The Outlook: August 5, 2024

“And then what happens?”

We’ve had our pick of terrifying headlines lately, but especially today: “Worst Day Since 1987!” “Following
U.S. Lead, Global Markets Melt Down!” and so on. There’s an old politician’s saying: “Never let a good
crisis go to waste!” It applies perfectly to the investment world as well—and to the world of journalism,
in spades. Fear is a powerful thing indeed, for us humans; and any fearful event rivets our eyes and ears
toward anybody—from genuine experts to, well, journalists—who gets in front of a camera and tells us
the meaning of it all. And if the meaning of it all seems to be “Buy canned goods and run for the hills!”,
all the better for those who make a living from our riveted eyeballs.

One of the best poems of all time says, “If you can keep your head while all about you are losing theirs . .
.” One of the best ways to keep our heads is always to ask the simplest of questions. Here it is:

“And then what happens?”

Yes ... “Market in Panic!” “Japan Collapses!” “Bubble Has Burst Forever!” Here’s a picture of some of
the many times such headlines and market plunges have happened this century, so far.

“Melt Downs!” 21st Century So Far.
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“And then what happened?” Yes...we needn’t spill more words on explanations, do we?



The only thing that makes those green-arrowed “melt downs” so scary is that we tend to forget how scary
the last one was, and the one before that and before that, etc. We have the impression—cheerfully
encouraged by the attention-seeking crowd—that “This time it’s different. This time the wheels really are
falling off the bus.”

But it’s not different this time; basically, it never is. The market is a huge crowd of mostly normal but
fallible people. Atiny part of that crowd is long-term investors like all of us: people who try to understand
the companies they own; who expect trouble from time to time; and who’ve come to know that strong
companies with good leaders always fix their problems . . . so their stock prices always come back. The
vast part of that crowd are people rolling the dice based on their impressions of the mood in the rest of
the crowd—on the impressions they think the day’s headlines might have on the other daily
gamblers. Impressions are interesting things. They are very easy to create . .. but hard to sustain in the
face of facts. The only trouble is—for us real investors—that the facts which wreck false impressions
come along slowly, usually in dribs and drabs, so that for a time the betting crowd can ignore them.

But it can’t ignore them all that long. That picture up there shows us. After all those horrifying
impressions and market meltdowns . . . “And then what happened?” The facts about profits, cash flows
and invention took over, and ran the show, as they always do. Today’s facts are as good or better than at
any time this 21 century. Whether in a week, a month or longer, they’ll take over once again, and we’ll
look back and wonder exactly why we were so alarmed.
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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.



