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FINANCIAL PLANNING

By Roberta Baker
Union Leader Staff

As a financial planner and 
head of the Charles Schwab 
branch in Nashua, Mark 
Levesque fields a slew of ques-
tions from people on the brink 
of retirement.

The one he 
hears most 
often is “Do you 
think I’m going 
to run out of 
money?”

The solution 
to avoiding that 
nightmare, or at 
least reducing 
the possibility 
and banishing 
the feeling of 
sand spilling out of the hour-
glass — is financial planning.

Half of the problem concerns 
finance and the other half is 
psychology, Levesque said.

“You have to get the client 
to understand” the value of 
planning. “They need to de-
fine their vision. A lot of them 
haven’t thought about it,” said 
Levesque. “The biggest lever 
you have is your spending. You 
have to make sure you plan for 
when you no longer have a pay-
check.”

A safer landing in retirement 
can be accomplished through 

through Social Security plus 
strategic, diversified investing 
and keeping an eye on what 
you have and how you live. 
Pensions are ideal because you 
have that guaranteed income 

for life — but they’re far from 
the norm for most people.

The 401(k)s offered by pri-
vate employers put much more 
onus on employees, regardless 
of whether they’re financially 

literate or comfortable mak-
ing their investment decisions. 
People who didn’t start early 
have to play catch up, and/or 

Comfortable retirement starts with smart planning

Mark 
Levesque

Fitting all the pieces into place

By Roberta Baker
Union Leader Staff

Artificial intelligence is assisting 
behind the scenes in the financial 
planning and investment worlds. 
What does that look like now?

On Wall Street, AI has been at 
work in algorithmic trading, when 
computers use 
pre-programmed 
criteria to execute 
high-speed, high-
volume trades. AI is 
generating prospec-
tuses for the initial 
public offerings or 
IPOs of companies 
that investors jock-
ey to buy shares in. 
It’s chatting online 
with clients whose 
financial experience and under-
standing varies. It’s cutting the time 
and costs of financial planners by 
speeding up information gathering 
and analysis.

In just about every industry, AI is 
combing through mind-boggling 
mountains of data to make pre-
dictions, spot trends and highlight 
money-making opportunities, ac-
cording to MDOTM.ai and the Na-
tional Association of Investment 
and Financial Advisors (NAIFA).

Is it poised to take over your re-
tirement account?

Rick Hedderick, a certified fi-
nancial planner and author of “The 
Future of Financial Planning with 
the Use of Artificial Intelligence,” 
published on naifa.org in March, 
said that AI can boost productiv-
ity, but “it cannot replace human 
instinct, empathy and judgment.” 
Client privacy and security remain 
big concerns, he said. And it’s not 
foolproof.

“If AI does something incorrect 
and somebody loses money, I don’t 
think anyone wishes to take on that 
liability,” said Jonathan Harrington, 
a senior adviser with Milestone Fi-
nancial Planning in Stratham. “If 
you have something tracking and 
trading your account without your 
oversight, or oversight by the per-
son whose money it is, just think 
about how bad that could be?”

By Roberta Baker
Union Leader Staff

Whatever happened 
to pensions and the fi-
nancial security they 
provided?

Now, unless you’re 
a teacher, government 
employee or on staff at 
a large company, you 
probably don’t have a 
pension. 

Instead you have a 
401(k), a retirement 
account that grows 
incrementally with con-
tributions from you 
and your employer, or a 
self-funded individual 
retirement account or 

IRA, plus a savings ac-
count, checking account, 
maybe a separate bro-
kerage account and per-
haps an annuity that will 
spin off a certain amount 
each year.

Will you outlive your 
money?

There’s a complex and 
intimidating financial 
universe to navigate. 

Your financial secu-
rity during retirement 
is the result of the de-
cisions you made and 
make now, your long- 
term saving and spend-
ing habits, expenses you 
didn’t foresee and can’t 
escape, and assets such 

as your 
h o m e 
or other 
real es-
tate, plus 
cash in 
the bank 
and the 
m o n e y 
you put 
in stocks 
and bonds or under the 
bed.

It’s enough to keep 
you awake at night.

After 401(k)s replaced 
pensions in the 1970s 
and 1980s, “A big thing to 
take away is the burden 
shifts from the employer 
to the employee being 

w i l l i n g 
to save 
and in-
vest over 
t i m e , ” 
s a i d 
Kyle La-
belle, a 
financial 
planner 
at Mile-
stone Financial Planning 
in Bedford.

“It’s the result of com-
panies shifting invest-
ment risk and the risk of 
you outliving your assets 
to you,” said Thomas Ste-
phen, a financial planner 
at Glenwood Investment 
Group in Manchester. 

“Companies were say-
ing, ‘We’re no longer 
responsible for your re-
tirement income. We’ll 
help you, but you need 
to be more responsible.’”

Beyond monthly So-
cial Security checks in 
our later years, having 
enough money to last a 
lifetime means cobbling 
income together from 
a variety of sources, in-
cluding from part-time 
work.

It requires vigilance, 
planning and learning 
about your options. It 
starts when you’re young 

AI managing 
your money? 
Not so fast

Jonathan 
Harrington

Mind the gap: Pensions are fading and 401(k)s are not enough

Thomas 
Stephen

Kyle 
Labelle
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Financial planning with an adviser can help people down the path to a more comfortable retirement. 
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extend their working years.
The less time you have 

until you retire, “the more 
you’ll have to put in (a 
401(k) or other retirement 
account) to get to the the 
same place,” said Levesque.

“Make sure your invest-
ments are well diversified 
and selected based on the 
level of risk you’re willing 
to tolerate.” That’s done, 
Levesque said, through 
asset allocation across a 
spectrum that can includes 
Treasury bills, bonds and 
stocks in various industries, 
with varying levels of risk.

If you’re retirement is un-
der-funded, it helps to work 
into your retirement years, 
and/or adopt a lower stan-
dard of living when you stop 
working.

Risk tolerance, Levesque 
said, varies with age, in-
come and mindset. Some-
one’s propensity for risk is 
a combination of their pys-
chological ability to handle 
market swings and their 
financial ability to weather 
volatility.

What becomes critical 
are ongoing, periodic con-
versations with a financial 
planner, including to dis-
pel misconceptions about 
what’s safe and wise at a 

given window in time.
“I cannot tell you how 

many people come into 
the branch in their 50s 
and early 60s who are risk-
avoidant,” said Levesque. “I 
tell them, ‘You’re likely to 
live for 25 more years. If you 
don’t take enough risks, the 
portfolio is not going to be 
there. You’re not going to 
be all in CDs. You need to 
take a long-term perspec-
tive and still have some 
risks in that portfolio or 
things like inflation will kill 
you.”

Preparation for retire-
ment varies greatly, includ-
ing among baby boomers, 
most of who don’t have 
enough tucked away, ac-
cording to national studies 
on retirement.

“You’d be surprised how 
many people are effectively 
retiring on Social Security,” 
said Levesque. “In general, 
it’s not enough to have a 
decent quality of life. If they 
have no other investment 
besides their home, maybe 
a reverse mortgage makes 
sense, but that’s kind of the 
last resort.”

“Having a plan is the best 
place to start or you run 
the risk of running out of 
money,” he said. The more 

lead time you have before 
you retire, “the less drastic 
your remedial steps” must 
be “to get you to where you 
want to be.”

Financial planning pro-
vides security “because 
we’ve done the math. We’re 
checking your financial 
goals against your resourc-
es,” he said.

A well-crafted budget 
doesn’t have to take the joy 
out of life. It can include 
travel expenses, which drop 
for most people around age 
80, or when mobility issues 
arise.

Sometimes Levesque 
tells clients they can afford 
to spend more.

“I have clients who say, 
‘I might want to buy a car 
in a few years.’ And I say, 
‘Buy the car now, you’ll 
have more years to enjoy 
it.’ At other times, I say, ‘I 
wouldn’t do that this year. 
You’ll have to sell too many 
things to generate cash.’ 
Things generally work out 
better when they listen,” 
said Levesque.

According to MoneyUS-
News.com, Bankrate, Nerd 
Wallet, good ways to find a 
financial planner include 
asking family and friends, 
your accountant, attorney 

or insurance agent for re-
ferrals to financial advisers 
they have worked with and 
trust.

Also helpful are online 
websites such as NAPFA, 
the National Association 
of Personal Financial Ad-
visors, the Financial Plan-
ning Association, and the 
Certified Financial Planner 
Board’s Let’s Make a Plan.

Interviewing candidates 
is a must. Check their cre-
dentials and fee structures. 
As fee-only advisers, are 
they fiduciaries who must 
act in your best interest?

In Fidelity’s online advice 
on how to find a financial 
planner, James Lee, a certi-
fied financial planner and 
past president of the Finan-
cial Planning Association, 
said, “Every person is in a 
different place financially. 
Part of a good relation-
ship is understanding an 
individual’s life goals and 
priorities and making sure 
advice is consistent with the 
values they have.”

People with finances that 
are modest or not too com-
plex might find inexpensive 
but valuable help from a 
robo advisor, which offers 
digital portfolio manage-
ment, according to Fidelity.

Planning
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The earlier you 
start planning for 

retirement, the less 
drastic the steps 
will be to make 

sure you can retire 
comfortably. “You’d 

be surprised how 
many people are 

effectively retiring 
on Social Security,” 

said Mark Levesque, 
financial planner 

and head of the 
Charles Schwab 

branch in Nashua. 
“In general, it’s not 

enough to have a 
decent quality of 

life.”
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“You may see that on 
retail investment apps,” 
he said, “but I don’t think 
you’ll see that for profes-
sional investment man-
agement, and I don’t 
think it will 
be allowed 
for 401(k)” 
retirement ac-
counts. “Too 
much risk.”

With AI, 
“Anything is 
possible,” said 
Ha r r i n g t o n . 
“That’s why 
it’s so scary. 
Having people 
involved in 
i n v e s t m e n t 
management 
is necessary 
today and will 
be in the fu-
ture.”

T h o m a s 
S t e p h e n , 
a financial 
planner who 
owns Glen-
wood Invest-
ment Group 
in Manches-
ter, said his 
company is 
not currently 
using AI to 
manage in-
vestments, but it’s at play 
in simple, more basic 
tasks.

For newcomers to fi-
nance and planning for 
retirement, AI can explain 
types of accounts, invest-
ment categories and prod-
ucts and what they mean, 
and use software to give 
low cost, generic advice. It 
also can help you “create 
a habitual process to grow 
your bank account or in-
vestment account. When 
you need something more 
value-driven, that’s where 
a financial planner comes 
in,” Stephen said.

“My job is to make peo-
ple better financial deci-
sion-makers. At the end of 
the day, the financial deci-
sions I make with clients 
will always have a factor of 

emotions involved. I have 
to consider the best finan-
cial outcome and the best 
personal outcome and mix 
those together,” he said.

It’s a fluid process that 
requires vigi-
lance and 
updating as 
people go 
through life 
stages, make 
big transac-
tions, take 
out loans, 
have kids 
and weather 
u n f o r s e e n 
events, all of 
which have 
financial im-
p l i c a t i o n s 
and emotion-
al impacts.

“As a finan-
cial planner, 
it’s my job 
to consider 
both,” Ste-
phen said. 
“That’s a dra-
matic limi-
tation when 
e x c l u s i v e l y 
using AI.”

“A human 
i n v e s t m e n t 
advisor, a per-
son, knows 

the questions to ask that 
will help you benefit for 
what you want to accom-
plish,” said Harrington at 
Milestone. “I don’t think 
a computer is going to be 
able to know how to do 
that,” with real time ques-
tions tailored to you, your 
history and your current 
responses.

“I also don’t think peo-
ple will be confident with 
the answers they get from 
AI. As the consequences 
get greater, with larger 
amounts of money at risk, 
you need that level of 
trust.”

But AI can provide value 
as a tutor for Financial 
planning and Investing 
101. For instance, said 

AI
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“My job is to 
make people 

better financial 
decision-

makers. At the 
end of the day, 

the financial 
decisions I make 

with clients 
will always 

have a factor 
of emotions 

involved.” 
THOMAS STEPHEN

Owner, Glenwood 
 Investment Group

+See AI, Page B3



NMLS #433938

Making space for those 
who matter most.
That’s MERRIMACK Style!

themerrimack.com 800.541.0006

*  Scanning this QR code 
may result in additional 
charges from your carrier 
or phone service provider.

Scan to learn more!

We’re now offering construction loans for 
Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs)—a smart  
way to expand your living space and your 
impact. Whether you’re housing a family  
member or generating rental income, opting 
for an ADU helps increase housing options  
and affordability right in your own backyard.

Monday, October 20, 2025 • New Hampshire Union Leader • Page B3Business

Stephen, it can explain 401(k)s 
to new college graduates. “What 
does this mean? How do I ap-
proach this? Why should I do it? 
What’s the benefit and how do I 
think about investment decisions 
in this account?’”

AI can “give people an under-
standing of their financial life. A 
financial planner gives an under-
standing of the pieces as a whole,” 
Stephen said.

AI can increase your vocabu-

lary and ability to understand 
what a financial adviser is talk-
ing about, but, he said, it doesn’t 
build a complete understanding 
of the variables and risks involved 
in picking where to park your 
money.

He believes AI will become a 
universal tool to support decision 
making, without making the ac-
tual decisions for you.

“AI can pull from a database to 
make some recommendations. 

Regardless of what investments 
are chosen through a system like 
that, if you don’t understand the 
risk involved, you may not have a 
positive outcome,” said Stephen.

“Risk is a big factor for people 
who are new to investments. It’s 
much more easily understood 
with a personal financial plan-
ner. There are so many different 
routes to go, so many different 
options. Filtering through all 
those is the job I have. As long as 

you trust (the person who is your 
professionally certified financial 
planner), “that will help you get a 
better outcome.”

During rising inflation, AI “will 
help us keep the fees we charge 
reasonable.” 

And it can cut costs for consum-
ers who feel competent to make 
their own investment decisions 
without advice from a financial 
planner, he said.

Stephen believes that over time, 

having a personal touch in retire-
ment planning and investment 
management will become more 
important.

“I constantly have conversa-
tions with clients about the risk of 
their portfolio,” he said. It requires 
tuning into whether they seem 
hesitant or confused.

“A person who can adjust their 
conversation and read body lan-
guage can get to their financial 
goals much more easily.”

AI
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and entering the workforce 
and continues through your 
non-working years.

Social Security 
is the ground floor

Retirement stability be-
gins with Social Security 
and knowing what you’ll 
receive when you start col-
lecting between ages 62 and 
70.

The Social Security Ad-
ministration can calibrate 
your benefits at different 
dates and ages. It’s impor-
tant to “run that statement 
to see what you’ll get,” Ste-
phen said.

The closer to age 70, the 
bigger your monthly take. 
But Social Security’s rules 
and implications aren’t al-
ways clear. 

For instance, if you con-
tinue to work while col-
lecting, that can add to 
the amount you receive 
because your benefits are 
based on your highest 35 
years of income. 

So, if you had “zero” or 
low-earning spells, you 
might be able to increase 
your Social Security allot-
ment by working longer, 
and replacing zero years 
with earning years.

“Delaying Social Secu-
rity to 70 can be a wise deci-
sion,” said Labelle.

“As late as you can, for 
those that can. You’ll have 
more income coming in 
from Social Security alone.”

Understanding  
401(k)s and IRAs

In a 401(k), your em-
ployer selects a financial 
management company 
to manage contributions 
made by you and your em-
ployer. You select from a 
pre-approved menu of in-
vestment options.

IRAs can be used to sup-
plement 401(k)s or they can 
substitute for them, and 
they’re essential if you’re 
self-employed or working 
as a consultant or inde-
pendent contractor. In an 
IRA, the mix and choice of 
investments are yours, with 
guidance as you desire from 
a financial planner.

It’s important to consider 
the tax implications. When 
contributions are made 
before taxes, taxes are paid 
when you take the money 
out. Roth IRAs and Roth 
401(k)s can be attractive 
because the money put in 
them comes from after-tax 
income, which makes them 
“tax free on growth and 
withdrawals for life,” Ste-
phen said.

For those new to retire-
ment planning and in-
vesting, Morningstar and 
Vanguard provide valuable 
retirement information on-
line in easily digestible ar-
ticles, said Labelle. Schwab 
MoneyWise can help with 
financial literacy.

It’s important to have a 

long talk with the mirror 
and your loved ones about 
how much risk you’re com-
fortable taking.

If you’re completely risk 
averse, or want something 
that spins off a guaranteed 
amount in your later years, 
you might want to consider 
an annuity, said Stephen. 
But management fees can 
be high and the fine print 
can be confounding. It’s 
buyer beware.

“Annuities are ultimately 
a contract with that annuity 

company,” Stephen said. “If 
you’re signing on the dotted 
line, make sure you have a 
good understanding of it.”

Don’t be afraid to ask 
basic or probing questions, 
especially if you’re new to 
the contract language.

Start saving early — 
and keep going

Unforeseen events and 
expenses can get in the way, 
but whenever possible, fi-
nancial planners say to start 
saving early in your work-

ing life and don’t quit when 
you’re close to retiring — or 
necessarily even during re-
tirement.

“Money is a tool to get 
what you want out of life,” 
said Labelle. “For those 
looking to stop work and 
enjoy life in retirement, 
maybe they want to look at 
some of those big vacations 
and instead save for the 
long term.”

“The longer that some-
one is working, the less 
they need to save,” said La-

belle. Someone who stops 
working at 70 may have to 
cover 10 to 15 years of liv-
ing expenses, maybe more, 
he said. “The longer your 
retirement, the more you 
need.”

In general, and because of 
the shift from the pensions 
to 401(k)s, it’s extremely im-
portant to start contribut-
ing to a retirement account 
when you’re young.

“Time is an asset, just 
like anything else,” said Ste-
phen.

“The earlier you start, the 
less work you’ll have to do, 
and the more the market 
will do for you,” said Mark 
Levesque, a certified fi-
nancial planner and inde-
pendent branch leader at 
Charles Schwab in Nashua.

401(k) plans differ be-
tween employers. The 
contribution percentage 
typically ratchets up over 
time, until a match of 10% 
is reached. But that may 
not be enough to fully fund 
your retirement, even with 
Social Security.

Labelle, like most finan-
cial advisers, believes in 
holding an investment mix 
of stocks and bonds, includ-
ing some with higher risk, 
which have greater returns 
and more potential to beat 
inflation.

Going into retirement, 
it’s important to scrutinize 

Retirement
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401(k) plans differ between employers. The contribution percentage typically ratchets up over 
time, until a match of 10% is reached.

+See Retirement, Page B4
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Guilmette appointed to board  
of Seacoast Mental Health Center

Seacoast Mental Health Center, Inc. has announced 
the appointment of Kristen Guilmette to 
the center’s board of directors.

Presently, Guilmette is a senior trial 
attorney at Naro Law PLLC in Nashua, 
where she specializes in family law. 
She spent nearly two decades as a New 
Hampshire public defender.

Guilmette holds a juris doctor from 
UNH Franklin Pierce School of Law and 
a bachelor of arts in psychology from 
the University of New Hampshire. 

She is a member of the New Hamp-
shire Women’s Bar Association, Nashua 
Bar Association and trustee for Brown’s Academy 
Scholarship Committee.

Kalampalikis promoted to VP 
at Bar Harbor Bank & Trust

Nikos Kalampalikis has been promoted to vice presi-
dent, business development officer at Bar Harbor Bank 
& Trust. 

In this role, he will be responsible for growing the 
bank’s market share in the Manchester, Bedford, Con-

cord and Nashua markets.   
Kalampalikis most recently served as 

AVP, branch relationship manager for 
the bank’s location in Manchester. 

He joined the bank in 2018 as a float-
ing customer service representative 
serving the Southern New Hampshire 
region and later served as a personal 
banker in the Concord and Bedford 
branches. 

In 2021, he was promoted to assistant 
branch manager for the bank’s location 
in Hillsborough. He holds a bachelor’s 

degree in hospitality management from the University 
of New Hampshire. 

He is also a notary public for the State of New Hamp-
shire.

Economides Joins Ledyard Bank
Heather Economides has joined Ledyard Bank as vice 

president, senior residential banking 
adviser. She has more than 20 years of 
experience in the residential mortgage 
industry and has helped countless 
individuals achieve their homeowner-
ship goals. 

She takes pride in making the process 
smooth and approachable, offering 
clear guidance and personalized solu-
tions tailored to each client’s unique 
needs.

She will focus on ensuring high-
quality service and performance across the mortgage 
origination process.

Newsmakers

Heather 
Economides

Kristen 
Guilmette

Nikos 
Kalampalikis

your expenses.
Your plan “ultimately comes down 

to cash flow, what’s coming in and 
going out. If you’re making the deci-
sion to stop working, it’s important 
to know how much money you need 
and how much you can safely with-
draw” from your retirement accounts 
and still have enough left to generate 
future income, Stephen said.

“In times like these, it makes sense 
to look at how long your horizon is. 
If you’re 65, look at 20 years. If you’re 
75, it’s time to move into safer invest-
ments. The big risk is how long you’re 
going to live,” said Labelle. You need a 

balance between stocks and bonds in 
order to balance risk.

Take a look at the long haul
People planning for retirement 

often forget that expenses such as col-
lege tuition and mortgage payments 
will disappear or shrink substantially. 
And that frees up cash for investing.

Later-stage investing depends on 
the level of risk you’re willing and able 
to tolerate, which differs between in-
dividuals, their ages, personalities 
and financial wherewithal.

For someone with a 25-year in-
vestment horizon, a portfolio of only 

low-risk investments can hold back 
necessary growth, financial planners 
warn.

Spending is your biggest lever. 
What’s essential and what is not?

When folks head into retirement, 
and “the less flexible their spending 
is, the more we might reduce their 
stock risk,” Labelle said. “While we 
take a little off, it’s important to re-
member they’re also planning for de-
cades ahead.

“You want to keep that in mind when 
you’re watching what you’re doing, 
rather than watching the daily ups and 
downs of the market,” he said.

Retirement
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By Rachel Lerman  
and Elena Lacey
The Washington Post

No, Coachella’s lineup 
dropping months earlier 
than its usual release isn’t 
actually an indicator of an 
impending recession. But in 
the absence of official gov-
ernment data, social media 
users are casting about for 
hints — even music festival-
related ones — about the 
true state of the American 
economy.

The United States is not 
in or even near a recession, 
despite what your grocery 
bill feels like. But the econo-
my is in an uncertain place, 
with a number of signs of 
weakness that economists 
are monitoring.

For years, one of the best-
known recession indica-
tors has been the “lipstick 
index,” which posits that 
Americans stock up on 
cheaper feel-good makeup 
when times are tough. 

That one might be out-
dated — or at least different 
now — partly because of 
the popularity of skin care 
spending and changing 

consumer habits.
Here are some economic 

warning signs experts say to 
watch for.

Cardboard box production
Cardboard boxes power 

the consumer economy. 
They not only bring joy in 
the form of online shop-
ping purchases, they are 
literally how retailers move 
goods. 

When cardboard box pro-
duction slows, it could be a 
sign that people are expect-
ed to buy less in coming 
months. And cardboard box 
production is down.

“It’s giving a signal that 
retailers are expecting fewer 
products to sell, so the dis-
tributors are not ordering as 
many boxes,” said Jadrian 
Wooten, an associate pro-
fessor at Virginia Tech’s 
economics department.

Box-makers have shut-
tered several mills this year, 
reducing capacity for the 
material. 

Analysts point to a vari-
ety of factors: International 
demand for U.S. container-
board has weakened, peo-
ple are moving homes less, 

the boom in box shipments 
during the pandemic has 
dropped off and consumers 
are watching their spend-
ing.

“The cost of many essen-
tial items continues to go 
up, which is crimping many 
Americans’ disposable in-
come,” said Adam Joseph-
son, a longtime packaging 
analyst who now publishes 
a newsletter about consum-
er spending.

Consumer spending is 
still strong this year, ris-
ing in August for the third 
straight month. But much 
of that spending is concen-
trated among the richest 
Americans, while low- and 
middle-income families 
are increasingly cutting 
back.

Hamburger Helper is back
Hamburger Helper sales 

have bumped up signifi-
cantly this year, according 
to parent company Eagle 
Foods, as people seek out 
deals on groceries. 

For decades, people have 
turned to the packaged 
pasta-and-seasoning meals 
when times are tight — or, 

as social media users have 
been embracing this year, 
“struggle meals.”

Since prices soared in 
2022, after the early years 
of the pandemic, American 
shoppers have increasingly 
been looking for ways to cut 
down on their weekly gro-
cery bills. 

Grocery prices have risen 
nearly 30% since early 2020. 
That’s given boosts to dis-
count grocery companies 
like Grocery Outlet, Aldi 
and Walmart. 

It could also be the rea-
son that frozen pizza sales 
are rising, as people eat at 
home to save a few bucks.

Even higher-income 
shoppers are going to dis-
count stores more and 
more, said Neil Saunders, 
global director at retail ana-
lytics firm GlobalData. 

In the past four years, the 
share of shoppers at all in-
come levels who frequent 
the stores has increased.

People are concerned 
about the economy as a 
whole and are trying to save 
for potential downturns, 

Recession warning signs to watch: 
Goodbye lipstick, hello Hamburger Helper
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Saunders said.
“People hear there’s a 

tougher economy, and they 
think, ‘We should be being 
savvy, we should be being 
careful and cautious about 
our spending,’” he said.

Sales of big trucks 
are slumping

Sales of huge trucks have 
been falling this year. We’re 
not talking about America’s 
darling, the Ford F-150s, 
but huge semi- and similar 
trucks — the type that are 
meant to move goods and 
supplies around the coun-
try.

If there isn’t as much de-
mand for those big trucks, 
that signals industrial activ-
ity could be slowing. A steep 
drop-off in sales has often 
preceded recessions.

Some of the sagging 
sales in heavy trucks could 
be because the industry 
added too much capac-
ity in the years since 2020 
as consumer spending on 
goods boomed in the early 
pandemic months, said 
Ken Vieth, president and 
senior analyst at ACT Re-
search.

Heavyweight trucks are 
also facing a new hurdle 
after President Donald 
Trump announced last 
month that a 25% tariff 
would be applied to heavy 
trucks imported into the 
country.

“If there’s a silver lining to 
this, it’s that the trucking in-
dustry has been swimming 
in overcapacity for three 
years now,” Vieth said. “The 
first step to solving a prob-
lem when you’re in the 
bottom of a hole is to stop 
digging.”

Thrifting is in
Browsing and buying 

at thrift stores has gotten 
steadily more popular in 
the past few years, partly 
to save some money and 
partly to score luxury goods 
at low prices. 

That shopping has 
boomed this year, fueled by 

shoppers seeking budget 
deals.

ThredUp, a popular app 
where people can sell their 
used clothing, posted a 16 
percent boost in sales dur-
ing its second quarter of the 
year. 

Similar apps have seen a 
bump as tariffs start to take 
hold, making it more ex-
pensive to buy some new 
clothes and accessories.

Sites like ThredUp and 
Poshmark can also be a way 
for shoppers to bring in a bit 
more cash by selling their 
used clothing.

The trend points to the 
anxiety hanging over con-
sumers as the economic 
outlook remains unclear. 

Consumer sentiment, a 
closely watched economic 
indicator measured by the 
University of Michigan, has 
fallen more than 18 percent 
this year.

“Consumers are just be-
coming more savvy about 
what they spend and where 

they spend, and there’s a 
much greater emphasis on 
spending carefully,” Saun-
ders said.

No more job hopping
Americans are feeling 

stuck in their jobs, as the 
number of job openings in 
the country stays stubborn-
ly low. 

Hiring has slowed to a 
crawl this year, with em-
ployers adding 88,000 jobs 
during the summer.

The rate of people quit-
ting their jobs is at the low-
est level it’s been since the 
pandemic-fueled recession 
of 2020. 

That suggests that people 
are unable to find new po-
sitions or reluctant to risk a 
move in an uncertain labor 
market.

“Job-switching is so fun-
damentally important to an 
economy’s health,” Allison 
Shrivastava, an economist 
at Indeed Hiring Lab, told 
The Washington Post last 

month. 
“You really do need 

churn: That’s the best way 
for workers to get better 
wages and to move labor 
where it needs to go. Right 
now we’re in a stagnant 
place where people can’t 
progress in their careers.”

Still, the labor market 
isn’t all dreary news: The 
unemployment rate nation-
ally remains at a relatively 
low 4.3%, and unemploy-
ment insurance claims have 
fallen since the beginning 
of the year.

Home equity loans up; 
residential permits down

Home renovations are 
popular this year, with 
home equity loan origina-
tions jumping 12% during 
the first quarter. As home 
values have risen, people 
are borrowing against their 
most valuable asset.

One of the main reasons 
to take out a home-equity 
loan is to remodel your 

home, an option people are 
turning to this year because 
it is expensive and difficult 

to buy a new home, with 
mortgage rates still elevat-
ed and new homes stag-
nant on the market. People 
also take them out to lower 
their overall debt interest 
rates.

“Home improvements 
and debt consolidations are 
the top reasons,” said Linda 
Bell, home equity analyst 
for Bankrate. But she cau-
tions that the loans, though 
they may be accessible, are 
types of second mortgages, 
and it can be tough to as-
sume extra costs.

New home purchase
Buying a new home may 

not get dramatically easier 
anytime soon — new resi-
dential building permits 
were down 11% in August 
compared with last year, a 
traditional warning sign for 
a possible recession.

“That’s one indicator 
signaling we’ve got a prob-
lem,” said Mark Zandi, chief 
economist at Moody’s Ana-
lytics, referencing building 
permits. “But in this case, 
I think it suggests a tough 
economy but not reces-
sion.”
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Thrift shopping has boomed this year, fueled by shoppers seeking budget deals. “Consumers are just becoming more savvy about 
what they spend and where they spend, and there’s a much greater emphasis on spending carefully,” said Neil Saunders, global 
director at retail analytics firm GlobalData.
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