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Takeaways: 

• Economic indicators that suggested recession in  
2023 appear to be wrong, just as they were in the  
latter half of 2022.

• The Conference Board Leading Economic Index® 
(LEI) for the United States has been negative for 19 
straight months, an unusually long period of time.

• Beneath the headline index, the underlying data has 
been stabilizing.

• Economic data trends post-COVID remain extraordinary. 

• The LEI has a solid long-term track record, even if it 
missed 2023.

Top-down investors usually follow a host of indicators 
to assess the likely direction of future economic activity. 
Retail sales, various measures of manufacturing, 
labor market strength, bank lending, housing market 
activity: The list seems endless and continues to 
grow. Each investor has a few favorites, and one 
historically successful indicator we monitor is the 
Conference Board Leading Economic Index (LEI) 
for the United States. We like it because it has a long 
history of data going back to 1959 and fits with our 
investment approach of attempting to identify turning 
points in the U.S. business cycle. The LEI, according to 
the Conference Board, has anticipated these turning 
points by about seven months. It’s also an aggregate 
of 10 important, widely recognized, and well-known 
individual data series.

However, in a fitting sign of the times for 
macroeconomic models, the LEI looks broken as a 
recessionary indicator, like the check engine light on 
a car that just keeps running. In October, the LEI for the 
U.S. fell by 0.8%, which followed September’s decline of 
0.7%. In fact, as of October, the LEI has declined for 19 
months in a row (shown in the chart below). For context, 
the Conference Board suggests a recession is near based  

on rates of change over the past six months. The board 
noted the potential for a recession in September 
2022 and the following month hardened its call for 
a recession by the end of 2022. There are other ways 
to interpret the LEI, but admittedly, they all generally 
suggest the same outcome: A recession is (was?) 
expected in the near term.  

The bottom panel of our chart of the LEI calculates the 
number of consecutive months when the LEI declined 
for historical comparison. It’s worth mentioning that 
after three to four months of declines, the LEI provides 
a fairly reliable recession warning. However, at 19 
consecutive months of declines, it’s already the 
third-longest streak in history, next to the 1970s and 
the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) of 2008-09.  

Is this particular indicator broken? Perhaps, but 
we’re not ready to give up on it yet. The continuing 
decline in the headline index is significant, but looking 
under the hood, the 10 underlying components are 
decidedly more mixed than they were in March and April 
of this year. Consumer expectations is a major drag for 
the LEI, and we already know that consumer sentiment 
has been terrible, a likely consequence of higher than 
normal inflation. An added factor dragging down the LEI 
is the inverted yield curve, another historical harbinger 
of recession. We’re following the direction of the LEI 
in aggregate, and the underlying data appears to be 
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carving out a bottom. To be fair, the index remains in 
recessionary territory, and the recession call is getting 
long in the tooth. At the same time, we’ve noted, as have 
many others, the unusual nature of many post-COVID 
economic measures.  

In total, as much as we would like to, it’s hard to 
pinpoint a turn in the business cycle based on any 
single measure, or even a basket of measures. Besides, 

it appears that the recession calls for 2023 were 
misguided, and most of those calls were based on some 
favorite indicator. If, looking back, the LEI provided a 
false positive signal in 2023, it still carries a reliable 
long-term track record. So there’s still room for the LEI 
to be accurate going forward. Perhaps the indicator is 
“delayed” rather than “broken” and we’re in for a doozy 
of a recession ahead. No engine runs forever. 

Source: U.S. Conference Board, as of 12/1/23.
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DISCLOSURES  
An investment in Exchange Traded Funds (ETF), structured as a mutual fund or unit investment trust, involves the risk of losing money and should be considered as part of an overall program, 
not a complete investment program. An investment in ETFs involves additional risks: non-diversified, the risks of price volatility, competitive industry pressure, international political and 
economic developments, possible trading halts, and index tracking error. All investments are subject to risk. Asset allocation and diversification do not ensure a profit or protect against a loss. 
There is no assurance that any investment strategy will be successful or that any securities transaction, holdings, sectors or allocations discussed will be profitable Cougar Global Investments 
calculates the Macro Economic Scenario (MES) analysis by assigning probabilities to each of the five economic scenarios (Growth, Stagnation, Inflation, Chaos and Recession) over the next 
12 months. Macroeconomic scenarios are based on quantitative data sourced from various firms and then weighted and may be adjusted based upon Cougar Global Investments thought 
capital. MES are subject to change. These are hypothetical examples and are not representative of any specific situation. Actual economic results may vary. Economic forecasts set forth may 
not develop as Cougar MES indicates and there can be no guarantee that these strategies promoted will be successful. Past performance is no guarantee of future results. Macro Economic 
Scenarios: Growth – U.S. economy is growing at or above its potential growth rate, Recession – U.S. economy is shrinking (negative quarter over quarter growth rate), Stagnation – U.S. economy 
is growing at lower than its potential growth rate, Inflation – Consumer Price Index (CPI) inflation rate is higher than U.S. economy’s potential growth rate, Chaos – a high impact, low probability 
event (“Black Swans”). 

Economic forecasts set forth may not develop as predicted and there can be no guarantee that strategies promoted will be successful. Small-capitalization companies are subject to higher 
volatility than those of large-capitalized companies. International and emerging market investing involves special risks such as currency fluctuation and political instability and may not be 
appropriate for all investors. Stock investing involves risk, including the risk of loss. Investments in emerging market issuers are subject to a greater risk of loss than investments in issuers 
located or operating in more developed markets. This is due to, among other things, the potential for greater market volatility, lower trading volume, higher levels of inflation, political and 
economic instability, greater risk of a market shutdown and more governmental limitations on foreign investments in emerging market countries. High Yield/Junk Bonds are not investment 
grade securities, involve substantial risks and generally should be part of the diversified portfolio of sophisticated investors. Corporate bonds are considered higher risk than government 
bonds but normally offer a higher yield and are subject to market, interest rate and credit risk as well as additional risks based on the quality of issuer coupon rate, price, yield, maturity and 
redemption features. Bonds are subject to market and interest rate risk if sold prior to maturity. Bond values will decline as interest rates rise and are subject to availability and change in price. 
Mortgage-Backed Securities are subject to credit, default risk, prepayment risk that acts much like call risk when you get your principal back sooner than the stated maturity, extensions risk, 
the opposite of prepayment risk, and interest rate risk. Investing in IAU involves additional risks. The market price of the Shares will be as unpredictable as the price of gold has historically been 
and the price received upon the sale of Shares may be less than the value of the gold represented by them. Government bonds and Treasury bills are guaranteed by the U.S. Government as to 
the timely payment of principal and interest and, if held to maturity, offer a fixed rate of return and fixed principal value. The fund’s concentrated holding will subject it to greater volatility than a 
fund that invests more broadly. The fast price swings of commodities will result in significant volatility in an investor’s holdings. Precious metal investing is subject to substantial fluctuation and 
potential for loss. All indexes mentioned are unmanaged and cannot be invested into directly. Past performance is no guarantee of future results. The indexes don’t reflect charges, expenses, 
fees and is not indicative of any particular investment. Commodity-linked investments may be more volatile and less liquid than the underlying instruments or measures, and their value may 
be affected by the performance of the overall commodities baskets as well as weather, disease, and regulatory developments. 

This research material has been prepared by Cougar Global Investments. Opinions and estimates offered constitute Cougar Global’s judgment and are subject to change without notice, as are 
statements of financial market trends, which are based on current market conditions. Under no circumstances does the information contained within represent a recommendation to buy, hold 
or sell any security and it should not be assumed that the securities transactions or holdings discussed were or will prove to be profitable. All holdings are subject to change daily. 

Cougar Global Investments Limited (Cougar Global) is an investment manager that utilizes tactical asset allocation to construct globally diversified portfolios. Effective 4/30/15, Cougar 
Global Investments is a wholly owned subsidiary of Raymond James International Canada which is a wholly owned subsidiary of Raymond James International Holdings. Raymond James 
International Holdings is a wholly owned subsidiary of Raymond James Financial as is Raymond James Investment Management. Prior to 4/30/15, Cougar Global was an independent 
investment management firm not affiliated with any parent organization. Cougar Global is registered as a Portfolio Manager with the Ontario Securities Commission (OSC) and with the United 
States Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) as a Non-Resident Investment Advisor. Prior to 01/02/2013, the firm was named Cougar Global Investments LP. 

DEFINITION 
The Conference Board Leading Economic Index® for the United States is designed to signal peaks and troughs in the business cycle, to be highly correlated with real (adjusted for inflation) 
GDP, and to be a predictive variable that anticipates (or “leads”) turning points in the business cycle by around seven months. It is comprised from 10 components: Average weekly hours in 
manufacturing; Average weekly initial claims for unemployment insurance; Manufacturers’ new orders for consumer goods and materials; Institute for Supply Management® Index of New 
Orders; Manufacturers’ new orders for nondefense capital goods excluding aircraft orders; Building permits for new private housing units; S&P 500 Index; Leading Credit Index™; Interest rate 
spread (10-year Treasury bonds less federal funds rate); Average consumer expectations for business conditions. 

ABOUT COUGAR GLOBAL INVESTMENTS  
Cougar Global Investments is a global macroeconomic asset allocation manager that believes the goal of investing is to achieve compound annualized returns for clients. We use a disciplined 
portfolio construction methodology combining post-modern portfolio theory and risk management to pursue our clients’ objectives. 

ABOUT RAYMOND JAMES INVESTMENT MANAGEMENT 
Raymond James Investment Management is a global asset management company that combines the exceptional insight and agility of individual investment teams with the strength and 
stability of a full-service firm. Together with our boutique investment managers – Chartwell Investment Partners, ClariVest Asset Management, Cougar Global Investments, Eagle Asset 
Management, Reams Asset Management (a division of Scout Investments) and Scout Investments – we offer a range of investment strategies and asset classes, each with a focus on risk-
adjusted returns and alpha generation. We believe providing a lineup of seasoned, committed portfolio managers – spanning a wide range of disciplines and investing vehicles – is the best way 
to help investors seek their long-term financial goals. 


