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The 2018 Mutual Fund Administration 
Survey is the first to be produced 

jointly by AON McLagan Investment 
Services (McLagan) and Global Custodian 
(GC), following signature of their agree-
ment to co-operate in the management of 
client experience surveys in the securities 
services industry from March 2018. 

Under the terms of the partnership 
agreement, McLagan provides a fully out-
sourced survey service to GC, including 
the creation and distribution of question-
naires, the collection of questionnaires 
completed both online through a dedicat-
ed technology platform and offline in for-
matted Excel spreadsheets, the analysis of 
the data received, and the preparation of 
both results and accompanying texts for 
publication. 

McLagan will also prepare research 
reports, based on the survey findings but 
combined with additional information 
about the costs, revenues, productivity 
and financial performance of service pro-
viders, for purchase by the firms that take 
part in the survey. 

GC continues to deliver all other aspects 
of the surveys published in the magazine, 
including the annual awards dinners in 
London and New York, and all advertis-
ing and sponsorship associated with the 
surveys, including the purchase of tiered 
Badges of Excellence.

The timing of the 2018 Mutual Fund Ad-
ministration Survey, which was open for 
submissions between February and April 
2018, did not permit the full division of 
labour between GC and McLagan to op-
erate. Instead, both the survey question-
naire and the data collection process were 
managed by GC, while the analysis of the 
data, the weighting of respondents and 
the preparation of the texts that accom-

pany the published scores were managed 
by McLagan.  

As in 2016 and 2017, the published 
survey considers only fund managers 
purchasing fund administration services 
in North America. This has the virtue 
of facilitating comparability, but at the 
expense of illuminating the global mar-
ketplace. In 2019, we intend to expand 
the coverage of the Mutual Fund Admin-
istration Survey to incorporate all of the 
major fund markets of the world, using a 
remodelled questionnaire.

 We are most grateful to all fund manag-
ers who took the time and trouble to com-
plete a respondent questionnaire, as well 
as to the mutual fund administrators who 
encouraged their clients to do so, and 
who completed a provider questionnaire 
of their own. Without their contribution, 
this survey would not be possible.

New horizons
The 2018 Mutual Fund Administration survey focuses on North American 

providers, but from next year, its scope will be expanded.

Methodology

The 2018 Mutual Fund Administration 

Survey asked respondents to address 

29 questions divided between eight 

service areas: relationship management 

and client service, value delivered, fund 

accounting, transfer agency, distribution 

support, reporting, compliance and op-

erations and custody. One hundred and 

nineteen completed questionnaires were 

received on behalf of 13 fund adminis-

trators, of which six received at least 

five responses, which is the minimum 

number required to assess a service 

provider adequately enough to publish 

their average scores, both in absolute 

terms and relative to the average scores 

in each service area. Respondents were 

asked to rate their service provider on a 

scale of 1 to 7, where 1 is “very weak” and 

7 is “excellent.”  The analysis published 

in this issue of the magazine is based 

on average scores given by respondents. 

The scores are also weighted for the size 

(measured by assets under management, 

or AuM) and complexity (measured 

by the number of asset classes and 

investment strategies pursued) of the 

respondent. 

Contacts: 
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richard.schwartz@globalcustodian.

com

Dominic Hobson

McLagan Investment Services

dominic.hobson@mclagan.com

Allison Cayse

McLagan Investment Services

allison.cayse@mclagan.com
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ALPS, a DST Company

“Great group of people,” writes one mid-sized client. “Ex-
cellent client service.” The human side of the business 

is an area where ALPS consistently performs well, with even 
the 2017 decrease in the score for relationship management and 
client service proving no more than a blip. It has rebounded 
strongly this year, with one respondent singling out their ALPS 
contacts for their “responsiveness.” A second adds that the re-
lationship management has “done an excellent job of providing 
support and responding to our needs.”

Feedback of this kind matters to ALPs. With all but a tiny frac-
tion of the clients serviced by the firm, managing no more than 
$5 billion, the human touch is at least as important as the level 
of automation. It is an approach that wins as well as retains busi-
ness. One respondent appreciates a “willingness to spend time 
educating new clients on entering the mutual fund business.” 
Another says that staff are “very pro-active. We are a very small 
shop and ALPS makes us feel like an important client.”

While enthusiasm for the friendliness, responsiveness and 
understanding of ALPS’ client contacts is near-universal, at least 
one respondent has noticed that these qualities do not always 
result in a rapid turnaround of queries. While acknowledging 
that ALPS staff are “friendly and helpful,” and that the firm has 
“good depth of coverage on most issues,” he finds that it “can 
sometimes be hard to reach and/or get a quick response.” 

Yet no one could accuse ALPS of failing to keep abreast of 
a changing marketplace and regulatory environment. The 
Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) launched its 
liquidity-risk-management-and-fund-reporiting modernisation 
initiative in October 2016, with the aim of enhancing investor 
protection. Since then, ALPS has used the opportunity to invest 
time and money in developing new procedures and services to 
help asset managers comply by a string of deadlines set by the 
regulator, which stretch out to 1 March 2020.

The firm earns its reward in robust scores for compliance in 
general, and a handsome one for responsiveness to regulatory 
changes in particular. Even value, inevitably under pressure as 
compliance services translate into new and rising fees for cli-
ents, has recovered from the sharp fall of last year. In fact, there 
are only two service areas where ALPS secures returns that are 

less than excellent, and all fields that saw scores dip last year 
have recovered in 2018, with two exceptions. 

One is transfer agency. “TA may be overworked or under 
trained,” writes one respondent. But there is nothing negative in 
client perceptions of the capabilities of the firm in the adjacent 
field of distribution support. “ALPS does a great job at reviewing 
intermediary agreements and explaining distribution-related 
topics to clients,” writes a respondent.

Reporting is the other service area that failed to rise. And if 
ALPS has an area in discernible need of investment it lies here. 
One respondent avers that a “more-enhanced direct sharehold-
er portal” is needed. ALPS needs no encouragement to invest 
in technology. As befits an administration business owned by 
a technology vendor (reinforced by the SS&C acquisition of 
DST this spring), it expects to increase its levels of automation 
through robotics. 

By lowering costs, automation will certainly help ALPS and 
its clients cope with the mounting downward pressure on fees 
in the asset management industry. And if those gains can be 
purchased without imperilling a strong reputation for being 
client focused, the firm will own an unbeatable combination of 
efficiency and service. “ALPS is very transparent and honest in 
all dealings,” concludes one respondent. “Staff has a high degree 
of integrity and responsiveness.  Their infrastructure is strong 
and cross communications are good.” 

Weighted average scores

+/- 2017-2018 2018 2017 2016

Relationship management and client service 0.21 6.30 6.09 6.42

Value delivered 0.27 5.83 5.56 6.12

Fund accounting 0.30 6.50 6.20 6.72

Transfer agency -0.13 6.08 6.21 6.50

Distribution support 0.28 6.37 6.09 6.42

Reporting -0.07 6.32 6.39 6.63

Compliance 0.00 6.42 6.42 6.51

Operations and custody -0.54 5.97 6.51 6.37

Total 0.09 6.27 6.18 6.46

Weighted average scores versus the global averages

2018 2017 2016

Relationship management and client service 5.7% -3.1% 2.3%

Value delivered -0.9% -8.8% 2.0%

Fund accounting 7.6% -3.5% 5.8%

Transfer agency -4.3% -5.3% 1.2%

Distribution support 1.8% -0.8% 0.2%

Reporting 5.4% 2.7% 6.8%

Compliance 1.2% -2.2% 3.4%

Operations and custody 2.7% 5.2% 3.0%

Total 3.3% -1.8% 3.1%
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Weighted average scores versus the global averages

2018 2017 2016

Relationship management and client service 12.4% 4.1% 4.1%

Value delivered 8.6% 5.6% 3.5%

Fund accounting 12.9% 4.5% 2.2%

Transfer agency 5.5% 1.7% 1.5%

Distribution support -0.8% 0.5% -13.9%

Reporting 9.9% 4.5% 5.4%

Compliance 6.2% 2.1% 3.7%

Operations and custody 8.8% -3.9% 1.6%

Total 8.4% 2.4% 1.1%

Weighted average scores

+/- 2017-2018 2018 2017 2016

Relationship management and client service 0.15 6.70 6.55 6.54

Value delivered -0.02 6.39 6.41 6.22

Fund accounting 0.10 6.82 6.72 6.47

Transfer agency 0.05 6.70 6.65 6.52

Distribution support 0.04 6.21 6.17 5.63

Reporting 0.08 6.59 6.51 6.53

Compliance 0.00 6.70 6.70 6.53

Operations and custody 0.38 6.32 5.94 6.28

Total 0.11 6.58 6.46 6.34

If Atlantic ran a factory, it would manufacture customer 
satisfaction. Its score for relationship management and client 

service is consistently outstanding, and a plethora of flattering 
comments attest to its quality. “Atlantic’s team is dedicated to 
its clients and to providing the highest quality level of service,” 
writes a respondent. “The group is far and beyond the best fund 
administrative team with which we have worked.” 

Clients even name-check employees. “[They] always have a 
sense of urgency for our concerns, regardless of size,” enthuses 
one. A second says, “Atlantic does a great job at assuming the 
role of partner focused on working together to grow the com-
plex and do what is best for the shareholders.” A third argues 
that their “relationship manager goes above and beyond to assist 
with [a] small company.” 

While these tributes are not uncommon from smaller manag-
ers – less than one client in five serviced by Atlantic is managing 
more than $5 billion, and none took part in the survey – the 
scores earned by “great and responsive” RMs and “outstanding” 
client service officers echo that certainty. Since service is one 
aspect of the offering every client will experience, the finding 
has the virtue of being robust.  

The increased prices that are the inevitable accompaniment to 
implementation of the new reporting and liquidity management 
regime imposed by the Securities and Exchange Commission 
(SEC) was bound to put a reputation for service to the test. Value 
has indeed taken a hit. But the fact it is modest suggests that At-
lantic has managed expectations well. It is nevertheless the only 
service area in which the average score is down on 2017.

There are specific gripes in one field (“Fund accounting needs 
to be better”) or another (“Reporting of cash flows and positions 
has at times been off”), but it is hard to find much support for 
these views in the detailed scores. Even distribution support 
– a noticeable issue in recent years – has improved markedly, 
though it remains a challenging area for the firm. “Active distri-
bution support” is what one respondent would like to see.

There is a reason why distribution support is hard to resolve 
completely. Atlantic prides itself on offering a full service, but 
this entails reliance on a list of third-party providers in some 
areas, and (restricted) distribution support is one. “Greater 

transparency from platforms to fund administrators at lower 
costs to fund sponsors/managers would augment distribution 
overall,” advises a respondent. 

Custody is another gap Atlantic plugs with third-party pro-
viders. As with distribution support, that helps explain why the 
score in custody and operations is not as high as those earned 
when Atlantic acts directly. “Our factsheet reflected incorrect 
cash as pending trades, caused cash to be double counted,” is the 
complaint of one client. “The process could have been cleaner 
and seamless.”

Doubtless it would have been had Atlantic managed the 
entire process in-house, but it would also be hard to maintain 
price competitiveness with a banking licence. Not every client 
has noticed. “Custody is pretty responsive compared to other 
banks,” notes one, and another captures the marginality of the 
effect well. “[The] weakest component is in some of the service 
providers they utilise for the fund/trust services,” he writes. 
“But quality [is] still good.”

In fact, the only real cause for concern in an outstanding set of 
scores lies in the area of client-facing technology. “Web portal 
reporting is overpopulated making it difficult to find useful 
reports,” says one client. Atlantic is well aware of new technol-
ogies – especially blockchain, which threatens the registration 
and settlement functions that lie at the heart of transfer agency 
– and planning accordingly.

Atlantic
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Weighted average scores versus the global averages

2018 2017 2016

Relationship management and client service 4.8% 5.7% n/a

Value delivered -12.7% 2.1% n/a

Fund accounting 3.9% 2.7% n/a

Transfer agency n/a n/a n/a

Distribution support n/a n/a n/a

Reporting 3.2% 2.8% n/a

Compliance 10.2% 3.0% n/a

Operations and custody -3.9% 0.3% n/a

Total -1.4% 3.8% n/a

Weighted average scores

+/- 2017-2018 2018 2017 2016

Relationship management and client service -0.51 6.15 6.66 n/a

Value delivered -0.53 5.65 6.18 n/a

Fund accounting -0.43 6.17 6.60 n/a

Transfer agency n/a n/a n/a n/a

Distribution support n/a n/a n/a n/a

Reporting -0.42 5.98 6.40 n/a

Compliance -0.15 6.61 6.76 n/a

Operations and custody -1.12 5.07 6.19 n/a

Total -0.57 5.98 6.55 n/a

There is some slippage in the average scores by compari-
son with last year, but then the returns of 2017 were of an 

unusually superior calibre. Part of the explanation is that Citi 
services clients that are harder to please. More than half of its 
respondents are larger fund complexes of the kind that prefer 
a major custodian bank with a global presence to be a special-
ist fund administrator. “Global presence [and] dedication to 
account” are what one client likes best.

Importantly, the less-than-stellar scores are also concentrated 
in a narrow range of service areas. Relationship management 
and client service is not one of them. Here, an excellent score is 
bolstered by multiple testimonials. “Staff is always responsive 
and pro-active,” writes one respondent. “Great continuity of 
staff.” A second appreciates “amazing customer service” and a 
“great relationship,” while a third says that “Citi consistently 
puts tenured and experienced personnel on our account.”

Reporting, and reporting technology, are an issue Citi has in 
common with other administrators. Adding the “ability to cus-
tomise” would please one client, while others would appreciate 
“some improved reporting capability” or an “increase [in] online 
reporting, report writing and custom reporting.” But these are 
mainly wish-list items. It would be a mistake, exposed by the 
detailed scores, to conclude that reporting is a major shortcom-
ing for Citi. “Accuracy of information provided is excellent,” says 
one respondent.

That said, Citi collects its lowest score for client-facing tech-
nology. Doubtless this partly reflects current zeitgeist. A sense of 
the future potential of technology helps to explain the ordinary 
scores in custodial (asset servicing, but especially cash manage-
ment) and operational services (reconciliations and settlements) 
too. “Settlement responses and market-opening lead time” are 
the areas where Citi could improve, according to one respond-
ent. A second would value an “indicative NAV,” though there is 
nothing wrong with the Citi scores for fund accounting. 

In fact, it is the client who would like to see the bank “testing 
blockchain technology for payments and ease of communication 
moving forward,” who really speaks to the spirit of the age. Like 
other providers, Citi is, in any event, working – in conjunction 
with a technology house and a data vendor – on a solution to the 

modernised reporting challenge set by the SEC. 
Solving the compliance challenges set by the SEC will make it 

more difficult to overcome the sense that Citi is not particularly 
price competitive. It is already hard for banks, which carry the 
burden of capital requirements, to compete with non-bank ad-
ministrators on price – though the Citi score for value suggests 
clients know they will always get what they pay for.

As it happens, Citi thinks the combination of regulation and 
technology can in some areas reduce costs to managers. While 
passing on most of the costs of compliance is unavoidable, the 
bank believes that at least one regulatory change – namely, Rule 
30e-3, which will allow mutual fund companies to default to 
emailing investors annual shareholder reports – will actually 
save managers money. 

Citi is also investing heavily in its exchange traded funds 
(ETFs) platform. Despite regulatory anxiety that ETFs pose 
systemic risks, this looks like a sensible move. With down-
ward pressure on fees, driven mainly by the switch to passive 
strategies, modern technology will enable Citi to capitalise on 
any simplification and acceleration of the ETF issuance process. 
And if revenues in asset management continue to fall, Citi will 
be well placed to take advantage of the consequent increase in 
outsourcing and consolidation. 

Citi
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Weighted average scores versus the global averages

2018 2017 2016

Relationship management and client service 11.0% -10.0% -0.8%

Value delivered 5.1% 0.3% 12.3%

Fund accounting 4.3% -10.7% 6.0%

Transfer agency -4.2% -11.0% -1.4%

Distribution support -1.0% -21.8% -3.7%

Reporting 4.5% -5.8% 6.3%

Compliance 0.4% -3.7% 10.2%

Operations and custody 7.7% -12.2% 7.4%

Total 3.7% -9.4% 4.3%

Weighted average scores

+/- 2017-2018 2018 2017 2016

Relationship management and client service 17.17 6.62 5.65 6.22

Value delivered 1.98 6.19 6.07 6.74

Fund accounting 9.95 6.30 5.73 6.71

Transfer agency 4.47 6.08 5.82 6.33

Distribution support 29.17 6.20 4.80 6.17

Reporting 7.00 6.27 5.86 6.57

Compliance 0.16 6.33 6.32 6.93

Operations and custody 15.50 6.26 5.42 6.64

Total 9.99 6.29 5.71  6.54 

This represents an astonishingly strong bounceback from the 
indifferent performance of a year ago, with average scores 

up sharply in every service area that was not already excellent. 
“Have made improvements in past six months in outreach, 
responsiveness and effectiveness,” confirms one respondent. 
The problems encountered by one client (“Historical compli-
ance issues, NAV [net asset value] mishap in February 2018”) are 
clearly consigned to the past.

A year ago, the transition of Gemini systems to the SunGard In-
vestOne platform was only just complete. The 2017 score for fund 
accounting bore the scars of that transition, while its 2018 suc-
cessor suggests that the benefits in terms of workflow automation 
and client experience are starting to be felt. The scores earned by 
Gemini for the timeliness and accuracy of its NAV calculation are 
among the best in the survey.

In fact, historical difficulties are the only weakness any respond-
ent can identify. It is certainly difficult to identify any conspicuous 
issues in need of remediation anywhere in the detailed scores, a 
curious blip in shareholder services apart. The real test is to find 
the field in which Gemini came closest to perfection. This is, by 
some distance, relationship management and client service.

“Great relationship manager that has helped significantly in 
on-boarding to new firms and other business development,” 
writes a client. Another respondent name-checks his relationship 
manager and his client service officer, plus four individuals span-
ning legal advice, regulatory compliance and fund accounting.  
They, he says, “have always provided top-notch service. They are 
all professional and responsive to our questions.”

Although the Gemini respondents come exclusively from small 
and mid-sized managers, they also have in common an appetite 
for a more-complex and complete outsourcing service than most 
orthodox administrators can provide. Gemini aims to deliver a 
full back office-outsourcing service for managers running mutual, 
hedge, private equity or ETFs, but also providers of Section 529 
college savings plans and annuity contracts issued by insurance 
companies. 

Through its parent company (NorthStar Financial Services 
Group) clients can also access a wide range of other services 
too. Indeed, Gemini reckons its ability to provide not just fund 

accounting and shareholder services but distribution, trade 
aggregation, risk management, cyber-security and regulatory 
compliance, plus access to a network of professional and opera-
tional services including lawyers, auditors and custodians, is what 
marks the firm out. 

The model is demonstrably working. Gemini has picked up 
a growing number of hedge and other alternative investment 
strategy mandates in the last 12 months. Its new clients include 
funds investing in the volatile digital and crypto-asset classes that 
attracted even institutional interest in the course of the last year. 

A willingness to support crypto-currency funds, which have 
operated in a realm of deep regulatory uncertainty since their in-
ception, speaks eloquently to the Gemini appetite for taking risks 
as well as managing them. In this environment, it is less surpris-
ing that the risk-reducing properties of its Galaxy Plus managed 
account platform – and the Dedicated Management Account 
(DMA) platform offered by parent company NorthStar – have 
clear appeal to investors of all kinds.

At least one client would like Gemini to expand its reach to en-
compass separately managed accounts (SMAs) as well. “Broader 
administration services – to include SMAs,” he says. Another 
client urges Gemini to step up its efforts to integrate, process and 
deliver the data produced and absorbed by its network of sup-
pliers and distributors. “Increased distribution [and] increased 
transparency in data and reporting” is what he would like to see 
the firm provide.

Gemini Fund Services
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Weighted average scores versus the global averages

2018 2017 2016

Relationship management and client service -23.8% -29.3% -18.7%

Value delivered -10.5% -34.4% -12.2%

Fund accounting -19.5% -14.5% -11.5%

Transfer agency -12.6% -13.1% -20.6%

Distribution support n/a n/a -8.1%

Reporting -18.8% -24.4% -25.6%

Compliance -15.2% -20.0% -21.6%

Operations and custody -12.5% -15.2% -9.2%

Total -17.2% -21.1% -16.1%

Weighted average scores

+/- 2017-2018 2018 2017 2016

Relationship management and client service 0.10 4.54 4.44 5.10

Value delivered 1.29 5.26 3.97 5.27

Fund accounting -0.63 4.86 5.49 5.60

Transfer agency -0.13 5.55 5.68 5.10

Distribution support n/a n/a n/a 5.89

Reporting 0.17 4.87 4.70 4.60

Compliance 0.10 5.35 5.25 4.93

Operations and custody -0.15 5.08 5.23 5.61

Total 0.05 5.02 4.97 5.26

The Boston-based global custodian is different from almost 
every other provider in this survey. It is being assessed 

not by relatively small or alternative asset managers , but the 
collective verdict that these scores represented is delivered by 
some of the biggest names in asset management in the United 
States. While the results represent a recovery – in most, if not 
all, service areas – from the nadir of 2017, they still leave State 
Street underperforming the survey average.

The needs of larger clients are more complex, and their 
expectations are higher, as the detail of the comments reveals.  
One client wants “improvement around timely invoicing and 
set-up of new accounts/user IDs on the My State Street portal.” 
But even after making allowances for demanding clients, it is 
striking that only the score for transfer agency even gets close to 
rankings that are routine for other administrators in this survey 
– and even that is based on a limited rate of response in that 
area. 

The lowest score of all is incurred in precisely the field where 
forgiveness for operational shortcomings is most easily earned: 
relationship management and client service. “Relationship man-
agement is pretty weak,” is the verdict of one respondent. Not 
everyone agrees the relationship managers are a problem – the 
“engagement and attentiveness of [the] relationship manage-
ment team” is singled out as a strength by one client – but the 
average score tells its own story.

The detailed scores also suggest that client service officers 
are experiencing churn, with a consequent loss of knowledge, 
experience and the ability to get things done. One client says 
that “officers supporting the business are somewhat new and 
require more senior level oversight.  A lack of depth of personnel 
servicing our account has been more evident over the past year.” 
A second cites “staff turnover” as problematic. 

Likewise, fund accounting – a core business at State Street, and 
a source of robust scoring in 2016 and 2017 – is admired only 
for its timeliness, not for its accuracy, and certainly not for the 
reconciliation process that lies behind it.  The ability of State 
Street to value alternative investments and instruments (such as 
swaps) is also called into question.

In operations and custody, where the bank should expect to 

shine, there are instead brickbats for inadequate settlement pro-
cedures. “Settlement services, especially non-US settlements” 
– an unkind verdict for a global custodian – are the weakness 
identified by one client. Another client also cites “settlement 
response” as problematic, while a third has noticed “errors 
processing trades that require manual touch-points” and “issues 
with data file quality.”

At bottom, State Street aims to deliver to major buy-side 
clients a scalable, real-time accounting system, which can be 
combined seamlessly with global custody and cash management 
on technology and data platforms that minimise operational and 
regulatory risk. This is not easy to deliver when every client is 
large enough to demand to be serviced in a unique way (“ability 
to customise” is exactly what one respondent likes most), but it 
does insulate State Street from rapid client turnover.

What one respondent values is a “long-term relationship,” 
which means that State Street “knows [their] business and pro-
cesses and is able to leverage a centralised client service team 
across multiple jurisdictional service sites”. The obverse of this 
is that clients are unlikely (even unable) to exercise their right 
of exit. The only way they can get better and more-innovative 
services is by complaining about the poor quality of the services 
they receive today.

State Street

78       Global Custodian      Summer  2018

[ S U R V E Y  |  M U T U A L  F U N D  A D M I N I S T R A T I O N ]



By size By investment
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Weighted average scores versus the global averages

2018 2017 2016

Relationship management and client service 16.2% 10.8% 11.3%

Value delivered 16.8% 13.6% 13.5%

Fund accounting 15.4% 8.3% 10.3%

Transfer agency 10.1% 6.3% 8.7%

Distribution support 10.1% 9.3% 8.0%

Reporting 15.9% 11.6% 11.3%

Compliance 10.7% 6.4% 10.2%

Operations and custody 18.0% 12.0% 12.6%

Total 14.3% 9.7% 10.5%

Weighted average scores

+/- 2017-2018 2018 2017 2016

Relationship management and client service -0.03 6.93 6.96 6.98

Value delivered 0.00 6.87 6.87 6.81

Fund accounting 0.03 6.98 6.95 6.98

Transfer agency 0.04 6.99 6.95 6.98

Distribution support 0.18 6.89 6.71 6.92

Reporting 0.01 6.95 6.94 6.88

Compliance 0.01 6.99 6.98 6.93

Operations and custody -0.05 6.86 6.91 6.96

Total 0.03 6.94 6.91 6.93

“The people of and technology used by Ultimus drive their 
exceptional results,” writes one respondent. “They are 

by far the best fund accountant and fund administrator in terms 
of overall quality of services.” Anybody reviewing the scores 
attained by the firm in this survey would find it hard to disa-
gree. Ultimus leads all providers in every service area where it 
chooses to compete (the exception, predictably for a non-bank, 
is custody) and clears all the global benchmarks with ease for a 
third year in succession. 

“Ultimus is exceptional in every category,” explains a client. 
“We have found the entire staff to be attentive, professional, 
responsive, and highly skilled in fund administration, account-
ing, compliance, transfer agency, and shareholder servicing, 
combining to provide outstanding, turnkey fund servicing.” The 
scores are indeed close to perfection, without exception, even 
in the most challenging of spheres. (“TA Rocks!” is not a client 
comment most transfer agents will ever read.) But what recurs 
in the comments is not the quality of the service but the calibre 
of the people.

“Client service is outstanding, consisting of highly profes-
sional, responsive personnel,” writes one client. A second adds 
that “they make me feel like I am their most important client – 
accuracy, attention to detail, responsiveness all superb.” A third 
says that the staff are “always quick to respond to calls, very 
easy to work with, truly professional in all areas,” while a fourth 
finds nothing but “excellent, responsive client service.”  One 
member of the senior management team is name-checked as an 
“incredible source of industry knowledge and partner.” Another 
respondent agrees, “Access to senior management at the compa-
ny is very good. They are responsive to my calls and accommo-
dating on our requests.”

Such accolades are a reminder that investing in people at all 
levels is at least as important as investing in technology, espe-
cially for smaller and mid-sized managers of the kind Ultimus 
looks after. “Increased technology offering” is the one demand 
clients wish to make of the firm in the immediate future. Ulti-
mus does of course invest in technology already.  It has devel-
oped in-house a post-trade compliance tool (uComply) and is 
now developing dashboards that give clients visibility into fund 

accounting operations, improving efficiency by highlighting 
exceptions early in the process. The platform can also be used 
for external reporting purposes.

As for other administrators in the United States, the stiffest 
test in reporting today is the reforms to fund reporting initiated 
by the Securities and SEC. In practical terms, the modernisation 
of fund reporting means more investment in data management 
and automation to meet fresh demands for information to tight-
er deadlines. For clients, the costs of failure to comply, in terms 
of regulatory fines, penalties and sanctions, to say nothing of the 
reputational damage it can cause, are high. That risk has obliged 
Ultimus to invest heavily in automating its own processes and 
to join forces with third-party vendors to supply the missing 
components.

At a time of mounting pressure on revenue and margin in the 
asset management industry, intensified by calls for fuller dis-
closure of costs by funds, Ultimus can be particularly pleased to 
pay no penalty on value. Fund administrators cannot be immune 
to calls for economies, not just in terms of outright reductions in 
fees but in terms of investment company and fund consolidation 
by clients and potential clients. Like other non-bank admin-
istrators, Ultimus has more room for manoeuvre than a capi-
tal-constrained bank, but a large part of the success of the firm 
is nevertheless attributable to its relentless focus on minimising 
expenses chargeable to the funds. 

Ultimus Fund Solutions
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By size By investment
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Weighted average scores versus the global averages

2018 2017 2016

Relationship management and client service 7.1% 5.3% 5.6%

Value delivered 1.0% 4.3% -2.3%

Fund accounting 4.2% 3.9% 3.2%

Transfer agency 0.1% 1.2% 1.9%

Distribution support -1.6% 4.1% 0.2%

Reporting -2.0% -1.0% 3.4%

Compliance -0.7% 0.5% 3.0%

Operations and custody 5.7% 3.6% 0.7%

Total 2.4% 2.7% 1.8%

Weighted average scores

+/- 2017-2018 2018 2017 2016

Relationship management and client service -0.23 6.38 6.61 6.62

Value delivered -0.37 5.94 6.31 5.86

Fund accounting -0.37 6.30 6.67 6.53

Transfer agency -0.27 6.35 6.62 6.54

Distribution support -0.23 6.16 6.39 6.42

Reporting -0.28 5.88 6.16 6.39

Compliance -0.32 6.27 6.59 6.48

Operations and custody -0.25 6.14 6.39 6.22

Total -0.26 6.21 6.47 6.38

When it comes to the human side of the business, U.S. Bancorp 
mixes it with the best in the survey. “One of their strengths 

is their customer service,” writes a respondent. “They are always 
willing and able to assist with questions and concerns. We may not 
be a high revenue-producing client for them, but they make us feel 
like we are just as important.” A second adds that “the client rela-
tionship team does an excellent job of coordinating all areas of USB 
to handle issues or new ideas. The attention to detail and desire to 
do a great job for the shareholders is an excellent cultural fit.” What 
a third likes best is “the people and the culture of service.” 

These plaudits reflect a willingness to invest in and retain good 
people. Clients certainly notice the calibre of employees. “U.S. Ban-
corp Fund Services has a strong understanding of the mutual fund 
industry and has the innate ability to anticipate industry challenges 
and make the appropriate adjustments,” writes a client. “They also 
understand the necessity of employing top-notch employees, as 
evidenced in our relationship manager.” Another has noticed the 
“long tenure of [the] service provider team overall and long tenure 
of personnel overall and on our account,” while a third confirms 
that “departments are very knowledgeable and great to work with.”

Of course, not everyone is delighted about everything. “Fund ac-
counting’s communication can improve, trade services expertise 
and communication can improve,” writes one client whose expec-
tations are set by the over-performance of other departments. It is 
true that the average score for relationship management and cli-
ent service has dipped slightly since 2017. It nevertheless remains 
impressive, as do the scores in every service area, though all the 
averages fall short of the exceptional standard set last year. 

With a higher rate of response than all but one other provider, 
and a higher proportion of large and sophisticated managers 
among its respondents, U.S. Bancorp can at least claim that its 
consistently excellent performance in this survey is soundly based 
on feedback from a representative sample of the modern North 
American asset management industry. And even in those service 
areas that are marginally less-than-excellent – namely, value and 
reporting – the issues are highly specific.  

Being a regulated bank subject to capital requirements makes it 
hard for U.S. Bancorp to compete on price, as opposed to service 
breadth and quality and counterparty risk, with non-bank com-

petitors. More flexible, dynamic and customisable reporting, on 
the other hand, is an expectation the bank can address. “The old 
clunky systems need to be updated,” is the candid verdict of one 
client. Another would like to see U.S. Bancorp offer a “more-en-
hanced direct shareholder portal.”

“Technology all around,” is the area most in need of improve-
ment, agrees a third. He would like a “centralised portal to pull 
in all of our information from transfer agency, custody, fund 
accounting, administration and compliance.” As it happens, U.S. 
Bancorp is more alive than most administrators to the part digital 
technology can play in lifting operational efficiency, automating 
data processing and tightening cyber-security. The bank is invest-
ing in robotics and artificial intelligence across portfolio account-
ing, custody, transfer agency, and fund administration. 

But the disruptive as well as constructive power of digital tech-
nology is only one of the challenges confronting the U.S. Bancorp 
client base. In common with every American fund administrator, 
the bank is already helping clients comply with the new Secu-
rities and Exchange Commission fund reporting modernisation 
and liquidity management rules. But the industry is operating in a 
more volatile as well as a more heavily regulated marketplace, and 
under pressure to disclose as well as cut its costs, so U.S. Bancorp 
knows it is on notice to innovate and automate without putting 
service quality at risk.

U.S. Bancorp Fund Services, LLC
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clear that the true differentiators are human beings and human 
values. Perhaps this explains why UMB earns a slightly lower 
score for value (people are expensive) and why the only advice 
clients offer is to increase investment in technology. “The portal 
needs work to integrate the various services they provide,” writes 
one respondent. But even UMB will not always strike the right 
balance between people and technology. As another client puts it: 
“The client portal for clients to view their holdings is expensive.”
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“Customer service is amazing,” writes a client. “Response 
time is wonderful and UMB divisions all interact with 

each other, which helps when directing questions.” Another 
agrees that “the people are very responsive and try to meet our 
requests quickly and accurately,” while a third has found UMB 
“responsive to requests and will customise reporting to meet 
[their] needs.” All of this suggests that the Milwaukee-headquar-
tered fund administrator is close to achieving its goal of recogni-
tion for delivering a uniquely high standard of customer service. 

What UMB has not yet achieved is a sufficient number of 
responses to make confident judgments about the quality of the 
services the firm provides, so it is not possible to publish average 
scores. However, the scoring by a handful of clients is certainly 
flattering. Hedge and private equity fund managers and funds of 
funds, as well as mutual fund managers, are offered a full array 
of fund administration services: fund accounting, transfer agen-
cy, reporting, compliance and distribution support. Unusually 
for an independent provider, UMB also offers safe custody and 
cash management through the affiliated UMB Bank, n.a. 

In an era of glib disquisitions about the revolutionary power of 
digital technologies – blockchain, artificial intelligence, machine 
learning, robotics – the leadership of UMB makes it refreshingly 

UMB Fund Services
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