
Beacon Economics        |          beaconecon.com

Christopher Thornberg, PhD
Founding Partner, Beacon Economics
Director, UCR SoBA Center for Economic Forecasting and 
Development 

February 2023

Controlling the Economic 
Narrative … 

…before it controls you
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RECESSION!!!
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2019: The Year of the Bear
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Miserabilism:
the philosophy of pessimism.
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§ Miserabilism: A recession is nigh!
—Economy already in crisis due to … (pick your favorite economic boogie man)
—Inflation is crushing consumers, real estate collapse driven by mortgage rate hikes

§ The Reality: Recession highly unlikely in the next 2 years
—Current situation is requisite cooling after excessive pandemic stimulus surge
—No major structural imbalances in the  economy
—Asset prices will continue to slowly deflate, yet fundamentals will remain strong

§ The Real Worries
—Collapse in filtering will intensify housing shortages
—Labor shortages are now endemic
—Public deficit challenges at state and federal levels
—The ongoing gap between the narrative and the reality

So where is the economy heading?
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Beware the Narrative

“Trying to understand major economic 
events by looking only at data on changes in 
economic aggregates … runs the risk of 
missing the underlying motivations for 
change. Doing so is like trying to understand 
a religious awakening by looking at the cost 
of printing religious tracts.”

― Robert J. Shiller, Narrative Economics: How Stories Go 
Viral and Drive Major Economic Events

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/69103669
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/69103669
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Remembering the U or V Debate



Beacon EconomicsBeacon Economics

25.0%

30.0%

35.0%

40.0%

45.0%

50.0%

55.0%

20
05

Q
1

20
06

Q
1

20
07

Q
1

20
08

Q
1

20
09

Q
1

20
10

Q
1

20
11

Q
1

20
12

Q
1

20
13

Q
1

20
14

Q
1

20
15

Q
1

20
16

Q
1

20
17

Q
1

20
18

Q
1

20
19

Q
1

20
20

Q
1

20
21

Q
1

20
22

Q
1

Federal Expenditures as a Share of GDP

Federal Fiscal (Over)reaction

$6.5 trillion in 2 years 
Actual Lost GDP: $1.15 

trillion 

0.0

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

6.0

7.0

8.0

9.0

10.0

20
02

-12
-18

20
04

-12
-18

20
06

-12
-18

20
08

-12
-18

20
10

-12
-18

20
12

-12
-18

20
14

-12
-18

20
16

-12
-18

20
18

-12
-18

20
20

-12
-18

Tr
illi

on
s

Federal Reserve Balance Sheet
Holdings of Government Debt

Bernanke 
$3.5T 08-14

Powell 
$5T 20-21



Beacon EconomicsBeacon Economics

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1400

Ja
n-

11
Se

p-
11

M
ay

-1
2

Ja
n-

13
Se

p-
13

M
ay

-1
4

Ja
n-

15
Se

p-
15

M
ay

-1
6

Ja
n-

17
Se

p-
17

M
ay

-1
8

Ja
n-

19
Se

p-
19

M
ay

-2
0

Ja
n-

21
Se

p-
21

M
ay

-2
2

Inventories of New Autos for Sale 

Gas Prices: Supply or Demand?
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Business problems?
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    Proprietors' income with IVA and CCAdj
    Corporate profits with IVA and CCAdj
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Business’s real issue…

Source: VisitCalifornia

Job Openings Rate by Sector Jul-19 Jul-22
Total private 4.2 7.7
Health care 2.8 9.3
Leisure hospitality 6.7 9.3
Professional 5.4 9.0
Logistics 3.9 8.0
Other services 3.7 7.5
Financial activities 2.6 7.0
Information 3.9 7.0
Retail trade 4.9 6.5
Manufacturing 2.5 6.2
Education 2.6 6.0
Mining and logging 3.7 5.7
Government 1.5 5.2
Wholesale trade 2.8 4.9
Local education 1.6 4.7
Construction 5.1 4.7
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Labor Issues
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The Era of Labor Shortages is Here
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A flipped labor market

-2.0%

0.0%

2.0%

4.0%

6.0%

8.0%

10.0%

Ja
n-

14
O

ct
-1

4
Ju

l-1
5

Ap
r-1

6
Ja

n-
17

O
ct

-1
7

Ju
l-1

8
Ap

r-1
9

Ja
n-

20
O

ct
-2

0
Ju

l-2
1

Ap
r-2

2

YoY Growth Weekly Earnings 
for Non-Supervisory Workers

Construction Logistics

0.0

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

6.0

7.0

8.0

Ja
n-

98
Fe

b-
00

M
ar

-0
2

Ap
r-0

4
M

ay
-0

6
Ju

n-
08

Ju
l-1

0
Au

g-
12

Se
p-

14
O

ct
-1

6
N

ov
-1

8
D

ec
-2

0

YoY Growth Hourly Wages

High School or Less
Bachelor or More

-1

-0.5

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

Ja
n-

99
D

ec
-0

0
N

ov
-0

2
O

ct
-0

4
Se

p-
06

Au
g-

08
Ju

l-1
0

Ju
n-

12
M

ay
-1

4
Ap

r-1
6

M
ar

-1
8

Fe
b-

20
Ja

n-
22

Earnings Growth Gap: 
Bottom 50% to Top 50% of 

all Earners



Beacon EconomicsBeacon Economics

§Solutions
—Extensive: Increasing labor 

force through immigration (SR) 
or birthrates (LR)

—Intensive: Raising participation 
rates among the existing 
population

—Productivity enhancements: 
capital investments / skill 
training

Labor Shortage Solutions
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Our W.A.C.E. Poll: Economic Outlook
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Our W.A.C.E. Poll: A Changing Landscape

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140

Negative

No impact

Positive

How does political partisanship impact your 
chambers ability to operate?

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160

Yes

No

Do you feel Chambers are more pressured to take 
stands on social issues today than in the past? 

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140

Yes

No

Does the business community have a 
responsibility to drive social change?

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140

Stronger

Staying the Same
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Do you feel your Chamber’s ability to influence 
public policy is becoming ...?
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Old tools in a new world

Information no longer 
travels at the speed of 
sound, it travels at the 

speed of light…

Strategic Partnerships with Local Entities 146
Local Meet & Greet Events 100
Public Relations Campaigns 34
Direct Communication with elected officials 29
Analytical Reports & Research 27
PAC Spending on Favorable Candidates 21

Community Education Initiatives 107
Local Meet & Greets 95
Media Relations & Appearances 68
Publishing Policy Reports 41

What are your Chamber’s top two 
preferred methods to influence policy?

What two methods have helped your Chamber 
influence public sentiment the most?

Reactive: Responding to a 
narrative already pushing 
policy

Proactive: Assessing 
community concerns and 
building your own narrative
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The Housing Narrative
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The State of Housing? It’s Fine.
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Affordability?

Owners Renters

2018 2021 2018 2021

California 29.4% 29.6% 45.4% 46.4%

Los Angeles 34.3% 35.2% 47.8% 49.6%

Riverside 31.9% 31.1% 51.6% 48.8%
San 
Bernardino 27.7% 28.6% 48.2% 46.8%

Sacramento 24.4% 24.2% 45.8% 46.0%

Fresno 24.5% 25.5% 46.9% 44.9%

Santa Clara 25.5% 25.3% 36.4% 34.7%

Share Households > 35% 
Housing Cost to Income
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Its Supply, Supply, Supply…
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Vacant Year 
Round 2022 7.6% 7.4% 9.6% 6.6%
For Sale / 
Rent 2.0% 2.4% 2.7% 2.0%

Vacant Year 
Round 2012 8.9% 9.9% 12.6% 9.0%
For Sale / 
Rent 3.3% 4.0% 4.7% 3.5%

Vacant Year 
Round 2008 8.6% 9.8% 12.3% 8.4%
For Sale / 
Rent 3.6% 4.9% 5.3% 3.6%

Overall Housing Vacancy
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The Real Texas v California story
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§ The Economy is fine
—It’s the narrative that’s broken
—Policy will continue to stray far from fundamentals
—Its hard to ask for good policy in a world of shrieking crises

§ The Narrative moves faster and faster
—Social media, ubiquitous data, the meme generation
—Traditional responses to public opinion shifts are too slow
—Chambers need to proactively tell the true narrative to be able to influence policy

§ Controlling your narrative…
—Informal polling, headline searches, political connections to select the issues
—Invest in data, info-metrics, dashboards to tell the right story
—Regular output, always redefining the story rather than reacting to it

A Chamber Call to Action
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The Problem of Narratives…

"The glory which is built upon a lie soon 
becomes a most unpleasant 
incumbrance. ... How easy it is to make 
people believe a lie, and how hard it is to 
undo that work again!" - Autobiography of 
Mark Twain, Volume 2



Thank You

Chris@BeaconEcon.com | beaconecon.com

Requestion a 
copy of this 

presentation

Information on how 
Beacon can help you 
define your narrative 


