Newsletter (17) — Tiger Management

(1) Introduction:

Tiger Management was one of the most influential hedge funds of the 1980s and 1990s.
Founded by Julian Robertson, the firm delivered exceptional returns for nearly two decades
and grew from a small partnership into one of the largest and most influential hedge funds
of its time. Robertson built a unique culture embedded in people and process rather than in
a single organization. When Tiger closed in 2000, its framework did not disappear — it
dispersed. Over the following decades, former Tiger analysts went on to build dozens of
leading hedge funds, forming the most durable lineage the industry has seen. This
newsletter examines how that system was built, why it failed as a centralized structure, and
why its legacy continues to shape hedge fund investing today.

(2) Julian Robertson and the Tiger Playbook:

Julian Robertson's investment principles were formed long before the creation of Tiger
Management. He was educated at the University of North Carolina and later served as an
officer in the US Navy. After his military service, Robertson spent over 20 years working as a
broker and portfolio manager, providing him with a conventional foundation in fundamental
equity analysis.

In the late 1970s, Robertson left Wall Street to reassess the market environment in which he
conceptualized Tiger Management. The firm was founded in 1980, with around $8.8 million
in capital from family, friends, and his personal savings. While most hedge funds
concentrated on broad diversification, Robertson established a different approach; he built
Tiger around deep fundamental equity research, a highly concentrated portfolio, and a
rigorous “double up, not down” approach. Under this framework, capital was allocated to
positions as conviction increased and exposure quickly reduced when the investment case
weakened.

This research-focused philosophy expanded beyond portfolio management to talent
recruitment. Tiger prioritized analytical accuracy and independent judgment rather than
career prestige. As a result, analysts were recruited not only from Wall Street but also from
technical non-traditional disciplines such as engineering and quantitative fields.

(3) Inside Tiger Management — How the Machine Worked:

What distinguished Tiger was not just its philosophy, but how rigorously it was translated
into structure and process. Portfolio concentration was an intentional design choice rather
than a consequence of opportunity. Tiger typically focused on a limited number of core
positions, often between 20 and 40 names. The fund was anti-index by construction, with
capital allocated solely on the basis of research conviction rather than benchmark weights or
sector balance. This structure enabled a handful of investments to drive a large share of
Tiger’s profits. Rather than relying on short-term market momentum, they were patiently
grounded in focused research on industry structure, pricing power, and long-term demand.
The long book was built around companies where Tiger believed business fundamentals,
competitive positioning, and industry structure were materially mispriced by the market.
The short book focused on businesses with structural weaknesses, deteriorating balance
sheets, or valuations supported by unsustainable market narratives. Portfolio construction
was aggressive by institutional standards, with average leverage of around 100% and gross



exposure that could reach approximately 230%. By the late 1990s, Tiger’s top 10 positions
each represented a significant share of the firm's total exposure. This approach allowed the
fund to press its highest-conviction views rather than dilute returns through diversification.
What differentiated Tiger from its competitors was the depth and intensity of its research.
Investment approaches were developed over a 5 year time frame and structured around the
industry dynamics, their barriers to entry, and their long-term competitive aspects rather
than relying on short-term earnings forecasts. Consequently, analysts were incentivized to
rely on primary research where they often directly engaged with customers, suppliers, and
competitors instead of just using sell-side reports. In one case, a Tiger analyst suspected a
Korean automaker of having serious engine problems. Robertson refused to approve the
trade without proof, so the team bought the cars and stress tested the vehicles before taking
a short position.

Over two decades, the fund delivered returns of over 26% annually, which were primarily
driven by a handful of high-impact positions rather than diversified market exposure. The
firm remained aligned with Robertson's "never double down, always double up” rule as it
maintained a flexible win-lose profile where it could quickly exit unsuccessful positions early
while allowing profitable investments to grow.

(4) Limits of Centralized Conviction:

However, Tiger’s success was challenged in the late 1990s. In essence, it collapsed because
the market environment temporarily stopped rewarding the assumptions on which its
structure was built.

The first reason for its collapse occurred during the Asian Financial Crisis and the collapse of
Long-Term Capital Management. Global markets experienced a liquidity shock and capital
rushed into safe havens, while Tiger carried a very large short position in the Japanese yen.
When the yen surged, the position produced a loss estimated at roughly $2bn in a single
trade — the position was too large relative to market liquidity under stress. As Robertson
later acknowledged, the mistake was the size of the exposure, not the investment conviction
behind it.

The second failure was slower and more corrosive, when in 1999, equity markets detached
from earnings and valuation, and began pricing narrative and momentum instead. With the
dot-com bubble, capital rotated aggressively into technology, internet, and telecom stocks
regardless of fundamentals. Tiger remained long cash-generative industrial, financial, and
consumer businesses and short speculative growth companies. As a result, in 1999, Tiger
suffered a roughly 19% loss, compared to the S&P 500’s 21% gain. The performance of Tiger
deteriorated not because fundamentals were wrong, but because public market pricing
changed. As Robertson wrote in his March 2000 closing letter to investors, in an “irrational
market, where earnings and price considerations take a back seat to mouse clicks and
momentum, such logic does not count for much.”

With assets valuation having peaked near $22bn and fallen to roughly $6bn, the drawdown
became self-reinforcing. Approximately $7.7bn was redeemed between late 1998 and early
2000, converting mark-to-market losses into forced selling. Robertson refused to play a
game he viewed as unwinnable long-term. He chose to close the fund and return capital
rather than compromise Tiger’s framework. Despite the dot-com bubble bursting weeks
later and Tiger's thesis being validated, the structure had already failed the timing test.



(5) Tiger Cubs — The Distributed Tiger Model:

Tiger’s collapse did not mark the end of its philosophy, but a change in how it was
expressed. Between 2000 and 2009, Robertson seeded roughly 38 independent funds run by
ex-Tiger employees, often providing $25—-100m of initial capital and taking minority stakes in
their firms. These firms, so called Tiger Cubs, were not spin-offs, they were the
organizational solution to Tiger’s structural failure. In doing so, Robertson effectively built a
talent incubator and a hedge fund empire by proxy.

The Cubs preserved the core philosophy: deep fundamental research, concentrated
conviction, and asymmetric payoff profiles. What changed was the risk profile, with each
fund controlling its own size, exposure, and book returns. Decision-making became
decentralized while process and technology remained shared. “It’s a good deal for both
sides. | get their ideas, and they get independence,” Robertson described. Decentralization
removed the single point of failure that resulted in the collapse of Tiger in 2000.

This system scaled exceptionally well. Funds such as Lone Pine, Viking Global, Tiger Global,
Maverick, and Coatue went on to dominate hedge fund performance tables — by 2021
roughly 50 of the world’s top hedge funds were run by Tiger Cubs. Collectively,
Tiger-affiliated funds controlled over $170bn in disclosed long equity positions by the
mid-2010s, compounding capital not through diversification but through repeated
application of the same research-driven process. Academic work later confirmed that
alumni-linked funds exhibit higher portfolio overlap and can even extract incremental alpha
through co-investment — evidence that the Tiger network functioned as a genuine
information system, not just as a brand.

That same structure, however, carried underlying risk. Decentralization reduced
balance-sheet fragility, but did not reduce correlation between books and positions. Many
Tiger Cubs owned similar positions, particularly in technology and growth. This vulnerability
surfaced during 2021-2022, when inflation and rising rates repriced long-duration assets.
Several flagship Cubs suffered severe drawdowns, with Tiger Global’s hedge fund falling
roughly 56% in 2022, and similar pressure across other growth-heavy peers.

The recovery that followed was asymmetrical, but revealing for the strategy. Some funds
rebounded strongly as technology stabilized and new themes emerged; others reduced size,
adjusted risk profiles, or shifted strategy. The episode did not invalidate the Tiger philosophy,
but again clarified its inherent limits.

(6) Conclusion:

Tiger Management’s distinction lies not in how long it survived, but in what it produced.
Julian Robertson institutionalized conviction through deep fundamental research,
concentrated risk-taking, and uncompromising intellectual honesty. When that structure
failed under a regime shift, he dissolved the fund, but preserved the process.

The result was unprecedented. Through the Tiger Cubs, Robertson transformed a single
balance sheet into a distributed system that went on to generate dozens of elite hedge funds
across cycles and geographies. This was not replication by imitation, but by design. Tiger
built a talent-generating system — and no fund has done it at comparable scale since.



