
Weekly Signals Drop 30-05-25

1. Consumers Go Back to Basics (Essentials over Extras)

Category: Consumer Behavior (Spending Patterns)
Signal Source: Fiserv Small Business Index
📊 Key Insight: U.S. consumers are shifting their spending toward essential 
goods and services and away from discretionary treats. As of April 2025, 
small businesses in essential categories – e.g. healthcare, grocery – saw solid 
sales gains, while discretionary categories (segments of travel, retail) saw 
marked slowdowns in growth. Notably, restaurant spending is feeling the 
pinch: foot traffic is up, but the average ticket size is down 7.8% year-on-year, 
meaning people are dining out but trading down or buying cheaper options. 
Overall small-business sales were up a modest ~3% YoY, with services 
(needs) outperforming goods (wants). Gasoline sales are down over 4%, 
partly reflecting price declines but also possibly conservation.

🧠 Second-Order Effect: The data portrays a consumer who is resilient but 
cautious, reallocating their limited dollars under inflation and economic 
uncertainty. Such behavior can impact corporate earnings: companies in 
essential sectors (grocery chains, discount retailers, healthcare providers) 
may benefit from steady demand, whereas those in luxury retail, travel, or 
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dining may see revenue pressure. It also suggests that stimulus from the 
pandemic era has fully waned – consumers are now budget-conscious, 
hunting for value, and cutting back on non-essentials. If this continues, the 
economy could see slower growth in discretionary industries, potentially 
forcing businesses there to offer promotions or pivot strategies. On the flip 
side, the fact that transactions counts are up while spending per transaction is 
down implies consumers still participate but more carefully – a sign of 
adaptation rather than outright withdrawal.

💡 Trade Idea: Overweight consumer staples and value retail: for example, 
consider ETFs focused on consumer staples or companies like discount 
chains and supermarket/pharmacy leaders, as they are seeing stronger 
volumes. Underweight consumer discretionary: especially mid-tier retail or 
casual dining chains that don’t have pricing power – these could underperform 
as consumers trim indulgences. Additionally, brands offering “trade-down” 
options (e.g., budget lines of apparel or electronics) could capture market 
share.
Confidence Rating: High – Multiple data points confirm the essentials-over-
extras trend. While a shift in inflation or employment could change consumer 
behavior, for now the signal of cautious spending is reliable.

2. Foot Traffic Trends: Discount Stores Up, Luxury Later

Category: Alternative Data (Consumer Foot Traffic)
Signal Source: 
Placer.ai via Investopedia
Key Insight: Retail foot traffic in 2024 offers a tale of two halves. Overall visits 
to physical stores increased slightly (~0.4%) in 2024 vs 2023, but the 
composition shifted notably through the year. In early 2024, discount and 
dollar stores saw strong momentum, as high prices and uncertainty drove 
consumers to seek value. Dollar General and Five Below were among those 
with surging visits, reflecting a “trade-down” effect. However, by late 2024, as 
consumer sentiment rebounded and inflation cooled, foot traffic began 
favoring big-box and specialty retailers catering to higher-income shoppers. In 
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other words, bargain hunting dominated when confidence was low, but 
premium shopping recovered as conditions improved.

🧠 Second-Order Effect: This dynamic suggests that consumer behavior is 
highly sensitive to economic sentiment. Retailers at the low-end (discount 
grocers, dollar stores) enjoy a buffer during tough times but might cede some 
traffic when consumers feel better off. Conversely, brands targeting middle-
to-upper segments can see demand snap back once headwinds ease. It also 
implies that the retail sector isn’t monolithic: performance will vary greatly by 
segment. Investors and businesses should track consumer sentiment 
indicators because a swing can flip shopping patterns quickly (as seen in 
2024’s pivot). Additionally, the slight overall foot traffic rise shows brick-and-
mortar retail isn’t dead – shoppers will come out if they perceive either great 
value or improved finances.

💡 Trade Idea: Employ a barbell retail strategy: hold positions in discount retail 
chains (to capture downturn traffic) and in quality retailers (to capture upside 
when sentiment improves), while avoiding the squeezed middle. For instance, 
a long position in a dollar store ETF or major dollar store chain paired with a 
long in a high-end retail ETF could hedge different consumer cycles. This way, 
whether consumers tighten belts or loosen them, the portfolio has exposure to 
where the foot traffic is moving.
Confidence Rating: Medium – The foot traffic data is solid, but conversion to 
sales can differ (e.g., a visitor may not purchase). Additionally, future 
sentiment swings are uncertain. Nonetheless, the observed trend is intuitive 
and backed by data.

3. Auto Loan Delinquencies Climb to 14-Year High

Category: Consumer Credit Stress
Signal Source: Federal Reserve data (via WalletHub)
📊 Key Insight: After years of easy credit, cracks are showing in auto loans. 
Nearly 4% of auto loans are now 30+ days delinquent, the highest 
delinquency rate in 14 years. In other words, the share of borrowers behind on 
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car payments hasn’t been this elevated since 2009–2010. The deterioration 
has been most acute among younger borrowers (18–29) and subprime 
segments, reflecting the strain of higher interest rates and record car prices. 
Total auto debt hit a record $1.64 trillion, and the average new car loan rate 
has jumped to ~7.8%, creating affordability challenges.

🧠 Second-Order Effect: Rising delinquencies in auto loans suggest consumer 
financial stress, particularly for lower-income and younger households. This 
can have a cascade effect: auto lenders (including banks and captive finance 
arms) might tighten credit standards, making it harder to get car loans and 
potentially dampening auto sales. Auto repossessions are likely to increase, 
which could put slight downward pressure on used car prices (as more repos 
hit the market). Additionally, the health of asset-backed securities (ABS) tied 
to auto loans could be impacted – investors may demand higher yields for 
perceived risk. This signal also serves as a broader economic warning: 
consumers are starting to fall behind on debt in pockets, which often precedes 
upticks in credit card or other loan delinquencies if trends continue. That said, 
overall consumer balance sheets still have cushion on average, so this is a 
warning sign, not a crisis (yet).

💡 Trade Idea: Cautious on auto lenders and subprime credit: one might 
underweight stocks of companies heavily exposed to subprime auto lending 
or short an ETF of consumer finance companies. At the same time, monitor 
used car market – if repossessions spike, shorting used-car retailers or 
relevant indexes could be a play on softening prices (they boomed in 2021-
2022 and have since been volatile). Alternatively, consider buying into AAA-
rated tranches of auto-loan ABS if spreads widen unjustifiably – they may offer 
attractive yield with modest risk if one believes overall economy will avoid a 
severe downturn.
Confidence Rating: Medium-High – The delinquency metrics are reliable. The 
major uncertainty is whether this is a contained issue (post-pandemic 
normalization of credit) or the start of a broader consumer credit downturn. 
Current evidence points to normalization with pockets of pain.

Weekly Signals Drop 30-05-25 4



4. Housing Paradox: Sales at 30-Year Low, Prices Near Highs

Category: Macro / Housing Market
Signal Source: National Association of Realtors (via AP/PBS)
📊 Key Insight: The U.S. housing market in 2024 saw existing home sales 
plunge to just 4.06 million units, the weakest year since 1995, yet the median 
home price rose 4.7% to a record high $407,500. Sales volumes have 
essentially been frozen at ~30-year lows two years in a row, as 7–8% 
mortgage rates and high prices deter buyers. However, the dearth of inventory 
(only ~1.15 million homes on the market, roughly half the historical norm) is 
propping up prices – homeowners with low-rate mortgages are unwilling to 
sell, creating a supply crunch and stalemate between buyers and sellers.

🧠 Second-Order Effect: This unusual combination signals an unhealthy, yet 
stable, standoff in housing. Low transaction volumes hurt realtors, mortgage 
lenders, and movers, and also mean lower labor mobility (people staying put 
rather than relocating for jobs, etc.). The high prices amid low affordability 
suggest many potential buyers are completely priced out, which widens 
wealth inequality (only those with existing equity or high incomes can 
participate). If mortgage rates stay high, new home builders might benefit by 
offering the only inventory (and indeed new home sales have held up better) – 
but if rates eventually fall, a flood of pent-up demand could hit the market, 
potentially reigniting another price surge given how little inventory there is. 
Conversely, if unemployment rises meaningfully, forced selling could collide 
with weak demand and break the stalemate, causing prices to correct. For 
now, housing-related consumption (furniture, renovations, etc.) likely remains 
subdued due to low turnover.

💡 Trade Idea: Long homebuilders, short real estate brokers: Homebuilders 
(which can create supply and even offer financing incentives) are gaining 
market share because existing homeowners aren’t selling – some builder 
stocks or a homebuilder ETF could outperform. Meanwhile, real estate 
transaction-dependent businesses (brokerage firms, online listing companies) 
suffer from volume declines, so they might be underweighted. Additionally, 
one could consider REITs focused on rentals (apartments, single-family 
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rentals) as they benefit when buying is hard – rental demand stays strong.
Confidence Rating: High – The sales and price data are clear and come from 
trusted sources. The implications drawn are logical given basic supply-
demand mechanics. The main uncertainty is interest rate trajectory, which will 
determine how long this paradoxical situation persists.

5. EVs Go Mainstream: 1 in 5 New Cars Worldwide is Electric

Category: Macro/Alternative Data (Energy Transition)
Signal Source: International Energy Agency (Global EV Outlook 2025)
📊 Key Insight: Over 20% of new cars sold globally in 2024 were electric 
(battery electric or plug-in hybrid), as annual electric car sales surged to over 
17 million units (+25% year-on-year). This is a dramatic leap from just a few 
years ago – for perspective, the additional EVs sold in 2024 versus 2023 (3.5 
million) alone exceed total global EV sales in 2020. China continues to 
dominate, with 11 million EVs sold (roughly 65% of the world’s total), while 
Europe’s growth plateaued and the U.S. saw moderate gains. The EV share is 
expected to keep rising as more models hit the market and governments push 
stricter emissions targets.

🧠 Second-Order Effect: The transportation and energy industries are at a 
tipping point. Crossing the 20% threshold suggests EV adoption is shifting 
from early adopters to the mass market in many regions. This has profound 
implications: oil demand growth from the transport sector could slow 
significantly in the coming years, pressuring long-term crude oil forecasts 
(electric cars displace roughly 5 million barrels per day by 2030 in some 
scenarios). Power grids and battery supply chains will face greater strain (and 
opportunity) as EV charging needs grow – utility companies and charging 
infrastructure firms stand to benefit, while battery materials (lithium, nickel, 
etc.) remain in high demand. Traditional automakers must accelerate their EV 
transition or risk losing market share to EV-focused rivals (evidenced by Tesla, 
BYD, etc.). Finally, climate-wise, the surge in EVs is a positive development for 
emissions, but it shifts the challenge to greening the electricity that powers 
them.
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💡 Trade Idea: Bullish on the EV ecosystem: consider a basket of investments 
including lithium miners, battery manufacturers, and charging network 
operators. For instance, a Lithium & Battery tech ETF could capture the 
materials side, while a clean energy or EV infrastructure ETF captures grid and 
charging growth. Simultaneously, one might reassess oil sector exposure – 
while oil majors are still very profitable, their long-term growth could be 
capped; a strategy might be to favor natural gas or petrochemical-focused 
companies (less directly impacted by EVs) over pure-play gasoline-focused 
ones. Auto industry-wise, lean toward manufacturers who have strong EV 
lineups or supply EV components (semiconductors, power electronics) and 
avoid those lagging in electrification.
Confidence Rating: High – The sales data and trend are well-substantiated. 
The second-order impacts on energy and autos align with consensus 
projections, though timing and magnitude carry some uncertainty (e.g., how 
fast oil demand reacts depends on policy and EV uptake pace).

6. Private Equity “Dry Powder” at Record High

Category: Private Markets (Capital Supply)
Signal Source: S&P Global Market Intelligence / Preqin
📊 Key Insight: Global private equity and venture capital firms are sitting on an 
all-time record of $2.62 trillion in unspent capital (“dry powder”) as of mid-
2024. Despite an improving M&A climate, funds continued to accumulate cash 
faster than they could deploy it – adding $50 billion to war chests in the first 
half of 2024 alone. The top 25 PE/VC firms hold over 20% of this dry powder 
($556 billion), highlighting concentration of capital in the mega-funds. This 
surge follows a period of subdued deal activity in 2022–2023 when high 
interest rates and valuation resets slowed buyouts and exits.

🧠 Second-Order Effect: A record cash overhang in private markets can cut 
two ways. Positive: It suggests a lot of buying power ready to be unleashed, 
which could support valuations of targets and spur a wave of deals if 
confidence returns (we already see early signs of pickup in 2024 deal value). 
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This could benefit corporate sellers (divestitures) and bring capital to 
companies that need funding (including venture-stage firms via later-stage 
rounds or secondaries).

Negative: Too much capital chasing too few deals can inflate asset prices and 
lower future returns – PE firms under pressure to deploy might overpay or 
accept lower projected IRRs. There’s also a timing consideration: if economic 
conditions worsen, that cash may stay on the sidelines longer, but if conditions 
improve quickly, there could be a rapid scramble, leading to bidding wars 
especially for quality assets. Additionally, the backlog of undrawn 
commitments might start aging, increasing pressure on GPs (general partners) 
to either invest or potentially return capital.

💡 Trade Idea: M&A arbitrage and small-cap uplift: a high dry powder 
environment could make mid-cap and small-cap public companies takeover 
targets (PE typically targets these segments). One strategy is to identify and 
go long fundamentally solid small/mid-cap stocks in industries where private 
equity has shown interest (technology, healthcare services, etc.) as they might 
receive buyout offers. Another angle: private equity firms’ own stocks (if 
publicly traded) or listed private equity vehicles might benefit from increased 
fee income once deal activity resumes – consider an index of private equity 
managers or alternatives asset managers.
Confidence Rating: Medium-High – The existence of record dry powder is a 
fact. The question is when it will be deployed; the second-order implications 
assume a reversion to more normal deal activity which seems likely as interest 
rates stabilize, but exact timing is uncertain.

7. Global IPO Market Remains in a Slump (Backlog Building)

Category: Capital Markets (Equity Financing)
Signal Source: White & Case / S&P Global
📊 Key Insight: Initial Public Offerings worldwide had another anemic year in 
2023. Global IPO proceeds fell about 30% year-over-year to just $120 billion, 
with only 1,344 deals – the lowest totals in six years. Rising interest rates, 
inflation, and geopolitical uncertainty put the brakes on new listings across 
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major markets. Notably, U.S. IPO activity, especially in tech, was down sharply 
from the 2021 boom (2023 volumes were reportedly ~90% below 2021’s 
level). While 2024 has seen a slight revival (helped by a few large deals and 
better stock market conditions), the pipeline of “unicorn” startups waiting to 
go public remains historically large.

🧠 Second-Order Effect: The IPO drought means many late-stage private 
companies are starved for liquidity. This builds pressure in the venture capital 
ecosystem – VCs and founders are holding onto investments longer than 
anticipated, which can lead to down rounds or alternative exit routes (like 
secondary sales or mergers). Public market investors have had fewer growth 
stock opportunities, which could concentrate risk (money crowding into the 
limited new offerings or existing tech giants). However, an eventual surge of 
IPOs could hit the market if conditions improve (stable rates, higher risk 
appetite): expect a busy calendar possibly in 2025 as that backlog tries to 
clear. This could temporarily saturate demand and require careful deal pricing. 
For exchanges and investment banks, the slump has hurt fees, but a rebound 
would be a windfall. Regionally, the fact that India led in number of IPOs in 
2024 and the U.S. in proceeds suggests a potential shift or broadening of 
capital markets leadership.

💡 Trade Idea: Positions for an IPO resurgence: consider buying stock in 
investment banks or exchanges that benefit from higher listing volumes ahead 
of a potential thaw. Another idea is to look at late-stage venture funds or pre-
IPO specialty vehicles (some trade in secondary markets at discounts); as 
IPOs return, those assets could appreciate. Conversely, when the flood of 
IPOs comes, be selective in buying new issues – historically, when issuance 
spikes, average quality can drop. It may be wise to wait and pick the 
fundamentally strong companies from the pack post-IPO rather than buying 
into hype.
Confidence Rating: Medium – The continued low IPO activity is certain, as is 
the backlog. The timing and magnitude of a revival are less certain, hinging on 
macro factors and investor sentiment. The backlog ensures a supply of 
candidates; demand from investors will determine how many actually launch.
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8. Corporate Bankruptcies at Highest Level Since 2010

Category: Corporate Distress (Credit Cycle)
Signal Source: S&P Global Market Intelligence
📊 Key Insight: After years of low default rates, corporate bankruptcies have 
spiked. In 2024, there were 694 U.S. corporate bankruptcy filings, surpassing 
2020’s tally (638) and marking a 14-year high (most in any year since 2010). 
This includes several large high-profile cases and a broad array of mid-sized 
firms struggling with debt. The trend built through 2023 (which saw ~635 
filings) and accelerated, particularly in sectors like retail, healthcare, and real 
estate that were squeezed by higher interest costs and waning pandemic-era 
support.

🧠 Second-Order Effect: The upswing in bankruptcies is a classic late-cycle 
signal – companies that loaded up on cheap debt are now facing the 
consequences of tighter monetary policy and cost pressures. Credit markets 
may respond by further widening spreads on high-yield bonds and tightening 
lending standards, which can exacerbate funding challenges for marginal 
firms (a potential credit crunch). While the absolute number of bankruptcies is 
still below Great Recession peaks, the trajectory could pressure employment 
in affected sectors and hurt regional economies (e.g., areas where multiple 
businesses are closing). Distressed debt investors, however, see opportunity: 
a higher default environment allows for potentially lucrative restructurings or 
asset sales. Banks might need to increase loan loss reserves accordingly. If 
this trend continues into 2025, it could become a larger drag on economic 
growth (through lost jobs and reduced investment). Conversely, one could 
argue this is a healthy clearing of unsustainable businesses, which could 
improve overall productivity longer-term.

💡 Trade Idea: Explore distressed investment opportunities: specialized 
distressed-debt funds or ETFs might outperform as they scoop up defaulted 
bonds/loans cheaply and profit on recoveries. For a more cautious approach, 
short high-yield corporate bond ETFs or go long credit default swap indices – 
these protect or profit from rising defaults. Also, be wary of stocks in 
industries with cluster bankruptcies (e.g., regional mall REITs if retail 
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bankruptcies are high, or small-cap healthcare providers) – there may be more 
shoe to drop. Conversely, stronger competitors in those industries could gain 
from weaker rivals exiting (market share up for grabs), so investing in quality 
leaders could be fruitful.
Confidence Rating: High – The bankruptcy figures are well-documented. The 
broader economic impact could vary (we’re not at crisis levels, but the trend is 
negative). Credit conditions and defaults tend to feed on each other, so this is 
a credible warning sign of a maturing credit cycle.

9. China’s Youth Unemployment Hits Record, Then Vanishes (Data Suspended)

Category: Global Macro (Labor and Policy)
Signal Source: National Bureau of Statistics of China / Reuters
📊 Key Insight: China’s youth job market has been so weak that authorities 
literally stopped publishing the data. The official urban youth unemployment 
rate (ages 16–24) hit an all-time high of 21.3% in June 2023, after steadily 
climbing above 20% for the first time earlier in 2023. In August 2023, the 
Chinese government suspended the release of youth unemployment figures, 
citing the need to “re-evaluate” the methodology. (Translation: the readings 
were politically uncomfortable.) In mid-2024, a revised statistic was 
reintroduced with a different age range, but it’s clear that millions of young 
graduates are struggling to find work in China’s slowing economy.

🧠 Second-Order Effect: Such high youth unemployment in the world’s 
second-largest economy is a red flag for social stability and future growth. A 
generation of underemployed young people (“lie flat” or even “full-time 
children” living off parents, as termed in Chinese media) can reduce consumer 
spending, delay household formation (hurting housing demand, birth rates), 
and potentially sow discontent that worries the government. Beijing has rolled 
out various measures (subsidies to hire grads, expansion of state jobs, 
encouragement of vocational work), but if the private sector remains sluggish 
(especially in tech, real estate, education due to crackdowns), the issue may 
persist. For global investors, this hints at structural issues in China: a skills 
mismatch (so many graduates vs. fewer high-skill jobs) and an economy 
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shifting gears. Multinationals may face a workforce that is plentiful (keeping 
wages down) but also less optimistic and consumption-oriented. Additionally, 
by hiding data, China risks damaging investor confidence – transparency 
issues make it harder to gauge true economic conditions.

💡 Trade Idea: Caution on China consumer sector: companies heavily reliant 
on Chinese young consumers (retail, fast fashion, dining, etc.) could see 
prolonged soft demand – consider underweighting those or favoring staples 
over discretionary in China portfolios. Also, watch education and gig economy 
firms: high youth joblessness might spur government support for sectors that 
can absorb graduates (like tech startups, or infrastructure projects) – 
potentially an opportunity if policy shifts to stimulus. For a more macro play, 
persistent labor slack and low confidence in China could mean lower inflation 
and weaker currency relative to others; one might position for a weaker yuan 
or lower Chinese bond yields (if stimulus is expected).
Confidence Rating: Medium – The initial data (21% jobless) was clear, but now 
with the opacity, one must infer the situation. The implications are reasoned 
but depend on how China’s government responds and how successful they’ll 
be in reviving growth. International factors (export demand, geopolitics) also 
loom large for China’s job market.

10. 28% Surge in Used Shipping Containers Arriving in Pakistan Ports (YTD)

Category: Global Trade / Logistics
Implication: Inventory dumping, grey market activity, or supply chain distortion

Angle First-Order Interpretation

Trade
Surge in imports, possibly second-hand goods or discounted
inventory

Supply Chain Global inventory being offloaded into secondary markets

Currency Importers front-running PKR devaluation or tariff changes

Policy Loophole exploitation: duty-free or lax customs enforcement

Economics Downstream resale to informal markets (low-end consumption rising)
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🔁 Second-Order Domino Map

🟨 1. Dumping of Global Surplus Inventory
⏩ Signal: Exporters from China/SEA/Europe using Pakistan to offload unsold 
2023/2024 stock

⏩ Domino: Oversupply in consumer goods markets

⏩ Effect: Margin compression for local distributors, flash sales, possible retail 
deflation

📈 Trade: Short regional retail players / Long logistics facilitators (e.g. TRTN if 
transloading rises)

🟥 Pattern Recognition
Historically, large influxes of used or empty containers in specific regions can 
precede:

Wartime logistics stockpiling

Humanitarian prep (disguised as trade)

Evacuation or refugee planning infrastructure

Sanctions-dodging via informal routing

🔍 Geopolitical Context (May 2025):
Tensions rising in the Middle East (e.g., Iran–Israel proxy activity)

Afghanistan instability bleeding into Balochistan, border trade vulnerabilities

Chinese naval maneuvers around Gwadar port

India–Pakistan cold standoff, but border skirmishes occasionally flaring

Red Sea & Suez disruptions impacting global shipping routes

Now consider this:

Pakistan sees 28% YTD rise in used shipping containers — 
primarily through Port Qasim, Karachi (logistics chokepoints 
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near energy infrastructure and naval presence).

🧠 Domino Effects (If War Link Holds True)
1. Defense Stock Activity

Pakistan: Check POF-linked contractors (if any are public), import spikes in 
defense metals

Global: Watch Lockheed, Raytheon, Rheinmetall for increased regional 
orders

2. Oil & Freight Premiums

If Iran/Gulf route is risky, Pakistani ports may temporarily surge in 
relevance

Monitor Brent-WTI spread, Pakistani port insurance premiums, rerouting 
signals

3. Commodity Buildup

Sudden increase in demand for diesel, food staples, grain → early war 
prep indicator

Check import data, fuel subsidies, or price caps

4. Chinese Silent Positioning

If containers are part of Belt & Road fallback strategy (China → Pakistan 
→ Middle East), this could be a proxy logistics move to counter U.S. naval 
chokepoints
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