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“Why some are fast, and some are slow.” 
  

Sometimes it’s helpful, when we’re struggling to see something clearly through thick fog, to look at polar 
opposites inside the subject we’re pondering.  Studying slow-motion video of Usain Bolt running 100 
meters alongside video of, say, a senior-citizen age-group marathoner at the same 100 meters will 
enlighten us considerably—if the subject is “Why are some people very fast, and some very slow?” 
  
Over the last few days, two wildly different companies released their first-quarter earnings:  CME Group 
(the Futures Market King, and a long-time Outlook core holding) and JetBlue Airways (the Discount Air 
Travel King—or one of them—and a company Outlook has never touched with that 10-foot 
pole.)  Theresa’s “Inside CME” report, just this morning, began this way:  “CME’s first-quarter report will 
be a welcome break from “the sky just fell on us” reports of the last few days, from Caterpillar, Cummins 
. . .” (and a host of others.)  It was welcome indeed.  The picture below shows CME’s quarterly revenues 
skyrocketing while the sky fell on everyone else.  (Green circle.)  
  

 
  

In a nutshell, even while the sky fell outside, speculators and hedgers around the world stayed hunched 
over their terminals, flocking to CME’s market to either bet their fortunes (speculators) or protect their 
fortunes (hedgers) as the Virus Shutdowns shook the world economy.  It was chaos, but CME was 
completely ready for it, which explains why it is the “Futures King” and why Outlook has owned it for a 
long time. 
  
Now for the other extreme. 
  



 
  

The orange circle is JetBlue’s revenue plunge:  52% in March; 94% in April; 90% forecasted for the Second 
Quarter of 2020.  It may be that we sometimes overuse the term “cliff dive.”  Not this time.  It also fits 
JetBlue’s stock price (the blue vertical wall) which fell 60% in 6 weeks.  (To CME’s 20%.) 
  
JetBlue’s people would have given the sun, the moon and the stars to trade places with CME, of course; 
but there was plenty of strain within CME as the markets turned upside down and mobs of customers 
pounded on the doors waving fistfuls of cash.  If the company had not adequately prepared for just this 
kind of event, the consequences would have been very bad.  CEO Terry Duffy said, “I’ve spent the last 2 
months tethered to the head of our clearing group.”  The clearing group, among other things, makes sure 
both sides of every trade honor their obligations, win or lose, which means collecting enough cash from 
them, ahead of time, to make sure the losers pay the winners—before heading off to bankruptcy court or 
looking for an open window.  In a nutshell, CME smoothly handled an “unbelievable” situation and giant 
surge in customer traffic because the company had prepared ahead of time.  
  
JetBlue’s people had not prepared for a global pandemic which basically eliminated air travel for the 
unknown future.  We don’t blame them, do we?  But like so many other big companies which had been 
strolling along cheerfully enough at the end of 2019, only to turn the corner into 2020 and find a grizzly 
bear pouncing upon them, JetBlue acted pretty fast and pretty effectively.  Here’s the picture. 
  



 
  

It needs some guidance.  Beginning with $1.3 billion of cash on hand at year end, with not a sniff of the 
grizzly around the corner, JetBlue spent nearly $500 million of that precious cash on debt payments, 
capital spending (buying new jets) and negative cash flow from operations (no passengers, many bills to 
pay regardless.)  That might seem foolish, except that the company avoided much worse damage to its 
cash on hand by slashing spending and canceling jet orders when possible.  
  
Then came the green bars, which show JetBlue rebuilding its pile of cash, using every method short of 
bank robbery.  All the ways amounted to “borrowing the cash,” with the far-right green bar being the 
government’s Payroll Support Program:  a cross between a grant and a loan.  No matter, the company 
ended the quarter with $3.1 billion in cash, more than double where it began.  
  
This is what business people do when they know their companies are suddenly facing life or death:  (1) 
make breathing space; (2) use the space to think about what to do next.  JetBlue answered the “What do 
we do next?” question this way, essentially: 
  

• Operate as if we’re going to live, not die.  For example, buy a few of the new jets we’ve ordered, 
because they’re money-savers relative to our old planes.  

  
• Cut operating costs even more, and as far as possible, to give us more breathing space . . . while 

we wait for airline travel to come back. 
  

That philosophy is pretty close to the Oil Kings, isn’t it?  “Nobody survives at $20 oil,” said one energy 
analyst—and “nobody” in the oil industry disagrees.   So the Oil Kings, like JetBlue, have taken an ax to 
anything which burns cash, to make breathing space.  (The big difference is that they already had a lot of 
breathing space before coming face to face with the grizzly, and that strength let them quickly build a 
great deal more.)  But the Oil Kings’ outcome still depends on the bear wandering away, eventually; just 
as JetBlue’s fate depends on air traffic rising very far indeed beyond the “10% of normal” numbers from 



March.  “Our daily traffic count is suggesting to us that traffic reached its bottom a few weeks ago,” said 
the CEO (confirming Mr. Wesbury’s “green shoot” showing the same fact for the whole industry.)  
  
Polar opposites . . . but not all that different where it really counts, are they?  At Outlook we’ve remarked 
a few times that the people leading U.S. corporations, by and large, are the most effective, most 
accountable and fastest business managers on earth.  They are the Usain Bolts . . . and the senior-citizen 
marathoners would be the people in charge of China’s endlessly money-losing, state-owned enterprises 
(among other global examples.)  We’ve chosen, as investors, to operate as if our companies are indeed 
going to live, not die.  This Earnings Season has shown us over and over again that we’ve made the right 
choice. 
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The remarks above aren’t a general recommendation to buy or sell particular securities.  Such decisions should 
only be made in the context of an investor’s own circumstances.  Stocks and bonds carry the risk of loss.  
 


