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Life’s Too Short to Be a Superstar Investor 

How quick we are to label someone a superstar, 
even in the world of asset management, don’t 
you think? A handful or two years of above-
index returns and their name is forever in the 
investment Hall of Fame. People like Warren 
Buffett, Bill Miller, Peter Lynch and George 
Soros are greeted as market legends. In the bond 
market, no star shines brighter than that of Bill 
Gross, the co-founder, for decades the 
investment director and recently the retiree of 
PIMCO, one of the World’s largest fixed income 
fund managers. But after more than forty years 
of success Bill Gross is careful not to call himself 
a great investor. It is too early to tell, he says. 

In one of his famous Investment Outlooks at 
PIMCO, Bill Gross pointed out that many of 
today’s superstar investors earned their 
reputation in the period after 1970, in the special 
investing environment that followed the U.S. 
dollar’s abandonment of the gold standard. Since 
then we have experienced an epoch of credit 
expansion and asset price inflation, punctuated 
by a few abrupt market crises. The managers that 
for one reason or another chose a strategy suited 
for this sort of environment have emerged as 
winners. But according to Mr Gross, stellar 
performance in a singular epoch is not enough 
to prove investor stardom. Who can tell if they 
landed on their choice of strategy by eminent 
skill or just dumb luck? Real greatness requires 

that the investor is able to adapt to the changing 
investment climates in a series of different 
epochs; to switch strategies as the environment 
dictates. Right now we may be in the early stages 
of a new epoch, one in which credit expansion 
will be much slower than in the previous and 
asset prices therefore get no thrust from 
economic policy. Will the old superstars be able 
to learn new tricks? 

We will probably never know because few of 
them will live long enough. An epoch might last 
40-50 years or more, which makes it almost 
impossible for anyone to serve for more than 
one epoch. Buffett, Miller, Lynch, Soros and 
Gross; all of them are past the normal retirement 
age and are unlikely to keep going for more than 
a couple of decades more. At best their careers 
might span an epoch-and-a-half, hardly enough 
to prove anyone’s stardom by Mr Gross’ 
standards. 

Bill Gross; as any German-speaker knows, his 
family name translates to “great” in German. In 
my opinion, Bill Gross is truly a great investor, 
not for his investment returns but for his ever-
humble attitude. Never complacent he is an old 
investor constantly looking for new tricks to 
learn. He might just be the one to prove the 
adaptability he demands of a real superstar. If 
only he could live for a few centuries more, that 
is. 
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