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Introduction
The use of quantitative methods in finance and investment applications is not a new 
phenomenon, particularly among more sophisticated practitioners. This usage spans a wide 
range of methods, including but not limited to probabilistic, statistical, and stochastic models; 
univariate and multivariate time-series techniques; discrete and continuous simulations; 
linear and nonlinear programming; dynamic programming; and mathematical optimization. 
Notwithstanding the great success of many such quantitative methods, they have known lim-
itations, including the parametric or prespecified functional forms that may lack flexibility, theo-
retical data distribution assumptions that are regularly violated, and computational challenges 
associated with the so-called curse of dimensionality. An ever-growing list of federated datasets, 
alongside the development of tools that transform such data into useful variables for explana-
tory and predictive tasks, calls for a paradigm shift in how financial data are used and processed.

In recent years, financial data science and machine learning (ML) methods have been widely 
adopted as prediction and decision-support means in various investment applications. 
The following are some of the contributing factors to such widespread adoption:

	● Numerical power and flexibility of ML in dealing with unstructured, private, and microlevel 
data beyond the traditional econometric methods (López de Prado 2019)

	● Scalability of ML in distilling large datasets consisting of many variables (factor zoo) 
into subsets that reliably predict cross-sectional variations in stock returns (Gu, Kelly, 
and Xiu 2020)

	● The efficacy of the ML models in predicting cross-section of stock returns, compared with 
ordinary least-squares (OLS) regression, attributable to their ability to uncover nonlinear 
patterns and robustness to multicollinear predictors (Gu et al. 2020)

	● The possibility of demystifying (i.e., breaking down and explaining) ML predictions into 
linear, nonlinear, and interactive components (Li, Turkington, and Yazdani 2020)

Simonian and Fabozzi (2019) argued that financial data science is to be regarded as a discipline 
in its own right and not a mere application of data science methods to finance or a branch of 
classical econometrics.

One major branch of machine learning is supervised learning, where available data are used to 
train a model that is to establish a mapping between input variables (also known as features 
or predictors) and output variables (also known as the labels, the response, or the dependent 
variable). If the response variable is continuous numeric, the model is called a regression, and 
if the response is categorical, the model is called a classification. This mapping is then used for 
inference and scoring, to explain the relationship between the input and response, or ideally to 
make predictions about the new values of the response variable given the new input.
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Among the widely used supervised learning models are ensembles, which are based on the pre-
sumption of the wisdom of crowds. In this view, combining diverse opinions from a committee 
of several individuals can lead to greater wisdom. In other words, combining multiple predictions 
obtained from numerous somewhat independent methods often leads to better predictions than 
identifying a single best prediction. In a regression, this combining can be simple averaging or 
other sophisticated weighting mechanisms, whereas in a classification, majority voting or other 
weighting mechanisms may be used. Technically, the question is how effectively an ensemble 
model can decompose bias and variance terms, to be able to more generally work well on pre-
viously unseen test data not used for model training. Recall that the expected model prediction 
error for a regression model, as measured by the mean squared error (MSE), is formulated as

	 2 2 2MSE [( ) [( [ ]) ( [ ] ) .ˆ ˆ ˆ ˆ] ]E y y E y E y E y y= − = − − − 	

This relationship can be interpreted as:

	 = + 2MSE Variance Bias . 	

Here, bias refers to the error committed by the learning algorithm, where higher values may indi-
cate underfitting as a result of the model failing to adequately establish the relationships between 
features and output. Variance refers to the error from the sensitivity of the model to another subset 
of training data, where higher values indicate overfitting. Generally, the more complex the model, 
the lower the bias and the higher the variance will be. Instances of model complexity include 
using many features, a greater number of parameters, and complex model design or architecture. 
The bias–variance trade-off concerns minimizing test error by finding the right model complexity.

Before delving into the various categories and the qualities of ensemble models, it is worth 
mentioning that the idea of combining predictions is not an entirely new one, and it has 
previously been studied by statisticians and econometricians, particularly in the context of 
time-series forecasting. In a seminal work, Bates and Granger (1969, pp. 451–68) observed 
that “combined forecasts yield lower mean-square error than either of the original forecasts.” 
Over time, several combination methods have been developed, including simple averaging, 
time-weighted and performance-weighted estimations, nonlinear combination, and combining 
by learning (Wang, Hyndman, Li, and Kang 2023). Combining is directly related to a special case 
of ensemble learning known as stacking, which I will discuss later. By aggregating predictions, 
ensemble models reduce the impact of errors and noise that may exist in individual predictions, 
enabling them to achieve greater overall accuracy, reliability, and stability.

Ensemble Methods
In principle, ensemble methods share two main components: a diverse set of predictive “base 
learner” models trained on sampled subsets of training data and a combination mechanism, 
such as averaging or voting, used to aggregate the predictions from these base learners 
(Flach 2012). Broadly speaking, ensemble methods fall into one of three categories: bagging, 
boosting, and meta-learning. In this section, we review these categories, as well as some 
properties and possible drawbacks of ensemble learning methods.

Bagging
Short for “bootstrapped aggregating,” bagging is an instance of ensemble averaging where 
a diverse group of base models is developed and combined with the end goal of improving 
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the stability and accuracy of classification and regression algorithms. These base models are 
built independently through repeatedly bootstrapping (i.e., random sampling with replace-
ment) from the training data (see Exhibit 1). Bagging is particularly effective because of the 
possibility of the calculation of so-called out-of-bag error: the average of the errors from 
each independently developed model evaluated on the unselected subset of training data 
during the bootstrapping. Out-of-bag error estimation is an effective mechanism similar to 
cross-validation, leading to better model calibration and overall improvement of predictions.

Perhaps the best-known example of bagging in machine learning is the random forests 
algorithm (Breiman 2001). Random forests are generated by building a large collection of 
de-correlated and possibly deep decision trees and then combining them through averaging 
in regression or majority voting in classification (see Exhibit 2). Decision trees learn by recur-
sive partitioning of the feature space and classifying members of a population by separating 

Exhibit 1. A Bootstrapped Aggregation Ensemble
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it into subpopulations based on various dichotomous independent variables. Decision trees 
have desirable properties, including automatic variable selection, handling mixed features and 
missing values, and scalability. The depth and breadth of decision trees enables them to cap-
ture local patterns in training data and reduce bias. Because these trees are identically distrib-
uted, an ensemble consisting of the average of those trees has the same bias as the individual 
trees. If these trees are grown on the random subsets of data and input variables, their pairwise 
correlation is reduced to the extent that the bagged ensemble consisting of a sufficiently large 
number of trees can achieve an overall lower variance (Hastie, Tibshirani, and Friedman 2017).

Technically, for m independently and identically distributed decision tree predictions with 
variance σ2, their average has a variance of σ

2

m . When predictions are not independent yet their 

maximum pairwise correlation is bounded by ρ, the variance of their average is bounded by 
− ρ σρσ +

2
2 (1 )

m . In other words, a random selection of input variables will reduce the maximum 
pairwise correlation, ρ (hence reducing the first term), and an increase in the number of decision 
trees, m, will reduce the second term, resulting in overall reduction of the variance. For an ele-
gant exposition and technical discussion on several properties of random forests, see Breiman 
(2001). The implementation of ensemble-based methods for classification, regression, and 
anomaly detection is straightforward in practice. For example, in Python, many such models can 
be created using, among others, the scikit-learn library. The following is an example code for 
creating the random forest classification model in Python:

from sklearn.ensemble import RandomForestClassifier

from sklearn.model_selection import train_test_split

#create a synthetic dataset

from sklearn.datasets import make_classification

X, y = make_classification(n_samples=1000, n_features=10, n_informative=6, 
random_state=123)

#Split the dataset into 80% training and 20% testing sets

X_train, X_test, y_train, y_test = train_test_split(X, y, test_size=0.2, random_state=123)

#train a Random Forest model and predict

model = RandomForestClassifier(random_state=123)

model.fit(X_train, y_train)

model.predict(X_test)

#mean accuracy

model.score(X_test,y_test)
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Boosting
Boosting is similar to bagging in that it benefits from data sampling and variable sampling, as well 
as in the property of combining several base learners. In boosting, however, unlike bagging, the 
basic mechanism is bias reduction, particularly using shallow trees. In addition, base learners are 
trained sequentially to correct the errors of the previous learners. The original boosting classifier, 
AdaBoost, proposed by Freund and Schapire (1996), works by sequentially training weak classifi-
ers that focus on the mistakes of the previous ones by assigning higher weights to misclassified 
samples. The final prediction is a weighted sum of the individual learners’ outputs (see Exhibit 3). 
Notwithstanding its superior predictive accuracy, the AdaBoost method is less readily interpreta-
ble than decision trees and requires a longer training time.

The gradient boosted model (GBM) proposed by Friedman (2001) has proved to be a popular 
alternative boosting method because it mitigates some of AdaBoost’s problems. The GBM 
works by sequentially adding new tree predictors and trying to fit the new predictor to the resid-
ual errors by the previous tree, which gradually improves predictions as new trees are added 
(Géron 2019). Notably, recent advancements in boosting algorithms—for example, XGBoost 
(Chen and Guestrin 2016) and LightGBM (Ke, Meng, Finely, Wang, Chen, Ma, Ye, and Liu 2017)—
focus on regularization, adaptability, efficiency, and scalability, while maintaining high accuracy. 
The following is an example code for creating the gradient boosted regression model in Python:

from sklearn.datasets import make_regression

from sklearn.ensemble import GradientBoostingRegressor

from sklearn.model_selection import train_test_split

#create a synthetic dataset

X, y = make_regression(n_samples=1000, n_features=10, n_informative=6, 
random_state=123)

#Split the dataset into 80% training and 20% testing sets

X_train, X_test, y_train, y_test = train_test_split(X, y, test_size=0.2, random_state=123)

#train a model, predict and score

model = GradientBoostingRegressor(random_state=123)

model.fit(X_train, y_train)

model.predict(X_test)

#the coefficient of determination R-squared

model.score(X_test, y_test)
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Meta-Learning
Meta-learning involves training a set of base models and also training a meta-model to combine 
them in order to achieve the greatest bias–variance trade-offs. For example, using as new input 
features the predictions from several diverse base learners (e.g., consisting of a linear model, 
multiple trees, and a neural network), a linear meta-model can be used to learn the weights to 
best combine these predictions (Flach 2012).

Alternatively, a logistic regression, a decision tree, or an even more complex model can be 
used as a meta-model by following the same idea that predictions from base learners are input 
features to the meta-model (as shown in Exhibit 3). This approach is also known as stacked 
generalization (Wolpert 1992) or simply model stacking, as shown in Exhibit 4. Stacking usually 
involves estimating weights for each base learner using the least squares method. These 
weights can be restricted to values greater than zero and with a total sum of one that solve the 
associated quadratic programming. This approach has the advantage that estimated weights 
can be interpreted as probability values and also avoids giving too much weight to base models 
with high complexity. One key consideration while training meta-models is to use a validation 
sample that is different from the data used in training base learners, so as to avoid propagating 
any biases in the base learners.

The following is an example Python code for creating a stacked classifier by using a random 
forest and a support vector classifier as the base models and logistic regression as the 
meta-learner:

Exhibit 3. Example Boosting Mechanism Consisting of Decision 
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from sklearn.ensemble import RandomForestClassifier

from sklearn.svm import LinearSVC

from sklearn.linear_model import LogisticRegression

from sklearn.preprocessing import StandardScaler

from sklearn.pipeline import make_pipeline

from sklearn.ensemble import StackingClassifier

#create a synthetic dataset

from sklearn.datasets import make_classification

X, y = make_classification(n_samples=1000, n_features=15, n_informative=6, 
random_state=123)

#Split the dataset into 80% training and 20% testing sets

from sklearn.model_selection import train_test_split

X_train, X_test, y_train, y_test = train_test_split(X, y, test_size=0.2, random_state=123)

#train a meta-model and predict

estimators = [(‘rf’, RandomForestClassifier(n_estimators=100, random_state=123)),

(‘svr’, make_pipeline(StandardScaler(),

LinearSVC(random_state=123)))]

clf = StackingClassifier(estimators=estimators, final_estimator=LogisticRegression())

clf.fit(X_train, y_train)

score(X_test, y_test)

Properties of Ensemble Learning Methods
Before listing major instances of the financial applications of ensemble models, I want to high-
light important features and mechanisms associated with such models that are key to their 
widespread adoption:

	● The bootstrapped aggregation or iterative correction mechanisms described previously 
imply that ensemble models may achieve optimal bias–variance trade-offs, reduced risk of 
overfitting, and improved robustness to noise and outliers. These features make ensembles 
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a powerful choice for predictive tasks that require good out-of-sample generalizations 
on high-variance, low-signal-to-noise financial datasets.

	● Ensemble models scale well with large datasets, making them suitable for big data in 
finance. In particular, they can handle various independent or interdependent variables, 
including firm fundamentals, macroeconomic factors, and market sentiments, and focus 
on the most relevant variables that generate the strongest signals.

	● Financial systems are complex, nonlinear, and ruled by different market regimes and 
economic cycles. They consist of numerous variables that may behave and interact 
unexpectedly under volatile and abnormal circumstances. Heterogeneous ensemble 
methods, particularly regression trees, combine models of different types to capture multi-
way predictor interactions, allowing flexibility in capturing various patterns in financial data 
and subsequently adapting to nonlinear and short-lived dynamics.

	● Ensemble models can easily accommodate many data preprocessing and adjustment 
strategies (such as balanced bagging or weighted boosting) to handle rare and imbalanced 
data, often encountered in fraud detection, credit default prediction, economic recession, 
and extreme risk events.

	● Explainability techniques for tree-based ensembles may be used to make these models 
more transparent by explaining their predictions. For example, feature importance scores 
identify influential predictors, and Shapley values (Shapley 1953) provide local attribution 
analysis of the predictions. These techniques greatly aid in understanding the decision- 
making processes.

Ensemble Learning Challenges
Despite strong predictive performance, using ensemble learning may come with certain chal-
lenges, although arguably not as much as with some other machine learning and deep learning 
techniques. First, ensemble models may be considered black boxes without using interpret-
ability tools, making it a challenge to explain predictions to nontechnical stakeholders and 
reducing trust in critical applications. In addition, training and predicting with ensemble models 
often require significant computational resources, particularly for large datasets or complex 
models. As such, compared with simpler models, deploying ensemble models in production 

Exhibit 4. Example Model Stacking, Where Base Learners’ 
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environments can be more challenging because of their larger size, more complex pipelines, and 
extra computational demands.

In particular, gradient boosting algorithms can be slow to train because of their sequential 
tree-building process and the complexity of the hyperparameter tuning process. Without ade-
quate calibration, either overfitting or underfitting is possible. Finally, following the “no free 
lunch” theorem (Wolpert 1996), which states that there is no best single machine learning 
algorithm for all possible prediction problems, one could argue that there are numerous real-
world datasets and prediction problems for which ensemble models will not be the top per-
formers. In such circumstances, other models and algorithms are required, depending on the 
“speed–accuracy–complexity trade-offs” (Wolpert 2002).

Applications of Ensemble Learning in Finance
A quick survey of the literature published in the last few years points to several financial appli-
cations of ensemble learning, usually with a considerable level of success compared with 
classical methods. It is not possible to review or validate all the instances listed in the literature, 
but I will highlight a small subset of such applications from different categories, which should 
provide a good perspective on the variety and comparative performance of ensemble models. 
These highlighted examples can be grouped into the following (loosely defined, somewhat 
overlapping) three categories: portfolio management, volatility forecasting and option pricing, 
and miscellaneous applications.

Portfolio Management
Portfolio management encompasses various activities related to investment selection, portfolio 
construction, and asset allocation optimization in order to meet the short- and long-term 
financial objectives and risk tolerance of an investor or an institution. This data-intensive pro-
cess typically involves analyzing factors and historical returns, estimating model parameters, 
forecasting risk premium or conditional expected stock returns in excess of the risk-free rate, 
and occasionally estimating portfolio weights.

Cross-Section of Stock Returns

Asset return prediction and the identification of predictors of returns are among the 
fundamental topics in asset pricing research. Although traditional factor models—such as the 
CAPM and its extensions, including the three-factor and five-factor Fama–French models—
are widely used to explain historical returns of diversified portfolios, practitioners consider 
them empirically inadequate to predict returns under various market regimes. Subsequently, 
a plethora of factors (the “factor zoo”) have been proposed as candidate predictors of 
cross-sectional variations in expected returns.

Among the various groups of such factors are financial, macro, microstructure, behavioral, 
and accounting factors, many of which may be viewed as belonging to the broader categories 
of common sources of risk or idiosyncratic characteristics that pertain to an individual firm 
or portfolio (Harvey, Liu, and Zhu 2016). Naturally, one may ask which one of these factors 
provides effective and independent information about the cross-section of returns. Here, the 
emphasis is placed on efficacy and independence within the context of the inadequacy of 
simple linear models in out-of-sample predictions in the presence of multicollinearity and noise.
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Literature reviews point to the growing adoption of machine learning methods in empirical 
asset pricing to address the problem of the factor zoo (Bagnara 2024). These methods primarily 
include regularization and dimension reduction as processing steps, followed by the use of 
random forests, neural networks, and comparative analyses that typically involve ensemble 
methods. Among the important rationales stated for using machine learning in asset pricing are 
“return prediction is economically meaningful” and “relative to traditional empirical methods in 
asset pricing, machine learning accommodates a far more expansive list of potential predictor 
variables and richer specifications of functional form” (Gu et al. 2020, p. 2224).

Ensemble methods, in particular, have been found to provide superior results over traditional 
linear factor models in reducing the risk of overfitting, thanks to the forecast combination 
mechanism. Among the various instances of forecast combination mechanisms are com-
bining forecasts from different classes of algorithms, combining forecasts based on differ-
ent training windows, combining forecasts that use different factor libraries, and combining 
forecasts for different horizons to increase forecast diversity and reduce the risk of overfitting 
(Rasekhschaffe and Jones 2019).

It is important to point out that the superiority of a method is evaluated by quantifying its per-
formance over a “testing” subsample that has been held out of the training sample (used for 
estimation) and the validation sample (used for model tuning). These testing data are truly out 
of sample and may reflect a method’s predictive performance more realistically. The metrics 
used for quantifying model performance include the following:

	● Standard algorithm performance evaluation metrics, such as the coefficient of determination, 
R2; root mean square error; and mean absolute percentage error

	● Aggregate portfolio performance metrics, such as mean and standard deviation of returns, 
cumulative return, maximum drawdown, and information ratio for the risk-adjusted return 
related to a benchmark

The algorithm performance evaluation metrics are estimated on the basis of a direct 
comparison of the realized versus predicted returns of the testing period. In contrast, 
aggregate portfolio performance metrics may be estimated on the basis of out-of-sample 
(e.g., one-month-ahead) stock return predictions of machine learning, going long on the top 
decile of stocks with the highest predicted return stocks, going short on the bottom decile, and 
calculating the backtest returns. Following Gu et al. (2020), the next-period expected return +, 1i tr  
of stock i can be modeled as

	 ( )
+ + +

+

= + ε
 =
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where L is a (machine) learning algorithm acting on the p-dimensional vector, ,i tX  represents 
current-period features (factors), and h is the algorithm’s tunable hyperparameters—for example,  
the number of trees or the maximum tree depth in a random forest. The OLS regression is a 
special case of this equality when L is a linear unbiased estimator for which the error terms, +ε , 1i t , 
have zero mean and constant variance and are uncorrelated.

The OLS estimator is an optimal model among linear unbiased estimators because of its lowest 
variance and is traditionally a popular choice. With a large set of candidate predictors, how-
ever, estimating an OLS regression may pose computational challenges and yield unreliable 
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predictions. First, a linear model is restricted in its functional form and may not detect inter-
actions among features and their nonlinear dynamics. Second, when the number of features 
increases, there is an elevated risk of in-sample spurious correlation and overfitting. In addition, 
multicollinearity may be strong in the presence of many features, resulting in unreliable parame-
ter estimates, because of high correlation or linear dependence among regressors.

Machine learning models are desirable when traditional linear models are not feasible, because 
they can be used for high-dimensional feature sets containing both cross-sectional firm charac-
teristics and macroeconomic factors. Additionally, they can be regularized to reduce overfitting, 
and they efficiently search and select among many model specifications.

This notion has been demonstrated by Gu et al. (2020). The authors carried out a large-scale 
study on monthly total individual equity return data spanning 60 years, 1957–2016 (with the latest 
30 years as out-of-sample testing). The studied data contain more than 30,000 stocks (6,000+ 
per month) for firms listed on the NYSE, AMEX, and NASDAQ. The Treasury bill rate was used for 
the risk-free rate to calculate individual excess returns, and for stock-level predictors, the authors 
used more than 90 characteristics based on the cross-section of stock returns, as well as industry 
dummies for Standard Industrial Classification codes and several macroeconomic predictors.

Gu et al. (2020) found that shallow neural networks and ensembles of regression trees are 
the best-performing methods across a variety of portfolio constructions (see Exhibit 5 and 
Exhibit 6). They attributed this performance to the detection of nonlinear interactions missed 
by other methods and effective “shallow” learning (compared with “deep” learning) resulting 
from the scarcity of data and the low signal-to-noise ratio in asset pricing. The authors also 
reported greater success from ML in forecasting larger and more liquid stock returns and 
portfolios and observed agreement among ML models on a small set of dominant predictive 
signals, including price trends (return reversal and momentum), measures of stock liquidity, 
stock volatility, and valuation ratios.

Risk Factor Analysis

Machine learning can enrich risk analysis by providing insight into relationships between 
variables that are unaccounted for in more-traditional factor models. Several categories of 
“factor model” exist, including macroeconomic, statistical, and fundamental models (Connor 
1995). In such models, the security return is the dependent variable, and the risk factors, 

Exhibit 5. Performance of ML Portfolios

OLS Elastic Net RF GBRT NN4

Mean return 1.34 2.11 2.38 2.14 3.33

Maximum drawdown percentage 84.74 33.70 46.42 37.19 14.72

Information ratio 1.30 0.93 1.30 1.60 2.40

Note: RF stands for random forest, GBRT stands for gradient boosted regression tree, and NN4 stands for four-hidden-layer 
neural network.

Source: Excerpts from Table 8 of Gu et al. (2020), used with permission.



Ensemble Learning in Investment: An Overview

CFA Institute Research Foundation    63

including macroeconomic variables and security characteristics, are the independent variables. 
Traditionally, estimation methods are based on time-series and/or cross-sectional regression, 
with OLS regression being the prevalent approach. The main assumptions of these models are 
that the selected group of independent variables adequately explains portfolio behavior and the 
factors have a low correlation for the model to be stable and statistically valid.

These assumptions may be easily violated under different market regimes, however, posing 
challenges to the estimation of the model parameters and explanation of the results. 
For example, as the dimensionality of the list of candidate factors grows to account for 
additional exposure, exacerbated by dramatic changes in factor relationships during major 
market events, both linear and parametric nonlinear models, which often heavily depend on 
sample data, become hard to estimate and are rendered inadequate and unstable.

As a remedy to these drawbacks, Simonian, Wu, Itano, and Narayanam (2019) developed a 
machine learning framework to uncover nonlinear relationships, discontinuities (e.g., thresh-
old correlations), and interaction effects between factors in the well-known Fama–French–
Carhart (FFC) equity factor model. These authors showed how the RF model provides a higher 
level of explanatory power relative to more commonly used frameworks, such as CAPM and 
FFC. They also provided useful information regarding the sensitivity of assets to factors by 
leveraging the importance of features to derive pseudo-betas. Additionally, the authors com-
bined this approach with association rule learning to build a sector-rotation trading strategy. 
They showed that their strategy, using the RF-predicted return of a sector and the ratio of 

Exhibit 6. Cumulative Log Returns of ML Portfolios Sorted 
on Out-of-Sample Forecasts (National Bureau of Economic 
Research recessions are shaded)
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short-term to long-term realized volatility as trading signals, outperforms the “no informa-
tion” equal-weight portfolio, as measured by various out-of-sample performance metrics. 
The authors argue that this approach provides an effective way to inform both risk analysis 
and portfolio management.

Volatility Forecasting and Option Pricing
Quantitative finance, also known as financial mathematics, refers to the advanced mathematical 
models used for the pricing of derivative securities and portfolio risk management. A subcate-
gory of quantitative finance is financial engineering, which uses computational simulations for 
pricing, trading, hedging, and other activities. This is a data-intensive process in which machine 
learning can be readily used.

Volatility Forecasting

An accurate measurement of volatility is of paramount importance in financial risk 
management, asset pricing, derivative pricing, and estimating expected returns of portfolios. 
Traditionally, volatility estimation models have relied on a handful of statistical inference meth-
ods and a limited group of predictors. In light of the availability of high-frequency price data, 
growing sets of candidate variables, and scalable computing power, machine learning methods 
enable researchers and practitioners to move beyond single-threaded forecasting methods 
typically dominated by a small set of particular features or algorithms and to develop scalable 
systems of volatility prediction.

Such systems can offer reduced human intervention during the selection of features and 
models, accommodating an expanded set of features and controlling overfitting through 
automated calibration. Notably, Li and Tang (2024) recently proposed an automated volatility 
forecasting system for the S&P 100 universe that leverages more than 100 features and five 
ML algorithms to predict the response variable of the realized variance (RV), an estimator of 
the quadratic variation of the log price process over a given period, using a set of features 
that include multiple realized features based on RV-based models, such as heterogeneous 
autoregressive (HAR), semivariance HAR (SHAR), and mixed data sampling (MIDAS).

In particular, after evaluating the out-of-sample performance of five learning algorithms—LASSO 
(least absolute shrinkage and selection operator), principal component regression (PCR), 
random forest (RF), gradient boosted regression trees (GBRT), and two-hidden-layer neural net-
work (NN2)—the authors also constructed a simple average ensemble to combine all machine 
learning algorithms. The reported ensemble delivered superior performance across various 
forecast horizons; the automated volatility forecasting system acts dynamically and becomes 
increasingly powerful over time (Exhibit 7). For example, “in terms of utility gains, the ensemble 
model delivers 44 more bps per year to the mean–variance investor relative to using OLS for 
this large stock universe” (Li and Tang 2024, pp. 82–83).

Option Pricing

The motivation to apply machine learning methods for pricing options and derivatives is 
driven by the computational estimation challenges and limitations of classical parametric 
models. By considering options as functional mappings between the contracted terms’ inputs 
(e.g., underlying asset and time to maturity) and the premium output (e.g., a fixed deviation 
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from a target price), data-driven and machine learning methods can be applied (Hutchinson, Lo, 
and Poggio 1994). In a study of European call options with West Texas intermediate (WTI) crude 
oil futures contracts as an underlying asset (Ivașcu 2021), machine learning algorithms, particu-
larly ensemble methods, such as XGBoost and LightGBM, largely outperformed classic methods, 
such as Black–Scholes and Corrado–Su, with both historical and implied volatility parameters.

Bid–Ask Spread

The foreign exchange (FX) market is both the largest and the most liquid financial market in the 
world. In particular, because of the uneven spread of liquidity across different currencies and dif-
ferent market times and conditions, predicting the likely cost of trading currencies as measured 
by bid–ask spreads is crucial for profitable trading. As such, the FX market is a fertile playground 
for data-driven and ML methods seeking to identify and benefit from market microstructures.

Recently, Kirkby and Andrean (2024) identified various predictors of daily bid–ask spreads, 
including temporal features, such as the day of the week and the hour of day and their inter-
actions; various spreads, lags, and moving averages; and rate volatility, capturing the interplay 
between market volatility and bid–ask spreads and the spillover of volatility between related 
markets. They observed that from among supervised machine learning algorithms, subject to 
a modest level of hyperparameter tuning, the random forest model had the best out-of-sample 
performance, with an economically meaningful ability to forecast the next day’s spread with a 
relative error of less than 20% on average.

Exhibit 7. Out-of-Sample R2 Relative to the Historical Mean 
of Realized Volatilities for OLS-Based Models

Model

Out-of-Sample R2 Relative to Long-Run Mean

Daily Weekly Monthly Quarterly

HAR 0.58 0.69 0.70 0.64

MIDAS 0.58 0.71 0.71 0.64

SHAR 0.58 0.70 0.70 0.64

OLS 0.61 0.73 0.72 0.63

LASSO 0.61 0.73 0.73 0.65

PCR 0.60 0.71 0.72 0.67

RF 0.59 0.71 0.73 0.66

GBRT 0.60 0.73 0.73 0.66

NN2 0.62 0.75 0.74 0.65

Ensemble 0.62 0.74 0.75 0.67

Source: Excerpts from Tables A.3 and A.4 of Li and Tang (2024), used with permission.
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Miscellaneous Applications
In addition to the previous examples, other applications of ensemble learning published in the 
financial data science literature include the following:

	● Default prediction of commercial real estate properties and identification of the ratio of the 
capitalization rate spread to the average capitalization rate spread of property type as a top 
driver of defaults (Cowden, Fabozzi, and Nazemi 2019)

	● Predictability of stock market bubbles and large near-term drawdowns based on patterns 
in stock price behavior (Simonian 2022)

	● Prediction and estimation of the likelihood of recession in a given month using historical 
macroeconomic factor time series (Yazdani 2020)

	● Comparing long short-term memory and gradient boosting algorithms in predicting the 
returns of S&P 500 constituents using technical indicators and principal component analysis 
(Cvetkovic 2024)

This list provides only a sample of the published literature on ensemble modeling, and many 
more may be identified and explored.

Explainability of Ensemble Methods
Broadly speaking, explainability, also known as interpretability, refers to processes used to 
understand how a machine learning model makes decisions and what its output means. 
Explainability is a way to increase reliability in the presence of uncertainty and reduce the risk of 
overfitting and irrelevant and unfair decision making. For a comprehensive study of explainabil-
ity methods, see Molnar (2019). The following are some common explainability techniques:

	● “Partial dependency plots show the marginal effect of an input feature on the 
predicted outcome.”1

	● The SHAP (SHapley Additive exPlanations) technique enables estimation and visualization of 
each input feature’s contribution to the output (based on “Shapley values [that] measure the 
average marginal contribution of a feature across all possible combinations of features).”2

	● Feature importance can be used to estimate the importance of a feature for the model, 
based on measuring the performance decrease when randomly shuffling the feature value 
across all samples.

	● The LIME (local interpretable model-agnostic explanations) technique can be used to locally 
approximate a model’s outputs with a simpler, interpretable model.

	● Counterfactual explanations describe the smallest change to the feature values that change 
the prediction to a predefined outcome.

	● Other methods—such as conformal prediction intervals (Vovk, Gammerman, and Shafer 
2022)—that provide reliable estimates, even in highly unpredictable markets, are crucial for 
risk management and decision making under uncertainty.

1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki?curid=54575571.
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki?curid=54575571.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki?curid=54575571
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki?curid=54575571


Ensemble Learning in Investment: An Overview

CFA Institute Research Foundation    67

In line with applications of ensemble models for financial forecasting and predictive modeling, 
explainability is used increasingly to demystify the prediction by such models. For example, 
Li et al. (2020) used ML to predict one-month spot returns of a portfolio of major currencies and 
subsequently developed a framework for demystifying ML model predictions called the “model 
fingerprints.” This approach draws on partial dependence to identify feature interactions and 
estimate the average marginal effect when features have low correlations.

In particular, the model fingerprint decomposes predictions into the contributions from the fol-
lowing four sources: linear effect (L) for the time series returns of portfolios formed from linear 
predictions in isolation; pairwise interactions (P) for returns of portfolios formed from the com-
bined linear and pairwise interaction predictions minus the returns from linear effect; nonlinear 
effect (N) for returns of portfolios from the combined linear, nonlinear, and pairwise interaction 
predictions minus the returns from linear and pairwise effects; and higher-order effects (H). 
Mathematically, for a model prediction function 1

ˆˆ )( , , my f x x= …  dependent on m input variables, 
this decomposition can be written as

	
1 1 1

ˆ ) ) ) ).( ( ( , (
m m m m

i i i j i
i i i j i

y L x N x P x x H x
= = ≠ =

= + + +∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ 	

An example of such decomposition for the gradient boosting model prediction is shown in 
Exhibit 8. The model fingerprint method, when accompanied by other local and global model 
interpretability tools such as feature importance and SHAP force plots for attribution analysis, 
yields explanations for the model outcome, which is useful for comparing and interpreting 
various investment strategies.

Among other notable examples of ML model explainability is the framework developed by 
Davis, Lo, Mishra, Nourian, Singh, Wu, and Zhang (2023) in which the authors used ML models 

Exhibit 8. Decomposition of Gradient Boosting Model Predictions 
Using the Fingerprint Method

Gradient Boosting Machine

Linear Effect Nonlinear Effect Pairwise Interaction
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to forecast individuals’ home equity credit risk using a real-world dataset. The authors demon-
strated methods to explain these ML models’ output and to make them more accessible to 
end users. Notably, the authors developed different means of explainability to accommodate 
different requirements of the various stakeholders, including explanations for predictions 
of creditworthiness for loan companies (see Exhibit 9), stress tests for regulators, guiding 
counterfactuals for loan applicants, and explanatory rules for data scientists.

Summary and Future Directions
With the rapid development of artificial intelligence, which has led to the empowerment and 
automation of machine learning processes, one can expect further growth and adoption of 
data-driven methods in financial and investment decision-making processes. In particular, the 

Exhibit 9. SHAP Feature Importance for the Probability of Default
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Source: Figure 3(a) of Davis et al. (2023), used with permission.
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emergence of large language models (LLMs) and generative AI, capable of generating a reason-
able first-pass analysis of financial data and accompanying computer codes, is anticipated to 
further increase the adoption of data-driven methods. In addition, researchers are investigating 
methods to combine multiple LLMs (LLM ensembles) to enhance overall performance. Despite 
all of these attempts and because of the black-box perception associated with many ML and 
AI methods, key considerations remain in some critical applications of such methods—in partic-
ular, those involving high-risk decisions, fairness, and transparency. Frameworks that carefully 
blend both traditional and modern frameworks—including explanatory, explainability, and pre-
dictive—while drawing on the domain knowledge, may have a greater chance of success and 
survival in an environment typically characterized by the existence of competing agents, high 
noise-to-signal ratios, and rare arbitrage opportunities.
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