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February 2020 

FAQ: Coronavirus and Market Volatility 
 

The coronavirus outbreak has continued to be a source of volatility in financial markets as more countries have 

reported cases of infection. In this Q&A, we provide a brief update on developments and discuss potential scenarios.   

Why have markets become more volatile recently? 

We believe recent volatility is being driven by a broad repricing of risks as a result of the rapid spread of COVID-19 

cases outside of China. 

For much of February, financial markets appeared to price in a central scenario in which the impact of the virus was 

relatively temporary. China took aggressive measures to contain the outbreak and support the economy, creating the 

potential for a rapid recovery in activity. Data provided support for this scenario as the growth rate of new cases in 

China began to slow and closely watched data on Chinese power consumption, passenger traffic and property sales 

showed signs of improvement. In a scenario where the virus was contained with limited impact, investors likely began 

to look ahead to the stimulus effect of China’s easing measures. 

Markets now appear to be pricing in a higher probability that the coronavirus impact will be more severe and 

prolonged. The key drivers of this repricing include a surge in reported infections in Italy, South Korea, Iran and other 

countries. On February 26, the World Health Organization noted that there were more new cases reported from 

countries outside of China than were reported from China. In the United States (US), confirmed cases remain low but 

technical problems with the initial test for the virus have limited the number of tests, and a senior official with the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) noted the potential for severe disruption to everyday life. In Japan, 

the government has recommended that all schools close until April.  

As the flow of news related to the virus has worsened, markets have repriced to reflect lower expectations for global 

growth and corporate earnings. The repricing has been very broad, with little evidence that investors are 

differentiating by sector or by individual companies at this stage.  

What are the potential scenarios from here? 

We see three main scenarios:  

1) An increase in the flow of negative news related to the virus, which would likely lead to further repricing of risk; 

2) Stabilization in the growth rate of new reported cases, which could lead markets to reverse at least a portion of 

the recent moves; and  

3) A decline in the growth rate of new cases, which could lead investors to conclude that containment measures are 

succeeding, and refocus on the potential for a snapback in activity given stimulus from lower interest rates 

globally and China’s aggressive measures to support the economy. 

Markets currently appear to be pricing in a mix of the first two scenarios. For example, the Chicago Board Options 

Exchange Volatility Index (VIX Index), a measure of implied volatility1 in the S&P 500, has risen sharply but pricing 

suggests daily implied volatility of less than 2.5%, compared to levels around 5% to 6% during the 2007-2008 global 

financial crisis. 

Meanwhile, interest rate markets are pricing in roughly 75 basis points2 of easing by the US Federal Reserve (Fed) 

and longer-term interest rates, including the US 10-year yield, have moved to new record lows. Despite these moves, 

the demand for hedges against further declines in rates remains strong. We think this is particularly notable given that 

the Fed has indicated that negative policy rates would be among the last measures it would consider in a future 

easing cycle. 
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What is GSAM’s investment strategy in this environment? 

Strategy varies across our investment teams but we have not made significant changes to portfolios. In some cases, 

individual teams have taken steps to reduce risk. 

In Fundamental Equity portfolios, we focus on the long-term, emphasize quality, and maintain balance in our 

portfolios. As a result, we have been able to respond to the opportunities the market has made available in this more 

uncertain and increasingly volatile environment. We have a heightened awareness of the risks that exist in 

companies 1) exposed to travel (airlines, cruise lines, hotels, gaming, logistics, shipping, and luxury goods), 2) 

exposed to China manufacturing and consequent supply chain disruptions, 3) with higher leverage (that may not be 

able to weather softening demand), and 4) are more cyclically exposed, especially where demand is more globally 

driven (energy); and those that have benefitted, especially companies exposed to online consumption and parts of 

healthcare. Looking ahead, we believe the sharp price adjustments are creating an opportunity to selectively add to 

our higher conviction ideas. We seek to maintain a balance in our portfolios and will be clinical in our decision 

making. 

In Fixed Income portfolios, our goal is to have balanced portfolios that may produce returns across a variety of 

scenarios. As a result, we have not made significant changes to portfolios and we continue to see value in holding 

credit risk, balanced by exposure to duration. While credit has underperformed, the rally in government bonds has 

helped to cushion the impact on portfolio performance in multisector portfolios where we have implemented this 

strategy. We see less value in mortgage-backed securities (MBS) given the potential for rising mortgage refinancing 

activity, and we are cautious on emerging market currencies due to the general risk-off3 tone in markets. We see 

more value in areas such as investment grade and high yield corporate credit, which have seen significant 

underperformance due to investor de-risking. 

In Quantitative Investment Strategies (QIS) portfolios, idiosyncratic or unpredictable events such as the 

coronavirus outbreak are reflected in our stock selection models through a few mechanisms. First, returns will flow 

through our faster moving signals, such as our Themes & Trends signals. These may change which market themes 

we view as best poised to potentially outperform. Next, as investors reposition their portfolios and commentators 

opine on events, our Sentiment factors will integrate the changing market attitudes into our investment views. 

In Money Market portfolios, we have modestly extended duration to hedge against some of the more severe 

outcomes and the growing likelihood that the Fed will cut interest rates. Although it will take time for the Fed to 

assess the economic impact of the virus, policymakers may elect to cut rates at one of the upcoming meetings to 

offset tighter financial conditions. 

What is the likelihood of a recession? How should investors think about the 

outlook from here? 

The economic outlook is uncertain but at this stage we continue to believe a recession is unlikely in the US or global 

economy. Economic activity was on an improving trend as recently as January, and we think growth is likely to 

remain resilient in a scenario where the impact from the coronavirus is primarily contained to the first half of the year. 

We have revised down our outlook for China’s growth for 2020 to 5.2% from 5.8%, but believe the policy response 

and signs of stabilization in activity should limit further downside. 

From a market perspective, the S&P 500 has just experienced its first 3% moves of 2020. While this is highly 

uncomfortable, it is not unprecedented (the S&P 500 experienced six moves of 3% or more in 2018). Consequently, 

we continue to believe the most appropriate strategy is to remain invested and remain focused on strategic asset 

allocation, with an eye toward risk management, as episodic volatility may continue. 

 
 

    

The economic and market forecasts presented herein have been generated by GSAM for informational purposes as of the date of this presentation. They are based on proprietary 
models and there can be no assurance that the forecasts will be achieved.  Please see additional disclosures at the end of this presentation. 
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1 Implied volatility is the expected volatility in a stock’s return derived from its option price, maturity date, exercise price, and riskless rate of return, using an option pricing model such as 
Black-Scholes. 

2 One basis point is equivalent to 1/100th of a percent. 

3 Risk-off is an investment setting in which price behavior responds to and is driven by changes in investor risk tolerance. Risk-off refers to changes in investment activity in response to 
global economic patterns. When risk is perceived to be high, investors have the tendency to gravitate toward lower-risk investments. 
 
General Disclosures 

All investments contain risk and may lose value.  Equity securities are more volatile than bonds and subject to greater risks. Small and mid-sized company stocks involve greater 
risks than those customarily associated with larger companies.  Investments in fixed income securities are subject to the risks associated with debt securities generally, including credit, 
liquidity, interest rate, call and extension risk.  Although Treasuries are considered free from credit risk, they are subject to interest rate risk, which may cause the underlying value of the 
security to fluctuate. Below investment grade (high yield) bonds are more at risk of default and are subject to liquidity risk. 

An investment in real estate securities is subject to greater price volatility and the special risks associated with direct ownership of real estate. 

Emerging markets securities may be less liquid and more volatile and are subject to a number of additional risks, including but not limited to currency fluctuations and political instability. 

High-yield, lower-rated securities involve greater price volatility and present greater credit risks than higher-rated fixed income securities. 

The portfolio risk management process includes an effort to monitor and manage risk, but does not imply low risk. 

There is no guarantee that objectives will be met. 

The views expressed herein are as of February 28, 2020 and subject to change in the future. Individual portfolio management teams for GSAM may have views and opinions and/or make 
investment decisions that, in certain instances, may not always be consistent with the views and opinions expressed herein. 

Views and opinions expressed are for informational purposes only and do not constitute a recommendation by GSAM to buy, sell, or hold any security, they should not be construed as 
investment advice.  

THIS MATERIAL DOES NOT CONSTITUTE AN OFFER OR SOLICITATION IN ANY JURISDICTION WHERE OR TO ANY PERSON TO W HOM IT WOULD BE UNAUTHORIZED OR 
UNLAWFUL TO DO SO. 

Although certain information has been obtained from sources believed to be reliable, we do not guarantee its accuracy, completeness or fairness. We have relied upon and assumed 
without independent verification, the accuracy and completeness of all information available from public sources. 

This information discusses general market activity, industry or sector trends, or other broad-based economic, market or political conditions and should not be construed as research or 
investment advice. This material has been prepared by GSAM and is not financial research nor a product of Goldman Sachs Global Investment Research (GIR). It was not prepared in 
compliance with applicable provisions of law designed to promote the independence of financial analysis and is not subject to a prohibition on trading following the distribution of financial 
research. The views and opinions expressed may differ from those of Goldman Sachs Global Investment Research or other departments or divisions of Goldman Sachs and its affiliates. 
Investors are urged to consult with their financial advisors before buying or selling any securities. This information may not be current and GSAM has no obligation to provide any updates 
or changes. 

Economic and market forecasts presented herein reflect a series of assumptions and judgments as of the date of this presentation and are subject to change without notice.  These 
forecasts do not take into account the specific investment objectives, restrictions, tax and financial situation or other needs of any specific client.  Actual data will vary and may not be 
reflected here.  These forecasts are subject to high levels of uncertainty that may affect actual performance. Accordingly, these forecasts should be viewed as merely representative of a 
broad range of possible outcomes.  These forecasts are estimated, based on assumptions, and are subject to significant revision and may change materially as economic and market 
conditions change. Goldman Sachs has no obligation to provide updates or changes to these forecasts.  Case studies and examples are for illustrative purposes only. 

United Kingdom and European Economic Area (EEA):  In the United Kingdom, this material is a financial promotion and has been approved by Goldman Sachs Asset Management 
International, which is authorized and regulated in the United Kingdom by the Financial Conduct Authority. Switzerland: For Qualified Investor use only – Not for distribution to general 
public. This document is provided to you by Goldman Sachs Bank AG, Zürich. Any future contractual relationships will be entered into with affiliates of Goldman Sachs Bank AG, which are 
domiciled outside of Switzerland. We would like to remind you that foreign (Non-Swiss) legal and regulatory systems may not provide the same level of protection in relation to client 
confidentiality and data protection as offered to you by Swiss law. 
Asia Pacific: Please note that neither Goldman Sachs Asset Management International nor any other entities involved in the Goldman Sachs Asset Management (GSAM) business maintain 
any licenses, authorizations or registrations in Asia (other than Japan), except that it conducts businesses (subject to applicable local regulations) in and from the following jurisdictions: 
Hong Kong, Singapore and Malaysia.  This material has been issued for use in or from Hong Kong by Goldman Sachs Asset Management (Hong Kong) Limited, in or from Singapore by 
Goldman Sachs Asset Management (Singapore) Pte. Ltd. (Company Number: 201329851H) and in or from Malaysia by Goldman Sachs (Malaysia) Sdn Berhad (880767W).    
Australia:  This material is distributed in Australia and New Zealand by Goldman Sachs Asset Management Australia Pty Ltd ABN 41 006 099 681, AFSL 228948 (’GSAMA’) and is 
intended for viewing only by wholesale clients in Australia for the purposes of section 761G of the Corporations Act 2001 (Cth) and to clients who either fall within any or all of the 
categories of investors set out in section 3(2) or sub-section 5(2CC) of the Securities Act 1978, fall within the definition of a wholesale client for the purposes of the Financial Service 
Providers (Registration and Dispute Resolution) Act 2008 (FSPA) and the Financial Advisers Act 2008 (FAA),and fall within the definition of a wholesale investor under one of clause 37, 
clause 38, clause 39 or clause 40 of Schedule 1 of the Financial Markets Conduct Act 2013 (FMCA) of New Zealand (collectively, a “NZ Wholesale Investor”). GSAMA is not a registered 
financial service provider under the FSPA. GSAMA does not have a place of business in New Zealand. In New Zealand, this document, and any access to it, is intended only for a person 
who has first satisfied GSAMA that the person is a NZ Wholesale Investor.  This document is intended for viewing only by the intended recipient. This document may not be reproduced 
or distributed to any person in whole or in part without the prior written consent of GSAMA. This information discusses general market activity, industry or sector trends, or other broad 
based economic, market or political conditions and should not be construed as research or investment advice.  The material provided herein is for informational purposes only. This 
presentation does not constitute an offer or solicitation to any person in any jurisdiction in which such offer or solicitation is not authorized or to any person to whom it would be unlawful to 
make such offer or solicitation. 
Canada:  This presentation has been communicated in Canada by GSAM LP, which is registered as a portfolio manager under securities legislation in all provinces of Canada and as a 
commodity trading manager under the commodity futures legislation of Ontario and as a derivatives adviser under the derivatives legislation of Quebec. GSAM LP is not registered to 
provide investment advisory or portfolio management services in respect of exchange-traded futures or options contracts in Manitoba and is not offering to provide such investment advisory 
or portfolio management services in Manitoba by delivery of this material. 
Japan:  This material has been issued or approved in Japan for the use of professional investors defined in Article 2 paragraph (31) of the Financial Instruments and Exchange Law by 
Goldman Sachs Asset Management Co., Ltd.   
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Index Benchmarks 

The S&P 500® is widely regarded as the best single gauge of large-cap U.S. equities. There is over USD 9.9 trillion indexed or benchmarked to the index, with indexed assets comprising 
approximately USD 3.4 trillion of this total. The index includes 500 leading companies and covers approximately 80% of available market capitalization. 

The Cboe Volatility Index (VIX Index) is a financial benchmark designed to be an up-to-the-minute market estimate of expected volatility of the S&P 500 Index, and is calculated by using 
the midpoint of real-time S&P 500® Index (SPX) option bid/ask quotes. More specifically, the VIX Index is intended to provide an instantaneous measure of how much the market thinks 
the S&P 500 Index will fluctuate in the 30 days from the time of each tick of the VIX Index. 

Indices are unmanaged. The figures for the index reflect the reinvestment of all income or dividends, as applicable, but do not reflect the deduction of any fees or expenses which would 
reduce returns. Investors cannot invest directly in indices. 

The indices referenced herein have been selected because they are well known, easily recognized by investors, and reflect those indices that the Investment Manager believes, in part 
based on industry practice, provide a suitable benchmark against which to evaluate the investment or broader market described herein.  The exclusion of “failed” or closed hedge funds 
may mean that each index overstates the performance of hedge funds generally. 

Confidentiality 

No part of this material may, without GSAM’s prior written consent, be (i) copied, photocopied or duplicated in any form, by any means, or (ii) distributed to any person that is not an 
employee, officer, director, or authorized agent of the recipient. 

© 2020 Goldman Sachs. All rights reserved. Date of first use: 2/28/2020. Compliance Code: 195713-OTU-1145574 


