
ROBERTSON STEPHENS WEALTH MANAGEMENT
2020 Economic Outlook 

1



2

Economic Outlook

Global Economic Activity

World economic growth slowed in 2019 to its 
lowest level since 2008, approximately 3% by the 
end of the year.  

In the United States, GDP growth of 2.3% - down 
from earlier levels closer to 3% - was primarily a 
result of trade frictions and business uncertainty.  

Growth in China also fell to approximately 6%, for 
many of the same reasons.  

In Europe, however, slower growth resulted from 
ineffective monetary policy, which in 2020 is 
expected to by supplanted by fiscal stimulus.

Sources: CPB Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis; Haver Analytics
Markit Economics; and IMF staff calculations
Note: PMI = purchasing managers’ index
Euro area 4 comprises France, Italy, the Netherlands and Spain

Global Activity Indicators
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Economic Outlook

Global Fixed Investment and Trade
Declining imports and exports detail the overall reduction in world trade activity that has the hallmark of global economic activity for the 
last two years.  Consumer spending for domestic goods and services has supported regional economic growth, while manufacturing 
(and business spending in general) has borne the brunt of rising trade frictions and barriers, reducing the pace of economic expansion.  
The decline in Chinese imports has been particularly dramatic, as the country’s leaders have resisted trade pressures from the United 
States.  No significant improvement in world trade activity is expected in 2020, but neither is further deterioration.

World Trade Growth Share of Countries with Rising Export Orders

Global Investment and Trade

Source: OECD
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Economic Outlook

Consumers and Business Managers Moving in Different Directions

Global Purchasing Managers’ Index and 
Consumer Confidence

In the United States, a strong and increasingly 
confident consumer, bolstered by rising wages 
and record low unemployment has stood in sharp 
contrast to the concerns and uncertainties voiced 
by business leaders.  

This bi-polarity is being witnessed worldwide, 
befitting its source in the sharply altered business 
landscape globally which is more inclined towards 
protectionism than any time in the last thirty years.
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Economic Outlook

The Slowdown in Global Investment has Impacted Durable Goods

Spending on Durable Goods (% Change from a year ago)
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Economic Outlook

Labor Markets are of Growing Significance
Not surprisingly, labor market conditions around the world differ widely, as demographic, regulatory and cultural factors all come into 
play.  Developed countries other than the United States have a somewhat greater surplus of labor as 2020 begins, but all developed 
economies are struggling with an aging labor force and slowing population growth.  Without reasonable prospects for a substantial 
increase in labor force productivity, long term prospects for developed markets economic growth rates are modest, at best.  Emerging 
markets with young, growing populations and increasing labor force participation rates have greater opportunity for more rapid 
economic growth as a result. 

Wages, Unit Labor Costs, and Labor Shares

GDP Growth: World and Group of Four



7

Economic Outlook

Business Uncertainty Throughout the World
Businesses everywhere have witnessed a peaking of key economic activity indicators in 2018 and remain uncertain as to the direction 
– stabilization? Rebound? Further decline? – in 2020.  With these questions unresolved at the start of the new year, business 
investment spending and development of new business opportunities is likely to be cautious, if not limited.  Nevertheless, it is
anticipated that the growing evidence in support of stabilization of economic activity in developed markets and good growth in 
developing/emerging economies, business sentiment will improve and business investment activity will pick up modestly in 2020. 

Percent of firms citing factor as a concern
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Economic Outlook

Business Uncertainty Throughout the World (cont.)

Global Business 



Indicator 2019 estimate 2020 Forecast

US Real GDP (%ch, annual) 2.3 2.1

Consumption Spending (%ch, annual) 2.7 2.5

Business Fixed Investment (%ch, annual) 2.3 2.3

Employment Cost Index (%ch, annual) 2.9 3.1

PCE Deflator (%ch, annual) 1.4 2.0

Federal Government Deficit (fiscal year, $ bil) 984 1050

Fed Funds Rate (%, end of Q4) 1.75 1.75
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Economic Outlook

US Economic Forecast

Source: Robertson Stephens
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Economic Outlook

Rising Budget Deficits and Their Short and Medium Term Impact
As countries around the world employ fiscal stimulus – deficit spending – to achieve economic growth goals, the rising deficit and debt 
of the United States will become the norm.  Although increased government debt is manageable in many regions, especially in times, 
such as now, of considerable global financial market liquidity, it is not without consequence.  By 2021, the associated increased in debt 
issuance may serve to push interest rates up and ultimately force either a contraction in government spending or a push for greater 
government revenue.  Or both.  

Budget Deficit as % of GDP

US Budget Deficit ($ Billions)
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Source: “An Update to the Budget and Economic Outlook,2019 to 2029”, Congressional Budget Office, August 2019
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Interest Rates

Source: “An Update to the Budget and Economic Outlook,2019 to 2029”, Congressional Budget Office, August 2019



Disclosures

Investment advisory services offered through Robertson Stephens Wealth Management, LLC (“Robertson Stephens”), an SEC-
registered investment advisor.  Brokerage products and services offered through Robertson Stephens Capital Markets, LLC 
(“RSCM”), Member FINRA/SIPC.  Robertson Stephens and RSCM are wholly owned subsidiaries of Robertson Stephens Holdings, 
LLC (“RSH”). RSH is majority-owned by investment funds managed by partners of Long Arc Capital, LP (“LAC”), a private equity 
investment firm, and receives management and strategic advisory services from LAC-related entities. This material is being provided 
solely to potential employees and business associates of Robertson Stephens for the purpose of discussing a potential business 
relationship with Robertson Stephens. It is non-binding and does not constitute an offer or solicitation to contract or engage in any 
business relationship. This material is confidential and intended solely for the use of the individual or entity to whom it is provided 
and its authorized agents and representatives. By accepting this material, the recipient acknowledges that this material is confidential 
and subject to the terms of such agreement. As such, this material may not be copied or distributed without Robertson Stephens’ 
prior written permission. Although certain information has been obtained from sources believed to be reliable, Robertson Stephens 
does not guarantee its accuracy or completeness. Statements are current as of the date of the material only and are subject to 
change.  This presentation contains forward-looking statements. Robertson Stephens’ actual expenditures, results, performance or
achievements may differ materially from the anticipated costs, budgets, results, performance or achievements that are expressed or 
implied by these forward-looking statements. This material does not constitute investment advice or a recommendation or offer to
buy or sell any security and should not provide the basis for any investment decision. Past performance does not guarantee future 
results. Forward-looking performance targets or projections are not guaranteed and may not be achieved. Investing entails risks,
including possible loss of principal. Robertson Stephens does not provide tax advice and any discussion of U.S. tax matters should 
not be construed as tax-related advice. © 2020 Robertson Stephens Wealth Management, LLC. All rights reserved. Robertson 
Stephens is a registered trademark of Robertson Stephens Wealth Management, LLC in the United States and elsewhere.
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Disclosures
OECD - This work is published under the responsibility of the Secretary-General of the OECD. The opinions expressed and arguments 
employed herein do not necessarily reflect the official views of OECD member countries.  This document, as well as any data and map 
included herein, are without prejudice to the status of or sovereignty over any territory, to the delimitation of international frontiers and 
boundaries and to the name of any territory, city or area.  The statistical data for Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the 
relevant Israeli authorities. The use of such data by the OECD is without prejudice to the status of the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and 
Israeli settlements in the West Bank under the terms of international law.  Note by Turkey - The information in this document with reference 
to “Cyprus” relates to the southern part of the Island. There is no single authority representing both Turkish and Greek Cypriot people on the 
Island. Turkey recognises the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC). Until a lasting and equitable solution is found within the context 
of the United Nations, Turkey shall preserve its position concerning the “Cyprus issue”.  Note by all the European Union Member States of 
the OECD and the European Union - The Republic of Cyprus is recognised by all members of the United Nations with the exception of 
Turkey. The information in this document relates to the area under the effective control of the Government of the Republic of Cyprus.  Photo 
credits: Cover © Alexandros Michailidis/Shutterstock.com.  Corrigenda to publications may be found on line 
at: www.oecd.org/about/publishing/corrigenda.htm.  © OECD 2019  The use of this work, whether digital or print, is governed by the Terms 
and Conditions to be found at http://www.oecd.org/termsandconditions.

IMF - The information on our Site is provided “as is” and without warranty of any kind, either express or implied, including, without limitation, 
warranties of merchantability, fitness for a particular purpose, and noninfringement.  The IMF shall not be liable for any losses or damages 
incurred or suffered which are claimed to result from use of our Site, including, without limitation, any direct, indirect, incidental, special, or 
consequential damages, even if the IMF has been advised of the possibility of such damages.  Except where expressly stated, the findings, 
interpretations, and conclusions expressed in the Materials on IMF Sites represent the views of the authors thereof and are not necessarily 
those of the IMF or of its Management, Executive Board, or member countries. The IMF does not endorse the accuracy, completeness, or 
reliability of any information provided on IMF Sites by third parties or of any information in third-party websites and publications that may be 
linked to IMF Sites or referred to within them. Reliance upon any such Materials shall be at the User’s own risk.  All postings to forums on 
the Sites become the sole property of the IMF, and the IMF reserves the right to modify or remove them. The IMF shall have no obligation to 
review or screen any postings, but postings to moderated forums may not appear on the Sites until after approval by the moderator. 
Postings to IMF Sites, whether approved by a moderator or not, are not endorsed by the IMF. Visitors shall use forums on IMF Sites solely 
for lawful and ethical purposes related to the subject of each particular forum.  IMF Sites may include content that has been translated from 
English or to English. While every effort is made to ensure the accuracy of translations, the version of any document used by the IMF is the 
English version, as American English is the working language of the IMF.  The IMF does not represent or warrant that it owns or controls all 
rights in all Content and accepts no liability for any claims brought against Users by third parties in connection with use of Content on the 
Sites.  Users may not represent or imply that the IMF is participating in, or has sponsored, approved or endorsed the manner or purpose of 
any use of its Materials by User. Use of the IMF logos and official emblems is strictly prohibited without prior written approval of the IMF.  
The IMF reserves the right in its sole discretion, without notice or obligation to take the needs of any User into consideration, to modify or 
terminate its Sites and to deny any User access to its Sites or any portion thereof.

http://www.oecd.org/about/publishing/corrigenda.htm
http://www.oecd.org/termsandconditions
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