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Understanding the Ibbotson Valuation Handbook: A Comprehensive Guide

When it comes to mastering the art of investment valuation, few resources are as widely respected and frequently 

cited as the Ibbotson Valuation Handbook. Whether you are a seasoned portfolio manager, an academic

researcher, or a student just beginning to explore the world of finance, this handbook offers a wealth of data,

insights, and practical tools that can help you evaluate investments with greater confidence and precision. In this

article, we’ll dive deep into what the Ibbotson Valuation Handbook is, why it matters, how to use it effectively, and

how it fits into the broader landscape of valuation literature.

What Is the Ibbotson Valuation Handbook?

The Ibbotson Valuation Handbook is a collaborative effort between two of the most influential figures in finance:

William G. Ibbotson and Robert G. L. L. The handbook compiles extensive empirical data on the performance of

various asset classes over long periods. It is widely known for its focus on historical returns, risk metrics, and the

relationships between market factors and investment performance.

Originally published in 2009, the handbook has since seen multiple editions that incorporate new data sets, refined

methodologies, and updated insights. Each edition builds on the previous one, providing readers with a

continuously evolving reference that reflects changes in global markets, economic conditions, and investment

strategies.

Core Features and Content

•  Historical Performance Data: Detailed tables showing long �term returns for equities, bonds, real estate, 

commodities, and alternative investments.

•  Risk Analysis: Metrics such as standard deviation, beta, Sharpe ratio, and downside risk that help investors 

assess volatility and risk-adjusted performance.

•  Factor Models: In �depth discussions of the Fama �French three �factor model, Carhart four �factor model, and other 

multi �factor frameworks that explain asset returns.

•  Practical Valuation Tools: Step �by �step guides on calculating expected returns, discount rates, and net present 

values for a wide range of investment scenarios.

•  Case Studies: Real �world examples that illustrate how the handbook’s data can be applied to portfolio 

construction, risk management, and performance attribution.

Why the Ibbotson Valuation Handbook Is a Must �Read

For investors, academics, and finance professionals, the handbook serves several critical purposes:

1.  Evidence �Based Decision Making: By grounding valuation practices in robust empirical data, the handbook 

reduces the reliance on guesswork and intuition.

2.  Benchmarking: Investors can compare their portfolios against historical averages and factor �adjusted returns 

to gauge performance.

3.  Education: The handbook’s clear explanations of complex concepts make it an excellent teaching resource 

for finance courses.



4.  Transparency: Detailed methodology and data sources enhance the credibility of the insights presented.

Getting Started: How to Use the Handbook Effectively

While the Ibbotson Valuation Handbook is packed with valuable information, it can feel overwhelming at first glance.

Below, we outline a step �by �step approach to help you navigate its contents and apply its insights to your investment

strategy.

Step 1: Define Your Investment Objectives

Before diving into data, clarify what you want to achieve. Are you building a diversified portfolio? Are you evaluating

a specific asset class for a hedge fund? Or are you conducting academic research on market efficiency? Having

clear objectives will guide which sections of the handbook you focus on.

Step 2: Familiarize Yourself With Key Metrics

Key performance indicators such as the Sharpe ratio, Treynor ratio, and alphaare central to the handbook’s

analyses. Take time to understand how each metric is calculated and what it tells you about risk and return.

Step 3: Analyze Historical Return Tables

The handbook’s extensive tables provide a baseline for expected returns. Compare the historical averages with

your target returns to assess feasibility. Remember that past performance is not a guarantee of future results, but it

offers a useful reference point.

Step 4: Apply Factor Models

Factor models help explain why certain assets outperform or underperform. Use the handbook’s factor data to

adjust expected returns for exposure to market, size, value, momentum, and other systematic risk factors.

Step 5: Construct a Discount Rate

One of the handbook’s strengths is its guidance on building a discount rate that reflects both market risk and

company �specific risk. Combine the risk �free rate, the equity risk premium, and adjustments for beta and other

factors to arrive at a realistic discount rate.

Step 6: Perform Net Present Value (NPV) Analysis

With a discount rate in hand, calculate the present value of future cash flows to determine the intrinsic value of an

investment. Compare this intrinsic value to market price to identify potential buying or selling opportunities.

Key Valuation Concepts Covered in the Handbook

Below are some of the most important valuation concepts and tools discussed in the Ibbotson Valuation Handbook:

1. Equity Risk Premium

The equity risk premium represents the excess return investors demand for investing in equities over risk �free

assets. The handbook provides historical estimates for the equity risk premium across different markets and time

periods.

2. Capital Asset Pricing Model (CAPM)

CAPM is foundational for estimating the expected return of an asset based on its beta. The handbook explains how

to calculate beta, interpret it, and adjust expected returns accordingly.

3. Multi �Factor Models



Beyond CAPM, the handbook delves into multi �factor models such as:

•  Fama �French Three �Factor Model: Market, size, and value factors.

•  Carhart Four �Factor Model: Adds a momentum factor.

•  Liquidity and Credit Risk Factors: For fixed income and alternative investments.

4. Risk �Adjusted Performance Metrics

Metrics like the Sharpe ratio, Sortino ratio, and information ratio help assess performance relative to risk. The

handbook offers formulas and examples for each metric.

5. Dividend Discount Model (DDM)

For equity valuation, the DDM calculates the present value of expected dividends. The handbook provides

step �by �step instructions and discusses when DDM is most appropriate.

6. Discounted Cash Flow (DCF) Analysis

DCF is a versatile valuation technique applicable to companies, projects, and real estate. The handbook walks

through the process of forecasting cash flows, determining an appropriate discount rate, and calculating terminal

value.

Using the Handbook for Portfolio Construction

Valuation isn’t just about individual securities; it also plays a critical role in building and managing portfolios. Here’s

how you can leverage the Ibbotson Valuation Handbook in portfolio construction:

Asset Allocation Decisions

Historical return data helps you determine the optimal mix of asset classes. For example, if the handbook shows

that equities have historically outperformed bonds by a certain margin, you might allocate a larger portion of your

portfolio to equities.

Risk Budgeting

Use risk metrics from the handbook to allocate risk budgets across asset classes. By understanding the volatility

and correlations among assets, you can achieve a desired portfolio risk profile.

Performance Attribution

After constructing a portfolio, use factor exposures and risk �adjusted metrics to identify which factors contributed to

performance. This insight can inform future allocation decisions.

Case Study: Applying the Handbook to a Real Investment Scenario

Let’s walk through a simplified example of how an investor might use the Ibbotson Valuation Handbook to evaluate

a potential equity investment.

Scenario

A private equity firm is considering acquiring a mid �size manufacturing company. The firm wants to estimate the

company’s intrinsic value and assess whether the proposed purchase price is justified.

Step 1: Gather Data

The firm collects the following data:

•  Projected free cash flows for the next 10 years.



•  Terminal growth rate of 3% beyond year 10.

•  Company’s beta of 1.2.

•  Risk �free rate of 2%.

•  Equity risk premium of 5% (historically derived from the handbook).

Step 2: Calculate Discount Rate

Using CAPM:

Discount Rate = Risk �free rate + Beta × Equity Risk Premium

Discount Rate = 2% + 1.2 × 5% = 8%

Step 3: Discount Cash Flows

The firm discounts each projected cash flow back to present value using the 8% discount rate, then sums them to

get the present value of the operating cash flows.

Step 4: Calculate Terminal Value

Terminal Value = Cash Flow in Year 10 × (1 + Terminal Growth Rate) ÷ (Discount Rate – Terminal Growth Rate)

Step 5: Sum and Compare

Adding the present value of the operating cash flows and the terminal value gives the intrinsic value. If this intrinsic

value is higher than the purchase price, the firm proceeds; otherwise, it may renegotiate or walk away.

Critiques and Limitations of the Ibbotson Valuation Handbook

No resource is perfect, and the Ibbotson Valuation Handbook is no exception. Here are some common critiques

and limitations that users should keep in mind:

1. Historical Data May Not Predict Future Performance

While historical averages provide useful benchmarks, markets evolve, and past performance does not guarantee

future results.

2. Data Granularity

Some data sets may be aggregated at a level that is too broad for specific niche markets or emerging asset classes.

3. Assumption Sensitivity

Valuation models often rely on assumptions (e.g., growth rates, discount rates) that can significantly influence

outcomes.

4. Limited Coverage of Certain Asset Classes

Alternative investments such as private equity, hedge funds, and certain real estate categories may have limited

data coverage.

How to Access the Ibbotson Valuation Handbook

There are several ways to obtain the handbook, depending on your needs and budget:

1. Purchase a Physical Copy

Most academic and professional bookstores carry the latest edition. Physical copies are useful for reference and

annotation.



2. Buy an eBook

Digital versions are often cheaper and can be accessed on multiple devices.

3. Library Access

Many university libraries and public libraries subscribe to financial databases that include the handbook. Check

your local library’s online portal.

4. Online Subscription Services

Platforms like Bloomberg, FactSet, and S&P Capital IQ may offer the handbook as part of their research databases.

Comparing the Ibbotson Valuation Handbook to Other Valuation Resources

While the Ibbotson Valuation Handbook is highly respected, it’s useful to compare it with other leading valuation

texts to understand its unique strengths and weaknesses.

1. “Security Analysis” by Benjamin Graham and David L. Dodd

Focuses on fundamental analysis of individual securities, with a strong emphasis on intrinsic value. The Ibbotson

handbook, in contrast, provides a broader macro �economic perspective and extensive empirical data.

2. “Investment Valuation” by Aswath Damodaran
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