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Rising Rates Not a Dealbreaker for Stocks 
It Depends on the Reason for the Risin’ 
This week the 10-year Treasury yield crossed 5% for the first time since July 
2007, while the Federal Reserve hiked the Fed funds rate by +25 basis points. 
For investors who began their careers after the 2008 financial crisis, when 
rates were incredibly low, a 5% risk-free rate must feel like a watershed 
moment. However, the chart below argues for perspective: across more than 
two decades, 5% is on the high end of the distribution. Instead, the sub-2% 
decade-plus of ‘financial repression’ after 2008 was actually the historical 
anomaly. In short, a 5% Treasury does not have to be the harbinger of the 
end of the equity bull market. 

To be clear: rising rates are potentially a headwind to equity valuations —
because a higher discount rate tends to compress the multiple an investor will 
pay for a dollar of future earnings. However, it’s worth noting that this 
headwind has already come to pass to a certain extent: the S&P 500’s forward 
price-to-earnings ratio now sits near 19x, below its five-year average of 19.8x. 
Despite this, stocks are still up around 12% this year; this is possible because 
corporate earnings have done the heavy lifting, more than offsetting valuation 
compression. Consensus analyst estimates have calendar-2026 earnings 
growing more than +33%, with another 17% growth expected in 2027. 
 

Two Very Different Reasons Rates Rise 

Rates can climb for very different reasons, at opposite ends of the risk 
spectrum. The more dangerous version is inflation dramatic enough to choke 
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SUMMARY 

• A 5% 10-year rate is not a 
dealbreaker for stocks. 

• Strong earnings growth can 
overcome rising rates. 

• With the Fed now engaged, we 
think long rates are close to 
peaking. 

Source: LSEG Datastream, RiverFront; data daily, as of 09.18.2026. Chart shown for illustrative purposes only. Past 
performance is no indication of future results.  
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off business activity. This forces the Fed to tighten hard into an economy already slowing, causing multiples and earnings to 
fall together. Historical examples of these periods include 1973, 1981 and 2022 – difficult times for investors. The more benign 
version is hiking into ‘reflation’: growth strong enough to pull inflation up with it, where the earnings cycle is typically robust 
enough to absorb the valuation hit. Historical analogs include 1957, 1994, 2004, and 2015; all meaningful rate hike cycles 
where the economy and earnings stayed resilient. In these instances, stocks fared much better over the succeeding years.  

Today’s economic data more resembles the second, more benign version to us. The Atlanta Fed’s GDPNow tracker has 
third-quarter real growth running at 5.1%, though there is six weeks of data left before the books close on Q3. The S&P Global 
US composite PMI held at 56.0 in August. Payrolls added 162,000 jobs in August with unemployment steady at 4.1%. Most 
important to us, earnings revisions are still moving up. Rates rising into that backdrop is a fundamentally different animal 
from rates rising into a big economic or earnings slowdown. History suggests that every rate hike cycle in which corporate 
earnings kept growing produced strong outcomes for stocks, despite rates moving higher. 
 

‘Slow’ Hike Cycles vs. Fast Ones 

Historical analysis from Ned Davis Research adds some validity to these points. Sorting every first rate hike since 1946 by the 
pace of hikes that followed, NDR finds stocks gained +10.5% on average in the first year of ‘slow’ cycles — those in which the 
Fed waited at least a meeting between moves on average — but lost -3.6% in the first year of ‘fast’ ones, where it hiked at 3 
meetings in a row. In ‘non-cycles’, defined by two or fewer hikes before a rate cut, stocks were up an average of +11.5%. 

An interesting case study is 1999; the Fed hiked into a booming economy with rising oil-driven inflation and contained core 
prices — not far from today — and the S&P still fell nearly 40% over the following three years. However, we think the major 
difference to today is where the market started from a valuation perspective in ‘99. The S&P's trailing multiple was roughly 
33x entering 1999, 60% higher than today. Speed matters, growth matters, and so does the price you pay going in. The 
market’s problem has never been that the Fed tightened; it has been when the Fed tightened in a hurry. 
 

Stocks Can Fare Well in Higher-Than-Average Rate Environments 

We asked a related question 
of our own data. Sorting all 106 
quarters since late 1999 by the 
fed funds rate’s level relative 
to its full-period average and 
by its direction produces 
Chart 3, next page — not the 
answer most investors would 
guess. The best environment 
for the S&P 500 was not an 
easing cycle. Rather, it was a 
high and stable rate, which 
returned 5.4% per quarter and 
was positive 90% of the time. 
Above-average-and-rising — 
arguably where we sit today — 
still produced a positive 1.8% 
per quarter. Both negative 
buckets were falling-rate 
regimes, for the simple reason 
that the Fed usually cuts 
because something has 
broken. High rates are not the enemy of equities. Cuts into economic weakness are. 

Average S&P 500 price gain in the first year after a cycle’s first rate hike, by cycle speed, 1946- present. A “fast” cycle hiked at almost 
every meeting on average; a “slow” cycle waited at least one meeting between hikes; a “non-cycle” is two or fewer hikes before a cut. 
Source: RiverFront, from Ned Davis Research chart S859 (copyright 2026 NDR, Inc.). Chart shown for illustrative purposes only. Past 
performance is no indication of future results.  
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Conclusion: Higher Rates Alone Should Not Break the Stock Bull Market; Earnings Are the Key 

How much further Chair Warsh goes is genuinely unclear; he has been explicit that he wants the market to show the way. We 
would note that the bond market has already done much of the tightening itself. For instance, the 2-year, the tenor most 
sensitive to fed funds, has risen from 3.4% at the end of February to 4.7%...the equivalent of five 25 bps hikes. Furthermore, 
inflation, while higher than the Fed’s 2% target, looks nothing like the double digit ‘Stagflation’ of the 1970s. We see about two 
more rate hikes in this cycle because we expect core inflation to be lower a year from now. Importantly, if we are right and 
the Fed continues to hike, then mid-to-long term rates may be close to peaking. 

We are not treating 5% as an automatic sell signal for stocks, as we remain constructive on corporate fundamentals for US 
stocks in general. What would change our mind is not the level of the 10-year, per se; rather, it would be a fast-hiking cycle 
concurrent with a meaningful deterioration in earnings. This is not our current view, so we remain overweight stocks in our 
balanced portfolios, watching earnings trends more closely than yield levels as a signal for equities. 
 

Chart 3: Direction Beats Level on the Fed Funds Rate; Worst Quarters Came When Fed was Cutting, Not Hiking 

 
 

 
Risk Discussion: All investments in securities, including the strategies discussed above, include a risk of loss of principal 
(invested amount) and any profits that have not been realized. Markets fluctuate substantially over time, and have experienced 
increased volatility in recent years due to global and domestic economic events. Performance of any investment is not 
guaranteed. In a rising interest rate environment, the value of fixed-income securities generally declines. Diversification does 
not guarantee a profit or protect against a loss. Investments in international and emerging markets securities include exposure 
to risks such as currency fluctuations, foreign taxes and regulations, and the potential for illiquid markets and political 
instability. Please see the end of this publication for more disclosures. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 S&P 500 average quarterly total return by fed funds regime, 106 quarters, 1999 Q4 – 2026 Q2. Each quarter is sorted by whether the average fed funds rate sat above or below the 
full-period average (2.07%) and whether it rose, fell or held flat (+/- 5bps) versus the prior quarter.  Source: RiverFront, fed funds via FRED, returns via sector SPDR ETFs. Chart 
shown for illustrative purposes only. Past performance is no indication of future results.  
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Important Disclosure Information:  
The comments above refer generally to financial markets and not RiverFront portfolios or any related performance. Opinions expressed are current as of the date 
shown and are subject to change. Past performance is not indicative of future results and diversification does not ensure a profit or protect against loss. All 
investments carry some level of risk, including loss of principal. An investment cannot be made directly in an index.  
 

Information or data shown or used in this material was received from sources believed to be reliable, but accuracy is not guaranteed.  
This report does not provide recipients with information or advice that is sufficient on which to base an investment decision. This report does not take into 
account the specific investment objectives, financial situation or need of any particular client and may not be suitable for all types of investors. Recipients should 
consider the contents of this report as a single factor in making an investment decision. Additional fundamental and other analyses would be required to make an 
investment decision about any individual security identified in this report.   
 

Chartered Financial Analyst is a professional designation given by the CFA Institute (formerly AIMR) that measures the competence and integrity of financial 
analysts. Candidates are required to pass three levels of exams covering areas such as accounting, economics, ethics, money management and security analysis. 
Four years of investment/financial career experience are required before one can become a CFA charterholder. Enrollees in the program must hold a bachelor’s 
degree. 
 

All charts shown for illustrative purposes only. Technical analysis is based on the study of historical price movements and past trend patterns. There are no 
assurances that movements or trends can or will be duplicated in the future. 
 

Ned Davis Research (NDR) is a global provider of independent investment research, solutions and tools. Founded in 1980, NDR helps clients around the world make 
objective investment decisions. 
 

Stocks represent partial ownership of a corporation. If the corporation does well, its value increases, and investors share in the appreciation. However, if it goes 
bankrupt, or performs poorly, investors can lose their entire initial investment (i.e., the stock price can go to zero).  Bonds represent a loan made by an investor to a 
corporation or government.  As such, the investor gets a guaranteed interest rate for a specific period of time and expects to get their original investment back at 
the end of that time period, along with the interest earned. Investment risk is repayment of the principal (amount invested). In the event of a bankruptcy or other 
corporate disruption, bonds are senior to stocks.  Investors should be aware of these differences prior to investing.  
 

In general, the bond market is volatile, and fixed income securities carry interest rate risk. (As interest rates rise, bond prices usually fall, and vice versa). This 
effect is usually more pronounced for longer-term securities). Fixed income securities also carry inflation risk, liquidity risk, call risk and credit and default risks 
for both issuers and counterparties. Lower-quality fixed income securities involve greater risk of default or price changes due to potential changes in the credit 
quality of the issuer. Foreign investments involve greater risks than U.S. investments, and can decline significantly in response to adverse issuer, political, 
regulatory, market, and economic risks. Any fixed-income security sold or redeemed prior to maturity may be subject to loss.  
 

Index Definitions: 
Standard & Poor’s (S&P) 500 Index measures the performance of 500 large cap stocks, which together represent about 80% of the total US equities market. 
 

Definitions: 
Treasury bond yields (or rates) are tracked by investors for many reasons. The yields are paid by the U.S. government as interest for borrowing money via selling 
the bond. The 10-year Treasury yield is closely watched as an indicator of broader investor confidence. Because Treasury bonds (along with bills and notes) carry 
the full backing of the U.S. government, they are viewed as one of the safest investments. 
 

Inflation is a gradual loss of purchasing power, reflected in a broad rise in prices for goods and services over time.  
 

Stagflation is an economic condition characterized by slowing economic growth, high unemployment, and rising prices (inflation) simultaneously.  
 

Price-Earnings Ratio (P/E Ratio) is the ratio for valuing a company that measures its current share price relative to its per-share earnings.  
 

The Purchasing Managers' Index (PMI) is an index of the prevailing direction of economic trends in the manufacturing and service sectors. It consists of a diffusion 
index that summarizes whether market conditions are expanding, staying the same, or contracting as viewed by purchasing managers. The purpose of the PMI is to 
provide information about current and future business conditions to company decision-makers, analysts, and investors. 
 

Basis point (bps) = 1/100th of a percent. 
 

Interest rate sensitivity is a measure of how much the price of a fixed-income asset will fluctuate as a result of changes in the interest rate environment. 
Securities that are more sensitive have greater price fluctuations than those with less sensitivity. This type of sensitivity must be taken into account when 
selecting a bond or other fixed-income instrument the investor may sell in the secondary market. Interest rate sensitivity affects buying as well as selling.  
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RiverFront Investment Group, LLC (“RiverFront”), is a registered investment adviser with the Securities and Exchange Commission. Registration as an investment 
adviser does not imply any level of skill or expertise. Any discussion of specific securities is provided for informational purposes only and should not be deemed as 
investment advice or a recommendation to buy or sell any individual security mentioned. RiverFront is affiliated with Robert W. Baird & Co. Incorporated (“Baird”), 
member FINRA/SIPC, from its minority ownership interest in RiverFront. RiverFront is owned primarily by its employees through RiverFront Investment Holding 
Group, LLC, the holding company for RiverFront. Baird Financial Corporation (BFC) is a minority owner of RiverFront Investment Holding Group, LLC and therefore an 
indirect owner of RiverFront. BFC is the parent company of Robert W. Baird & Co. Incorporated, a registered broker/dealer and investment adviser.   
 

To review other risks and more information about RiverFront, please visit the website at riverfrontig.com and the Form ADV, Part 2A. Copyright ©2026 RiverFront 
Investment Group. All Rights Reserved. ID 5943565
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Important Disclosures 

This material is for use with investment advisory clients or prospects only 

The information contained herein represents the opinions of the author and not necessarily Benjamin F. Edwards®. 
Benjamin F. Edwards® is providing it for informational purposes only, not as investment advice or a solicitation for the 
purchase or sale of any security or class of securities. Benjamin F. Edwards® & Co. (BFE) is a dually-registered broker- 
dealer and investment adviser and member of FINRA and SIPC, and its affiliate Benjamin F. Edwards SM Wealth 
Management, LLC, d/b/a Edwards Wealth Management (EWM) is an SEC-registered investment adviser. BFE and 
EWM are affiliates through their common ownership by Benjamin Edwards, Inc. Depending on the context, the name 
Benjamin F. Edwards® refer to either EWM, BFE or both. 

As a registered investment adviser, Benjamin F. Edwards offers clients a variety of advisory portfolio options. Any portfolio 
discussed is offered at Benjamin F. Edwards as an investment advisory account. To participate, investors must sign an 
investment advisory agreement, select a manager, and pay an advisory fee. For additional information regarding fees, 
please refer to the third-party asset manager's (asset manager) applicable disclosure documents and Benjamin F. Edwards’ 
disclosure documents, which may be obtained through your advisor or found on Benjamin F. Edwards’ website, 
www.benjaminfedwards.com, under the Important Disclosures section. 

Participating in advisory programs may cost the client more or less than if the client were to implement his or her selected 
program separately, such as by using a different program sponsor, pursuing the strategy through a brokerage account, or 
investing directly with the asset manager. Some factors that might impact the total cost to a client who implements a 
program separately include the frequency of trading activity; whether a client might be successful in negotiating a lower 
fee with a sub-advisor; rate of commissions, markups or other transaction-related compensation; or whether account fees, 
transaction fees or similar charges would be incurred. 

Investing in securities entails certain risks, including the potential loss of all or a portion of the proceeds invested. 
Individuals should consider their specific financial needs, investment objectives and risk tolerance before making an 
investment. Investments can be significantly affected by certain events, including international political and economic 
developments, inflation, and other factors. Dividends are not guaranteed and are subject to change or elimination. 

Exchange traded funds (ETFs) and mutual funds are sold by prospectus only, which should be read carefully before 
investing. Please consider the investment objectives, risk, charges and expenses before investing. The liquidity of ETFs 
may not reflect the level of liquidity of other instruments on listed exchanges such as well-recognized, large cap stocks. 
The prospectuses, which contain this and other information, can be obtained from your advisor. 

Investing in fixed-income securities involves certain risks such as market risk if sold prior to maturity and credit risk 
especially if investing in high-yield or “speculative-grade” bonds, which have lower ratings and are subject to greater price 
volatility. All fixed-income investments are subject to availability and change in price and may be worth less than original 
cost upon redemption or maturity. 

There are special risks associated with an investment in real estate, including credit risk, interest rate fluctuations and the 
impact of varied economic conditions. Distributions from REIT investments are taxed at the owner’s tax bracket. 
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