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Don’t Fight the Fed
Price action in investment grade corporate credit during the month of March was historic. At its low,
year-to-date total return for the Bloomberg Barclays U.S. Corporate Investment Grade Index was a
dismal -10.7%. This was still far off from the -15.2% year-to-date total return achieved by the end
of October 2008, but the veracity of the 2020 sell-off was beyond compare. Peak to trough occurred
over two weeks whereas the 2008 trough, measured from the Lehman collapse, took two months. In
both of these instances, further price degradation was arrested by monetary and fiscal intervention.
A key takeaway from 2008 is that strong external support can lead to substantial outperformance. In
the final two months of 2008, after the fed funds rate was cut to zero, the investment grade index
generated over nine percentage points of return. This momentum carried into 2009 and 2010 with
total returns of 19.7% and 8.8%, respectively. The rebound from March 2020 lows has been more
impressive with nearly 12 percentage points of return from the trough in a little under a month. This
reflects enthusiasm over the magnitude of monetary and fiscal support announced to date.
For institutional cash investors, the current market dynamics and historical trends point to some
interesting strategic considerations for investment of excess cash:




Since the Fed has shown its willingness to loosen financial conditions if needed, it may be
overly prudent to hold excess cash in treasuries, government money market funds, or bank
deposits that are likely to return close to 0% in this low rate environment
o

Outside of Fed programs, high-quality institutions should be able to easily meet
unexpected liquidity needs via external markets where demand remains insatiable

o

Deploying excess cash in credit offers strong relative value because the Fed is broadly
backstopping this market even if the outlook for some industries is not good

Balance sheet stress will take time to play out, so we believe most investments in the one to
two year part of the curve will remain safe due to the Fed’s backstops
o



As long as investment grade companies are able to maintain sufficient liquidity and rollover
their debt, risk of default should be very low even if fundamentals remain weak

In two years’ time, it should be much clearer which companies will make it past the aftermath
o

Some companies that have raised debt to bolster liquidity in hopes of weathering the storm
may be unable to deleverage if demand is permanently lost

o

Incremental risk for longer duration securities (over two years) is much greater since the
Fed’s backstops are not meant to inflate asset prices

In summary, we think investment grade credits in the one to two year part of the curve offer the best
risk/return prospects for excess cash as credit spreads remain wide due to uncertainty in economic
recovery. Certain “speculative” investment grade credits in cyclical industries are especially attractive
as these issuers should remain viable due to the Fed’s broad-based backstops. For these speculative
credits, it will take two to three quarters to fully assess whether a worst case economic scenario will
be realized. By that time, these investments would have rolled down sufficiently to minimize any
incremental risk of default. Conversely, investments maturing beyond two years will be more exposed
to repayment risk than what is priced in today if, for example, the Fed becomes more selective in its
support. As such, we believe a better entry point for long duration could emerge with more clarity.
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