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Key Takeaways

• Perfect timing matters less than staying invested: Even an investor with flawless market timing can fall 

behind someone who invests consistently over time.

• Waiting feels cautious, but it increases the risk of missing out: Trying to time the market often means 

sitting in cash too long and missing growth, with more downside than upside.

• Consistency removes the need to be right: Regular investing works not because it’s clever, but because 

it keeps you participating when markets move on without you.

Have you ever told your youngest family member to clean up the plates after breakfast or to go outside 

instead of being glued to their phone all day? Chances are high you got a long sigh and a muttered “why 

always me?” in return.

Advice has a funny way of becoming more irritating the more often it is repeated. In investing, few pieces 

of advice fall into that category as neatly as this one: invest regularly and stop trying to time the market.

Dollar cost averaging is one of those ideas everyone understands in theory, and almost nobody feels 

particularly excited about. It sounds dull and mechanical.

And yet, inconvenient as it may be, this is one of those cases where the advice actually holds up. So instead 

of another lecture, let’s try a simple thought experiment with three investors and see what really happens 

when you wait for the perfect moment, or don’t.

A simple thought experiment

Let’s imagine three investors. Each of them can save $100 every month. Each of them faces the same 

decision: invest right away, or hold on to it in the hope of investing at a better time later.

The only rule is that they must invest at least once within a ten-year period.1

The first investor, let’s call him Lucky (Luke), has perfect foresight. He continuously invests at the lowest 

level of the S&P 500 during each ten-year period. Every time he invests, he picks the best possible moment.

The second investor, Murphy, is his unfortunate opposite. In his attempt to find the perfect moment, he 

always gets it wrong. Murphy invests at the highest level of the market and locks in the worst possible 

timing.
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The third investor is Joe. Joe does not wait. He invests the $100 as soon as it hits his bank account, month 

after month, without trying to outsmart the market.

We will look at how Lucky, Murphy, and Joe would have fared over the past forty years.

A (not so) surprising result

Equity markets have been kind over the past forty years. Even Murphy, who consistently picked the worst 

possible moments to invest, managed to turn a total of US $48,000 into US $398,606.

Lucky did better. With perfect foresight, he always invested at the lowest level of the S&P 500 in each 

ten-year period and ended up with US $606,096. Not bad for someone who never got the timing wrong.

The real surprise is Joe. By investing $100 every month without waiting for better prices or clearer signals, 

Joe accumulated US $675,540. More than Lucky. And considerably more than Murphy.

But isn’t Lucky supposed to win?

Lucky always bought at the best possible prices. Joe never tried to do that at all. And yet, Joe ends up with 

the highest total wealth.

The problem is that Lucky only invests what he has accumulated up to the moment he finds his ‘perfect’ 

opportunity. Once he has invested, he stops and waits again. If prices rise in the years that follow, which 

they often do, Lucky simply sits on the sidelines.

Murphy suffers from the opposite problem. He waits just as long as Lucky, but gets the timing wrong. In 

doing so, he manages to combine long periods of inactivity with poor entry points.

Joe does neither. He never waits for a signal and never anchors himself to a past price. He invests 

continuously, accepting prices as they come. Over time, this means he participates in far more market 

growth than either Lucky or Murphy.

This difference may feel small at first, but it becomes clear when looking at how wealth accumulates over 

time (Figure 1). The market does not reward perfect timing as much as it rewards consistent participation.

Figure 1: Total accumulated wealth of Lucky, Murphy and Joe
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Source: WisdomTree, Bloomberg, from March 1986 to March 2026. Historical performance is not an 

indication of future performance, and any investments may go down in value.

The real risk of waiting

There is another, less obvious takeaway from this comparison.

Lucky may be rare, but Murphy is not. In reality, nobody knows the future with certainty. Which means that 

more often than we like to admit, attempts at timing the market turns us into Murphy, not Lucky.

Compared to Lucky, Murphy ends up almost $300,000 worse off after 40 years (see Figure 2). He also waits 

to invest, misses time in the market, and still ends up investing at unfavourable prices. Joe, by contrast, 

never makes a dramatic mistake. He simply keeps going.

The gap between Joe and Murphy highlights the asymmetry of market timing. The potential upside of 

getting timing right is limited, while bad timing leads to a steep drop in the final result.

Figure 2: Bad timing leads to a steep drop in the final result
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Source: WisdomTree, Bloomberg, from March 1986 to March 2026. Historical performance is not an 

indication of future performance, and any investments may go down in value.

Consistency beats timing

Even though this experiment is deliberately simplified, the takeaway is hard to ignore. Waiting for the perfect 

moment comes at a cost. That cost is the time spent out of the market, watching opportunities pass by 

while waiting for better ones.

Dollar cost averaging doesn’t feel exciting. There’s no big decision to celebrate and no single moment 

where you can say, “I got it exactly right.” Instead of trying to time the market, it removes that pressure 

altogether.

Joe never needed perfect timing, special insight, or strong conviction. He simply showed up, month 

after month, and let time do the heavy lifting. Lucky needed foresight. Murphy needed luck. Joe needed 

discipline.

For most investors, the choice is not between being Lucky or Joe. It is between being Joe or ending up 

like Murphy. And seen from that perspective, investing regularly is not the boring option. It is the sensible 

one.

1 The thought experiment is conducted over the period from October 1985 to October 2025, split into four 

distinct ten-year periods. Each investor receives $100 per month. Lucky invests once per ten-year period, at 

the lowest level of the S&P 500 observed during that period, and invests only the cash accumulated since 
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the beginning of that period. Any remaining cash earns the prevailing risk-free USD rate until invested. 

Murphy follows the same rules, but instead invests at the highest level of the S&P 500 during each ten-year 

period. Joe invests the $100 each month immediately into the S&P 500 and therefore holds no cash 

balance at any point.
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Important Risks Related to this Article

Important Information
Marketing communications issued in the European Economic Area (“EEA”): This document has 

been issued and approved by WisdomTree Ireland Limited, which is authorised and regulated by the 

Central Bank of Ireland.

Marketing communications issued in jurisdictions outside of the EEA: This document has been 

issued and approved by WisdomTree UK Limited, which is authorised and regulated by the United Kingdom 

Financial Conduct Authority.

WisdomTree Ireland Limited and WisdomTree UK Limited are each referred to as “WisdomTree” (as 

applicable). Our Conflicts of Interest Policy and Inventory are available on request.

For professional clients only. The information contained in this document is for your general 

information only and is neither an oer for sale nor a solicitation of an oer to buy securities or 

shares. This document should not be used as the basis for any investment decision. Investments 

may go up or down in value and you may lose some or all of the amount invested. Past performance 

is not necessarily a guide to future performance. Any decision to invest should be based on the 

information contained in the appropriate prospectus and aer seeking independent investment, tax 

and legal advice.

The application of regulations and tax laws can oen lead to a number of dierent interpretations. Any views or 

opinions expressed in this communication represent the views of WisdomTree and should not be construed 

as regulatory, tax or legal advice. WisdomTree makes no warranty or representation as to the accuracy of 

any of the views or opinions expressed in this communication. Any decision to invest should be based on 

the information contained in the appropriate prospectus and aer seeking independent investment, tax and 

legal advice.

This document is not, and under no circumstances is to be construed as, an advertisement or any other 

step in furtherance of a public oering of shares or securities in the United States or any province or territory 

thereof. Neither this document nor any copy hereof should be taken, transmitted or distributed (directly or 

indirectly) into the United States.

Although WisdomTree endeavours to ensure the accuracy of the content in this document, WisdomTree 

does not warrant or guarantee its accuracy or correctness. Where WisdomTree has expressed its own 

opinions related to product or market activity, these views may change. Neither WisdomTree, nor any 

ailiate, nor any of their respective oicers, directors, partners, or employees accepts any liability whatsoever 

for any direct or consequential loss arising from any use of this document or its contents.
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