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A few years ago, before the pandemic, I played the Harbor Links Executive golf course in Port Washington with a friend. We 
got paired up with a third guy who was there by himself. My friend Matt and I were in our early forties and he was in his late 
fifties. Nice guy, didn’t say much at first. 

I don’t really golf in real life so within a hole or two he began giving me pointers. Which I hate. “Mind your business” is 
what I wanted to say, but he was just being nice. And then we got to talking about our kids. Matt’s son and my son are best 
friends, and at the time they were in elementary school. The other guy’s kids were grown and working. Both had gone to 
great colleges—I think one went to University of Michigan and the other might have gone to an Ivy. 

The way he spoke about what his sons were doing now—one working in real estate and the other in investment banking—it 
was as though he built the pyramids in Egypt. The pride in what he had accomplished as a father in guiding his boys 
toward success and seeing it all the way through—it was almost tangible. The joy in his voice. His whole face lit up. He 
went from not talking much to not being able to say enough. Not in a boastful way—and this is important—just in such a 
way that you could tell he achieved the sum total of his life’s ambition. This was the most important thing in the world to 
him and he undeniably did it. 

I still remember this encounter because I was really affected by the way he spoke and how he carried himself having pulled 
this off. I remember saying to Matt “There’s a guy who really did it. I’d love to feel that way someday.” 

Two weeks ago, I got a little bit of a taste of it. We found out that my daughter was accepted into the University of Miami. 
We’ve been working as a family to make this happen for the last seventeen years and now here we are. So much sacrifice 
and time and energy, so many early morning drives to extra help before school, so many late afternoon pickups and tutors 
and review sessions. It was a full-household affair and it took the complete devotion of all of us to get her into a position to 
succeed. She took everything we were willing to give and she ran with it. It all paid off. 

I have a daughter who’s off to college—her first choice—and ready to begin her life as an adult. I can’t even describe how it 
felt when we got the news. I don’t cry, but I had actual tears in my eyes watching her jump up and down with her friends in 
celebration. 

Momentum 

I bring this up because I got to watch another special moment like this happen for someone else yesterday. My friend, Joe 
Terranova, got to ring the Closing Bell® at the New York Stock Exchange in recognition of his namesake ETF—the Virtus 
Terranova U.S. Quality Momentum ETF, otherwise known by its ticker symbol, “JOET,” hitting its third anniversary. His wife 
was there and his three children were on the balcony as he rang it and then slammed down the ceremonial gavel at 4pm. 
He was flanked by his coworkers from Virtus and cheered on by a whole trading floor below comprised of people who’ve 
known him both professionally and personally throughout his life. I don’t know how he held it together and kept the tears at 
bay. I would’ve been a ball of mush. 

Joe’s dream of building a quantitatively driven product that plays up his concept of marrying the Quality factor with the 
Momentum factor became a reality at the end of 2020. Three years later, it’s gaining assets and proving his theory about 
stock selection. 

By combining momentum and quality, the theory goes, you can end up with a portfolio of names that will survive 
drawdowns while remaining competitive in bull markets. Prior to the launch of JOET, the most popular momentum ETF, 
iShares MSCI USA Momentum Factor ETF (MTUM), had the lane to itself for the most part. 
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Anyway, MTUM is an iShares product and, while it seeks to capture the momentum factor, it’s not always been successful 
and momentum is not always going to be the best factor in all market environments. 

It’s had a rough few years, as you can see in the chart below. 

The orange line is total return over 
the last three years. The purple line 
is the percentage gain (or loss) of 
assets under management, which has 
fallen 35% in the period. Since the 
highs reached at the end of 2021, 
MTUM’s assets in dollar terms have 
fallen from over $16 billion to around 
$8.5 billion. 

In the chart to the right, you can see 
that MTUM’s assets (purple) 
continued to flow out even as the 
fund’s returns started to climb back 
into positive territory. 

Past performance is not indicative of future results. Source: YCharts. As of December 20, 2023.

Investing is a relative game, not an absolute one. Gaining 10% while the Nasdaq is up 50% just isn’t going to attract net 
positive flows for a product with “momentum” in its name (and in its ticker symbol!). 

Of course, I have no idea how the fund will fare in the future, but this is what the experience has been like until now. 

I took a look at JOET just to get a sense of how it had held up during the same time frame. Did the quality screen 
employed by Virtus make a material difference? 

The answer is yes. Big time. 

Past performance is not indicative of future results. Source: YCharts. As of December 20, 2023.
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JOET is in orange, MTUM is in 
purple. Over the last three years, 
one has consistently separated itself 
from the other. So why does MTUM 
have 10 times the amount of assets 
under management as JOET? Here 
are some reasons I thought of: 

	�It’s been around longer. The 
iShares MSCI USA Momentum 
Factor ETF was born on April 16, 
2013, giving it a seven year head 
start before the debut of the 
Virtus product and a track record 
exceeding 10 years. This means 
it’s more useful in model portfolio 
presentations because the advisor 
baking it into his or her cake 
doesn’t have to substitute live 
performance for hypothetical 
backtested index performance. 
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	�iShares is BlackRock and BlackRock is amazing at marketing funds and keeping its products front-of-mind for investors. 
In most categories, BlackRock has a (or the) default product. It’s not an accident that they became the largest asset 
management firm on the planet. 

	�Inertia—always an explanation for these sorts of things. Some money is just parked forever and is completely insensitive 
to alternative products, changes in market behavior, performance, volatility, etc. People set and forget. Not everyone, but 
a lot of people. Some advisors would prefer to tell clients that the original decision to invest in something was right and 
that things will eventually work out rather than say “I made a mistake, let’s make a change.” This is human nature. 

	�It’s built into models with sticky money where it’s not important enough to change. This happens too. If you built a 
factor-driven asset allocation model and “momentum” was just 5% of that model, then who cares. Let it be. 

	�There are believers that the MTUM methodology will prove superior over the very long-term, relative to other fund options. 
Of course this is possible. MTUM could have a banner year in 2024. We won’t know in advance. They have portfolio 
construction based on an index and that index could work better than other momentum strategies. It could also be worse. 
So much of that is timeframe dependent too. Hedge funds are focused on next quarter, not next decade. Maybe they see 
MTUM sprinting in the current market environment, unencumbered by concerns about the “quality” of the holdings. 

Those are just five ideas that I believe may explain the discrepancy in assets between the two funds. If the performance gap 
persists into the next two years, I think the AUM gap will shrink a lot. In markets and in life, some things just take awhile. 

Big Brother

Anyway, I’m biased. You can’t go by me because I have a personal relationship here. Joe is like a big brother to me, I didn’t 
have one growing up, so it’s cool to know what it feels like. We met on the set of CNBC’s 5 o’clock Fast Money show back 
in 2011. The network was just launching Scott Wapner’s Fast Money Halftime Report for the 12 noon hour and both Joe 
and I were cast on it from day one (only the two of us and Stephanie Link remain among the original Halftime cast). Joe 
showed me the ropes at the network, made introductions for me, and generally just looked out. There were some people on 
the desk who weren’t thrilled with the airtime I was getting and the oxygen I was sucking out of the room. Joe had my back. 

Past performance is not indicative of future results. Source: YCharts. As of December 20, 2023.



4

PRIDE AND JOY

RISK CONSIDERATIONS
Exchange-Traded Funds (ETF): The value of an ETF may be more volatile than the underlying portfolio of securities it is designed to track. The costs to the portfolio of 
owning shares of an ETF may exceed the cost of investing directly in the underlying securities. Equity Securities: The market price of equity securities may be adversely 
affected by financial market, industry, or issuer-specific events. Focus on a particular style or on small, medium, or large-sized companies may enhance that risk. 
Momentum Factor Investing: Momentum investing is subject to the risk that the securities may be more volatile than the market as a whole. There may be periods when 
the momentum style of investing is out of favor and therefore, the investment performance of the portfolio may suffer. Passive Strategy/Index Risk: A passive investment 
strategy seeking to track the performance of the underlying Index may result in the portfolio holding securities regardless of market conditions or their current or projected 
performance. This could cause the portfolio’s returns to be lower than if the portfolio employed an active strategy. Market Price/NAV: At the time of purchase and/or sale, 
an investor’s shares may have a market price that is above or below the fund’s NAV, which may increase the investor’s risk of loss. Correlation to Index: The 
performance of the portfolio and its index may vary due to factors such as flows, transaction costs, whether the portfolio obtains every security in the index, and timing 
differences associated with additions to and deletions from the index. Market Volatility: The value of the securities in the portfolio may go up or down in response to the 
prospects of individual companies and/or general economic conditions. Local, regional, or global events such as war or military conflict, terrorism, pandemic, or recession 
could impact the portfolio, including hampering the ability of the portfolio’s manager(s) to invest its assets as intended. Prospectus: For additional information on risks, 
please see the fund’s prospectus.

The Terranova U.S. Quality Momentum Index is an equally weighted index designed to provide diversified exposure to quality momentum large-cap equities listed in the 
United States. The index is calculated on a total return basis with dividends reinvested. The index is unmanaged, its returns do not reflect any fees, expenses, or sales 
charges, and it is not available for direct investment.
Diversification does not assure a profit or protect against losses.
All investments carry a certain degree of risk, including possible loss of principal.
Not insured by FDIC/NCUSIF or any federal government agency. No bank guarantee. Not a deposit. May lose value.

Please consider a Fund’s investment objectives, risks, charges, and expenses carefully before investing. For this and other information 
about any Virtus Fund, contact your financial professional, call 800-243-4361, or visit virtus.com for a prospectus or summary 
prospectus. Read it carefully before investing.
Distributed by VP Distributors, LLC, member FINRA and subsidiary of Virtus Investment Partners, Inc.
4864 12-23 © 2023 Virtus Investment Partners

To learn more, please contact us at 800-243-4361 or visit virtus.com.

Later, as I got to know him off the set, he showed me much more—how to balance work life and family life and combine 
the two when possible. How to turn business relationships into friendships. How to enjoy the work you’re doing so that it 
doesn’t always feel like work. How to better your situation when things become too unenjoyable for too long. And when I 
needed a practice field for my boy’s travel baseball team, he showed me how to get one of those too. 

Joe is the personification of momentum and quality. His career has been on fire ever since I met him and he continues to 
grow, regardless of what happens in the industry or the markets around him. The people he does business with are proud of 
their association with him. His generosity is legendary. He says no to almost every proposed idea people throw his way, so 
that when he finally says yes and commits to working on a thing, everyone around him knows it’s a good project and they 
want to be involved. 

Yesterday was a testament to this. You could feel the pride and joy emanating throughout the world’s most famous trading 
floor all afternoon.

VIRTUS TERRANOVA U.S. QUALITY MOMENTUM ETF 
AVERAGE ANNUAL TOTAL RETURNS (%) Past performance does not predict future returns.

As of 9/30/23 QTD Year to Date 1 Year 3 Years 5 Years
Since  

Inception

NAV -3.09 4.20 14.84 n/a n/a 4.63
Market Price -3.08 4.19 14.72 n/a n/a 4.62
Index -3.08 4.43 15.31 n/a n/a 5.00

Returns for periods of less than one year are cumulative total returns.
Performance data quoted represents past performance. Past performance does not 
guarantee future results. Investment return and principal value will fluctuate so that shares, 
when redeemed, may be worth more or less than their original cost. Current performance 
may be lower or higher than the performance data quoted. Please visit virtus.com for 
performance data current to the most recent month end.
The Total Expense Ratio represents the Fund’s Total Annual Fund Operating Expenses, which 
includes the management fee and other expenses where applicable, except for certain payments 
that are paid directly by the Fund, as described in the Prospectus.


