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RAMBLE ON WHEN MARKET LEADERSHIP
TAKES TO THE ROAD 
In 1969, on the second side of their second album,
Led Zeppelin recorded a song that has outlived almost
everything around it. “Ramble On” opens quietly,
with an acoustic figure and a single observation:
“Leaves are falling all around, it’s time I was on my
way.” It is a song about movement, about knowing
when the road ahead matters more than the ground
beneath your feet. More than fifty years later, it still
captures something markets are demonstrating in real
time. Leadership does not stay in one place. When
conditions change, it packs up and rambles on. 

Last month, writing under the banner of “The Long
Run,” we made the case that time, not timing, is what
ultimately rewards investors. The months since have
not overturned that lesson; they have illustrated it. In
January, the debate was how quickly the Federal
Reserve would cut rates. Six months later, the debate
is whether it can cut at all. Inflation has come back,
the Fed has lost much of its room to maneuver, and
the market’s leadership has moved decisively beyond
U.S. large-cap. None of this is a reason to abandon
the plan. It is a reason to understand why the road
has turned. 

THE MACRO BACKDROP: A FED WITH LESS ROOM TO MOVE 
The single most important development of the past few months is the return of inflation. Headline CPI has re-
accelerated to roughly 4.2%, up from 2.3% a year ago, while core measures remain sticky, with core CPI
near 2.8% and core PCE around 3.4%. The drivers matter as much as the level. Energy, shelter, and tariff-
sensitive goods are doing most of the work, which tells us a meaningful share of this is policy-driven rather
than demand-driven. The effective tariff rate on imports now sits near 10.7%, the highest in generations after
peaking on a statutory basis around 30% last year, and it functions like a tax on goods that shows up directly
in consumer prices. 

That combination has boxed in the Federal Reserve. Policy has eased to roughly 3.8%, but the Fed’s own June
projections show core inflation holding near 3.3% for the year, which limits how much further it can
comfortably cut. Markets and the Fed’s dot plot have converged on a high-3% range for year-end, and the
aggressive easing path we debated only a few months ago is, for now, off the table.
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What is holding: The consumer.
Spending is still carried by
income from a steady labor
market, and in aggregate
household balance sheets remain
healthy. Total household assets
near $206 trillion dwarf
liabilities, and the debt-service
ratio near 11% of disposable
income remains below pre-
pandemic norms. That financial
cushion is what gives the
expansion its staying power. 

What is bending: Real purchasing
power. With inflation back near
4%, higher prices are quietly
eroding what each dollar of income
buys. Nominal spending can look
healthy while real consumption
growth slows beneath the surface,
and strain is showing at the
margins, where auto and credit-
card delinquencies are climbing.
This is where a higher-for-longer
rate backdrop bites first. 

What is unclear: The policy
path. Tariff policy remains
genuinely fluid, and because it
feeds directly into goods prices,
it complicates the inflation
outlook in ways the Fed cannot
fully control. With a new Chair
now in place after his first
meeting, markets are still
calibrating to his communication
style, and the list of variables
that could move the next few
months remains longer than
usual.

The institutional transition we flagged last month is now behind us, with Kevin Warsh having taken the chair
and just concluded his first meeting at the helm, and these June projections are the first to carry his imprint.
The bind he inherits is straightforward: cutting into re-accelerating inflation risks the Fed’s hard-won credibility,
while holding too tight risks a labor market that has only recently steadied. 

And the labor market has steadied, which may surprise those bracing for deterioration. Hiring has firmed
since the start of the year, with the three-month average payroll gain back near 190,000, up from a fragile
22,000 at the turn of the year, and the unemployment rate has ticked down to 4.3% from 4.5%. Wage
growth near 3.6% sits just above its long-run average, enough to support household spending without
reigniting a wage-price spiral. Growth, meanwhile, has cooled but not cracked. The economy expanded at
roughly 2.1% annualized in the first quarter, down from the 3.8% and 4.4% prints of mid-2025, with net
exports the largest drag and consumption still the main engine. The Fed’s June projection still puts full-year
2026 growth near 2.2%. This is a slowdown, not a stall. 

READING THE DATA: WHAT IS HOLDING, WHAT IS BENDING, WHAT IS UNCLEAR 
A balanced reading of the current environment continues to break into three categories. 
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MARKET CONTEXT: LEADERSHIP HAS LEFT HOME 
The clearest expression of all this is using the stock market as our scoreboard, and it has flipped. Year-to-date
through June 26, emerging market equities are up roughly 22.8%, commodities roughly 15.1%, and
developed international roughly 8.7%, against roughly 8.1% for U.S. large cap and roughly 1.0% for the
U.S. Aggregate bond index. This is not a one-month curiosity. It extends, rather than reverses, the pattern that
took root in 2025, when international and emerging markets already led. A weaker dollar and cheaper non-
U.S. valuations are doing the work. 

The dollar gets less credit this quarter than the prior narrative would suggest. While a softer dollar
mechanically lifts the returns U.S. investors earn abroad, currency was not the swing factor this period, and
the international picture was anything but uniform. Developed international lagged: EAFE (EFA) returned
roughly 9.9% since April 1st, behind the S&P 500's 13.0%, undercutting the simple "weak dollar lifts all
foreign assets" story. The real standout was emerging markets, with EEM up 22.9%, but that strength was
narrow rather than broad. South Korea was the leading contributor, and within Korea the move was
overwhelmingly an AI-memory story concentrated in Samsung Electronics and SK Hynix, which together
represent well over half of MSCI Korea. 
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Global growth offered a supportive backdrop with composite global PMI near 51.8 and emerging markets
leading near 53.6, with weakness concentrated in parts of Europe, France in particular. However the
quarter's returns were driven far more by where you were exposed than by the dollar. That argues for
selective, security and country-aware international positioning rather than a blanket beta bet. 

In fixed income, the picture has genuinely changed for the better. With the 10-year Treasury near 4.4% and
core inflation near 2.8%, real yields are solidly positive, a very different world from the negative-real-yield
environment of a few years ago. The Treasury curve has dis-inverted into a normal upward slope, with the
long end near 4.9%, removing one of the loudest recession signals of the past two years. Positive real yields
make high-quality bonds genuinely competitive again and, at the same time, raise the bar that riskier assets
must clear. Oil rounds out the picture, having rebounded to roughly $72 from roughly $55 at the turn of the
year. That nearly 40% move is a tailwind for commodity returns and, at once, a headwind for the inflation
fight. 

PORTFOLIO POSITIONING: BUILT FOR THIS ROAD 
Here is where the music and the math meet. The portfolio changes we began implementing last October were
designed for precisely the environment now unfolding. We shifted to equal-weighted U.S. equity exposure,
expanded international allocations, broadened our real assets and infrastructure footprint, and introduced
private real estate for eligible clients. The leadership rotation now playing out across global markets is not a
reason to react; it is confirmation that the portfolios were already pointed in the right direction. 
That is why we are not making wholesale changes in response to recent moves, and the restraint is deliberate.
The instinct to chase whatever led last quarter, or to flee whatever lagged, is one of the most consistent and
most expensive behavioral patterns we observe. Our equal-weight tilt keeps us from over-concentrating in the
handful of names that dominated the prior cycle. Our international and real-asset exposure is already
capturing the leadership that has rambled abroad. The work now is to hold the structure, rebalance with
discipline, and let diversification do what it was built to do. 

THE BIG PICTURE: TIME, NOT TIMING 
It is worth stepping back from any single quarter. What matters over a full cycle is whether inflation
expectations stay anchored, credit quality holds, earnings continue to support valuations, and policy evolves
in ways that support rather than undermine global growth. None of those guardrails has given way.
Diversification is not a tactic to be switched on and off; it is a baseline condition of long-term investing, and
this year it has earned its keep, with non-U.S. assets and real assets cushioning a more turbulent stretch for
domestic large cap. 

History offers the same lesson in a longer frame. Looking across rolling holding periods of five, ten, and
twenty years, the dispersion of outcomes narrows steadily as the holding period lengthens, and at twenty
years every observation in the modern era falls in positive territory. 
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With appreciation for your continued trust,

Brett Akers
Director of Investments

Andy Webb
Chief Investment Officer

READ MORE INSIGHTS

IN CLOSING: THE ROAD KEEPS GOING 
“Ramble On” was never a song about leaving for its own sake. It was about staying in motion with a
destination in mind, trusting the journey even when the scenery changes. Markets are reminding us of the
same thing. The leadership that carried portfolios in recent years has moved on, inflation has returned to the
conversation, and the Fed has less room than it did. None of that changes the architecture of a globally
diversified, disciplined portfolio. It simply confirms why we built one. 

The leaves are falling, as they always eventually do, and the road ahead looks different than it did in January.
We remain cautiously optimistic, watching the data closely, and committed to the plan that has historically
rewarded those willing to stay with it. 

Stay diversified. Stay disciplined. Ramble on.
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Disclosures 
The information contained herein reflects the views and opinions of FSA Investment Group, LLC as of the date indicated and is subject to
change without notice. While efforts have been made to ensure accuracy, data may include preliminary figures based on information
provided by third parties, including Charles Schwab, and may be subject to revision. 

Past performance is not indicative of future results. Index returns are presented for comparison purposes only and do not represent actual
portfolio performance. You cannot invest directly in an index. Investing involves risk, including the possible loss of principal. Forward-
looking statements are based on assumptions that may differ materially from actual events. 

Source: YCharts. Past performance is no guarantee of future results. Investors cannot invest directly in an index. 
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