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Economic data tracker – Retail sales strong in April

Trend watch and what’s new this week

New York City raised its COVID-19 Alert Level to high, which means 

that community spread and pressure on the health care system are 

increasing. Nationally, COVID-19 cases are climbing (slide 6). Also, the 

rate of hospitalizations and the percentage of COVID-19 patients are 

beginning to rise (slide 8). However, the death rate has largely held 

steady in recent weeks (slide 6). We will continue to monitor it. 

Most of the travel-related activity-based data (slides 5 and 7) 

rebounded sharply this past week. Hotel occupancy rose and weekly air 

passengers top 15.5 million (slide 9). We also highlight travel bookings, 

which have essentially recovered to pre-pandemic levels (slide 10). 

Among the other activity-based data, temporary staffing dipped WoW, 

though remains near the highest reading since mid-December 2021. 

Port traffic for 4 of the top 5 U.S. ports fell 4.9% in April (slide 11). But 

rail freight held steady during the latest week. 

Retail sales – strong in April but shift to services is apparent

Total retail sales rose 0.9%, marking the fourth straight strong month. 

On slide 12, we show the comparison between the past three 

recessions and recoveries for retail sales. Retail sales are up 29% from 

pre-pandemic levels. 

However, as was reported by two of largest big box retailers this past 

week, consumers appear to be shifting spending back towards services 

after two years of being skewed towards goods. This was also evident 

within the April retail sales figures. For instance, food service and 

drinking establishments sales jumped 2.0% in April, the strongest 

month since last June, while sales at general merchandise store edged 

up just 0.2%. Similarly, aforementioned rebound in travel-related 

spending within the activity-based data are also considered services. 

Our take

The shift in consumer spending back towards services is 

happening. This is a key part of our thesis that goods inflation, which 

was simultaneously impacted by the pandemic with a massive surge in 

demand (because goods could be delivered despite social distancing)  

and supply chain disruptions. Accordingly, evidence is mounting that 

goods inflation is likely peaking and should continue to decline as the 

year progresses and this trend accelerates as spending normalizes. 

Moreover, softer economic growth – especially in Europe and Asia –

will also contribute to more goods being available for the U.S. 
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Our take (continued)

Additionally, global multinational companies are adjusting and adapting to 

the realities of removing Russian production and suppliers from global 

supply chains. While this is completely resolved, companies should 

generally be able to find their way without Russia within the few months, if 

they haven’t already. 

That said, the U.S. will continue to struggle with higher inflation. 

Specifically, we don’t expect higher food and energy prices to correct 

anytime soon; thus, prices will likely remain elevated for the foreseeable 

future. Moreover, given the amount of uncertainty for a resolution of the 

conflict, price volatility will persist, especially for crude oil, where daily 5% 

price swings have been commonplace. 

Bottom line

The U.S. will continue to struggle with inflation, yet the pressures 

appear to be abating, albeit modestly. This is important insofar as it 

should allow the Fed to throttle down interest rate increases later in 2022 

and into 2023. Accordingly, the widespread recession fears should wilt as 

temperatures warm and additional data proves the proof in the summer 

months.



Econ-at-a-Glance
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Gross domestic product (GDP)  1Q A: -1.4% 1Q P: -1.3%
Badly missed the consensus expectation of +1.0%. Inflation, imports, 

and inventories punched down real GDP in the first quarter.
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Unemployment rateX
 Apr: 3.6% May: 3.6% Held steady from March; hard to argue U.S. isn’t at full employment. 

Monthly jobs (nonfarm)  Apr: 428K May: N/A 12th straight month with over 400,000, which is unprecedented.

Weekly jobless claims+
 5/14: 218K 5/21: 210K Another modest rise WoW but remains near a 50-year low. 

Nonfarm productivity  1Q P: -7.5% 1Q F: -7.3% Big decline as supply chain snags persist, and unit labor costs up big.
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Federal funds rate 
0.75% –

1.00%

6/15: 1.25% –

1.50%

Fed delivered half-point rate hike and unveils how it will reduce bond 

holdings. We expect another half-point rate hike at June 15 meeting.

10-year U.S. Treasury yield q 2.77%‡ Flat/down
Down sharply as recession fears abound, causing extreme swings in 

rates. Rate volatility will likely continue for some time.

10-year AAA GO muni yield q 2.92%‡ Flat/down Unlike most bonds, muni yields have continued to climb.

30-year fixed mortgage rate q 5.42%‡ Flat
It has recoiled somewhat but remains near at the highest level since 

2009. Higher mortgage rates hurt housing affordability. 
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Consumer prices (CPI)X
q Apr: 0.3% May: N/A

It was the smallest MoM rise in 8 months. Gasoline dropped 6.1% 

MoM. Still, CPI increased 8.6% YoY, the most since 1981.

Core CPI q Apr: 0.6% May: N/A Faster than the consensus of 0.4%, and up from 0.3% in March.

Producer prices (PPI) q Apr: 0.5% May: N/A Coolest MoM reading in 7 months. But jumped 11.0% YoY. 

Core PPI q Apr: 0.4% May: N/A The coolest pace in 6 months. Up 8.8% YoY (was up 9.6% in March). 

Good  q Bad   Neutral  +Leading indicator XLagging indicator ‡Intraday quote  Bloomberg consensus shown 
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Existing home sales  Apr: 5.61M May: N/A Fell 2.4% MoM, the third straight monthly decline. 

New home sales  Mar: 763K Apr: 750K Down 8.6% MoM, the third straight monthly decline. 

New housing starts+
 Apr: 1.724M May: N/A Fell 0.2% MoM; with downward revisions, down for second month. 

New permits+
 Apr: 1.819M May: N/A Down 3.2% MoM. Both single and multifamily were weak. 
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Durable goods orders+
 Mar F: 1.1% Apr P: 0.6%

Up despite commercial aircraft -9.9% MoM. Core capital goods 

orders (ex-air & defense) up 1.0% MoM, rebounding from dip in Feb.

ISM manufacturing  Apr: 55.4 May: 55.5 Fell sharply, but it’s still expanding and above pre-pandemic average.

ISM services/non-manufacturing  Apr: 57.1 May: 57.5 It’s roughly pulled back to the pre-pandemic 3-year average.

Business inventoriesX
 Mar: 2.0% Apr: N/A

The largest MoM increase in 3 month. Inventories were depleted by 

ongoing supply chain issues and transportation bottlenecks. 
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Personal income  Mar: 0.5% Apr: 0.5% Largest MoM rise in 3 months buoyed by wage & income growth. 

Personal spending  Mar: 1.1% Apr: 0.6%
Nearly doubled the consensus; third straight strong month, which 

belies the widely-held narrative that inflation will smother spending.

Advance retail sales  Apr: 0.9% May: N/A Just hit a fresh all-time high and are up 33% from April 2019. 

Consumer sentiment q May P: 59.1 May F: 59.1 Slumped down to an 11-year low in May thanks to inflation worries.

Good  q Bad  Neutral  +Leading indicator XLagging indicator ‡Intraday quote  Bloomberg consensus shown
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U.S. activity-based data matrix

I n d i c a t o r
R e l a t i v e  

t r e n d
W h a t  w e ’ r e  w a t c h i n g

Back to office q

Edged higher to 43.4 (pre-pandemic indexed to 100) from 43.2 in the prior week. Top cities are Austin (60), 

Houston (57), and Dallas (52); bottom are San Jose (34) and San Francisco (35). While the trend has steadily 

improved, it remains less than half of pre-pandemic levels, which is not conducive for overall growth.

TSA air passenger 

throughput


Weekly passengers jumped 4.1% WoW to 15.5 million, just 3.8% below the 2019 weekly average of 16.1M. 

Passenger counts fell 10.3% from the same week in May ’19 but are 36% above the same week in May ’21. 

OpenTable restaurant 

bookings 


Ebbed slightly to -5.1% compared to pre-pandemic levels. Top positive states were led by Oklahoma (+69%) 

and Nevada (+65%); bottom were Maryland (-37%) and Illinois (-36%). Top cities were Las Vegas (+68%) and 

Naples (+45%); bottom were Baltimore (-55%), Minneapolis (-48%), and Philadelphia (-47%). 

Google mobility 
Grocery/Pharmacy swung back to negative, -1%, while Parks climbed to +40%. 7-day averages relative to 

2020: Residential +2%, Transit -19%, Workplaces -17%, Retail/Restaurant/Recreation -7%.

Hotel occupancy 
Occupancy rebounded sharply to 66.5% from 63.9% the prior week. The average daily rate rose to $148.31, up 

10.5% from the same week in May ‘19, while revenue per available room up to $98.59, up 4.1% from May ‘19.

Freight (rail/truck/ship) 
Rail carloads rose modestly WoW, the third rise in 4 weeks, and rose 1% for April. Truck loading fell 0.1% MoM 

in April, after touching the all-time high. Container traffic at the 4 of top 5 U.S. ports fell 4.9% in April. 

Staffing index 
Dipped to 105.7 from the prior week reading of 105.9, which was the highest level since mid-December 2021. 

The low for this cycle was 59.6 set in April 2020. 

Apartment rental prices 
Rent index rose to 0.996 in April from 0.846 in March, but down from 1.23 in February. While prices are 

significantly above pre-pandemic levels, rental growth clearly peaked during the second half of 2021. 

Trend relative to whether it is favorable for economic growth:

Positive qNegative Neutral / Mixed

Sources: Truist IAG, Bloomberg, Kastle Back to Work Barometer, Transportation Security Administration, 

OpenTable, Google COVID-19 Community Mobility Report, STR/CoStar, American Staffing Association, Zillow. 

Week-over-weak and year-over-year change are abbreviated as WoW and YoY, respectively. 



Sources: Truist IAG and the following additional sources respectively: Top left and right, Bloomberg, Johns Hopkins University through May 19, 2022. Data for 50 U.S. states plus American Samoa, Washington D.C., 

Guam, Northern Mariana Islands, Puerto Rico, and U.S. Virgin Islands. 7-day moving average (DMA). Top left, bottom right: Centers for Disease Control & Prevention (CDC), through May 19, 2022. *Fully vaccinated is 

defined as receiving two doses on different days (regardless of time interval) of the two-dose mRNA series or receiving a single-dose vaccine regimen.

U.S. COVID-19 watch – New cases and hospitalizations modestly rising, but 
death rate remains steady
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Sources: Truist IAG and the following additional sources respectively: Top left: Bloomberg, NY Federal Reserve Weekly Economic Index through May 7, 2022. Top right: (U.S. Community Mobility) Google COVID-19 

Community Mobility Reports 7-day average through May 17. Bottom left: Bloomberg, OpenTable 7-day average through May 19. Bottom right: Bloomberg, Transportation Security Administration (TSA) 7-day average 

through May 19.

Activity-based trends remain solid following spring break season
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Modest rise in U.S. hospitalizations, but percentage starting to climb

The number of COVID-19 hospitalizations is modestly increasing once again, but the rate has held steady for the past few weeks. Yet, the percentage of 

COVID-19 patients is beginning to climb. 

Sources: Truist IAG, Bloomberg, Department of Health & Human Services; daily data through May 19, 2022. 7-day moving average (7-DMA). 
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U.S. air traveler weekly count hits highest level since March 2020

Weekly passengers reached 15.5 million this past 

week, just 3.8% below the 2019 weekly average of 

16.1M and the highest level since March 2020. 

Passenger counts are 36% above the same week in 

May ’21 but remain down 10.3% from the same week 

in May ’19. Our hunch is that the difference is largely 

international traffic, which remains well below pre-

pandemic levels. 

Sources: Truist IAG, Bloomberg, Transportation Security Administration; 7-day average based on daily data through May 19, 2022. 
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Travel bookings climb again in April, essentially back to pre-pandemic levels

Overall travel bookings continued to rebound, up 3% in April and the seventh increase in the past eight months. More importantly, it has essentially 

recovered to the pre-pandemic 3-year average. For the fourth consecutive month, corporate travel led the pack, up 8% for the month. However, corporate 

travel remains roughly 25% below its pre-pandemic 3-year average. 

Source: Truist IAG, Bloomberg, Airlines Reporting Corporation; monthly data through April 2022. 
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Port traffic dipped in April 

Total unit volumes fell 4.9% at 4 of the top 5 U.S. 

ports. However, it followed a strong March, up 7.7%, 

which was the largest monthly increase in 9 months 

and a fresh new all-time high in terms of units.

Nonetheless, volumes were 20.3% above the April 

2019 levels. 

Sources: Truist IAG, Bloomberg; monthly data through April 2022. 
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Retail sales continue to cruise higher, shrugging off inflation concerns

Total retail sales rose 0.9%, marking the fourth straight strong month. That includes offsetting strength in auto sales (up 2.0%) and weaker gasoline sales 

(down 2.7%); together those two sector comprise almost a third of total sales. Online sales rebounded, up 2.1%, following softer showing in March. Food 

service and drinking establishments sales jumped 2.0%, the strongest month since last June. 

Sources: Truist IAG, Bloomberg, U.S. Census Bureau; monthly data through April 2022. Index constructed based on monthly retail and food service sales in nominal dollars.
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