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Economic & Market Commentary
What do you think the market is going to do this year? This is a question often asked. In general, what drives stock markets over the long term are
earnings growth and inflation rates. Last year, we all had a taste, albeit a really bad one, of how high inflation negatively affects markets. It has
been roughly 40 years since we have seen inflation this high. High inflation drives interest rates higher, reduces disposable income of consumers,
and puts pressure on profit margins due to rising labor and input costs. Historically, periods of inflation greater than 4% annually have seen the
poorest stock market performance the following 12-month period. Conversely, periods of low inflation, that is inflation in the range of 1%-3%,
historically have been good for stock markets as costs are under control, interest rates are typically lower, profits are growing, and consumer
household wealth is strong. There have been many extended periods where stock markets and the economy have flourished under a low inflation
and solid earnings growth environment. Earnings growth and stock market performance are highly correlated, although there are often periods
when one leads and the other lags. Here are a couple of recent examples. Coming out of the Great Recession earnings growth flourished yet
market performance was muted for years as there was a severe lack of conviction in sustained economic growth. Coming out of the COVID
lockdowns, the stock market rocketed higher and valuations reached levels only seen a few times in history in anticipation of expected solid
economic and earnings growth. Due to higher rates, rising costs, and a slowing economy, earnings growth estimates are declining for 2023. Right
now, investors are looking for signs of expanding economic weakness and slowing inflation as this should lead to the Fed to stop raising rates.
They saw both last week and markets rallied on the news. While monthly job gains came in higher than expected, average hourly wage growth
slowed in December to a 4.6% annual pace from November's pace of 5.1%. This is an important development and one the Fed is closely watching.
Also, ISM surveys for manufacturing and service activity declined to contractionary levels posting their lowest readings since the start of COVID.
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