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Historical Volatility: The Holy Grail Found? 
The question isn’t “Is the market efficient?” but rather “How inefficient is the market?” and “How 
can we exploit this?" - Edward Thorp. 

Over the many decades of academic studies and research done by market professionals, nearly 
everything imaginable has been tested in an attempt to predict the direction of a company’s stock price. 
P/E ratios, dividend yield, revenue growth, book value, earnings growth, etc. have been looked at over 
and over. The one conclusion that can be made from these studies is that few, if any of them, show a 
real statistical edge. The one area which we believe remains fertile ground for further research is price 
behavior. 
 
What is price? It’s essentially a culmination of all the known information of a company. Therefore, 
price is real as it represents what the majority of the market participants know at that given time. 
 
Finding Market Inefficiencies 

Shorter-term, we believe that markets (prices) can be very inefficient. We have published some of 
these inefficiencies over the years and we’ll continue to publish them over time. Most of these short-
term inefficiencies tend to occur whenever there is either news in a stock, or there is a great deal of fear 
in the market place. One only has to think about what happened in the summer of 2007 to fully 
understand these inefficiencies. Solid performing companies saw 20%, 30% and 40% of their value 
lost in a few days as market participants (primarily institutions) irrationally sold stocks, only to see the 
prices of many of these stocks quickly bounce back to their previous levels. These types of market 
inefficiencies can be found on a regular basis in individual stocks, especially on unexpected news-
related events, or when market volatility rises. 

Longer-term, markets are supposedly more efficient. This is the concept that has been taught by many 
in the academic world. But, if it was true, you wouldn’t expect low volatility stocks to outperform high 
volatility (and often times high beta stocks) by a better than 2-1 margin since 1995, would you? But 
they have... 

How to Find Safe High Probability Stocks 

Is it possible to increase your investment returns using only price as an indicator? We believe the 
answer is yes, it is. And here’s how you do it. 

First, the one indicator that best measures the movement of a stock (and based upon the statistics is the 
best indicator to predict a stocks direction over the next year) is historical volatility. 

What is historical volatility? Volatility is the annualized standard deviation of daily returns (don’t get 
scared away...it gets simpler from here). Simply stated, it’s the movement of a stock price without 
regard to direction. Large average daily stock price changes (in percentage terms) mean high volatility, 
and small average daily price changes mean low volatility. Stated another way, the more a stock 
moves, the higher its volatility. The less it moves, the lower its volatility. 
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Companies that are stable and are usually performing in-line with expectations tend to have lower 
volatility (this is logical, as these companies are more predictable). Companies that have a great deal of 
uncertainty to them (think about the sub-prime lenders in 2007) tend to have higher volatility as more 
is unknown. 

Do You Invest High-Flying Stocks? Be Careful... 

Now, the key thing to learn is that since 1995, high volatility stocks have underperformed the 
market. In fact, most times you looked at them, the majority have been lower 252 trading days later.

On the other side of the equation, low volatility stocks have outperformed the market. And, most times 
you looked at them, the majority on average have been higher 252 trading days.

Let’s look at the test that confirms this, and then we’ll look at the results: 

1. We ran these test results from January 1, 1995 through May 31, 2007.  
2. The universe of stocks we ran them on had a dynamic volume filter, to assure we were looking 

at the liquid stocks, and numbered 11,282 different stocks.  
3. Survivorship bias has been omitted (meaning all stocks that were public during this period of 

time were included in our universe).  
4. Trading costs were not included.  
5. We looked at every stock, every trading day. This means that we took the universe of stocks 

each trading day, calculated their historical volatility for that day and then looked at their 
performance 252 trading days (one-year) later.  

Each day we ranked the 100-day historical volatility of all the stocks in our universe (we also tested 
using a 250-day HV and got similar results, further showing the significance of these tests). We then 
compared the 252-day performance of the stocks which were in the top 20% of volatility (the 20% 
with the highest volatility) versus the 20% with the lowest volatility. 
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As you can see, the stocks in the lowest 20% ranked by historical volatility outperformed the stocks 
with the highest volatility by a better than 2-1 margin 252 days later. And the stocks with the lowest 
volatility rose 74.5% of the time 252 days later, while the stocks with the highest volatility rose only 
42.2% of the time, a significant difference. 

And this difference gets even greater if you compare the lowest 10% with the highest 10%. For the 
lowest 10%, prices rose 77% of the time 252 days later, while the highest 10% rose only 39% of the 
time (meaning 61% of the time prices were lower 252 days later!). 

One caveat to the above; the only time during the test period this didn’t seem to hold true was in mid 
1998-1999 when the internet bubble was being formed. Money was chasing the high volatility stocks 
and many of those stocks moved only in one direction. Therefore if you removed the bubble period, 
the returns for the highest volatility stocks would be even worse. In reality, as poor as the results have 
been for the most volatile stocks, they’d be even worse without the 1998-99 bubble! This is something 
to think about the next time you see or hear someone recommending some high-flying stock as the 
next sure thing. 

Summary 

Trading high volatility stocks may be a good idea if you are looking for short-term gains. But for 
investing, it appears to be a recipe for underperformance and even potentially for disaster. We can 
show you many high flying stocks with extreme volatility that collapsed in price over the next twelve 
months. The safer and more prudent thing to do, is to identify stocks with lower historical volatility 
readings. A 100-day historical volatility reading under 30 is a good place to start. Since 1995, on 
average, better than 70% of these stocks have been higher 252 days later. This is a long-term track 
record that very few (if any) money managers and professionals can come close to replicating. 

We’ll continue to publish our research on this topic over time. If you would like to see lists of stocks 
which incorporate the above research, you can find them at www.PowerRatings.net. 
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You can email us your comments and thoughts to l.connors@cg3.com, and 
cesar@connorsresearch.com

Larry Connors is CEO and Founder of TradingMarkets.com and PowerRatings.net. 

Cesar Alvarez is Managing Director of Connors Research LLC. 

 

 

 
 

 
Copyright © 2007 Connors Research, LLC. All Rights Reserved.  5 of 5

mailto:l.connors@cg3.com
mailto:cesar@connorsresearch.com
http://www.tradingmarkets.com/
http://www.powerratings.net/
http://www.connorsresearch.com/

	 Historical Volatility: The Holy Grail Found?


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


