CULBRETH

Jobs, Inflation, and Growth: Is the
Economy in Good Health?

Paul Culbreth, CFP® | Principal

February 23, 2026

The state of the economy matters deeply to long-term investors, as it shapes both their portfolios
and their broader financial plans. Recent economic data has delivered mixed signals, leaving many
investors uncertain about how to interpret the current landscape.

However, just as a physician does not diagnose a patient based on a single reading, investors
should resist drawing sweeping conclusions from any one data point. Blood pressure, heart rate,
and other metrics each tell part of the story, and what constitutes good health can differ from
person to person. In much the same way, payrolls, inflation, and GDP are all vital signs that
together paint a complete economic picture. These indicators shift throughout the business cycle,
yet a variety of environments can still support portfolios and long-term financial goals.

Today’s headline figures are largely encouraging: GDP growth has exceeded expectations, inflation
is moderating, and unemployment remains low by historical measures. That said, the labor market
tells a more nuanced story. While the most recent monthly data were positive, hiring over the past
year proved far weaker than originally reported. For long-term investors, the key is understanding
how these data points fit together to form a comprehensive view, rather than reacting to any single
report.

The labor market is at an inflection point
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Interpreting the labor market has proven
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e . As the accompanying chart illustrates, the
post-pandemic period saw several years in
which job openings outnumbered
unemployed individuals. This ratio
remained above one from mid-2021
T through last summer, reaching as high as
two positions per job seeker in 2022.
Today, approximately 7.4 million
Americans are unemployed while only 6.5 million positions remain unfilled—the fewest since late
2020.

5,000

Nevertheless, the January jobs report delivered encouraging news, showing that the economy
added 130,000 jobs that month, nearly double what economists had anticipated. Much of this job
creation was concentrated in health care, social assistance, and construction. The unemployment
rate edged down to 4.3% from 4.4%, remaining near historically low levels. Taken in isolation, this
could suggest that the labor market is gaining renewed momentum.

While these figures are positive, the broader trend has been more challenging. The Bureau of
Labor Statistics’” annual revisions—based on more accurate data than was available during each
monthly release—revealed that total job creation throughout 2025 amounted to only 181,000, or
roughly 15,000 per month, the weakest annual total since 2020. For context, healthy job growth is
typically measured in the millions per year, prior to these revisions.

Why has the overall unemployment rate held relatively steady despite slower hiring? Part of the
explanation lies in demographics and immigration trends. The Census Bureau recently reported a
historic decline in net international migration, which fell from a peak of approximately 2.7 million in
2024 to about 1.3 million in 2025, with further decreases anticipated. Additionally, an aging
population and reduced labor force participation mean that fewer people are entering the
workforce. In effect, both the supply and demand sides of the labor market are cooling
simultaneously, which has helped prevent the unemployment rate from rising sharply.

Jobs, inflation, and the broader economy
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Investors tend to pay close attention to the
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GDP, developments in the labor market
inevitably flow through to the broader
economy.
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However, employment is only one piece of
the puzzle. Other data, including inflation,
suggest that the glass may be half full.

e Until recently, inflation represented the
most pressing challenge for both investors
and policymakers. The latest figures show

that the Consumer Price Index rose just 2.4% over the past year, while core inflation—which
excludes food and energy prices—decelerated to 2.5%, its lowest level in nearly five years. One
measure of “supercore” inflation, which also excludes shelter costs, climbed only 2.1% over the
past twelve months.

This gradual deceleration brings the Fed closer to its 2% target and indicates that inflationary
pressures continue to subside. Of course, elevated price levels remain a challenge for many
households and retirees, since slower inflation does not mean prices will actually decline.
Nevertheless, the containment of price pressures is a positive development for the economy and
for portfolios, as inflation can be problematic for both stocks and bonds.

What the economic picture means for portfolios

For portfolios, the current economic

Market and Economic Chartbook | February 17,2026

X GUEBRETH environment can be viewed as cautious!
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Implied fed funds rates and number of hikes/cuts at each Fed meeting constructive. The combination of Steady
. s growth, moderating inflation, and a
R softening labor market can create a

“Goldilocks” backdrop—neither too hot nor
too cold. This environment can benefit both
stocks and bonds, particularly if it helps to
keep interest rates in check. Markets have
responded to the latest employment and
inflation data with a decline in interest
rates across the yield curve, with the 10-
year Treasury yield hovering just above
4%.

Number of 25 Basis Point Hikes/Cuts
Implied Federal Funds Rate

30 Number of 25 Basis Point Hikes/Cuts (Left)
- Implied Federal Funds Rate (Right)

9202/81/£0
920z/62/v0
9202/21/90
9e0z/6t/L0
9202/91/60
9202/82/0T
9zoz/60/zt
1z0z/1z/to
1207/11/€0
1202/82/%0
1202/60/90

Sources: Cleamonnics,
Bloomberg

These reports also shape expectations for

Federal Reserve policy and raise the
likelihood of rate cuts later this year. At present, market-based measures point to at least two rate
cuts this year, and the prospect of a new Fed chair appointed by President Trump adds further
weight to this possibility.
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If rates continue to decline, portfolios stand to benefit as lower borrowing costs support businesses
and make future corporate earnings more valuable in present-day terms. Existing bonds also tend
to appreciate when interest rates fall. Even if rates remain where they are, bonds continue to offer
attractive yields and can serve as a buffer for long-term investors. Meanwhile, corporate earnings
continue to expand, remaining one of the primary drivers supporting the broader market over the
past year.

The bottom line? The labor market is cooling but the broader economy is healthy. For
investors, this mixed backdrop supports a balanced approach and reinforces the
importance of long-term thinking when it comes to portfolios and financial plans.
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Culbreth Wealth Management, LLC (Culbreth) is an investment advisor registered with the Georgia
state securities regulators. Such registration does not imply endorsement, or a certain level of skill
or training, and no inference to the contrary should be made. Culbreth, its strategies, and further
disclosures are described in more detail in Part 2 of Culbreth's current Form ADV, which is available
upon request.

Information contained in this report (including but not limited to, values and other data,
observations, projections, conditions and impacts, and performance or practice) is from sources
believed to be reliable. We cannot guarantee the accuracy or completeness of such information
and we assume no liability for damages resulting from or arising out of the use of such information.
For more information please visit our website at www.culbrethwm.com.

Copyright (c) 2026 Clearnomics, Inc. All rights reserved. The information contained herein has
been obtained from sources believed to be reliable, but is not necessarily complete and its
accuracy cannot be guaranteed. No representation or warranty, express or implied, is made as to
the fairness, accuracy, completeness, or correctness of the information and opinions contained
herein. The views and the other information provided are subject to change without notice. All
reports posted on or via www.clearnomics.com or any affiliated websites, applications, or services
are issued without regard to the specific investment objectives, financial situation, or particular
needs of any specific recipient and are not to be construed as a solicitation or an offer to buy or sell
any securities or related financial instruments. Past performance is not necessarily a guide to
future results. Company fundamentals and earnings may be mentioned occasionally, but should
not be construed as a recommendation to buy, sell, or hold the company's stock. Predictions,
forecasts, and estimates for any and all markets should not be construed as recommendations to
buy, sell, or hold any security--including mutual funds, futures contracts, and exchange traded
funds, or any similar instruments. The text, images, and other materials contained or displayed in
this report are proprietary to Clearnomics, Inc. and constitute valuable intellectual property. All
unauthorized reproduction or other use of material from Clearnomics, Inc. shall be deemed willful
infringement(s) of this copyright and other proprietary and intellectual property rights, including
but not limited to, rights of privacy. Clearnomics, Inc. expressly reserves all rights in connection
with its intellectual property, including without limitation the right to block the transfer of its
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