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   *  So in a leap year you only get one leap day? That’s 
some good marketing.

**  Yes, our dream backyard pool is not filled with 
chocolate, or marshmallows, or even a fine 
cabernet—a good day for us starts with a cannonball 
into some data! To each their own.

2020 is not only the 
beginning of a new decade, 
it’s also a leap year. Since it 
takes Earth about 365.242 
days to make one trip around 
the sun, the Gregorian 
calendar includes an extra 
day in February nearly every 
four years (that missing 
0.008 day adds up—see side 
bar). This extra day, of course, 
is February 29, otherwise 
known as leap day.* 

So, what does this all mean for the stock 
market? With the extra time we get from 
our extra day on the calendar this year, 
we’re going to take a look at stock market 
performance during leap years to see if they 
have an extra effect on market performance. 
And while it’s fun to investigate these sorts of 
weird market anomalies, keep in mind that 
this type of analysis should not be used to 
make investment decisions. With that said, 
let’s dive into the data.** 

LEAPING THROUGH 
HISTORY
The Gregorian calendar, which is what much of the 
world uses today, is based on the solar year and named 
after the man who introduced it, Pope Gregory XIII. It 
became widely adopted in the 1800s, but—pun alert—it 
dates all the way back to 1582. Almost every fourth year on 
the Gregorian calendar is a leap year (see below), with 29 
days in February, but it wasn’t mankind’s first attempt at 
leaping through time.

 � In the early part of the Roman Empire, the Romans 
used a lunar calendar known quite cleverly as…the 
Roman calendar. It was ten days shorter than a solar 
year, which required the Romans to add an extra 23- or 
24-day month—Mercedinus—to their calendar every 
two to three years to keep the calendar in line with 
astronomical events like solstices and equinoxes.1,2 

 � This extra “intercalary” month was somewhat 
erratically (and even politically) used to create leap 
years by adding it to the end of February—a tradition 
we keep today—as back then, February was the last 
month of the year. This helps explain why the names 
of the 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th months of our year have 
Latin names that imply they are the 7th, 8th, 9th and 
10th months. 

 � Gaius Julius Caesar wasn’t too keen on the fact that 
the seasons and calendar frequently drifted from 
alignment (and the fact that some people used 
political connections to get a leap year declared and 
gain an extra month in political office2), and in 46 BCE 
took a cue from the Egyptians and introduced a new 
calendar based on the solar year.1

 � The Julian calendar’s leap years added just an extra 
day (not month) once every four years. It was the most 
commonly used calendar in Europe until the adoption 
of the Gregorian calendar, which, factoring in that the 
tropical year is 0.008 day less than the 365.25 days 
the Julian calendar assumed, corrects for the Julian 
calendar’s drift from solstices and equinoxes by having 
leap years every calendar year that is evenly divisible 
by 4 unless it is also evenly divisible by 100 except 
when it is evenly divisible by 400.
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Figure 1: Comparing the Average Annual Return 
of the S&P 500 in Leap Years and Non-Leap Years

*** Nope—surprise, surprise, we don’t like doing that, either…but we sure love our accountants!  

Source: Cetera Investment Management, Morningstar, Standard & Poor’s. Data shown is from 1946 to 2019 and is total return, which includes dividends.

Do More Days Mean More Money?
In the post-WWII era, there have been 18 leap years, with the first one taking place in 1948. Sadly, based on historical 
stock market performance, the extra day in a leap year doesn’t appear to give markets a boost. The S&P 500 has an 
average total return of 10.0% in those 18 post-WWII leap years. This compares to an average return of 12.4% in all 
calendar years during the post-WWII era (1946-2019). Driving the point home even further, the average return in non-
leap years over that span was 13.1% [Figure 1].

So, on average, stocks have performed worse in leap years. Years like 2000 (-9.1%) and 2008 (-37%) certainly 
pushed the average down. But there were also leap years where stock market performance was significantly above 
average, including 1980 (+32.4%) and 1996 (+23.0%). As this quick analysis demonstrates, leap year or not, the 
market environment can change dramatically in any given year. Even a leap of faith wouldn’t be enough to claim any 
connection to leap years and stock market returns.

There’s Still Plenty More to Celebrate
If you’re a little bummed that you can’t plan on stocks leaping higher this year, it pays to remember there’s plenty 
more to life than the stock markets, which means there are plenty more reasons to celebrate leap years. February 29 
gives you an extra day to spend with friends and family, 24 more hours to tackle your New Year's resolutions, an extra 
night to read that book on your nightstand, or, if you’re really running out of ideas of what to do, one more day for tax 
preparation!*** 

Leap day also falls on a Saturday, so we’ll go out on a limb here and predict stocks will be flat that day. And remember, 
historical performance is not a guarantee of future results, so it’s anyone’s guess if leap year underperformance will 
continue. With that said, an average historical return of 10% is still pretty darn good, which is why over the long term, 
you’re certainly better off being in the market than not. From all of us at Cetera Investment Management, we hope you 
have a great leap day. And for you leaplings (yup—it’s a word!) born on February 29, enjoy your quadrennial birthday!
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1     Fabry, M. (2016, February 29). The Tangled History of Leap Years. Retrieved from:  
https://time.com/4237292/leap-year-leap-day-history/

2   Bikos, K. and Hocken.V. (2017, November 14). The Roman Calendar. Retrieved from: 
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