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ECONOMIC IMPACT ON PLANNING 

The economy endures�but consumers are feeling strain 
Growth has remained stable, but elevated costs and growing reliance on credit are affecting many households. 

In 2025, the economy was shaped by a variety of forces. In�ation, a softening job market and ongoing shifts in government policy 
contributed to a sense of uncertainty for many Americans. Yet despite these pressures, the recession many experts predicted at 
the start of the year never materialized. Instead, economic resilience has remained intact, with overall growth holding near trend 
and �nancial markets performing well. 

Many economists view the risk of recession in 2026 as modest. Markets, in particular, have shown durability in the face of 
legislative changes and geopolitical tensions. And while consumer prices rose roughly 3% last year, overall spending has 
remained surprisingly steady�supported in part by ultra-high-net-worth households, who have been less affected by rising 
costs. Their con�dence re�ects this stability�63% report feeling con�dent about their personal wealth planning in 2025, 
according to the most recent First Citizens Beyond Wealth survey. 

Disparities in household �nancial strength 
Beneath the surface, however, signs of strain are becoming more evident. 
Financial stress remains elevated even among wealthier Americans. In our 
2025 Beyond Wealth survey, more than half of wealthy Americans report feeling 
somewhat or very stressed about their �nances, with many cutting back on luxury 
spending while prioritizing long-term savings and investment goals. 

Meanwhile, economic strength remains uneven. Gains from rising 
equity markets and home values have largely accrued to higher-income 
households, while wage growth has slowed for middle- and lower-income 
earners�those most exposed to higher everyday costs. Price increases 
from the past several years have accumulated, leaving households paying 
meaningfully more for essential goods and services such as insurance and 
utilities. These elevated price levels are weighing on consumer sentiment 
and could limit the pace of spending growth in 2026, particularly if in�ation 
and tariff-related uncertainty persist. 

Wealthy Americans who 
report financial stress 

7% 
Very stressed 

48% 
Somewhat stressed 

Source: 2025 Beyond Wealth Report for Wealthy 
Americans, First Citizens Wealth. 

Debt and delinquencies signal emerging risk 
At the same time, rising consumer debt suggests that some consumers are increasingly relying on credit to manage higher costs. 
According to the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, U.S. household debt reached $18.59 trillion in Q3 2025�up $4.44 trillion 
since late 2019. Household delinquency rates are also rising as more Americans struggle to keep up with credit card and auto loan 
payments. According to a November 2025 Federal Reserve report, delinquencies in both categories have approached levels not 
seen since the Great Recession�raising concerns about the long-term health of household balance sheets. 

If this trend persists into 2026, higher debt burdens and elevated price levels could begin to weigh more meaningfully on 
consumer spending. Households with limited �nancial �exibility may become more vulnerable to economic shocks, leaving them 
more sensitive to changes in interest rates, employment conditions or in�ation. 

Dive deeper 
The 2025 Beyond Wealth Report for Wealthy Americans offers insight into the economic 
pressures af�uent and high-net-worth individuals faced in 2025�and how it�s 
reshaping their approach to money, business and future planning in the coming year. 

Read the report 
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THE STATE OF THE HOUSING MARKET 

A cooling in the hot housing market 
After years of rapid appreciation, housing activity is softening in some regions, creating a �atter market 
where neither buyers nor sellers hold a clear advantage. 

After several years of rapid, post-pandemic growth, the housing market is showing signs of cooling. New housing starts 
remain subdued, and applications for both new mortgages and re�nancing are well below levels seen just a few years ago� 
re�ecting affordability constraints and reduced turnover. 

While multiple factors are contributing to this shift, the implications are meaningful for both buyers and sellers. In a �atter 
market, buyers may face fewer competing offers, while sellers may encounter longer listing periods and modest downward 
pressure on prices in certain locations. 

Mortgage applications remain comparatively low 
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THE STATE OF THE HOUSING MARKET 

Buying and selling real estate in 2026 
A �at housing market can offer some advantages. With neither buyers nor sellers in control, both parties generally have more 
time to make decisions, negotiate terms and conduct due diligence. 

Considerations for af�uent buyers 
For af�uent and high-net-worth households, buying real estate�whether it�s a primary residence, second home or investment 
property�is a decision with far-reaching implications. The good news is that in a less-competitive housing market, buyers have 
more time to consider how the purchase �ts into their larger �nancial strategy. 

Evaluate long-term value, not just today�s rates 

While mortgage rates remain elevated, purchase decisions 
are best viewed through a long-term lens. Equity growth, 
income potential and future re�nancing �exibility may 
outweigh short-term rate concerns�especially for buyers 
able to contribute more equity or source alternative 
�nancing to reduce interest-rate sensitivity. 

Broaden your �nancial focus 
In addition to price and �nancing, af�uent buyers should 
also assess the impact of the deal on cash �ow, taxes 
and portfolio diversi�cation�particularly for investment 
properties. State tax treatment is just one example of how 
planning considerations can differ. 

Most states tax capital gains at the same rate as ordinary 
income, and that can affect the after-tax return when 
an investment property is sold. Missouri, for instance, 
eliminated its state capital gains tax for individuals effective 
January 1, 2025, while seven other states impose no capital 
gains tax because they do not levy a state income tax at 
all. By contrast, Washington and Maryland expanded their 
capital gains taxes in 2025. 

Because state rules can vary widely�and change 
over time�working with a wealth consultant and tax 
professional can help you factor location, holding period and 
exit strategy into real estate decisions before you buy. 

Preserve post-sale liquidity 
Buying a home often strains liquidity, so try to hold back some 
cash from your down payment or rebuild your emergency 
fund quickly after the purchase if possible. Even with a solid 
inspection, unexpected repairs�from water heaters to storm 
damage�can arise. Maintaining accessible cash or credit 
capacity after closing can help you avoid the need to sell 
portfolio assets. 
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THE STATE OF THE HOUSING MARKET 

Tips for wealthier households in a �at housing market 
When it comes to buying and selling real estate, higher-net-worth families face many of the same considerations as other 
households. However, you may have access to additional strategies that can help boost �exibility in a �at market. Talk with your 
wealth consultant to see if one of these strategies is right for you. 

Make all-cash or high-equity offers 
If you have the ability, consider making an all-cash purchase or contributing signi�cantly more equity. Both approaches can 
facilitate sales by strengthening the offer, shortening the closing timeline and insulating buyers from the impact of higher rates. 

Note that it�s important to discuss the impact of reducing liquidity on your overall �nancial situation with a �nancial advisor� 
especially if you�re a business owner operating in certain industries. 

Help adult children purchase homes 
For younger buyers facing the combination of student debt, high home prices and elevated borrowing costs, securing a 
traditional mortgage may be a challenge. For families with means, an intrafamily loan can be an attractive alternative. By 
lending the funds directly, parents can keep the transaction private while avoiding underwriting and closing costs. 

What�s more, intrafamily loans can often be set up with a much lower interest rate. While the loan must include a rate that at 
least matches the applicable federal rate, or AFR, this is typically far lower than what�s available through traditional �nancial 
institutions. 

As with any loan, documentation is essential. Payments should follow a set schedule, and the agreement should include 
standard provisions such as interest terms, a repayment or amortization schedule, and what happens in the event of default. 

Parents can also forgive some or all of the payments each year using the annual gift exclusion�$19,000 per recipient in 
2026�or apply a portion of their lifetime estate tax exemption, which would require �ling a gift tax return. 
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NAVIGATING LABOR MARKET CHANGES 

A labor market losing momentum 
Slower hiring, selective layoffs and uneven data is making income planning and career decisions more 
complex for many Americans. 

In the second half of 2025, the labor market began to cool from historically tight conditions. Hiring continued, but the 
unemployment rate edged higher, layoffs increased in certain sectors and jobless claims moved upward. Recent Federal Reserve 
rate cuts re�ect growing concern about labor-market conditions, even as in�ation remains above the Fed�s long-term target. 

According to the December 2025 Challenger Report, which tracks announced corporate layoffs and hiring plans, hiring 
declined to its lowest level in 15 years. U.S. employers announced more than 1.17 million job cuts through November 2025� 
the highest level since the �rst year of the COVID-19 pandemic and a 54% increase from the same period in 2024. Employers 
cited restructuring, the adoption of AI and broader market conditions�particularly tariff uncertainty and the downstream 
effects of federal cuts�as the top reasons for initiating layoffs. 

As with the housing market, it remains unclear whether conditions will weaken further in 2026 or simply plateau. Complicating 
the outlook, recent labor data has been uneven, making it harder for policymakers and economists to assess the trajectory of 
the labor market with con�dence. 

Stress at the household level 
Earned income remains a critical pillar of �nancial security for most households. In our 2025 Beyond Wealth survey, 75% of 
wealthy individuals identi�ed income from working as a primary source of wealth, while 15% cited the job market as a top 
source of �nancial stress. 

Even modest shifts in labor conditions can increase anxiety across income levels. While higher-income households may appear 
insulated, our �ndings suggest otherwise. Ultra-wealthy respondents reported plans to retire four years later than other Americans� 
age 69 versus 65 for full retirement and age 66 versus 61 for partial retirement, according to our 2025 Beyond Wealth 
report�re�ecting how labor market uncertainty is in�uencing planning decisions even at the top end of the wealth spectrum. 

In a less dynamic labor market, individuals who might otherwise consider a career move may stay put for the sake of 
security�even when their current role is no longer a good �t. This phenomenon, often referred to as job hugging, can limit 
career growth over time, reduce workforce mobility and contribute to lower engagement when caution outweighs opportunity. 

The U.S. labor market is no longer tight 
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NAVIGATING LABOR MARKET CHANGES 

Adapting to a changing job market 
Building �exibility into income, savings and career strategies�and focusing on steps that reinforce �nancial stability�can help 
you navigate job market uncertainty in the year ahead. 

Prepare for gaps 
For those still building wealth, a softer labor market makes proactive planning especially important. As competition for open roles 
increases, job searches may take longer and career transitions may require more planning. If you work with an advisor, consider 
scheduling a review. They can stress-test scenarios, recommend adjustments and con�rm whether your plan can withstand a 
temporary disruption in income. 

Maximize employer bene�ts 
Make sure you�re maximizing the workplace bene�ts available to you now. If your retirement plan offers an employer match, 
contribute enough to receive the full amount. Take advantage of tax-advantaged accounts such as HSAs or FSAs when possible 
to capture pre-tax savings. 

If you�re pursuing a new role, stay �exible in negotiations. In a softer labor market, total compensation may matter more than 
base pay alone. Bene�ts such as additional paid time off, �exible work arrangements, employer matching for student loan 
payments or professional development support can meaningfully improve your package�even if base pay is constrained. 

Strategically expand your network 
Today�s job search process is highly automated, and applicant pools can surge when hiring slows. Visibility often requires extra 
legwork, and a strong professional network remains one of the most effective tools. Personal referrals can signi�cantly increase 
your chances of securing an interview. 

For highly compensated individuals, board service can be a powerful way to expand connections and increase visibility with key 
decision-makers�such as senior leaders, partners and clients. Choose board roles thoughtfully so you�re building relationships 
with individuals who are well-positioned to in�uence future career options. 

Consider entrepreneurship�with a plan 
If you’ve been contemplating starting a business, a cooling job market paired with relatively strong capital markets may present 
an opening. Periods of uncertainty can surface unmet needs, and investors are often receptive to well-positioned ideas. 

While getting a business off the ground is only the �rst step�and pro�tability is the true hurdle�soft-launching your concept 
can help you test demand, re�ne your offering and work through early challenges before fully committing. And before leaving 
your current role, consider meeting with a �nancial advisor to assess timing, funding options and the potential impact of a career 
transition on your long-term �nancial strategy. 
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Moving forward with resilience 
As the saying goes, the only constant is change. In the years ahead, the economy, tax landscape and global environment will 
continue to evolve�sometimes gradually, sometimes unexpectedly. While none of us can control these shifts, we can control how 
prepared we are for them and how con�dently we respond. 

The strategies in this guide are designed to help strengthen that resilience. They re�ect the planning considerations most relevant 
today, highlighting areas where thoughtful action may have the greatest impact. 

They don�t represent every strategy available, nor are they rigid action items. Instead, they serve as practical starting points�meant 
to help you ask better questions, identify opportunities and stay focused on what matters most to you and your family. 

Because planning is deeply personal, the most meaningful step you can take is translating these ideas into actions that �t your life, 
your goals and your �nancial picture. 

By working closely with your First Citizens wealth consultant�alongside your tax and legal advisors�you gain partners who can 
help you determine which developments call for action today, which should be monitored over time and which can simply inform 
future planning. Our approach ensures each consideration is addressed with intention, integrated into your broader strategy, and 
revisited as your life and the economic landscape shift. 

We appreciate the opportunity to support you as you navigate 2026 and beyond. 

Get additional perspective 
Connect with your First Citizens wealth consultant to gain personalized guidance and ensure 
your �nancial plan continues to evolve with clarity, resilience and con�dence. 
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