
 You have heard it in the financial press and have seen it in your own portfolio.  “Rates are ris-
ing!”   You can get more return on your bonds now than in recent years and savers are being rewarded.  
For some reason though, your bonds are underperforming or even have a negative return for the year.  
What is going on? 

 First, what is a bond?  A bond is a loan made to some entity (corporation, federal government, 
municipality, etc.) that must pay interest on a periodic basis, which is usually a fixed annual amount.  At 
maturity, the borrower must additionally return the amount borrowed called principal.  The interest rate 
that the entity must pay is multifaceted but can depend on things such as time/years to maturity, risk of 
default and the risk-free rate.  The riskier a bond is, meaning a longer maturity or higher chance of de-
fault, the more investors demand in return for lending money.  Additionally, the risk-free rate, the rate at 
which the federal government borrows money, plays a pivotal role in determining the rate that other enti-
ties must pay.  Interbank overnight lending, borrowing over a very short time period, is set by the Feder-
al Reserve (FED), while longer rates such as the 10-year and 30-year Treasury rates are determined by 
the open market.  All other entities must borrow at a risk-free rate, plus an additional amount called 
spread, to incentivize investors for the risk assumed.  Finally, these spreads and risk-free rates are in con-
stant flux as investors buy and sell bonds, which is why you see changes in bond prices.   

 Displayed below is the current yield curve, which shows a snapshot of what entities would pay 
to borrow.  As you move right, the rates increase as years to maturity increase, and as the chance of de-
fault increases (the stacked lines), rates increase as well.  This gap above the red line is the credit spread. 
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Please remember that past performance may not be indicative of future results.  Different types of investments involve varying degrees of risk, and there can be no assur-
ance that the future performance of any specific investment, investment strategy, or product (including the investments and/or investment strategies recommended or 
undertaken by Valicenti Advisory Services, Inc. (“VASI”), or any non-investment related content, made reference to directly or indirectly in this newsletter will be profit-
able, equal any corresponding indicated historical performance level(s), be suitable for your portfolio or individual situation, or prove successful.  Due to various factors, 
including changing market conditions and/or applicable laws, the content may no longer be reflective of current opinions or positions. Moreover, you should not assume 
that any discussion or information contained in this newsletter serves as the receipt of, or as a substitute for, personalized investment advice from VASI.  To the extent 
that a reader has any questions regarding the applicability of any specific issue discussed above to his/her individual situation, he/she is encouraged to consult with the 
professional advisor of his/her choosing.  VASI is neither a law firm nor a certified public accounting firm and no portion of the newsletter content should be construed as 
legal or accounting advice.  A copy of the VASI’s current written disclosure Brochure discussing our advisory services and fees is available upon request. Please Note: If 
you are a VASI client, please remember to contact VASI, in writing, if there are any changes in your personal/financial situation or investment objectives for the purpose 
of reviewing/evaluating/revising our previous recommendations and/or services, or if you would like to impose, add, or to modify any reasonable restrictions to our in-
vestment advisory services. VASI shall continue to rely on the accuracy of information that you have provided.   

 

  

 So why are your current bonds potentially not performing well?  This price movement has to do with the 
open market described above.  For example, you bought a $10,000 corporate bond last year that pays 3% or $300 
annually.  Now, a year later, the market is demanding 4% for comparable bonds due to rising risk free interest 
rates.  Other investors will not pay you the same amount that you paid, since prevailing rates are now 4%, but you 
could perhaps sell the bond for $9,600.  That is why when interest rates go up, via larger spreads or higher risk 
free rates, bond prices go down.  This results in a -1% loss for the year (+$300 Interest, -$400 Price).  Importantly 
though, if you hold the bond and the company does not default, you will recoup the $10,000 (par) at maturity, un-
like equities where there is no assurance that you will recoup what you invested.  The loss generated in year one is 
merely on paper, unless you decide to sell the bond. 

 Will rates continue to rise?  This is on the minds of investors and businesses because rates are real costs of 
doing business, and no one is certain where the market will go from here.  However, the recent rise in rates is pre-
dominately from FED policy, GDP growth and inflation expectations.  The FED has been raising the interbank 
overnight rate (Federal Funds Rate) almost mechanically by about .25% every three months since December 2016, 
when it was near 0%.  That means shorter-term borrowing has become more expensive.  Longer-term borrowing 
rates, determined by the open market, have increased as expectations for inflation have increased concurrent with 
higher GDP prints.  Some believe further inflation will come from wage inflation, where employers will have to 
pay workers more and thus drive up demand/prices for consumer goods, while others believe debt levels, de-
mographics and slowed global growth will keep inflation at bay. 

 No one has a crystal ball to where rates are headed, but we are at a very interesting point in the economic 
cycle.  Supported by incredibly low rates and FED policy, the economy has been able to regain its footing over the 
past eight years.  With rising rates, companies will have to stand on their own merit, and investors will have to 
prepare their portfolios based on their outlook.  Two approaches for bond investing in rising rates include: ladder-
ing and a barbell approach.  Laddering simply means having shorter-term bonds with differing maturity dates, so 
when the bond matures, you can reinvest the proceeds at higher rates.  A barbell approach takes this a step further 
and ladders most bonds in the short-term but also includes longer-term bonds, in case rates do start to fall again.  
Either way, if rates rise or fall from here, it will be a fascinating time to watch the Bull & Bear fight the good fight 
in this new chapter of the economy. 


