
 

 

 

Exchange-traded funds (ETFs) have become increasingly 
popular since they were introduced in the United States in the 
mid-1990s. Their tax efficiencies and relatively low investing 
costs have attracted investors who like the idea of combining 
the diversification of mutual funds with the trading flexibility of 
stocks. ETFs can fill a unique role in your portfolio, but you 
need to understand just how they work and the differences 
among the dizzying variety of ETFs now available. 

What is an ETF?  

Like a mutual fund, an exchange-traded fund pools the money 
of many investors and purchases a group of securities. Like 
index mutual funds, most ETFs are passively managed. In-
stead of having a portfolio manager who uses his or her judg-
ment to select specific stocks, bonds, or other securities to buy 
and sell, both index mutual funds and exchange-traded funds 
attempt to replicate the performance of a specific index.  

However, a mutual fund is priced once a day, when the fund's 
net asset value is calculated after the market closes. If you buy 
after that, you will receive the next day's closing price. By con-

trast, an ETF is priced throughout the day 
and can be bought on margin or sold 
short--in other words, it's traded just as a 
stock is. 

How ETFs invest 

Since their inception, most ETFs have 
invested in stocks or bonds, buying the 
shares represented in a particular index. 
For example, an ETF might track the 
Nasdaq 100, the S&P 500, or a bond in-

dex. Other ETFs invest in hard assets--for example, gold bul-
lion. In such cases, a commodity or precious-metals ETF may 
buy futures contracts or quantities of bullion. With the rapid 
proliferation of ETFs in recent years, if there's an index, there's 
a good chance there's an ETF that invests in it. 

The new wave of ETFs 

New and unique indexes are being developed every day. As a 
result, ETFs that might seem similar--for example, two funds 
that invest in large-cap stocks--can actually be quite different. 
Many indexes define which securities are included based on 
their market capitalization--the number of shares outstanding 
times the price per share. However, other indexes and the 
ETFs that mimic them may select or weight securities within 

the index based on fundamental 
factors, such as a stock's  
dividend yield.  

Why is weighting important? Be-
cause it can affect the impact 
that individual securities have on 
the fund's result. For example, an 
index that is weighted by market 
cap will be more affected by underperformance at a large-cap 
company than it would be by an underperforming company 
with a smaller market cap. That's because the large-cap com-
pany would represent a larger share of the index. However, if 
the index weighted each security equally, each would have an 
equal impact on the index's performance. 

More and more new indexes are being introduced, many of 
which cover narrow niches of the market, or use novel rules to 
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Pros 

ETFs can be traded throughout the day as price fluctuates 

ETFs can be bought on margin, sold short, or traded using 
stop orders and limit orders, just as stocks can 

ETFs do not have to hold cash or buy and sell securities to 
meet redemption demands by fund investors  

Annual expenses are often lower, which can be especially  
important for long-term investors 

Because ETFs typically trade securities infrequently, they have 
lower annual taxable distributions than a mutual fund 

Cons 

Dollar-cost averaging will require paying repeated  
commissions and will increase investing costs 

If an ETF is organized as a unit investment trust, delays in 
reinvesting its dividends may hamper returns 

An ETF doesn't necessarily trade at its net asset value, and 
bid-ask spreads may be wide for thinly traded issues or in  
volatile markets 

Pros and Cons of Exchange-Traded Funds 

Matt McKellar, CFP®
President & Co-Founder
.
10655 NE 4th Street, #704
Bellevue, WA 98004
(425) 562-ICON
Matt@ICONconsultingllc.com
www.iconconsultingllc.com

ICON 2008



 

 

choose securities. Many so-called rules-based ETFs are be-
ginning to take on aspects of actively managed funds--for ex-
ample, by limiting the percentage of the fund that can be de-
voted to a single security or industry.  

The cost advantages and tradeoffs of ETFs 

As indicated above, one of the reasons ETFs have gained 
ground with investors is because of their low annual expenses. 
Passive index investing means an ETF doesn't require a port-
folio manager or a research staff to select securities; that re-
duces the fund's overhead. Also, investing in an index means 
that trades are generally made only when the index itself 
changes. As a result, the trading costs required by frequent 
buying and selling of securities in the fund are minimized.  

However, don't forget that you'll pay a commission each time 
you buy or sell ETF shares. That means a one-time lump-sum 
investment in an ETF will be more cost-effective than dollar-
cost averaging, which involves frequent, regular investments 
over time. 

ETFs and taxes 

ETFs can be relatively tax efficient. Because it trades so infre-
quently, an ETF typically distributes few capital gains during 
the year. In the past, there have been times when some inves-
tors found themselves paying taxes on capital gains generated 
by a mutual fund, even though the value of their fund may ac-
tually have dropped. Though it's not impossible for an ETF to 
have capital gains, ETFs generally can minimize the ongoing 
capital gains taxes you'll pay. 

Just how much impact can reducing taxes have over the long 
term? More than you might think. Even a 1% difference in your 
return can be significant. For example, if you invest $50,000 
and earn an average annual return of 5% (compounded 
monthly), you would have a pretax amount of $82,350 after 10 
years. Even a 1% increase in that return would give you 
$90,970 at the end of that time. (This hypothetical example is 
for illustrative purposes only and does not represent the per-
formance of any particular investment. Actual results will vary.) 

Make sure you consider just how an ETF's returns will be 
taxed. Depending on how the fund is organized and what it 
invests in, returns could be taxed as short-term capital gains, 
ordinary income, or even (in the case of gold and silver ETFs) 

as collectibles, all of which are taxed at higher rates than long-
term capital gains.  

What are some other reasons investors use ETFs? 

• To get exposure to a particular industry or sector of 
the market. Because the minimum investment in an ETF 
is the cost of a single share, ETFs can be a low-cost way 
to make a diversified investment in alternative invest-
ments, a particular investing style, or geographic region. 

• To limit losses. Being able to set a stop-loss limit on your 
ETF shares can help you manage potential losses. A 
stop-loss order instructs your broker to sell your position if 
the shares fall to a certain price. If the ETF's price falls, 
you've minimized your losses. If its price rises over time, 
you could increase the stop-
loss figure accordingly. That 
lets you pursue potential 
gains while setting a limit on 
the amount you can lose.  

How to evaluate an ETF 

1) Look at the index it tracks. 
Understand what the index con-
sists of and what rules it follows 
in selecting and weighting the 
securities in it. 

2) Look at how long the fund and/
or its underlying index have been 
in existence, and if possible, how 
both have performed in good 
times and bad. 

3) Look at the fund's expense 
ratios. The more straightforward 
its investing strategy, the lower 
expenses are likely to be. An 
index using futures contracts is 
likely to have higher expenses 
than one that simply replicates the S&P 500. 

Your financial professional can help you decide how ETFs 
might fit your investing strategy. 
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ETFs and  
Closed-End Funds 

There are some  
similarities between 
ETFs and closed-end 
mutual funds. Both pool 
investors' money, and 
both trade on stock 
exchanges. However, a 
closed-end fund's  
securities are selected 
by a portfolio manager 
rather than an index. 
Also, ETFs typically 
trade at roughly the net 
asset value of the  
securities it holds. With 
a closed-end fund, the 
market price may be 
quite different from the 
value of the fund's  
holdings. 
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Disclosure Information -- Important -- Please Review
Information contained in this publication is not intended to provide specific advice or recommendations for any individual. 

For specific advice regarding investment, retirement, tax, and other planning needs, please reach us to conduct your own personal 
consultation which will address those needs. 

Securities offered through Linsco/Private Ledger member FINRA/SIPC. Fee based consulting and advisory services offered through 
ICON Consulting LLC, an independently owned and operated Registered Investment Advisor.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


