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Abstract: 
In our previous papers, we presented a framework for defining macroeconomic risk and its impact on 
asset pricing.  Those papers showed how portfolios vary in their long-term return’s correlation with 
macro economic shocks, which implied that so-called “high cash flow beta” assets should receive a 
premium relative to the market portfolio. In this paper, we show how that framework can be applied to 
the strategic asset allocation problem. We label assets as either risk premium or risk hedging assets, 
depending on their exposure to macroeconomic shocks.  We show that uncertainty-averse investors 
might decrease their exposures to risk premium assets, while more uncertainty-tolerant investors might 
increase their exposures to risk premium assets.  We apply our analysis to a risk-parity portfolio, 
showing how its relatively high exposure to inflation shocks makes it a risk premium portfolio.  Finally, 
we present a methodology for designing and testing macroeconomic shocks. 

Why This Matters: 
 

 Our analysis provides a possible framework for treating horizon effects in portfolio choice. 

 This framework is easy to implement for evaluating macro shocks. 

 Our overall framework can be easily applied to analyze other investment strategies. 
 

  

mailto:Kurt.Winkelmann@msci.com
mailto:Oleg.Ruban@msci.com
mailto:Oleg.Ruban@msci.com
mailto:Katalin.Varga@msci.com


 

 

MSCI Research msci.com 
© 2013 MSCI Inc. All rights reserved.  
Please refer to the disclaimer at the end of this document 2 of 15 

Market Insight 
Deconstructing Risk Parity Portfolios 

June 2013 
 

 
Introduction 

This paper builds on the analysis in our previous three papers, which showed the following: 

 Macro risk can be defined as persistent shocks to trend growth and inflation 

 Dividend growth rates for size, style and sector portfolios vary in their responses to such shocks 

 The variations in responses to such shocks is a risk that can be priced 

 Long-run returns reflect compensations for this risk 

 Macroeconomic shocks have a smaller impact on short-term risk decompositions 

 Macro risk dominates long-run risk decompositions 

The pricing model that we use to establish long-run returns is based on assumptions about a 
“representative” investor.  In our analysis, this ‘stand-in’ investor cares about both the risk inherent in 
today’s investment opportunity set, and also the uncertainty about the evolution of investment 
opportunities over time.  It is the evolution of investment opportunities over time that is most sensitive 
to shocks to economic conditions.  Our analysis in this paper shows how an investor’s investment 
horizon and willingness to tolerate macroeconomic uncertainty informs asset allocation decisions. 

We categorize strategies as either risk premium or risk hedging, depending on their long-run exposure 
to macroeconomic shocks.  Keeping these shocks in mind, strategies with high long-term cash-flow betas 
relative to the market portfolio are defined as risk-premium strategies, while those with low cash-flow 
betas relative to the market portfolio are defined as risk-hedging strategies.  In our analysis, investors 
with a low tolerance for long-run uncertainty can reduce their exposure to macroeconomic risk by 
shifting the asset allocation towards risk-hedging strategies.  By contrast, investors with a high tolerance 
for long-run uncertainty can receive a premium by increasing their exposure to macroeconomic risk and 
tilting towards risk-premium strategies.   

The distinction between risk-premium and risk hedging strategies, which incorporates attitudes towards 
uncertainty, is well-suited for analyzing risk-parity portfolios.  Our analysis shows that a risk-parity 
portfolio tilts to risk-premium strategies.  As such, it has greater exposure to macroeconomic risk than 
the market portfolio, and is especially exposed to inflation shock. Consequently, the risk parity portfolio 
is consistent with an investor who is willing to tolerate long-run uncertainty.  Because risk-parity 
portfolios require the use of leverage to achieve their return targets, significant adverse macroeconomic 
shocks could also increase the potential for breaching margin requirements.   

Assets are Either Risk Premium or Risk Hedging Strategies 
The analysis in our earlier papers suggested that there are two principal sources of macro risk: 1) 
persistent shocks to economic trend growth, and 2) changes in the inflation regime.  Relative to the 
market portfolio, strategies with high long-term cash flow betas have higher exposures to shocks to 
trend growth than the market portfolio.  Because of their higher long-term cash flow betas, these 
strategies generate a higher long-run equilibrium return relative to the market; we label these risk 
premium strategies.  In particular, our earlier analysis showed that value, small cap and cyclical 
industries all have higher cash flow betas relative to the market. 

Conversely, strategies with low cash flow betas relative to the market portfolio are less exposed to 
shocks to trend growth. Our analysis showed that these strategies generate lower long-run returns than 
the market portfolio in equilibrium.  As they have lower exposure to persistent shocks to trend growth, 
these strategies can hedge some of the effects of macro shocks relative to the market; we label these 
strategies risk-hedging strategies.  Low cash flow beta strategies include growth, large cap and defensive 
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industries. Both Real and Nominal bonds have low cash-flow betas with respect to persistent shocks to 
real economic trend growth, and consequently are a risk hedging strategy. 

Our earlier papers also analyzed the impact of inflation on asset cash flows, which showed there is 
negative feedback between inflation and growth in real output for most major economies; higher 
inflation translates into lower growth in real output.  Furthermore, our analysis showed that increases in 
inflation have negative effects on equity cash flow growth.  At the same time, inflation shocks are 
slightly positive for real bond prices; higher inflation translates into lower real growth and consequently 
higher real bond prices.  The same effect does not work for nominal bonds, where the impact of higher 
inflation swamps the beneficial effect of higher real bond prices. In our study, inflation shocks can be 
quite disastrous for nominal bond prices. Moreover, the impact of inflation increases with duration. 
Because of the significant impact of inflation on nominal bond prices, we categorize nominal bonds as a 
risk premium strategy, where the risk premium is the inflation risk premium. 

Table 1 summarizes our description of risk premium and risk hedging strategies. In the remainder of this 
paper we will analyze the conditions under which investors may shift to risk premium or risk hedging 
strategies. 

 

Table 1. Investment Strategies Are Risk Premium or Risk Hedging Strategies. 

Macro Risk Risk Premia Strategies Risk Hedging Strategies 

Real Growth 

 Value 

 Small Cap 

 Real Estate 

 Cyclical Industries 

 Growth 

 Defensive Industries 
 Nominal Bond 

 Inflation-Linked Bonds 

Inflation 
 Nominal Bonds 
 Equities 

 Inflation-Linked Bonds 
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Asset Allocation Depends on Uncertainty Aversion and Horizon 

Our earlier analysis showed that the assets with large cash flow betas should receive a premium relative 
to the market portfolio; that is, the observed historical premiums on strategies such as value and small 
cap are compensation for persistent shocks to trend growth.  These premiums are also consistent with 
the hypothetical investor holding the market portfolio.  However, specific investors can reasonably 
deviate from holding market cap weights.  The issue is:  what would cause investors to deviate from 
holding the market portfolio?   

In the usual CAPM framework, investors care about risk aversion.  Differences in risk aversion among 
investors lead to adjustments in the split between risky and risk-free assets, but not in the composition 
of the risky portfolio; in equilibrium, the risky portfolio for all investors is the market portfolio.  In our 
analysis, investors are both risk averse and uncertainty averse. Aversion or tolerance to uncertainty is 
what dictates an investor’s aversion to, or preference for, high cash flow beta portfolios. Preferences for 
high cash flow betas, in turn, drive allocations to either the risk premium portfolio or the risk hedging 
portfolio. 

Figure 2 illustrates these points.  In the graph, the representative investor holds the market portfolio 
where all strategies and assets are held in their capitalization weights.  Now suppose that an investor 
can tilt towards either risk premium or risk hedging portfolios.  For this example, the risk premium 
portfolio is assumed to be a value-weighted portfolio of value, small cap, consumer discretionary, 
financials, real estate and materials, while the risk hedging portfolio is assumed to be a value-weighted 
portfolio of growth, large cap, utilities, health care, industrials, telecoms, energy, information 
technology, and consumer staples.1 

What happens to the strategy mix as uncertainty aversion changes?  As Figure 2 illustrates, the 
uncertainty averse investor (represented by a high uncertainty aversion parameter) tilts away from the 
market portfolio and allocates a larger proportion of the portfolio to the risk hedging portfolio.  By 
contrast, the uncertainty seeking investor (represented by a low uncertainty aversion parameter) tilts 
away from the market portfolio and allocates a larger proportion of the portfolio to risk premium assets. 

 

  

                                                           
1
 We found the long run cash-flow betas of industrials, telecoms, energy, and information technology sectors to be moderately positive, although lower than the 

equity market’s cash-flow beta. 
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Figure 2. Portfolio Holdings Change with Uncertainty Aversion. 

 

The Figure shows how long-run portfolio holdings change with an investor’s uncertainty aversion. The representative investor 
holds the 100 percent capitalization-weighted equity market portfolio. The uncertainty aversion (UA) scale is normalized so that 
the representative investor has an UA of 1. For example, an investor with an UA of 1.2 is 20% more uncertainty averse than the 
representative investor, and an investor with an UA of 0.8 is 20% more uncertainty tolerant. The representative investor’s 
uncertainty aversion was calibrated to match the observed equity market average return of 7.9 percent from 1950 to 2011. 
Investors that are more uncertainty averse tilt towards the Risk Hedging portfolio, while investors that are more uncertainty 
tolerant tilt towards the Risk Premium portfolio.   

 

The asset allocation differences in Figure 2 raise the question:  why does uncertainty aversion vary 
among investors?  One possibility is that there are classes of investors for whom short-run horizon 
effects are important.  These investors may not be willing to tolerate large short-term swings in portfolio 
value, nor have the patience for the long-term resolution of uncertainty.  An example of such an 
investor class could be individual investors. 

By contrast, other classes of investors may exist for whom short term effects are less relevant.  They 
may be long-lived organizations whose short term spending needs are not driven by portfolio value.  
Consequently, they may have the patience required for the long-term resolution of uncertainty. 

While investor attitudes about uncertainty can vary by investor class, it is important to recall that the 
aggregate of all investor holdings must equal the market portfolio.  Looking again at Figure 2,  the 
differences in asset allocation  illustrate how an equilibrium, where the representative investor holds 
the market portfolio, can be compatible with differences in asset allocations across investor classes. 
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Risk Parity Portfolios are also Risk Premium Portfolios 

Recently, investors have been considering so-called “risk-parity” investment strategies.  The premise 
behind these portfolios is that capital should be allocated so that the marginal contribution to portfolio 
risk is the same for each asset.   It is argued that allocating capital in this way provides a better 
diversified portfolio, relative to a cap-weighted equity portfolio.  Since bond returns are viewed as less 
volatile than (and exhibiting little correlation with) equity returns, the total portfolio volatility of a risk-
parity portfolio is less than that of a cap-weighted equity portfolio.  Consequently, to achieve equivalent 
target returns, investors must apply leverage at either the portfolio or asset class level.2 

The following simple example illustrates these points.  The reference is a capitalization-weighted equity 
portfolio.  The risk parity portfolio reallocates capital away from equities and into bonds. Furthermore, 
the remaining equity allocation is re-distributed between size and style portfolios.  Since this is a form of 
a risk-parity portfolio, the target risk allocations will be 50 percent from nominal bonds and 12.5 percent 
each from the size and style portfolios.  Table 3 shows the asset allocations and asset class risk 
contributions for the reference and risk-parity portfolios. 

 

Table 3. Risk is More Diversified in the Risk-Parity Portfolio. 

 Asset Allocation  Contribution to Total Risk 

 Risk-Parity 
100% Market Cap 
Weighted Equity 

Risk-Parity 
100% Market Cap 
Weighted Equity 

Asset Class     

Market Cap 
Weighted Equity 

0.0% 100.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

Small Cap 8.8% 0.0% 12.5% 0.0% 

Large Cap 10.7% 0.0% 12.5% 0.0% 

Value 10.6% 0.0% 12.5% 0.0% 

Growth 10.8% 0.0% 12.5% 0.0% 

Bonds 59.1% 0.0% 50.0% 0.0% 

Volatility 8.5% 15.6%   

The table shows the asset allocation and asset class risk contributions for the Risk-Parity and the 100 percent market cap-
weighted equity portfolio. Asset allocations and risk contributions are based on monthly historical portfolio returns from 1985 to 
2011. The style portfolios are long only, respectively sorted by size and book-to-market. The portfolio total return series are 
available from Kenneth French’s website. We used the Citigroup US 10-Year+ Government Bond Index to represent the bonds 
portfolio.       

 

Two points stand out from Table 3.  First, the risk-distributions show that total portfolio volatility is 
evenly split between equities and bonds in the risk-parity portfolio, and that equity risk is evenly split by 
size and style.  Secondly, it is clear that the risk-parity portfolio has less volatility than the cap-weighted 

                                                           
2 For a description of risk parity portfolios and the use of leverage, see the special section on risk parity in the Spring 2011 issue of The Journal of Investing. 

http://mba.tuck.dartmouth.edu/pages/faculty/ken.french/index.html
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equity portfolio, mostly because of the low correlation between equity and bond returns.  Holding asset 
class return expectations constant (and treating them as given), the risk-parity portfolio will generate a 
lower expected return than the cap-weighted equity portfolio.  Consequently, to achieve the same 
return target as cap-weighted equities, the risk-parity portfolio must be levered.3  Alternatively, the risk-
parity portfolio can be levered to have the same projected volatility as equities.  In this case, expected 
returns would exceed those of the reference portfolio. In this example, applying a leverage of about 1.8 
to 1 would achieve the same volatility as the equity portfolio. 

As Table 3 shows, the reduction in initial (pre-leverage) total portfolio volatility is achieved by tilting 
towards value, small cap and nominal bonds; in short, the risk parity portfolio tilts towards risk premium 
strategies.  In Figure 2, we showed that investors with a high tolerance for uncertainty (e.g., long horizon 
investors) should tilt towards risk premium strategies.  Consequently, in our analysis, the risk parity 
portfolio is suitable for uncertainty tolerant investors.  Since an important reason for the existence of 
premiums is investment horizon, it is reasonable to wonder whether there are macro risks that may 
emerge only over longer time horizon. 

Inflation Shocks Can Be More Consequential for Risk Parity Portfolios 
In the previous section, the risk-parity portfolio tilts towards holding risk premium strategies. The 
analyses in our earlier papers showed that risk premium assets have higher exposures to 
macroeconomic risk. Thus, the risk-parity portfolio would appear to have a higher exposure to macro-
shocks than, say, the reference portfolio. 

This point can be illustrated in two ways.  First, we can calculate the long-term variance of each 
portfolio, and decompose it into the principal sources of macro risk. Secondly, we can examine the 
impact of macroeconomic shocks on each portfolio. 

Table 4 shows the long-term risk levels for the cap weighted equity portfolio and the unlevered and 
levered risk parity portfolios.  Risk levels in the table are calculated using both the historical time series 
of returns and our macro factor model.  Table 4 also shows the attribution of risk to the principal macro 
risk factors.4  What is evident from the table is that the risk-parity portfolio is more exposed to inflation 
risk than the reference portfolio.  Correspondingly, the risk-parity portfolio is less exposed to persistent 
shocks to real economic growth than the reference portfolio.  The differences in the allocation of macro 
risk can be attributed to the higher exposure to nominal bonds in the risk-parity portfolio.  Because the 
principal source of long-run risk in nominal bonds is inflation, the higher allocation to nominal bonds in 
the risk-parity portfolio means that the portfolio itself will have a larger proportion of risk attributable to 
inflation shocks. 

 

  

                                                           
3
 The amount of leverage depends on the expected return assumption for bond and equity returns. 

4 Macro risk attribution is discussed in our earlier paper (“Pricing and Analyzing Macro Risk”). 
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Table 4:  The Risk-Parity Portfolio Has More Inflation Exposure. 

 100% Market 
Cap-Weighted 

Equity  
Risk-Parity 

Risk-Parity  with 
Leverage 

 

Historical Long Term Risk 15.6 8.5 15.6  

Model Long Term Risk 10.6 8.1 14.6  

Macro Risk Contribution 87.9 95.5 95.5  

                             Real GDP 77.8 51.7 51.7  

                             Inflation 10.1 43.8 43.8  

 

The table shows the long-term (80-quarter) portfolio volatility and variance contributions from real GDP growth and inflation for 
the 100 percent Market Cap-Weighted Equity, Risk-Parity, and levered Risk-Parity portfolios. The long term historical risk is the 
equally weighted standard deviation of portfolio monthly real returns from 1985 to 2011. The model volatility and variance 
contributions from real GDP growth and inflation are derived from our asset pricing model. 

 

The impact of shocks to trend growth and inflation can also be seen through stress tests.  Figure 5 and 
Figure 6 show the effects on the risk-parity portfolio and the reference portfolio of positive and negative 
shocks to our two principal sources of macro risk: shocks to real GDP growth and shocks to inflation.  
Because our macro risk model is one where the persistency of shocks are not revealed immediately, the 
graphs show the cumulative effect measured in cumulative real returns over an 80 quarter horizon;   
however, the marginal effects seem to diminish after about 20 quarters. 

 

Figure 5: The Risk-Parity Portfolio is Highly Sensitive to Real Economic Growth. 
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It is evident from the graphs in Figure 5 that the risk-parity portfolio thrives, relative to the reference 
portfolio, in conditions of stable or positive shocks to real output, and stable or falling in periods of 
inflation.  In contrast to the reference portfolio, the risk-parity portfolio is hurt during periods with large 
and persistent shocks to real output growth, and large increases in inflation. 

Our analysis in this section indicates that the risk-parity portfolio is a levered tilt on risk premium 
strategies.  In the previous section, our analysis showed that investors who have a tolerance for the 
long-term resolution of uncertainty tilt their portfolios towards risk premium strategies.  Combining 
these two results suggests that risk-premium strategies may be more suitable for investors who are 
uncertainty seekers and not for the uncertainty averters.5 

 

Figure 6: The Risk-Parity Portfolio is Highly Sensitive to Inflation Shocks. 

 

 

 

 

In our analysis, the risk-parity portfolio has a substantially different set of macro risk exposures than the 
reference portfolio.  As discussed throughout this series, the impact of these macro risks is not revealed 
over short horizons.  Consequently, our analysis suggests that to understand the total risk picture and 
design better investment strategies, standard risk analyses based purely on the volatility of returns can 
be complemented with analyses of macro risk exposures.6 

  

                                                           
5 There is some uncertainty aversion parameter that makes the risk-parity portfolio optimal, conditioned on using Epstein-Zin preferences.  The uncertainty aversion 
parameter for this portfolio is less than that of the market portfolio (i.e. representative investor). 

6
 This point is especially important for strategies using leverage.  Larger exposures to macro shocks could increase the potential for margin calls relative to measures 

expressed only in terms of volatility. 
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Macro Scenarios Can Be Evaluated in a Structured Way 

In the previous section, Figure 6 shows that the risk-parity portfolio does well, relative to the reference 
portfolio, in periods of stable and above trend economic growth combined with stable and declining 
inflation.  In our previous papers, we have argued that macro risk is best defined as a persistent shock to 
real GDP growth and inflation.  A reasonable next step is to systematically evaluate macro scenarios and 
their impact on the risk-parity and reference portfolios.  

The first step in systematically evaluating a macro scenario is the definition of a baseline. The purpose of 
the baseline scenario is to set bands against which stress scenarios can be measured.  Since the effects 
we are concerned about are long-term, the baseline scenario should also be long-term.  Finally, the 
baseline should be easy to calculate on the basis of readily available data. 

Table 7 shows an example of such a baseline scenario, which shows the projected growth rate for US 
real GDP and inflation in 12 quarters (the choice of 12 quarters is arbitrary).  The scenario was calculated 
using a Bayesian Vector Autoregression (BVAR).7  The table also shows confidence bands around the 
baseline, set at the 70 and 30 percent levels.  Most of the time, realized real GDP and inflation will be 
within the confidence bands.  These bands are important for us in developing stress scenarios. 

 

Table 7:  Baseline Scenario and Confidence Bands for US Real GDP Growth and Inflation, 12 quarters out. 

  

Baseline 

Confidence Bands 

30th 
Percentile 

70th 
Percentile 

Real GDP Growth (%) 2.0 0.3 3.8 

Inflation (%) 1.8 0.8 2.8 

 

 

Our earlier papers argued that macro risk is a persistent shock to trend growth and/or inflation; that is, 
what matters to portfolio value is not a one-time shock, but a shock whose effects linger for many 
quarters.  In the context of our confidence bands, these shocks must be large enough so that real output 
and inflation fall outside the confidence bands in 12 quarters time.  Table 8 shows illustrative scenarios 
for such shocks to real economic growth and inflation.8  We have categorized the shocks as falling into 
one of four groups:  high real growth/high inflation, high real growth /low inflation, low real 
growth/high inflation, and low real growth/low inflation. 

 

                                                           
7
 Vector autoregressions are a standard statistical tool for multivariate time series analysis.  They have widespread application in macroeconomic analysis.  A benefit 

of VARs is that it becomes very easy to make projection over many periods, and to calculate confidence bands over those same periods. Our BVAR model builds on 
the long-run risk model for real GDP growth described in our previous paper (“Macroeconomic Risk and Asset Cash Flows”). In addition to real GDP growth and 
corporate profits, that are only observed on a quarterly basis, typically with a lag, we also made efficient use of variables available on a more timely, monthly basis: 
CPI inflation, term spread (10-Year minus 3 month), money growth (M2), Fed base rate, the SPGS Commodity Index, unemployment rate, exports, capacity 
utilization, and labor unit cost. Last, we impose restrictions (Bayesian priors) based on empirical regularities found in the observed time series of these variables. 

8 A nice feature of our BVAR model is that it allows us to evaluate the likelihood of such scenarios, conditioned on what has happened in the past. In each scenario, 
the likelihood of the (negative/positive) 1 percent persistent shock to inflation, relative to baseline, is about 18 percent. The likelihood of the (negative/positive) 1.8 
percent shock to real GDP growth is close to 0. In other words, each scenario portrays an extreme (negative/positive) change in real GDP growth, and a significant, 
although plausible change in inflation.  
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Table 8:  Macro Scenarios. 

  

High Real 
Growth / 

High  
Inflation 

High Real 
Growth / 

Low 
Inflation 

Low Real 
Growth / 

High 
Inflation 

Low Real 
Growth / 

Low 
Inflation 

Real GDP Growth (%) 3-Years Out 3.8 3.8 0.3 0.3 

Inflation(%) 3-Years Out 2.8 0.8 2.8 0.8 

 

The final step in the process is to assess the impact of each scenario on both the reference portfolio and 
the risk-parity portfolio.  The output from the assessment is a projected value (i.e., what happens to 
portfolio value in the long run if this scenario occurs), and the implicit correlation between equity and 
bond returns.9  Table 9 summarizes the results of this stress test for the reference and risk parity 
portfolio. 

 

Table 9:  Macro Scenario-Based Stress Testing Results.  

 

High Real 
Growth / 

High  
Inflation 

High Real 
Growth / 

Low 
Inflation 

Low Real 
Growth / 

High 
Inflation 

Low Real 
Growth / 

Low 
Inflation 

Impact on 100% Market Cap-
Weighted Equity Portfolio Value (%) 

6.9 8.9 -8.9 -6.9 

Impact on (Leveraged) Risk-Parity 
Portfolio Value (%) 

6.2 11.8 -11.8 -6.2 

Implied Equity/Bond Correlation (%) 22.7 63.4 63.4 22.7 

 

The table shows the projected long-run change in the equity market and risk-parity portfolio value, and the implied equity/bond 
correlation under the four scenarios described in Table 8. 

 

As anticipated, major shocks to inflation are likely to be much more significant for the risk-parity 
portfolio than the reference portfolio.  Both portfolios do well with positive shocks to trend growth.  
What is just as interesting as the impact on portfolio returns is the impact of shocks on the correlation 
between bond and equity returns. While the correlation between equities and bonds was usually found 
to be low and negative before the 2008 crisis, we found this correlation to be actually significantly 

                                                           
9 We report the implied quarterly time series correlation between equity and bond returns under each scenario, and over 80 quarters following the shock. This 
measure excludes (macro) sources of fluctuations in equity and bond returns that may prevail following the shock. Accounting for these additional fluctuations may 
result in lower correlation estimates in magnitude. 
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positive under all four macro scenarios. Thus, the risk-parity portfolio is also exposed to a “correlation 
risk,” meaning a dramatic change in the macro environment produces a change in asset correlations. 

To further explore this point, we consider two scenarios that now combine an extreme inflation rate of 
4.8 percent (three-years out), with the same low and high real GDP growth rates of 0.3 percent and 3.8 
percent. Table 10 shows the results of these stress tests.  We find that the implied correlation between 
equities and bonds is negative in the extreme high real GDP growth and inflation regime. Thus, the risk-
parity portfolio helps to diversify risk in such a macroeconomic environment. However, as shown in 
Table 10, its performance is severely hurt relative to the reference portfolio. 

 

Table 10:  Extreme Inflation Scenario Stress Tests Results.  

 

High Real Growth 

 High  Inflation 

Low Real Growth  

High  Inflation  

Impact on 100% Market Cap-
Weighted Equity Portfolio Value (%) 

5.0 -10.8 

Impact on (Leveraged) Risk-Parity 
Portfolio Value (%) 

0.6 -17.3 

Implied Equity/Bond Correlation (%) -47.4 60.2 

 

The table shows the projected long-run change in the equity market and risk-parity portfolio value, and the implied equity/bond 
correlation under two extreme inflation scenarios. In both scenarios, the three-years out inflation rate is 4.8 percent. The three-
years out Real GDP growth rate is 3.8 percent in the High Real Growth/High Inflation scenario, and 0.3 percent in the Low Real 
Growth/High Inflation scenario. 

 

Conclusion 
The principal theme of this series has been that macroeconomic risks appear to be revealed only over 
longer time horizons.   Our analysis suggests that investment strategies can be categorized as risk 
hedging or risk premium strategies.  Relative to shocks to the economy, risk premium strategies are 
those with high cash flow betas, and risk hedging strategies are those with low cash flow betas.  

In our analysis, investors with a low tolerance for long-run uncertainty (relative to the representative 
investor) can allocate away from the market capitalization weighted portfolio, and towards risk-hedging 
strategies.  By contrast, investors with a high tolerance for long-run uncertainty can receive a premium 
by reallocating away from the market capitalization weighted portfolio and into risk-premium strategies.  

We have applied the concepts of risk premium and risk hedging portfolios to analyze a stylized version 
of a “risk-parity” portfolio.  Because risk-parity portfolios are tilts away from market capitalization 
weights towards risk premium strategies, the attribution of macro risk in the risk-parity portfolio is 
different than that of the capitalization weighted portfolio.  In particular, our version of the risk-parity 
portfolio is more exposed to inflation shocks than a capitalization weighted portfolio. Thus our analysis 
suggests that the risk-parity portfolio may be better suited for investors who can tolerate the long-run 
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resolution of uncertainty.  Furthermore, we have developed a structured approach to setting up macro 
stress tests and used it to show that the risk-parity portfolio is also exposed to a “correlation risk,” 
meaning changes in the macro environment could produce changes in asset correlations. 

Approaching asset allocation through macro risk factors opens up a wide range of topics.  This paper has 
outlined an approach to developing and analyzing strategic asset allocations.  In future papers we will 
discuss how this framework can be applied to developing inflation-sensitive portfolios; analyze illiquid 
alternatives such as real estate, infrastructure and hedge funds, and analyze dynamic asset allocation 
strategies. 

  



 

 

MSCI Research msci.com 
© 2013 MSCI Inc. All rights reserved.  
Please refer to the disclaimer at the end of this document 14 of 15 

Market Insight 
Deconstructing Risk Parity Portfolios 

June 2013 
 

 
 

Reference 
 

Anderson, Evans, Lars P. Hansen, and Thomas J. Sargent, 2000 “Robustness, Detection, and the Price of 
Risk.” Working Paper https://files.nyu.edu/ts43/public/research/.svn/.../ahs3.pdf.svn-base 

Barrillas, Francisco, Lars P. Hansen, and Thomas J. Sargent, 2009, “Doubts or Variability.” Journal of 
Economic Theory 144, pp.2388-2418. 

Blanchard, Olivier J., and Danny Quah, 1989, “The Dynamic Effects of Aggregate Demand and Supply 
Disturbances.” The American Economic Review, Vol. 79, No. 4, pp. 655-673. 

Epstein, Larry, and Stanley Zin, 1989, “Substitution, Risk Aversion and the Temporal Behavior of 
Consumption and Asset Returns: A Theoretical Perspective.” Econometrica 57, pp. 937-969. 

Kreps, David M., and Evan L. Porteus, 1978. "Temporal Resolution of Uncertainty and Dynamic Choice 

Theory," Econometrica, Econometric Society, vol. 46(1), pp 185-200, January. 

Piazzesi, Monika, and Martin Schneider, 2007, “Equilibrium Yield Curves.” NBER Macroeconomics 

Annual 2006, published in 2007, Cambridge MA: MIT Press pp. 389-442. 

Hansen, Lars P., John Heaton and Nan Li, 2008, “Consumption Strikes Back? Measuring Long Run Risk.” 
Journal of Political Economy 116 (2), pp.260-302. 

Hansen, Lars P., and Jose A. Scheinkman, 2012 “Pricing Growth-Rate Risk”, Finance and Stochastics 
16(1): pp. 1-15, January, 2012. 

Sims, Chris A., 1980a, “Comparison of Interwar and Postwar Business Cycles: Monetarism 
Reconsidered.” American Economic Review, Vol. 70, pp. 250-257. 

Sims, Chris A., 1980b, “Macroeconomics and Reality.” Econometrica, Vol. 48, pp. 1-48. 

Special Section on Risk-Parity. Journal of Investing, Spring 2011, Vol. 20, No. 1. 

Winkelmann, Kurt, Ludger Hentschel, Raghu Suryanarayanan, and Katalin Varga, 2012, “Macro-Sensitive 
Portfolio Strategies: How We Define Macroeconomic Risk.”  MSCI Market Insight, November 2012. 

Winkelmann, Kurt, Raghu Suryanarayanan, Ludger Hentschel, and Katalin Varga, 2013, “Macro-Sensitive 
Portfolio Strategies: Macroeconomic Risk and Asset Cash-Flows.”  MSCI Market Insight, March 2013. 

Winkelmann, Kurt, Raghu Suryanarayanan, Ludger Hentschel, and Katalin Varga, 2013, “Macro-Sensitive 
Portfolio Strategies: Pricing and Analyzing Macro Risk.”  MSCI Market Insight, April 2013. 

 

  

https://files.nyu.edu/ts43/public/research/.svn/.../ahs3.pdf.svn-base
http://ideas.repec.org/a/ecm/emetrp/v46y1978i1p185-200.html
http://ideas.repec.org/a/ecm/emetrp/v46y1978i1p185-200.html
http://ideas.repec.org/s/ecm/emetrp.html


 

 

MSCI Research msci.com 
© 2013 MSCI Inc. All rights reserved.  
Please refer to the disclaimer at the end of this document 15 of 15 

Market Insight 
Deconstructing Risk Parity Portfolios 

June 2013 
 

 
Client Service Information is Available 24 Hours a Day 
clientservice@msci.com 

Notice and Disclaimer 
 This document and all of the information contained in it, including without limitation all text, data, graphs, charts (collectively, the “Information”) is the property of MSCI Inc. or its 

subsidiaries (collectively, “MSCI”), or MSCI’s licensors, direct or indirect suppliers or any third party involved in making or compiling any Information (collectively, with MSCI, the 
“Information Providers”) and is provided for informational purposes only.  The Information may not be reproduced or redisseminated in whole or in part without prior written 
permission from MSCI.  

 The Information may not be used to create derivative works or to verify or correct other data or information.   For example (but without limitation), the Information may not be used to 
create indices, databases, risk models, analytics, software, or in connection with the issuing, offering, sponsoring, managing or marketing of any securities, portfolios, financial products 
or other investment vehicles utilizing or based on, linked to, tracking or otherwise derived from the Information or any other MSCI data, information, products or services.   

 The user of the Information assumes the entire risk of any use it may make or permit to be made of the Information.  NONE OF THE INFORMATION PROVIDERS MAKES ANY EXPRESS OR 
IMPLIED WARRANTIES OR REPRESENTATIONS WITH RESPECT TO THE INFORMATION (OR THE RESULTS TO BE OBTAINED BY THE USE THEREOF), AND TO THE MAXIMUM EXTENT 
PERMITTED BY APPLICABLE LAW, EACH INFORMATION PROVIDER EXPRESSLY DISCLAIMS ALL IMPLIED WARRANTIES (INCLUDING, WITHOUT LIMITATION, ANY IMPLIED WARRANTIES OF 
ORIGINALITY, ACCURACY, TIMELINESS, NON-INFRINGEMENT, COMPLETENESS, MERCHANTABILITY AND FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE) WITH RESPECT TO ANY OF THE 
INFORMATION. 

 Without limiting any of the foregoing and to the maximum extent permitted by applicable law, in no event shall any Information Provider have any liability regarding any of the 
Information for any direct, indirect, special, punitive, consequential (including lost profits) or any other damages even if notified of the possibility of such damages. The foregoing shall 
not exclude or limit any liability that may not by applicable law be excluded or limited, including without limitation (as app licable), any liability for death or personal injury to the extent 
that such injury results from the negligence or willful default of itself, its servants, agents or sub-contractors.   

 Information containing any historical information, data or analysis should not be taken as an indication or guarantee of any future performance, analysis, forecast or prediction.  Past 
performance does not guarantee future results. 

 None of the Information constitutes an offer to sell (or a solicitation of an offer to buy), any security, financial product or other investment vehicle or any trading strategy.  

 You cannot invest in an index.  MSCI does not issue, sponsor, endorse, market, offer, review or otherwise express any opinion regarding any investment or financial product that may be 
based on or linked to the performance of any MSCI index. 

 MSCI’s indirect wholly-owned subsidiary Institutional Shareholder Services, Inc. (“ISS”) is a Registered Investment Adviser under the Investment Advisers Act of 1940.  Except with 
respect to any applicable products or services from ISS (including applicable products or services from MSCI ESG Research, which are provided by ISS), neither MSCI nor any of its 
products or services recommends, endorses, approves or otherwise expresses any opinion regarding any issuer, securities, financial products or instruments or trading strategies and 
neither MSCI nor any of its products or services is intended to constitute investment advice or a recommendation to make (or refrain from making) any kind of investment decision and 
may not be relied on as such. 

 The MSCI ESG Indices use ratings and other data, analysis and information from MSCI ESG Research.  MSCI ESG Research is produced by ISS or its subsidiaries.  Issuers mentioned or 
included in any MSCI ESG Research materials may be a client of MSCI, ISS, or another MSCI subsidiary, or the parent of, or af filiated with, a client of MSCI, ISS, or another MSCI 
subsidiary, including ISS Corporate Services, Inc., which provides tools and services to issuers.  MSCI ESG Research materials, including materials utilized in any MSCI ESG Indices or other 
products, have not been submitted to, nor received approval from, the United States Securities and Exchange Commission or any other regulatory body. 

 Any use of or access to products, services or information of MSCI requires a license from MSCI.  MSCI, Barra, RiskMetrics, IPD, ISS, FEA, InvestorForce, and other MSCI brands and 
product names are the trademarks, service marks, or registered trademarks of MSCI or its subsidiaries in the United States and other jurisdictions.  The Global Industry Classification 
Standard (GICS) was developed by and is the exclusive property of MSCI and Standard & Poor’s.  “Global Industry Classification Standard (GICS)” is a service  mark of MSCI and Standard 
& Poor’s. 

About MSCI  
MSCI Inc. is a leading provider of investment decision support tools to investors globally, including asset managers, banks, hedge funds and pension funds. MSCI 
products and services include indices, portfolio risk and performance analytics, and governance tools.  

The company’s flagship product offerings are: the MSCI indices with close to USD 7 trillion estimated to be benchmarked to them on a worldwide basis1; Barra multi-
asset class factor models, portfolio risk and performance analytics; RiskMetrics multi-asset class market and credit risk analytics; IPD real estate information, indices 
and analytics; MSCI ESG (environmental, social and governance) Research screening, analysis and ratings; ISS governance research and outsourced proxy voting and 
reporting services; and FEA valuation models and risk management software for the energy and commodities markets. MSCI is headquartered in New York, with 
research and commercial offices around the world. 
1 As of September 30, 2012, as published by eVestment, Lipper and Bloomberg on January 31, 2013       Apr 2013 

Americas  Europe, Middle East & Africa Asia Pacific  

Americas 
Atlanta 
Boston 
Chicago 
Montreal 
Monterrey 
New York 
San Francisco 
Sao Paulo 
Stamford 
Toronto 

1.888.588.4567 (toll free)  
+ 1.404.551.3212 
+ 1.617.532.0920 
+ 1.312.675.0545 
+ 1.514.847.7506 
+ 52.81.1253.4020 
+ 1.212.804.3901 
+ 1.415.836.8800 
+ 55.11.3706.1360 
+1.203.325.5630 
+ 1.416.628.1007 

Cape Town 
Frankfurt 
Geneva 
London 
Milan 
Paris 
 

+ 27.21.673.0100 
+ 49.69.133.859.00 
+ 41.22.817.9777 
+ 44.20.7618.2222 
+ 39.02.5849.0415 
0800.91.59.17 (toll free) 
 

China North 
China South 
Hong Kong 
Seoul 
Singapore 
Sydney 
Tokyo 

10800.852.1032 (toll free)  
10800.152.1032 (toll free)  
+ 852.2844.9333 
00798.8521.3392 (toll free) 
800.852.3749 (toll free) 
+ 61.2.9033.9333 
+ 81.3.5226.8222 

mailto:clientservice@msci.com

