
Michael Wissell, the Healthcare of On-
tario Pension Plan’s recently appointed 
chief investment officer, is stewarding 
the $114.4-billion plan’s growth while 

preserving its historic drivers of success.
This mandate isn’t a simple one. On one  

hand, the HOOPP boasts a solvency ratio of  
120 per cent and uses a liability-driven investment 
model that helped its 10-year annualized rate of 
return hit 11.06 per cent as at Dec. 31, 2021. On 
the other, Wissell’s predecessor Jeff Wendling 
— who stepped into the position of president 
and CIO following the 2020 retirement of Jim 
Keohane — had made it clear the plan would be 
asserting the advantages of scale and ramping up 
its involvement in alternative asset classes.

Few people could be better equipped to handle 
the dual mandate. Since joining the HOOPP in 2018 as senior 
vice-president of total portfolio and risk and moving up to sen-
ior vice-president of capital markets and total portfolio, Wissell  
was already intimately familiar with the key drivers of the org- 
anization’s success. 

He’d also witnessed the transformation of Canada’s pension 
sector during the late 1990s and early 2000s. Back then, the very 
idea of the Canadian pension model didn’t exist, but executives 
at many of the country’s largest public sector plans were about to 
change that. As these pension funds moved away from govern-
ment bond-dominated portfolios and toward more ambitious 
strategies, the executives started sourcing talent from other areas 
of the financial sector. 

Wissell, who had worked in trading rooms in client manage- 
ment and trading roles for the Toronto-Dominion Bank for 15 
years, was one example. “Through that role, I became familiar 
with the emerging Canadian pension model. The people in- 
volved with it seemed to engage in a breadth of activities and 
have multiple responsibilities.” 

Driven by the opportunity to expand his responsibilities and 
by a desire to help people achieve retirement security, Wissell 
joined the Ontario Teachers’ Pension Plan in 2002. “I joined as 
an equity derivatives and foreign exchange expert — that was 
very much a part of the product set. Canadian plans are heavy 
users of derivatives. I was fortunate enough to have a great 
experience there.”

This understanding of pension plan transformation was 
exactly what Wendling was looking for in a CIO. It also didn’t 
hurt that Wissell had a clear vision for what it meant to be an 
effective CIO — both at the HOOPP and in general.

A LOOK AT HOOPP’S MOVE INTO 
ALTERNATIVES AND GROWING ITS  
IN-HOUSE INVESTING EXPERTISE

JOB TITLE: Chief investment officer,  
the HOOPP 

JOINED THE HOOPP: 2018

PREVIOUS ROLE: Senior vice-president  
of capital markets and total portfolio,  
the HOOPP

WHAT KEEPS HIM UP AT NIGHT: 
Inflationary pressure and how the central 
bank reserve system will respond to the 
unusual economic circumstances facing  
the global economy

OUTSIDE OF THE OFFICE, HE CAN BE 
FOUND: Sailing, playing golf and having  
a glass of wine with friends

GETTING TO KNOW  
        Michael Wissell

“What makes a good chief investment officer for a Maple  
8 plan?” asks Wissell. “It’s breadth. I’ve had breadth of exposure 
to various asset classes and can communicate with all our teams 
and bring [them] together effectively — though it took me 30- 
odd years to develop that.” 

In the first few months in the CIO role, he turned his 
expertise into action. At the end of 2020, the pension fund’s 
infrastructure portfolio was worth $700 million and its real 
estate portfolio was worth $15.5 billion. Twelve months later,  
it held $2.7 billion in infrastructure investments and $20.1 billion 
in real estate. 

“Our focus is on strategies that scale and that requires more 
people in our private equity platform. When I started, [the 
entire investment team] had only 62 investment professionals. 
We now have more than 100 — and that number is growing.”

Wissell is also focused on preparing the HOOPP to deal 
with the prospect of rising interest rates and inflation. “The 
inflationary regime is an ongoing challenge. Whether it’s tran-
sient, persistent or pervasive, I’m not sure anyone knows. But we 
did have to confront our portfolio’s approach to fixed income, 
which turned out to be a good decision.”

Going forward, he’s invigorated by the prospect of meet- 
ing these challenges on behalf of the plan’s more than 400,000 
members. “We are so appreciative of what they all do. When 
you look in their eye and see that they are appreciative of what 
we’ve done for them, it makes your heart glow.”

Gideon Scanlon is the editor of the Canadian Investment 
Review: gideon.scanlon@contexgroup.ca.
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31%
Government bonds

22%
Repurchase agreements 

and other investments

7%
Real return bonds

5.5%
Corporate credit

8%
Real estate

17%
Public equity 

3%
Hybrid strategies

5.5%
Private equity

1%
Infrastructure

$114.4   
BILLION AUM


