
Weekly Brief 
 

February 17, 2026 
  

 

 

Consumer Sentiment Hides 

Consumer Strength 
 

 

 

 

Spend five minutes with the headlines and you’ll come away with a 

clear message. Consumers are uneasy, and in some places, such as 

in the US, they’re downright distressed. 

 

But spending keeps on keeping on. Philipp Carlsson-Szlezak, BCG’s 

chief economist, has for some time had a clear point of view on this 

apparent contradiction, and I think it’s a highly useful one for 

business leaders. The disconnect begins to dissolve when we 

recognize that spending and sentiment are driven by different 

forces. 

 

In the US, for example, where the gap between word and wallet is 

particularly strong, prices are up roughly 24% since 2019, a sticker 

shock felt up and down the income ladder. But wages are up even 

more—over 32% in aggregate—meaning overall purchasing power, 

or affordability, is better than it was before the pandemic. This 

includes lower-income earners, who have seen the fastest 

cumulative wage gains since 2019. Consumers’ words may speak ill 

of the economy, but their wallets tell otherwise. Why? 

 

First, inflation and wages register differently in our 

psychology. Inflation is a silent thief that steals from us, but wage 

gains are the fruits of our own efforts and therefore feel deserved. 

That asymmetry is ingrained in our thinking. No increase in wages 

that was rightfully earned can offset the perceived injustice of 

higher sticker prices. 

 

Second, we’re strong observers of facts—up to a 

point. Consumers are better at gauging the health of their own 

https://fortune.com/2024/10/23/inflation-american-consumers-better-off-than-2019-prices-economy/?mkt_tok=Nzk5LUlPQi04ODMAAAGgDXbWDy6JFuA4HfQPJpETp0XBg7dnQOAvVOsm2tmbCdWR-2Dkya0KpH1VnwVg0e6Ww2DGjyXOJYovIpeNvaUZuZyeU_2fR7V8DNAoratMpOH2bRQ
https://fortune.com/2024/10/23/inflation-american-consumers-better-off-than-2019-prices-economy/?mkt_tok=Nzk5LUlPQi04ODMAAAGgDXbWDy6JFuA4HfQPJpETp0XBg7dnQOAvVOsm2tmbCdWR-2Dkya0KpH1VnwVg0e6Ww2DGjyXOJYovIpeNvaUZuZyeU_2fR7V8DNAoratMpOH2bRQ


finances, but sentiment surveys are tracking mood and substitute 

observability with pessimism. Around 75% of consumers think they 

are “doing OK or living comfortably,” but only half think their local 

economy is performing well. And when they’re asked about their 

national economy, pessimism rules supreme: only about 25% think 

it’s in good shape. 

 

A Relentless Search for Value 

 

When grocery prices spiked, demand shifted decisively to quick-

service restaurants (QSRs). But when fast-food prices caught up, 

demand recalibrated once again across the two categories. 

Meanwhile, some consumer discretionary categories, such as toys, 

have seen no price increases at all. Demand there has increased 

uninterrupted, underlining the power of value. 

 

As Lauren Taylor, who leads our Center for Customer Insight, often 

emphasizes, value is much more than affordability. It’s the 

perceived return on what you pay compared with other options. In 

restaurants, for example, much of what drives value sits beyond 

price alone: quality, convenience, experience—each of which varies 

by occasion. The recent shifts in QSRs, including resetting pricing, 

highlight the need to tackle the value equation relative to 

alternatives. 

 

Organizations have had to adjust. Many QSRs opted to introduce $5 

value meals when aggressive price hikes crimped demand. Public 

discourse widely misread the shift as a sign of brittle consumers 

who could not afford more. Consumers had the means, but they 

questioned the worth. Value meals were a realignment of the price-

value equation, especially as delivery and digital tailwinds are 

plateauing. It’s working. Just last week, McDonald’s said its value 

meals were behind strong revenue and earnings growth. 

 

The Takeaways for Business Leaders 

 

Consumers are reallocating, making deliberate choices—by 

category, occasion, and income band. When value is compelling, 

they lean in. When it drifts, they pull back. 

 

None of this minimizes real pressures. Housing affordability 
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remains strained in many markets, and wage gains are far from 

being evenly distributed. In any economy, a significant minority of 

households will be worse off even when averages improve. 

 

But for business leaders, the takeaway shouldn’t be that consumers 

can’t be trusted. It’s that they can’t be trusted on the economy. 

Broad sentiment measures are simply not best fit to predict 

demand. To understand growth opportunities, leaders need to ask 

more granular questions: Where has our price-value equation 

shifted relative to substitutes? Which cohorts and contexts are truly 

constrained, and which are cautious but capable? How are specific 

events—tariffs, policy shifts, localized cost increases—changing 

behavior in the near term? 

 

The global economy today is neither euphoric nor collapsing. It is 

recalibrating. Consumers may sound pessimistic about the world, 

but in their world, they continue to spend—deliberately, selectively, 

and with heightened attention to value. 

 

Until next time, 
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Despite Inflation, 

US Consumers Are 

5% Better Off than 

in 2019—Here’s 

Why They Don’t 

Feel That Way 

In Fortune, Philipp 

Carlsson-Szlezak 

and Paul Swartz 

explain that what 

matters is 

price affordability

—the ratio of prices 

and wages. 

WHAT THE NUMBERS 
REALLY SHOW  

  

 
 

 

  

 

The 

Macroscope: 

Why 

Consumers 

Are Not to 

Be Trusted 

on the 

Economy 

When it 

comes to the 

economy, 

consumers’ 

perception 

and reality 

don't 

necessarily 

align. 
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BEHIND THE 
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The Paradox 

of Pessimism: 

Why Gloomy 

Consumers 

Keep 

Spending 

It’s the close-

to-home, 

microeconomic 

factors that 

really influence 

purchase 

decisions. 

INSIDE THE 
PARADOX  
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