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What Real-Time Data Says About the Economy 
 

Most economic reports are released with a delay, which means investors are often looking at 

what happened weeks or even months ago after economists have had time to gather the data. 

The Federal Reserve's Weekly Economic Index helps fill that gap by providing a more up-to-date 

snapshot of economic activity. The index combines several real-time measures of the economy, 

including consumer spending, employment trends, rail activity, electricity use, fuel sales, and 

steel production, to estimate the economy's growth rate. Through the first half of 2026, the 

estimate has run around +3%, well above the long-term average growth rate of +2.0% (Figure 1). 

The signal has been consistent: the economy remains on solid footing in 2026. 

Manufacturing activity tells a similar story. The ISM Manufacturing Index, a widely followed 

survey of purchasing managers at factories, rose to 54 in May, its strongest reading in four years 

(Figure 2). May was the fifth straight month above 50, the threshold that signals expansion, with 

16 of 18 industries reporting growth. After a challenging period from 2023 through most of 2025, 

manufacturers are benefiting from lower interest rates and increased business investment. Tech 

companies are investing hundreds of billions into data centers, computer chips, and power 

infrastructure, providing an additional boost to the manufacturing sector. In addition, some 

businesses appear to be pulling orders forward due to concerns that the Middle East conflict 

could push oil prices and production costs higher. 

Labor market data shows a similar story. Hiring picked up in early 2026 after slowing in the second 

half of 2025. Employers added 172,000 jobs in May, with the prior two months revised higher, 

and unemployment has declined from a peak of 4.5% late last year to 4.3%. Consumers, who 

account for nearly 70% of economic activity, are still spending, though at a modestly slower pace 

than a year ago. The reports reflect past activity, but they reinforce the message coming from 

the real-time data: economic growth remains solid. 

As we move into the second half of 2026, the economy continues to show resilience, even as the 

headlines remain unsettled. The Middle East conflict has pushed oil and gas prices higher and 

kept inflation above the Fed's 2% target. Interest rates have come down but remain elevated, 

and with inflation still running above target, the Fed appears likely to hold interest rates steady 

the remainder of this year. None of that has derailed the economy so far. The big story of 2026 

is an economy that has kept growing through a noisy and uncertain stretch. 

 

 
 
 
 

Figure 1 – Federal Reserve Weekly Economic Index Figure 2 – Manufacturing Survey Rises to a 4-Year High

Source: Federal Reserve. The Weekly Economic Index (WEI) is a composite 

measure designed to provide a timely estimate of U.S. economic growth using high-

frequency economic data. Time Period: January 2008 to June 2026. Latest 

available data as of 6/12/2026.

Source: ISM. The ISM Manufacturing PMI is a survey-based indicator that 

measures business conditions in the U.S. manufacturing sector. Readings above 

50 generally indicate expansion, while readings below 50 indicate contraction. 

Time Period: June 2021 through May 2026. Latest available data as of 6/12/2026.
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◄ Covid-19

◄ Global Financial Crisis
 Economy Growing

 Economy Slowing
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Important Disclosures 
 

Views expressed are as of the date indicated, based on the information available at that time, and may change based on market or other 

conditions. Investment decisions should be based on an individual’s own goals, time horizon, and tolerance for risk. Investing involves 

risk, including risk of loss. Investment advisory services provided by Provident Financial Planning, LLC, a SEC-Registered Investment 

Advisor. 

 

The information and opinions provided herein are provided as general market commentary only and are subject to change at any time 

without notice. This commentary may contain forward-looking statements that are subject to various risks and uncertainties. None of 

the events or outcomes mentioned here may come to pass, and actual results may differ materially from those expressed or implied in 

these statements. No mention of a particular security, index, or other instrument in this report constitutes a recommendation to buy, 

sell, or hold that or any other security, nor does it constitute an opinion on the suitability of any security or index. The report is strictly 

an informational publication and has been prepared without regard to the particular investments and circumstances of the recipient. 

 

Past performance does not guarantee or indicate future results. Any index performance mentioned is for illustrative purposes only and 

does not reflect any management fees, transaction costs, or expenses. Indexes are unmanaged, and one cannot invest directly in an 

index. Index performance does not represent the actual performance that would be achieved by investing in a fund. 

 


