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Athena Capital Advisors was built on a foundation of risk management when it was launched in 1993 by Li-
sette Cooper, a philosophy that has stood the test of time, even as the asset allocations of the institutions 

it serves have changed drastically.
Leaders of the firm, which initially provided services to high-net-worth and private clients and now also 

serves an array of institutions such as foundations and endowments, have found that the path to innovation is 
paved with challenges, but believes that Athena has been able to separate itself from its peers by addressing 
the growing needs of investors, including the recent interest in impact investments.

“Nowadays, many investment advisors offer very similar investment approaches—90% to 95% of planning, 
asset allocation work, and portfolio structuring are pretty similar,” said John Tyler, 
managing director of foundations and endowments at Athena. “Where firms differ-
entiate is in that last 5% to 10%. Where we try to add value is in risk management 
and helping clients to align their beliefs or mission to their investments. Our focus on 
impact, for example, is an authentic differentiator for our firm, as is the quantitative 
lens we bring to asset allocation, portfolio structuring, and risk management.”

Similar to its general investment philosophy that emphasizes risk tolerance with-
in spending parameters and an understanding of the varying appetites for alterna-
tive investments, Athena’s work in impact investing is based on the unique values of 
each client, Managing Director of Research Kate Huntington said. The firm’s work in 
impact investing covers the gamut of socially responsible investing often utilized by 
faith-based institutions to environmental, social and governance investing and even 
allocations made through a gender lens, to name a few examples, she said.

Leading The Conversation On Impact

Athena has also looked to cement its place as a thought leader in the impact investment sector through 
its research.
Just this year, the firm published Social Finance and the Post-Modern Portfolio: Theory & Practice, which 

not only provides a unique view of the metrics behind social return in the construction of portfolios to ac-
commodate the goals of investors seeking values-based investment strategies, but is based upon the tenets of 
Athena’s manager research efforts.

Jeff Finkelman, a research associate and co-author of the paper, said that identifying managers in the 
impact investing space is still a substantial task, but the subset of institutional quality firms is increasingly 
growing in line with the interest from its clients.

On the public equity and fixed-income sides, the firm’s work to identify socially responsible strategies 
dates back several years, spanning from providing negative screens on tobacco holdings to implementing ESG 
strategies that focus on companies offering a holistic approach to incorporating those criteria into their value 
creation. On the impact investment side, strategies have generally been concentrated in more alternative as-
set classes such as private equity and venture capital, where Athena has seen more top-tier managers raising 
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Athena’s Social Finance 
and the Post-Modern 
Portfolio: Theory & 
Practice, which can be 
found on the firm’s 
website, introduces 
a new lens through 
which to measure and 
quantify impact 
investments and 
proposes a simple 
approach to 
implementing 
values-based strategies, 
the firm said.

http://www.athenacapital.com/press-release/athena-publishes-research-offering-new-approach-in-measuring-impact-investments


funds and large-scale consultants such as 
Cambridge Associates paying greater at-
tention to the sector through the launch 
of an impact-focused benchmark with the 
Global Impact Investment Network.

“The Cambridge Associates/GIIN 
Impact Investing Benchmark study is an 
example of how the performance data on 
impact investments is improving. There 
are still many first-time fund managers in 
the impact space, but the number of man-
agers with long track records is growing,” 
Finkelman said.

In terms of implementation, an im-
pact investment portfolio is a product of 
several conversations with clients on the 
type of values they want to express and 
being clear on what the boundaries or 
constraints are, which goes hand-in-hand 
with identifying managers that align with 
those values, Finkelman said.

“From a financial perspective, the due 
diligence you’re doing on a social invest-
ment is fundamentally the same. What is 
different is that you have to also assess 
the manager’s understanding of the social 
or environmental challenge they are seek-
ing to address. For instance, how does 
their approach compare with others in the 
market?  Is that approach consistent with 
the client’s view of the issue?” he said.

When asked about the idea that the 
smaller number of managers in the impact 
space would make it difficult to construct 
an entire portfolio of impact investments, 
Finkelman dismissed the notion based on 
Athena’s analysis of managers.

“The opportunity set is widening and 
there is a growing appreciation of the 
fact that impact investing occurs along a 
spectrum. There are market-rate invest-
ments with limited impact, below-market 
rate investments with high impact and 
opportunities in between. Investors have 
the opportunity to select the investments 
that best align with their financial and so-
cial return objectives,” he said.

The challenges, however, may come 
in the form of measuring returns and sep-
arating firms with clever marketing tac-

tics from those with impact ingrained into their processes, Fin-
kelman and Huntington said.

“As the field broadens, there will be more asset managers 
marketing themselves as an impact fund, which requires…a 
group like us to know the space and perform the due diligence 
and identify the institutional-quality players,” Huntington said.

Structuring Investment Portfolios

The firm’s approach to asset allocation can be described as 
flexible, offering investors the ability to respond more pro-

actively to market volatility and its associated risks.
“When you think about different investment opportunities 

and portfolio structures, we seek to match the investment op-
portunity set to client objectives. Our philosophy is to build a ro-
bust and diversified portfolio by using the endowment model to 
invest across global asset classes where we perceive valuations 
to be attractive. For many nonprofits trying to preserve spending 
power over time, you really need a nominal return in the 6% to 
8% range to cover spending, inflation and costs; this is just to 
stay even and preserve capital for future generations,” Tyler said.

Huntington said that the firm has a baseline research model 
portfolio that is derived from a framework of Modern Portfolio 
Theory and Black Litterman, coupled with a tactical asset allo-
cation approach that can provide a client with strategic ranges 
based on the market environment.

“We try to separate the market noise from opportunities that 
create wealth over the longer term. Ideally, we try to balance the 
long-term perspective of a strategic asset allocation with more 
opportunistic, short-term tactical actions that take advantage of 
current market dislocations. Achieving this balance entails both 
a quantitative and qualitative assessment around asset alloca-
tion, which is provided by our portfolio managers and research 
staff. It is not a static, rigid process. Every client has a core in-
vestment policy statement, but it needs to be flexible to adapt 
to changing client circumstances and market opportunities. The 
ability to be opportunistic can be a further differentiating factor 
over time,” Tyler said.

The manager research team is comprised of over 20 invest-
ment professionals, which include due diligence staff focused on 
various asset classes, working in concert with the firm’s portfolio 
managers who primarily serve as generalists and work directly 
with clients, Huntington said.

When looking at its asset class buckets within public eq-
uities, fixed-income and alternatives, 
Athena works to build a stable of man-
agers that can provide long-term value 
and returns on an opportunistic basis as 
well.

Firms are assessed through a due 
diligence process that broadly focuses 
on fees, alignment with clients in terms 
of their own invested capital and a deep 
dive into quantitative analytics, she 
said.

“We will look at the opportunity 
and ask ourselves, ‘Is this strategy com-
pelling based on the business cycle?’ We may love the manager 
but it may not be a great time for the strategy,” Huntington said.

“The opportunity set is widening and 
there is a growing appreciation of 
the fact that impact investing occurs 
along a spectrum.”
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Find out more about 
Athena Capital 
Advisors’ 
manager research 
process on their 
website.

http://www.athenacapital.com/services/foundations-and-endowments/

