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“According to analysis by Moody’s Analytics, the top 10% 
of U.S. households now account for about 49.7% of all 
consumer spending—a record high share—indicating that 
spending by higher-income households is powering much 
of the consumer economy.” 
February 25, 2025 
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Two Concerns or Questions…..

Is the widening income gap distorting traditional measures of 
economic performance?
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Two Concerns or Questions…..

“Investments and valuations in AI and big tech stocks account 
for a disproportionately large share of recent equity market 
performance. This risks creating the appearance of a strong 
market despite weaknesses in other sectors and labor 
markets.”
— Goldman Sachs Global Investment Research. 2024

Are current investments in artificial intelligence (AI) 
technologies artificially inflating traditional economic 
indicators?
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Why the labor force participation rate declining?

Aging population
 Baby Boomers retiring and drawing younger spouses out of the market.

Increased schooling
 Younger adults remaining in school or returning for longer periods.

Care responsibilities (particularly for women)
 Child-care, and increasingly elder-care, responsibilities.

Health, disability, and long-term illness
Rising prevalence of chronic health conditions and growth in disability insurance.

Rethinking work-life balance
COVID spurred changes in attitudes around work-life.



Sauk County Commuting Flows

Commuting Out: 8,372

Commuting In: 10,173

Sauk County Workers Flowing To….
Sauk County 25,358 75.2%
Dane County 4,759 14.1%
Columbia County 1,408 4.2%
Juneau County 695 2.1%
Richland County 312 0.9%
Iowa County 296 0.9%
Adams County 173 0.5%
Monroe County 134 0.4%
Vernon County 104 0.3%
Rock County 58 0.2%
Milwaukee County 42 0.1%
Grant County 40 0.1%
Other 351 1.0%

Workers Flowing Into Sauk County From…
Sauk County 25,358 71.4%
Dane County 2,384 6.7%
Columbia County 2,271 6.4%
Juneau County 1,689 4.8%
Richland County 973 2.7%
Adams County 818 2.3%
Marquette County 407 1.1%
Iowa County 373 1.0%
Vernon County 307 0.9%
Grant County 190 0.5%
Milwaukee County 104 0.3%
Monroe County 84 0.2%
Other 573 1.6%



Source: Kures and Deller, Economic Development Quarterly, 2023

Stretch Commuters:  Commuting more than 50 Miles One-Way  
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Government shutdown is delaying updates.
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        Personal consumption expenditures (PCE)

        Motor vehicles and parts
        Furnishings and durable household equipment

        Recreational goods and vehicles
        Other durable goods

        Food and beverages purchased for off-premises consumption
        Clothing and footwear

        Gasoline and other energy goods
        Other nondurable goods
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Average Monthly Change PCE Inflation Index: January to September, 2025
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>9 months: distressed market



Leading Economic Indicators

The Lipstick Index

 When the economy weakens, consumers cut back on big luxuries but still splurge on small 

          indulgences like lipstick.

The Men’s Underwear Index

         Sales of men’s underwear remain steady in good times but fall during downturns because men 
         delay replacing them; no one sees them, after all. 

The Ramen Noodle Index

         Rising sales of instant noodles or cheap comfort foods signal that consumers are tightening their belts.

The Champagne Index (or Fine Dining Index)

         Sales of high-end alcohol, fine dining reservations, or luxury restaurant spending drop when people feel 
         financially anxious.



Leading Economic Indicators

The Divorce (or Marriage) Rate Index

         Economic stress discourages divorce and marriage; both drop when times are tough due to financial 
         uncertainty.

The Used Car and Tire Index

         When people repair or hold onto old cars rather than buying new ones, it signals financial strain.

The RV (Recreational Vehicle) Index

         RV sales tend to fall sharply ahead of recessions; a big-ticket discretionary item that depends on 
         consumer confidence.

The Coffee Index

         When consumers shift from café lattes to brewing coffee at home, it hints at frugality creeping in.
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Leading Economic Indicators

Government 
shutdown is 
delaying updates



Last Month 
Change

Average Six 
Month 

Change
Average Weekly Hours, Manufacturing -0.24% 0.08%
Average Weekly Initial Claims for Unemployment Insurance -0.27% -0.41%
Manufacturers’ New Orders for Consumer Goods and Materials -0.48% 0.09%
Manufacturers’ New Orders for Nondefense Capital Goods (excluding aircraft) 0.53% 0.74%
Building Permits for New Private Housing Units -0.23% -0.07%
Stock Prices (S&P 500 Index) 0.96% 1.54%
Leading Credit Index™ (LCI) n.a. n.a.
Interest Rate Spread (10-Year Treasury Yield minus Federal Funds Rate) 0.10 0.49
Average Consumer Expectations for Business and Economic Conditions -4.7% -0.1%
ISM® Index of New Orders (Manufacturing) n.a. n.a.



• The economy is slowing, limited evidence that we are 
going into a recession.

• Job market has entered a “stall” --- neither growing or 
declining.

• Housing market is still strong but showing signs of 
slowing.

• Wisconsin still has a structural labor shortage.

• Benefits of current economic growth are uneven.



Thank You!

Steven Deller
scdeller@wisc.edu
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