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Economic data tracker – More data crosscurrents

Trend watch and what’s new this week
The activity-based data (slides 5 and 6) remains mixed. Most of travel-
related data, including hotel occupancy and air passenger counts, has 
continued to slide. But restaurant bookings rebounded considerably in 
the past two weeks, up 4% compared to the same week in 2019. Temp 
staffing and back-to-office have also rebounded since mid-August. Yet, 
rail traffic and overall mobility have softened. 

Recession watch: 2nd quarter revised upward

On slide 7, we dig a little deeper into second quarter gross domestic 
product (GDP), which was revised upwardly modestly. It fell 0.6% on an 
inflation-adjusted (real) annualized basis rather than the initial report of 
-0.9%. We show the composition and revisions, including strong 
consumer spending. We also show that the biggest impact came from 
business inventories, along with the trend of business inventories. 

We also received real personal income and spending figures for July. 
Both of those are part of the so-called “big 4” indicators of economic 
activity used to determine a recession (slide 8). While they have flattened 
out, which shows that the economy is slowing, the big 4 don’t indicate the 
U.S. is currently in a recession.

More weakness within housing

Several key housing metrics were released this week, all of which 
weakened. We attribute all of this to dramatically higher mortgage rates, 
which have stayed above 5.8% nationally. Higher rates hurt housing 

affordability. Pending sales of existing homes fell for the eighth time in 
nine months. 

On slide 9, new home sales dropped sharply in July. New home prices 
actually rose 5.9% MoM, but prices are off their highs and other data 
sources indicate that prices are softening in certain cities and regions. 

Additionally, on slide 10, we address the inventory of homes for sale 
(both new and existing). While the number of new homes under 
construction have risen from their lows, completions near a 20-year low. 
Similarly, existing home inventory remains near the lowest level in 40 
years. 

Consumer sentiment up in August, inflation expectations stabilizes

Consumer sentiment remains quite gloomy, driven by inflation pressures 
and recession concerns. Yet, the University of Michigan Consumer 
Sentiment Survey rebounded in August after crashing in June to the 
lowest level since the survey began in 1978 (slide 11). Meanwhile, within 
the survey, long-term inflation expectations appear to be stabilizing. This 
is a key indicator for the Federal Reserve (the Fed), which is keen on 
reining in inflation expectations. 

On slide 12, we highlight new orders for core capital goods, which hit 
fresh all-time high in April. These are new orders, which suggests that 
demand  for business equipment remains solid despite inflation and 
higher interest rates. 



Economic commentary – Our take and the bottom line
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Inflation dipped in July, but energy presents a problem

The Federal Reserves’ (Fed) favorite inflation gauge—the price index of 
core personal consumption expenditures—fell sharply in July (slide 13). 
While it is moving in the right direction, it is still uncomfortably high and 
well above the Fed’s 2% target, meaning Fed rate hikes will continue. 

However, energy prices remain a challenge. Indeed, crude oil prices have 
dropped from their June highs, bringing down gasoline prices. Yet, U.S. 
crude oil inventories continue to drift lower (slide 14), suggesting that 
gasoline prices will remain elevated. 

Meanwhile, natural gas prices have jumped more than 50% in the past 
two months (slide 15). Natural gas exports have jumped, while imports 
have declined. Similarly, this suggests that natural gas prices will remain 
elevated. It also means higher U.S. electricity prices since natural gas is 
the fuel source for nearly 40% of U.S. power generation. 

On slide 16, we delve into the student loan forgiveness plan proposed by 
the White House. We say plan because—at the very least—it will likely 
face a challenge in court. Additionally, it raises more questions than 
answers. In our view, it offers very modest macro benefits as currently 
structured. 

Our take

Seemingly, every strong economic report has been paired with a weak 
report in recent months. In fact, some have conflicting data within the 
same report. Case in point: July new home sales fell, but prices rose. Both 
are accurate in our view but have very different drivers. For instance, 
sales dropped because of higher mortgage rates, but prices haven’t fallen 
as dramatically since there simply isn’t enough available inventory in most 
areas (new or existing). Thus, whatever sales do occur transact at 
elevated prices. Nonetheless, it highlights the continuing crosscurrents 

within the economic data, which will persist for the foreseeable future.

Lastly, Fed Chair Jay Powell bluntly reiterated the Fed’s recent talking 
points at the Jackson Hole Economic Symposium. He directly and 
unambiguously stated that the Fed would stay the course with its hawkish 
stance, maintaining its focus on reducing generationally high inflation. 

His comments were primarily geared towards refuting the notion the Fed 
would quickly cut the fed funds rate next year (the so-called “Fed Pivot”).  
He pointedly referenced history regarding the dangers of prematurely 
loosening policy as validation to keep rates higher for longer. 

The Fed is likely to raise interest rates by 0.50% or 0.75% at the 
September meeting, likely determined by incoming data for inflation, jobs, 
income, and spending.

Yet, he didn’t comment on the Fed’s balance sheet reductions. We expect 
the Fed to double the pace of its balance sheet reductions beginning next 
month as planned. The monthly roll-off will accelerate to $60 billion for 
U.S. Treasuries and $35 billion agency mortgage-backed securities. 

The Fed’s policy maneuvers will further tighten financial conditions and set 
up a delayed drag on the U.S. economy in the months ahead. Until 
inflation meaningfully and persistently cools, the Fed’s attack on inflation 
will likely continue to pull yields somewhat higher and provide a 
challenging backdrop for riskier assets.

Bottom line
Alas, crosscurrents continue and our warning that it would be difficult to 
get a “clean” view of the economy has materialized. On balance, we think 
it’s possible that the U.S. can power through much of the crosscurrents, 
but not all of them. That points toward a slowing U.S. economy or 
prolonged sluggishness until these crosscurrents abate. Whether that’s 
officially labeled a recession remains to be seen.
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Gross domestic product (GDP) q 2Q P: -0.6% 2Q P: -0.6%
Revised upward from -0.9% thanks to modestly stronger consumer 
spending. Still, business inventories sliced off 1.83 percentage points.
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Unemployment rateX  Jul: 3.5% Aug: 3.5% Ticked lower, a new cycle low; U.S. is clearly at full employment. 

Monthly jobs (nonfarm)  Jul: 528K Aug: 300K Another big upside surprise, nearly double the consensus of 250K.

Weekly jobless claims+  8/20: 243K 8/27: 249 Fell to a four-week low. It remains near a 50-year low. 

Nonfarm productivity  2Q P: -4.6% 2Q F: -4.4%
Dropped again but improved from a revised -7.4%. Also, unit labor 
costs starting to slip, up 10.8% vs. 12.7% in 1Q22.
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Federal funds rate 
2.25% –
2.50%

9/21: 2.75% –
3.00%

Fed hiked rates another 0.75% in July to counter spiraling inflation 
expectations. Market expects at least another 0.50% in September. 

10-year U.S. Treasury yield q 3.03%‡ Up
Briefly popped to 3.1% following stronger economic data but slipped 
with Powell’s hawkish Fed rhetoric. We expect rate more volatility. 

10-year AAA GO muni yield q 2.53%‡ Up Up again WoW after essentially treading water for several weeks. 

30-year fixed mortgage rate q 5.88%‡ Flat/up
It has quickly reached the level since hitting 6% in June, up 0.6% in 
three weeks. Higher rates hurt housing affordability. 
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Consumer prices (CPI)X  Jul: 0.0% Aug: N/A
Smallest MoM rise since the pandemic as energy dropped 4.6%. 
Overall CPI increased 8.5% YoY, the lowest level in three months.

Core CPI q Jul: 0.3% Aug: N/A YoY held steady at 5.9%, which is a six-month low. 

Producer prices (PPI) q Jul: -0.5% Aug: N/A First MoM drop since the pandemic, while up 9.8% YoY.

Core PPI q Jul: 0.2% Aug: N/A Coolest MoM pace since the pandemic, while YoY rose 7.6%.

Good  q Bad   Neutral  +Leading indicator XLagging indicator ‡Intraday quote  Bloomberg consensus shown
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Existing home sales q Jul: 4.81M Aug: N/A Fell 5.9% MoM, down for a 6th straight month. Prices finally fell MoM.

New home sales q Jul: 511K Aug: N/A
Down 12.6% MoM, the 6th drop in 7 months and lowest annualized 
level since 2016. Prices up 5.9% MoM, but off their highs.

New housing starts q Jul: 1.446M Aug: N/A Dropped 9.6% MoM. Single family down for 5th month in a row. 

New permits+ q Jul: 1.674M Aug: N/A Down 1.3% MoM but helped by continued strength from multifamily. 
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Durable goods orders+  Jul P: 0.0% Jul F: 0.0%
The MoM pace slowed, but June revised upward. Core capital goods 
orders (ex-air & defense) rose 0.3% MoM and a fresh all-time high.

ISM Manufacturing Index  Jul: 52.8 Aug: 52.0
Dipped MoM, but was the 26th month of expansion, which began in 
June 2020. New orders rebounded some but still contracted.

ISM Services Index  Jul: 56.7 Aug: 56.3
Surprised to the upside as new orders to surge to a 4-month high. 
Price paid dropped to a 17-month low, suggesting inflation peaked.

Business inventoriesX  Jun: 1.4% Jul: N/A The pace is slipping compared to up 1.7%/mo for the prior 6 months. 

C
o

n
su

m
er

Personal income  Jul: 0.2% Aug: N/A Pace slipped after 5 straight strong months, buoyed by wage growth. 

Personal spending  Jul: 0.1% Aug: N/A Slowed but it average a robust 0.9%/mo for the prior six months. 

Advance retail sales  Jul: 0.0% Aug: N/A Hit a new high despite sizable drops in sales of autos and gasoline. 

Consumer sentiment q Aug F: 58.2 Sep P: N/A
Big upward revision from prelim reading to three-month high, while 
long-term inflation expectations held steady at 2.9%.

Good  q Bad  Neutral  +Leading indicator XLagging indicator ‡Intraday quote  Bloomberg consensus shown

Investment and insurance products – are not FDIC or any other government agency insured  – are not bank guaranteed – may lose value



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
Rose WoW to 43.5, snapping a three-week slide (pre-pandemic indexed to 100). Top cities are Austin (59), 
Houston (55), and Dallas (52); bottom are San Jose (35) and Philadelphia (37). 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 slipped 1.8% WoW, a fifth straight drop, to 15.1 million, -6.4% from the 2019 weekly 

average of 16.1M. Passenger counts are -7.6% the same week in August ’19 but are up 21.4% from August ’21. 

OpenTable restaurant 
bookings 

Jumped to +4.0% compared to pre-pandemic levels, the highest since July 4th. Top positive states were led by 
Rhode Island (+106%) and Connecticut (+92%); bottom were New York (-20%) and Illinois (-18%). Top cities 
were Las Vegas (+50%) and Miami (+49%); bottom were San Francisco (-40%) and Philadelphia (-38%). 

Google mobility  Activity has moderated as the summer nears Labor Day. 7-day averages relative to 2020: Residential +6%, 
Parks +41%, Transit -17%, Grocery/Pharmacy -1%, Workplaces -22%, Retail/Restaurant/Recreation -7%.

Hotel occupancy  Occupancy fell for the fourth straight week to 67.3%. The average daily rate was $152.34, up 15.8% from the 
same week in Aug. ‘19, while revenue per available room was $104.30, or up 10.5% from ’19.

Freight (rail/truck/ship) 
Rail carloads dipped 0.2% WoW in the latest week, though were up 1.8% in July. Container traffic at the top few 
U.S. ports edged down 0.1% MoM, with considerable weakness at Long Beach (#2), which dropped 5.9% in 
July. Truck loading rose 0.2% MoM in July, a fresh all-time high. 

Staffing index  Rose to 106.7 after two weeks at 106.6. Aside from the week of Independence Day, it has stayed remarkably 
steady. It remains well-above the 2019 average of 93.6. The low for this cycle was 59.6 set in April 2020. 

Apartment rental prices  Rent index in July rose 0.6% MoM and up 13.2% YoY, the coolest pace in 10 months. While prices are 
significantly above pre-pandemic levels, the rental growth rate 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: Bloomberg, NY Federal Reserve Weekly Economic Index through August 20, 2022. Top right: (U.S. Community Mobility) Google COVID-19 
Community Mobility Reports 7-day average through August 22. Bottom left: Bloomberg, OpenTable 7-day average through August 25. Bottom right: Bloomberg, Transportation Security Administration (TSA) 7-day 
average through August 25.

Activity-based trends remain solid through late August
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2nd quarter U.S. growth pummeled by inventory slowdown, yet consumers 
spending solid

Real GDP was revised upwardly modestly, falling 0.6% on an annualized basis in the second quarter rather than the initial report of -0.9%. It was dragged 
down 1.83 percentage points by business inventories, which grew a much-smaller $83.9 billion during the quarter following massive back-to-back 
increases of $193.2 billion and $188.5 billion in the fourth quarter ’21 and first quarter ’22, respectively. Meanwhile, consumer spending was revised 
upward. 

Sources: Truist IAG, Bureau of Economic Analysis. Figures shown are inflation-adjusted (real) chained (2012) dollars on a seasonally adjusted annual rate.
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Production Employment Real consumer spending Real income

Four primary indicators used to date a U.S. recession suggest “not yet” but 
economy is slowing

The National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) Business Cycle Dating Committee is the official arbiter of the business cycle. It calls a recession 
based on many factors, including four primary indicators – industrial production, nonfarm payrolls, real personal consumption expenditures, and personal 
income excluding transfer receipts. These indicators are considered coincidental, as opposed to leading, but currently suggest the U.S. is not yet in a 
recession. 

Data source: Truist IAG, Bloomberg. Monthly data through June 2022 for production, spending and income; employment through July 2022. 

Employment now above 
pre-pandemic level



New home sales dropped sharply in July and prices beginning to soften

New homes sales dropped 12.6% to an annualized rate of 511,000 in July, the lowest level since early 2016. It has declined in six of the past seven 
months and is significantly below the 20-year average. Meanwhile, prices rose to $439,400 in July and are 43% above the May 2019 level. However, 
prices are off their highs and other data sources indicate that prices are softening in certain cities and regions. 

Sources: Truist IAG, Bloomberg, U.S. Census Bureau. Figures shown are seasonally-adjust annualized rate (SAAR); monthly data through July 2022.
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Housing bubble talk appears misplaced

Much of the talk about a housing bubble is currently centered on the dramatic jump in the number of new homes under construction, which is approaching 
levels not seen since the 2006 to 2008 period. However, while they have risen from their lows, completions remain near a 20-year low, apparently 
impacted by supply chain issues for appliances, HVAC, and other furnishings needed to finish the house. Similarly, existing home inventory remains near 
the lowest level in 40 years. 
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Sources: Truist IAG, Bloomberg, National Association of Realtors, U.S. Census Bureau. Figures shown are seasonally-adjust annualized rate (SAAR) at end of period; monthly data through July 2022.
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Consumer sentiment rebounding from recent low, while long-term inflation 
expectations appear to be stabilizing

Consumer sentiment, as measured by the University of Michigan Consumer Sentiment Survey, jumped to a reading of 58.2 in August. It was the largest 
increase in 17 months and the second consecutive monthly rise, coming from the lowest level since the series began in 1978. Meanwhile, within the 
survey, inflation expectations over the next 5-10 years held steady to 2.9%, down from 3.1% in June. 

Sources: Truist IAG, Bloomberg, University of Michigan; monthly data through August 2022 (final). 
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Core capital goods orders grind higher to all-time high in July

Total new orders for durable goods were basically 
unchanged in July to $273.5 billion, though June was 
revised upward to robust gain of 2.2%. 

New orders for core capital goods, which excludes 
the volatile aircraft and defense components, rose 
0.4% to $74.5 billion, which is a new all-time high. 
That’s on top of a 0.9% increase in June. 

These are new orders, which suggests that demand  
for business equipment remains solid despite inflation 
and higher interest rates. 

Sources: Truist IAG, Bloomberg, U.S. Census Bureau; monthly data through July 2022. 
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The Fed’s favorite inflation gauge fell sharply, though still too high

The price index of personal consumption 
expenditures (PCE) rose 6.3% from a year ago, down 
from 6.8% in June. Core PCE, which excludes the 
food and energy components, edged up 0.1% for the 
month, matching the smallest rise in 20 months. It 
increased 4.6% year over year, down from 5.3% in 
February. 

Core PCE is the Federal Reserve’s (Fed) favored  
inflation gauge. While it is moving in the right 
direction, it is still uncomfortably high and well above 
the Fed’s 2% target, meaning Fed rate hikes will 
continue. 

Sources: Truist IAG, Bloomberg, Bureau of Economic Analysis; monthly data through July 2022. 

-2%

-1%

0%

1%

2%

3%

4%

5%

6%

7%

8%

'02 '04 '06 '08 '10 '12 '14 '16 '18 '20 '22

Personal consumption expenditures (PCE) 
year-over-year change

Personal consumption expenditures (PCE) price index

Core PCE (less food & energy)

Fed's 2% inflation target



U.S. crude oil inventories drifting lower, while exports climb to all-time high, 
meaning gasoline prices will remain elevated  

Crude oil inventories have steadily declined in 2022, dropping 13.5% year-to-date through mid-August and are well-below the 10-year average range. 
Meanwhile, exports have literally doubled over the same span as U.S. producers ship more to Europe. This is dynamic and will translate into U.S. 
gasoline prices remaining elevated. 

Truist IAG, Bloomberg, Energy Information Administration; weekly data through August 19, 2022. Total crude oil inventory data includes Strategic Petroleum Reserve.
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Natural gas prices jump as U.S. exports soared, while imports dropped, 
meaning natural gas prices will stay elevated  

Natural gas prices have jumped more than 50% in the past two months. Meanwhile, exports are up 25% since the start of the pandemic as U.S. 
producers ship more to Europe, while imports have dropped 9% over the same span. This is dynamic and will translate into natural gas prices remaining 
elevated. It also means U.S. electricity prices will remain elevated since natural gas is the fuel source for nearly 40% of U.S. power generation. 

Truist IAG, Bloomberg, Energy Information Administration. Left chart weekly data through August 19, 2022; right chart monthly data through May 2022. Total crude oil inventory data includes Strategic Petroleum 
Reserve. 
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Student loan forgiveness offers very modest macro benefits

The plan to forgive student loans is laudable but has limited benefits to the overall economy. In simple terms, it increases household cashflow and net 
worth (both which support consumer spending), but the additional government debt also increases interest rates, which disproportionately impacts lower 
income Americans. Also, ending the moratorium in 2023 actually decreases GDP since restarting payments decreases household cashflow for millions of 
payers. Lastly, two-thirds of the benefits in this plan accrue to those with middle and upper-middle incomes. 

Sources: Truist IAG, Federal Reserve, Penn Wharton Budget Model. Assumes $125,000 income cap. Quintiles are five equal groups according income. 
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Disclosures
Advisory managed account programs entail risks, including possible loss of principal and may not be suitable for all investors. Please speak to your advisor to request a firm 
brochure which includes program details, including risks, fees and expenses.

Truist Wealth is a name used by Truist Financial Corporation.  Banking products and services, including loans, deposit accounts, trust and investment management services 
provided by Truist Bank, Member FDIC. Securities, brokerage accounts, insurance/annuities offered by Truist Investment Services, Inc. member FINRA, SIPC, and a 
licensed insurance agency where applicable.  Life insurance products offered by referral to Truist Insurance Holdings, Inc. and affiliates.  Investment advisory services 
offered by Truist Advisory Services, Inc., Sterling Capital Management, LLC, and affiliated SEC registered investment advisers. Sterling Capital Funds advised by Sterling 
Capital Management, LLC. While this information is believed to be accurate, Truist Financial Corporation, including its affiliates, does not guarantee the accuracy, 
completeness or timeliness of, or otherwise endorse these analyses or market data.

The opinions and information contained herein have been obtained or derived from sources believed to be reliable, but Truist Financial Corporation makes no representation 
or guarantee as to their timeliness, accuracy or completeness or for their fitness for any particular purpose. The information contained herein does not purport to be a 
complete analysis of any security, company, or industry involved. This material is not to be construed as an offer to sell or a solicitation of an offer to buy any security. 

Opinions and information expressed herein are subject to change without notice. TIS and/or its affiliates, including your Advisor, may have issued materials that are 
inconsistent with or may reach different conclusions than those represented in this commentary, and all opinions and information are believed to be reflective of judgments 
and opinions as of the date that material was originally published. TIS is under no obligation to ensure that other materials are brought to the attention of any recipient of this 
commentary.  

Comments regarding tax implications are informational only. Truist and its representatives do not provide tax or legal advice. You should consult your individual tax or legal 
professional before taking any action that may have tax or legal consequences.

Investments involve risk and an investor may incur either profits or losses. Past performance should not be taken as an indication or guarantee of future performance. 

TIS/TAS shall accept no liability for any loss arising from the use of this material, nor shall TIS/TAS treat any recipient of this material as a customer or client simply by virtue 
of the receipt of this material. 

The information herein is for persons residing in the United States of America only and is not intended for any person in any other jurisdiction. 

The information contained in this material is produced and copyrighted by Truist Financial Corporation and any unauthorized use, duplication, redistribution or disclosure is 
prohibited by law.   

TIS/TAS’s officers, employees, agents and/or affiliates may have positions in securities, options, rights, or warrants mentioned or discussed in this material.
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