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In brief

 ■ Recession is our base case, and we expect some companies to be hurt by rising funding 

costs, but the near-term risks are mitigated by the extended maturity profiles of debt  

held by corporations. 

 ■ China faces short-term economic challenges and long-term structural issues, with 

implications for the global economy.

 ■ With the distortions created when rates rose abruptly after cash earned near zero for more 

than a decade in the wake of the global financial crisis, the current cash rate of 5%-plus 

marks a shift that will broadly impact markets and portfolio management.

 ■ We are gradually adding duration in our global fixed income multisector portfolios, largely 

by finding relative value opportunities in curves and countries as some economies cannot 

deliver rate cuts priced into the markets.

In meetings with clients and prospects and discussions with colleagues, five questions have 

frequently arisen in the context of fixed income. Below are the questions and my answers. 

What would a recession look like and what follows? 

For some time, our base case has been for a recession. Some of the leading indicators have 

been deteriorating, and money supply has been significantly contracting both in Europe and 

the United States, and of course financial conditions have tightened in response to elevated real 

rates. Exhibit 1 shows the New York Federal Reserve Bank’s recession indicator, which measures 

the probability of recession 12 months ahead. The latest reading is elevated, at 71%. We have 

charted the spreads in high yield alongside this indicator as a proxy for risky assets, and the 

current level of spreads indicates risky assets are now pricing in a soft landing.

But given the long lags in the impact of funding costs affecting consumer and corporate balance 

sheets and how anticipated a recession has been by management and consumers alike, a 

recession, if only a mild one, remains our base case for now. 

However, the more the Fed and other central banks press forward with rate hikes without visibly 

affecting the real economy or inflation, the greater the risk that something breaks and a more 

severe recession results.

Such a crisis could be triggered by an unexpected systemic-risk event. With rapid moves in 

rates and levered balance sheets, both public and private, the market has been left fragile, as 

evidenced by the US regional banking crisis in March and the UBS takeover of Crédit Suisse.

Looking ahead, beyond any recession in the near term, we expect slightly higher growth and 

slightly higher inflation than prepandemic.
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Source: LHS: Bloomberg, NY Federal Reserve. NY Fed: Probability of Recession in the Next 12M = the probability of 
recession in the next 12 months predicted by treasury spreads series from the New York Federal Reserve Bank. 
Monthly data from January 1994 through July 2024. US HY Spread = Bloomberg US Corporate High Yield Index 
Average OAS (Option-Adjusted Spread). Monthly spread data from 31 January 1994 through 31 July 2023. Gray 
vertically shaded columns represent recessions as defined by the NBER.

Exhibit 1: Recessions and high-yield spreads
■ NY Fed: Probability Recession in the Next 12M ■ US HY Spread
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Are balance sheets vulnerable? 

The private sector benefited from the low funding costs that accompanied the quantitative easing policies 

of central banks after the GFC. They were also helped by the fiscal splurge during the pandemic. This led 

to a period in which the private sector engaged in unsustainable capital allocation and operated under 

unsustainable financing structures. Not much of the liquidity made its way into productive investment in the 

economy. Instead, it ended up rewarding shareholders through share buybacks or M&A. 

We are concerned about the trajectory of margins at this point in the cycle, particularly in the case of levered 

companies with weak business models and little pricing power and those with management teams that are 

unrealistic about the hurdles they face. We rely on the strength of our global research platform to identify the 

winners and the losers.

One of the factors we are focused on is refinancing risk. Exhibit 2 below shows the increase in yields in euro 

and US-dollar high-yield markets relative to the average coupon. Exhibit 3 plots the maturity profile of high-

yield companies by region. Over the past several years, high-yield and investment-grade companies have 

done a good job of extending their maturity profile, which is key when they need to refinance and step up 

their funding costs. As Exhibit 3 indicates, companies face the maturity wall in about twelve to eighteen 

months, so it will take a little longer for challenged balance sheets to perceptibly impact the market.

Investment-grade, large-cap companies have also extended the maturity profile of their debt. And US 

consumers have been refinancing mortgages over the past several years, pushing out higher aggregate 

funding costs. 

In sum, we expect some companies will be hurt by rising funding costs, but it is hard to argue this is an 

imminent risk given the maturity profiles of debt owed by corporations. 
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Source: Bloomberg. Monthly data from 31 January 2013 through 31 July 2023. YTW = yield-to-worst. US HY = 
Bloomberg US Corporate High Yield Index. EUR HY = Bloomberg Pan European Corporate Hight Yield Index. 

Exhibit 2: US and euro high-yield average coupon and yield-to-worst
■ US HY YTW … US HY Avg. Coupon ■ EUR HY YTW … EUR HY Avg. Coupon
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Bloomberg. Data as of 26 June 2023. Maturity profile generated for all non-investment grade corporate bonds 
domiciled in the US and Eurozone respectively. US results are presented in USD, Eurozone results are presented 
in EUR, both expressed in billions.

Exhibit 3: High-yield maturity profile by region
■ US (LHS) ■ EU (RHS)
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How do macro developments in China impact the rest of the world? 

China’s activity data remain in the doldrums, and structural issues compound the picture, with a crisis 

of confidence in much of the private sector. The default risk of local government financing vehicles 

remains elevated. Exhibit 4 examines residential construction, showing the duration of the property 

sector concerns. More problematic for the Chinese government is the significant increase in youth 

unemployment and the resulting social issues that may lie ahead (Exhibit 5). 

Global markets have been waiting for easing and stimulus, but for now the initiatives have been 

underwhelming, to say the least. We would like to see measures that meaningfully restore confidence in 

the economy. We expect further easing measures, such as those recently enacted, that extend loans to the 

property sector by a year so they can refinance their short-term debt. However, there is limited fiscal room 

and there are significant policy constraints at play as well. These small steps in support of the stressed 

property market are likely to continue, as well as measures to shore up local government debt vehicles. 
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The biggest impact for the Chinese economy and markets will likely come from currency management. 

Despite trying to keep the renminbi slightly higher to avoid a rapid depreciation, it suits the Chinese 

government to have a slightly weaker currency. The depreciation trend is expected to continue,  

which also increases the chances that with increased deflationary pressures at home China will start 

exporting deflation to the rest of the world. We will be monitoring this aspect of Chinese policy in the 

coming quarters.

Source: Haver Analytics, National Bureau of Statistics. Monthly data from 31 January 2018 through 31 May 2023. 

Exhibit 4: China residential construction
■ Completed Construction ■ Newly Started 
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Source: Haver Analytics, National Bureau of Statistics. Monthly data from 30 June 2012 through 31 May 2023. 

Exhibit 5: Youth unemployment (ages 16 to 24)
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What is the impact of the market distortion related to the strong curve inversion 
at the front end in the US? 

This question requires a multifaceted answer. We think, after cash earned near zero for more than a 

decade, that blind spots may have been created. The shift to a cash rate of more than 5% is going to 

have a broad impact on the markets and portfolio management. Several elements that go into portfolio 

management have suddenly changed.

The larger inversion of the front end of the yield curve could lead to distortions in funding markets and 

funding costs for portfolios that will impact the carry across different rates futures; it will affect carry basis 

trades, cash management, margin management and MBS funding. At some point, it could have a greater 

impact on banks’ profitability and the financial plumbing of the US system.
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A clear effect of distortion, in our view, is going to be on the cross–currency hedging and the relative 

attractiveness of US assets for foreign investors. In this context, we closely monitor the expectations for the 

Bank of Japan around yield curve control and monetary policy given the large Japanese participation in US 

credit markets and US markets in general. The potential for domestic Japanese investments to suddenly 

outyield traditional dollar-denominated investments could hamper the performance of traditional asset 

classes such as CLOs in the US.

Source: Bloomberg. Monthly data from 31 January 1977 through 31 July 2023. Gray vertically shaded columns 
represent recessions as defined by the NBER.  

Exhibit 6: Inverted yield curve 
■ 3m10y Curve Spread
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What are the opportunities in fixed income as we position our global fixed  
income portfolios?

With recession viewed as the base case and the recent rate moves, we are looking for cross-country 

opportunities to gradually add duration in our global fixed income multisector portfolios. We see a stronger 

case for duration as the year progresses and macro data provides higher conviction. We are focused on 

finding relative value opportunities in curves and countries as it is unlikely every economy will deliver the 

rate cuts that are priced into the markets. We have diversified the overweight position and duration in 

different markets including the US but also in parts of Europe, such as Sweden, and other markets, such as 

Canada and New Zealand. We are lukewarm regarding duration in China, Australia and parts of Europe.

Idiosyncratic local emerging market currency bond markets are becoming increasingly attractive given 

the high number of past rate hikes and prospective rate cuts. We are proceeding gradually and selectively 

because of the tight global financial conditions. We have gained exposure mostly in Latin countries where 

the real rates have led to an inclination to buy locally, such as Uruguay, Brazil, Mexico and Peru. One of our 

favorite markets for building duration exposure continues to be Korea. We expect the Bank of Korea to be 

one of the first banks to start cutting rates.

With regards to FX, we are slightly underweight exposure to the US dollar given that we expect the dollar 

will weaken on the back of the Fed soon ending its hiking cycle. The-US-versus-rest-of-the-world growth 

expectations and interest rate differentials will determine the path of the US dollar. The potential for US-

dollar outperformance in a severely risk-off environment is also a consideration. A serious global recession 

could make the dollar a more attractive “safe haven”. 



Fixed Income Insights

August 2023

The views expressed are those of the author(s) and are subject to change at any time. These views are for informational purposes only and should not be relied upon as a recommendation to 
purchase any security or as a solicitation or investment advice. No forecasts can be guaranteed.

Unless otherwise indicated, logos and product and service names are trademarks of MFS® and its affi liates and may be registered in certain countries.

Distributed by: U.S. – MFS Institutional Advisors, Inc. (“MFSI”), MFS Investment Management and MFS Fund Distributors, Inc.; Latin America – MFS International Ltd.; Canada – MFS 
Investment Management Canada Limited. No securities commission or similar regulatory authority in Canada has reviewed this communication; Note to UK and Switzerland readers: 
Issued in the UK and Switzerland by MFS International (U.K.) Limited (“MIL UK”), a private limited company registered in England and Wales with the company number 03062718, and 
authorised and regulated in the conduct of investment business by the UK Financial Conduct Authority. MIL UK, an indirect subsidiary of MFS®, has its registered offi ce at One Carter Lane, 
London, EC4V 5ER. Note to Europe (ex UK and Switzerland) readers: Issued in Europe by MFS Investment Management (Lux) S.à r.l. (MFS Lux) – authorized under Luxembourg law as 
a management company for Funds domiciled in Luxembourg and which both provide products and investment services to institutional investors and is registered offi ce is at S.a r.l. 4 Rue 
Albert Borschette, Luxembourg L-1246. Tel: 352 2826 12800. This material shall not be circulated or distributed to any person other than to professional investors (as permitted by local 
regulations) and should not be relied upon or distributed to persons where such reliance or distribution would be contrary to local regulation; Singapore – MFS International Singapore 
Pte. Ltd. (CRN 201228809M); Australia/New Zealand - MFS International Australia Pty Ltd (“MFS Australia”) (ABN 68 607 579 537) holds an Australian fi nancial services licence number 
485343. MFS Australia is regulated by the Australian Securities and Investments Commission.; Hong Kong - MFS International (Hong Kong) Limited (“MIL HK”), a private limited company 
licensed and regulated by the Hong Kong Securities and Futures Commission (the “SFC”). MIL HK is approved to engage in dealing in securities and asset management regulated activities 
and may provide certain investment services to “professional investors” as defi ned in the Securities and Futures Ordinance (“SFO”).; For Professional Investors in China – MFS Financial 
Management Consulting (Shanghai) Co., Ltd. 2801-12, 28th Floor, 100 Century Avenue, Shanghai World Financial Center, Shanghai Pilot Free Trade Zone, 200120, China, a Chinese limited 
liability company registered to provide fi nancial management consulting services.; Japan - MFS Investment Management K.K., is registered as a Financial Instruments Business Operator, 
Kanto Local Finance Bureau (FIBO) No.312, a member of the Investment Trust Association, Japan and the Japan Investment Advisers Association. As fees to be borne by investors vary 
depending upon circumstances such as products, services, investment period and market conditions, the total amount nor the calculation methods cannot be disclosed in advance. All 
investments involve risks, including market fl uctuation and investors may lose the principal amount invested. Investors should obtain and read the prospectus and/or document set forth 
in Article 37-3 of Financial Instruments and Exchange Act carefully before making the investments.

Source: Bloomberg Index Services Limited. BLOOMBERG® is a trademark and service mark of Bloomberg Finance L.P. and its affiliates (collectively “Bloomberg”). Bloomberg or Bloomberg’s 
licensors own all proprietary rights in the Bloomberg Indices. Bloomberg neither approves or endorses this material or guarantees the accuracy or completeness of any information herein, 
or makes any warranty, express or implied, as to the results to be obtained therefrom and, to the maximum extent allowed by law, neither shall have any liability or responsibility for injury or 
damages arising in connection therewith.

FOR INSTITUTIONAL AND INVESTMENT PROFESSIONAL USE ONLY
MFSE_FLY_2130637_8_23

55671.1

In securitized and structured, recent widening in areas such as nonagency mortgages and ABS provides 

new issue opportunities. Secondary CLOs provide opportunities too. We have been closing a large 

underweight in mortgage pass-throughs, though valuations are less appealing now than they were in 

the last quarter of 2022. We have been more inclined to add risk in these traditional mortgage-backed 

securities. We continue to think that there is value there. It is a high-quality asset class still suffering from 

the consequences of the regional banking crisis and commercial real estate concerns. 

In credit broadly, we continue to favor investment-grade. Some attractive opportunities have emerged 

in recent weeks. We watch for potential dislocations in the face of likely volatility and new issue market 

concessions. We favor securities issued in euros and Canadian dollars over US dollars.

In emerging markets, with a strong fundamental and technical backdrop, compressed valuations mean 

selectivity will be key. Investment-grade sovereigns and EM corporate debt is less attractive.

Finally, in high yield, we have reduced exposure, but continue to look for ways to add yield within our 

allocation. We are identifying opportunities among B-rated securities where we can find good quality 

names that offer more yield. There is little relative risk-adjusted value outside of specific idiosyncratic 

research–led ideas. 


