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Abstract 

This paper surveys the theory and evidence on how risk is priced in equity markets and how the cross-section of 

stock returns is determined. The intellectual starting point is the capital asset pricing model developed by Sharpe 

(1964) and Lintner (1965) on the portfolio foundations laid by Markowitz (1952), which predicts that the only 

priced dimension of risk is the covariance of a security's return with the market portfolio, summarized by beta. 

Decades of empirical research have challenged this prediction. Beginning with Banz (1981) on firm size and 

extending through the influential study of Fama and French (1992), the evidence indicates that beta has remarkably 

little power to explain cross-sectional differences in average returns, whereas firm size, the book-to-market ratio, 

momentum, and, more recently, profitability and investment carry reliable premia. These empirical regularities led 

to the development of multi-factor asset pricing models, most notably the Fama-French three-factor and five-factor 

models and the Carhart momentum extension. The survey then examines whether these patterns reflect 

compensation for systematic risk or systematic mispricing, and discusses the econometric concerns raised by data 

mining and multiple testing. It concludes with an assessment of factor investing in practice, the growth of the 

factor zoo, and the limits imposed by crowding, capacity, and transaction costs. 

Keywords: asset pricing, capital asset pricing model, factor models, market efficiency, anomalies, factor investing 

1. Introduction 

Explaining why some stocks earn higher average returns than others is the central question of asset pricing. The 

field seeks to identify which dimensions of risk are priced, how expected returns vary across assets, and whether 

observed return differences reflect compensation for systematic risk or the systematic errors of investors. Over the 

past seven decades the literature has progressed from a portfolio-selection framework to a rich family of 

equilibrium models, and yet the empirical cross-section of expected returns remains a subject of intense and 

productive debate. This paper surveys the main lines of that debate, tracing the evolution from the capital asset 

pricing model (CAPM) to the multi-factor models that now dominate both academic research and professional 

asset management. 

The CAPM, developed almost simultaneously by Sharpe (1964) and Lintner (1965) on the portfolio foundations of 

Markowitz (1952), remains the canonical starting point of the field. It predicts that a single risk factor, the return on 

the market portfolio, summarizes all systematic risk and that the expected return on any asset is a linear function of 

its beta, the covariance of the asset's return with the market divided by the market variance. The appeal of the 

model lies in its parsimony and its clear, testable implications. Under the joint hypothesis that markets are efficient 

and the model is correctly specified, no other characteristic should be rewarded with higher average returns once 

beta is controlled for. The efficient market hypothesis, formalized by Fama (1970), reinforced this view by arguing 

that prices fully reflect available information and that consequently abnormal returns should be difficult, if not 

impossible, to earn on a risk-adjusted basis. 

The empirical record tells a more complicated story. A large literature, beginning with Banz (1981) and 

culminating in the influential study of Fama and French (1992), showed that beta is only weakly related to average 

returns in the cross-section, while firm size and the ratio of book to market equity carry substantial and persistent 

premia. Subsequent research documented momentum (Jegadeesh and Titman, 1993), low-volatility effects (Ang, 

Hodrick, Xing, and Zhang, 2006), and profitability premia (Novy-Marx, 2013), each of which is difficult to 

reconcile with a single-factor model. The response was the development of empirical factor models, of which the 

Fama-French three-factor model (1993), the Carhart four-factor model (1997), and the five-factor model of Fama 
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and French (2015) are the most widely used. 

A word on scope and method is warranted. This survey draws on the classic papers of the field and on the empirical 

literature that followed, and it is intended for readers with some familiarity with finance but without specialist 

training in asset pricing. Rather than providing an exhaustive catalogue of the hundreds of factors that have been 

proposed, it focuses on the handful of patterns with the strongest and most replicated evidence, on the models that 

organize them, and on the economic and statistical questions they raise. The emphasis is on ideas and evidence 

rather than on formal derivations, which are available in the cited sources. 

Three issues animate the contemporary literature and organize the discussion that follows. The first is whether the 

cross-sectional patterns documented in the data are genuine and robust, or partly artifacts of data mining and 

publication bias. The second is whether, assuming they are genuine, these patterns represent compensation for 

systematic risk or evidence of systematic mispricing. The third is what the accumulated evidence implies for 

investment practice, where factor models have moved rapidly from academic curiosity to the design principles of a 

large fraction of institutional portfolios. 

The purpose of this survey is to address these issues in a way that is accessible yet faithful to the underlying 

research. Section 2 reviews the theoretical foundations, from portfolio theory to the CAPM and the equity 

premium puzzle. Section 3 summarizes the main cross-sectional anomalies and the evidence that beta fails as a 

complete description of expected returns. Section 4 describes the multi-factor models that organize these patterns. 

Section 5 examines the risk-versus-mispricing debate and the econometric concerns raised by multiple testing. 

Section 6 turns to factor investing in practice, and Section 7 concludes. The emphasis throughout is on the 

intellectual logic connecting these strands rather than on methodological detail. 

2. Portfolio Theory and the Capital Asset Pricing Model 

2.1 Markowitz Portfolio Selection 

Modern asset pricing begins with Markowitz (1952), who formalized the intuition that risk and return should be 

evaluated jointly. An investor cares about the expected return of a portfolio and the variance of its return, and 

diversification is valuable precisely because the risk of a portfolio depends not only on the risks of its individual 

assets but also on the covariances among them. By combining assets with imperfectly correlated returns, an 

investor can reduce risk for a given expected return, tracing out an efficient frontier of mean-variance optimal 

portfolios. 

The central insight of Markowitz is that only the systematic component of risk, which cannot be diversified away, 

should command a risk premium in equilibrium. The idiosyncratic component, unique to each security, washes out 

in a well-diversified portfolio and therefore carries no price in the aggregate. This distinction between diversifiable 

and non-diversifiable risk is the conceptual foundation on which the CAPM is built, and it remains central to every 

modern factor model. 

Mean-variance analysis also clarifies the meaning of risk in practice. For a single security, risk is not measured by 

its own variance but by its contribution to the variance of a diversified portfolio, which is governed by the 

covariance of the security's return with the returns of other assets. Securities that move with the broad market are 

risky in the sense that matters, while securities whose movements are largely independent can be held without 

adding much portfolio risk. This logic justifies the emphasis on beta, the standardized covariance with the market, 

as the natural measure of a security's systematic risk exposure. 

The efficient frontier itself is a convenient organizing device. For a given set of risky assets, the frontier traces the 

minimum-variance portfolio for each level of expected return, and the optimal choice for an investor depends on 

risk tolerance. When a risk-free asset is available, the relevant efficient set collapses to a single tangency portfolio 

of risky assets combined with the risk-free asset, a result that foreshadows the market portfolio of the CAPM. 

Although the theory is static and abstract, its vocabulary of risk, covariance, and diversification continues to 

structure how practitioners think about portfolio construction. 

Two features of mean-variance analysis deserve emphasis because they recur throughout asset pricing. First, the 

relevant measure of a portfolio's risk is its variance, and the risk contribution of an asset is governed by its 

covariance with the portfolio, not by its own variance alone. Second, the efficient frontier is upward-sloping but 

concave: the marginal reward to taking on additional risk diminishes as risk increases, a property that shapes the 

trade-offs investors face. These features underlie the CAPM's characterization of equilibrium and the 

interpretation of factor premia as rewards for bearing non-diversifiable risk. 
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2.2 The CAPM and the Security Market Line 

Sharpe (1964) and Lintner (1965) extended Markowitz's framework to an equilibrium setting in which all investors 

hold the same risky portfolio, the market portfolio, combined with the risk-free asset. Under the model's 

assumptions, the expected return on any asset is a linear function of its beta. The security market line (SML) 

summarizes this relation: assets with beta above one earn more than the market, assets with beta below one earn 

less, and assets with zero beta earn the risk-free rate. The intercept of the line is the risk-free rate and its slope is the 

expected market risk premium. 

The CAPM is attractive because it is parsimonious and because it delivers a sharp, refutable prediction: beta is the 

only characteristic that matters for expected returns. Any other observable attribute, such as size or 

book-to-market, should be irrelevant once beta is accounted for. The model also provides a clean interpretation of 

the cost of capital and a natural benchmark for performance evaluation. Testing its predictions, however, requires a 

model of expected returns and a stance on market efficiency, and much of the empirical literature can be read as an 

attempt to evaluate the joint hypothesis (Fama, 1970). 

The assumptions of the CAPM are strong, and their relaxation has motivated much of the subsequent theoretical 

literature. Investors may not have identical beliefs, may face borrowing constraints, may care about more than the 

mean and variance of wealth, and may not be able to hold the market portfolio. Each departure alters the 

predictions of the model in subtle ways, but the empirical failure of the CAPM does not depend entirely on these 

assumptions; it is driven by the difficulty of reconciling the large cross-sectional differences in average returns 

with a single priced factor. 

Early tests of the CAPM, and of the market model more generally, were broadly supportive, but closer examination 

revealed that the linear beta-return relation was weak in the cross-section. Studies sorted stocks into portfolios by 

beta and examined whether average returns increased with beta as the model predicts; the evidence was mixed and, 

in many samples, the relation was flatter than theory implied. These early doubts, together with the emergence of 

the size and value effects, set the stage for the systematic re-examination of the CAPM that followed. 

The CAPM also gave rise to a rich tradition of using the model to estimate the cost of capital and to evaluate 

investment projects and fund managers. The expected return implied by beta, combined with the risk-free rate and 

an estimate of the market risk premium, provides a benchmark for discounting risky cash flows. The same logic 

underlies the use of factor models to separate a manager's skill from the systematic exposures of her portfolio. 

These applications are so widespread that even critics of the CAPM generally retain its vocabulary of betas, alphas, 

and risk premia. 

2.3 The Equity Premium and Long-Run Asset Returns 

A closely related question concerns the level of the expected return on the stock market as a whole, the equity 

premium. Mehra and Prescott (1985) documented that over roughly ninety years of U.S. data the average real 

return on stocks exceeded that on short-term government bills by about six percentage points per year, a premium 

far larger than standard equilibrium models could generate with plausible levels of risk aversion. This equity 

premium puzzle has motivated an enormous literature on consumption-based asset pricing and remains one of the 

most important open questions in financial economics. 

Long-run data underscore the magnitude of the reward to bearing equity risk. Over the 1900-2024 period, U.S. 

equities have delivered roughly 6.6 percent per year in real terms, world ex-U.S. equities about 4.3 percent, and 

U.S. bonds only about 1.6 percent (Dimson, Marsh, and Staunton, as reported by T. Rowe Price, 2025). These 

differences, illustrated in Figure 1, are enormous when compounded over long horizons. A dollar invested in U.S. 

equities at the start of the twentieth century grew by a striking multiple of a dollar invested in bonds, a fact that 

both motivates the equity premium puzzle and explains the central role of stocks in long-term portfolios. 

The equity premium puzzle has implications well beyond asset pricing. It bears on the cost of capital, on the design 

of retirement systems, and on the evaluation of fiscal and monetary policy. Attempts to resolve the puzzle, whether 

through habit formation, long-run consumption risks, or rare disasters, have led to a much richer understanding of 

how risk preferences interact with the distribution of consumption, and they illustrate the deep connection between 

macroeconomics and the pricing of financial assets. 

It is worth emphasizing that the equity premium puzzle concerns the level of stock returns, while the anomalies 

literature concerns the cross-section of returns. The two are logically distinct but related. If the aggregate equity 

premium is difficult to explain, it is perhaps unsurprising that the compensation for bearing risk varies across 

securities in ways that a simple model does not capture. Both phenomena point to the need for richer models of risk 

and preferences than the classical framework provides. 
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The equity premium is also larger than simple extrapolation of historical averages would suggest. Estimates 

depend on the sample period, the measure of returns, and the treatment of taxes and survivorship, and the premium 

has varied substantially across countries and decades. Nevertheless, the broad conclusion that equities have 

historically paid a substantial premium over bonds holds across most long-run international data. The exact 

magnitude matters for asset allocation, and the uncertainty around it is an important source of risk for investors and 

policymakers alike. 

 

 
Figure 1. Long-run annualized real returns of major asset classes, 1900-2024 

Source: Dimson, Marsh, and Staunton (Global Investment Returns Yearbook), as reported by T. Rowe Price 

(2025). 

 

3. Anomalies and the Failure of Beta 

The empirical challenge to the CAPM came from a series of anomalies, patterns in average returns that are not 

explained by beta. Although individual anomalies were documented over many years, the cumulative effect was to 

overturn the view that a single market factor describes the cross-section. This section reviews the most important 

of these patterns, which are summarized in Table 2, and emphasizes both the strength of the evidence and the 

interpretive questions it raises. 

 

Table 2. Documented cross-sectional return patterns in U.S. equities 

Pattern Typical measure 
Average return 

evidence 
Key studies 

Size Market capitalization 

Small firms outperform; 

SMB premium roughly 3 

percent per year 

Banz (1981); Fama and 

French (1993) 

Value Book-to-market equity 

High book-to-market 

outperforms; HML 

premium roughly 5 

percent per year 

Fama and French (1992); 

Lakonishok et al. (1994) 

Momentum Past 3-12 month return 

Past winners outperform 

losers by roughly 1 

percent per month 

Jegadeesh and Titman 

(1993); Carhart (1997) 

Low volatility Idiosyncratic volatility 
High-volatility stocks 

earn low average returns 

Ang, Hodrick, Xing, and 

Zhang (2006) 

Profitability Gross profitability 

Profitable firms 

outperform; premium 

comparable to value 

Novy-Marx (2013) 
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3.1 The Size Effect 

Banz (1981) was among the first to document that small firms earn higher average returns than large firms, a 

pattern that became known as the size effect. Controlling for beta, small-capitalization stocks earned a substantial 

premium over large-capitalization stocks in U.S. data. The size effect has been confirmed in many international 

markets and across long sample periods, although its magnitude has varied considerably over time and is 

concentrated among the smallest firms. 

The size premium is not stable over time. It was strong in the decades after its discovery, weakened considerably in 

the 1980s and 1990s as small-capitalization investing became popular, and has shown episodes of both strength 

and weakness since. This instability, which is typical of factor premia, has two consequences: it makes the size 

effect hard to exploit reliably, and it complicates the task of distinguishing a genuine premium from a chance 

result. 

The existence of a size premium is difficult to reconcile with the CAPM because the difference in average returns 

is too large to be explained by plausible differences in beta. Either small stocks are riskier along a dimension the 

CAPM does not capture, or the market misprices them. This interpretive tension is characteristic of every major 

anomaly and foreshadows the risk-versus-mispricing debate that occupies Section 5. The size effect also matters 

for practical portfolio construction, because small stocks are less liquid and more expensive to trade, so that the 

gross premium may be substantially eroded by transaction costs. 

3.2 The Value Effect 

The most influential challenge to the CAPM came from the value effect. Fama and French (1992) showed that, in 

the cross-section of U.S. stocks, the ratio of book to market equity strongly predicts average returns: firms with 

high book-to-market ratios (value stocks) earn higher average returns than firms with low ratios (growth stocks). 

Critically, once size and book-to-market were included, beta added almost nothing to the explanation of average 

returns, a result that directly contradicted the central prediction of the CAPM. 

Lakonishok, Shleifer, and Vishny (1994) reached a similar conclusion from a different angle, showing that value 

strategies that buy high book-to-market stocks and sell low book-to-market stocks earn high returns. They 

interpreted the value premium as evidence that investors extrapolate past growth too aggressively, systematically 

overpricing glamour growth stocks and underpricing the stocks of distressed firms. Their interpretation, which 

attributes the premium to mispricing rather than risk, helped launch the behavioral branch of the literature and 

remains contentious. 

The value premium is economically large and has been documented in numerous countries and asset classes, but it 

is also subject to long and painful periods of underperformance. Value strategies performed poorly during the 

technology boom of the late 1990s and again during parts of the 2010s, reminding investors that a persistent 

premium does not imply a smooth one. Whether the premium is best interpreted as compensation for the risk of 

financial distress or as the correction of systematic errors in expectations is a question that the data alone cannot 

fully resolve. 

The value premium also depends on how value is measured. Book-to-market is the most common measure, but 

earnings yields, cash-flow yields, and dividend yields produce correlated but not identical rankings. The 

robustness of the premium across measures strengthens the case that it reflects a genuine pattern rather than a quirk 

of any single definition. At the same time, the correlation among value measures means that a value strategy does 

not need to choose among them with great precision. 

3.3 Momentum 

Jegadeesh and Titman (1993) documented one of the most robust anomalies in finance: stocks that performed well 

over the past three to twelve months tend to continue outperforming, while past losers continue to underperform. 

Buying past winners and selling past losers generated returns on the order of one percent per month in U.S. data, a 

premium that has been replicated across markets, asset classes, and time periods. 

Momentum is particularly difficult to reconcile with rational risk-based models because it involves buying recently 

appreciated assets and selling recently depreciated ones, in tension with standard notions of risk compensation and 

mean reversion. Its existence is often cited as among the strongest evidence against market efficiency in its 

semi-strong form. The effect is usually attributed to underreaction, to gradual diffusion of information, or to the 

herding and extrapolation behavior of investors, though a fully satisfactory explanation remains elusive. 

For all its robustness, momentum is also among the riskiest of the major anomalies. Momentum portfolios are 

prone to sudden and severe losses during market reversals, when recently winning stocks fall sharply. These 
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crashes, and the tendency of momentum returns to be time-varying, have important implications for portfolio 

construction and for the evaluation of factor strategies, a theme developed in Section 6. 

Momentum has also been shown to work across many asset classes, including currencies, commodities, and bonds, 

and across international equity markets. This breadth is unusual among anomalies and has led some researchers to 

view momentum as a fundamental feature of how information diffuses through markets rather than a localized 

mispricing. The persistence of the effect, despite being widely known and commercially exploited for decades, is 

itself a remarkable fact. 

The construction of momentum portfolios matters for their performance. The standard approach sorts stocks on 

their returns over the past twelve months, skipping the most recent month to avoid short-term reversal, and forms a 

long-short portfolio of winners and losers. Variations on this design, such as anchoring on the distance from a 

stock's fifty-two-week high, capture much of the same premium. The robustness of momentum to these 

implementation choices strengthens the case that it reflects a genuine feature of how prices respond to information 

rather than a fragile statistical artifact. 

3.4 Volatility and Profitability Anomalies 

Ang, Hodrick, Xing, and Zhang (2006) documented that stocks with high idiosyncratic volatility earn anomalously 

low average returns, the opposite of what risk-based logic would predict. Related evidence on low-volatility and 

low-beta stocks suggests that the relation between risk and expected return is flatter, or even negative, in the 

cross-section. Figure 2 illustrates this gap between the steep security market line predicted by the CAPM and the 

much flatter empirical relation. 

Several explanations for the low-volatility effect have been proposed, including investor preferences for 

lottery-like payoffs, limits to arbitrage, and the constraints that prevent many institutions from taking leveraged 

positions in low-beta stocks. Whatever the mechanism, the evidence that high-volatility stocks earn poor average 

returns poses a direct challenge to the intuitive notion that higher risk is compensated with higher expected return. 

Novy-Marx (2013) showed that profitability, measured by gross profits to assets, is a powerful predictor of average 

returns, with a premium comparable in magnitude to the value premium. This finding, together with evidence that 

firms with conservative investment policies earn higher returns, motivated the addition of profitability and 

investment factors to the empirical factor models discussed in the next section. The profitability premium also has 

a natural economic interpretation through the dividend-discount model, in which more profitable firms, holding 

growth and value constant, deserve higher expected returns. 

The anomalies described in this section share a common feature: each is a characteristic-based pattern in average 

returns that survives the inclusion of beta. Their discovery fundamentally changed the way the cross-section is 

studied, moving the field from a single-factor worldview to an empirical agenda in which many characteristics are 

examined simultaneously. The next section describes the multi-factor models that were developed to organize 

these patterns. 

 

 
Figure 2. The security market line: the steep line predicted by the CAPM versus the flatter empirical beta-return 

relation. Stylized illustration based on the cross-sectional evidence of Fama and French (1992) 
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4. Multi-Factor Models 

The accumulation of anomalies suggested that the cross-section of returns is governed by multiple sources of risk 

or mispricing. The response was a series of empirical factor models that use observable portfolio characteristics to 

summarize the common variation in stock returns. Rather than treating each anomaly as an isolated curiosity, these 

models organize the patterns into a small number of systematic factors, providing a transparent benchmark for 

performance evaluation and portfolio construction. Table 1 summarizes the most widely used models and their 

factors. 

 

Table 1. Major asset-pricing factor models 

Model Factors Key contribution Representative studies 

CAPM Market (beta) 
Single-factor equilibrium 

pricing 

Sharpe (1964); Lintner 

(1965) 

Fama-French three-factor 
Market, size (SMB), value 

(HML) 

Captures size and value 

premia 
Fama and French (1993) 

Carhart four-factor 
Three-factor plus 

momentum (UMD) 
Adds momentum Carhart (1997) 

Fama-French five-factor 

Market, size, value, 

profitability (RMW), 

investment (CMA) 

Adds profitability and 

investment 
Fama and French (2015) 

 

4.1 The Fama-French Three-Factor Model 

Fama and French (1993) proposed a three-factor model in which the expected return on a stock is a function of its 

loadings on the market factor, a size factor (SMB, small minus big), and a value factor (HML, high minus low 

book-to-market). The model captures a large fraction of the cross-sectional variation in average returns that the 

CAPM could not explain. In their sample, the average size premium was on the order of 0.27 percent per month, 

more than three percent per year, and the average value premium roughly 0.40 percent per month, about five 

percent per year. 

The three-factor model became the standard benchmark for evaluating portfolio performance and for testing new 

anomalies. A variable is said to be priced if it predicts the cross-section of returns after controlling for the three 

factors. The model is explicitly empirical rather than theoretical; it does not claim that size and value premia reflect 

risk rather than mispricing, but it organizes the data in a way that facilitates further analysis and provides a 

common language for researchers and practitioners alike. 

The construction of the size and value factors deserves emphasis. SMB is the return on a portfolio long in small 

stocks and short in large stocks, while HML is the return on a portfolio long in high book-to-market stocks and 

short in low book-to-market stocks. Because these portfolios are well-diversified and rebalanced periodically, they 

isolate the common variation associated with size and value characteristics while diversifying away much of the 

idiosyncratic noise. This design is the template for virtually all subsequent factor construction. 

The three-factor model also provides a framework for interpreting the failure of the CAPM. If the market factor is 

the only priced source of risk, then the intercepts of portfolios sorted on size and value should be zero after 

accounting for beta; instead, they are large and systematic. The three-factor model reduces these intercepts 

substantially, indicating that the size and value portfolios capture common variation that the market factor alone 

misses. Whether this common variation is risk or mispricing is left open. 

4.2 The Carhart Momentum Factor 

Because momentum is not captured by the three-factor model, Carhart (1997) added a momentum factor, UMD 

(up minus down), constructed from the returns of past winners minus past losers. The resulting four-factor model, 

originally introduced to evaluate the persistence of mutual fund performance, became a standard benchmark and is 

widely used in both academic research and industry. The momentum factor substantially improves the ability of 

the model to explain the returns of portfolios that load on recent performance. 

The momentum factor is among the most profitable and most persistent of the documented factors, but it is also 

subject to large and sudden drawdowns, particularly during market reversals. This asymmetry is important for 

portfolio construction: a factor that is profitable on average but occasionally loses a fifth of its value in a single 

month must be sized carefully, and its interaction with other factors must be managed. The volatility of momentum 
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returns underscores the practical challenge of harvesting factor premia, a theme taken up in Section 6. 

International evidence supports the importance of a momentum factor outside the United States. Momentum 

strategies have been profitable in most developed and emerging equity markets, although their magnitude varies, 

and the factor has become a standard component of practitioner factor suites. The robustness of momentum across 

markets and time is among the strongest empirical regularities in the asset-pricing literature. 

4.3 Profitability, Investment, and the Five-Factor Model 

Fama and French (2015) extended the three-factor model by adding profitability (RMW, robust minus weak) and 

investment (CMA, conservative minus aggressive) factors, motivated by the dividend-discount logic of 

Novy-Marx (2013) and others. In the dividend-discount framework, expected returns are higher for firms that are 

more profitable, hold growth constant, and lower for firms that invest aggressively. The five-factor model better 

explains average returns on portfolios sorted on profitability and investment, which the three-factor model could 

not do. 

A striking finding of the five-factor work is that the value factor becomes largely redundant once profitability and 

investment are included in the model, at least in U.S. data. This result has provoked a substantial literature on the 

precise roles of the value, profitability, and investment factors, on their behavior in international markets, and on 

the extent to which the five-factor model can be viewed as a complete description of the cross-section. 

The proliferation of factors raises a deeper question: how many factors are genuinely priced, and how many are 

artifacts of data mining? Harvey, Liu, and Zhu (2016) catalogued more than three hundred proposed factors and 

showed that, once one accounts for the number of hypotheses tested, the statistical hurdle for declaring a factor real 

should be substantially higher than conventional practice. This concern is central to the evaluation of all factor 

models and is examined in the next section. 

A recurring question is whether the five-factor model, or any finite factor model, can fully describe the 

cross-section. The answer appears to be no: the models are useful approximations that summarize much of the 

common variation, but residual anomalies remain, and the identity of the factors is itself the subject of ongoing 

research. The pragmatic view is that factor models are best understood as flexible empirical tools rather than as 

complete structural descriptions of equilibrium. 

International evidence on the five-factor model is more mixed than the U.S. results. In many markets, the value 

factor retains explanatory power even after profitability and investment are included, in contrast to the U.S. finding 

that value becomes redundant. The differences across countries reflect differences in firm characteristics, market 

structure, and data quality, and they caution against assuming that a model calibrated on one market generalizes 

mechanically to another. The behavior of the factors in international data is therefore an active and important area 

of research. 

5. Rational Risk or Behavioral Mispricing? 

A central interpretive question is whether the cross-sectional premia documented above represent compensation 

for systematic risk or the systematic mispricing of securities. The two views have very different implications for 

investors and for welfare. Under the risk-based view, factor premia are the equilibrium price of bearing 

undiversifiable risks, and diversified factor portfolios are efficient in the sense that they earn their expected return. 

Under the behavioral view, at least some premia arise from the correction of systematic errors, and exploiting them 

may both earn abnormal returns and help move prices toward fundamentals. The debate is far from settled, and the 

evidence supports elements of both interpretations. 

5.1 Risk-Based Explanations 

The rational, risk-based view holds that size, value, momentum, and profitability premia compensate investors for 

bearing undiversifiable risks that the CAPM does not capture. Small firms, value firms, and high-momentum 

portfolios may be more exposed to macroeconomic shocks, to financial distress, or to recessions, and their higher 

average returns reflect the market's reward for bearing that exposure. In this interpretation, the CAPM is not wrong 

but simply too parsimonious; expected returns depend on multiple sources of systematic risk that span the 

dimensions of the economy relevant for pricing. 

Under the risk-based view, the factors in multi-factor models proxy for states of the world in which consumption 

and wealth are particularly valuable. The equity premium puzzle (Mehra and Prescott, 1985) illustrates the 

difficulty of rationalizing large risk premia with standard preferences, but refinements involving habit formation, 

long-run consumption risks, or rare disasters bring consumption-based models closer to the data. If these 

refinements are correct, then the failure of the CAPM is not evidence of market inefficiency but evidence that a 
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richer model of risk is required. 

A difficulty with risk-based explanations is that they are often difficult to falsify. Because the identity of the 

relevant state variables is not tightly specified, a factor can often be rationalized after the fact by appealing to some 

correlated macroeconomic risk. This flexibility, while not fatal, makes it important to test risk-based stories with 

auxiliary evidence, such as the covariation of factor returns with consumption growth, investment opportunities, 

and measures of aggregate distress. 

The risk-based interpretation is reinforced by the observation that value and size premia are stronger in recessions 

and among firms that are more financially constrained. If factor premia compensate for bearing distress risk, then 

they should be high exactly when the economy is doing poorly, which is what the evidence tends to show. This 

comovement with the macroeconomy is among the most direct pieces of evidence in favor of a risk-based 

interpretation. 

5.2 Behavioral Explanations 

The behavioral view argues that at least some anomalies reflect systematic errors in investor beliefs. Lakonishok, 

Shleifer, and Vishny (1994) interpreted the value premium as evidence that investors overextrapolate past growth, 

and momentum is often attributed to underreaction and the delayed adjustment of prices to news. In these accounts, 

arbitrage is limited by risk, costs, and institutional constraints, so mispricing can persist for extended periods rather 

than being eliminated immediately. 

The behavioral literature draws on a rich set of psychological findings, including overconfidence, limited 

attention, disposition effects, and the tendency to extrapolate trends. These forces can generate the observed 

patterns in returns and also predict patterns in trading volume, volatility, and the reaction of prices to information. 

The challenge for behavioral models is to be sufficiently precise to generate falsifiable predictions that distinguish 

them from risk-based alternatives. 

A key ingredient of behavioral explanations is the notion of limits to arbitrage. Even if some investors recognize 

that prices are wrong, they may be unable or unwilling to correct them because of risk, costs, short-selling 

constraints, or the threat of forced liquidation before the mispricing corrects. When arbitrage is costly or risky, 

mispricing can persist, and the patterns that behavioral models predict can be observed in the data. The interaction 

of psychological bias with limited arbitrage is central to the modern behavioral finance literature. 

Distinguishing risk-based from behavioral explanations is difficult because both can generate similar return 

patterns and because factor loadings are measured with error. The debate therefore turns on auxiliary evidence, 

such as the behavior of factor returns around information events, the correlation of anomalies with measures of 

investor sentiment, and the cross-sectional relation between anomalies and the characteristics of arbitrageurs. No 

single test is decisive, but the accumulation of evidence points to a middle ground in which both risk compensation 

and behavioral forces play important roles. 

5.3 Data Mining and Multiple Testing 

A more recent and methodologically important concern is that many published factors may be artifacts of data 

mining. Harvey, Liu, and Zhu (2016) catalogued hundreds of factors that have been proposed in the literature and 

showed that, once one accounts for the number of hypotheses tested, a much higher statistical hurdle is 

appropriate, with a t-statistic of roughly three rather than the conventional two. By this standard, a large fraction of 

claimed findings is likely to be false. 

McLean and Pontiff (2016) provided complementary evidence using ninety-seven published predictors of 

cross-sectional stock returns. They found that portfolio returns are about 26 percent lower out-of-sample and about 

58 percent lower after publication, consistent with both data mining and the erosion of anomalies once they 

become known and exploited. The pattern is stronger for predictors with higher in-sample returns, suggesting that 

the most striking published results were partly the product of sample-specific fit. 

These findings have important implications for how anomalies should be evaluated. A single anomaly with a 

t-statistic of two is no longer convincing once hundreds of factors have been tried; economic reasoning, robustness 

across samples, and out-of-sample performance all matter. The emphasis on multiple testing has also encouraged 

researchers to be more careful about reporting the full set of variables examined and to prefer factors with clear 

economic foundations over purely empirical patterns. 

The multiple-testing critique has also changed the practice of reporting. Researchers are now expected to disclose 

the breadth of their search, to report adjusted t-statistics, and to test whether results survive reasonable 

perturbations of the sample and specification. This methodological discipline has improved the quality of 
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empirical asset pricing and has made the field more conservative in what it declares to be a genuine factor. 

The replication literature reinforces this caution. When anomalies are re-tested on new data, many weaken or 

disappear, and the strongest effects are often those with the least economic justification. The combination of data 

mining, publication bias, and the erosion of anomalies once they are known means that the evidence base for factor 

investing is thinner than the published record suggests. Investors and researchers alike must therefore weight 

economic reasoning heavily when deciding which factors to trust. 

6. Factor Investing in Practice 

6.1 From Anomalies to Investable Factors 

The academic anomalies were quickly translated into commercial products, giving rise to the field of factor or 

smart-beta investing. Value, size, momentum, low volatility, and quality strategies are now offered by a wide range 

of fund providers, and factor models are used to construct and evaluate equity portfolios around the world. The 

practical appeal is straightforward: systematic exposure to documented premia offers the prospect of higher 

expected returns without relying on the skill of individual stock pickers, and it provides a transparent, rules-based 

way to implement investment views. 

Factor investing converts an academic premium into a portfolio by tilting toward stocks with favorable factor 

characteristics. A value investor might overweight stocks with high book-to-market ratios, while a momentum 

investor might overweight recent winners. The size of the tilt, the universe of eligible stocks, and the rebalancing 

frequency determine the factor exposure and the turnover of the portfolio. The implementation is far from trivial, 

because factor returns are noisy, time-varying, and subject to substantial periods of underperformance that test the 

discipline of both managers and their clients. 

A central design question is how factors should be combined. Diversified factor portfolios that hold multiple 

factors simultaneously tend to deliver more stable premia than any single factor, because the drawdowns of 

different factors are not perfectly correlated. Combining value, momentum, quality, and low-volatility exposures 

can improve the risk-adjusted performance of a portfolio relative to any one factor alone, and multi-factor 

strategies are now the norm in institutional practice. 

The terminology of smart beta captures the way academic factors were repackaged as investable products. Early 

smart-beta funds offered single-factor exposures such as value, quality, or low volatility; later generations 

combined factors and added systematic tilts within a broadly diversified equity portfolio. The distinction between 

an index that reflects market capitalization and a factor-tilted portfolio that overweights certain characteristics is 

central to understanding the performance and risk of these products, and it is a direct application of the 

cross-sectional evidence reviewed in this paper. 

6.2 The Factor Zoo, Crowding, and Capacity 

The proliferation of proposed factors has been dubbed the factor zoo (Harvey, Liu, and Zhu, 2016). Many factors 

are highly correlated with one another, and their marginal explanatory power is limited. The existence of hundreds 

of claimed factors raises the question of how many genuinely distinct sources of risk exist and how investors 

should choose among them. A factor that is simply a leveraged or transformed version of another adds little value, 

and investors are increasingly cautious about paying for redundant exposures. 

Crowding is a further concern. The very popularity of factor strategies can erode their returns as investors pile into 

the same trades, a mechanism consistent with the post-publication decline documented by McLean and Pontiff 

(2016). When many investors hold the same factor portfolio, their collective rebalancing can amplify price 

movements and reduce the premium. Crowded trades are also prone to sharp reversals when they unwind, as the 

history of momentum and value has repeatedly demonstrated. 

The practical response to the factor zoo has been a move toward parsimony. Rather than adopting dozens of 

factors, many investors combine a small number of well-documented, economically interpretable factors and treat 

the rest with skepticism. The emphasis on robustness, economic logic, and the capacity to survive out-of-sample 

scrutiny is a direct legacy of the multiple-testing literature. 

Capacity is an additional constraint that varies across factors. Momentum and value strategies that rely on large, 

liquid positions are more scalable than strategies concentrated in small, illiquid stocks, where the size premium is 

largest but trading costs are highest. Institutional investors therefore face a trade-off between the magnitude of the 

premium and the amount of capital that can be deployed at acceptable cost. Understanding this trade-off is 

essential for realistic expectations about the returns that factor strategies can deliver at scale. 
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6.3 Implementation and Costs 

Transaction costs, turnover, and taxes materially reduce the net returns of factor strategies. Momentum, in 

particular, requires frequent rebalancing and is sensitive to trading frictions, and the high turnover of momentum 

portfolios can erode a large fraction of the gross premium. Value and low-volatility strategies, by contrast, trade 

less frequently and retain more of their gross returns, but their implementation costs still matter. 

The gap between paper returns and implemented returns can be large, and realistic performance evaluation must 

account for implementation costs, capacity, and the timing of factor exposure. Factor premia are also time-varying, 

and a strategy that performs well over one period may underperform badly over another. Investors who cannot 

tolerate long drawdowns may abandon factor strategies at exactly the wrong time, converting a documented 

premium into a realized loss. 

Factor timing is a related and difficult problem. Factor premia are time-varying, and the ability to predict their 

short-term movements is limited. Most of the evidence suggests that factors are best held through their cycles 

rather than timed, and that attempts to increase exposure after good performance and reduce it after bad 

performance tend to erode returns. The discipline of a rules-based, well-diversified factor portfolio is therefore 

preferable to discretionary timing for most investors. 

Finally, the governance of factor portfolios matters. Because factor strategies can underperform for long stretches, 

institutional investors need clear mandates, realistic expectations, and processes that prevent abandoning a strategy 

at the worst possible time. The evidence that post-publication returns decline, and that crowding erodes premia, 

further argues for careful capacity management and for a diversified combination of factors rather than a 

concentrated bet on any single one. 

Despite these challenges, factor investing has reshaped professional asset management. The discipline of tying 

expected returns to economically interpretable risks or characteristics, and of evaluating performance against 

transparent benchmarks, is a lasting contribution of the asset-pricing literature. The next generation of research is 

likely to focus on improving the measurement of factors, understanding their time variation, and integrating them 

into broader models of portfolio choice and risk management. 

7. Conclusion 

This survey has traced the evolution of asset pricing from the portfolio theory of Markowitz (1952) and the CAPM 

of Sharpe (1964) and Lintner (1965) to the multi-factor models that now dominate the field. The central empirical 

lesson is that a single market factor does not describe the cross-section of stock returns. Firm size, value, 

momentum, profitability, and investment carry substantial and persistent premia that the CAPM cannot explain, 

and the accumulation of evidence has moved the field decisively toward multi-factor descriptions of expected 

returns. 

The theoretical interpretation of these premia remains contested. Risk-based models view them as compensation 

for systematic risk, behavioral models as evidence of systematic mispricing, and a growing body of econometric 

work cautions that many proposed factors may be artifacts of data mining (Harvey, Liu, and Zhu, 2016; McLean 

and Pontiff, 2016). The truth likely contains elements of all three interpretations, and the most productive research 

integrates economic reasoning with careful empirical design rather than treating the two as competitors. 

For investors, the practical implications are clear. Expected returns differ systematically across assets, these 

differences are related to observable characteristics, and harvesting them requires careful attention to costs, 

capacity, and risk. Factor investing has moved from the academic pages of finance journals to the mainstream of 

institutional practice, and the discipline of transparent, rules-based portfolios is a genuine advance. 

For researchers, the questions that remain are substantial. Resolving the equity premium puzzle, identifying the 

state variables that genuinely price risk, distinguishing risk compensation from mispricing, and managing the 

multiple-testing problem are all open. These challenges are likely to define the agenda of financial economics for 

years to come, and they ensure that the study of the cross-section of returns will remain among the most productive 

and consequential areas of the discipline. 

In sum, the evolution of asset pricing from the CAPM to multi-factor models reflects a productive interplay 

between theory, data, and practice. The result is a much richer understanding of risk and return, and a set of tools 

that have genuinely changed how portfolios are built and evaluated. The open questions are difficult, but they are 

also the reason the field remains so vibrant. 
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