
Equity markets rose for the third
consecutive year in 2025.  The optimism
over the possibilities surrounding
Artificial Intelligence (AI) was again 
a key driver for market gains, with
investors overlooking concerns
regarding tariff policy and mixed
economic data. Technology-related
stocks generated above average
returns, and the NASDAQ ended the
year up +20.4%. 

Outside of AI related companies, returns
varied considerably across the market,
with the “equal weighted” S&P 500 
index increasing +9.3%, about half of 
the return of the tech dominant, market
capitalization weighted index.  The
Russell 2000 Index of small cap
companies also lagged, up +12.8%. 

After trailing the US market in recent
years, both the developed international
and emerging market indices also
topped the return charts for 2025, with
the MSCI EAFE up +31.2% and the MSCI
Emerging Markets Index up +33.6%.  
A decline of roughly 10% in the value 
of the US dollar aided already strong
performance, particularly for developed

international stocks. Even after the
year’s price increases, foreign equity
valuations remain cheaper than US
equities.

Precious metals benefited from the
falling US dollar with significant price
increases, as gold and silver rose 64%
and 141% respectively.  Historically a
volatile asset class, precious metals
were buoyed by increased purchases
from global central banks and investors
looking to buffer inflation and currency
risks.   

Bonds posted positive returns as well,
with the US Federal Reserve (Fed)
continuing monetary easing.  The Fed
cut interest rates three times in 2025,
lowering the benchmark interest rate 
by 0.75% in total.  The impact across 
the yield curve was mixed; short-term
rates fell correspondingly, but long-term 
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OUR VIEW

FIXED INCOME:
Bond markets are anticipating one or possibly two interest rate cuts from the Fed in 2026. Longer term rates are less directly
controlled by the Fed and have the potential to remain higher as they are more influenced by other factors such as long-term
inflation expectations and credit risks.  Given this, we are in favor of a blend of traditional fixed income and fixed income 
alternatives to hedge against interest rate uncertainty. Fixed income is also a critical tool for diversification, potentially offsetting
equity market risk.          

US EQUITY:
The S&P 500 has posted three consecutive years of double-digit performance and closed 2025 trading at 22 times forward earnings.
Earnings growth has remained solid, and profit margins have been high. Growth in AI has surpassed expectations, and stock prices for AI-
related firms reflect the high hopes for this trend to continue. Risks remain surrounding the inability of AI to live up to expectations. 

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE

+20.1

+7.1

+13.8

Dow Jones Relative Risk Benchmarks

Conservative                

Moderate                      -

Aggressive                  

+14.9

+31.2

+7.3

+17.9

Index                              2025 (through 12/31)
S&P 500                                  
Dow Jones Ind. Avg.                                    
MSCI EAFE                                
BC US Aggr. Bond                rates are also influenced by other

factors leading to mixed results. From
year-end 2024, the 10-year US Treasury
yield fell from 4.6% to 4.2%, while the 
30-year treasury yield held steady near
4.8%.   

After multiple years of gains, equity
valuations may be stretched, particularly
in the technology and AI related
segments of the market if growth does
not play out as anticipated.  The
economic outlook also remains mixed,
with uncertainty surrounding how the
combination of current monetary policy,
trade policy, and fiscal policy decisions
will play out.  We remain cautiously
optimistic that financial markets and the
economy can remain resilient, supported
in part by ongoing fiscal stimulus that
continues to bolster consumer spending
and business investment, and that areas
of opportunity still exist in a bifurcated
market.
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DISCLOSURES:  
This material is being provided for information purposes only and is not a complete description, nor is it a recommendation.  Any opinions are those of Ascential Wealth
Advisors and not necessarily those of Raymond James.  The information has been obtained from sources considered to be reliable, but Raymond James does not guarantee
that the foregoing material is accurate or complete.  Investing involves risk and investors may incur a profit or loss regardless of strategy selected.  Prior to making an
investment decision, please consult with your financial advisor about your individual situation.  Past performance is not a guarantee of future results.  Investments mentioned
may not be suitable for all investors.  Diversification does not ensure a profit or guarantee against a loss.  Individuals cannot invest directly in any index, and index
performance does not include transaction costs or other fees, which will affect actual investment performance.  There is no guarantee that these statements, opinions or
forecasts provided herein will prove to be correct.  The S&P 500 is an unmanaged index of 500 widely held stocks that is generally considered representative of the U.S.
stock market.  The Dow Jones Industrial Average (DJIA), commonly known as "The Dow", is an index representing 30 stocks of companies maintained and reviewed by the
editors of the Wall Street Journal.  MSCI EAFE (Europe, Australasia, and Far East) is a free float-adjusted market capitalization index that is designed to measure developed
market equity performance, excluding the United States & Canada.  The EAFE consists of the country indices of 22 developed nations.  The Barclays Capital Aggregate Bond
Composite Index (BC Ttl Bond) measures investment grade, fixed-rate, taxable bond markets of roughly 6,000 SEC registered securities with intermediate maturities
averaging approx. 10 years.  The MSCI Emerging Markets is designed to measure equity market performance in 25 emerging market indices.  The index's three largest
industries are materials, energy, and banks.  This information is not intended as a solicitation or an offer to buy or sell any security referred to herein.  International investing
involves special risks, including currency fluctuations, differing financial accounting standards, and possible political and economic volatility. There are special risks
associated with investing with bonds such as interest rate risk, market risk, call risk, prepayment risk, credit risk, reinvestment risk, and unique tax consequences. To learn
more about these risks, please contact our office.

Ascential Wealth Advisors is not a registered broker/dealer and is independent of Raymond James Financial Services.  Securities offered through Raymond James Financial
Services, Inc. Member FINRA/SIPC.  Investment advisory services offered through Raymond James Financial Services Advisors, Inc.

BONDS PROVIDE AN OFFSET TO VOLATILE EQUITY MARKETS

Stimulus Boost: Economic impact from the One Big Beautiful Bill Act is 
projected to peak in 2026.
Rate Cuts:

Valuation Gaps: The current rally has been primarily driven by tech and AI  
stocks, while other sectors remain less expensive and may offer more upside.

AI Investment: Capital spending on AI is projected to continue rising 
for the next several years.

Cash Reallocation: Falling money market yields may shift a projected
$7 trillion of cash from money market funds into other investments.

Excitement surrounding AI has propelled markets higher
since the launch of Chat GPT in November 2022. Companies
tied to the novel technology have risen in value by
significantly more than average, and in many cases the
earnings have supported these higher valuations. As the
chart illustrates, over the past three years, returns for the
S&P 500 have been increasingly driven by actual earnings
growth and less by pure enthusiasm (multiple expansion). 
In addition, returns are beginning to broaden from being
concentrated in the Magnificent 7, to include more of the
other 493 companies in the S&P 500 Index. If this trend
continues, and the spillover from AI investment flows
through to other areas of the economy, it could translate 
into additional opportunities for equity appreciation. 

Concerns have also been raised regarding the overall level
of market valuation, with correlations drawn between AI 
and the “Dotcom” bubble in the early 2000s. Present
valuations are nowhere close to where they were at that
time. The NASDAQ Composite closed 2025 trading at around
34 times earnings, whereas at the peak of the “Dotcom” rally
it reached a multiple of 90 times earnings. (Raymond James
2026 Outlook, Jan 2026). It is understandable for investors
 o have concerns about market excess, and rather than trying to predict the outcome, in these situations we believe in staying
diversified and maintaining appropriate asset allocation based on risk tolerance. Market trends 
can persist much longer than investors might think.  

Sources: Factset, S&P Global, JP Morgan Asset Management, 
Data as of 12/15/2025

AI Investment Fueling the Market & Economy

US EQUITY (CONT.)
The economy is also showing signs of slowing, but we anticipate an economic boost from the tax bill to hit the economy in the first 
half of 2026. Given these factors and current elevated valuations, we are neutral on US equities while focusing on quality, selectivity,
and flexibility. 

INTERNATIONAL EQUITY:
International equities were a standout in 2025. A multitude of factors contributed to foreign stock outperformance including cheaper
valuations, investors’ desire to geographically diversify in a changing trade landscape, a weakening US dollar, and increased economic
stimulus from foreign governments. These contributors are likely to persist in the new year.  Even after this period of outperformance,
foreign stock valuations remain relatively cheaper than US stocks, and forecasts for earnings growth in foreign markets are positive.
We believe there is more potential in foreign equities and are in favor of maintaining a slightly higher weighting in both developed 
and emerging markets.   


