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NEW YEAR’S SALES EXPECTATIONS FALTER  

As 2016 draws to a close, business confidence for 2017 remains strong. Dun and Bradstreet’s December 
Business Expectations Survey shows that companies are expecting to see increased employment, profits, 
capital investment and selling prices for the first quarter of 2016 compared to the previous quarter. 
However, expectations for sales have dropped back.  

According to Stephen Koukoulas, economics adviser to Dun and Bradstreet: “In the last month, there has 
been a cooling in business expectations for key parts of the economy, even though the general tone of the 
Business Expectation Survey remains positive for the early part of 2017.”  

Dun & Bradstreet’s Business Expectations Index, the average of the survey’s measures of Sales, Profits, 
Employment and Capital Investment, stands at 18.9 points for the March quarter of 2017, up 11.2 percent 
from 17.0 points for Q4 2016 and on par with the March 2016 figure. The final Q1 2017 result is 10.3 points 
above the 10-year average of 8.6 points. The index is currently at its highest point since the December 
quarter of 2015, when it reached 21.8 points.  

 
The Business Expectations Index is an aggregate of the survey’s  

measures of sales, profits employment and investment expectations. 

“The area of some concern is the dip in expected sales, where some of the optimism at the end of 2016 has 
faded as firms prepare for the first quarter of 2017. Against that one soft spot, there remains a strong 
outlook for expected profits, employment and capital expenditure,” Mr Koukoulas noted.  “All of these 
indicators suggest that the surprise drop in the official GDP data for the September quarter was more an 
anomaly, rather than a precursor to a recession. Indeed, the D&B Business Expectations Survey data 
suggests the economy is performing well with little risk of recession in the near term,” he added.  

The Sales Expectations Index slipped from 30.1 points in the December quarter of 2016 to 28.1 points for the 
March quarter of 2017. For the March quarter of 2017, 36.9 percent of businesses expect to see an increase 
in sales compared to the March quarter of 2016, while 11.4 percent expected lower sales.  

Despite the lower sales expectations, profit expectations continued to climb, as expectations for selling 
prices increased. The Profit Expectations Index moved from 17.1 points in Q4 2016 to 21.0 points in Q1 
2017, with 34.0 percent of businesses expecting higher profits in Q1 2017 compared to Q1 2016, while 13.1 
percent expect lower profits. The Selling Prices Expectations Index jumped from 9.3 points in Q4 2016 to 
14.6 points in Q1 2017. Some 21.4 percent of businesses expect to increase selling prices in Q1 2017 
compared to Q1 2016, and 6.9 percent expect to have lower selling prices. Both the Profit and Selling Price 
Expectations Indices are at their highest points in a year.  
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“There is an interesting trend unfolding in expected selling prices.  Businesses are expecting to raise their 
selling prices into the new year which, if correct, suggests the economy could be near a turning point for 
inflation, from the very low levels seen in the year to the September quarter. It is noteworthy that many 
commodity prices are higher, including oil, which is an important input cost to business,” Mr Koukoulas 
observed. 

“In terms of the sectors, the least favourable outlook is for the Construction industry, which appears to be 
being held back by the ongoing weakness in mining investment and likely cooling in dwelling construction. 
The most upbeat sectors are Manufacturing – aided by the lower Australian dollar – and Services,” Mr 
Koukoulas said.  

 

The Construction industry had the lowest Business Expectations Index, dropping to 5.9 points for the March 
quarter 2017 from 9.8 points in the December quarter 2016 and 11.3 points in the March quarter 2016. 
Profit expectations were at an 18-month low at 3.6 points: 22.2 percent of Construction firms flagged higher 
profits in Q1 2017 compared to Q1 2016, while 18.6 percent anticipate lower profits. Meanwhile, at 9.8 
points, Construction’s Sales Expectations Index was at its lowest since Q4 2013, when it reached 0.2 points. 
For the March quarter 2017, 25.8 percent of businesses expect higher year-on-year sales, compared to the 
16.1 percent that expect lower sales.  

The Manufacturing sector’s Business Expectations Index jumped from 18.6 points in the December quarter 
2016 to 24.2 points in the March quarter 2017, driven by a surge in its Profit Expectations Index from 16.4 
points to 29.7 points – the highest Profit Expectations Index across all sectors. 38.6 percent of 
Manufacturers expect higher profits in Q1 2017 compared to Q1 2016, and 8.9 percent expect lower profits.  

The Services industry had the highest Business Expectations Index for the March quarter 2017 at 24.8 points, 
up from 19.7 points in the December quarter 2016 but down from 25.4 points in the March quarter 2016. Its 
Capital Investment Expectations Index saw the most movement for Q1 2017, jumping from 7.1 points to 17.8 
points. The Services industry had the highest Sales Expectation Index at 33.5 points: 43.0 percent of Services 
firms flagged higher sales in Q1 2017, while 9.5 percent expect a lower level of sales.   

The Business Actuals Index dipped slightly from 8.9 points in the June quarter to 8.7 points in the September 
quarter. However, only the Actual Sales Index declined, falling from 15.5 points in the June quarter to 12.7 
points in the September quarter: 32.6 percent of businesses reported higher sales in Q3 2016 than Q3 2015, 
while 19.9 percent reported lower sales. The decline in the Actual Sales Index in the September quarter 
reflects the 0.5 percent decline in GDP during the same period.  

The indices for actual employment, profits, capital investment and selling prices were all higher for the third 
quarter of 2016 than the second. But compared to the third quarter of 2015, all five component indices were 
down, and the Business Actuals Index fell 20.7 percent from 12.7 points to its current 8.7 points.  
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Australian businesses appear largely unperturbed regarding the results of the US federal election in 
November. The vast majority (70.3 percent) said they expect the result to have no impact on their business. 
Some 6.6 percent expect a positive impact, while the number of businesses expecting a negative impact was 
slightly higher at 8.3 percent. 14.8 percent are unsure.  

Of all industries surveyed, the Finance, Insurance & Real Estate industry had the strongest opinions on the 
matter: 13.8 percent expect a positive result, while 19.0 percent expect a negative result. 58.6 percent 
expect no impact and 8.6 percent are unsure.  

 

“By industry, the Finance sector had the strongest view, it appears because of the impact of Trump on 
financial markets, most notably bond yields but also to a lesser extent the stock market. Indeed, in the 
immediate aftermath of the Trump win, there was considerable market volatility which is likely to have had 
a strong influence of the responses in this sector,” Mr Koukoulas said.  

Just 1.7 percent of Manufacturers, meanwhile, expect a positive outcome from Donald Trump’s election, 
compared to the 10.2 percent who foresee a negative impact: “Manufacturers had the largest net negative, 
in part it appears from any possible fallout from an escalation in trade tensions, if Trump follows through 
with aggressive import taxes or tariffs on Chinese manufactured goods,” Mr Koukoulas said.  

=== 
Contacts:  
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 March quarter 2017: 

 The Employment Expectations Index has increased to 14.6 points, up from 13.0 points in the previous 
quarter and 12.0 points a year ago. 

 The Sales Expectations Index dipped to 28.1 points, down from 30.1 points in the previous quarter 
and 32.7 points at the same time last year.  

 Profit expectations for the March quarter rose to 21.0 points, up from 17.1 points in the previous 
quarter, and 18.5 a year ago. 

 Plans for capital investment are up, with the index at 11.8 points compared to 7.9 points in the 
previous quarter, but down from 12.6 points a year ago.  

 The Selling Prices Expectations Index was up from 9.3 points to 14.7 points, but down from 15.1 
points at the same time last year.  

Issues expected to influence operations in the March quarter 2017: 

 55.2 percent of businesses are more optimistic about growth in the 2017 compared to 2016, while 
27.6 percent are less optimistic and 17.2 percent are undecided. 

 Consumer confidence (33.4 percent) is identified as the issue most likely to influence business 
operations in the next quarter, followed by cash flow (18.4 percent) and the level of the Australian 
dollar (10.9 percent). 

 16.5 percent of businesses see weak demand for their products and services as the biggest barrier to 
growth in the year ahead, while 14.8 percent see online selling by competitors as the biggest barrier. 

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

 30.3 percent of businesses would choose to miss payments to trade suppliers if unable to pay all their 
bills on time, followed by payments on a business loan or overdraft (19.7 percent). 

 14.0 percent of businesses would prefer a higher Australian dollar and 12.4 percent a lower dollar, 
while 67.1 percent think that it doesn’t matter. 6.5 percent are unsure.  

 18.9 percent of businesses intend to seek finance or new credit in the quarter ahead to help their 
business grow, while 76.8 percent will not, and 4.4 percent are undecided. 

 6.6 percent of businesses expect a positive impact from the result of the US federal election. 8.3 
percent expect a negative result and 70.3 percent think they will not be impacted. 14.8 percent are 
unsure. 

Actual results reported for the September quarter 2016: 

 The Actual Employment Index for the September quarter was 4.8 points, on par with the previous 
quarter’s 4.6 points, and down slightly from 5.5 points a year earlier. 

 Sales activity fell, with the index moving from 15.5 points to 12.7 points, compared to 19.1 points last 
year.  

 The Actual Profits Index increased from 7.9 points to 8.3 points. The current figure is marginally lower 
than the 8.5 points recorded at the same time last year. 

 Capital investment activity was up at 9.1 points compared to 7.7 points in the June quarter, but down 
slightly from 10.8 points in Q3 2015. 

   The Actual Selling Prices Index rose to 10.3 points compared to 6.6 points in the previous quarter, 
but down from 13.3 points in the September quarter of 2015. 

 

 
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 final indexes for the latest quarters are 
based on approximately 1,200 responses obtained during 
October, November and December 2016. 

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 – conducted December 2016  
 

Sales outlook 

(Quarterly Net Index) (28.1 points, down from 30.1) 

The positive and negative components of the D&B net 
indexes are shown in the adjacent chart. 
 
Expectations 
The March quarter 2017 Sales Expectations Index is 28.1 
points, down from 30.1 points in the previous quarter 
and 32.7 points in the year prior. 
 
The index is now 11.7 points above its 10-year average 
of 16.4 points.  
 
36.9 percent of businesses expect an increase in their 
sales for the March quarter of 2017, while 11.4 percent 
forecast a decrease, compared to the same time in 
2016. 
 
Actual performance 
The Actual Sales Index for the second quarter of 2016 is 
12.7 points, down from 15.5 points in the previous 
quarter and 19.1 points a year earlier. 
 
32.6 percent of firms reported increased sales in the 
September quarter and 19.9 percent had decreased 
sales compared to the previous year. 

 



 

 

 

 

D&B Australian Business Expectations Survey – conducted December 2016  

Profits outlook 

(Quarterly Net Index) (21.0 points, up from 17.1) 

The positive and negative components of the D&B net 
indexes are shown in the adjacent chart. 
 
Expectations 
The outlook for profits in the March 2017 quarter is an 
index of 21.0 points, up from 17.1 points in the previous 
quarter and 18.5 points last year. 
 
The outlook for profits is 13.3 points above the 10-year 
average index of 7.7 points.  
 
34.0 percent of businesses expect an increase in their 
profits during the quarter ahead, while 13.1 percent 
forecast a decrease, compared to last year. 
 
Actual performance 
The Actual Profits Index for the September 2016 quarter is 
8.3 points, up from 7.9 points in the previous quarter but 
down slightly from 8.5 points recorded a year earlier. 
 
During the September quarter, 26.7 percent of businesses 
increased their profits, while 18.4 percent experienced a 
decrease. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

D&B Australian Business Expectations Survey – conducted December 2016  
 

Employment outlook 

(Quarterly Net Index) (14.6 points, up from 13.0) 

The positive and negative components of the D&B net 
indexes are shown in the adjacent chart. 
 
Expectations 
The employment outlook for the March quarter 2017 
has increased to 14.6 points, up from 13.0 points in the 
previous quarter and 12.0 points a year earlier. 
 
The outlook for employment is 11.3 points above the 10-
year average index of 3.3 points. 
 
Some 23.2 percent of executives expect to employ more 
staff in the March quarter 2017 compared to the March 
quarter 2016, while 8.6 percent expect to decrease their 
staff numbers. 
 
Actual performance 
The Actual Employment Index for the September 2016 
quarter is 4.8 points, down from 4.6 points in the 
previous quarter and 5.5 points a year earlier. 
 
In the September quarter 2016, 20.3 percent of 
businesses hired new staff, compared to the 15.5 
percent that reduced their employment levels. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

D&B Australian Business Expectations Survey – conducted December 2016  
 

Capital Investment outlook 

(Quarterly Net Index) (11.8 points, up from 7.9) 

The positive and negative components of the D&B 
indexes are shown in the adjacent chart. 
 
Expectations 
The capital investment outlook for the March 
quarter 2017 is 11.8 points, up from 7.9 in the 
previous quarter but down from 12.6 points last 
year. 
 
The outlook for capital investment is 5.0 points 
above the 10-year average index of 6.8 points. 
 
While 18.7 percent of businesses expect an increase 
in their investment level, 7.6 percent forecast a 
decrease in Q1 2017 compared with a year earlier. 
 
Actual performance 
For the September quarter 2016, the actual index 
for investment is 9.1 points, up from 7.7 points in 
the previous quarter but down from 10.8 points a 
year ago. 
 
Some 16.7 percent of firms increased their capital 
investment in Q3, while 7.1 percent decreased 
capital spending.  

 

 
 



 

 

 

 

D&B Australian Business Expectations Survey – conducted December 2016      

 

 

Selling Prices outlook 

(Quarterly Net Index) (14.6 points, up from 9.3) 

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 March 
quarter 2017 is 14.6 points, up from 9.3 points in the 
previous quarter but down from 15.1 points a year 
earlier. 
 
The outlook for selling prices is 11.3 points lower 
than the 10-year average of 25.9 points. 
 
Some 21.4 percent of firms expect to have higher 
selling prices in the quarter ahead, while 6.9 percent 
expect to have lower prices compared to a year 
earlier. 
 
Actual performance 
At 10.3 points, the Actual Selling Prices Index for the 
September 2016 quarter is up from 6.6 points in the 
previous quarter but down from 13.3 points last 
year. 
 
19.9 percent of businesses increased their selling 
prices, while 9.6 percent had decreased, compared 
to the same time the previous year. 

 
 

 


