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CURRENCIES | ECONOMY

a new financial product tied to the
digital coin. In January, U.S. regu-
lators authorized a group of
crypto companies and traditional
finance firms to offer exchange-
traded funds, or E.T.F.s, which
track Bitcoin’s price. The funds
provide a simple way for people to
invest in the crypto markets with-
out directly owning the virtual
currency.

As of last week, investors had
poured more than $7 billion into
the investment products, propel-
ling Bitcoin’s rapid rise, according
to Bloomberg Intelligence.

The price of Ether, the second-
most-valuable digital currency af-
ter Bitcoin, has also risen more
than 50 percent this year, reaching
about $3,800. Its increase has
been driven partly by enthusiasm
over the prospect that regulators
may also approve an E.T.F. tied to
Ether.

But cryptocurrencies remain
volatile. Within a few minutes of
hitting the record, Bitcoin’s price
dropped to about $67,500.

And despite the euphoria, the
crypto industry is still navigating
the legal aftermath of the 2022
crash. Sam Bankman-Fried, the

disgraced founder of the collapsed
FTX crypto exchange, is set to be
sentenced to prison at the end of
this month. The Securities and
Exchange Commission has sued
several prominent crypto firms,
including the U.S. exchange Coin-
base, arguing that the companies
offer unregistered securities.

Courts have begun weighing in
on some of those lawsuits, and the
outcome could determine
whether crypto companies can
continue operating in the United
States. Many skeptics remain un-
convinced that digital currencies
offer much real-world utility.

“There’s no inherent value,”
said John Reed Stark, a former
S.E.C. official and an outspoken
critic of the crypto industry.
“There’s no proven track record of
adoption or reliance.”

Bitcoin was invented in the af-
termath of the 2008 financial cri-
sis by a mysterious developer us-
ing the pseudonym Satoshi
Nakamoto. The digital coin was
originally envisioned as a decen-
tralized alternative to the tradi-
tional financial system, a way for
people to exchange funds without
relying on banks or other interme-
diaries.

But as Bitcoin’s value in-
creased, it became a vehicle for fi-

nancial speculation. The curren-
cy’s price rose rapidly, before fall-
ing just as quickly — minting new
millionaires one day and erasing
their savings the next.

In the early part of the pan-
demic, a surge in day trading by
amateur investors helped turn
cryptocurrencies into a hot com-
modity. The industry promoted it-
self in splashy magazine spreads
and Super Bowl commercials,
sending Bitcoin’s price soaring.

Within a year, the bubble burst.
A series of corporate implosions
culminated in November 2022
with the collapse of FTX, Mr.
Bankman-Fried’s exchange. In-
vestors lost billions of dollars, as
Bitcoin’s price plummeted to
around $16,000.

The industry’s fortunes started
improving in August when a fed-
eral appeals court paved the way
for companies to offer E.T.F.s tied
to Bitcoin. An E.T.F. is essentially
a basket of assets broken up into
shares. Investors buy shares in
the basket, rather than owning the
assets directly.

For years, crypto advocates
predicted that the approval of Bit-
coin E.T.F.s would bring billions of
dollars in new investment to the
industry, though some analysts
expressed skepticism about those
projections.

Early data suggests the impact
has been significant. Over recent
months, the approval of the in-
vestment vehicles has combined
with other factors to send Bit-
coin’s price up.

“During every period when
you’re in despair, it looks like
crypto and Bitcoin will never
come back,” said John Todaro, an
analyst at Needham who tracks
the crypto industry. “But we’ve
seen time and time again that it
continues to go forward.”

Later this year, the amount of
new Bitcoin that goes into circula-
tion will decrease because of an
event known as “the halving.” The
event, which was programmed
into Bitcoin’s underlying code,
will reduce by half the amount of
Bitcoin that people receive when
they run software to validate
crypto transactions (a process
commonly known as “mining”).

The prospect of scarcer Bitcoin
supply has helped drive up its
price this year, some analysts
have argued. And with the halving
expected to take place in the
spring, Bitcoin advocates are pre-
dicting that prices will continue to
surge.

“This is just the beginning of
this bull market,” said Nathan Mc-
Cauley, the chief executive of the
crypto company Anchorage Dig-
ital, as prices were skyrocketing
this month. “The best is yet to
come.”

Price of Bitcoin
MARCH 5

$69,170.63

PREVIOUS RECORD
NOV. 10, 2021

$68,789.63
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Bitcoin Hits Record High
In Unexpected Comeback
FROM FIRST BUSINESS PAGE

300%
The percentage Bitcoin’s price
has risen since November 2022.

price of everything from eggs to
car insurance. Even as inflation
has been falling since mid-2023 —
and wage growth has lately out-
paced the rate of price increases,
at least on average — many Amer-
icans don’t yet see the problem as
solved. Nearly two-thirds of regis-
tered voters in the Times/Siena
poll rated the price of food and
consumer goods as poor.

Mr. Biden’s team has pointed to
an array of indications that the
economy has rebounded remark-
ably well since he assumed office,
including an unemployment rate
that has been under 4 percent for
two years and a stock market that
has set record after record.

But in a persistent trend that
has confounded pollsters and
economists, those fundamentals
largely haven’t been reflected in
surveys. Forty percent of those
surveyed said the economy was
worse than it was a year earlier,
compared with 23 percent who
thought it was better — even
though a narrow majority rated
their personal financial situation
as good or excellent.

“For me, personally, I’m above
water,” said Mary Sandberg, a 45-
year-old Democratic voter in cen-
tral Kansas. “For a lot of people,
that isn’t true.”

Ms. Sandberg lives in a rural
area, where her nursing salary is
enough to support a family and
own a home — at least for some-
one lucky enough to buy before in-
terest rates skyrocketed, as she
was. But she sees friends working
six days a week with hardly any
money left over, and she worries
that her children will never be
able to afford homes.

Ms. Sandberg doesn’t blame
Mr. Biden, instead pointing the
finger at corporations for raising
prices and at Republicans in Con-
gress for blocking Democrats’ ef-
forts to help. But the economy —
or at least their perception of it —
is causing problems for Mr. Biden
with some Democrats.

Katherine Besenty, 25, graduat-
ed from college in 2020, just as the
pandemic was shutting down
much of the U.S. economy. She has
spent the past few years bouncing
between low-paying retail jobs
while living with her mother in
New Jersey. Mr. Biden, she said,
has done little to help people like
her — and at this point, she isn’t
sure she will vote in November.

“I honestly really haven’t seen
much of a difference in terms of
me being personally affected,” she
said. “My job search hasn’t im-
proved, my income hasn’t im-
proved.”

Still, there are signs that Ameri-
cans’ assessment of the economy
might be turning around. Thirty
percent of respondents in the
Times/Siena poll expect the econ-
omy to be better a year from now.
And the share of respondents rat-
ing the economy good or excel-
lent, though still low, has risen
since July among nearly all demo-
graphic and educational groups.

There is also evidence of a deep
partisan divide in economic per-
ceptions, with Democrats seeing
more positive news about infla-
tion than Republicans. But other
surveys of overall economic senti-
ment, such as those from Pew Re-
search Center and the University
of Michigan, have rebounded in
recent months. History suggests
that the process should continue,
and that peaking sentiment tends
to correlate with victory for in-
cumbent presidents.

But economic vibes don’t neces-
sarily predict electoral outcomes,
and this campaign is different
from those in the past. “We’re kind
of in an unprecedented situation
where we’re weighing two incum-
bents,” said Joanne Hsu, who runs

the Michigan survey.
Anthony Rice, a 54-year-old

Democrat in eastern Indiana, and
pretty much everyone he knows,
he said, are doing well. Gas prices
are down, jobs are plentiful, and
Mr. Rice, a unionized dump-truck
driver, is benefiting directly from
the infrastructure law that Mr. Bi-
den signed in 2021. Yet few people
in the deep-red part of the country
where he lives will acknowledge
that, Mr. Rice said.

“There are more people now
that are working, have better jobs,
have more chances to get better
jobs now than at any other time,”
he said. “I don’t understand why
they can’t see how good it is.”

Amber Wichowsky, a political
scientist at Marquette University
who has studied voters’ economic
perceptions, said it was not sur-
prising that many Americans
might be feeling uneasy despite
strong economic data. The pan-
demic and its aftermath were
deeply disruptive, she said, and it
isn’t surprising that it could take
time for things to feel normal
again.

The question, Ms. Wichowsky
said, is how much, if at all, voters’
views will shift as the campaign
gets underway in earnest. So far,
Mr. Biden has made little appar-

ent progress in selling his eco-
nomic message, but many voters
aren’t yet paying attention. In the
coming months, the Biden cam-
paign will also ramp up a sales ef-
fort for the president’s economic
record — including billions of dol-
lars in spending on infrastructure
and clean energy, which will be-
come easier to communicate as
projects get underway.

“The big unknown to me is how
this looks when the campaign re-
ally gets going,” Ms. Wichowsky
said.

Still, the campaign is unlikely to
have much effect on the views of
Republicans, who overwhelm-
ingly see the economy as nega-
tive.

“People keep saying, ‘Oh, the
economy’s getting better under
Joe Biden’ — no, it’s not,” said
Reed Olin, a 48-year-old Republi-
can in Gainesville, Fla.

A disabled veteran, Mr. Olin
said that with prices high, he was
struggling to make ends meet
with the benefits he got through
the federal government. He said
he liked former President Donald
J. Trump’s efforts to crack down
on illegal immigration and bring
manufacturing back to the United
States (although the U.S. econ-
omy has more manufacturing jobs
now than at any point during Mr.
Trump’s presidency).

Underneath broad economic
perceptions, voters give the job
market better marks than they do
inflation. But medicine adminis-
tered by the Federal Reserve to
cure inflation — higher interest
rates — is taking its own toll, par-
ticularly through the cost of hous-
ing.

Although moderating from
their highs at the end of last year,
mortgage interest rates remain
around 7 percent on average. The
run-up in housing prices that be-
gan during the pandemic has yet
to subside, pushing a home pur-
chase far beyond what many feel

comfortable paying.
Housing burdens appear to be

part of the sour mood. Fifty-three
percent of voters see the housing
market as poor, especially young-
er people and those who rent their
homes. More than half of home-
owners, 57 percent, rated their
own finances as good or excellent,
compared with 36 percent of rent-
ers.

Housing costs are top of mind
for Cole Orosco, 30, an emergency
medical technician in College Sta-
tion, Texas, who frequently works
overtime to cover living costs. His
rent has risen to $1,350 a month
over the last three years, from
$1,089, and he despairs of buying a
home at current prices.

Mr. Orosco identifies as a liber-
tarian and said that he was open to
a third-party candidate, but that
he wasn’t inclined to vote for Mr.
Biden because he felt the presi-
dent had done nothing to help him
— even student debt relief, which
he had hoped would relieve him of
$14,000 in remaining loans.

“That would have been ex-
tremely valuable to the middle
class,” Mr. Orosco said. Mr. Biden’s
efforts have often been blocked in
the courts, but Mr. Orosco doesn’t
give the president credit for try-
ing. “At the end of the day, results
are what’s going to be remem-
bered,” he said.

Consumers have slowed their
spending, and more of those pur-
chases are going on credit cards.
Loan delinquencies have also
been creeping up, especially for
younger people who bought cars
recently when monthly payments
escalated especially fast.

That situation may improve as
the election approaches, with the
Federal Reserve expected to be-
gin cutting interest rates this sum-
mer. Most forecasters also expect
inflation to continue to ease be-
tween now and Election Day.

Better Mood on Economy, but Not for Biden
FROM FIRST BUSINESS PAGE

President Biden in Los Angeles last month. Polls show some improvement in Americans’ economic outlook.
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How Voters Feel
Thinking about the nation’s 
economy, how would you rate 
economic conditions today?

Camille Baker contributed reporting.
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