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BUSINESS CONFIDENCE SURVEY1

The OCC regularly surveys its members to understand the 
experience of business in Ontario. This data provides a 

grassroots look at the economy, and can reveal developing 
trends in economic activity. 

In the 2017 OER, 62 percent of Ontario businesses reported confidence in their 
own organization’s economic outlook. This year, the OCC has observed a significant 
drop in that confidence, to 54 percent. This decline puts organizational confidence 
at its lowest point since we began measuring in 2012. 

Similarly, we have observed a decline in business confidence in Ontario’s overall 
economic outlook. In 2017, 41 percent of businesses lacked confidence in the 
economy. In 2018, that number has risen significantly to 48 percent.

How confident are you about Ontario’s economic outlook as of 
right now?

 
This decline in confidence reflects a trend the OCC has observed 
since 2012. At that time, business confidence in the economy was at 
47 percent.2  This year it is half that, at a low of 23 percent.  

The reasons why the business community lacks confidence in 
the Ontario economy are reflective of what the OCC has heard 
from industry in qualitative settings. The number one explanation, 
cited by three-quarters of respondents, is economic policy from 
government. This is followed by the high price of inputs such as raw 
materials and electricity (62 percent), high business tax rates, and a 
high level of provincial debt (both cited by 61 percent of businesses). 
More than half (53 percent) also indicate that overregulation of the 
economy is a cause for concern.

1 A survey of n=1046 OCC members was conducted online by Fresh Intelligence between September 20 and 
November 3, 2017.
2 A survey of n=420 OCC members conducted online by Leger in September 2011.
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Large companies are more 
likely to cite economic policy 
as driving their low confidence 
in the economy compared to 
SMEs (88% vs. 76%), along with 
high provincial debt (76% vs. 
60%) and overregulation of the 
economy (72% vs. 52%).
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However, many Ontario businesses see cause for optimism. Forty-four percent 
cite recent economic growth projections as a reason they are confident in the 
provincial economy, while 35 percent gain confidence from population growth 
projections. A third also cite Ontario’s skilled and productive workforce, as well as 
solid consumer confidence. 

In 2017, we identified the “confidence gap” between how businesses view the 
economic outlook of their own organizations versus that of the province as a whole. 
At the time, the gap was 38 points, with business indicating a stronger confidence 
in their organizational outlook than Ontario’s. This year, the gap has narrowed to 31 
points due to a dramatic decline in organizational confidence.

How confident are you about Ontario’s economic outlook as of 
right now? / How confident are you in your own organization’s 
economic outlook as of right now?

This decline is largely due to the cost of doing business and not increased 
competition. Two-thirds cite regulatory and/or tax burdens as undermining their 
confidence, and 62 percent point to rising input costs. Forty-four percent continue 
to struggle with hiring or retaining staff, a challenge that is particularly acute for 
medium-sized businesses (57 percent).
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Business Confidence Survey

Which of the following explain why you are not confident about your 
organization’s economic outlook?

In contrast, the explanations given by those businesses confident in their organization’s 
economic outlook are largely due to individual firm or market trends: a growing client 
base (66 percent) or increased demand for their product/service (62 percent).

Revenue and Staffing Projections

Ontario businesses are significantly more likely to project a decrease in revenue for 
2018 than they were for 2017. Last year, a plurality of firms predicted an increase in 
revenue (43 percent); this year, a plurality expect revenue to hold steady (39 percent). 
Twenty-three percent expect to see a decrease, up from 19 percent last year. SMEs 
are more likely than large firms to expect a decline (26 percent vs. 13 percent). Small 
businesses are significantly more likely to predict a decline in revenue in 2018 (26 
percent) than they did in 2017 (20 percent). This is concerning from an economic 
growth perspective and especially for the survival of small businesses.

Based on the way the Ontario economy is operating now, do you 
expect your organization’s revenue to increase, stay the same, or 
decrease in the next 12 months?

63% of Ontario businesses cite 
cost reasons for their lack of 
confidence, such as the price of 
raw materials and electricity, 
regulation, taxes, and the increase 
in the minimum wage.

Compared to only 31% who name 
competitive barriers, such as other 
market players, declining 
consumer demand to changing 
client behaviour.
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Business Confidence Survey

Firms are also more likely to report a decrease in their workforce in the 
past six months than they were over that same period last year. Similarly, 
they are more likely to expect that their workforce will continue to 
decrease over the next six months. The trend for more than half of 
businesses is to hold the number of employees steady, indicating poor job 
growth going into 2018.

Over the past 6 months, has your workforce… / In the next 6 
months do you expect your workforce to…

Past 6 months Next 6 months
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Business Confidence Survey

Organizational Competitiveness

What do Ontario businesses see as critical to their organization’s ability to thrive? 
The ability to recruit and retain talent remains of top importance (77 percent), 
regardless of business size. This is followed by the ability to navigate regulation and 
red tape (67 percent) and the cost of electricity (63 percent).

There are a number of factors that contribute to an organization’s 
competitiveness. To what extent do you agree or disagree that the 
following factors are critical to your organization’s competitiveness?

Talent has been a growing priority for Ontario business for some time now, with 
a previous OCC survey finding that only 14 percent of firms did not experience 
difficulty hiring in the preceding six months.33 

Existing challenges to hiring, including the skills mismatch, have this year been 
joined by the compounding pressures of wide-ranging labour law reform and 
a dramatic increase in the minimum wage. The minimum wage increase alone 
is predicted by 68 percent of firms to have a negative impact on their business. 
Coupled with the expected decreases in workforces outlined above, hiring and 
getting hired will continue to be a challenge in Ontario.

The results of the 2018 Business Confidence Survey show a dramatic shift in 
how industry views both its own success and the broader success of the Ontario 
economy. Expectations for 2018 are lower than they were in 2017, and the 
subsequent impact on the labour market should be of concern to policymakers.
3 A survey of n=773 OCC members was conducted online by Fresh Intelligence between October 25 and 
November 30, 2016.
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Business Confidence Survey


