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A GUIDE to the Top 2026 ETFs

Part 1: The Broad ETF Narrative 

Part 2: The Top 2026 YTD ETF Leaders 

Part 3: Managing Portfolio Returns Using ETFs



The Broad ETF Narrative
What Does an Investor Need to Know?
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These Miscellaneous Charts Show Investors  
The Past and Future Timeline -- of ETF Innovation and Growth
From 1993 to 2025
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Here are the core definitions, and characteristics of ETFs,  
and what makes ETFs attractive for investors
What Makes ETFs Attractive for Investors?
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There are Many Different Types of ETFs and Strategies
From ETF.com 
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How ETFs are Valued?
From ETF.com
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Economic and Financial  Characteristics of ETFs
From SEC and Finra
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Comparison of ETFs, Stocks, and Mutual Funds
From SEC
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The Top 2026 ETFs
A deep dive.  
Looking for investing insights. 
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Asset Class Types
Two Tables
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Returns, Std. Dev. and Annualized SD Tables  
for Top Performing ETFs
2024, 2025, and YTD 2026                                               Asset Class 1
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1. Balanced 

Return Stacked U.S. Stocks & 
Futures Yield ETF: (RSSY)  
-- Aka using leverage 

2 Commodities 

Breakwave Tanker Shipping 
ETF: (BWET) 

3. Currency  

State Street Galaxy Hedged 
Digital Asset Ecosystem ETF: 
(HECO) 

4. Equity 

GraniteShares 2x Long DELL 
Daily ETF: (DLLL) 

5. Fixed Income 

Highland Opportunities and 
Income Fund (HFRO) Bank 
Loan; Closed End Fund (CEFs) 

6. Alternative 

Defiance Oil Enhanced Options 
Income ETF Derivative Based 
(USOY)



www.zackspro.com

Returns, Standard Dev. and Annualized Standard Dev. Tables  
for Top Performing ETFs
2024, 2025, and YTD 2026                                            Asset Class 2
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1. Agri Commodity 
Teucrium Wheat ETF (WEAT) 

2. Bonds  
VanEck Emerging Markets High Yield 
Bond ETF Emerging Market Bond 
(HYEM) 

3. Broad Geography 
iShares Asia 50 ETF(AIA) 

4. Currency  
Invesco CurrencyShares Australian 
Dollar Trust (FXA) 

5. Metals 
United States Copper Fund (CPER) 

6. Sector 
Invesco Semiconductors ETF (PSI) 

7. Single Country 
iShares MSCI South Korea ETF (EWY) 

8. Style 
iShares MSCI USA Value Factor ETF 
(VLUE) 
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Important Data Points: 
Interesting Info for Top Performing ETFs -- with a novel ‘tech’ twist
Semis, EST, and Lithium Battery Tech
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Price/Book Value Charts, for Top Performing ETFs
1. Semis and AI ETFs are the top row. They show very high Price/Book Values. 
2. ESG and Lithium Battery Technology ETFs are the bottom row. They show much lower Price/Book Values.
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The valuation divergence shown in the image stems from 
fundamental differences in asset intensity, growth 
expectations, and market sentiment across these sectors: 

High Price/Book Values in Semis & AI ETFs 

Capital-Light IP & High ROE: Leading AI chip designers and 
software enablers carry substantial asset-light intellectual 
property. High net profit margins on low balance-sheet book 
value naturally compound into elevated P/B multiples. 

Massive Growth Expectations: Markets price these ETFs on 
aggressive future cash flow projections and market share 
expansion, bidding stock prices far above current physical net 
asset values. 

Monopoly Pricing Power: Strategic bottlenecks in high-
bandwidth memory, advanced node fabrication, and AI 
infrastructure allow top holdings to command premium 
operating margins. 

Lower Price/Book Values in ESG & Lithium ETFs 

Asset-Heavy Operations: Mining, refining, and clean energy 
manufacturing require immense physical capital investments 
(equipment, land, manufacturing plants). Large physical asset 
bases denominator-expand book value, keeping P/B ratios low. 

Commodity Cycle Headwinds: Lithium suppliers and clean-
tech manufacturers face pricing pressures due to global supply 
overcapacity, cyclical demand softness, and compressed profit 
margins. 

Capital Outflows & Shifted Sentiment: Broad ESG funds have 
experienced persistent capital redemptions and re-ratings 
relative to high-momentum tech sectors, reducing price 
multiples across the underlying equities.



Portfolio Returns Using ETFs
A deep dive.  
Looking for investing insights. 
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Energy, Biotech, EM ETF Characteristics,  
Portfolio Return Metrics, & Asset Allocation -1 
Top ETFs, Tickers by Cumulative Returns
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This eight-year performance breakdown (08/31/18 to 07/31/26) highlights 
extreme dispersion across energy, small-cap, biotech, and emerging market 
ETFs, driven primarily by asset selection rather than portfolio weighting 
strategy.  

The individual ETF metrics reveal IEO (iShares U.S. Oil & Gas Exploration & 
Production) as the clear star performer, generating a +106.78% cumulative 
return (9.51% CAGR), followed closely by SBIO (80.25% cumulative return) 
and PXE (75.60%).  

Conversely, clean energy small-caps like (PSCE) Invesco S&P SmallCap 
Energy ETF lagged severely with a -24.62% cumulative return (-3.47% 
CAGR), despite carrying the highest annual volatility at 46.77%.  

Highly elevated intra-sector correlations among energy funds—such as the 
near-perfect 0.99 correlation between XOP (State Street SPDR S&P Oil & 
Gas Exploration & Production ETF) and PXE (Invesco Energy Exploration & 
Production ETF—underscore that broad energy allocation offers little 
internal diversification benefits. 

From a portfolio construction standpoint, optimizing weights based on 
historical rankings yields remarkably modest efficiency gains over a simple 
equal-weight approach.  

Moving from an equal-weighted allocation (Portfolio 1: 65.50% cumulative 
return, 6.50% CAGR) to rank-weighted strategies (Portfolio 3: 69.46% 
cumulative return, 6.82% CAGR) trims annualized volatility slightly from 
35.41% to 33.33% while modestly boosting total return.  

However, across all three allocations, portfolio risk profiles remain heavily 
tied to macro commodity and equity market cycles—evidenced by the 
sharp, synchronized drawdown spike in early 2020 visible across every 
portfolio equity curve.  

For investors, the data demonstrates that asset selection and macro sector 
exposure play a far more decisive role in long-term total return than 
incremental weighting adjustments.
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Tech and Semi, and EM ETF Characteristics,  
Portfolio Return Metrics & Asset Allocation - 2
Top ETFs, Tickers by Cumulative Returns
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This performance analysis (08/31/18 to 07/31/26) highlights 
extraordinary wealth compounding driven by tech and 
semiconductor themes, contrastingly set against muted returns 
from emerging market equity funds.  

Semiconductor ETFs completely dominate the individual rankings: 
SMH delivers a staggering 1,008.44% cumulative return (35.08% 
CAGR), closely flanked by SOXX at 780.21% (31.24% CAGR) and 
technology-focused FTXL at 600.16% (27.54% CAGR).  

Meanwhile, single-country and regional funds anchored to 
emerging markets severely lag, with Chile (ECH) and Brazil market 
cap funds (BRF) generating modest cumulative returns of just 
8.33% and 11.81%, respectively.  

The correlation matrix highlights an exceptionally tight coupling 
among semiconductor and tech leaders—SMH and SOXX show a 
0.985 correlation—while correlations drop significantly against 
aerospace/defense (ITA) and clean energy (ICLN), offering genuine 
diversification pathways outside tech. 

From a portfolio allocation standpoint, an equal-weight approach 
dramatically outperforms rank-weighted tilting due to the 
outsized power of top-tier winners. Portfolio 1 (Equal Weighted, 
12.5% each) achieves an impressive 276.42% cumulative return 
(18.02% CAGR) with an annualized standard deviation of 23.92%.  

In contrast, Portfolios 2 and 3—which systematically underweight 
top-ranked historical performers down to 5–7% while allocating 16–
18% to laggards like ECH and BRF—drag cumulative returns down 
to 194.34% and 208.14%, offering only marginal reductions in risk 
(annualized volatility near 22.8%–23.1%).  

For growth investors, the dataset underscores that penalizing 
hyper-growth thematic leaders in favor of underperforming 
emerging markets dilutes total return far more than it mitigates 
portfolio risk.
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ETF Characteristics,  
Portfolio Rt. Metrics, & Asset Allocation - 3
Top ETFs, Tickers by Cumulative Returns
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This analysis covering the period from August 31, 2018, to July 
31, 2026, showcases strong double-digit growth across a blend 
of tech, energy, insurance, and specialized equity ETFs.  

Leading the pack is tech-focused IGM, delivering an exceptional 
cumulative return of 383.60% (21.78% CAGR) with an 
annualized volatility of 23.20%.  

Financials and energy follow robustly, with insurance fund IAK 
achieving a 163.66% return (12.88% CAGR), property/casualty 
insurance KBWP gaining 154.63% (12.39% CAGR), and energy 
giant XLE posting a 124.19% return (10.62% CAGR).  

The correlation matrix demonstrates valuable diversification 
benefits, as IGM maintains remarkably low correlations with 
energy assets like XLE (0.29) and FCG (0.34), enabling cross-
sector resilience during market swings. 

From a overall portfolio perspective, a standard equal-weight 
weighting strategy captures superior total performance 
compared to rank-tilted models. 

Portfolio 1 (Equal Weighted, 12.5% per ticker) leads with a 
165.81% cumulative return (13.00% CAGR) alongside an 
annualized standard deviation of 20.18%. Shifted allocations in  

Portfolios 2 and 3—which systematically reduce weights in 
high-performing growth assets down to 5%–7% while tilting 
heavily up to 17%–18% in lower-performing funds like UAE—
slightly trim overall portfolio risk down to ~19.3%–19.5%, but 
sacrifice performance, dragging cumulative returns down to 
150.40% and 151.84%, respectively.  

For strategic investors, these metrics show that over-allocating 
away from top growth drivers into lower-beta international 
assets yields modest risk compression at the expense of 
significant capital appreciation.
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Commodity, CEF, Leverage ETF Characteristics,  
Portfolio Rt. Metrics, & Asset Allocation - 4
Top ETFs, Tickers by Cumulative Returns
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This performance analysis covering the period from August 31, 2018, to July 31, 
2026, presents a sharp contrast between specialized commodity funds, income-
focused closed-end funds, and leveraged/volatile thematic vehicles.  

Leading individual total returns is the gasoline fund UGA, delivering a strong 
247.29% cumulative return (16.84% CAGR) with an annualized volatility of 41.77%.  

Equity convertible funds CCD and CHI also provided solid, steady compounding 
with cumulative returns of 153.58% (12.34% CAGR) and 121.93% (10.48% CAGR) 
alongside far lower volatility around 23–24%.  

Conversely, leveraged oil fund UCO suffered an catastrophic drop, losing -78.93% 
cumulative (-17.69% CAGR) due to severe leverage decay, even while maintaining a 
high 0.80 correlation with UGA.  

Interestingly, crypto/thematic funds like OLO XF and BDDXF exhibited extreme, 
isolated volatility—annualized standard deviations reaching 104.51% and 83.87%—
while showing virtually zero correlation with traditional closed-end funds like CHI 
and BCAT, offering unique non-correlated diversification despite their underlying 
tail risk. 

At the portfolio level, assigning higher weights to volatile, high-performing 
tickers yields strong overall growth across all three weighting schemes, though it 
significantly amplifies risk.  

Portfolio 1 (Equal Weighted) generated a 287.07% cumulative return (18.43% 
CAGR) with an annualized standard deviation of 36.45%.  

Portfolios 2 and 3—which tilt weights heavily up to 16.8% toward tickers like UGA 
and DYYXF while scaling back funds like CHI down to ~6.4%—match or slightly trail 
this return at 287.16% and 285.50% cumulative performance, respectively. 
However, these tilted allocations push annualized volatility above 40.4% and drive 
portfolio kurtosis near 20.6 to 21.0, reflecting sharp upside and downside return 
spikes visible in the early 2026 return chart.  

For investors, the takeaway is clear: while commodity momentum can drive 
significant capital gains, over-concentrating in high-volatility assets elevates 
portfolio tail risk without meaningfully boosting long-term CAGR relative to a 
balanced equal-weight approach.
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ETF Characteristics,  
Portfolio Return Metrics, & Asset Allocation - 5
Top ETFs, Tickers by Cumulative Returns
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This eighth performance evaluation (08/31/18 to 07/31/26) illustrates 
strong growth across precious metals, multi-asset equities, and closed-
end funds, contrasted by persistent drag from broad commodity 
strategies.  

Gold-oriented asset ASA emerges as the standout performer by a wide 
margin, delivering a stellar 402.12% cumulative return (22.35% CAGR) 
with an annualized standard deviation of 37.44%.  

Diversified global equity funds ACV and ETG also posted robust 
compounding, generating cumulative returns of 180.96% (13.78% 
CAGR) and 147.73% (12.01% CAGR), respectively, with ETG maintaining 
notably lower annualized volatility at 23.33%.  

On the opposite end, commodity-focused vehicle HERZ delivered 
negative total performance, declining -10.65% cumulative (-1.40% 
CAGR). The correlation matrix highlights effective non-correlated 
diversification benefits: precious metals funds like ASA display low 
correlations against broad equity CEFs like ETG (0.39) and HERZ (0.19), 
providing structural ballast against equity market swings. 

At the portfolio level, an equal-weighted asset allocation yields superior 
long-term returns compared to rank-tilted models.  

Portfolio 1 (Equal Weighted, 12.5% per ticker) leads performance with a 
154.95% cumulative return (12.41% CAGR) alongside an annualized 
standard deviation of 22.26%.  

Shifting capital weights in Portfolios 2 and 3—which underweight top 
asset drivers like HGLB and AGQ down to ~6.4%–7.0% while heavily 
tilting up to 16.8% into underperformers like HERZ and OVF—slightly 
reduces annualized portfolio risk down to ~20.9%–21.2%. However, this 
volatility reduction comes at the expense of total return, pulling 
cumulative performance down to 146.05% and 150.56%, respectively.  

For strategic investors, the metric breakdown proves that over-
allocating into historical laggards for incremental risk compression 
dilutes overall portfolio compounding power.
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ETF Characteristics,  
Portfolio Rt. Metrics, & Asset Allocation - 6
Top ETFs, Tickers by Cumulative Returns
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This performance evaluation (08/31/18 to 07/31/26) highlights extraordinary 
gains driven by precious metals and thematic income vehicles, set against 
notable drag from inverse Treasury strategies.  

Leveraged gold fund DGP serves as the dominant return engine, 
compounding at a massive 25.39% CAGR to generate a 511.03% cumulative 
return with an annualized standard deviation of 31.60%.  

Core dividend, preferred, and specialty funds like SCD (160.93% cumulative, 
12.74% CAGR), PEO (139.50% cumulative, 11.54% CAGR), and PFIX (134.66% 
cumulative, 11.25% CAGR) also provided steady capital appreciation with 
controlled volatility (25.11% for SCD).  

Conversely, inverse long-term Treasury funds TTT and TMV suffered negative 
cumulative returns (-6.78% and -0.13%, respectively) alongside severe 
annualized volatility exceeding 43.5%.  

The correlation matrix demonstrates profound structural hedging: precious 
metals (DGP) and interest rate risk hedges (PFIX) maintain negative 
correlations against inverse bond vehicles (e.g., DGP vs. TTT correlation of 
-0.30), providing powerful non-correlated ballast. 

At the aggregate portfolio level, rank-weighted asset allocation strategies 
successfully enhance overall performance while dampening total risk relative 
to a simple equal-weight baseline.  

Portfolio 1 (Equal Weighted, 12.5% per ticker) generated a strong 187.63% 
cumulative return (14.12% CAGR) with an annualized volatility of 20.16%.  

However, Portfolios 2 and 3—which underweight top return drivers like PDX 
and TMV down to 6.4%–7.0% while allocating up to 16.8%–18.0% toward 
high-performing income and hedge vehicles like PFIX and SCD—boost 
cumulative performance to 192.75% (14.37% CAGR) and 191.08% (14.29% 
CAGR), respectively. Crucially, this performance uplift is accompanied by a 
reduction in annualized volatility down to 19.01%–19.14% and lower portfolio 
kurtosis.  

For tactical investors, the data confirms that shifting capital toward 
consistent, high-ranking dividend and rate-hedged assets can optimize total 
return while trimming portfolio drawdown intensity.
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