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The 8-Year Bull Market:  strength versus age. 
  

Here’s a picture of something rare in U.S. history:  an 8-year Bull Market.  
  

 
  

As Outlook has often noted, the investment world overflows with clever people.  “Clever” is not usually a 
compliment, when we’re choosing words; but in this case “clever” also means genuinely intelligent, highly 
educated, and hard-working.  They’re all those things, but somehow that combination of virtues very 
often muddies their thinking, instead of clarifying it.  They miss the forest for the trees, because they are 
so good at analyzing each tree:  right down to the species of microscopic wood ticks burrowing under the 
bark, so to speak, and what that may mean for the stock market.  
  
And so a great many eminent analysts have been worrying about the creaky age of this Bull Market, and 
showing us a lot of analysis to support the opinion that up there at the far right edge of the chart, we’re 
teetering on the edge of a cliff, with gravity just waiting to send us accelerating down to a grim place 
indeed, as far as our life savings are concerned.  
  
Let’s back up a step or two, and look for the forest. 
  



 
  

Possibly the “Prime Fact” of the financial world is:  “Debt Kills.”  It’s hard to find a recession, depression, 
or bear market in history in which the build-up of too much debt didn’t play the major role in 
triggering the catastrophe, and sometimes prolonging it.  Courtesy of the Federal Reserve and 
economist Scott Grannis, above, we see the American consumer’s debt position since 1980, shown as 
“debt payments as a percent of take-home pay.”  Before the Calamity and Bear Market of 2008 – 2009, 
that ratio touched a record at 18%.  In these 8 years, it’s fallen to another record—the good kind—at 
only 15%, which is as low as it’s been in 35 years.  One chart does not a complete picture make; but this 
is still one powerful chart, and it says something very simple and clear:  “the U.S. consumer sits at a 
historical level of financial strength today.” 
  

Corporate Debt as a Percent of Net Worth 

 
  

And here’s one look at debt in the business sector.  It stands at 35% of net worth today, which is 
nearly the lowest level in 20 years.  It 1994 it peaked at 50%.  One chart does not a complete picture make 
. . . but this one, too, says something distinct about the business side:  “U.S. companies are 
near the historical low end, not the high end, of debt exposure; so they are at the high end, not the low 
end, of historical financial strength.” 
  



Finally, here’s another look at business:  corporate profits have spent the last decade (except 
for the briefest plunge during the Calamity) earning much more money, as a share of the whole economy, 
than was common for the prior 50 years.  
  
And here’s the Big Picture, which rarely earns a mention among the mountains of keen analysis of this 
“aged” Bull Market:  “The financial panic and economic calamity of 2008 – 2009 caused people, by and 
large, to behave normally, and perfectly sensibly.  Business leaders vowed to make their companies into 
financial fortresses, never to be shattered by a repeat of the Calamity.  Consumers vowed to protect 
themselves in exactly the same way, cutting debt and building up liquidity.  Those two facts—plus a solid 
8 years of anxious, worried, two-steps-ahead-and-one-step-back behavior by the stock market—are why 
this Bull Market and economic expansion has lasted so long . . . and why there is solid reason to expect it 
to continue a good while longer.”  
  
So at Outlook we’re holding on to our financially strong companies, mostly trading at careful valuations, 
not crazy ones; and buying more when we can.  This Bull Market is 8 years old.  We don’t know how old 
it will be when it ends—nor does anyone else.  But we’ll keep our eyes on the “big facts” that matter:  U.S. 
financial strength, profits, and non-silly market valuations. 
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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. 
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