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This year marks 100 years of research-quality US stock market returns. How important is 
this centennial? The movie Moneyball provides a good example. 

The protagonist of the film, Oakland A’s General Manager Billy Beane, tries to field a 
championship contender with a tiny budget after many of his biggest stars sign with 
other teams. He finds his edge with data. It was an Oscar-nominated film starring Brad 
Pitt, but it also happened to be based on a true story, adapted from a book by Michael 
Lewis, who spent time with the real-life Beane and his baseball team.

Rather than adopting the conventional wisdom of his industry, Beane forges a new path 
based on cutting-edge statistical analysis. Real data, instead of gut instinct. The sport 
had been doing it all wrong. 

This is what it was like at the University of Chicago in the 1960s when the Center for 
Research in Security Prices first assembled reliable stock market data dating back to 
1926. (Except Brad Pitt wasn’t involved.)

I was fortunate to experience the financial data revolution firsthand as a graduate 
student at the University of Chicago. My teachers were academic luminaries including 
future Nobel laureate Gene Fama, whose first lecture changed my life. The ideas I was 
exposed to—which inspired me to implement them in actual portfolios—have improved 
the lives of millions of people. 

Before this data, nobody knew the stock market’s total return. People had opinions, but 
without data almost everyone was just guessing.

It turned out the market did better than people imagined. In fact, marketwide 
performance beat many famous stock pickers. The investment world had been doing it 
all wrong. 

Since that pivotal moment, we have learned valuable lessons that make me optimistic 
about the next 100 years.
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LESSON NO. 1: INSIDERS DON’T KNOW MORE THAN OUTSIDERS

University of Chicago professors Jim Lorie and Larry Fisher created CRSP to answer a 
simple question: What have stocks really returned? At the time, it wasn’t clear whether 
the average investor had made or lost money on their investments. 

Lorie and Fisher spent nearly four years collecting and standardizing the data, compiling 
between 2 million and 3 million separate entries on magnetitic tape that, if unreeled, 
would span 3.5 miles. Twenty minutes after the data was fed into a then-newfangled 
computer, the simple question about stock returns had an answer. It surprised everyone. 

US stocks had compounded at about 9% annually between 1926 and 1960, much higher 
than was generally believed.

Michael Jensen, then an economist at the University of Rochester, used the data to 
analyze individual fund performance between 1945 and 1964. He found that individual 
mutual funds were unable, on average, to outperform a strategy that simply bought and 
held a marketwide portfolio. In fact, there was scant evidence that any individual fund 
delivered better returns than you’d expect by random chance.

After 100 years of data, the story has stayed the same. Only more so. Stock returns 
compounded at about 10% per year over the full century.

What does this mean for average investors? 

You don’t have to be an insider to have a good investment experience, and it turns out 
the experts don’t know more than the collective wisdom of the crowd. 

You can win without having to outsmart the market. There are many market-like 
portfolios available to anyone.

LESSON NO. 2: BET ON HUMAN INGENUITY 

Whenever I talk about this data, someone invariably asks: How come the market offers 
such solid returns over time?

Part of it has to do with structure. The system fosters an order that makes fair pricing 
possible. It’s built on enforceable agreements, investor protections, and transparency. 
Investors benefit from enormous trading volumes, sound accounting standards, and 
fierce competition on a level playing field.

Part of it is the companies themselves. Companies are willing to issue stock to get access 
to capital to grow their businesses—and it’s that growth potential that investors are 
buying into.

Millions of people at thousands of companies work every day to improve their products, 
enhance their services, and lower their costs—constantly adapting to a changing world. 
The future is always uncertain, and not every company will succeed, but the incentive 
system rewards innovation and problem-solving.

Collectively, this drive to do better is the engine of market returns. Human ingenuity is 
what you’re really investing in when you buy the market.
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LESSON NO. 3: INVESTOR BEHAVIOR IS KEY

You need a long-term perspective to benefit from a 10% annualized compounded return. 

For instance, $1,000 invested in a hypothetical total market index a century ago would be 
worth $17.1 million by the end of 2025. When you look at rolling 10-year periods over the 
last century, patient investors who stayed in the market for a decade came out ahead in 
real terms roughly nine times out of 10. Steadfastness works. 

That’s easy to say, but hard to stick to. Think about all that’s happened (world wars, 
economic collapses) over the past century. It’s hard to stay in your seat when year-to-year 
market movements feel chaotic: up 25% one year, down 30% the next. 

Looking at 100 years of data helps you appreciate the underlying signal when the noise 
gets too loud. History has shown that you can’t reliably outguess the market, short-term 
volatility is inevitable, and long-term discipline is rewarded. 

Spoiler alert: Beane didn’t win the World Series, but he changed how teams evaluate 
talent. That’s what Lorie and Fisher did, too. Investing is no longer about picking the hot 
stock or even enjoying a great year. It’s about the reliability of returns over a lifetime. 

Anyone can invest in the market and pursue their financial dreams by betting on human 
ingenuity to harness creativity and resilience. Just as long as they stay disciplined. 

That’s what 100 years of data tell me. I expect the next 100 years to say the same thing. 

A version of this article first appeared in Fortune.
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The information in this material is intended for the recipient’s background information and use only. It is provided in good faith and without 
any warranty or representation as to accuracy or completeness. Information and opinions presented in this material have been obtained or 
derived from sources believed by Dimensional to be reliable, and Dimensional has reasonable grounds to believe that all factual information 
herein is true as at the date of this material. It does not constitute investment advice, a recommendation, or an offer of any services or 
products for sale and is not intended to provide a sufficient basis on which to make an investment decision. Before acting on any information 
in this document, you should consider whether it is appropriate for your particular circumstances and, if appropriate, seek professional 
advice. It is the responsibility of any persons wishing to make a purchase to inform themselves of and observe all applicable laws and 
regulations. Unauthorized reproduction or transmission of this material is strictly prohibited. Dimensional accepts no responsibility for loss 
arising from the use of the information contained herein.

This material is not directed at any person in any jurisdiction where the availability of this material is prohibited or would subject 
Dimensional or its products or services to any registration, licensing, or other such legal requirements within the jurisdiction.

“Dimensional” refers to the Dimensional separate but affiliated entities generally, rather than to one particular entity. These entities are 
Dimensional Fund Advisors LP, Dimensional Fund Advisors Ltd., Dimensional Ireland Limited, DFA Australia Limited, Dimensional Fund 
Advisors Canada ULC, Dimensional Fund Advisors Pte. Ltd., Dimensional Japan Ltd., and Dimensional Hong Kong Limited. 

RISKS
 Investments involve risks. The investment return and principal value of an investment 
may fluctuate so that an investor’s shares, when redeemed, may be worth more or less 
than their original value. Past performance is not a guarantee of future results. There is 
no guarantee strategies will be successful.

UNITED STATES

Dimensional Fund Advisors LP is an investment advisor registered with the Securities and Exchange Commission.

Investment products: • Not FDIC Insured • Not Bank Guaranteed • May Lose Value
 Dimensional Fund Advisors does not have any bank affiliates.

CANADA

These materials have been prepared by Dimensional Fund Advisors Canada ULC. The other Dimensional entities referenced herein are not 
registered resident investment fund managers or portfolio managers in Canada.

This material is not intended for Quebec residents.

Commissions, trailing commissions, management fees, and expenses all may be associated with mutual fund investments. Please read the 
prospectus before investing. Unless otherwise noted, any indicated total rates of return reflect the historical annual compounded total 
returns, including changes in share or unit value and reinvestment of all dividends or other distributions, and do not take into account sales, 
redemption, distribution, or optional charges or income taxes payable by any security holder that would have reduced returns. Mutual funds 
are not guaranteed, their values change frequently, and past performance may not be repeated.

AUSTRALIA
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This material is issued by DFA Australia Limited (AFS License No. 238093, ABN 46 065 937 671). This material is provided for information 
only. No account has been taken of the objectives, financial situation or needs of any particular person. Accordingly, to the extent this 
material constitutes general financial product advice, investors should, before acting on the advice, consider the appropriateness of the 
advice, having regard to the investor’s objectives, financial situation and needs. Investors should also consider the Product Disclosure 
Statement (PDS) and the target market determination (TMD) that have been made for each financial product either issued or distributed by 
DFA Australia Limited prior to acquiring or continuing to hold any investment. Go to dimensional.com/funds to access a copy of the PDS or 
the relevant TMD. Any opinions expressed in this material reflect our judgement at the date of publication and are subject to change.

NEW ZEALAND

This material is issued by DFA Australia Limited (incorporated in Australia, AFS License No. 238093, ABN 46 065 937 671). This material is 
provided for information only. This material does not give any recommendation or opinion to acquire any financial product or any financial 
advice product, and is not financial advice to you or any other person. No account has been taken of the objectives, financial situation or 
needs of any particular person. Accordingly, investors should, before acting on the advice, consider the appropriateness of the advice, having 
regard to the investor’s objectives, financial situation and needs. Investors should also consider the Product Disclosure Statement (PDS) and 
for the Dimensional Wholesale Trusts the target market determination (TMD) that have been made for each financial product or financial 
advice product either issued or distributed by DFA Australia Limited prior to acquiring or continuing to hold any investment. Go to 
dimensional.com/funds to access a copy of the PDS or the relevant TMD. Any opinions expressed in this material reflect our judgement at the 
date of publication and are subject to change.

WHERE ISSUED BY DIMENSIONAL IRELAND LIMITED

Issued by Dimensional Ireland Limited (Dimensional Ireland), with registered office 25 North Wall Quay, Dublin 1, D01 H104, Ireland. 
Dimensional Ireland is regulated by the Central Bank of Ireland (Registration No. C185067).

WHERE ISSUED BY DIMENSIONAL FUND ADVISORS LTD.

Issued by Dimensional Fund Advisors Ltd. (Dimensional UK), 20 Triton Street, Regent’s Place, London, NW1 3BF. Dimensional UK is 
authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) - Firm Reference No. 150100.

Dimensional UK and Dimensional Ireland do not give financial advice. You are responsible for deciding whether an investment is suitable for 
your personal circumstances, and we recommend that a financial adviser helps you with that decision.

Dimensional UK and Dimensional Ireland issue information and materials in English and may also issue information and materials in certain 
other languages. The recipient’s continued acceptance of information and materials from Dimensional UK and Dimensional Ireland will 
constitute the recipient’s consent to be provided with such information and materials, where relevant, in more than one language.

NOTICE TO INVESTORS IN SWITZERLAND: This is advertising material.

JAPAN

For Institutional Investors and Registered Financial Instruments Intermediary Service Providers.

This material is deemed to be issued by Dimensional Japan Ltd., which is regulated by the Financial Services Agency of Japan and is 
registered as a Financial Instruments Firm conducting Investment Management Business and Investment Advisory and Agency Business.
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 Dimensional Japan Ltd.
 Director of Kanto Local Finance Bureau (FIBO) No. 2683
 Membership: Japan Investment Advisers Association

SINGAPORE

This material is deemed to be issued by Dimensional Fund Advisors Pte. Ltd. (UEN:201210847M), which is regulated by the Monetary 
Authority of Singapore and holds a capital markets services license for fund management.

This advertisement has not been reviewed by the Monetary Authority of Singapore or the Central Provident Fund (CPF) Board. 

FOR PROFESSIONAL INVESTORS IN HONG KONG

This material is deemed to be issued by Dimensional Hong Kong Limited (CE No. BJE760) (“Dimensional Hong Kong”), which is licensed by 
the Securities and Futures Commission to conduct Type 1 (dealing in securities), Type 4 (advising on securities) and Type 9 (asset 
management) regulated activities.

 This material should only be provided to “professional investors” (as defined in the Securities and Futures Ordinance [Chapter 571 of the 
Laws of Hong Kong] and its subsidiary legislation) and is not for use with the public. This material is not intended to constitute and does not 
constitute marketing of the services of Dimensional Hong Kong or its affiliates to the public of Hong Kong. When provided to prospective 
investors, this material forms part of, and must be provided together with, applicable fund offering materials. This material must not be 
provided to prospective investors on a standalone basis. Before acting on any information in this material, you should consider whether it is 
suitable for your particular circumstances and, if appropriate, seek professional advice.

 Neither Dimensional Hong Kong nor its affiliates shall be responsible or held responsible for any content prepared by financial advisors. 
Financial advisors in Hong Kong shall not actively market the services of Dimensional Hong Kong or its affiliates to the Hong Kong public.
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