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Introduction

NZIER's Quarterly Survey of Business Opinion (QSBO) is one of New Zealand’s leading
economic indicators. March 2011 marked the 50th anniversary of the QSBO.

The QSBO provides data driven insights into how firms are responding to current
economic events. Due to its reliability and responsiveness compared to related official
statistics, the QSBO has become a key indicator for businesses and policy-makers.

Over the past 50 years a significant number of New Zealand economists have contributed
to the evolution of the QSBO.

The QSBO

. First published June 1961

. Quarterly survey of 2,200 CEOs about recent and expected performance

. Covers manufacturing, merchants, builders, architects, and services sector
o Snapshot of the economy in almost real time

o Key indicator for Reserve Bank and policy-makers

o 50 years of data for business analysis

o 36 years of consistent data for academic research
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Foundation: the why and the how

There are a number papers and books that discuss the history of the QSBO. This section
draws on a number, including Gillion (1964), Bowie and Easton (1987), Assendelft
(1988), Buckle (1988), and Briggs (1997).

Why survey business opinion?

Business and policy decisions are made every day based on the best information
available. People have a greater chance of making good decisions if the information
they have is accurate and up-to-date. A problem with economic information is that
official statistics can take a number of months to gather, collate, and publish. These
delays can cause decision-makers to rely on out-of-date information, or information
from informal and potentially unreliable sources. The QSBO was designed to fix this
issue by providing quick and accurate indicators of economic activity.

The problem of official statistics delay is not specific to New Zealand. Gillion (1964)
credits the Institut fir Wirtschaftsforschung (IFO) in Munich for first developing
qualitative business surveys as a solution to this problem. Assendelft (1988) contends
that this work began in 1948, as the German official statistics system was still in
disarray following the war.

Bowie and Easton (1987) note that the IFO’s development was known as the
“Konjunkturtest”, or tendency survey. This technique allowed a quick assessment of
business conditions via an opinion poll of a sample of senior executives. The poll
would include questions regarding a number of specific economic aspects about
that executive’s business, both in the immediate past and future. By totalling their
responses, the survey provides a timely indicator of current and expected economic
conditions.

A number of other international institutions also began to implement the Munich

technique, including the Confederation of British Industry, and the European Economic
Commission.
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The birth of the QSBO

Professor Conrad Blyth, NZIER's first director, was responsible for implementing both
of the Institute’s flagship publications, the Quarterly Survey of Business Opinion and
Quarterly Predictions. In his contribution to The evolving Institute!, Prof. Blyth notes
that the encouragement he received from a number of academics. For example Buckle
(1988) describes that Horace Belshaw and Colin Simkin, professors of economics at
Auckland University, at the time stressed that such a survey:

“should prove immediately useful for purposes of forecasting, because in other
countries it appears that there is a fairly satisfactory relationship between the results
of such questionnaires and more traditional index numbers or official series. It should
also prove of value for more fundamental research that the Institute might undertake
into business behaviour and, in particular throw light upon the difficult but important
questions of the degree of uniformity of business expectations and their relation to
business outcomes. “

Following this encouragement, Professor Blyth instituted the first survey for the
June quarter of 1961. This survey was sent to 100 NZIER members involved in the
manufacturing and building sectors, and included 19 questions.

Survey design

The QSBO's aim is to provide information on current trends and provide predictions of
economic conditions, and to do so in a timely manner. To meet this aim, the QSBO has
to minimise any delays related to completion, collection and analysis of the survey.

A common delay in generating typical economic indicators is the time lag between
the event and the availability of quantitative information. This lag, and the effort
required to report this quantitative information increases the administrative burden
for the surveyed business. An increase in the administrative burden tends to lower the
completion rates of surveys.

The QSBO removes this delay by not requiring any quantitative information. The survey
questions typically require a response of:

. ‘Increase’
o ‘Decrease’
o ‘Much the same as previous'.

This design is intended to allow a chief executive, or a nominated officer, to use
their knowledge of their business to complete the survey within five minutes and
return it. NZIER then aggregates the responses across industries, sectors, regions, or
employment levels to assess the changes in business expectations or performance.

This survey design allows for the results to be published within days of the end of each
quarter. For example, the survey forms for the 200th edition were sent on 4 March 2011,
responses received between 10 and 29 March 2011, and the results were published on
5 April 2011.

1 The evolving Institute is a series of recollections of NZIER Directors that was published to celebrate
the first 50 years of the Institutes existence. It is available at: http://nzier.org.nz/publications/the-evolving-
institute-nzier-1958-2008
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Significant developments

The first QSBO asked 19 questions and surveyed 100 of NZIER’s members from the
manufacturing industry. The 200th QSBO asked at most 25 questions and surveyed over
2,200 firms across manufacturing and building, merchants, services and architects.

One of the most significant developments occurred in September 1978 when the QSBO
was released publically for the first time. Prior to then, the QSBO had been restricted to
NZIER and its members only. This development was welcomed, and as related in Bowie
and Easton (1987), Robert Muldoon, the then Finance Minister commented:

“This is the first time the results of the Survey have been published and it is a welcome
addition to the statistics available for economic analysis. The government has received
this series on a confidential basis since the first Surveys were taken. We have found it a
particularly useful indicator of business confidence. The Institute is to be congratulated
for its work in the preparation of this series.”

The changes to the QSBO over time have made the survey more representative of the
economy and allowed for more detailed analysis, which led to better results.

Industry groups

In the early 1960s, manufacturing was the major industry in New Zealand and the target
of the survey. However, after the first run of the survey, it was clear that other sections
of the economy were not represented in the survey. Merchants became included in the
QSBO from survey two, with questions more suitable to retailers and wholesalers.

Architects were added to the QSBO three years later, initially as an experiment.
The survey questions for Architects are different from the other sectors and focus
particularly on the outlook for the building sector. These responses are not included in
the economy-wide aggregate results that are reported.

The services sector was introduced to the QSBO from 1966, reflecting the increasing
importance of services over time. The proportion of service firms in the survey has
increased over time through resampling as they have become a larger part of the
economy.
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Including new sectors has allowed the survey to keep up with economic developments
and ensures the results are more representative of the entire economy.

Questions

The QSBO survey is the one of the longest running business confidence surveys in the
world. While there have been changes in sectors and samples, the questions asked
have been largely unchanged over the period, aside from aesthetic changes to make
the form easier for firms to complete.

Over the duration of the QSBO, survey 58 in September 1975 represents the most
significant change in the history. As the questionnaires track firm size and operating
location, the number of categories was expanded to enhance the level of detail
produced in the results. Due to this change, the categories are sufficient to produce
results at a small, medium and large firm level.

Since 1975 only three minor changes have been made. Two questions have been added,
one asking about the volume of sales over the next six months for merchants, the other
about the present level of stock (finished goods) for manufacturers and builders. There
was also a reshuffle of services responses for firm type.

The QSBO, therefore, is a continuous database of New Zealand business indicators
dating back 36 years. This data is a rich source of information, and overtime, has been
actively used by academics. Some of these uses are discussed in section 4.3.

Sample size and sampling technique

A deteriorating sample is an issue for all long-term surveys. Over time firms dissolve,
merge or shift overseas and stop submitting QSBO surveys. While this is happening,
the composition of the economy is changing as new firms are created across different
industries. To reflect these changes, NZIER regularly re-populates its sample.

The sampling method for the QSBO has evolved over time. The QSBO started as a
survey given to members of NZIER. As the importance of the survey grew, sampling
was extended beyond members to reflect the state of the whole economy. The main
deviations from representation is that we include only firms with 6 or more employees,
and include all firms with more than 200 staff.

Statistics New Zealand’s Business Frame was initially used to develop representative
samples of firms within the QSBO’s industry classifications. Unfortunately, rules changed
around the use of the Business Frame, which can only be used to develop statistics
of national significance. This usually involves purchasing the data from commercial
business databases that can stratify companies into the desired ANZSIC groups and
firm sizes.
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Insights

Figure 1 shows the long-term behaviour of the QSBO’s indicator of Domestic Trading
Activity and New Zealand’s GDP. The two series are similar, especially during some
of the most significant events of New Zealand’s recent economic history. As such the
QSBO is an excellent indicator of that quarter’s economic performance.

Policy insights

The QSBO has provided insights into a number of New Zealand’s significant economic
events over the last 50 years. These insights have provided information for policy-
makers and businesses. Academic research also uses the long-term QSBO database to
provide insights into aspects of the New Zealand economy.

Employment Contracts Act 1991

The QSBO was used to provide an early ex-post analysis of the impacts of the Employment
Contracts Act (ECA). The timely results held up well against more detailed econometric
analysis that could only be completed after years later once other economic data
became available.

The ECA was implemented in 1991 and represented a significant reform of New
Zealand’s labour laws. Morrison (1996) states that the Act:

o reduced legislative backing for unions
o strengthened the direct relationship between employees and employers

o removed obstacles to different types of employment contract and working
arrangements.

The March 1993 QSBO provided an ex-post analysis of the impacts of the ECA.
Businesses were asked how the ECA had affected their enterprise over the previous
year. The results were:

. a large net majority of businesses reported increased flexibility of operations,
labour productivity, and management quality

. a small number of firms reported increases in wage rates and employment

o a large net majority of businesses reported lower cost of hiring additional labour
and of shredding labour.
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Figure 1 QSBO as an indicator of New Zealand’s economic history
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The following year, an initial econometric analysis of the Act’s impact was completed
by Maloney (1994). The analysis reported that:

o there was no statistical evidence of the ECA having any direct effects on
employment or wages

. that the ECA indirectly increased employment by 1 percent between June 1991
and December 1993

o that the ECA indirectly decreased real wages by 0.5 percent between June 1991
and December 1993.

A more detailed econometric analysis was reported in Maloney (1998). This study
analysed the impacts of the ECA after five years. This report found that:

o the ECA had no impact on the level of wages over the post-ECA period

o the ECA was responsible for between 12.0 percent and 17.9 percent of the
increased employment over the period (14.3 percent)

o the ECA reduced labour productivity growth over the five year period by between
0.29 percent and 0.54 percent.

With the exception of labour productivity, the results of the QSBO’s analysis published
in 1993 held up well against detailed econometric analysis published over the following
five years. The survey is not usually a suitable substitute for such analysis. But the
special surveys were suited to provide ex-post analyses on topical policy issues within
a short timeframe, where a lack of data meant that other economic techniques were
not yet feasible.
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Global Financial Crisis

The financial crisis that began with the United States housing market correction in
2007, spread around the world and started impacting heavily on New Zealand in 2008.
The Reserve Bank (2008a, 2008b, 2009) was concerned about:

o constrained liquidity
. weakened domestic demand
. domestic house market contraction.

The government responded with both fiscal and monetary stimulus. The Reserve Bank
reduced the OCR by 575 basis points from 8.25 percent in July 2008 to 2.5 percent in
April 2009. The main component of the fiscal stimulus was a series of tax cuts.

The June 2009 QSBO included additional questions to assess the impact to date of the
global financial crisis on doing business in New Zealand. This assessment was intended
to provide an up-to-the minute insight into whether New Zealand firms were affected
by liquidity constraints, as this was a major concern at the time (alongside the risk of
a lack of demand).

One question asked firms where they had been most affected by financing constraints
over the last year. Figure 2 shows that a third of firms had experienced no financial
constraint, and that 22 percent of firms were most impacted in their day-to-day
operations.

Figure 2 Main area of impact from financial constraint
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The main conclusion was that liquidity was a constraint for less than half of the firms.
In other words, it suggested that the Reserve Bank or policy-makers did not have to
implement additional policies to resolve a financial market liquidity problem. Instead,
monetary and fiscal changes that stimulated demand might be seen by firms as a
bigger priority.
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Business insights
Canterbury earthquake

The Canterbury earthquake caused huge damage to Christchurch. Businesses and
economic policy-makers had no information about the scale, length, or geographic
distribution of the likely economic impacts. In its March 2011 Monetary Policy Statement,
released just 16 days after the earthquake, the Reserve Bank reduced the OCR by
50 basis points. The Reserve Bank noted that it “has had to make many important
assumptions based on limited information”. It also noted that “these judgements will
be tested as new information comes to hand” (Reserve Bank 2011).

The QSBO, and other smaller sample tendency surveys such as the National Bank’s
Business Outlook Survey, provided the first indication of the likely impacts of the
earthquake.

The March 2011 QSBO provided focused analysis on the impacts of the earthquake.
The results showed clearly that the earthquake had caused a significant disruption to
the Canterbury economy. Figure 3 contrasts the disruption in Canterbury against the
economic activity in the rest of the country.

Further results showed that Canterbury differed from the rest of the country in high
building intentions, to replace damaged buildings (Figure 4), and expected labour
market uncertainty (Figure 5). In most of the other variables reported, Canterbury
was aligned with the rest of the economy. Figure 6 highlights an example where price
expectations are similar across the country.

These results have two key implications. First, the scale of the challenges to getting
Canterbury back on its feet was apparent, both in terms of buildings and infrastructure
and labour market or employee support. Second, the rest of the country remained
resilient following the earthquake. It gave firms around the rest of the country the
confidence to make productive decisions and to continue trading.

Figure 3 Trading activity — Canterbury & rest
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Figure 4 Building intentions, next 3 months, Canterbury & rest
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Figure 5 Employment, next 3 months, Canterbury & rest
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Figure 6 Average prices, next 3 months Canterbury & rest
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Academic insights

Over the years the QSBO has been widely used by academics and policy-makers.
Reviewing all of this work is beyond the scope of this note. We do, however, briefly
outline three examples to provide a taste of this work. Further examples can be found
in Bowie and Easton (1987) and Buckle and Silverstone (2011).

Pricing behaviour

Pricing decisions of New Zealand firms have been examined using QSBO data, and
compared to international evidence. For example, Coleman and Silverstone (2007) find
a number of differences in the frequency of price changes by New Zealand firms, which
is similar to the findings of international studies. Some firms adjust prices every quarter,
while others change every second year. The authors also note that changes in costs,
rather than demand, are more likely to cause New Zealand firms to change prices.
Firms are also more likely to adjust prices as demand falters, instead of increasing
demand. These findings have obvious implications for how monetary policy operates
on or affects firms in New Zealand.

Investment forecasting

QSBO data has also been shown to add value to forecast models. Buckle et al (1999)
found that responses to the investment intentions question of the QSBO significantly
improve investment forecast models. Typically forecast models use data drawn from
firm balance-sheets. As such information is usually difficult to come by, the QSBQO’s
investment intentions indicator is a useful proxy for investment.

Capacity utilisation

Excess capacity within an economy provides room for output to increase without
price increases. Low levels of excess capacity put inflation pressure on any economic
expansion. To run effective monetary policy a timely indicator of capacity is needed.

The QSBO provides such a timely and cost effective capacity utilisation index (Hodgetts
2004). The QSBO asks firms about their scope for increasing production without
increasing costs. The capacity utilisation index draws on the responses to this question
and shows how intensively a firm is using its plant and equipment. This index is one of
a number of variables the Reserve Bank uses to assess the current business cycle and
the nature of inflationary pressures on firms.
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