
Investing – It’s never too late to get started 

 

Kathleen Burns-Kingsbury: It has been widely reported that women do not invest to the same 

extent that man do, and as a result, save less for their retirement and place their financial future in 

jeopardy. Today we are going to talk with Lesley Marks, Chief Investment Strategist at BMO Private 

Wealth in Canada. She’s going to talk about women and investing, and we will uncover the truth 

behind this gender gap. She will also highlight the strengths that many women have when it comes 

to investing and share tips on how you can start investing at any stage of your life. Lesley welcome 

to Her Money, Her Way. 

Lesley Marks: Thank you Kathleen, I’m excited to be here and talk about this amazing topic with 

you. 

KBK: So, I know that there’s been a lot of strides in the financial services profession when it comes 

to women and gender parody in this profession. But I realize that your job as a Chief Investment 

Strategist is a rare one for women. To give it a little context to people who are listening, 

MorningStar did a study where they look at 26,000 Fund Managers, registered in 56 countries and 

they found that only one fifth of the Funds had at least one female manager. This got me very 

curious Lesley as to how you got interested in investments and how you got into this field. 

LM: I know, it’s pretty startling when you hear statistics like that and you see that we still haven’t 

made significant inroads in our industry. I can tell you that when I think about how I got started in 

the industry it wasn’t really because as a teenager I picked this as my path. I ended up going to 

business school out of high school because I was very strong in math and that seemed like a natural 

place to go. But when I was in university I was really thinking more about myself in a marketing or 

consulting role, not necessarily in finance. As it turned out my first job out of university was, in fact 

in finance. Admittedly, I would say that I didn’t have a lot of options, just like most undergraduates 

you find yourself just trying to get that starter role that will ultimately be a segway into something 

that you feel will be more interesting. I did enjoy success and upward progression fairly early on in 

my career in finance and became an Equity Research Analyst and then a Portfolio Manager. I think 

the reason for that success really was related to the fact that the other skills I had, in addition to m 

math skills, which of course were foundational, ended up being much more important than that 

strength in math. 

KBK: Great. And so the other skills, just a high level, what are the things that you think, whether 

you’re a man or a women, if you have these skills you’re going to be successful in a role that you 

have? 

LM: I think in the investing world, as I said, conventionally people think you need to be strong in 

math, but math is only one part of it. I would say more the interpersonal and intuitive skills, an 

individual’s ability to build relationships, whether that’s with clients or investing companies, that 

sense of being able to read people, and interact with people and relate to them, those are really 

important skills. There’s also the analytical piece. The idea of taking a lot of information and 

synthesizing into an investment idea or decision for example. 



KBK: So, really naturally women have a lot of those interpersonal skills and whether it’s, we’re born 

with them or we’re socialized to have them it really is just about the numbers. Although, the 

numbers are important. I think it’s really vital that people know that when their looking at this 

profession, and part of what I’m working with a bunch of other men and women in this field is to 

make sure that young women know that this field is more than just numbers and there’s 

opportunities. You’re such a great role model to those women who are coming up. Who were the 

role models when you were younger, and you started in this profession? 

LM: When I think back to my own career progression and the role models that I had, I mean there 

really weren’t female role models. When you think about the big names in investing it’s really hard 

to come up with a name of a headline investor, that is someone that we follow, that is a woman.   

KBK: it’s so interesting because I think this is part of why there’s a gender investing gap. I know 

we’re talking about women and finance and professionally, but let’s switch gears to talk about the 

female investor. If we look back, historically the job of investing in a traditional marriage fell to the 

man. I know that gender roles are shifting and certainly that traditional paradigm exists, but it’s not 

the majority anymore. As more women participate earning the money, making the money, 

managing the money there still is this investing gender gap. In your opinion, why does that exist 

and what makes it so important that women learn this skill? 

LM: First of all, in my family as in most families, we also divide responsibilities, I think that’s only 

natural. Some of those responsibilities fall with my husband, some fall with me and if I’m luck a few 

will fall with my kids. I would confess that we probably have pretty conventional roles in our 

household, but that’s okay. We play to our strengths and it works. I would also assert that when it 

comes to managing your financial well-being, that is not one that we as a family unit divide and 

conquer on. It’s really not like other jobs or responsibilities. The analogy I would use is your physical 

health; when you’re taking care of your physical well-being you don’t send your husband to the 

doctor when you get sick or you need a physical. You go to the doctor yourself and that’s really how 

women need to think about financial health.  

KBK: I love that analogy, because you almost want to laugh when you’re like… “I’ve got a stomach 

ache, I’m going to send my husband to the doctor.” It seems so silly. But you’re right I think our 

financial health is so important, and one of the things Lesley I say to people is, we need to know 

basic nutrition because we need to take care of ourselves. We need to know that exercise is 

important and whether we like it or not, do it. I feel like with financial health, and this part of 

financial health, investing, you don’t have to love it, you don’t have to have a job like Lesley’s, but 

you have to know the basics. Would you agree?  

LM: Absolutely. The statistics are pretty staggering. Ninety percent of women will control their 

finances at one point in their lives. We all know the statistics around women’s life expectancy 

compared with men. In Canada, the average life expectancy for women is four years longer than 

men, and it’s even more when you think globally that life expectancy disparity becomes even more 

important. So, it’s really important for women to take the time to learn about investing because of 

wealth transfer and life expectancy. 



KBK: I’ve seen people who’ve had to learn it while their grieving the loss of their spouse which is 

really kind of a complicated time to be learning anything, let alone learning about investing. I also 

know there’s some misconceptions about investing. I think a lot of think it is this big mysterious 

thing we have to figure out, so we just say: “Ugh, I’m not going to bother.” What do you think the 

biggest misconception is that most consumers have about investing? 

LM: I think, and I talk to my friends about this also and ask them their views on investing and their 

degree or extent that they’re involved, and what I generally observe is that they don’t get involved 

because they believe it’s too complex or too hard to understand so why even try. There’s really a 

confidence gap with women. They have less confidence in their financial knowledge, but that really 

has not translated into lower investment returns for women investors when there have been studies 

on individual investment account results. So, we have a disconnect between, this is hard so I’m not 

going to try, yet women are achieving great results in their investing. 

KBK: I just saw a recent study, we actually respond less emotionally according to this study than 

men do over the long term, which is kind of ironic because we often hear how women are overly 

emotion when investing. 

LM: Right, I know. That would surprise me too. 

KBK: The other thing that I want to just highlight to the people who are listening, today we are 

talking about women investing, but I would also argue that there are many, many men out there 

who find investing, the concept or the misconception they have is that it’s complex and they don’t 

address it either. So, I really do think there is a gender component, but there’s also just a general 

lack of financial literacy in our countries that really kind of gets in the way. Now I know investing is 

not just about the numbers and I know for a lot of people, men and women, that if they thought it 

was just about the numbers they probably wouldn’t even consider learning it. But one of the things I 

learned I a conversation with you is there’s a lot more involved in investing than crunching some 

numbers or doing some math. So, what are the other components that people need to know about 

that are involved in this process? 

LM: Well I think the numbers are obviously important but there are other considerations which are 

maybe are a little more subjective, such as risk tolerance. So, what is your willingness to take risks? 

What is your level of financial knowledge? Because that also may impact your willingness to take 

risks. And things like your objectives; what are your goals? What is your time horizon? Where are 

you at in your own investing life cycle? Things like liquidity needs. Things like required rate of return 

bring you back to the numbers, but that also ties into the goals, which is what you really want for 

yourself in your life.  

KBK: So, one of the things you hit upon is risk, and there is different beliefs about this, that women 

are risk adverse when it comes to investing and that somehow men are more aggressive. Where do 

you stand, and do you feel like that’s a myth or that’s the truth? 

LM: I do believe that there is a gender difference on how men and women perceive risk. There have 

been a lot of studies to support the fact that women have been shown to be more risk conscious 

than men, because they self-identify as being lower risk when asked to describe their risk level. This 



probably contributes to the problem of why women are not involved in investing, because let’s face 

it, who wants to get involved with something that they perceive as risky right? That’s just normal 

human nature. But when women are actually investing, they do behave differently. They take 

broader perspectives, using their relational skills to make their investment decisions. Ultimately, that 

means they end up sticking with their investments longer, which often will result in better returns, 

because the cost of frequent trading and then even just deferring taxes will help enhance returns. 

KBK: I love how you reframed it, it’s not necessarily risk adverse, it’s risk conscious. So, when I think 

of adverse I think of that as being a negative, but when I think of conscious, it’s like we’re looking at 

a lot of different factors. 

LM:  Right, you’re just more aware of risk and maybe how it makes you feel. So typical questions 

like, how would you feel if you lost this much money? Those sorts of things which become, as I said, 

more about the risk conscious than the risk adverse… I don’t want to invest in equities. 

KBK: So’ we’re talking about investing, there’s a lot involved, certainly you need to take some time 

to learn it. It’s a skill like learning anything else. But what tips do you have for listeners who are 

new to investing? Maybe they’ve listened to this podcast, and you know “It’s time. I need to start 

taking a step in the right direction.” What would you recommend for them? 

LM: The first one is really a lot of what we’re talking about today, which is park your biases by the 

curb. Investing is not rocket science. Anyone can begin to invest wisely. The second one would be, 

begin by seeking out a trusted advisor. Of course, anything that is new or different may appear 

difficult, but really there is a very broad range of support available in the market today with financial 

planners, investment advisors, investment counselors, robo-advisors, online brokerage. The options 

are pretty limitless. The third piece would be, do not delay. Investing is the game of compounding, 

so literally time is money. For example if you invest $100,000 today and earn a five percent return, 

that’s going to be worth $128,000 in five years. But in fifteen years, that’s $208,000. So, very 

important to get engaged as early as possible in your life cycle. 

KBK: Can you start small? Like could I take five or ten thousand dollars and start as opposed to 

$100,000, which feels a little bit more overwhelming. 

LM: Absolutely, there’s no minimum. You could start with $100. Even with my children, they have 

small investment portfolios. You can invest in one or two shares in a stock. You can invest any low 

amount of money in mutual funds or ETF’s. So, there’s lots of options for investing that don’t have a 

material minimum. The idea is to get started sooner, not to get started with a big amount of money 

KBK: I think that’s important for people that get anxious about the bigger numbers. It’s kind of like if 

you’re going to run a marathon, you don’t start by running the entire marathon, you start walking 

the first mile, running the second mile, that kind of thing.  

LM: Absolutely, and I love the analogy of comparing investing to a marathon because when we 

think about our lives and our investing lives, it is like a marathon, and there could be setbacks along 

the way. But ultimately, you’re think about that long-term goal, which is crossing the finish line. 



KBK: So, I also don’t want to fall into the myth that all women aren’t investing and aren’t skilled in 

this area because there’s certainly women like yourself, women who are investors who are out 

there who really enjoy investing and go counter to some of the research out there. So, for those 

folks who are listening in, who are experienced investors, what’s a tip or two you have for them? 

LM: So, I think a lot of the things we covered today are still applied to experienced investors, but 

one thing that we haven’t touched on is this idea that investing is a continuous process. It’s not a set 

and forget task, if you know what I mean. It’s just like when you go for your regular checkup with 

the doctor, a regular financial checkup is important as well, because our stage of life is changing. Our 

needs are changing. Our goals are constantly changing. So, it’s important that you continue to 

always revisit those important foundational factors that determine your goals and objectives when it 

comes to investing. 

KBK: Great. So, time goes so quick on this podcast. Lesley, I’ve really enjoyed learning from your 

expertise and your knowledge and finding out a little bit about your story. I’m wondering if you 

have a final thought to leave our listeners with today. 

LM: Financial literacy is really a life skill that everyone must learn and can learn in your household. 

And that’s important for the men, for the women and at the right time our children as well. The 

sooner we get everyone involved the better off we will be in the long run. 

KBK: I am talking today with Lesley Marks, she is the Chief Investment Strategist at BMO Private 

Wealth in Canada. Thank you so much for your insights and for taking the time to talk to me today 

on Her Money, Her Way. 

LM: Thank you, I really enjoyed the conversation Kathleen. 


