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Consumer spending is the engine of the U.S. economy, accounting for roughly two-thirds of overall economic activity. In 
theory, when consumers feel financially secure and optimistic, they tend to spend more, driving corporate profits and 
economic growth. When they feel uncertain, they may tighten their belts. In reality, how consumers behave depends on 
many factors, especially because not all consumers are alike. For this reason, having a holistic understanding of the 
financial health of consumers is one of the most important ways for long-term investors to make sense of the current 
environment.

The picture today is positive but mixed. On one hand, household net worth is near record levels, the job market has 
improved, retail sales are strong, and gasoline prices are declining. On the other hand, consumer sentiment is near 
historic lows, savings rates have fallen sharply, debt levels remain elevated, and inflation continues to run above the 
Federal Reserve's target.

These conflicting signals reflect an economy that is performing well in general, but is also leaving some households 
feeling stretched. For long-term investors, understanding both sides of this picture is important for understanding 
economic trends as well as the importance of following a financial plan.

Consumers are feeling pessimistic despite healthy growth
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According to the University of Michigan Surveys of 
Consumers, the consumer sentiment index was 49.5 
in June 2026, well below the historical average of 
83.8. This places sentiment near its historic low, 
comparable to levels seen during the worst of the 
2008 financial crisis and the early pandemic period. 
One-year inflation expectations from the same 
survey have climbed to 4.6%, suggesting that 
concerns about rising prices remain a primary driver 
of pessimism.1

While it seems that there should be a direct 
connection between how consumers feel and 
whether they are willing to spend, this is not always 
the case. After all, consumer sentiment figures are 
based on representative surveys, so there can be 
data challenges, as well as a difference between 

how people say they feel and how they are behaving. For instance, retail sales have grown 6.9% year-over-year in the 
latest report, well above the long-term historical average of 4.7%.2

What explains this gap? An important part of the answer is the inflation that consumers have experienced over the past 
several years. Even though the rate of inflation has improved, the level of prices for everyday goods and services 
remains much higher than before the pandemic. Consumers who feel the ongoing weight of higher grocery, housing, 
and energy bills may feel pessimistic in surveys even as they continue spending for necessities and some discretionary 
items.

Additionally, the job market, while showing signs of improvement, also carries uncertainty related to the potential 
impact of artificial intelligence on employment. Wage growth has also slowed even though it remains at a historically 
strong annual rate of 3.6%. The challenge is that this is below the recent inflation readings driven by energy prices. 
These concerns spanning many different areas may shape how households think about the future, even if they continue 
to make purchases.

Household net worth reflects the strength of the economy and markets

While sentiment is low, the overall balance sheet of 
American households has never been stronger. 
Total U.S. household net worth reached $183 trillion 
in the first quarter of 2026, a record high. Financial 
assets, including stocks and retirement accounts, 
have grown substantially over the current market 
cycle, driven by the stock market. Non-financial 
assets, such as homes, have also risen in value over 
the past several years.3

Of course, this masks the variation across income 
and wealth groups. A popular term right now, for 
instance, is that we have a “K-shaped" economy. 
Households with meaningful exposure to financial 
assets and real estate have seen their balance 
sheets strengthen considerably. For those without 
such assets, growth in wages has been strong, but 
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they may also be experiencing higher debt levels which have been increasing steadily for the country as a whole. This 
includes credit card debt rising to $1.3 trillion, auto loans to $1.7 trillion, and student loan balances also climbing to $1.7 
trillion.4

The wealth effect, or the tendency for consumers to spend more when they perceive themselves as wealthier, helps 
explain why aggregate spending has remained resilient even as sentiment has declined. This has different implications 
depending on the perspective we take. For the overall health of the economy, it’s preferable if many segments of the 
population are experiencing financial growth. When it comes to markets and portfolios, what primarily matters is the 
growth rate of earnings. So, while there may be challenges in some population segments, this does not necessarily 
mean it translates into a concern for investors.

Savings rates have declined

The personal savings rate, which measures the 
amount of after-tax disposable income that 
individuals save, has declined to 3.0%, well below 
the historical average of 6.2%. For much of the 20th 
century, this rate was much higher, averaging 11.1% 
from 1960 to 1990. Today’s rates are also a reversal 
of the pandemic period when they briefly surged 
above 30% as households received government 
support and had limited opportunities to spend.5

The reasons for this are again related to inflation 
and energy prices. Consumer spending has 
remained strong, which means that the average 
household has spent rather than saved. Higher 
prices, including for necessities such as gasoline, 
also reduce the portion of each paycheck available 
to set aside. Additionally, demographic trends play a 

role. As the Baby Boomer generation moves further into retirement, savings rates will naturally decline as they draw 
down accumulated wealth. These shifts in the population mean that it’s not surprising that the rate has declined over 
the past several decades.

A low savings rate of 3.0% may leave some households with limited buffers against unexpected expenses or life events. 
From a financial planning perspective, this is an important area of focus. For long-term investors, the power of 
compounding means that dollars set aside early in a financial plan grow substantially over decades.

Finally, from a broad market perspective, there are many trends moving in the right direction. For example, oil prices 
have fallen from recent highs which could provide some inflation relief and help ease some of the pressure that has 
weighed on consumer sentiment. The job market has also shown improvement in hiring activity, and unemployment 
remains low. These are positive developments for households and for the outlook for consumer finances.

The bottom line? Consumer spending has been resilient overall, supporting the economy and markets despite 
mixed signals. For investors, this reinforces both the importance of building a financial plan and staying focused 
on longer-term trends.
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Aspen Wealth Strategies, LLC (“Aspen”) is a registered investment advisor. Advisory services are only offered to clients or 
prospective clients where Aspen and its representatives are properly licensed or exempt from licensure.

The information provided is for educational and informational purposes only and does not constitute investment advice 
and it should not be relied on as such. It should not be considered a solicitation to buy or an offer to sell a security. It 
does not take into account any investor's particular investment objectives, strategies, tax status or investment horizon. 
You should consult your attorney or tax advisor.

The views expressed in this commentary are subject to change based on market and other conditions. These documents 
may contain certain statements that may be deemed forward?looking statements. Please note that any such 
statements are not guarantees of any future performance and actual results or developments may differ materially from 
those projected. Any projections, market outlooks, or estimates are based upon certain assumptions and should not be 
construed as indicative of actual events that will occur.

All information has been obtained from sources believed to be reliable, but its accuracy is not guaranteed. There is no 
representation or warranty as to the current accuracy, reliability or completeness of, nor liability for, decisions based on 
such information and it should not be relied on as such.

Copyright (c) 2026 Clearnomics, Inc. All rights reserved. The information contained herein has been obtained from 
sources believed to be reliable, but is not necessarily complete and its accuracy cannot be guaranteed. No 
representation or warranty, express or implied, is made as to the fairness, accuracy, completeness, or correctness of the 
information and opinions contained herein. The views and the other information provided are subject to change without 
notice. All reports posted on or via www.clearnomics.com or any affiliated websites, applications, or services are issued 
without regard to the specific investment objectives, financial situation, or particular needs of any specific recipient and 
are not to be construed as a solicitation or an offer to buy or sell any securities or related financial instruments. Past 
performance is not necessarily a guide to future results. Company fundamentals and earnings may be mentioned 
occasionally, but should not be construed as a recommendation to buy, sell, or hold the company's stock. Predictions, 
forecasts, and estimates for any and all markets should not be construed as recommendations to buy, sell, or hold any 
security--including mutual funds, futures contracts, and exchange traded funds, or any similar instruments. The text, 
images, and other materials contained or displayed in this report are proprietary to Clearnomics, Inc. and constitute 
valuable intellectual property. All unauthorized reproduction or other use of material from Clearnomics, Inc. shall be 
deemed willful infringement(s) of this copyright and other proprietary and intellectual property rights, including but not 
limited to, rights of privacy. Clearnomics, Inc. expressly reserves all rights in connection with its intellectual property, 
including without limitation the right to block the transfer of its products and services and/or to track usage thereof, 
through electronic tracking technology, and all other lawful means, now known or hereafter devised. Clearnomics, Inc. 
reserves the right, without further notice, to pursue to the fullest extent allowed by the law any and all criminal and civil 
remedies for the violation of its rights.
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