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Understanding the Difference Between Soft and Hard Economic Data 
 

Soft and hard economic data are back in the news as trade policy changes. Soft data, such as surveys, measures sentiment, 
expectations, intentions, and how respondents feel about the economy. In contrast, hard data measures actual results and 
activity, such as production, spending, and job growth. While they typically move together, there are periods of heightened 
uncertainty where they can diverge, such as today. This month’s chart focuses on the difference between soft and hard 
economic data and discusses how to interpret their recent divergence. 

Figure 1 ranks ten soft economic indicators as a percentile relative to the past five years. The yellow bar shows the average soft 
dataset ranks in the 27th percentile, highlighting broad-based weakness in sentiment and expectations. Starting at the bottom, 
consumer sentiment and CEO confidence surveys rank in the 0 percentile, reflecting increased uncertainty. In the housing 
market, builder sentiment is weak as high mortgage rates and home prices weigh on home demand. Further up the list, the 
Dallas and New York Fed surveys reinforce the cautious business outlook. The Philadelphia Fed survey at the top appears 
notably less optimistic than the other two surveys, but it’s important to note that the Philadelphia survey was conducted in 
early May, after the 90-day tariff pause was announced. The divergence is a good example of how quickly soft data can change 
in response to new information. Bank lending standards and small business optimism are also near the top and appear to be 
outliers, but that is because they have both recovered from weaker periods in 2022-2023, when the Fed was raising interest 
rates.  

In contrast, Figure 2 tells a more optimistic story based on ten hard economic indicators. The yellow bar shows an average rank 
in the 78th percentile, signaling continued economic growth. At the top, company payrolls, bank lending, and consumer 
spending all rank in the 100th percentile, reflecting steady job growth, active credit markets, and solid consumer spending. 
Manufacturing and industrial data, along with construction activity, are also strong, with durable goods orders and shipments 
and construction spending all in the 98th percentile. Moving toward the bottom, we start to see areas of softness. Jobless 
claims rank in the 51st percentile, with unemployment claims still low but rising. In the housing market, building permits and 
housing starts show the pace of activity continues to slow from pandemic highs. 

The data tells a mixed story: soft data indicates sentiment is cautious, while hard data shows actual economic activity remains 
solid. Both types of data are valuable, but it’s important to understand their uses and limitations. Soft data can influence 
sentiment and behavior, but hard data ultimately drives corporate earnings and economic growth. Soft data is like next week’s 
weather forecast. It gives you a sense of what to expect, but it’s not always accurate. Hard data is like looking out the window. It 
tells you what’s happening now. Given how quickly conditions are changing, our team is tracking both datasets to keep a clear 
view of the economy. 

    

Figure 1 – Soft Economic Data (Current Percentile versus Last 5 Years) Figure 2 – Hard Economic Data (Current Percentile versus Last 5 Years)

Source: The Conference Board, University of Michigan, Federal Reserve, ISM, 
NAHB, NFIB. Percentile is based on each data series' most recent reading relative 
to all values from the past 5 years. Latest available data as of 5/15/2025.

Source: Census Bureau, Department of Labor, Federal Reserve, Bureau of 
Economic Analysis. Percentile is based on each data series' most recent reading 
relative to all values from the past 5 years. Latest available data as of 5/15/2025.
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Important Disclosures 
 

PUREfi Wealth, LLC ("PUREfi") is a registered investment adviser with the Securities and Exchange Commission. Any reference to the 
terms “registered investment adviser” or “registered” does not imply that PUREfi or any person associated with PUREfi has achieved a 
certain level of skill or training. A copy of PUREfi’s current written disclosure statement discussing our advisory services and fees is 
available for your review upon request.  
 
The information provided is for informational purposes only and advisers should determine for themselves whether a particular 
service or product is suitable for their clients’ investment needs.  
 
The information contained herein should not be construed as an attempt to sell or solicit any products or services of PUREfi or any 
investment strategy, nor should it be construed as legal, accounting, tax or other professional advice. This material is proprietary and 
may not be reproduced, transferred, modified or distributed in any form without prior written permission from PUREfi. PUREfi 
reserves the right, at any time and without notice, to amend, or cease publication of the information contained herein.  
 
Certain information contained herein has been obtained from third-party sources and has not been independently verified. It is made 
available on an "as is" basis without warranty. Any strategies or investment programs described in this presentation are provided for 
educational purposes only and are not necessarily indicative of securities offered for sale or private placement offerings available to 
any investor. The views expressed in the referenced materials are subject to change based on market and other conditions. This 
document contains certain statements that may be deemed forward-looking statements. Please note that any such statements are 
not guarantees of any future performance; actual results or developments may differ materially from those projected. Any 
projections, market outlooks, or estimates are based upon certain assumptions and should not be construed as indicative of actual 
events that will occur.  
 
Historical performance results for investment indices and/or product benchmarks have been provided for general comparison 
purposes only, and do not include the charges that might be incurred in an actual portfolio, such as transaction and/or custodial 
charges, investment management fees, or the impact of taxes, the incurrence of which would have the effect of decreasing historical 
performance results.  


