor gives to the manager
a fraction π of his wealth and the rest is held in a passive portfolio
whose risky security component is denoted by x p . (If there is a riskless
security, the elements of x p do not need to sum to one.) We do not
make any assumption concerning the composition of x p .
The manager’s compensation is now given by
(h 1 x′r̃ ⫹ h 2 (x ⫺ b)′r̃)π.

(5)

It is easy to show that the manager’s portfolio choice given this compensation is
x⫽

1
ρ
(h 2 b ⫹ h 1θ c ⫹ Δc μ̃ c ).
h1 ⫹ h2
π

(6)
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The following result generalizes proposition 1 to the case where π
may be smaller than one. It is obtained simply by equating the optimal portfolio for the investor, x̃ c*, with the investor’s overall portfolio
πx ⫹ (1 ⫺ π)x p .
Proposition 2. The investor obtains the optimal overall portfolio
if and only if the following conditions hold:
ρ
h1 ⫹ h2 ⫽ ;
τ

(7)

and, if h 2 ≠ 0,
b ⫽ θ c ⫹ (θ c ⫺ x p )

冢

1⫺π
π

冣冢

冣

h1 ⫹ h2
.
h2

(8)

If h 2 ⫽ 0, then the investor obtains overall optimality if and only if
h1 ⫽ ρ/τ and either π ⫽ 1 or x p ⫽ θ c .
Proposition 2 implies that it is possible for the investor to obtain
overall optimality but that to accomplish this the chosen benchmark b
must bear a particular relation to the portfolio that the investor holds
on his own account x p . Specifically, the difference between b and the
conditional global minimum variance portfolio θ c must be proportional
to the difference between θ c and x p . Are there conditions under which
it is optimal for the benchmark to equal the passive portfolio, that is,
for b to equal x p ? Proposition 2 shows that this only occurs when x p
⫽ θ c . If, as is more typical, x p ⫽ x *u (the passive portfolio is equal to
the portfolio that is optimal using the unconditional distribution), then
the optimal benchmark does not equal the passive portfolio. Similarly,
if there is a riskless security but the investor’s passive portfolio includes
some risky securities, then the optimal benchmark does not equal the
passive portfolio since the optimal benchmark is the global minimum
variance portfolio, which is the riskless security.
In Figure 1 we show how dramatic the difference can be between
the benchmark which solves the coordination problem and the type of
benchmarks that are typically used. The figure is based on the S&P
100 example used in the last section. Assume that π ⫽ 0.5. This means
that half the investor’s wealth is given to the active manager and the
remainder is held in a passive portfolio. Assume that the passive portfolio is the S&P 100, which in our example is the unconditionally
mean-variance efficient portfolio. Finally, assume that h1 ⫽ 0. From
proposition 2 we see that the appropriate benchmark under these circumstances is 2θ c ⫺ x p , or the difference between twice the minimum
variance portfolio and the S&P 100. Figure 1 shows that this portfolio
is quite different from the S&P 100, which is what would typically be
used as a benchmark. (The optimal benchmark weights are given by
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Fig. 1.—The 100 stocks in the S&P 100 (in ascending order by market capitalization).

the height of the bars, while the S&P 100 weights are given by the
circles.)
We conclude that the use of standard benchmarks such as the market
portfolio cannot be justified in the context of attempts to coordinate
the manager’s portfolio choice and align it with the investor’s preferences. In the next few sections we take up issues related to risk sharing
and examine the potential role of benchmarks in resolving various
agency problems. For simplicity we will assume for the rest of the
article that π ⫽ 1, that is, the manager controls the investor’s entire
portfolio. Most of the results below carry over in a straightforward
manner to cases where π ⬍ 1.
V.

Risk Sharing and the Cost of Compensating the Manager

The last two sections showed that benchmark-adjusted compensation
schemes typically lead to suboptimal portfolio choices for the investor.
However, this analysis ignored the cost of compensating the manager.
It seems possible that, by shielding the manager from bearing the risk
of the benchmark return, benchmark-adjusted compensation might
lower the total cost of compensating the manager. This gain, if it exists,
could in principle offset the losses identified in the last section. To
examine this issue note that, in the absence of any contracting problems, the most cost-effective way to compensate the manager does not
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involve benchmark-adjusted compensation. This is because, given our
preference assumptions, optimal risk sharing requires that the investor
and the manager share the risk of the total return porportionally, that
is, they each receive a fixed fraction of the total return earned on the
fund (see Wilson 1968). The manager’s share of the risk depends on
the level of her risk tolerance relative to that of the investor. Benchmark-adjusted compensation is obviously not consistent with the linear
sharing rule required for optimal risk sharing.
While the linearity of the sharing rule depends on the assumption
that both the investor and the manager have constant absolute risk
aversion, we now argue that benchmark-adjusted compensation is not
consistent with optimal risk sharing under any set of preferences represented by Von Neumann–Morgenstern state-independent utility functions. To see this let UM  and U I  be the utility functions for the
manager and the investor, respectively. Then optimal risk sharing requires that, for all possible total returns earned on the fund R, the manager receive some fraction of the return α R and the investor receive the
rest, where α R solves U′M (α R R) ⫽ λU′I [(1 ⫺ α R )R] for some positive
constant λ. Benchmark-adjusted compensation does not achieve this,
because the split between the manager and the investor should optimally depend only on the total return of the fund, but under benchmarkadjusted compensation the same total return of the fund can lead to
different allocations to the manager and the investor.
VI. Benchmarks and the Effort Incentive Problem

The results of the last section show that there are potentially large costs
involved in using benchmarks such as the market portfolio in compensation contracts. In this and the next section we ask whether these costs
might be offset by some benefits that benchmarks may offer in solving
various agency problems, as often alluded to in discussions of benchmarks.10
Suppose that the manager must expend costly effort to generate private information. After the effort choice is made and effort is expended,
the manager observes the signal and makes the investment decision.
Finally, after returns are realized, the manager obtains the compensation from the investor. The issue we address is whether the use of certain benchmarks in the compensation structure can enhance the manager’s incentives to expend the appropriate amount of effort from the
investor’s perspective.
We continue to assume that the manager can obtain information
about the idiosyncratic terms in the factor model of returns. However,

10. See, e.g., Rennie and Cowhey (1990).

Benchmarks and Compensation

337

we now assume that to obtain this information the manager must expend costly effort. Intuition from the moral hazard literature may suggest that the appropriate incentive contract should expose the manager
to risks that are related to her effort choice but that she should not be
exposed to risks that are outside of her control, unless this is important
for risk sharing. This seems to imply in this example that the manager’s
compensation should depend on the idiosyncratic returns of the securities but not on the factor realizations. It also seems that the way to
accomplish this is to make the manager’s compensation depend on the
performance of her portfolio relative to an appropriately chosen benchmark. It would appear that by netting out the benchmark most of the
factor risk can be removed, leaving the manager essentially exposed
only to idiosyncratic risk. It turns out, however, that, given the way the
manager responds to the benchmark adjustment, this does not happen.
The following result shows that in the case where there is a riskless
security, the existence and composition of the benchmark portfolio are
completely irrelevant to the effort-incentive problem. Whatever incentives can be created with a particular benchmark, the same inventives
can be created with a different benchmark or without the benchmark
at all. (As we will discuss later, the same is essentially true without a
riskless security.) In this result we do not assume that the riskless return
is zero since the manager’s compensation, and therefore the effort
choice, may depend on the riskless rate. Denote the riskless return by
r f . Making the appropriate adjustments, suppose the manager’s compensation is given by
h1 [x′r̃ ⫹ (1 ⫺ e′x)r f ] ⫹ h 2 [(x ⫺ b)′r̃ ⫹ e′(x ⫺ b)r f ],

(9)

where x is the manager’s chosen portfolio of risky securities, b is a
benchmark portfolio, and e is the vector of ones. (The components of
both x and b are not restricted to sum to one.) We have the following
result:
Proposition 3. Under the above conditions, the manager’s effort
choice is independent of the composition of b and of the coefficients
h 1 and h 2.
Proof. We know that, when there is a riskless security, the optimal
portfolio choice for the manager under the compensation scheme given
above is
x⫽

1
(h 2 b ⫹ ρV ⫺1
c μ̃ c ).
h1 ⫹ h2

(10)

Using this, it follows that
h1 x ⫽

h1 h2
h1 ρ
b⫹
V ⫺1
1 μ̃ c ,
h1 ⫹ h2
h1 ⫹ h2

(11)
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and
h 2 (x ⫺ b) ⫽ ⫺

h1 h2
h2ρ
b⫹
V ⫺1
1 μ̃ c .
h1 ⫹ h2
h1 ⫹ h2

(12)

The manager’s total exposure to the risky security returns is therefore
[h1 x ⫹ h 2 (x ⫺ b)]′r̃ ⫽ ρμ̃′c V c⫺1 r̃.

(13)

Note that this does not depend on h1, h 2, or b. The manager’s effort
affects Vc and the signals received that lead to the forecast μ̃ c , but since
the effect of these on the manager’s compensation is independent of
h1, h 2, and b, it follows that the effort choice is independent of these
as well. Q.E.D.
It should be noted that the irrelevancy of the composition of the
benchmark is quite a general result that does not depend on our parametric specification. If the manager’s compensation is any function of
[h 1 x ⫹ h 2 (x ⫺ b)]′r̃ for some coefficients h 1 and h 2, then the manager
can achieve exactly the same payoff realization no matter what the
composition of b is. Whatever the optimal portfolio for the manager
is for one given benchmark, there is another portfolio that can produce
exactly the same payoff for the manager if the benchmark composition
is changed.
To understand the intuition behind proposition 3, consider a general
agency problem in which a principal hires an agent to produce output
in a project, and assume that the total output of the project is ᐉ(ω̃a ⫹
δ̃) where ω̃a and δ̃ are random variables and ᐉ is a positive constant.
Suppose the distribution of ω̃a depends on the agent’s unobservable
and costly effort level a, while the distribution of δ̃ is not influenced
by anything the agent does. Suppose that the principal pays the agent
a fraction k of the total output, that is, kᐉ(ω̃a ⫹ δ̃). Now consider two
different cases. In one, the constant ᐉ is outside the manager’s control.
In this case, by making k larger the principal can make the agent more
sensitive to the effects of increased effort. Thus, the choice of k potentially affects the effort choice of the manager. In the second case the
agent has complete and costless control over ᐉ. Now it is clear that the
principal has no ability to affect the agent’s choice of effort through
choice of k because any attempt by the principal to sharpen incentives
by doubling k would just induce the agent to halve the level of ᐉ.
Clearly, our setting is analogous to the second case since the manager
in our model has complete control over the scale of her response to
her signals.
Note that, in the first case above, with ᐉ outside the manager’s control, if k is increased, incentives are sharpened, but the agent also bears
more of the risk due to the noise term δ̃, which by assumption is outside
the agent’s control. If the principal can observe δ̃ (or a variable corre-
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lated with it), then the cost of providing the sharper incentives produced
by increasing k can be reduced by subtracting off some part of the risk
created by δ̃. However, if the agent has complete control over ᐉ, then
it is not possible to sharpen incentives by increasing k, and deviating
from optimal risk sharing is not useful for the purpose of providing
incentives. This is indeed the situation in our portfolio management
context. The return on an appropriately specified benchmark portfolio
can be interpreted as noise in the same sense as δ̃, but given the portfolio manager’s ability to control the scale of her response, the investor
has no ability to provide incentives, and therefore deviating from optimal risk sharing is not appropriate. Benchmark-adjusted compensation
therefore has no constructive role to play in this context.
Proposition 3 and the discussion above are predicated on the existence of a riskless security. When no riskless security exists, the irrelevancy of the composition of the benchmark remains true, but it is possible for the effort choice to depend on the coefficients h 1 and h 2. To
see this, note that the manager’s total exposure to the risky securities
return becomes
h 1 x′r̃ ⫹ h 2 (x ⫺ b)′r̃ ⫽ h1 θ′c r̃ ⫹ ρμ̃′c Δ c r̃.

(14)

Both the conditional global minimum variance portfolio θ c and the matrix Δ c depend on the conditional variance-covariance matrix Vc , which
is affected by the effort choice of the manager. As h1 varies, the importance of the return on the global minimum variance portfolio changes,
and this might have some effect on incentives. Numerical examples
show, however, that this effect is very minor and that having h 2 ⬎ 0
actually weakens the incentive of the manager to expend effort. In all
cases, if a benchmark is used, the composition of the benchmark is
completely irrelevant.
VII. On the Use of Benchmarks to Infer the Manager’s Skill

Up to this point we have assumed that the investor knows how skillful
the manager is and that he can correctly evaluate the manager’s information.11 In practice investors often have significant uncertainty about
the skill of portfolio managers. Indeed, a great deal of effort is spent
in attempts to assess and measure portfolio managers’ performance
given a time series of historical returns on their and other portfolios.
11. Recall, however, that, even if the investor does not know precisely the precision of
the manager’s information signals, optimality can still be achieved by simply setting h 1
⫽ ρ/τ and h 2 ⫽ 0 in the compensation function, i.e., without using a benchmark. Of course
the investor is only willing to hire the manager under this contract if he is convinced that
the manager has some skill and is not responding to spurious information signals. For a
model that shows how a contract can be used by an investor to screen out inferior managers,
see Bhattacharya and Pfleiderer (1985).
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In this section we consider three aspects of the problem. First (in Subsection A), we look at the pure inference problem and ask whether
benchmark-adjusted returns are a sufficient statistic for assessing the
value of the manager’s information given the returns on individual
securities and the manager’s returns. We show that they are not, even
when the precision of the manager’s information depends on only a
single parameter. Second (in Subsection B), we examine whether
benchmark-adjusted compensation enhances the investor’s ability to
assess the manager’s skills and screen out bad managers and how the
choice of benchmark affects this inference. We show that, similar to
the case of effort incentives, benchmarks and especially their compositions are largely irrelevant in this regard. Finally (in Subsection C), we
consider the possibility that explicit benchmark adjustments are made
to counteract the potential response of the manager to implicit benchmarks used, for example, in ex post assessments of her performance.
We find that explicit benchmarks can be chosen to do so but that the
benchmarks that have the desired effects are far different than the ones
used in practice.
A. The Bayesian Inference Problem
If the distributional parameters of the manager’s information, which
obviously are related to the manager’s skill, are not known to the investor or to other potential investors, then ex post observations of returns
can be used to attempt to infer these parameters. Suppose ex post observable variables include the returns on all individual securities and
the returns on the manager’s portfolio. The question we examine is
whether benchmark-adjusted returns (i.e., the difference between the
manager’s return and those on a prespecified benchmark portfolio) can
be a sufficient statistics in this inference problem.
The exact nature of the inference problem depends of course on the
unknown parameters and their assumed joint distributions with the observables. In the appendix we develop a formal model in which there
is one unknown precision parameter. We show that, even in this simple
one-parameter setting, the appropriate Bayesian updating rule is not
generally expressible in terms of the difference between the manager’s
return and the return on a benchmark.
To see the argument intuitively, let b be an arbitrary benchmark portfolio and consider a situation where the ex post return on the manager’s
portfolio is equal to the return on the benchmark, that is, (x ⫺ b)′r ⫽
0. If (x⫺ b)′r is a sufficient statistic, then the inference one draws about
the manager’s skill when (x ⫺ b)′r ⫽ 0 must be the same no matter
what the realization of returns r. But this cannot be true. If the realized
returns on all securities turn out to be the same, then one has learned
nothing about a manager’s skill since the return on all portfolios is the
same. In this case one would not update the priors at all. However, if
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many of the realized security returns are far from their unconditional
means, we would expect a well-informed manager to have received
signals that would indicate this and have adjusted the portfolio accordingly. Under these conditions one clearly would adjust one’s prior for
a manager that posts the same return as the benchmark.
The above argument shows that assessing a manager’s skill solely
on the basis of benchmark-adjusted returns is not consistent with any
Bayesian updating rule. It is possible that assessments based on performance relative to a benchmark are good ‘‘rules of thumb’’ given the
complexity of the Bayesian inference problem. However, examining
the extent to which this might be true is beyond the scope of this article.
B. An Irrelevancy Result
In this section we ask whether the particular parameters the investor
can set in designing a benchmark-adjusted compensation scheme can
affect his ability to infer the manager’s skill from ex post returns. For
example, is there a particularly appropriate benchmark choice (e.g., one
that somehow captures the type of information the manager claims to
have) that can enhance this assessment? The following result shows
that, similar to the case of effort incentives, the ex post inference that
one draws about the manager’s ability is generally independent of the
exact form of the manager’s compensation. For this result we assume
that there is a riskless security whose return is to zero.
Proposition 4. Assume that a riskless security is available and
that the investor has some prior assessment of the precision of the manager’s information. Then the investor’s posterior belief about the precision given the realized returns on the manager’s portfolio and the return
on individual securities is independent of the composition of b and of
the coefficients h 1 and h 2.
Proof. From our results above we know that
x̃′1 r̃ ⫽

h2
ρ
b′r̃ ⫹
μ̃′c V c⫺1 r̃.
h1 ⫹ h2
h1 ⫹ h2

(15)

The distribution of the manager’s signals affects x̃′1 r̃ only through
μ̃′c V ⫺1
c r̃, and this is easily recovered from the observed returns since
h
(h 1 ⫹ h 2)
x̃′1 r̃ ⫺ 2 b′r̃ ⫽ μ̃′c V c⫺1 r̃.
ρ
ρ

(16)

Thus for any h1, h 2, and b (with h 1 ⫹ h 2 ≠ 0), the posterior distribution
is based on the same statistic μ̃′c V c⫺1 r̃, and so it is independent of the
compensation. Q.E.D.
Propositions 3 and 4 are obviously related. The key to understanding
them is that the manager is able to change his portfolio in response to
the compensation structure. This response ‘‘undoes’’ any possible ef-
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fect of the particular benchmark and coefficients in the compensation
structure on the inference concerning the manager’s skill.12 Efforts by
the investor to choose an appropriate benchmark so as to be able to
learn better the type of information possessed by the manager are therefore fruitless.
C. A Model with Implicit and Explicit Benchmarks
The analysis above assumes that, even if the manager’s skill is unknown, the compensation structure is still given in the general form of
(2). To the extent that subsequent inference is made concerning the
manager’s skill, this has so far not entered the compensation structure,
and so it has not affected her portfolio choices. In reality, however,
inferences made about the manager’s skill typically do affect the manager’s compensation since the amount of money the manager is given
to invest in the future is likely to depend on the assessment of her skill.
We now propose a simple, reduced-form model in which the manager’s
compensation is potentially based on two benchmarks. In addition to
the ‘‘explicit’’ benchmark set by the investor, there is another ‘‘implicit’’ benchmark adjustment, this one motivated by the ex post inference regarding the manager’s skill. The manager responds to both adjustments in choosing her portfolio.
We denote by be the explicit benchmark set by the investor in the
manager’s compensation and by b i the implicit benchmark used in the
inference. We postulate that the manager receives proportionally more
funds to manage in the future as a function of her performance relative
to the implicit benchmark. For analytical simplicity we assume that the
relation between the manager’s compensation and performance relative
to the implicit benchmark is linear. The total compensation of the manager is therefore
h1 x̃′r̃ ⫹ h 2e (x̃ ⫺ be)′r̃ ⫹ h 2i (x̃⫺ bi )′r̃,

(17)

where x̃ is the manager’s portfolio choice. If it is assumed that a riskless
security whose return is zero is available, then it is straightforward to
show that the manager’s response to the compensation structure given
by (17) is
x̃ ⫽

1
(h 2e be ⫹ h 2i b i ⫹ ρV ⫺1
c μ̃ c ).
h 1 ⫹ h 2e ⫹ h 2i

(18)

12. Note that, if a riskless security does not exist, there is uncertainty about the conditional global minimum variance portfolio θ c since this depends on the manager’s ability.
The composition of the benchmark continues to be irrelevant in this case, but now the
inference does depend on the relative magnitude of h 1 and h 2. However, it can be shown
that the effect of this is likely to be quite small.
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We now assume that, taking b i and h 2i as given, the investor sets h1,
h 2e , and be to attempt to induce a portfolio choice by the manager that
is optimal for the investor. An argument similar to that used for proving
proposition 2 shows that the investor can achieve the optimal portfolio
only if h 2e ≠ 0, that is, if he uses an explicit benchmark. Optimality is
achieved by setting
h 1 ⫹ h 2e ⫽

ρ
⫺ h 2i
τ

(19)

and
be ⫽ ⫺

h 2i
bi.
h 2e

(20)

Thus, if the investor is aware that the manager’s portfolio choice
responds to the presence of the implicit contract b i , he can design the
explicit benchmark be , as well as the coefficients h1 and h 2e in the compensation function, so as to ‘‘undo’’ the effect of the implicit benchmark on the manager’s portfolio choice. Given b i , the explicit benchmark be is a necessary part of the compensation contract that induces
the optimal portfolio choice for the investor.13 This is similar to the
role of the benchmark in coordinating the manager’s portfolio with the
investor’s other passive holdings, as analyzed in Section IV above.
We have motivated the presence of the implicit benchmark by postulating that investors use performance relative to a benchmark in trying
to assess the manager’s skill. As we noted earlier in Subsection VIIA,
this is at best an approximation to the true solution of the Bayesian
inference problem faced by investors. As such, it is difficult to determine what a ‘‘reasonable’’ implicit benchmark should be. In practice,
the benchmark used in inference about managers’ skill is often the market portfolio or the optimal unconditional portfolio, with the motivation
that this is the portfolio the manager must ‘‘beat’’ if she is informed.
Note that the optimal unconditional portfolio ρV u⫺1 μ u is the unique portfolio that has the following property: if b i is equal to that portfolio and
the investor sets be , h 1e , and h 2e optimally, then an uninformed manager
will have the same returns as b i . In other words, only if the implicit
benchmark b i is set equal to ρV ⫺1
u μ u will an uninformed manager perform no better and no worse than b i .
Suppose in fact that b i is set equal to ρV ⫺1
u μ u. Then (20) becomes
be ⫽

⫺h 2i
ρV u⫺1 μ u .
h 2e

(21)

13. Note that the same analysis would apply if b i was another ‘‘explicit’’ benchmark
(set, e.g., by another investor) in the manager’s total compensation.

344

Journal of Business

Thus, in order to induce optimal portfolio choice for the investor, in
this case be must be proportional to the negative of the market portfolio.
This does not conform to what is typically observed in compensating
portfolio managers. In particular, if be is also set equal to the market
portfolio, it can be shown that a substantial loss of value occurs in this
model.
VIII. Benchmarks When the Manager’s Risk Tolerance Is Unknown

So far we have assumed that the manager’s preferences are known to
the investor. Recall from propositions 1 and 2 that in order to align
the manager’s portfolio choice and particularly its risk attributes with
the desired portfolio for the investor, the coefficients h 1 and h 2 must
be set so that their sum is equal to the ratio of the manager’s risk tolerance and that of the investor. If the manager has a higher risk tolerance
than anticipated by the investor (and used in the compensation function), the compensation contract will induce the manager to take on
too much risk, and, conversely, if the investor overestimates the manager’s risk tolerance, the manager’s choice will be overly conservative.
In his discussion of the effect of benchmark portfolios Roll (1992)
examines the possibility that the investor imposes constraints on the
beta of the manager’s portfolio. Intuitively, constraints on some quantifiable risk attributes of the manager’s portfolio may well control the
risk characteristics of the portfolio chosen by the manager. Numerical
calculations in our example of Section III show that beta constraints
of this sort can substantially reduce (but not eliminate) the loss created
by the benchmark.14 Note that the fact that beta constraints may be
useful does not explain why benchmark-adjusted compensation should
be used instead of, for example, compensation that depends only on
the total returns on the manager’s portfolio. Indeed, it is the presence
of the benchmark that causes the risk return trade-offs faced by the
manager to be distorted relative to those of the investor. The question
arises whether the use of benchmark can be justified in a context in
which it is appropriate to constrain the riskiness of the manager’s
choice for some other reason.
The following proposition shows that in fact there is no reason to
use a benchmark in addition to a set of risk constraints when the manager’s risk tolerance is unknown; the benchmark does not add anything
and in fact can make the investor worse off. The proposition compares
two compensation schemes. In both the manager’s portfolio must satisfy a set of risk constraints. In one scheme the manager’s compensa14. A potential problem with the beta constraint is that the beta of the optimal conditional portfolio is not fixed but rather varies with the information realization. However,
with a large number of securities this is not a substantial problem.
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tion is based only on the total return on her portfolio. In the second
scheme compensation is benchmark-adjusted, and the benchmark satisfies the same set of risk constraints. The proposition shows that, except
in one knife edge case (in which the benchmark is the constrained conditional global minimum variance portfolio and in which we show that
the investor is indifferent between these schemes), the investor is
strictly better off if the first scheme is used, that is, no benchmark adjustment is made.
Proposition 5. Let C be an n ⫻ j matrix and let q be a j ⫻ 1
vector. Assume that the manager’s risk tolerance ρ is unknown but is
drawn from a symmetric distribution with mean ρ. Let h ⫽ ρ/τ and
let U1 and U 2 be the expected ex ante utility level achieved by the
investor under the following two compensation schemes respectively.
(1) The manager receives hx′r̃ but is required to choose x such that
C′x ⫽ q.
(2) The manager receives h(x ⫺ b)′r̃ where b is a benchmark that
satisfies C′b ⫽ q. The manager is required to choose x such that
C′x ⫽ q.
Then U1 ⱖ U 2 for all benchmarks satisfying C′b ⫽ q. Moreover, U1
⫽ U 2 only if b ⫽ b*, where b* is the solution to min y y′Vc y subject to
C′y ⫽ q.
Proof. See the appendix.
This is yet another negative result concerning the use of benchmarks.
IX.

Concluding Remarks

In this article we have presented a number of results concerning the
practice of using benchmark adjustments in the compensation of portfolio managers. We have examined many obvious and straightforward
possible explanations for the use of benchmarks in compensation, including risk sharing, coordination, effort incentives, and screening. Yet
we have been unable to find (at least within our model) a setting in
which such contracts emerge as the solution to a contracting problem.
It is possible that benchmark adjustments arise naturally in other models of portfolio management. In our model, however, our results lead
us to question the value of using such an adjustment.
While we have focused on the case of one investor interacting with
one manager, our approach and some of our results have immediate
implications for the more realistic case in which many investors interact
with many managers. For example, it is possible to extend proposition
2 to the case in which the manager invests on behalf of multiple investors, each of whom may set a different benchmark. Not surprisingly,
obtaining overall optimality for all investors imposes extremely strong
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conditions on the passive portfolios of the investors, on the coefficients
in the compensation function and on the various benchmarks used. For
the case of multiple managers working with the same investor it is not
possible to obtain a positive result analogous to proposition 2. That is,
as long as the investor allocates a positive fraction of his wealth to
more than one informed manager and managers’ information signals
are not perfectly correlated, it is not possible in general to coordinate
the managers’ portfolios in such a way that the overall portfolio of the
investor is optimal. This is true with and without the use of benchmark
portfolios. To see this, note that the overall optimal portfolio depends
on the conditional variance and the expected return vector given all
the private information of all the managers. However, under any compensation structure of the type given in (2), each manager calculates
her response using the conditional distribution based only on her information. The compensation structure we assume is not capable of setting
the appropriate risk-return trade-offs for achieving overall optimality.
Note that a simple solution of the coordination problem in the case
of one investor interacting with one or many managers is to tie each
manager’s compensation to the overall portfolio return of the investor
(rather than tying each manager’s compensation only to the return on
that manager’s portfolio). This would immediately align the managers’
preferences with those of the investor. A problem with this is that it
significantly weakens the managers’ incentives to collect information
and possibly creates other agency problems. Thus, interesting tradeoffs may arise in this setting.
In our analysis we have restricted the compensation structure to depend only on the returns of the manager’s portfolio but not on the manager’s actual portfolio choices. If portfolio choices are observable and
if it is possible to construct explicit or implicit compensation contracts
based on them, then the investor should be able to obtain better results
in attempting to induce the appropriate portfolio choice. In the context
of the screening problem and performance measurement, it is obviously
easier to infer the manager’s information structure based on the observation of her portfolio choices. In general, better coordination across
managers is likely to be achievable using such observations.
The benchmark portfolios considered in our model are ‘‘passive,’’
that is, they have fixed weights that do not depend on any private information. This property is often advocated as desirable for benchmark
portfolios (see, e.g., Bailey and Tierney 1993). In the spirit of the literature on tournaments, however, one might wish to consider a benchmark
whose return is the average return earned by a set of potentially informed, ‘‘active’’ managers.
Another assumption we have made is that there are no frictions such
as short sales constraints (or costs) that affect the portfolio choices of
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the manager or the investor. Such restrictions may affect our results
in the sense that, for example, different benchmarks would cause the
portfolio choices of a manager to hit the constraints with differing frequency.
The above comments suggest a number of directions for future research. We suspect, however, that in order to justify the use of benchmark portfolios in compensation one would have to develop a model
substantially different from ours. Absent such a development, it seems
that the use of benchmarks in compensation remains problematic.
Appendix
Demonstration That a Benchmark-Adjusted Return Is
Not a Sufficient Statistic
Let us fix a linear compensation contract given by (2) and assume that a manager
chooses portfolios in response to this contract. We assume that the manager observes an n-dimensional signal s̃ equal to ⑀˜ ⫹ ξ̃ where ξ̃ has precision matrix
(inverse of the variance-covariance matrix) equal σQ. To make the inference
problem as simple as possible, we assume that Q is a positive-definite matrix that
is known by the investor, while σ is a nonnegative scalar that the investor does
not know. In other words, the manager’s skill is measured by the one-dimensional
parameter σ, where a higher σ means more precise information. We include the
possibility that the manager is uninformed, in which case the σ is zero. We assume
that the investor has a prior distribution over the value of σ given by g 0 (σ). We
will treat the distribution as a continuous one (in which case g 0 (σ) is a density),
but the argument carries over to cases where the distribution has mass points at
various values of σ. Finally we assume that there is a riskless security with return r f .
In analyzing the inference problem we assume that the investor observes the
realized return on the manager’s fund x′r ⫹ (1 ⫺ x′e)r f , which is the realization
of x̃′r̃ ⫹ (1 ⫺ x′e)r f and the realized return of each of the securities in the market
(i.e., the vector r of realizations of r̃). Let φ(z | σ, r) be the density of the manager’s
return distribution given that the quality of the manager’s information is σ that
the realized security returns are r. To calculate this density we must consider
each vector of realizations x that satisfies x′r ⫹ (1 ⫺ x′e)r f ⫽ z. For each of
these x there is a unique μ c (vector of conditional expectations) that gives rise
to it, and for each μ c there is a unique signal vector that supports it. This means
that for a given σ there is a functional relation between x and s. We let s ⫽ S(x,
σ) be the signal that leads to x when the manager has ability σ. Thus, we find
the density of the manager’s observed signal vector given ex post security returns
and a quality parameter σ. Let this be ψ(s | σ, r). The value of φ(z| σ, r) is obtained
by integrating over all of the signal vector densities ψ(s | σ, r) that are associated
with the x’s that satisfy x′r ⫹ (1 ⫺ x′e)r f ⫽ z. In other words,
φ(z| σ, r) ⫽

冮

{x:x′r⫹(1⫺x′e)r f ⫽z}

ψ(S(x, σ) | σ, r)dx.

(A1)
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Finally, the posterior distribution is given by g1(σ̂ | x′r, r), where
g1(σ̂| x′r ⫹ (1 ⫺ x′e)r f , r) ⫽

φ(x′r ⫹ (1 ⫺ x′e)r f | σ̂, r)g 0 (σ̂)
∫φ(x′r ⫹ (1 ⫺ x′e)r f | σ, r)g 0 (σ) dσ

.

(A2)

We now argue that it is not possible for a benchmark-adjusted return to be
a sufficient statistic. For this to be true, there must exist a benchmark b and a
function g 1* (⋅ | ⋅) such that g 1* (σ̂| (x ⫺ b)′r ⫹ r f (b ⫺ x)′e) ⫽ g1(σ̂ | x′r ⫹ (1 ⫺
x′e)r f , r) for all σ̂ and all r. To show that such a benchmark cannot be found,
we will essentially show that there exists a set of outcomes over which the appropriate posterior distribution is not constant even though the benchmark-adjusted
return is.
To begin we let b be any benchmark. First note that whenever all risky securities have the same return as the riskless security, that is, r ⫽ r f e, the posterior
distribution must be the same as the prior. This is because the returns on all
portfolios are the same whenever r ⫽ r f e, and so no information about the quality
of the manager’s signal is revealed. Thus g1(σ | r f , r f e) ⫽ g 0 (σ) for all σ, and in
particular g1(0 | r f, r f e) ⫽ g 0 (0). Note also that when r ⫽ r f e, the benchmarkadjusted return on all portfolios is zero. Now let xu be the optimal portfolio for
an uninformed manager, and let δ be any nonzero n-vector such that δ is orthogonal to both xu and b. If the vector of returns earned on the risky securities is r f e
⫹ δ, an uninformed manager will have a return of r f and a benchmark-adjusted
return of zero. However, when r ⫽ r f e ⫹ δ, an informed manager would have
in expectation a different return than the uninformed manager since the informed
manager’s portfolio responds to information. Thus, if r ⫽ r f e ⫹ δ and the manager
has return of r f , the posterior that the manager is uninformed is higher than the
prior, that is, g1(0| r f , r f e) ⬎ g 0 (0). However, if the manager is in actuality uninformed and r ⫽ r f e ⫹ δ, then her benchmark-adjusted return is zero, as is the
case when r ⫽ r f e. Any inference based only on the benchmark-adjusted return
will not distinguish the case where r ⫽ r f e from the case where r ⫽ r f e ⫹ δ
even though g1(0 | r f , r f e ⫹ δ) ≠ g 1 (0 | r f , r f e).
Proof of Proposition 5. Under compensation scheme 1, the manager will
set his portfolio choice equal to
x ⫽ Z0 q ⫹

ρτ
Z1 μ c ,
ρ

⫺1
⫺1
⫺1
⫺1
⫺1
⫺1
and Z1 ⫽ V ⫺1
where Z0 ⫽ V ⫺1
c C(C′ V e C)
c ⫺ V c C(C′V c C) C′ V c . Under
compensation scheme 2 the manager will choose his portfolio such that

x⫽b⫹

ρτ
Z1 μ c ,
ρ

where Z1 is as above. Since it can be shown that b* ⫽ Z 0 q, it follows that, when
b ⫽ b*, the same portfolio is chosen under both schemes, and the investor attains
the same utility under each. If b ≠ b*, then b ⫽ b* ⫹ η where η is orthogonal
to all of the column vectors in C. Thus if x is the portfolio chosen under scheme
(1), x ⫹ η is the portfolio chosen under scheme (2). Now define U1(μ c , ρ ⫹ δ)
to be the expected utility of the investor achieved under scheme 1 conditional
on the manager’s expectation of security returns being μ c and conditional on the
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manager’s risk tolerance being ρ ⫽ ρ ⫹ δ. Define U2 (μ c , ρ ⫹ δ) in a similar
manner for compensation scheme 2. It is straightforward to show that

冦 冤

U1 (μ c , ρ ⫹ δ) ⫽ ⫺ exp ⫺

冢

冣
冥冧

δ2
1
1
⫺ ⫺2 μ′c Z1 μ c
μ′c Z0 q ⫹ τ
τ
2 2ρ
⫺

1
⫺1
q′(C′ V ⫺1
c C) q
2τ

and

冦 冤

U2 (μ c , ρ ⫹ δ) ⫽ ⫺ exp ⫺

冢

冣

1
δ2
1
μ′c Z0 q ⫹ τ
⫺ ⫺2 μ′c Z1 μ c
τ
2 2ρ
⫺

1
δ
1
⫺1
q′(C′ V ⫺1
η′ μ c ⫺ η′ Vc η
c C) q ⫺
2τ
ρ
2τ

冥冧.

Now fix t at some value and consider two realizations of δ, δ ⫽ t and δ ⫽ ⫺t.
Since the distribution of ρ is symmetric, these two values of δ are equally likely.
However,
1
1
(U2 (μ c , ρ ⫹ t) ⫹ U2 (μ c , ρ ⫺ t)) ⬍ (U1 (μ c , ρ ⫹ t) ⫹ U1 (μ c , ρ ⫺ t)).
2
2
This is because when we condition on δ̃ 2 being equal to a constant, U1 (μ c , ρ ⫹
δ̃) can be written as f (a) and U2 (μ c , ρ ⫹ δ̃) as f (a ⫹ ω̃), where f  is a concave
function, a is a constant, and ω̃ is a random variable with a negative mean equal
to ⫺η′ Vc η /2τ. (Note that ⫺η′ Vc η /2τ is strictly negative since Vc is positive
definite and by assumption η ≠ 0.) Since this is true for all values of t and all
μ c , it follows that
E (U1 (μ̃ c , ρ̃)) ⬎ E (U2 (μ̃ c , ρ̃)).
This concludes the proof. Q.E.D.
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