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Charles Kirk: 
From Private Investigator
to Full-Time Trader

he dream of many traders is 

to trade full time: to be your 

own boss and have freedom 

and independence. One of the 

few to have realised that dream 

is Charles Kirk, a trader in the 

United States and one of the best-

known investment bloggers.

Kirk trades for a living in Cedar 

City, Utah, where he recently 

moved after his wife took up a professorship 

at Southern Utah University. He also writes 

daily for The Kirk Report (www.kirkreport.

com), which has been featured in Barron’s, 

Time Magazine and Forbes as one of the 

world’s top trading blogs.

Kirk has been investing and trading for 17 years 

and targets low-risk/high-return opportunities 

using technical and fundamental analysis. He 

has an amazing win/loss ratio with three out of 

every four trades profitable. He’s also posted 

some stellar years, including an 85 per cent 

gain in 2003, followed by 65 per cent in 2004.

The Kirk Report is a must read for any trader, 

with a regular and extensive links’ section to 

trading and finance articles, stock screening 

ideas, and interviews. For a donation of at 

least $US50, members get access to more 

detailed information.

When he’s not trading, Kirk enjoys spending 

time with his wife, golfing, hiking, and 

‘geocaching’, an outdoor treasure-hunt game.

He spoke with YTE’s Ben Power about trading 

for a living; his investment strategy; and how 

he handled the bear market of 2008.

Can you tell us how you got interested in trading?
After graduating from college, I decided it was time to learn how to 

save and invest for our family's future. I knew absolutely nothing 

about the market or investing as my educational background up 

until then was in philosophy and I was preparing to go to law school 

in a few years. At the time I was employed as a full-time private 

investigator hired to track down missing people and my wife and I 

were saving money aggressively so I could finish up my education 

and later go to law school.

While investing was only a casual hobby, it quickly became my 

life's passion. During these years I also made the transition from a 

long-term buy-and-hold investor to a short-term trader after I learned 

technical analysis and new trading strategies that produced far 

better performance than our mutual funds did. However, it was a 

slow transition because it took a couple of years for me to develop 

the skills and knowledge for trading successfully and because 

throughout this time I remained quite sceptical of short-term trading 

and market-timing approaches. After many failures, I learned how to 

succeed, although it wasn't easy and did not come naturally to me.

Many traders have a dream of making a living 

from trading, but you've actually achieved it. 

How did you manage the transition to being a 

full-time trader?
Although I still went to law school after working three years as a private 

investigator, when I graduated I decided to trade full time. I made a lot 

more money trading part time while a full-time law student than I would 

earn working full time at a law firm. In addition, I enjoyed trading far 

more than I enjoyed legal work, and I would frequently skip classes so 

I could follow and trade stocks.

While it was difficult for me to give up the career in law that I had 

wanted for most of my life, my father encouraged me to follow my 

passion first and do what I loved doing most for a career. A successful 

businessman, my father often said that you must "do what you love 

and the money will follow". When he died shortly after my law school 

graduation, it was clear I needed to focus full time on trading. Although 

I've had my fair share of ups and downs through the years, I've never 

once regretted that decision and truly love what I do.

He's the highest-profile trading blogger in the United States and a full-time trader. YTE finds 

out how Charles Kirk made his trading dreams reality.
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One of the challenges of trading full time is 

lack of regular income. How do you handle the 

constant uncertainty?
It is true that as a trader you make 90 per cent of your money in 10 

per cent of your time. To level off the inconsistent income and the 

periods of underperformance, which we all experience, the key is 

to have a large safety blanket. I've often encouraged other traders 

to approach the market from a position of financial strength rather 

than need. In other words, you must have an extremely strong 

financial position. That means, first, absolutely no debt; second, 

you must live well below your means; third, you need to develop 

alternate streams of income; and fourth, you should have a large 

savings fund (not attached to the market) that will cover at least  

one year of living expenses, if not more. This four-part approach 

will help you overcome inconsistent rewards and periods of severe 

underperformance when – not if – they occur. Frankly, there's simply 

nothing worse than being forced to grind out trades in poor conditions 

to pay the monthly mortgage.

What are the most important considerations 

for those thinking of trading full time?
First of all, don't do it for the money or because you don't like to work 

hard. Through my web site, I come into contact with many people 

who see trading as a way to get rich without doing a lot of work. 

That's simply not possible, no matter how smart or skilled you may 

be or what trading strategy you discover and/or develop. Trading 

successfully requires diligence, dedication and determination and it 

is not a career for the lazy or the get-rich-easy crowd.

Second, the key is whether you really enjoy the trading process 

and challenging yourself on a daily basis. This is not a career for 

those who don't enjoy research, statistics, objective critical thinking, 

and testing/evaluation.

Third, you have to live and maintain a balanced life. This career 

is always going to test you and bring out the worst in you. The 

market will create doubts about yourself and your skills and will 

frustrate and humble you in every way imaginable. A wise person 

once said that the market is an expensive place to find out who you 

really are and that's true. Trading will not make an unsuccessful or 

unbalanced life more successful or balanced. Sad but true, many 

people can't handle the emotions of it all, and those emotions will 

tend to work against you when trading full time. 

Fourth, before making the transition to full time you must already 

have a track record that shows you should hire yourself as a trader. 

Many people think that a full-time effort will make a losing part-time 

strategy more successful. While more work often produces better luck 

in the market, the truth is that doing this full time is not going to produce 

any different results from a part-time effort unless you've already 

developed a foundation of strong skills and knowledge. The question all 

traders must ask themselves is, "Based on your track record up to now, 

would you hire you to trade your money in the future?"

Finally, you must have a strong support structure. The support and 

faith through thick or thin from your spouse, family and friends is not 

to be underestimated. I know I wouldn't have made it here without a 
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strong family support structure. Trading is challenging enough.

Can you give us a brief description of your 

daily routine?
I live in Cedar City, Utah, which is a small town in Southern Utah and 

in Mountain Time Zone. This requires me to start the day at 4 am. 

At this point, I usually eat breakfast while reviewing news feeds and 

preparing my first post of the day at the blog. It is also at this time I'm 

focused on preparing a small watch list of stocks (usually around five 

situations) that may present a trading opportunity in that session. I 

also touch base with people I'm mentoring to see how they're doing.

After the market opens, my focus is on monitoring those stocks 

(and my other watch lists) and the market itself (especially if I'm 

trading ETFs) and managing any trade alerts that trigger. Around 

midday, I try to take an hour off to clear my head and exercise if 

possible. I'm usually back at the screens for the final 90 minutes of 

the trading day to wrap up any short-term trades and/or reposition 

before the close of trading.

After the closing bell, my focus turns to helping others at my web 

site and preparing for the next trading session. I spend at least four or 

more hours running stock screens, producing posts and finding links 

for others to read that provide helpful information and perspectives.

You've described yourself as a "flexible 

chameleon". Do you think traders get too 

wrapped up in using one strategy?
Yes and no. It really depends on the trader and how they approach 

the market. In my experience most new traders don't focus enough 

time and energy learning one or two strategies really well (even with 

strategic flaws and periods of underperformance) than the other 

way around. As you can imagine, most new traders are looking for 

"holy grails" and things that work all the time; that cannot be found. 

The market is always changing and trading approaches must adapt 

to those conditions; but you also need a strong foundation of skills, 

knowledge, and experience so you know how and when to become 

flexible and/or when to use certain strategies. It takes time.

One tactic you're well known for is running 

lots of fundamental stock screens using data 

available to everyone. How do you turn widely 

known information into a trading edge?
I use stock screening to narrow my focus to a small number of stocks 

in an objective and consistent manner. The screens, especially when 

they are working extremely well and in attractive market conditions, 

eliminate all the noise and allow me to concentrate on finding low 

risk/high reward trading setups within the small group of stocks. 

My stock screen machine, which I share with members at The 

Kirk Report, provides me with a narrow target list of stocks that 

have characteristics that the market tends to reward more than the 

rest. While I'm a firm believer that how you manage a trade is more 

important than what you trade, it does provide me with a trading 

edge to concentrate my time and energy on stocks that my screens 

highlight instead of chasing hot trends, stock picks of others, and 

general market hype.

What technical indicators do you use?
Money flow, relative strength, stochastics, universal stops, and trend 

channel analysis are what I use most frequently. In fact, the more I 

trade, the simpler and more consistent my approach has become.

How would you describe your ideal trade setup? 

Can you give an example of a trade?
What I consider the ideal trade setup varies depending on overall 

market conditions. Here's one example. If the market is extremely 

oversold and overdue for a bounce (as it was recently), I frequently 
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look for low-risk, high-reward entry points in extremely oversold 

situations at or near the bottom of their trend channel. This is 

especially true if I think I know of a future catalyst and fundamental 

reason that would have a good chance of causing a reversal.

A recent example was a buy of General Electric at the bottom of 

its trend channel back on 4 March, 2009. Here the stock was so 

oversold in an oversold market (see figure 1) that it afforded a good 

entry point. Insiders were buying at the time and I thought fears over 

a future credit downgrade were overblown. While I try to trade in 

the direction of the trend, catching counter-trend reversals can be 

lucrative in the right market.

Another example of a trade I'm likely to make is a stock pulling 

back within a strong uptrend, especially if it is found in many of 

my stock screens. Here my goal is to find a good entry point on a 

pullback at an attractive price. In fact, finding a bullish pattern amid 

the overall trend (like a cup with a handle) would also encourage me 

to make a specific trade. A good example of this was a trade made 

back in January with TSYS (see figure 2). This stock was featured 

in many of my screens and pulled back to a point where a good risk/

reward entry could be achieved in an oversold condition ahead of a 

key earnings’ release.

The year 2008 was one of the worst years on 

record. How did you handle it?
I'm grateful I didn't lose money. Most of my assets were sidelined 

and benefited from the rally in Treasuries. However, I can't say that 

was due to savvy market timing. It was because my family was 

undergoing a major transition last year.

Within a matter of a few weeks, my wife finished up a PhD program 

and was hired as a professor and we had to sell a home, buy a 

home, move from Minnesota to Utah, and start a new life here that 

required me to be out of the market and sidelined. This all took place 

during a difficult time for the market and I was, frankly, lucky to be 

away from the fray. Looking back, I should have positioned myself 

as being leveraged and short everything in sight. I'm extremely 

confident I would have done that but for the big transition and move 

we had to make last year.

Did you make much use of short selling in 2008?
Yes, but not as aggressively as conditions warranted. I knew we 

were in a bear market and in a confirmed downtrend and likely to 

see only oversold counter-trend reversals that would likely fail, but I 

can't say I took full advantage of the declines as many others have. 

My focus again was not losing money and finding decent risk/reward 

setups, which was difficult amid my transition year.

What is one thing all traders can do now to 

improve?
The first step is simply to face reality. I'm often amazed by those 

who don't keep trading journals and maintain poor trading records; 

don't engage in goal setting and tracking; and who refuse to 

undertake routine performance evaluations. If you don't know how 

you are really doing at all times, you'll never know how or what 

to improve. So the one thing most can do is work on this aspect. 

For the traders I work with closely, it is in this area they need 

improvement the most. 

Ben Power is a writer, journalist and trader. He has written on politics, 

economics, finance and investing for the Sydney Morning Herald, the 

Australian Financial Review, The Australian, and the Financial Times' 

‘Investors Chronicle’ magazine and Britain's The Independent.
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Figure 2: Telecommunications System


