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Abstract 

Despite continuing success for the sell-in-May effect, returns from the January-February segment of 

the six-month period proved surprisingly flat. Between 1995 and 2015, March-April and 

November-December had mean returns of 5.11 percent and 3.33 percent, respectively, while 

January-February averaged -0.04 percent. Nonetheless, the annualized return for November-April was 

nearly six times greater than that for May-October. 
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1. Background 

The trading strategy of buying stocks in November and divesting them in May is popularly known as 

the Sell in May and Go Away effect. Returns from the November-April period have generally been 

found to beat those from May-October by double-digit margins. Bauman and Jacobsen (2002) found a 

difference of 11.1 percent (17.1 percent versus 6.0 percent) when returns for the two six-month periods 

were annualized over the 1970-1998 span. Kochman and Badarinathi (2008) reported annualized 

returns of 15.57 percent (November-April) and 9.07 percent (May-October) for 1926-2004 and a 

greater margin of 13.6 percent for 1970-2004. Andrade et al. (2013) identified an advantage of 10 

percent between 1998 and 2012. When Kochman et al. (2014) annualized returns from 

November-April and May-October between 2004 and 2012, the former period again dominated—10.08 

percent versus 1.18 percent. 

Some studies have concluded that no such anomaly exists. They include Maberly and Pierce (2004), 

Fuller et al. (2013) and Dichtl and Drobetz (2014). Others such as Jones and Lundstrum (2009) and 

Dichtl and Drobetz (2015) have conceded that superior returns from November to April were possible 

but only in certain years. A final group of detractors attributed anomalous returns from 

November-April to other seasonal effects. Lucey and Zhao (2006) and Haggard and Witte (2010) cited 
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the January effect while Beladi et al. (2016) pointed to special dividends in December—the Christmas 

effect. 

 

2. Methodology 

Not unlike Kochman et al., we collected returns for the Standard & Poor 500 index from the 

www.bigcharts.com website to test the sell-in-May effect. However, unlike previous studies, we were 

interested in learning how each two-month segment in the November-April span contributed to the 

alleged anomaly. Hence, changes in the index from November 1 to December 31, from January 1 to 

February 28 or 29 and from March 1 to April 30 were identified and converted to 60 two-month 

returns—or 20 per segment—between November 1995 and April 2015. Six-month returns for the 

May-October period were likewise derived from changes in the S&P 500 index per 

www.bigcharts.com.  

 

3. Results 

Those two-month changes in the S&P 500 index between November and April beginning in 1995 and 

ending in 2015 revealed that only the March-April (5.11 percent) and November-December (3.33 

percent) segments of the six-month period were responsible for a compounded return of 8.18 percent 

(Note 1) (or 17.02 percent) when annualized. The January-February segment actually lost four basis 

points per year. See Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Two-Month S&P 500 Returns (1996-2015) 

Year Nov-Dec Jan-Feb Mar-Apr Combined  

2015 2.02% 2.21% -0.90% 3.34%  

2014 5.23% 0.60% 1.32% 7.26%  

2013 0.99% 6.20% 5.47% 13.12%  

2012 0.34% 9.11% 1.88% 11.54%  

2011 6.31% 5.51% 2.74% 15.24%  

2010 7.62% -0.95% 9.26% 16.47%  

2009 -6.76% -18.62% 18.72% -9.92%  

2008 -5.23% -6.86% 1.31% -10.57%  

2007 2.93% -0.81% 5.37% 7.58%  

2006 3.42% 2.59% 15.75% 22.81%  

2005 7.23% -0.69% 8.89% 15.96%  

2004 5.83% 2.97% 1.04% 10.11%  

2003 -0.67% -4.40% 9.01% 3.52%  

2002 8.33% -3.60% -2.69% 1.62%  
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2001 -7.63% -6.09% 0.77% -12.59%  

2000 7.80% -8.25% 7.74% 6.56%  

1999 11.88% 0.74% 7.82% 21.52%  

1998 6.10% 8.13% 5.95% 20.55%  

1997 5.03% 6.76% 1.33% 13.62%  

1996 5.92% 4.68% 1.46% 12.50%  

Mean 3.33% -0.04% 5.11% 8.56%  

S.D.     10.35% 

 

Alternatively, the 20 six-month periods between May and October for years 1996-2015 produced a 

combined effect of 1.44 percent (Note 1) (or 2.91 percent annually) when the May-June, July-August 

and September-October segments experienced changes of 0.39 percent, -0.60 percent and 1.66 percent, 

respectively. See Table 2. 

 

Table 2. Combined Effect of Two-Month Returns from May-October (1996-2015) 

Year Effect Year Effect 

2015 -0.29% 2004 14.60% 

2014 7.12% 2003 -17.75%

2013 9.96% 2002 -15.18%

2012 1.02% 2001 -1.59% 

2011 -8.09% 2000 2.08% 

2010 -0.28% 1999 -1.17% 

2009 18.73% 1998 14.14% 

2008 -30.08% 1997 7.81% 

2007 4.52% 1996 12.97% 

2006 4.33% Mean 1.25% 

2005 2.07% S.D. 11.88% 

 

The failure of January and February to contribute to our pronounced sell-in-May effect appears to be 

more time-specific than intractable. The January-February average return for 2010-2014 was 4.73 

percent—or 31.95 percent annualized. By contrast, the November-December and March-April 

segments averaged only 2.98 percent (or 19.25 percent annualized) and 2.10 percent (or 13.39 percent 

annualized), respectively, for the same five-year period. Trending returns from January-February and 

transaction costs should give pause to any strategy that buys stocks in November, liquidates them in 

January and repurchases them in March. 
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4. Conclusions 

The contribution of this study to the literature seems twofold. One, we provided recent evidence of the 

existence of the sell-in-May anomaly. The annualized average return from the S&P 500 stocks for the 

November-April period was nearly six times greater than its May-October counterpart over the 20 

years ending in October 2015. Two, we exposed an historical weak link in the six-month chain 

(January-February) that thwarted an even more impressive sell-in-May effect. If the January effect 

were ever responsible for the sell-in-May anomaly, it certainly was not true in the last 20 years. 

Some researchers have argued that the sell-in-May effect is time-specific at best—generating 

anomalous returns in some years but not in others. Others have acknowledged the effect but claimed it 

had weakened over time. For them, no explanation of the phenomenon was deemed necessary. But for 

the majority of academic writers who hailed the effect as a bona fide exception to the efficient market 

hypothesis, attempts were made to explain it. The usual reasons were vacationing investors and slower 

efforts to arbitrage away inefficiencies. The best one may have been provided by Kochman et al. who 

designated the anomaly as simply a self-fulfilling prophecy.  

 

5. Update 

Adding returns from November-December 2015, January-February 2016 and March-April 2016 

resulted in a combined sell-in-May effect of -0.67 percent. The November-December and 

January-February segments suffered losses of 1.70 percent and 4.69 percent, respectively, while 

March-April generated a gain of 6.02 percent. Conversely, the three two-month segments between May 

and October 2016 saw changes of 1.62 percent, 3.43 percent and -2.06 percent for a combined effect of 

2.94 percent. The superior combined return for May-October 2016 is only the fifth time since 1996 that 

the November-April segment failed to beat its May-October counterpart. The other years were 1996, 

2001, 2004 and 2009. 
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Note 

Note 1. The combined return based on the three two-month means is not necessarily the same as the 

combined return based on the 20 yearly combined returns. 

 

 

 


