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Dennis Stearns – Senior Wealth Advisor – Dennis is a CFP® professional and 

is nationally recognized for complex high net worth financial planning and the effect 
of Super Trends on clients’ investments, businesses/careers and the economy. 

He is the author of several books including CEO Road Rules (“Must read” – Daniel 

Jorndt, former CEO, Walgreens), Fourth Quarter Fumbles (“Prepare now for your 

future!” Mitch Anthony, New Retirementality) and Fourth Quarter Champions (Regular 
and Business Edition). His new book, Ninja Entrepreneurs (expected publishing date – 

February 2024), includes Top Ninja ideas from 120 business owner interviews (“An 

essential owner’s guide” – Doug Tatum, four time National Book Award winner for No 
Man’s Land). 

Dennis is regularly quoted in major publications including the Wall Street Journal, NY Times, Kiplinger Finance, 

TheStreet.com, Financial Planning magazine and the peer-reviewed Journal of Financial Planning.

Dennis has advanced training in investment planning, financial planning, business planning and estate planning. 

Business awards include Most Admired CEO (Triad Business Journal), Inc. 5000 and TBJ Fast 50. 

Stearns Financial Group (SFG) is a $2 billion Wealth Management and Business Planning firm with offices in Greensboro 
and Chapel Hill, NC and clients around the U.S. SFG has been called one of the leading scenario planning firms by the 

Financial Planning Association. More info at www.StearnsFinancial.com. 
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http://www.stearnsfinancial.com/


Want to Lose Your Money?
Listen to Millionaires.



“In November 2022, CNBC asked 761 people who owned at least $1 million in 
investment assets how stocks would perform during the next year. 

Fifty-six percent of them responded that U.S. equities would lose at least 10%. 
Over the previous half-century, stocks had declined by that much only six 
times. Either most of the survey’s participants were unusually insightful, able 
to predict an event with a 12% probability before it occurred, or they 
were blithering idiots.

The last time that the poll’s respondents were so bearish was in 2008. Which 
gives the millionaires a perfect record. Whenever they heartily dislike stocks, 
U.S. equities promptly gain 26%.”

Source: Morningstar, 1/2024
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The sources of the failed predictions (according to Morningstar’s John 
Rekenthaler:

#1 – Recency Bias

#2 – Group Think

# 3 – Wishful Thinking
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The Fed − One of the Fastest, 
Steepest Hikes in History
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Source: LSEG Datastream/Fatham Consulting, RiverFront;, data 
as of  11.30.2023. Charts shown for illustrative purposes only. 
The federal fund rate (fed fund rate) refers to the target interest 
rate range set by the Federal Open Market Committee (FOMC). 
This target is the rate at which commercial banks borrow and 
lend their excess reserves to each other overnight.
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Source: Stefanea D’Amico and 
Thomas King. Past and Future 
effects of the Recent Monetary 
Policy Tightening, Chicago Fed 
Letter, No. 483 (September 2023).
NOTE: Solid black lines depict the 
median impacts of the monetary 
policy tightening that have yet to 
come. The darkly and lightly 
shaded regions surrounding the 
solid and dashed black lines, 
respectively, are the interquartile 
ranges based on the uncertainty 
associated with Fed’s estimates 
from the D’Amico and King (2023) 
Model. T-BILL stands for U.S. 
Treasury Bill; GDP stands for 
Gross Domestic Product; and CPI 
stands for Consumer Price Index. 
For further details, please consult 
Stefania D’Amico and Thomas 
King, Past and Future Effects of 
the Recent Monetary Policy 
Tightening, Chicago Fed Letter, 
No. 483 (September 2023). 
Authors’ calculations based on 
data from the Federal Reserve 
Bank of St. Louis, FRED; and 
Wolters Kluwer, Blue Chip 
Economic Indicators, from Haver 
Analytics.

The Lagged Effects of Tighter 
Monetary Policy will Continue to 

Trickle Down the Economy Next Year



What Moved Markets in 2023?
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Inflation moderated considerably

Expectations Coming into 2023 What Actually Happened?

Crisis contained

Fed peaked interest rates and projected 
2024 easing

Crisis contained

Recession risk deemed “high”

Inflation expected to stay elevated

Unemployment expected to increase

2023 Scare Events

Continued Fed tightening

U.S. Government Shut-Down & Debt Crisis

Middle East War

Banking Crisis

Crisis contained

Rolling sector recessions replaced 
national recession

Unemployment remained low, helping 
keep consumer spending strong

Source: Stearns Financial Group, as of January 3, 2024.



What Moved Markets in 2023?
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Source: Shiller, FRED, SFG Research, BLS, BEA, Atlanta Fed, Bloomberg Consensus Survey, WSJ Survey, as of November 30, 2023.                                            †Through Q3 with Q4 estimated.   *Through November.



2023 Bond and Stock Returns
U

nc
ha

rt
ed

 In
ve

st
m

en
t W

at
er

s 
- S

ce
na

rio
 M

ap
s 

fo
r 2

02
4 

In
ve

st
in

g

10

347

-154

# Positive Stocks

# Negative Stocks

S&P 500 Stocks in 2023

U.S. Stocks (S&P 500) 26.30%
International Stocks 15.60%
Bonds 5.50%

Average 2023 Return* Forward P/E

"Magnificent 7" 61.2% 28.1x
Remaining Stocks 13.6% 15.3x

*Market capitalization weighted return.

Source: Stearns Financial Group, as of December 31, 2023.
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11 Source: Morningstar as of 12/31/23. U.S. stocks are represented by S&P 500 Index from 3/4/57 to 12/31/23 and the IA SBBI U.S. Lrg Stock Tr USD Index from 1/1/26 to 3/4/57, unmanaged indexes that are generally considered 
representative of the U.S. stock market during each given time period. Past performance does not guarantee or indicate future results. Index performance is for illustrative purposes only. You cannot invest directly in the 
index.

U.S. Stocks Had a Great Year in 2023
U.S. stocks average 10% return, but very rarely return their average in a calendar year



Potential 2024 Headwinds
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Higher rates for longer 

Wildcard Risk – e.g., Geopolitics 

Unemployment trends deteriorate

Consumer spending decreases due to 
excess savings dwindling

Recession

Moderate to High

High Headline Risk

Low to Moderate

Low to Moderate

Low to Moderate

SFG Risk Assessment

Fed misstep Moderate

Source: Stearns Financial Group, as of January 3, 2024.



Potential 2024 Tailwinds
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Improving corporate profitability 

Inflation trends continue improving

Economic growth above low expectations

AI/Productivity gains (actual) 

Moderate

Moderate (especially shelter)

Low to Moderate

Low to Moderate

High

SFG Assessment of Likelihood

Infrastructure spending 

Source: Stearns Financial Group, as of January 3, 2024.
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Consumer Saving and Borrowing

Source: BEA, Federal Reserve, J.P. Morgan Asset Management. From March 2020 to August 2021, consumers amassed a peak $2.3 trillion in excess savings relative to the pre-pandemic trend. Since August 2021, 
consumers have drawn down on those excess savings, with the remaining reflected in the chart annotation. Guide to the Markets − U.S. Data are as of December 31, 2023.
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Federal Finances

Source: CBO, J.P. Morgan Asset Management; (Top and bottom right) BEA, Treasury Department.
*Estimates are based on the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) May 2023 An Update to the Budget Outlook: 2023 to 2033, adjusted by JPMAM for FY 2023 forecast errors. Other spending includes, but is not limited to, health 
insurance subsidies, income security and federal civilian and military retirement. Note: Years shown are fiscal years. Forecasts are not a reliable indicator of future performance. Forecasts, projections and other forward-
looking statements are based upon current beliefs and expectations. They are for illustrative purposes only and serve as an indication of what may occur. Given the inherent uncertainties and risks associated with forecasts, 
projections or other forward-looking statements, actual events, results or performance may differ materially from those reflected or contemplated. Guide to the Markets − U.S. Data are as of December 31, 2023.
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17 *Jobs-Workers Gap is the difference between labor demand (sum or job openings and civilian employment) and labor supply (civilian labor force) as a percent of the labor supply. Historical job openings data are 
extended using the Composite Help-Wanted Index estimated in Regis Barnichon, “Building a Composite Help-Wanted Index,” Economics Letters volume 109, issue 3, (December 2010). Job openings since June 2022 are 
based on BLS Jolts Job Openings and Estimates using Indeed Job Postings Index. Note: Shaded areas denote NBER-designated recessions.

Jobs to Equilibrium by Mid-2024? 
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Truflation Daily Index

Source: Truflation - Powering better investment decisions for everyone. Methodology Explanation as of December 2023.



Relationship of Inflation and Valuation:
Back to the Green Zone
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19 Price-Earnings Ratio (P/E Ratio) is the ratio for valuing a company that measures its current share price relative to its per-share earnings. An investment cannot be made directly in an index. Gross domestic product 
(GDP) is a monetary measure of the market value of all final goods and services produced in a period (quarterly or yearly) of time. Source: LSEG Datastream, NDR Research and RiverFront; data monthly, as of October 
2023. Shown for illustrative purposes only. Past performance is no indication of future results.
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Not Always Magnificent

Source: Charles Schwab, Bloomberg, as of 11/24/2023.
Data indexed to 100 (base value = 1/3/2022). An index number is a figure reflecting price or quantity compared with a base value. The base value always has an index number of 100. The index number is then expressed as 
100 times the ratio to the base value. The Bloomberg Magnificent 7 Index is an equal-dollar weighted equity benchmark consisting of a fixed basket of 7 widely-traded companies (Alphabet, Amazon, Apple, Meta, Microsoft, 
NVIDIA, Tesla.)  Indexes are unmanaged, do not incur management fees, costs and expenses and cannot be invested in directly. Past performance is no guarantee of future results. All corporate names and market data 
shown above are for illustrative purposes only and are not a recommendation, offer to sell, or a solicitation of an offer to buy any security. Supporting documentation for any claims or statistical information is available 
upon request.

Charles Schwab: “The dominant market theme in 2023 − and likely heading into 2024 − has been the supremacy of the "Magnificent 7" 
(Mag7) group of stocks, which pushed cap-weighted indexes like the S&P 500 higher during the year. Without the Mag7, the S&P 500's 2023 
year-to-date gains are in the low single digits. In fact, as shown in the chart below, since the S&P 500's prior all-time high in early January 
2022, the Mag7 is up by more than 6%, but the "other 493" are actually down by nearly 6%.”
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BCA’s 10-Year Asset Return Forecast

Source: BCA Research, The Bank Credit Analyst , December 2023, Vol. 75, No. 6 Special Year-End Issue OUTLOOK 2024 The End of The Easy Money Era, as of 12-2-2023.
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Long-Term Capital Market 
Assumptions: Summary

Source: RiverFront Investment Group’s 2024 Outlook & Capital Market Assumptions Tap-Dancing on a Tightrope. Shown for illustrative purposes. The table above depicts RiverFront’s predictions for 2024 using three 
scenarios (Pessimistic (Bear), Base, and Optimistic (Bull)). The assessment is based on RiverFront’s Investment Team’s views and opinions as of 12-15-2023. Each case is hypothetical and is not based on actual investor 
experience. The returns above are not an indication of RiverFront portfolio or product performance. These views are subject to change and are not intended as investment recommendations. There is no representation 
that an investor will or is likely to achieve positive returns, avoid losses or experience returns as discussed for various market classes.
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Source: Morningstar as of 12/31/23. Stock market represented by S&P 500 Index from 1/1/70 to 12/31/23 and IA SBBI U.S. Large Cap Stocks Index from 1/1/26 to 1/1/70. Past performance does not guarantee or indicate 
future results. Index performance is for illustrative purposes only. You cannot invest directly in the index.

U.S. Stocks in a
Presidential Election Year
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Concentration Risk More of a 
Concern for Large Caps

Source: Strategas – Investment Strategy, as of 12.04.23 .
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International Equity
Earnings and Valuations

Source: FactSet, MSCI, Standard & Poor’s, J.P. Morgan Asset Management. Next 12 months consensus estimates are based on pro-forma earnings and are in U.S. dollars. MSCI Europe includes the eurozone as well as 
countries not in the currency bloc, such as Norway, Sweden, Switzerland and the UK (which collectively make up almost half of the overall index). Past performance is not a reliable indicator of current and future 
results. (Right) The purple lines for Em and China show 20-year averages due to a lack of available data. Guide to the Markets − U.S. Data are as of December 31, 2023.
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26 Source: Morningstar as of 12/31/23. *Performance is from 9/1/00 to 12/31/23. †Performance is from 1/1/20 to 3/23/20. ‡Performance is from 3/24/20 to 12/31/23. Diversified Portfolio is represented by 24% S&P 500 Index, 
24% Russell Mid Cap Index, 5% MSCI EAFE Index, 2% Russell 2000 Index, 5% FTSE Emerging Stock Index, 20% Bloomberg US Aggregate Bond Index, 20% Bloomberg US Corporate High Yield Index. Past performance does not 
guarantee or indicate future results. Index performance is for illustrative purposes only. You cannot invest directly in the index.

A Diversified Portfolio Can Work 
Even Though it Never Feels Good

Last 20+ Years
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5

Alternative Asset Correlations, 
Returns and Yields

Source: Burgiss, Cliffwater, Gilberto-Levy, HFRI, MSCI, NCREIF, FactSet, J.P. Morgan Asset Management. Correlations are based on quarterly returns over the past 10 years through 2022. A 60/40 portfolio is comprised of 60% 
stocks and 40% bonds. Stocks are represented by the S&P 500 Total Return index. Bonds are represented by the Bloomberg U.S. Aggregate Total Return Index. Ten-year annualized returns are calculated from 2013-2022. This 
slide comes from the J.P. Morgan Asset Management Guide to Alternatives. Guide to the Markets − U.S. Data are as of December 31, 2023.
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Growth and Income Investors
• Bonds (intermediate duration now has more normal defensive capability)
• Quality U.S. and International stocks (focus on good stock pickers)
• Higher Quality Private Credit (returns have been very steady) 
• Infrastructure (energy infrastructure, utility infrastructure, private sector 

manufacturing infrastructure, and related real estate, ports, roadways, and rail.)

Growth Investors
• Quality U.S. and International stocks (focus on good stock pickers)
• Quality Small Cap stocks (profit breakout potential, tech enabled)
• Private equity (niche and large)
• Venture Capital 

2024 Potential Opportunities



Questions?
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Stearns Financial Group is a group comprised of investment professionals registered with Hightower Advisors, LLC, an SEC registered investment adviser. Some investment professionals may also be registered with 
Hightower Securities, LLC, member FINRA and SIPC. Advisory services are offered through Hightower Advisors, LLC. Securities are offered through Hightower Securities, LLC. This is not an offer to buy or sell securities. No 
investment process is free of risk, and there is no guarantee that the investment process or the investment opportunities referenced herein will be profitable. Past performance is neither indicative nor a guarantee of future 
results. The investment opportunities referenced herein may not be suitable for all investors. All data or other information referenced herein is from sources believed to be reliable. Any opinions, news, research, analyses, 
prices, or other data or information contained in this presentation is provided as general market commentary and does not constitute investment advice. Stearns Financial Group and Hightower Advisors, LLC or any of its 
affiliates make no representations or warranties express or implied as to the accuracy or completeness of the information or for statements or errors or omissions, or results obtained from the use of this information. 
Stearns Financial Group and Hightower Advisors, LLC assume no liability for any action made or taken in reliance on or relating in any way to this information. The information is provided as of the date referenced in the 
document. Such data and other information are subject to change without notice. This document was created for informational purposes only; the opinions expressed herein are solely those of the author(s) and do not 
represent those of Hightower Advisors, LLC, or any of its affiliates. 

Dennis Stearns, CFP®

dstearns@stearnsfinancial.com

800.881.7374

Offices in Chapel Hill and Greensboro, NC
www.StearnsFinancial.com
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