
Market volatility surged in the first quarter to levels not seen in over a decade as the 
COVID-19 pandemic swept the globe and prompted the partial shutdown of most 
major global economies, including the U.S., EU and most of Asia. 

Beginning on February 20th, market volatility rose sharply as the number of active 
coronavirus cases began to dramatically accelerate in South Korea, Iran and Italy. The 
swift spike in new cases outside of China resulted in a sharp drop in stocks, which 
compounded throughout March as the number of active coronavirus cases in the 
U.S. began to rapidly increase. The S&P 500 tumbled 34% from the mid-February  
highs to the late-March lows, amid rising fears that “social distancing” measures 
being implemented globally to stop the spread of the disease would have a broad 
and substantially negative economic impact. That’s just the fifth time that quarterly 
performance has been down by 20% or more since 1950. 

The U.S. government has acted in several ways to support the economy. The Federal 
Reserve swiftly cut interest rates to zero percent and implemented several important 
measures to provide short-term cash for corporations and ensure plenty of capital 
for the broader banking system. Congress also passed multiple economic relief bills, 
the largest of which was a $2.2 trillion stimulus package aimed at providing support 
for businesses and displaced workers. These actions are helping to keep the banking 
and financial systems functioning in an orderly manner, as well as supporting the 
economy through this unprecedented shutdown. Stocks reacted to these positive 
events by rallying sharply off their lows during the last week of March. 
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PA N DE M IC SEI Z E S M A R K E T S

5TH WORST QUARTER IN LAST 70 YEARS

S&P 500 Worst 10 Quarters Since 1950

— Andy Grove,  
 Former CEO of Intel 

Source: Strategas



Successful investing is a marathon, not a sprint.  Attempting 

to time the market with allocation changes usually results in 

suboptimal returns because the market’s best days have 

often followed the very worst ones. While past performance 

is no guarantee of future results, history has shown that 

staying the course with a long-term, diversified approach to 
investing is best. 

We remain grateful for your ongoing confidence and 
trust, and our team is as dedicated as ever to helping you 
successfully navigate this market environment. 

By market capitalization, large caps outperformed small 
caps in the first quarter. Historically, large caps are 
less sensitive to slowing growth than small cap stocks.  
From an investment style standpoint, growth relatively 
outperformed value, which was again due to strength in the 
large cap tech sector.

Looking internationally, foreign markets underperformed the 
S&P 500. Foreign developed markets slightly outperformed 
emerging markets, although only slightly, as the economic 
fallout from the coronavirus is now widely understood as 
being a very serious global concern.

Other areas of the market were similarly volatile. Oil 
plunged to multi-decade lows over the past three months. 
Ultimately, prices declined to levels not seen since the early 
2000s in the final days of the quarter. Gold, while volatile 
in March, rose slightly in the first quarter as investors 
sought protection from uncertainty. Fixed income markets 

experienced their own surge in volatility due to a lack of 
liquidity in funding markets. 

Across the nation, and the world, roads are mostly empty, 
office buildings are vacant, schools are closed and normal 
life as we have known it has largely ground to a halt. But 
these disruptions are temporary. At some point, the spread 
of the virus will peak and begin to recede and global 
economic activity will resume. 

We cannot know for certain when and at what level the 
selloff will end, but after major waterfall declines such as 
this, bottoming is typically a process. Since 1929, in twelve 
out of thirteen cases of similarly swift declines, the market 
later retested or even established new lows. On the bright 
side, one-year returns after major declines have historically 
averaged approximately 30%. More generally, annualized 
returns coming out of market corrections have historically 
been above average over the following years. 
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FIXED INCOME Last 3 Mo. YTD 1 year 3 years 5 years 10 years

90 Day U.S. Treasury Bills 0.26 0.26 1.74 1.69 1.11 0.59

Barclays Aggregate 3.15 3.15 8.90 4.84 3.36 3.89

Barclays Municipals -0.56 -0.56 2.76 2.86 2.32 3.01

Barclays High Yield -12.68 -12.68 -6.91 0.77 2.78 5.65

EQUITIES Last 3 Mo. YTD 1 year 3 years 5 years 10 years

Global Stock Market (MSCI All Country World) -21.37 -21.37 -11.21 1.50 2.85 5.88

U.S. Stock Market (S&P 500) -19.60 -19.60 -6.95 5.12 6.73 10.54

U.S. Mid-Cap Stocks (S&P 400) -29.70 -29.70 -22.43 -4.10 0.56 7.88

U.S. Small-Cap Stocks (S&P 600) -32.64 -32.64 -25.80 -5.36 0.45 8.07

International Stocks (MSCI AC World ex US) -23.36 -23.36 -15.52 -1.97 -0.65 2.05

ALTERNATIVES Last 3 Mo. YTD 1 year 3 years 5 years 10 years

Hedge Funds (Wilshire Liquid Alternatives) -8.51 -8.51 -5.42 -1.07 -0.84 0.93

Commodities (Bloomberg Commodity) -23.53 -23.53 -23.63 -10.20 -8.82 -7.32

Gold (S&P GSCI Gold Total Return) 4.52 4.52 22.14 7.73 5.42 3.39

If you are like us, the seemingly relentless bad news about 
both the COVID-19 outbreak and its negative impact on the 
economy and our mental well-being can make even the most 
optimistic person feel a bit glum. Is there a way to channel 
these feelings into something productive?

Since we all have some extra time at home (not to mention 
some extra time with our families!) now would be an excellent 
time to confirm that your estate “house” is in order. This would 
include ensuring that you have basic estate documents in place 
and that they are current and consistent with your wishes.

Here are the estate planning “must-haves”: 

Last Will and Testament for both you and your spouse 
No matter how large or small your net worth, everyone needs 
a will! 

•  A will outlines how you would like your assets to be 
distributed upon your death, and if you have minor 
children, it will also appoint their legal guardian. A will 
appoints an executor, or personal representative, to  
carry out your wishes as described in your will. 

•   If you don’t have a will, then your state of residence will 
make a decision for you about how to divide your assets, 
which may or may not be in line with your preferences. 
Additionally, your heirs will need to devote additional time, 
energy and money to answer these questions on your 
behalf, all while grieving your loss. 

•  If you do have a will, take the time to reread it and  
confirm that you are still comfortable with the  
language. Share a copy with your executor.

Financial Power of Attorney (POA) 

•  A Financial POA allows a named individual to act  
on your behalf regarding financial matters. 

•  This document can be as permissive or restrictive  
as you wish, and adjustments can be made over  
time as situations may change. 

Health Care POA 

A Health Care POA is designed to grant authority to a trusted 
family member, friend or physician to make health decisions 
on your behalf, including end-of-life decisions. 

•  An Advanced Medical Directive provides direction  
on your preferences on end-of-life care. 

•  Because of the heavy emotional burden/responsibility 
that a Health Care POA can confer, sometimes it is  
wise to have more than one person serve in this role, 
often in an odd number, so that a majority can decide.

•  A HIPAA authorization should also be included along  
with the Health Care POA so that your appointed  
agent/s can access your health care information. 

Disclaimer: Any performance data quoted herein represents past performance, does not guarantee future results, nor can its accuracy be guaranteed. The commentary represents the 
opinions of Equitable Trust and is subject to change based on market and other conditions. These opinions are not intended to be a forecast of future events nor future results. Estate, trust and 
tax planning-related material is provided for discussion and information only. Competent legal and accounting advice should be acquired before adopting any of the strategies or approaches 
described. These materials are provided for informational purposes only.
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We stand ready to help you review and add certainty and 
confidence around these documents, so please reach out 
with any questions or concerns.

Now that we’ve covered the basics, let’s focus on how 
to add more purpose to the family time we’ve been 
sharing lately. How often have you said, “I wish I had more  
intentional discussions with my spouse/children/siblings/
parents/grandchildren about the things that are important to 
me?” Now can be that time!

Here are some conversation starters about money:

•  Think back to your own upbringing, particularly 
conversations that you may have had (or, for many 
of us, NOT had) about money. Was this healthy? 
Unhealthy? If you could go back in time and change 
those conversations, how would you do it? What 
lessons do you wish you had learned earlier?

•  Thinking about your own kids and grandkids, what 
financial values do you want to pass down to them? 

•  How much do you want your kids to inherit?  
How much from you and from other sources, and 
is this distinction important? Do they need to meet 
certain criteria to receive this money (ages, income 
levels, etc.)?

•  How did you make your money? What would you tell 
your younger self about money?

•  What is the most important thing money can give 
you? What can’t it give you?

•  Do you have any regrets or guilt about how you have 
obtained or used your money?

What about philanthropy? 

•  How important is philanthropy to you? Could you  
convey your philanthropic vision and priorities to your 
family and loved ones? Lessons learned, mistakes  
made, successes achieved?

•  Do you have the right structure in place, with a  
well-articulated plan that outlines your giving philosophy?

•  How important is philanthropy in your estate plan  
(beyond just mitigating estate taxes)? How much 
involvement would you like your spouse and children  
to have in your philanthropic efforts (both sweat equity 
and financial equity), both during your lifetime and  
after your death?

•  Are they involved at the appropriate levels now?  
Would you like help putting some structure around  
this, with learning goals, designated amounts to  
give away each year, mandatory family meetings to 
discuss experiences, etc.?

If these don’t feel like the right questions at this time, maybe 
you can simply write an old-fashioned letter (remember 
those?) to your kids or grandkids to memorialize a special 
event or visit. Or maybe you can record a video of you retelling 
a favorite family story. How about writing down that secret 
family recipe and sharing it with others? 

Life is short, each day is a gift; that’s why they call it “the 
present,” so let’s try to use this time with our close family to 
have those conversations we never seem to have time for 
otherwise. In times of uncertainty, focusing on what truly 
matters and what we can control helps bring a sense of 
peace, despite the chaos in our world.
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