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 Global equity markets tumbled into correction territory in late February as cases of the coronavirus continued to spread 
and investors fretted about the potential fallout. 

 Outside of China, the rest of the world only began to confront a serious outbreak starting in mid-February, which was 
reflected in regional market prices. 

 A look back at the performance of financial markets over the past five years highlights that sharp spikes in volatility 
often coincide with inflection points. 

 
Global equity markets tumbled into correction territory in late February as cases of the coronavirus (COVID-19) continued 

to spread and investors fretted about the potential fallout. While the negative market reaction has already surpassed other 

influenza outbreaks, a look at how markets have reacted in different geographical regions may provide helpful 

perspective. 

Spreading Beyond China 

The earliest cases of COVID-19 were diagnosed in mainland China during mid-to-late January. Almost 95% of confirmed 

cases were still confined there as of February 281. 

Outside of China, the rest of the world only began to confront a serious outbreak starting in mid-February. By that point, 

the reported spread of COVID-19 cases within China had begun to level off. 

Exhibit 1: Stocks Often Pivot Around Volatility Spikes 

  

 
1 “Coronavirus COVID-19 Global Cases by Johns Hopkins CSSE” Johns Hopkins University 
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Mainland Chinese equity markets declined sharply through the beginning of February before rebounding for most of the 

month. While the initial selloff reached correction territory, the recovery pushed Chinese stocks slightly positive again 

before an end-of-February dip returned them to a loss. 

Exhibit 2: There and Back Again 

 

Hong Kong and South Korean equities moved in sympathy with China at the start of the outbreak—albeit with more 

limited selloffs—and recovered in similar fashion. However, they suffered secondary declines in late February as the 

number of COVID-19 cases spiked in South Korea.  

Exhibit 3: A Premature Recovery

 

Europe and the U.S. remained resilient while the outbreak appeared mostly limited to Asia. But a group of new diagnoses 

in Northern Italy that resembled the trajectory of the South Korean outbreak shook confidence in the ability of the western 

world to contain the virus. Multiple individual cases in North America also created concern about their origins and the 

effectiveness of tracking and diagnosis efforts. As a result, U.S. and European equities succumbed to the outbreak-

induced panic and sold off to finish February. 

Exhibit 4: Late to the Selloff 
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A Five-Year Lookback: Volatility Spikes During Sharp Selloffs and Inflection Points 

We believe it is too soon to draw any precise conclusions about the impact this outbreak will have on financial markets. 

Although few investors enjoy uncertainty or the prospect of volatility, a look back at the performance of financial markets 

over the past five years highlights that sharp spikes in volatility often coincide with inflection points. The bottoms in early 

2016 and late 2018 arrived amid the type of heightened volatility we experienced as February 2020 came to a close. 

The U.S. market, in particular, has outpaced other markets by such a notable amount in recent years that it should come 

as no surprise if the U.S. converges with the rest of the world as U.S. economic and profits growth decline (with or without 

COVID-19-induced fallout). Given the disparity in stock-market valuations as this year got underway, we maintain our view 

that international equities will likely outperform U.S. stocks in 2020. 

Exhibit 5: Stocks Often Pivot Around Volatility Spikes 
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Important Information 
 
The opinions and views in this commentary are of SEI only and are subject to change. They should not be construed as 
investment advice. 
 
Investments in SEI Funds are generally medium- to long-term investments. The value of an investment and any income 
from it can go down as well as up. Investors may get back less than the original amount invested. Returns may increase 
or decrease as a result of currency fluctuations. Past performance is not a reliable indicator of future results. Additionally, 
this investment may not be suitable for everyone. If you should have any doubt whether it is suitable for you, you should 
obtain expert advice. 
 
The SEI Global Assets Fund Plc, SEI Global Investments Fund Plc, and SEI Global Master Fund Plc (the “SEI Funds”) 
are structured as open-ended collective investment schemes and are authorised in Ireland by the Central Bank as a 
UCITS pursuant to the UCITS Regulations. The SEI Funds are managed by SEI Investments, Global Ltd (“SIGL”). SIGL 
has appointed SEI Investments (Europe) Ltd (“SIEL”), an affiliate of SIGL, (together “SEI”) to provide general distribution 
services in relation to the SEI Funds either directly or through the appointment of other sub-distributors. The SEI Funds 
may not be marketed to the general public except in jurisdictions where the funds have been registered by the relevant 
regulator. The matrix of the SEI fund registrations can be found here seic.com/GlobalFundRegistrations. 
 
No offer of any security is made hereby. Recipients of this information who intend to apply for shares in any SEI Fund are 
reminded that any such application may be made solely on the basis of the information contained in the Prospectus. This 
material represents an assessment of the market environment at a specific point in time and is not intended to be a 
forecast of future events, or a guarantee of future results. This information should not be relied upon by the reader as 
research or investment advice regarding the funds or any stock in particular, nor should it be construed as a 
recommendation to purchase or sell a security, including futures contracts. 
 
In addition to the normal risks associated with equity investing, international investments may involve risk of capital loss 
from unfavourable fluctuation in currency values, from differences in generally accepted accounting principles or from 
economic or political instability in other nations. Bonds and bond funds are subject to interest rate risk and will decline in 
value as interest rates rise. High yield bonds involve greater risks of default or downgrade and are more volatile than 
investment grade securities, due to the speculative nature of their investments. Narrowly focused investments and smaller 
companies typically exhibit higher volatility. SEI Funds may use derivative instruments such as futures, forwards, options, 
swaps, contracts for differences, credit derivatives, caps, floors and currency forward contracts. These instruments may 
be used for hedging purposes and/or investment purposes. 
 
While considerable care has been taken to ensure the information contained within this document is accurate and up-to-
date, no warranty is given as to the accuracy or completeness of any information and no liability is accepted for any errors 
or omissions in such information or any action taken on the basis of this information. 
 
This information is issued by SEI Investments (Europe) Limited, 1st Floor, Alphabeta, 14-18 Finsbury Square, London 
EC2A 1BR which is authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority. Please refer to our latest Full 
Prospectus (which includes information in relation to the use of derivatives and the risks associated with the use of 
derivative instruments), Key Investor Information Documents and latest Annual or Semi-Annual Reports for more 
information on our funds. This information can be obtained by contacting your Financial Adviser or using the contact 
details shown above. SEI sources data directly from FactSet, Lipper, and BlackRock, unless otherwise stated. 


