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Key statistics for Sensis Business Index (September 2018)  

The Sensis Business Index is a quarterly survey of 1,000 small and medium businesses, which 
commenced in 1993. 
Note: This survey was conducted from September 3 to October 4, 2018.  

   
SMB confidence:  

 There was a seven-point fall in SMB confidence last quarter generating a net balance of +42 (60% 
confident - 18% worried). This remains among the higher confidence levels recorded in the last 
seven years.  

 Confidence was lower in all locations but Tasmania (up two points to +59). The biggest fall was in 
the NT (down 21 points to +7) followed by SA (down 17 points to +28).  

 Tasmania became the most confident state or territory while the Northern Territory continues to be 
the least confident.  

 The key influences on confidence were being an established, solid business, healthy sales and 
having specific business strengths. Those who were concerned highlighted falling sales and cost 
pressures.  

Tasmania +59 ↑2 

Australian Capital Territory +56 ↓5 
New South Wales  +49 ↓7 
Queensland +44 ↓4 

National average +42 ↓7 
Victoria  +42 ↓6 

South Australia +28 ↓17 
Western Australia +22 ↓7 
Northern Territory +7 ↓21 

 
Chart 1: National Business Confidence (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 
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SMBs current perceptions of the economy: 

 Perceptions of the current state of the economy decreased 4 points to +11, however this remains 
one of the better scores observed in the last eight years. 

 Tasmania remains clearly on top despite recording a 15-point increase to +28. The NT is again the 
laggard falling further behind the rest after recording the biggest fall of 32 points to -29. In the last 
five years, the NT has recorded only three positive balances on this indicator.  

 The proportion that believes the economy is slowing was three points higher at 17% while the 
proportion that thinks it is growing fell from 29% to 28%.  

 Perceptions of the economy by state:  

 NT WA VIC ACT National SA NSW QLD TAS 

Growing 10% 24% 23% 23% 28% 27% 31% 27% 36% 
Slowing 39% 20% 15% 13% 17% 15% 19% 14% 8% 

Net balance -29 +4 +8 +10 +11 +12 +12 +13 +28 
Movement ↓32 ↓5 ↓6 ↓19 ↓4 ↓11 ↓2 ↓7 ↓15 

 
Chart 2: National Perceptions of the Economy (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 

 

 
SMBs perceptions of the economy in a year ’s time: 

 Expectations for the economy in 12 months’ time remain optimistic although the net balance 
decreased nine points to +3.   

 23% think the economy will be better off in 12 months’ time (four points lower than last survey) while 
20% think it will be worse off (up five points).  
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SMB support for the Federal Government:  

 Businesses believing Federal Government policies are supportive fell one point (24% to 23%), while 
those who say policies work against small business decreased by that amount (21% to 20%). The 
net balance was at +3 for the third quarter in succession indicating that the recent change of Prime 
Minister has not impacted SMB views of the Federal Government overall.  

 Tax-related reasons remain prominent among factors identified by SMBs with a favourable 
assessment of the Federal Government along with its perceived support and interest in small 
businesses.  

 SMBs with a negative opinion of the Federal Government’s policies mentioned excessive 
bureaucracy, high taxation and too much focus on big business ahead of other influences.  

 The net balance was positive and improved in Victoria and SA. It remained positive but lower in 
Tasmania and positive but unchanged in NSW.  A neutral balance was recorded in WA after a small 
improvement. NT remained the least supportive state or territory with a score of -14 (down six 
points) followed by the ACT where the biggest fall was observed (of 14 points to -8). The balance in 
Queensland also became negative at -1 (down four points). Tasmania remains the most supportive 
location but was joined by SA in the leadership position.  

 By sector, the most positive was Finance and Insurance (+14) followed by Health and Community 
Services (+11), Cultural, Recreational and Personal Services (+10) and Building and Construction 
(+9). Positive balances were also indicated in Hospitality (+7) and Wholesale Trade (+1). The other 
four sectors were negative: Manufacturing (-15), Retail (-9), Transport and Storage (-4), and 
Communications, Property and Business Services (-4). 

 

Tasmania +12 ↓8 

South Australia +12 ↑2 
New South Wales +4 No change 

National average +3 No change 
Victoria +3 ↑5 
Western Australia 0 ↑1 

Queensland -1 ↓4 
ACT -8 ↓14 

Northern Territory -14 ↓6 
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Chart 3: National Business Confidence versus Fed Gov Support (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 

 

 

SMB support for state and territory governments:  

 The Tasmanian Government remains leader, with its previous record high balance falling three 
points to +33.  

 In SA, the recently elected Government’s score maintained the record high rating recorded for that 
state of +18.  

 A positive rating was also seen in the ACT, up seven points to +5. Negative balances were 
observed for the NSW, Victorian, Queensland, WA and NT Governments.    

Tasmania  +33 ↓3 
South Australia +18 No change 

ACT +5 ↑7 
Victoria -3 ↑7 
Western Australia  -4 ↑3 

New South Wales -5 ↓9 
Northern Territory  -9 ↓2 

Queensland -15 ↑1 
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Metropolitan versus regional:  

 Metro businesses remain more confident by 10 points, (+46 versus +36).  

 Confidence fell by 6 points in metropolitan locations and by 8 points among regional SMBs.  

 Metro  Regional  Total 
Tasmania +59 ↑11 +58 ↓4 +59 

ACT +56 ↓5 - - +56 
New South Wales +58 ↓2 +35 ↓16 +49 
Queensland +45 ↓12 +43 ↑2 +44 

National average +46 ↓6 +36 ↓8 +42 
Victoria +46 ↓7 +34 ↓3 +42 

South Australia +33 ↓9 +16 ↓37 +28 
Western Australia +25 ↓6 +13 ↓10 +22 
Northern Territory +11 ↓12 +4 ↓28 +7 

 Metropolitan SMBs are now less positive than their regional counterparts about the economy’s 
strength but more optimistic about its prospects in 12 months. Expectations for three of the five key 
performance indicators this quarter are more positive in metropolitan areas. 

 Metropolitan SMBs (down 9 points to +9) assessed the current state of the economy less positively 
than regional SMBs (up one point to +13). However, they are more optimistic about the prospects for 
the economy in one year’s time (+6 to 0). 

 Last quarter, metropolitan SMBs did not perform as well as regional SMBs on all five key indicators: 
sales (-3 and +5 respectively), profitability (-9 to -2), wages (+9 to +18), employment (0 to +2) and 
prices (+9 to +20).  

 For the current quarter, expectations are higher in metropolitan areas for three of the five key 
performance indicators: sales (+24 versus +26), profitability (+23 versus +19), employment (+14 
versus +3), wages (+19 versus +18) and prices (+13 versus +23).  

 Metropolitan SMBs regard Federal Government’s policies for small business in a similar light to those 
in regional areas with net balances of +3 and +2 respectively. 
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Chart 4: National Metropolitan versus Regional Confidence (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 

 

 

 

Indicators: 

 Access to finance has become much more difficult, with the net balance falling 14 points to -17 
which is the lowest level recorded since June 2013 when it was also -17. Since September 2017, 
the balance has decreased by 31 points.  

 16% of SMBs tried to access finance (up from 13%), with 69% being successful (69% last survey).  

 Businesses stating it was difficult to access finance increased 9 points to 31%, while those finding it 
easy fell by 5 points to 14%.  

 The leading concerns mentioned by businesses were a lack of work or sales (unchanged at 12%) 
and finding or keeping quality staff (one point lower at 9%).  

 43% of SMBs reported barriers to taking on new staff (down from 51% last survey). Of those, the 
proportion identifying lack of work or sales as the primary barrier was 29% (down from 36%).  

 Of those who increased employment, the main reason was that the business is growing ( up from 
38% to 48%).  

 
Experience  

(3 mths) 
Change 

Expectation 
(3 mths) 

Change 

Sales +1 ↓1 +25 ↑1 
Employment  +1 ↑1 +10 ↑1 

Wages +12 ↑2 +18 ↑3 
Prices +14 ↑7 +17 ↑2 

Profitability -6 ↓3 +21 ↑2 

 Last quarter there were higher, positive balances recorded for employment, wages and prices while 
sales and profitability were lower with profitability again negative. 

 Expectations for the next 3 months are all positive and slightly higher.  
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Sectors:  

 All sectors again display positive net balances although fall were recorded in seven of the 10 
industries this quarter. Health and Community Services is the new leader while Retail Trade 
remains the least confident industry.  

Health and Community Services  +56 ↑2 
Building and Construction  +51 ↓4 
Wholesale Trade  +48 ↓2 

Cultural, Recreational and Personal Services +47 ↓7 
Communications, Property and Business Services  +43 ↓13 

National average  +42 ↓7 
Transport and Storage +39 ↓7 

Finance and Insurance +38 ↓21 
Manufacturing +36 ↑2 

Hospitality +35 ↑6 
Retail Trade +12 ↓18 

 Across the industries, confidence levels range from +12 in Retail (down 18 points) to +56 in Health 
and Community Services where the net balance was 2 points higher than last quarter.  

 Double figure falls in confidence were recorded in Finance and Insurance (down 21 points to +38), 
Retail Trade (down 18 points to +12) and in Communications, Property and Business Services (down 
13 points to +43). Finance and Insurance was previously the industry leader. The other two sectors 
where an increase in confidence occurred were Manufacturing (up 2 points to +36) and Hospitality 
(up 6 points to +35) but both remained clearly under the national average of +42. 

 Last quarter, sales balances were negative in four sectors: Retail ( -18), Finance and Insurance (-10), 
Communications, Property and Business Services (-4) and Building and Construction (-1). In other 
industries, sales balances ranged from +3 in Wholesale Trade to +17 in Manufacturing.  

 Cultural, Recreational and Personal Services (+11) recorded the best profitability result last quarter, 
followed by Hospitality (+5). In all other sectors, negative profitability balances were seen ranging 
from -1 in Finance and Insurance to -21 in Retail Trade.  

 For the last quarter, the prices balance was positive across the board with the lowest score seen in 
Communications, Property and Business Services (+2) and the highest in Wholesale Trade (+25).  

 For wages, the lowest balance was +4 recorded in the Wholesale Trade sector while the best score 
occurred in Health and Community Services at +25 followed closely by Transport and Storage at +23. 
In the case of employment, positive balances were witnessed in Transport and Storage (+10), 
Cultural, Recreational and Personal Services (+7), Finance and Insurance (+5), Hospitality (+4) and 
Communications, Property and Business Services (+1). Other sectors displayed negative balances 
ranging from -1 in both Building and Construction and Health and Community Services to -9 in 
Wholesale Trade.  

 For the current quarter expectations, no negative balances were witnessed. A neutral balance was 
seen for employment in the Finance and Insurance sector, but all other key performance indicator 
expectations were positive.  

 Sales expectations were lowest at +11 in Finance and Insurance and ranged elsewhere from +14 in 
Transport and Storage to +47 in Hospitality.  

 Profitability expectations were +3 in Finance and Insurance but in double figures in all other industries 
reaching a high of +47 in Hospitality.  

 The expected wages balance ranged from +10 in Retail to +29 in Wholesale Trade. 

 The lowest prices balance expectation was +7 in Health and Community Services ranging elsewhere 
from +10 in Communications, Property and Business Services to +29 in Hospitality.  

 Employment is expected to increase in all industries but Finance and Insurance (0). The next lowest 
net balances were +2 in Transport and Storage and +3 in Retail while the highest balance was 
recorded in Hospitality at +20. 
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State by state view:  

 Experience on indications by location for last 3 months: 

  Sales Employment Wages Prices Profitability 

National average +1 +1 +12 +14 -6 
New South Wales -2 -1 +14 +20 -9 
Victoria 0 0 +10 +15 -9 

Queensland +12 +5 +19 +13 +5 
South Australia 0 -5 +16 +3 -6 

Western Australia  -7 +1 0 -1 -13 
Tasmania  -10 +6 +9 +14 0 

Northern Territory -14 +3 +9 +10 -14 
ACT +7 +2 +9 +9 -2 

 

 Expectations on key indicators by location for next 3 months: 

  Sales Employment Wages Prices Profitability 
National average +25 +10 +18 +17 +21 

New South Wales +13 +10 +20 +18 +13 
Victoria +27 +9 +20 +12 +28 

Queensland +34 +7 +17 +24 +22 
South Australia +28 +10 +14 +14 +22 
Western Australia  +32 +13 +15 +13 +27 

Tasmania  +49 +14 +27 +16 +41 
Northern Territory -1 -1 -1 +6 -2 

ACT +35 +15 +28 +13 +35 
 

NSW  

 In NSW, confidence decreased 7 points to +49 which is seven points above the national average. 

 Confidence was mainly influenced by being an established, solid business, healthy sales and from 

having specific business strengths. Falling sales are the primary concern of worried SMBs. 

 Confidence in Sydney was down 2 points to +58, while confidence in regional NSW was 16 points 

lower at +35. The Sydney confidence level is 12 points above the national metropolitan average 

while the regional NSW is one point below the average.  

 SMB support for the policies of the NSW Government fell by 9 points to record a net balance of -5.  

 Excessive bureaucracy and payroll tax were the most common criticisms. The leading reason for a 
positive view of the Government remains infrastructure development.   

 SMB support for the Federal Government was unchanged at +4. This is the third most positive view 
recorded across the states and territories.   

 31% think the economy is growing versus 19% who think the economy is slowing, for a net balance 
of +12, which is 2 points higher than last quarter and one points above the national average.   

 Last quarter, key indicator performances were weaker and negative for profitability, sales and 
employment. Wages and prices became more positive. NSW recorded the highest prices balance in 
the nation and its wages balance was above the national average, but below average performances 
were evident for sales, employment and profitability. 

 Expectations for the current quarter are positive for each key performance indicator but markedly 
lower for sales and profitability and marginally down for prices. The employment balance was 
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unchanged while a higher wages balance was recorded. The sales and profitability balances are 
second lowest in the nation while those for the other three indicators are close to the average. 

 

Chart 5: NSW Confidence versus NSW Government support (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 
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Chart 6: NSW Metropolitan versus Regional Confidence (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 
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Victoria  

 Confidence fell six points to a net balance of +42 which equals the national average.  

 Being an established, solid business, specific business strengths and healthy sales are the leading 
factors impacting confidence. Lower sales dominated concerns with unfavourable government 
policies also impactful.  

 Victorian SMBs became less negative about the State Government with the net balance lifting from 

-10 to -3.  

 Infrastructure development, showing interest in small business and creating positive conditions at 

local area level are the top three reasons given for a positive opinion. The main criticism is that it is 

taking too much notice of unions.  

 SMB support for the Federal Government became positive on balance increasing 5 points to +3, 

which mirrors the national average.    

 Confidence in Melbourne was 7 points lower at +46, which equals the national metropolitan 
average, while confidence in regional Victoria fell 3 points to +34 and 2 points below the national 
regional average.  

 23% think the economy is growing versus 15% who think the economy is slowing, for a net balance 
of +8. This is down 6 points for the quarter and 3 points under the national average.  

 Last quarter, the balance became more positive for prices but was lower for the other four key 
performance indicators. Only wages and prices recorded positive balances. Victoria bettered the 
national average only on prices (by one point).  

 For the current quarter, expectations for sales, wages and profitability became more positive and 
exceed the national average. Expectations for employment and prices were less positive and under 
the national average. 

 

Chart 7: VIC Confidence versus VIC Government support (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 
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Chart 8: VIC Metropolitan versus Regional Confidence (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 
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Queensland 

 Net confidence decreased four points among Queensland SMBs to +44 which is two points above 
the national average.  

 SMBs with confidence mentioned being an established, solid business, healthy sales and specific 
business strengths as key factors. Worried SMBs identified falling sales ahead of cost pressures as 
their main issues.  

 The State Government’s rating improved one point but at -15 remains the lowest of all State or 
Territory Governments.  

 Excessive bureaucracy followed by lack of incentives and too much notice taken of unions were the 
top three criticisms. SMBs with a positive view mentioned that the government is supportive of small 
business and offers incentives, subsidies and grants more than other influences. 

 SMB support for the Federal Government fell 4 points to -1 which is four points below the national 
average.  

 Confidence in Brisbane was down 12 points to +45 which ranks it fourth among the capital cities. In 
regional Queensland confidence lifted 2 points to +43 which is 7 points above the average.  

 27% think the economy is growing versus 14% who think the economy is slowing, for a net balance 
of +13, which was down 7 points but exceeds the national average by 2 points.  

 Last quarter saw improved balances for all five key performance indicators with sales, employment 
and profitability becoming positive while prices and wages were more positive.  All the balances, 
except for prices, exceed the average with those for sales, wages and profitability being the highest 
recorded by location.  

 Expectations for the five key performance indicators this quarter are all positive lifting for sales, 
prices and profitability. The balances recorded for sales, prices and profitability exceeded the 
national average.   
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Chart 9: QLD Confidence versus QLD Government support (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 
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Chart 10: QLD Metropolitan versus Regional Confidence (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 
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SA 

 A fall of 17 points generated a net confidence level of +28 in SA which is 14 points under the 
national average. 

 Confident SMBs cited specific business strengths, healthy sales and being an established solid 
business as the main factors. 

 For those who are worried, falling sales is the dominant concern with cost pressures also influential. 

 Confidence in Adelaide decreased 9 points to +33 which is 13 points under the national 
metropolitan average. Confidence in regional South Australia fell 37 points to +16 which is 20 points 
under the regional average.  

 Last quarter the newly elected SA Government achieved a net rating of +18 which was the highest 
balance seen in the state. That rating was maintained in the latest survey keeping the government 
second most popular in Australia. The leading reason for a positive opinion is  reducing payroll tax 
and yet payroll tax is the biggest criticism of those with a negative view of the SA Government.   

 Support for the Federal Government among South Australian SMBs rose 2 points to +12, which is 9 
points above the national average and the equal highest rating recorded.  

 27% think the economy is growing versus 15% who think the economy is slowing, for a net balance 
of +12, which is down 11 points but one point above the national average.  

 Last quarter, lower balances were recorded for sales, employment, prices and profitability. 
Employment and profitability became negative and sales showed a neutral balance. There was a 
marked rise in the wages balance. Sales, employment prices and profitability balances were under 
the national average.  

 For this quarter, expectations are more positive for all key performance indicators and significantly 
higher in the case of sales and profitability. The sales and profitability expectations bettered the 
national average.  
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Chart 11: SA Confidence versus SA Government support (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 

 

 

Chart 12: SA Metropolitan versus Regional Confidence (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 
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WA 

 Confidence decreased seven points to +22 which is 20 points under the national average and the 
second lowest level in the nation.  

 Positive SMBs pointed to having an established, solid business and healthy sales ahead of other 
influences while the worried SMBs highlighted lower sales followed by cost pressures.  

 Confidence in Perth was 6 points lower at +25 while in regional WA it fell 10 points to +13. Both 
balances are under the average. 

 In terms of the current perceptions of the economy there was a 5-point drop to +4 which trails the 
national average by 7 points. 24% think the economy is growing versus 20% who think the economy 
is slowing.   

 WA businesses are the most confident nationally about the future projections for the economy (+14 
vs +3 national average).  

 Support for the WA Government increased three points, but its net rating remains negative at -4. 
Those with a positive view see the WA Government as having good policies to date and trying to 
create more jobs. The main criticisms relate to payroll tax, too much focus on big business and 
excessive bureaucracy.   

 Support for the Federal Government among SMBs in WA was one point higher at 0. 

 In the latest quarter, sales and profitability balances were again negative. Employment shifted into 
positive territory, but prices became negative while the wages balance fell to a neutral level.  The 
balances for sales, wages, prices and profitability are well under the national average. 

 Current quarter expectations are more positive for all key indicators and above the national average 
for sales, employment and profitability.  

 

Chart 13: WA Confidence versus WA Government support (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 
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Chart 14: WA Metropolitan versus Regional Confidence (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 
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Tasmania  

 Confidence increased two points to +59 which is the highest balance recorded, 17 points above the 
average.  

 A favourable business environment, healthy sales and being an established, solid business are the 
main catalysts of confidence. The few worried SMBs highlighted falling sales well above other 
factors.  

 Confidence in Hobart was up 11 points to +59 while confidence in regional Tasmania fell 4 points to 

+58. Both levels are the highest in the nation.  

 SMB support for the Tasmanian Government’s policies fell three points to +33 but it remains the 
most popular in Australia by far. This balance is the second highest we have on record for any state 
or territory government. For those with a favourable opinion of the Tasmanian Government, key 
influences are incentives, subsidies and grants, and small business management training schemes. 
Among the few with criticisms, payroll tax and lack of action stood out.   

 SMB support for the Federal Government was down 8 points, but at +12 is the equal highest 
balance and 9 points above the national average.   

 36% think the economy is growing versus 8% who think the economy is slowing, for a net balance 
of +28, which was down 15 points but remains the highest score in Australia. It is also 15 points 
above the next highest score and 17 points above the national average.  

 Last quarter, falls were recorded in the balances for sales, wages and profitability. Prices and 
employment became more positive. The profitability and employment balances are above the 
national average. The sales balance was negative and under the average. The wages balance was 
also under the average while for employment it matched the average.  

 Expectations this quarter are all more positive and exceed the average for all five key performance 
indicators.  
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Chart 15: TAS Confidence versus TAS Government support (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 

 

 

Chart 16: TAS Metropolitan versus Regional Confidence (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 
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NT 

 Confidence fell 21 points to +7 which is 35 points under the national average and by far the lowest 
balance in the country. The balance in March this year was the lowest recorded for the NT and the 
latest balance is the second lowest.  

 Confidence in Darwin decreased 12 points to +11 which is by far the lowest metropolitan balance 
recorded, 35 points under the metropolitan average. Confidence in regional NT was 28 points lower 
at +4 which is 32 points below the regional average and the lowest by location.    

 An unfavourable business environment and decreasing sales are the key issues for worried SMBs. 
Confident SMBs pointed to being an established, solid businesses ahead of healthy sales as the 
main factors.  

 Support for the NT Government fell two points to -9 with only the Queensland Government being 
less popular among SMBs.  

 The main criticisms are not understanding small business and high taxation. Those who are 
positively inclined mentioned incentives, subsidies and grants and creating positive conditions in the 
local area as the most influential factors. 

 SMB support for the Federal Government was 6 points lower at -14. This was the lowest rating 
recorded and 17 points under the national average.  

 10% think the economy is growing versus 39% who think it is slowing for a net balance of -29, which 
was 32 points lower and the lowest score recorded in Australia for the tenth quarter in succession.  

 NT businesses are the only SMBs pessimistic about the prospects for the economy in one year’s 
time (-29 vs +11 national average) with the balance down by 32 points this survey.  

 Last quarter, balances for sales and profitability became more negative and are the lowest in 
Australia.  

 This quarter, expectations for all five key performance indicators have decreased substantially and 
are the lowest in the nation by far. Only prices recorded a positive balance.  
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Chart 17: NT Confidence versus NT Government support (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 

 

Chart 18: NT Metropolitan versus Regional Confidence (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 
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ACT  

 A fall of five points generated a net balance of +56 which is 14 points above the national average 
and the ACT only trails Tasmania on this measure. 

 Being an established, sold business and healthy sales drove confidence more than other factors. 
Those lacking confidence highlighted competitive pressures followed by an unfavourable business 
environment.    

 Support for the policies of the ACT Government moved from negative to positive after lifting seven 
points to +5. Positive opinion is driven most by small business management training schemes 
offered and infrastructure development. The most widespread concern is favouring big companies 
rather than local companies in tendering and outsourcing. Land tax issues and too many costs also 
featured in the criticisms heard.  

 SMB support for the Federal Government was down 14 points to -8 which is the second lowest 
recorded across the nation and 11 points under the average.   

 23% think the economy is growing versus 13% who think the economy is slowing, for a net balance 

of +10, which is down 19 points. This is one point below the national average.  

 Last quarter, key indicator balances were lower for sales, prices and profitability remaining steady 

for employment and wages. They were above the national average for sales, employment and 

profitability. 

 Expectations for this quarter are above average for each key performance indicator but prices. The 

ACT leads the nation for employment, wages and profitability.  
 

Chart 19: ACT Confidence versus ACT Government support (net balance) Mar 2013 – Sept 2018 

 


