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Momentum investing, the strategy of buying assets that have performed well recently and 

selling those that have performed poorly, operates on the belief that existing trends are 

likely to continue for a period. This is the simple yet powerful philosophy of "buy high, sell 

higher," standing in stark contrast to the value investor's mantra of "buy low, sell high." 

While this trend-following approach can be highly rewarding, it is a double-edged sword, 

especially when navigated through the unpredictable waters of market cycles and economic 

shifts. 

 

The Upside: Advantages of Momentum 

 

The primary allure of momentum investing lies in its potential for superior returns, 

particularly in strong bull markets. When economic growth is robust and markets are 

trending upward, momentum stocks—the recent winners—often continue their ascent, 

delivering substantial gains. Momentum mutual funds, which use systematic rules to invest 

in top-performing stocks, can efficiently capture these broad market shifts and sector 

rotations, often leading to better alignment with current market cycles than traditional, 

fixed-position funds. 

Furthermore, the strategy is typically objective and quantifiable, relying on technical 

indicators like price trends and relative strength rather than subjective fundamental analysis. 

This systematic approach can eliminate emotional biases, ensuring investment decisions are 

data-driven. For investors, this style offers a way to diversify a portfolio beyond traditional 

factors like market capitalization or value. 

 

The Downside: Disadvantages and Risks 

 

However, the very nature of chasing performance exposes momentum investors to 

significant risks. The strategy's Achilles' heel is a sudden market reversal. Since momentum 

relies on the continuation of a trend, a sharp and unexpected change in direction can lead to 

substantial and swift losses. This vulnerability is often magnified by the herd mentality bias, 

as collective buying can push stock prices to unsustainable highs, making them ripe for a 

significant correction. 



 

 

Momentum investing has historically underperformed in range-bound (sideways) and bear 

markets. When a strong trend is absent or the market is declining, these funds can suffer 

major drawdowns. For instance, historical data shows that momentum portfolios have been 

hit hard during market crashes, sometimes losing significantly more value than the broader 

market. The high portfolio churn necessitated by constantly chasing new winners also leads 

to higher transaction costs, which can eat into returns. 

Momentum in Market Cycles and the Economy 

- The performance of momentum strategies is distinctly cyclical: Bull 

Markets/Economic Boom: This is the sweet spot. Momentum thrives as positive 

trends are amplified by investor optimism and sustained economic growth. Funds 

quickly switch to the winning sectors (e.g., technology during a tech boom) and ride 

the wave of increasing prices. 

- Bear Markets/Recession: Momentum generally struggles. When markets decline 

sharply, yesterday's winners can become today's biggest losers, leading to massive 

value erosion. While some strategies might attempt to "short" the falling stocks, the 

primary long-only momentum funds face severe headwinds. 

- Sideways/Choppy Markets: Momentum strategies often fare poorly here as well. The 

lack of a clear, sustained trend leads to whipsaws—buying a stock just before its brief 

uptrend reverses—which generates losses and increases transaction costs. 

 

Momentum Investing via Mutual Funds 

 

For the average investor, momentum mutual funds (often index funds tracking momentum-

focused indices) offer a way to gain exposure to this factor. These funds provide 

diversification and systematic rebalancing, which helps manage the high-turnover nature of 

the strategy. However, investors must understand that these funds are typically high-risk and 

high-volatility products, best suited for those with a long-term horizon and a high-risk 

tolerance who can weather significant drawdowns during market corrections. 

 

In conclusion, momentum investing is not a strategy for the faint of heart. It is a dynamic 

approach that can offer exceptional returns by systematically aligning with market forces. 

Yet, its inherent reliance on trends makes it exceptionally sensitive to market reversals and 

downturns. An investor looking to add momentum to their portfolio—whether directly or via 

a mutual fund—must appreciate its cyclical nature and be prepared for the rollercoaster ride 

that comes with chasing the market's hottest stocks 

 


