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THE END IS (NEARLY) NIGH? 
A slow start to 2017 has led to a decline in optimism moving into the second half of the year. Dun & 
.ǊŀŘǎǘǊŜŜǘΩǎ latest Business Expectations Survey shows a generally muted outlook for the September quarter 
of 2017; however, expectations for employment are at a more than two-year high. Businesses have flagged 
concerns about the rising cost of utilities, as well as online selling by competitors.  

According to Dun & Bradstreet Economic Adviser Stephen Koukoulas: άThe optimism from the business 
sector at the end of 2016 and the early part of 2017 has not been sustained. Business expectations remain 
Ŏŀǳǘƛƻǳǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǿŜŀƪ ΨŀŎǘǳŀƭΩ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ aŀǊŎƘ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊΦ  

ά¢ƘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ŀŎŎƻǊŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ƴŜǿǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ς sluggish 
growth characterised by weak sales, profits, and capital expenditure, yet surprising resilience in 
employment.έ 

5ǳƴ ϧ .ǊŀŘǎǘǊŜŜǘΩǎ .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ 9ȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ LƴŘŜȄΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅΩǎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ sales, profits, 
employment and capital investment expectations, fell to 17.3 points for the September quarter of 2017, 
down 14.8 percent from 20.3 points from the June quarter 2017, but up 40.2 percent from 12.4 points in the 
previous corresponding period. The interim Q3 2017 result is 8.1 points above the 10-year average of 9.2 
points. 

 
¢ƘŜ .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ 9ȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ LƴŘŜȄ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀƎƎǊŜƎŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅΩǎ  

measures of sales, profits employment and investment expectations. 

Expectations for sales, profits, and capital investment were down for the September quarter compared to 
the June quarter; however, expected sales, selling prices and profits were up compared to the prior 
corresponding quarter.  

The Employment Expectations Index, meanwhile, climbed to 15.4 points, up from 11.6 points in the June 
quarter and 8.2 points in the year-earlier period. Some 22.2 percent of firms expect to have higher staff 
numbers in the September quarter compared to the same time last year, while 6.8 percent expect to have 
lower staff numbers. All sectors had higher expectations for employment in the September quarter 
compared to the June quarter, except the Services industry.  

άThe increase in employment expectations may be linked to the current low wages environment and it fits 
with the recent ABS labour force data which has shown a solid rise in employment in recent months. The 
positive outlook for employment is across almost all industries, which is a favourable developmentΣέ aǊ 
Koukoulas said.  
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Expectations for selling prices for the September quarter were on par with the previous quarter, with the 
index sitting at 15.4 points.  

άExpected selling prices remain flat at a level below the long run historical average. This is consistent with 
the official inflation data which shows annual inflation remaining below trend, for the near term at leastέ aǊ 
Koukoulas noted. 

άThe Business Expectations Survey is again proving to be a reliable indictor for key economic trends. It has 
correctly anticipated the pick-up in inflation from the end of 2016, and that the rise would be moderate. It 
has also anticipated what many in the market are now agreeing is a sofǘ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƻ нлмт ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΣέ aǊ 
Koukoulas added. 

The subdued expectations for the third quarter follow on from underwhelming actual results across all 
survey components in the first quarter: actual results for sales, employment, selling price, profits and capital 
investment were down in the March quarter compared to the December quarter. The Business Actuals Index 
fell by nearly half to 6.0 points and is now at its lowest point in almost four years.  

The gap between the Business Expectations Index (18.8 points) and the Business Actuals Index (6.0 points) 
was 12.9 points in the March quarter ς the largest discrepancy in two years, indicating that businesses are 
failing to realise predicted activity levels. Actual business performance has not outstripped expectations 
since the December quarter 2013.  

ά¢ƘŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ aŀǊŎƘ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǇŀǊǘƛcularly 
weak as otherwise upbeat expectations failed to be met. Indeed, as the market is increasingly becoming 
alert to the fact that the economy has weakened in 2017, interest rate cuts are being priced into the 
ƳŀǊƪŜǘΣέ aǊ Yƻǳƪƻǳƭŀǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘΦ 

Of the seven industries surveyed, Manufacturers stood out as particularly troubled. Manufacturing 
businesses saw multi-year lows across expected sales, profits, and capital investment, as well as actual sales, 
selling prices, and capital investment. Its Business Actuals Index was at a more than three-year low for the 
March quarter.  

 

Retailers have also struggled in the new year, with actual sales nearing a three-year low. The Retail sector 
had the least optimistic outlook overall: at 11.7 points, its Business Expectations Index for Q3 2017 was the 
lowest across all industries. Manufacturers followed at 14.8 points.  

In addition, when asked whether they were more or less optimistic about growing their business in 2017 
compared to 2016, Retailers returned the lowest net score of 19.6 (57.1 percent more optimistic; 37.5 
percent less optimistic). Finance, Insurance & Real Estate firms had the highest net score of 42.1 (63.2 
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percent more optimistic; 21.1 percent less optimistic), as well as the highest Business Expectations Index at 
23.2 points.  

The Finance, Insurance & Real Estate sector recorded multi-year highs across a number of survey 
components including expected sales, employment, selling prices and capital investment, as well as actual 
employment and selling prices. However, its capital investment activity and expectations remained low.  

ά¦ǘƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ Ŏƻǎǘǎέ remains a major concern for Australian businesses, with 15.5 percent of 
businesses identifying this as the biggest barrier to growth in the coming year. Wholesalers were the most 
concerned (24.1 percent) while Construction companies were the least concerned (8.6 percent). 
Additionally, about two-thirds of businesses said they have been impacted by rising energy costs, with more 
ǘƘŀƴ нл ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎƛƴƎ ŀ ΨƳŀƧƻǊΩ ƛƳǇŀŎǘΦ  

 

άhƴƭƛƴŜ ǎŜƭƭƛƴƎ ōȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƻǊǎέ ǿŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ-biggest barrier to growth at 13.8 percent. 20.7 
percent of Finance, Insurance & Real Estate firms perceived this as their biggest threat to growth. 20.7 
percent of Retailers identified online selling by competitors as their biggest barrier, indicating growing 
apprehension regarding the imminent entry of online retail giant Amazon to the Australian market. 
IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ wŜǘŀƛƭŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ άŎŀǎƘ ŦƭƻǿέΣ ŀǘ ннΦп ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘΦ   

 

=== 
Contact:  
Bryony Duncan-Smith  

DuncanSmithB@dnb.com.au  
+61 3 9828 3675  
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The latest D&B Australian Business Expectations Survey shows: 

Expectations index for the September quarter 2017: 

¶ The Employment Expectations Index is up, reaching 15.4 points compared to 11.6 points in the June 
quarter and 8.2 points a year ago. 

¶ The Sales Expectations Index fell to 29.5 points, down from 33.8 points in the previous quarter. 
However, the current figure is up from the 21.4 points recorded at the same time last year.  

¶ The Profit Expectations Index dropped to 16.8 points, down from 22.6 points in the June quarter but 
up from 9.4 points in the September quarter of 2016. 

¶ Plans for Capital Investment are down, with the index at 7.5 points, compared to 13.3 points in the 
June quarter and 10.3 points a year ago.  

¶ The Selling Prices Expectations Index was 15.4 points, on par with the June quarter and up from 9.2 
points at the same time last year.  

Issues expected to influence operations in the September quarter 2017: 

¶ 58.9 percent of businesses are more optimistic about growth in 2017 compared to 2016, while 27.4 
percent are less optimistic and 13.7 percent are undecided. 

¶ Consumer confidence (36.5 percent) is identified as the issue most likely to influence business 
operations in the next quarter, followed by cash flow (15.8 percent) and interest rates (8.4 percent). 

¶ Utilities and operational costs was identified as the biggest barriers to growth in the year ahead at 
15.2 percent, followed by online selling by competitors (13.8 percent each). 

¶ 29.8 percent of businesses reported having a customer or supplier that became insolvent, or was 
otherwise unable to pay them in the past year. 

¶ 41.5 percent of businesses would choose to miss payments to suppliers if unable to pay all their bills 
on time, followed by payments on a business credit card (23.7 percent). 

¶ 20.7 percent of businesses would prefer a higher Australian dollar and 9.6 percent a lower dollar, 
while 62.1 percent think that ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ. 7.6 percent are unsure.  

¶ 13.8 percent of businesses intend to seek finance or new credit in the quarter ahead to help their 
business grow, while 73.4 percent will not, and 12.8 percent are undecided. 

¶ 19.9 percent of businesses say rising energy costs have had a major impact on their business. 49.5 
percent experienced a minor impact and 23.9 percent said rising energy costs had no impact on their 
business.  

Actual results reported for the March quarter 2017: 

¶ The Actual Employment Index for the March quarter fell to 5.3 points, down from 8.4 points in the 
December quarter 2016 but up from 2.3 points at the same time last year. 

¶ The Actual Sales Index fell to 10.3 points, down from 19.7 points in the December quarter and 12.7 
points a year earlier.  

¶ The Actual Profits Index tumbled to 1.7 points in the March quarter, down from 11.2 points in the 
previous quarter but up slightly from 1.1 points in March 2016.  

¶ The Actual Capital investment Index activity dropped to 5.9 points, down from 8.6 points in the 
December quarter and 8.2 points a year earlier. 

¶   The Actual Selling Prices Index was down, slipping to 8.7 points in the March quarter compared to 
11.9 points in the previous quarter and 8.4 points in the prior corresponding quarter. 

 

About Dun & Bradstreet  
Established in 1887, Dun & Bradstreet is Australia and New Zealand's longest established credit information bureau. Backed by its extensive 
financial database, D&B helps businesses to make informed credit decisions, and consumers to access personal credit information. 

D&B works across the entire credit lifecycle to deliver data-driven solutions in sales and marketing, credit reporting and debt management. 
Through analysis of financial and behavioural information, D&B also provides current and predictive assessments of the economy, business 
conditions and credit activity. 



 

 

 
Methodology 
Each month D&B asks a sample of executives if they 
expect an increase, decrease or no change in their quarter-
ahead sales, profits, employees, capital investment and 
selling prices compared with the same quarter a year ago. 

The executives are also asked for actual changes over the 
twelve months to the latest completed quarter. 

In this issue, the interim indexes for the latest quarters are 
based on approximately 800 responses obtained during 
April and May 2017. 

Charts and tables 
It is common practice to present the results of business 
expectations surveys as indexes showing the net balance 
of the positive and negative responses. However, this 
method of aggregating responses loses relevant 
information about the relative proportions and rates of 
change of the two (positive and negative) groups. 

Accordingly, the detailed charts at the top of pages six to 
10 in the D&B Australian Business Expectations Survey 
show separately the positive and negative components of 
each of the various indexes. These charts help provide a 
better insight into the expectations and performance of 
Australian business than that shown by movements in the 
simple aggregation of the positive and negative responses.  

The aggregate net balance indexes are shown in the charts 
at the bottom of pages six to 10.  

About Dun & Bradstreet 
Established in 1887, Dun & Bradstreet is Australia and New 
Zealand's oldest credit information bureau. Backed by its 
extensive financial database, D&B helps businesses to 
make informed credit decisions, and consumers to access 
personal credit information. 

D&B works across the entire credit lifecycle to deliver 
data-driven solutions in sales and marketing, credit 
reporting and debt management. 

Through analysis of financial and behavioural information, 
D&B also provides current and predictive assessments of 
the economy, business conditions and credit activity. 



 

 

 

 

D&B Australian Business Expectations Survey ς conducted May 2017  
 

Sales outlook 

(Quarterly Net Index) (29.5 points, down from 33.8 
points) 

The positive and negative components of the D&B net 
indexes are shown in the adjacent chart. 

Expectations 
The September quarter 2017 Sales Expectations Index is 
29.5 points, down from 33.8 points in the previous 
quarter but up from 21.4 points a year ago. 

The index is now 12.0 points above its 10-year average 
of 17.5 points.  

39.7 percent of businesses expect an increase in their 
sales for the September quarter of 2017, while 10.2 
percent forecast a decrease, compared to the same 
time in 2016. 

Actual performance 
The Actual Sales Index for the first quarter of 2017 is 
11.2 points, down from 19.7 points in the December 
quarter 2016 and 12.7 points a year earlier. 

34.2 percent of firms reported increased sales in the 
March quarter and 23.1 percent had decreased sales 
compared to the previous corresponding quarter. 

 



 

 

 

 

D&B Australian Business Expectations Survey ς conducted May 2017  

Profits outlook 

(Quarterly Net Index) (16.8 points, down from 22.6 
points) 

The positive and negative components of the D&B net 
indexes are shown in the adjacent chart. 

Expectations 
The outlook for profits in the September quarter 2017 is an 
index of 16.8 points, down from 22.6 points in the previous 
quarter but up from 9.4 points last year. 

The outlook for profits is 8.3 points above the 10-year 
average index of 8.5 points.  

31.4 percent of businesses expect an increase in their 
profits during the third quarter, while 14.6 percent forecast 
a decrease, compared to the same period last year. 

Actual performance 
The Actual Profits Index for the March 2017 quarter is 1.7 
points, down from 11.2 points in the previous quarter and 
1.1 points in the previous corresponding quarter. 

During the first quarter of 2017, 24.0 percent of businesses 
increased their profits, while 22.3 percent experienced a 
decrease compared to the March quarter of 2016.  

 



 

 

 

 

D&B Australian Business Expectations Survey ς conducted May 2017  

Employment outlook 

(Quarterly Net Index) (15.4 points, up from 11.6 
points) 

The positive and negative components of the D&B net 
indexes are shown in the adjacent chart. 

Expectations 
The employment outlook for the third quarter 2017 is 15.4 
points, up from 11.6 points in the previous quarter and 8.2 
points a year earlier. 

The outlook for employment is 11.5 points above the 10-
year average index of 3.9 points. 

Some 22.2 percent of executives expect to employ more 
staff in the September quarter 2017 compared to the 
September quarter 2016, while 6.8 percent expect to 
decrease their staff numbers. 

Actual performance 
The Actual Employment Index for the March 2017 
quarter is 5.3 points, down from 8.4 points in the 
previous quarter but up from 2.3 points a year earlier. 

In the March quarter, 19.7 percent of businesses 
employed more staff than a year earlier, compared to 
the 14.4 percent that reduced their employment levels. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

D&B Australian Business Expectations Survey ς conducted May 2017  

Capital Investment outlook 

(Quarterly Net Index) (7.5 points, down from 13.3 
points) 

The positive and negative components of the D&B 
indexes are shown in the adjacent chart. 

Expectations 
The capital investment outlook for the third quarter 
2017 is 7.5 points, down from 13.3 in the second 
quarter and 10.3 points a year earlier. 

The Capital Investment Expectations Index is 0.4 
points above the 10-year average index of 7.1 
points. 

16.1 percent of businesses expect an increase in 
their investment level in the September quarter of 
2017, while 8.6 percent plan to decrease investment 
levels compared with a year earlier. 

Actual performance 
For the March quarter 2017, the actual index for 
investment is 5.9 points, down from 8.6 points in the 
previous quarter and 8.2 points a year ago. 

Some 13.0 percent of firms increased their capital 
investment in Q1 2017 compared to Q1 2016, while 
7.1 percent decreased capital spending.  

 

 
 



 

 

 

 

D&B Australian Business Expectations Survey ς conducted May 2017      

 

 

Selling Prices outlook 

(Quarterly Net Index) (15.4 points, on par with 15.4 
points) 

The positive and negative components of the D&B 
net indexes are shown in the adjacent chart. 

Expectations 
The Selling Prices Expectations Index for the Q3 2017 
is 15.4 points, on par with the 15.4 points in the 
previous quarter and up from 9.2 points a year 
earlier. 

The outlook for selling prices is 8.3 points lower than 
the 10-year average of 23.9 points. 

Some 22.0 percent of firms expect to have higher 
selling prices in the September quarter 2017 
compared to a year earlier, while 6.6 percent expect 
lower prices. 

Actual performance 
At 8.7 points, the Actual Selling Prices Index for the 
March 2017 quarter is down from 11.9 points in the 
previous quarter but up from 8.4 points a year ago. 

While 17.3 percent of businesses increased their 
selling prices compared to the same time a year 
earlier, 8.6 percent had decreased selling prices. 

 

 


