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And the Beat Goes On...
After reviewing the economic and market environment, Highland offers the
following comments on the current landscape:
COVID-19 continues to dominate the global investment landscape. How the
virus progresses will greatly determine the path to recovery. While there are
lots of scenarios being discussed, we believe there are three potential paths for
the global economy:
•

•

•

V-shaped (low probability): Quick turnaround in both economic and
health data, leading to a resumption in growth. The economy is fully open,
and employment largely rebounds, by summer. There is no second wave of
infections in the fall, and markets return to normal by the end of the year.
U-shaped (base case): The economy takes time to reopen. However, the
recovery gains traction over Q3, putting U.S. GDP on a trajectory to exceed
2019 levels by 2021. Businesses don’t hire back furloughed workers until
growth is regained. Any second wave threatens the economy, so businesses
stay defensive until effective treatments/vaccines are developed.
L-shaped (low probability): The economy doesn’t fully recover and instead
sets a new base. Businesses don’t actively rehire workers and innovate how
to manage work with fewer employees. Virus disruptions become more
frequent and shutdowns more prevalent, weighing on growth.

Economic data for April has fallen at a pace never seen before. Whether its
retail sales, unemployment, manufacturing, or inflation, the magnitude of the
declines is stunning. As the data has been released, the Highland Diffusion
Index (HDI) captured the deteriortion.
•

Economic Indicators: Deterioration began in February and fell into
contraction territory during March. In April, our HDI Economic Indicators
captured further weakness as the shutdown in the global economy filtered
through the data.

•

Employment Indicators: Data has turned at an unprecedented pace. The
U.S. economy shed more than 20 million jobs over a four-week period,
raising the unemployment rate from 4.4% to 14.7% in April. How long
workers stay out of the workplace will be a big determinant of the shape of
the recovery. Of note, approximately ¾ of the unemployed are furloughed;
if they are rehired, that should assist with the recovery. However, the
longer the duration of the self-imposed lockdowns and the slower the U.S.
consumer comes back will be significant factors in whether the workers
shift from furloughed to unemployed or back to work.
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•

Credit Indicators: Credit markets experienced stress across the entire quality spectrum. Liquidity dried
up and prices fell at a pace only rivaled by the Global Financial Crisis. Central banks responded by
injecting liquidity and creating programs to back-stop credit markets. Since their intervention, liquidity
has improved, and spreads have come in, though they remain elevated.

•

Momentum Indicators: Global stock markets have rebounded off late March lows, giving investors a
breather from the fastest bear market in the history of the stock market. While the rebound has been
strong, markets are still well off their February highs and the bounce hasn’t been even. The U.S. market
has led international markets and the strongest performance has been isolated to the technology and
healthcare sectors, leaving investors with a wide array of outcomes.

Since March 23rd, global markets have remained strong. Global stocks (as measured by the MSCI All Country
World Index) have increased in price by 24.6%, even in the face of disappointing economic data. Either the
market vastly overestimated the fall in economic data, or hopes for a quick recovery have the market looking
past the initial economic impact. While either could be the case, we see the probability of the latter becoming
smaller each day due to the following:
•

Resurgence: Many are predicting a second wave of infections during the fall. These discussions are
premature, as we have yet to get past the first wave. Countries like China, Singapore, and South Korea are
experiencing a resurgence of the virus before the impending second wave, which can pose a threat to an
economic recovery. With the U.S. beginning to lift restrictions, the risk of a resurgence is increasing.

•

Vaccines: The work being done on vaccine research is remarkable, as the entire research community is
completely engaged in finding a vaccine. Currently there are 86 different vaccines being developed, with
three in the human trial phase. This is good news for the world, but getting the vaccine into production and
to the world population is still a daunting task and will take time.

•

Cautious Businesses: While governments are lifting restrictions, the question remains, How quickly will
companies bring back furloughed employees? If demand returns quickly, then we may see employment
recover. On the other hand, the longer it takes for demand to return, then the more prolonged the path to
recovery. Either way, in the face of heightened uncertainty, businesses usually take a cautious approach
when ramping up operations.

Markets tend to lead the economy, but we feel they have gotten too far out on point given the current
epidemiological path for COVID-19. For this reason, combined with the increasing probability of economic
disappointment, Highland decided to shift our positioning to a Risk-Neutral stance. We feel that it is too early
to tell which recovery path the world is currently on. Highland’s Diffusion Index confirms this view as we are
getting mixed signals. If we see improvements in vaccines and a muted v(or no) resurgence, then we will take
a more constructive view on risk assets. On the other hand, if we see further deterioration in economic data
and a strong second wave, we will become more defensive. In either case, our Risk-Neutral stance puts us in
the position to act.
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I M P O R T A N T D I S C L O S U R E S : Highland Associates, Inc. (“Highland”) and FSA Investment Group, LLC (“FSA-IG”) have entered
into an agreement whereby Highland will support FSA-IG in the areas of asset allocation, capital market research and manager research.
Highland and FSA-IG will collaborate in the construction of model portfolios for FSA-IG’s clients. FSA-IG is solely responsible for the
consulting services and discretionary management of their client portfolios as set forth in the Investment Advisory Agreement by and
between FSA Investment Group, LLC and Highland Associates, Inc.

The information contained herein is provided as of the date first set forth and are the views and opinions of Highland Associates, Inc.
While Highland has tried to provide accurate and timely information, there may be inadvertent technical or factual inaccuracies or
typographical errors. Highland assumes no duty to update any such information for subsequent changes of any kind. This information
is confidential and may not be disseminated without prior written consent from Highland Associates, Inc.
Receipt of this report is intended for FSA Investment Group’s investors and/or their representatives; it is for informational purposes
only, and should not be construed as investment advice or a recommendation by FSA Investment Group, LLC or Highland Associates,
Inc. to purchase or sell any securities or any other financial instrument. Investing involves a high degree of risk, and all investors should
carefully consider their investment objective and the suitability of any investment program. Forward looking statements are based
upon assumptions which may differ materially from actual events. This information should not be relied upon in making an investment
decision.
This portfolio commentary is provided for informational purposes only and may contain forward-looking statements that may not come
to pass. All information is subject to change without notice and should not be relied upon for any investment decision. This writing is
provided for the sole use of its intended recipient and may not be distributed to any unauthorized third parties without the prior written
approval of FSA Investment Group. Investing involves the risk of loss, including the potential loss of principal, and past performance may
not be indicative of future results. There can be no assurance that any investment strategy will provide profitable or that any asset class
will achieve the return expectations set forth above. Please contact FSA Investment Group if you have questions about this commentary
and refer to the account statements generated by your custodian for official account data.
PAST PERFORMANCE IS NOT INDICATIVE OF FUTURE RESULTS.
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