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Introduction
As a longtime leader in the financial services industry and a prominent supporter of small businesses, Bank of America 
has consistently endeavored to provide thought leadership in support of these key engines of growth in the American 
economy. Early in 2014, Bank of America set out to develop an index of small business owner sentiment which would 
serve as a leading indicator of business activity in this sector, with the goals of providing insight to the macro economy 
and support for its own efforts to better serve small business customers. To this end, Bank of America has partnered 
with CFI Group, an international leader in the development of customer analytics and their linkage to macro- and 
micro-level measurements of economic performance. Together we developed the Bank of America/CFI Group 
Small Business Forecast—a set of metrics drawn from a national survey of small business owners and managers, 
tied together in a forward-looking analytical framework that provides insights not only into these business owner’s 
viewpoints today, but how those views and attitudes will shape their expectations and business planning in the near 
term. The baseline wave of the Small Business Forecast was conducted in August of 2014. 

The second wave of the Small Business Forecast study took place in January of 2015, and this article provides a brief 
overview of the results, with a particular focus on the shifts in small business owners’ and mangers’ views that occurred 
since the inaugural wave of the survey. Additional iterations of this study are planned on an ongoing, semi-annual basis. 
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Study Methodology
CFI Group and Bank of America stakeholders worked together to create the survey for the Small Business Forecast, 
incorporating input from numerous subject matter experts in both organizations. As in the initial wave of the study, the 
January 2015 research was conducted via a phone survey of 1,000 small business owners and managers throughout 
the continental United States, which was conducted from January 2 to 26. Respondents to the survey were selected 
at random from commercially available lists of small businesses whose annual revenues fall between $100,000 and 
$5,000,000. While no quotas or weighting was used in the sampling or applied to results, the sampling process was 
closely monitored to ensure representativeness both geographically (benchmarked against data from the U.S. Census) 
and by business size as measured by annual revenues. Responses to the survey were carefully reviewed prior to 
analysis; ultimately 5 of the surveys were removed from the sample during this data validation process, with 995 used 
to produce the results presented in this report. 

On average the respondents reported that their businesses have approximately 6 full-time and 3 regular part-time 
employees, though sole proprietors working on their own continued to represent a significant portion of the sample. 
The survey asked respondents many other questions regarding the profile of their business, including items about 
its location, age, annual revenues, industry, legal and management structure, and the owner’s gender and ethnic 
background. As the tables on the next page show, the survey respondents are a diverse group, bringing a wide range 
of experiences and perspectives to their assessments of the state of small businesses in the country today. Comparison 
of these demographic and firmographic data between the August 2014 and January 2015 waves of the survey also 
show a great deal of stability in the composition of the sample, implying that the several significant shifts in the study 
results discussed below are the result of genuine changes in small businesspersons’ views rather than an artifact of the 
survey sampling.



www.cfigroup.com © 2015 CFI Group. All rights reserved.

Small Business Forecast 2015

5

Table 1 - Respondent Firm and Personal Characteristics

Aug-15 Jan-15
Gender
Male 66% 60%
Female 34% 40%
Number of Respondents 990 995

Aug-15 Jan-15
Region
Northeast 20% 19%
Midwest 23% 24%
South 34% 34%
West 23% 23%
Number of Respondents 990 995

Aug-15 Jan-15
Annual revenue
$100,000 to less than $150,000 18% 16%
$150,000 to less than $200,000 12% 10%
$200,000 to less than $250,000 10% 8%
$250,000 to less than $350,000 11% 11%
$350,000 to less than $500,000 9% 12%
$500,000 to less than $750,000 10% 11%
$750,000 to less than $1 million 10% 11%
$1 million to less than $3 million 16% 18%
$3 million to less than $5 million 5% 4%
Number of Respondents 990 995

Aug-15 Jan-15
Legal structure of business
Sole Proprietorship 17% 16%
LLC 26% 23%
S Corp 27% 25%
Partnership 3% 5%
C Corporation 13% 15%
Franchise 1% 2%
Nonprofit 7% 7%
Other 3% 3%
Don´t know 3% 4%
Prefer not to answer 1% 1%
Number of Respondents 990 995

Aug-15 Jan-15
Industry 
Agriculture, forestry, & fishing 5% 7%
Mining 0% 0%
Construction 12% 10%
Manufacturing 6% 8%
Transportation & public utilities 5% 4%
Wholesale trade 3% 3%
Retail trade 15% 13%
Finance, insurance, & real estate 11% 10%
Services 26% 29%
Public administration 1% 1%
Other 14% 16%
Prefer not to answer 3% 0%
Number of Respondents 990 995

Aug-15 Jan-15
Business age
Less than 6 months 0% 0%
6 months to less than 1 year 1% 1%
1 year to less than 2 years 1% 2%
2 years to less than 5 years 6% 5%
5 years to less than 10 years 12% 13%
10 years to less than 20 years 24% 24%
20 years or more 50% 55%
Prefer not to answer 5% 1%
Number of Respondents 990 995
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Small Business Sentiment Model 
The core of the Small Business Forecast survey is a series of items which ask respondents to provide their assessments 
of multiple factors impacting health of small businesses, their own feelings of life satisfaction and optimism, and their 
expectations for growing their business over the following twelve months. These measures and the relationships 
among them are found in the Small Business Sentiment Model (Figure 1). 

Figure 1 - Small Business Sentiment Model

In the analysis framework provided by the model, the several categories on the left side of the diagram—the Strength 
of the U.S. Economy, the more business-specific State of the Economy as it impacts each small business, the Financial 
Environment and the Employment Environment small businesses face, the level of Support from the Financial 
Services industry businesses experience, and their feelings of Life Satisfaction—together are treated as drivers 
of small business owners’ overall sense of Optimism and their expectations and intentions for the Growth of their 
business in the next twelve months. 

Each of the factors within the model are measured as an index of one or multiple items which respondents were 
asked to rate on a continuous scale, with higher scores reflecting a more positive assessment. For example, the 
Financial Environment factor is made up of three items asking respondents to rate their business’ cash flow, access 
to credit, and the interest rates available to them for financing operations and investments. Scores for each of the 
factors represent a combination of the scores for each item and are presented on a 0 to 100 point scale, with 0 being 
the poorest and 100 the best possible assessment. Though the scores in this approach are on a100-point scale, they 
are not percentages, but rather the average rating given to each factor across all the respondents. For example, the 
January score for Financial Environment of 57 indicates that on average the respondents give this factor a somewhat 
middling rating, indicating neither extreme pleasure nor displeasure with this aspect of their experience running a small 
business. It does not indicate that 57% of the respondents feel positively about this factor or, conversely, that 43% of 
the respondents feel negatively about the Financial Environment. 
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In addition to the factor scores provided on the Small Business Sentiment Model diagram above, the survey analysis 
also produces scores on the same 0 to 100 point scale for each of the items making up each factor. These more 
granular results, with comparisons between the baseline August wave and the January survey, can be found in table 2 
and are discussed further below.

The Small Business Sentiment model also provides the basis for a statistical analysis of the relationships among the 
factors, most importantly the influence each of the “driver” factors has to affect change in small business owner 
Optimism and their plans and expectations for Growth in the next twelve months. The entire framework is designed 
and optimized to be forward-looking and predictive of how changes over time in small business owners’ perspectives 
will impact the trajectory of their businesses. 

Table 2 - Small Business Sentiment Model Factor and Item Scores

Aug-14 Jan-15 Sig. Diff. % Change

Strength of U.S. Economy 39 45 ↑ 15%

Strength of the U.S. economy overall 39 45 ↑ 15%

State of Economy 47 51 ↑ 9%

Strength of your industry as of today 52 55 ↑ 6%

Health of the economy where your company does business 46 55 ↑ 20%

Potential for economic growth in the next six months 43 49 ↑ 14%

Potential for industry growth in the next six months 47 50 ↑ 6%

Financial Environment 54 57 ↑ 6%

Current cash flow 52 54 4%

Business`s access to credit 60 64 ↑ 7%

Interest rates available to your business 53 55 ↑ 4%

Employees 47 47 0%

The availability of qualified candidates for open positions at your company 45 43 -4%

Overall time it takes to fill open positions 50 51 2%

Support 61 62 2%

Level of support they provide to help you be successful 60 62 3%

Offering products and services that meet your specific business needs 62 63 2%

Proactively identifying opportunities to be of help to you 53 54 2%

Working with you to resolve any problems or issues that arise 68 69 1%

Life Satisfaction 71 72 1%

My business provides me and my family the means to maintain the standard of living 69 69 0%

I am able to achieve the work-life balance I want 61 62 2%

Funds from my business will allow me to achieve my retirement goals 56 56 0%

The stresses of my business/work are manageable 65 66 2%

I find my business to be professionally fulfilling 78 79 1%

I have no regrets about choosing to run my business 78 78 0%

I prefer working for my own small business to other forms of employment 84 84 0%

Optimism 69 70 1%

I feel good about the future of my business 71 73 3%

I expect my business to do better in the future than it has in the past 72 71 -1%

I am more optimistic about my business than I was two years ago 64 65 2%

Growth 56 58 ↑ 4%

Likelihood that your business will meet its growth objectives in the next twelve 69 70 1%

Likelihood that your company`s sales revenue will grow in the next twelve month 64 65 2%

Likelihood you will increase the number of full or part-time employees at your company 32 33 3%

Likelihood you will increase your capital spending in the next 12 months 39 39 0%
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Small Business Owners See Stronger Macro & Micro Economy 
The most striking findings from the second wave of the Small Business Forecast survey can be found at the top of 
Table 2 and shows a profoundly positive shift in respondents’ assessments of the strength of the economy and the 
financial environment for small businesses. It is likely that much of this shift is attributable to the abundance of positive 
stories appearing in the media in roughly the same timeframe as the survey fielding, which trumpeted improvements in 
the performance of the U.S. economy as 2014 drew to a close (along with upward revisions of key economic indicators 
from earlier in the fall of 2014). The 15% improvement in respondents’ ratings of the Strength of the U.S. Economy in 
particular suggests that our respondents welcomed this news eagerly. 

However, the January results provide evidence that small business owner and manager optimism about the economy 
was not merely a reaction to positive items in the press, but also reflected their personal experiences with those 
aspects of the economy directly impacting their firms. This is evidenced by the statistically and substantively significant 
improvements of their ratings of the State of the Economy as it applies to their business, and of the Financial 
Environment in which they operate, which improved in the January survey by 9% and 6% respectively. Many of the 
individual survey items underlying these measures of small businesses’ micro economies showed even more profound 
shifts, among them the 20% increase in ratings of “the health of the economy where your company does business,” the 
14% increase in the “potential for economic growth in the next six months,” and perceptions of “your business’ access 
to credit.” 

Though our study lacks specific baseline data from healthier economic times against which to benchmark respondents’ 
ratings of each of these three key factors in the Small Business Sentiment model, their scores remain low enough to 
imply that much room for improvement remains. That said, the significance of the shift in these ratings in the relatively 
short timeframe between the two waves of the Small Business Forecast survey is difficult to overstate. 

The other factors in the Small Business Sentiment model—respondents’ ratings of Employee Environment; Support 
from the Financial Services Industry, and their general sense of Life Satisfaction and personal Optimism about the 
state of their own firm—also showed modest improvement from August to January, though these did not rise to the 
level of statistical significance.  

Our respondents’ increased sense of economic optimism with regard to small businesses today is further reflected in 
three other items from the survey that asked them to directly characterize the economic and business environment. 
Specifically, at the opening of our survey respondents are asked:

 h “How would you characterize the health of small businesses generally today?”
 h “How easy is it to run a small business where you operate today?” and
 h “How would you characterize the tax environment for small businesses where you operate today, thinking   

   specifically of state and local taxes?”

In our August report, we characterized the responses to these items as “unenthusiastic,” but as was the case for the 
rated measures from the Small Business Sentiment model discussed above, there were notable shifts in an optimistic 
direction here as well, as can be seen in the graphs (2a and 2b). Most notably, our question asking respondents 
to assess the health of small businesses saw a 10 percentage point increase in the number of respondents who 
characterize them as doing well or very well, at 37% in January vs. 27% in August—a change that came largely at the 
expense of the more negative response options. This sentiment appeared to spill over at least somewhat to the other 
two general items, as respondents in January were slightly less likely to choose negative assessments of the ease of 
running a small business and the favorability of their local tax environment.  
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Figure 2a - How easy is it to run a small business where you are today?

Figure 2b - How are small businesses doing today?

Figure 2c - How would you characterize tax environment where you operate?
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A key driver analysis of the factors included in our Small Business Sentiment Model using the January data continue 
to show the State of the Economy for your business and Life Satisfaction to be the highest-leverage factors 
impacting respondents’ Optimism and Growth expectations, in roughly equal measure. These two factors represent 
the areas of greatest sensitivity for our respondents in that any score changes are predicted to have a substantial 
and immediate effect upon Optimism and Growth. And, in fact, the modest but statistically significant two-point 
improvement in respondents’ assessments of their likelihood to see and to drive growth in their business over the 
next year is of the magnitude that the key driver analysis would lead us to expect given the observed changes in the 
model factors scores, further validating the predictive utility of our research approach. 
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Generation Gaps
Recent findings from Bank of America’s other major research initiative around small businesses, the Small Business 
Owner Report (SBOR), showed notable variations among small business owners by age. For the January wave of the 
Small Business Forecast survey we conducted a similar analysis to understand how our respondents’ attitudes and 
assessments looked across the same broad generational categories. Specifically, we divided our January sample into 
four age groups: 

 h Millennials - ages 18 to 34
 h GenXers - ages 35 to 49
 h Boomers - ages 50 to 68
 h Others - age 69 and up

Generally speaking, our findings were consistent with those of the Fall 2014 SBOR, showing a more positive outlook 
among younger respondents, most notably the Millennial generation. The chart in Figure 3 shows how this pattern 
manifests itself among the factors measured in our Small Business Sentiment model. 

Figure 3 - Sentiment Model Scores by Generation

As can be seen in Figure 3, the Millennials in our sample gave the highest ratings to nearly every factor in the model, 
and out-score the other age groups by statistically significant margins on the State of the Economy for your business, 
experiences with Employee Environment, personal Optimism about their business, and expectations for business 
Growth (GenXers join their Millennial counterparts in having higher growth expectations than Boomers and Others by 
a significant margin as well). 
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Millennials further display their generally more optimistic dispositions in their responses to our questions about the 
health of small businesses generally and the ease of running them, shown in Figures 4a and 4b. They appear much 
more inclined than the Boomers in particular to say things are going well for small businesses and less inclined to say 
that operating a small business is a difficult prospect.  

Figure 4a - Health of Small Business Today – Generation
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Figure 4b - Tax Environment – Generation
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As a snapshot of these age groups at a point in time, our findings cannot offer much insight into the degree to which 
there is something distinctive about the Millennials’ apparent optimism that will persist over time, rather than reflecting  
life-cycle effects that may shift as their careers progress. In the near term, however, the differences among the age 
groups in our study do suggest opportunities for financial services providers to craft differentiated strategies for 
interacting with customers of different generations that align with their varying views of the state of small businesses.
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A Less Daunting Environment for Small Business 
In addition to the topics examined in the Small Business Sentiment model framework discussed above, the survey 
again asked respondents to evaluate their perceptions of potential risks to their businesses. As in the inaugural wave 
of the survey in August, the January respondents were presented with an extensive list of potential risks and asked 
to rate the severity of the threat each poses to their business. The risks presented and the respondents’ aggregated 
assessments may be found in the table below. 

Table 3 - Business Risk Environment

As with the other items in the survey, respondents’ assessments of potential risks are presented on a 0 to 100 point 
scale, with higher scores indicating a higher degree of perceived risk. Lower scores in the table above, therefore, 
indicate a lower perceived threat to the respondents’ businesses. As with the ratings of the factors in the Small 
Business Sentiment model, the scores are simply averages of the assessments provided by the respondents and are 
not a percentage of the respondents who perceive a risk in each area. 

In January, as in August, health care costs continued to be our survey respondents’ most pressing concern by a 
significant margin, as indicated by the score of 56—six points above any other risk category. That said, health care 
costs also showed the largest decline in perceptions of business risk across all the categories, with a six-point (10%) 
drop among our respondents in their level of concern in this area. While the survey does not make explicit mention 
of the impacts of the Affordable Care Act, it seems likely that the apparent decrease in respondents’ anxiety about 
health care costs may at least in part reflect a growing familiarity (if perhaps not comfort) with the new law and its 
implications for small businesses (including the preliminary indications of a reduced rate of growth in healthcare costs). 

Risk (note: higher rating=higher perception of risk) Aug—14 Jan—15 Sig. Diff % change 
Health care costs 62 56 yes -10%
Strength of U.S. dollar 54 50 -7%
Regulatory environment 51 49 -4%
Consumer spending 49 47 yes -4%
Reputational risk 47 43 yes -9%
Pace of innovation in your industry 46 46 0%
Managing your company's reputation online /in social media 45 41 yes -9%
Commodities prices 44 42 -5%
Unfair competition 41 38 yes -7%
Cybercrime 38 34 yes -11%
Operational or supply-chain risks overseas 37 33 -11%
Lawsuits 35 32 yes -9%
Currency risk from international operations or sales 35 32 -9%
Intellectual property or patent issues 25 21 yes -16%
Employee theft or embezzlement 22 21 -5%
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Further helping matters in this regard were the second ACA open enrollment period that at the time of the survey 
appeared to be progressing much more smoothly than the problematic and widely criticized initial roll-out at the 
end of 2013.

At the same time, comparison of the August and January scores across the categories shows that small businesses 
appeared much more sanguine about virtually all the risks assessed in the survey, with more than half showing 
decreases that rise to the level of statistical significance. This suggests that small businesses’ perceptions of risk 
broadly speaking may be closely tied to perceptions of prospects for the economy in general and individual firms 
in particular. As small business owners and managers feel better about their companies’ cash flow position and 
potential for revenue growth, they may simply feel that they have more resources available to cope with any risks 
that emerge, of whatever nature. 

The survey included one other item related to a slightly different aspect of risk to businesses large or small in an 
environment where perceptions of the economy are improving—the threat of staff turnover as employees begin 
to consider other opportunities that arise. On this front the survey results suggest an emerging wariness among 
our respondents. On a scale from 0 to 100, respondents in January rated the “rate of turnover in your staff” at 
50, compared to 53 in the inaugural August wave (where lower scores connote a less favorable situation for the 
employer—i.e., increased turnover). While not a seismic shift, this 6% decrease in rating does rise to the level of 
statistical significance and may presage at least some tightening of the labor market for these entrepreneurs in the 
coming year.  
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Summary
Given the long road to recovery since the financial crises, the welcome news of strong economic performance 
at the end of 2014 has widely been heralded as a genuine turning point, and the results of the second wave of 
our study suggest that this is, increasingly, the perception of small business owners and managers. As noted 
above, our respondents’ optimism about the economy and financial environment for small businesses, along 
with their decreasing levels of anxiety about potential risks, have shifted dramatically in a positive direction in 
a relatively short period of time, and are beginning to improve their expectations for growth. Our respondents 
continue to see significant room for improvement on the economic front; however, this latent potential carries 
with it significant opportunity to drive additional growth in the small business sector if recent levels of economic 
performance are sustained in the first half of 2015. 

Apart from the good news for small businesses, the results of this second wave of the Small Business Forecast 
Survey suggest that our approach to capturing the sentiments and plans of small business owners offers the 
specificity, sensitivity, and predictive validity to provide a meaningful contribution to the ongoing conversation 
about the health and prospects of small businesses in the United States. We look forward to sharing the next 
round of results and insights from the survey later this year.  
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About CFI Group (www.cfigroup.com)
CFI Group is a global leader in providing customer feedback insights through analytics. CFI Group provides a 
technology platform that leverages the science of the American Customer Satisfaction Index (ACSI). This platform 
continuously measures the customer experience across multiple channels, benchmarks performance, and prioritizes 
improvements for maximum impact. 

Founded in 1988 and headquartered in Ann Arbor, Michigan, CFI Group serves global clients from a network of offices 
worldwide. Our clients span a variety of industries, including financial services, hospitality, manufacturing, telecom, 
retail and government. Regardless of your industry, we can put the power of our technology and the science of the 
ACSI methodology to work for you.

About The ACSI (www.theacsi.org)
The American Customer Satisfaction Index (ACSI) is the only uniform, cross-industry measure of 
customer satisfaction proven to predict financial results. Founded at the University of Michigan’s 
Ross School of Business, the ACSI is a leading economic indicator of consumer spending in the 
United States. ACSI and its logo are Registered Marks of the University of Michigan, licensed 
worldwide exclusively to American Customer Satisfaction Index LLC with the right to sublicense.

The ACSI measures more than 230 companies and organizations across 43 industries, representing close to half of 
the U.S. economy. Nearly 20 years of data from the ACSI show that customer satisfaction is an indicator of financial 
results on both macro and microeconomic levels, including shareholder value and cash flow volatility. The U.S. Federal 
Government also uses the ACSI as the gold standard of satisfaction measurement for its agencies.

Bank of America (www.bankofamerica.com)
Bank of America is one of the world’s largest financial institutions, serving individual consumers, small- and middle-
market businesses and large corporations with a full range of banking, investing, asset management and other 
financial and risk management products and services. The company provides unmatched convenience in the United 
States, serving approximately 48 million consumer and small business relationships with approximately 4,800 retail 
banking offices and approximately 15,800 ATMs and award-winning online banking with 31 million active users and 
approximately 17 million mobile users. Bank of America is among the world’s leading wealth management companies 
and is a global leader in corporate and investment banking and trading across a broad range of asset classes, serving 
corporations, governments, institutions and individuals around the world. Bank of America offers industry-leading 
support to approximately 3 million small business owners through a suite of innovative, easy-to-use online products 
and services. The company serves clients through operations in more than 40 countries. Bank of America Corporation 
stock (NYSE: BAC) is listed on the New York Stock Exchange.

Visit the Bank of America newsroom for more Bank of America news.
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