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 February card spending rose 3.9% year-over-year (YoY), near a three-year 

high, underscoring resilient consumer demand despite softer job and 

income growth. Lingering weather disruptions in the Northeast modestly 

restrained activity but appear to be fading heading into March. 

 

 Gambling-related spending has surged, rising roughly 16% YoY and 

outpacing most discretionary categories. What was once a small, niche 

segment has grown rapidly in recent years, as online betting, casinos, and 

lotteries capture a growing share of overall entertainment spending. 

 

 Tax refunds are running about 10% larger than last year, driven by changes 

under OBBBA, and should support spending into spring. Households 

typically spend about half of refunds within 30 days, with funds gradually 

absorbed over several months – providing a sustained, though temporary, 

tailwind to consumption, especially for lower-income households. 

 

 Valentine’s-related spending was firm in February, with strong growth in 

categories such as cosmetics, jewelry, cigars, florists, and gift and novelty 

stores. 

 

 Household income growth firmed somewhat in February, supporting 

consumer resilience as balances rebuild. Labor conditions are cooling but 

not deteriorating sharply, with unemployment increases modest and 

concentrated. If hiring stabilizes, spending should hold up; otherwise, 

growth likely moderates toward income trends. 

 

 Table 1: Summary

Indicator 
Jul  

‘25 

Aug 

’25 

Sep 

’25 

Oct 

‘25 

Nov 

‘25 

Dec 

‘25 

Jan 

‘26 

Feb 

‘26 

Total Card Spend  (YoY) 3.3% 3.8% 4.4% 4.6% 4.1% 3.6% 3.3% 3.9% 

Avg. Weekly Income (YoY) 2.5% 2.6% 2.5% 2.6% 2.7% 2.5% 2.8% 2.8% 

Avg. Saving/Checking Bal. (YoY) 1.6% 1.9% 1.7% 1.9% 1.7% 1.7% 1.9% 2.6% 

 

 

KEY FACTS 

Average tax refunds up 

10% versus last year 

Average consumer 

checking and savings 

balances increased by 

2.6% YoY 

Card spending up 3.9% 

YoY in February… 

Gambling spending up 

16% YoY 

Source: PNC internal data 

Note: Growth in total card spend is computed as a year-over-year percentage change (YoY) in the three-month moving average (3M MA) of the 

level value. Growth in average weekly income is computed as a year-over-year percentage change (YoY) in the three-month moving average (3M 

MA) of the seasonally-adjusted (SA) level of average values. Growth in avg. saving/checking balances computed as a year-over-year percentage 

change (YoY) of the level of average values. 
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February card spend reaccelerates 

PNC aggregated card data show total spending up 

3.9% year-over-year in February. While growth has 

cooled modestly from the strength seen last fall, it 

remains near the upper end of the range observed 

over the past three years. That resilience is notable 

given the softer backdrop for both job growth and 

income growth, suggesting that household demand is 

holding up better than broader labor market 

indicators might imply. 

Figure 1: YoY percent change in card spend 

 

Figure 2: Weather less disruptive in February 

 

Growth would have been stronger were it not for 

lingering weather-related disruptions that continued 

to weigh on activity in parts of the Northeast. 

Although the drag from severe weather was 

meaningfully smaller than in January, it nonetheless 

restrained late-month spending in several categories 

following a blizzard. Importantly, daily spending data 

point to a recovery from this impact as we move into 

March.  

Gambling emerging as one of the of 

the fastest-growing spend categories 

Gambling-related spending has surged recently, 

increasing 16% over last year. What had been a 

relatively small and niche category has grown rapidly 

over the past two years, outpacing most other 

discretionary segments. The acceleration suggests 

that consumers are increasingly turning to online 

betting platforms, casinos, and lottery outlets as a 

growing share of overall entertainment spending. 

Figure 3: Top fastest and slowest growing spending 

categories in February 2026 

Figure 4: Daily YoY card spending on gambling 

 

Notably, the Super Bowl was the only day this year 

when gambling spending declined on a year-over-

year basis; excluding that day, daily online gambling 

spending has largely hovered between 10% to 20% in 

2026, pointing to broad-based momentum rather 

than dependence on marquee events. The decline on 
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Note: Growth in total card spend is computed as a year-over-year percentage 

change in the three-month moving average of the level value.
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Super Bowl Sunday was visible across generations 

and was especially pronounced among younger 

consumers.  

Figure 5: YoY gambling spending on the day of the 

Super Bowl consistent with lower viewership 

 

Gambling spend varies sharply by age and income, 

with overall spending more attributable to older 

cohorts. Gen Z accounts for less than 5% of total 

gambling spend, while Millennials and Gen X are each 

responsible for more than a third. Although Gen Z is 

leading annual growth, with spending up roughly 24% 

year-over-year, increases among Gen X account for 

most of the dollar gain in overall gambling spending, 

indicating that aggregate growth is being driven 

primarily by higher-spending cohorts rather than 

younger consumers alone. 

Figure 6: Consecutive months of gambling spend 

 

Spending patterns in our internal data suggest that 

gambling is becoming a more routine component of 

discretionary spending rather than one concentrated 

around major sporting events. Consumers who 

engage in online gambling now do so for an average 

of eleven consecutive months, up from nine months 

last year. That increase in persistence points to a more 

durable source of growth and suggests gambling is 

increasingly embedded in everyday spending 

behavior. 

Romance is not entirely lost, however. In the three 

months through February, miscellaneous retail was 

the second fastest-growing spending category, rising 

14% year-over-year in PNC internal data. That 

category includes several specialty retail segments 

plausibly tied to Valentine’s Day and broader 

spending on loved ones, including cosmetics, jewelry, 

cigars, florists, and gift and novelty stores. While 

gambling has become a more prominent and 

persistent part of discretionary spending, the strength 

in miscellaneous retail suggests consumers are still 

directing some spending toward more traditional 

expressions of celebration and gift-giving. 

Figure 7: Strong spending growth in broader Valentine 

spending and gift-related categories 

 
 

Average tax returns are up 10% year-

over-year and continue to grow 

Changes stemming from last year’s One Big Beautiful 

Bill Act (OBBBA) have increased the average size of tax 

refunds by roughly 10% compared with last year, 

according to internal PNC data. While this increase is 

somewhat smaller than we initially anticipated, 

aggregate Treasury data suggest refund growth 

remains above average, raising the possibility that 

refund sizes could continue to improve through March 

and April. Larger refunds should provide incremental 
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support to consumer spending over the next several 

months. 

Figure 8: YoY percentage change in average tax 

refunds through February 

 

How households use their tax refunds varies 

meaningfully by income, but on average, consumers 

tend to spend roughly half of their refund within 30 

days of receipt, with the remainder either saved or 

used to pay down debt. By four months after receipt, 

less than 20% of refund dollars remain, indicating that 

refunds are gradually absorbed into spending 

patterns rather than exhausted immediately.  

This dynamic suggests refunds provide a sustained – 

though temporary – tailwind to consumption rather 

than a short-lived spike. The composition of that 

spending is also notable: the largest channels are 

debit card purchases, followed by cash withdrawals 

and credit card paydown, pointing to a mix of 

everyday consumption needs and some balance-

sheet repair.  

Refund size matters a great deal for how long the 

money lasts. Smaller refunds, especially those under 

roughly $500, are generally exhausted by day 90, 

while larger refunds above roughly $3,800 are spent 

down much more gradually and still have about one-

quarter remaining after 120 days. There is also an 

income dimension to the story. Lower-income 

households are more likely to receive smaller refunds 

in dollar terms, but those refunds represent a much 

larger share of their typical monthly pay, which helps 

explain why the funds appear especially important for 

near-term spending and liquidity. 

Figure 9: Continued growth in aggregate tax refunds 

suggests average tax refunds have room to grow 

 

Figure 10: Percent of tax refund remaining after X 

days from receipt 

 

Figure 11: Tax refund as a percent of average monthly 

payroll income by income terciles 
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Gen AI subscriptions are becoming 

more mainstream 

Gen AI subscription spending continues to stand out in 

PNC credit and debit card data. Household spending 

in this category remained in triple-digit year-over-

year growth in early 2026, increasing 156% in February 

after 155% in January. Even after a long stretch of 

rapid gains, the latest data suggest households are 

still expanding their spending on these services at a 

very strong pace. 

Figure 12: YoY percent change in household spending 

on Gen AI subscriptions 

 
 

Figure 13: % of households with Gen AI subscriptions 

by generation

 

Take-up also looks increasingly widespread across 

much of the age distribution. Subscription rates are 

now fairly similar for Gen Z, Millennials, and Gen X, 

while Boomers continue to lag well behind those 

groups. Even so, the pattern by income remains more 

uneven, with spending still concentrated among 

higher-income households and the gap relative to 

middle- and lower-income households continuing to 

widen as adoption moves higher overall. 

There are also signs that these subscriptions are 

becoming stickier over time. The average subscribing 

household now keeps a Gen AI subscription for 7 

consecutive months, up from around 5 months at the 

start of 2024. That points to a category that is not just 

adding users, but becoming a more durable part of 

recurring household spending. 

Figure 14: Consecutive months of monthly Gen AI 

subscriptions 

 

Income and balance sheets improve, 

even as joblessness trends up 

After weakening through much of last year, household 

income growth among customers receiving direct 

deposits into PNC accounts continued to firm in 

February, extending the improvement that first 

became evident in January. That is an encouraging 

development given the broader slowdown in job 

growth over the past two years. If payroll growth 

continues to stabilize, it would support continued 

consumer spending growth in 2026; if not, spending 

growth would still be expected to moderate toward 

the pace of income gains over time.  

The recent improvement in income trends is also 

beginning to show up in household balance sheets, 

with customer checking and savings balances 

continuing to recover even as consumption remains 
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firm. Together, those patterns point to some ongoing 

resilience in household finances. 

At the same time, internal PNC data continue to show 

a gradual increase in the number of households 

receiving unemployment benefits, pointing to ongoing 

– though still modest – labor market softening. Overall, 

the signal remains one of cooling labor conditions 

rather than a sharp deterioration. 

 

Figure 15: YoY growth rate of average weekly payroll 

income  

 
Figure 16: YoY growth rate of average consumer 

checking and savings balances 

  

That interpretation is broadly consistent with the 

national backdrop. Layoffs remain low by historical 

standards, but hiring has slowed, and unemployed 

workers appear to be taking longer to secure new 

jobs. Trends in PNC data also remain broadly 

consistent with official Department of Labor 

measures, including insured jobless claims and the 

insured unemployment rate, reinforcing the view that 

labor demand is easing more through slower hiring 

and re-employment than through a material rise in 

separations.  

Duration data tell a similar story. In January, the 

average household receiving unemployment 

payments in PNC deposit data had been receiving 

them for 1.9 months, up from 1.6 months for the same 

period in 2023. Even so, households receiving 

unemployment payments still account for only a very 

small share of PNC customers. So while 

unemployment-related measures are drifting higher 

and job-finding appears to be getting more difficult, 

the strain still looks concentrated rather than broad-

based. 

Figure 17: Proportion of households receiving 

unemployment benefits (2019 = 100) 

 
 

Figure 18: Average consecutive months of receiving 

unemployment payments 
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Key Charts and Figures: 

Table 2: Card spend by category, YoY percent change 

Indicator 
May  

‘25 

Jun 

‘25 

Jul 

‘25 

Aug 

 ‘25 

Sep 

 ‘25 

Oct  

‘25 

Nov  

‘25 

Dec  

‘25 

Jan 

‘26 

Feb 

‘26 

Key Aggregates           

Total Spending 3.0% 2.3% 4.6% 4.5% 4.1% 5.2% 3.0% 2.7% 4.2% 4.9% 

Sector Level                     

Food Services/Drinking Places 4.2% 0.8% 3.8% 4.4% 1.0% 3.3% 0.9% -0.4% 3.1% 3.4% 

Food/Beverage Stores 0.0% -1.9% 0.6% 2.3% -1.5% 1.2% 0.1% -0.4% 2.6% 0.0% 

Gambling 29.7% 24.3% 28.9% 32.0% 25.6% 23.8% 20.6% 18.0% 16.2% 12.2% 

Gasoline Stations -10.1% -7.8% -7.1% -5.5% -1.6% -3.2% -1.7% -3.8% -6.4% -3.6% 

Hotel -2.2% -3.2% -1.4% 0.2% -3.2% 0.4% -0.5% -2.7% 0.0% 1.8% 

Leisure 1.7% -3.4% -0.7% 0.5% -0.9% -0.2% -1.5% -3.5% 4.0% 4.7% 

Motor Vehicles and Parts Dealers 3.5% 6.1% 9.0% 4.9% 7.8% 4.7% 1.9% 6.0% 4.4% 7.4% 

Retail – Building/Garden/Supplies -1.8% -2.0% 1.5% 1.8% -2.1% -4.8% -3.3% -5.4% 0.2% -3.4% 

Retail – Clothing/Accessories -2.8% -1.9% 2.1% 3.5% -2.3% 0.8% 2.7% -1.4% 1.6% 4.1% 

Retail – Electronics/Appliances 19.8% 18.4% 18.5% 17.7% 13.9% 17.9% 12.3% 6.7% 10.8% 10.8% 

Retail – Furniture/Furnishings 0.4% -0.2% 0.4% 3.7% -0.7% 2.2% -1.0% -2.5% 3.1% 3.6% 

Retail – General Merchandise Stores 5.4% 4.0% 8.3% 6.0% 2.0% 4.5% 3.1% 0.7% 2.9% 3.3% 

Retail – Health/Personal Care -3.5% -2.7% -4.7% -6.9% -4.9% -7.0% -8.5% -5.7% -1.6% 1.0% 

Retail – Misc 6.4% 3.8% 6.8% 3.6% 3.4% 6.9% 4.8% 1.7% 9.5% 38.5% 

Retail – Non-Store Retailers -6.3% -4.6% -4.3% -5.3% -5.5% -4.1% -5.9% -5.8% -5.1% -2.3% 

Retail – Sports/Books/Hobbies 2.3% 4.9% 5.3% 8.2% 11.4% 9.0% 15.3% 9.9% 7.8% -18.6% 

Services 4.6% 5.6% 6.7% 4.7% 7.1% 6.4% 1.4% 4.8% 3.9% 6.0% 

Travel  -0.5% -0.8% 2.0% 2.0% 2.4% 2.8% -0.6% 1.7% 3.0% 7.3% 
Source: PNC Internal data 

Note: Table reports year-over-year percent change in total card spending by category (aggregate) not per-household spending. ‘Funds transfer’ and ‘Other’ 

categories omitted. 
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Methodology 

The data is based on aggregated and anonymized selections of PNC data.  The data may have a degree of selection bias 

due to selected populations and data availability.  

 Card spend trends are based on aggregated debit card and credit card transaction data for a fixed cohort of 

Retail customers. Spending is categorized using standard Merchant Category Codes (MCC) defined by financial 

services companies.  Spending data may also be grouped using other proprietary methods. 

 Balance data is aggregated for a fixed cohort of households that had a consumer deposit account (checking, 

savings, and/or certificate of deposit) for all months from January 2019 through the current month shown. 

 Consumer payroll and unemployment trends are based on ACH and other electronic payment methods classified 

using proprietary methods.  

Disclosures 

The material presented and the views expressed herein are of a general nature and does not constitute the provision of 

investment or economic advice to any person, or a recommendation of any particular securities, financial instruments, 

strategies or banking services. Opinions and forecasts expressed herein are subject to change without notice. Relevant 

information was obtained from sources deemed reliable. Such information is not guaranteed as to its accuracy. You should 

seek the advice of an investment professional to tailor a financial plan to your needs. To the extent that these materials 

reference PNC data, such materials are not intended to be reflective or indicative of, and should not be relied upon as, the 

results of operations, financial condition or performance of PNC. 

Forward-looking statements are necessarily subject to numerous assumptions, risks and uncertainties, which change over 

time. Future events or circumstances may change our outlook and may also affect the nature of the assumptions, risks and 

uncertainties to which our forward-looking statements are subject. Forward-looking statements speak only as of the date 

made. We do not assume any duty and do not undertake any obligation to update forward-looking statements. Actual 

results or future events could differ, possibly materially, from those anticipated in forward-looking statements, as well as 

from historical performance. As a result, we caution against placing undue reliance on any forward-looking statements. 

“PNC” is a registered mark of The PNC Financial Services Group, Inc. 

© 2026 The PNC Financial Services Group, Inc. All rights reserved. 

 


