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Let me contrast this fright in mortgage rates with something that is better news on the interest rate front: nothing 
much has changed with lending costs on credit cards and auto loans (Figure 3). It’s heartening, but then again, cold 
comfort when you need King Midas money to purchase something as frugal as a beaten up 2012 Toyota Corolla.
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Figure 3: U.S. Lending Rate, Credit Cards & Auto Loans

Figure 4: U.S. Household Debt, % New Seriously Delinquent Balances, Home Equity Line of Credit (HELOC)

Sources: Refinitiv, National Association of Realtors, as of March 2022.

Here’s another chart, and I’m not sure if it’s good news or bad news.

Delinquencies in home equity lines of credit (HELOCs) are at generational lows (figure 4). That means there are 
entire neighborhoods where not one family is behind on their HELOC payment.
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The last thing anyone needs is 2005–2007 redux, where the house next door is vacant, and the bank hasn’t sent a 
crew to cut the grass or clean up the fallen tree branches from last month’s thunderstorm. 

The “only” thing that could upend housing like that is if the current surfeit of job postings evaporates. The stock 
market is telling us that, though a freezing up of the labor market may not be a probability, it is certainly a 
possibility.

After doing this for a while, something gets into your bones that gives you an intense urge to double-check the 
jobs market whenever investors dump the Consumer Discretionary sector as they have in 2022.

Figure 5 shows the performance of staid Consumer Staples stocks relative to their cyclical peers in the Consumer 
Discretionary sector. Before this year’s action, I see only three moves on the chart that witnessed such a quick 
and bold spike. Those three were the Gulf War recession, the Global Financial Crisis and COVID-19. 

All pink-slip situations.

Figure 5: S&P 500 Equal-Weight Consumer Staples Relative to Consumer Discretionary
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Fortunately, the people who do the hiring don’t seem too concerned. The National Federation of Independent 
Business (NFIB) survey shows that small businesses, by and large, can find loans if they need them (figure 6). So 
long as that’s the case, it’s good news for hiring.

Nevertheless, the chart has a toppy look, doesn’t it?

Figure 6: National Federation of Independent Business (NFIB) Survey,  
Credit Conditions, Percentage Positive Minus Percentage Negative 

Figure 7: National Federation of Independent Business (NFIB) Survey,  
% Firms Expecting Higher Sales Minus % Expecting Lower Sales
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Unquestionably, our society in 2022 is still a far cry from anything remotely resembling the days when we had to 
watch helplessly as Bear Stearns, AIG, Wachovia and the rest were dragged out by their collars. 

Tech stocks, home builders, crypto, NFTs, bonds and a host of other asset classes are down heavily this year. 
Energy stocks are essentially the “only” thing working, and you can add Utilities to the list if you consider 




