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Portfolio Manager Strong Economy and Earnings Overcome Rising 

Rates

Market Review
November and December 2023 witnessed a huge rally driven by a flurry of expectations of 2024 
Fed interest rate cuts. By December, six cuts were priced in for 2024 by the markets, but a strong 
economy and job market, combined with sticky inflation soon proved those expectations short-
lived. While interest rates moved steadily higher during the quarter, markets were encouraged by 
strong earnings, and the S&P 500 produced an over 10% gain. The markets’ path was so smooth 
and upward that the S&P 500 never broke below its 50-day moving average and was only below 
its 21-day moving average for one day. 

While the large-cap S&P 500 produced substantial gains, returns were particularly concentrated 
as A.I. stocks soared into the stratosphere. The gains were so concentrated that even the 
tech-heavy NASDAQ 100 underperformed, producing only an 8.6% gain, while small-caps were 
hampered by rising interest rates and produced only a 2.4% gain. 

While stocks produced substantial, if narrow, gains, fixed income produced modest losses, 
with the Aggregate Bond Index down 0.7%. Corporate credit fared much better. The High Yield 
Corporate Bond Index produced a gain of 1.5%, as high yield repeated its historical pattern of 
outperforming during periods of rising rates. 

Just over a week into April, we have seen interest rates spike higher as inflation surprised to 
the upside. So far, stocks have responded well, and we believean important question facing 
investors in the second quarter will be at what level will higher interest rates bite and cause a 
correction? So far, risk markets, and credit markets in particular, have proven quite resilient.  
 
First Quarter Portfolio Highlights

 �  Last fall, our models turned positive after interest rates turned downwards, and on 
November 6th, the portfolios moved to a risk-on stance owning equities where the 
portfolio has stayed through the first quarter. Since late November, equities have 
enjoyed strong gains; since taking a risk-on stance in early November, the S&P 500 
is up 21.0%, while small-caps are similarly higher at 19.2%. International equities 
have produced more modest gains, with broad international equity up 14.1% and 
international small-caps up 12.6%. In contrast, broad U.S. Treasuries are up 4.5%, while 
cash equivalents are up 2.1%.

 � On the quarter, our top equity holding was up 10.4%, while other equity ETFs produced 
smaller gains. U.S. small-caps were up 2.4%, while broad international equities were up 
4.5% and international small-caps were up only 1.6%. In contrast, 7 to 10-year Treasuries  
produced a 1.3% loss.

Positioning and Outlook

The quantitative models that drive the portfolio allocations examine trends in credit markets 
to determine whether risk-taking is being rewarded or punished. We believe credit trends 
continued to be favorable in the first quarter as high yield spreads have declined to below 
3.0%, a level which they have been below only 7% of the time. This overvaluation is not an 
imminent cause for concern, as we know from past experience that spreads can hold below 3% 
for extended periods. It is when spreads reverse from these low levels that risk management 
becomes important. As always, our models are watching for any reversal from stretched 
valuations, but we have seen very little evidence of weakness in corporate balance sheets or 
investors’ willingness to lend. 
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Thus, from our model-based perspective, the rally since November 2023 looks to be legitimate, with fundamentals and investor sentiment 
backing it. Market gains could well continue further, with possible wider participation from mid and small-caps as well as value stocks as 
the economy improves. While Technology and growth stocks have stalled a bit over the last month, our analysis indicates that while they 
are richly valued, they are not in a bubble that would represent outsized risks.  

Over the past five years, the dominance of large-cap and Technology stocks has been strong. The S&P 500 (itself a large-cap index) is up 
15% per year over the last five years ending March 31st, and the mega-cap Tech-heavy NASDAQ 100 is up 20.6%. Mid-cap stocks, in contrast, 
are up only 11.6% per year over that time, while small-cap stocks have gained only 9.1%, which is less than half of the NASDAQ 100. 

The gains have left the NASDAQ 100 forward P/E at 27.1, which while certainly at the high end of its historical range is not in bubble territory. 
Meanwhile, small-caps stand at a very reasonable forward P/E of 14.6, which is not all that far from major lows seen in 2011, 2020, and 
2023. While valuation measures by themselves are very poor timing tools, they are better measures of risk, and with small-caps reasonably 
valued, this argues for reduced risk of a major decline in markets. 

We continue to believe that small-cap stocks and value stocks continue to offer potential and are compelling on a relative basis. Overall, 
our credit-based models and the macro indications that we follow point to a strong backdrop for equities and risk-based assets over fixed 
income and cash equivalents. While a slowdown and stalling from an overbought condition is overdue and inevitable, we would view that 
as a buying opportunity.
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The opinions referenced are as of the date of publication and are subject to 
change due to changes in the market or economic conditions and may not 
necessarily come to pass. There is no guarantee of the future performance of 
any Clark Capital investments portfolio. Material presented has been derived 
from sources considered to be reliable, but the accuracy and completeness 
cannot be guaranteed. Nothing herein should be construed as a solicitation, 
recommendation or an offer to buy, sell or hold any securities, other invest-
ments or to adopt any investment strategy or strategies. For educational use 
only. This information is not intended to serve as investment advice. This mate-
rial is not intended to be relied upon as a forecast or research. The investment 
or strategy discussed may not be suitable for all investors. Investors must 
make their own decisions based on their specific investment objectives and 
financial circumstances. Past performance does not guarantee future results. 

This document may contain certain information that constitutes forward-look-
ing statements which can be identified by the use of forward-looking terminol-
ogy such as “may,” “expect,” “will,” “hope,” “forecast,” “intend,” “target,” “believe,” 
and/or comparable terminology (or the negative thereof). Forward looking 
statements cannot be guaranteed. No assurance, representation, or warranty 
is made by any person that any of Clark Capital’s assumptions, expectations, 
objectives, and/or goals will be achieved. Nothing contained in this document 
may be relied upon as a guarantee, promise, assurance, or representation as 
to the future.

Fixed income securities are subject to certain risks including, but not limited 
to: interest rate (changes in interest rates may cause a decline in market value 
or an investment), credit, prepayment, call (some bonds allow the issuer to call 
a bond for redemption before it matures), and extension (principal repayments 
may not occur as quickly as anticipated, causing the expected maturity of a 
security to increase).

Non-investment-grade debt securities (high-yield/junk bonds) may be subject 
to greater market fluctuations, risk of default or loss of income and principal 
than higher-rated securities. 
 
The manager utilizes a proprietary investment model to assist with the con-
struction of the strategy and to assist the manager with making investment 
decisions. Investments selected using this process may perform differently 
than expected as a result of the factors used in the model, the weight placed 
on each factor, and changes from the factors’ historical trends. There is no 
guarantee that Clark Capital’s use of a model will result in effective investment 
decisions. 
 
Equity securities are subject to price fluctuation and possible loss of principal. 
Stock markets tend to move in cycles, with periods of rising prices and periods 
of falling prices. Certain investment strategies tend to increase the total risk 
of an investment (relative to the broader market). Strategies that concentrate 
their investments in limited sectors are more vulnerable to adverse market, 
economic, regulatory, political, or other developments affecting those sectors

References to market or composite indices or other measures of relative 

market performance over a specified period of time are provided for your 
information only.  Reference to an index does not imply that your account will 
achieve returns, volatility or other results similar to that index. The composition 
of the index may not reflect the manner in which a portfolio is constructed in 
relation to expected or achieved returns, portfolio guidelines, restrictions, sec-
tors, correlations, concentrations, volatility or tracking error targets, all of which 
are subject to change. Investors cannot invest directly in indices.  
 
Equity stocks of small and mid-cap companies carry greater risk, and more 
volatility than equity stocks of larger, more established companies.

The S&P 500 measures the performance of the 500 leading companies in 
leading industries of the U.S. economy, capturing 80% of U.S. equities. 
 
The Nasdaq-100 is a stock market index made up of 101 equity securities is-
sued by 100 of the largest non-financial companies listed on the Nasdaq stock 
exchange. 
 
A small-cap ETF is a type of exchange-traded fund that invests in small compa-
nies whose value is less than $2 billion 
 
The 10-year Treasury yield is the yield that the government pays investors that 
purchase the specific security. Purchase of the 10-year note is essentially a loan 
made to the U.S. government. 
 
The Bloomberg Barclays U.S. Corporate High-Yield Index covers the U.S. 
dollar-denominated, non-investment grade, fixed-rate, taxable corporate bond 
market. Securities are classified as high-yield if the middle rating of Moody’s, 
Fitch, and S&P is Ba1/BB+/BB+ or below.

The Bloomberg Barclays U.S. Aggregate Bond Index is a broad base, market 
capitalization-weighted bond market index representing intermediate term 
investment grade bonds traded in the United States. The Index is frequently 
used as a stand-in for measuring the performance of the U.S. bond market. 
In addition to investment grade corporate debt, the Index tracks government 
debt, mortgage-backed securities (MBS) and asset-backed securities (ABS) to 
simulate the universe of investable bonds that meet certain criteria. In order to 
be included in the Index, bonds must be of investment grade or higher, have an 
outstanding par value of at least $100 million and have at least one year until 
maturity. 
 
Foreign securities are more volatile, harder to price and less liquid than U.S. 
securities. They are subject to different accounting and regulatory standards 
and political and economic risks. These risks are enhanced in emerging mar-
ket countries. 
 
Clark Capital Management Group, Inc. is an investment adviser registered with 
the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission. Registration does not imply a 
certain level of skill or training. More information about Clark Capital’s advisory 
services and fees can be found in its Form ADV which is available upon 
request. CCM-508


