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Executive  
Summary

From January 3 through 20, 2017, Commercial Banking conducted its annual survey of more than 1,400 middle 

market executives to gauge their outlook on the local, national and global economies, as well as their perspectives on 

the current regulatory environment and their business strategies for the year ahead.

In a big shift from last year’s cautious outlook, middle market executives now express the most optimism and the 

least pessimism since we first started the survey in 2011: 

30%
Optimistic

20 ppts

Global economy

80%
Optimistic

41 ppts

National economy

68%
Optimistic

18 ppts

Local economy

A majority of executives (76 percent) expect the new presidential administration to have a positive impact on their 

businesses, and they want the government to focus first on:

67%
Reducing regulations

5 ppts 56%
Lowering taxes

6 ppts 36%
Improving infrastructure

9 ppts

Their top regulatory and policy concerns are:

63%
Healthcare

5 ppts

44%
Labor

5 ppts 42%
Fiscal policy

6 ppts

They see their top business challenges as: 

71%
Revenue/sales growth

3 ppts

46%
Managing labor costs

6 ppts 44%
Limited supply of talent

4 ppts

This arrow compares year over year figures

Read the full report to learn more about how leaders view the current business environment and how that’s 

shaping their plans for 2017. 
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Economic and business 
expectations are on 
the rise among middle 
market executives, who 
reported the highest 
levels of optimism and 
the lowest levels of 
pessimism over the past 
seven years.



Introduction
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Expectations  
on the Rise

In a dramatic shift from last year, the 2017 survey, which 

closed the day Donald Trump was sworn in as president of 

the United States, recorded the highest levels of optimism 

and the lowest levels of pessimism in its seven-year history. 

With today’s strong economy and high expectations for 

the new administration, middle market executives expect 

improvement in the global, national and local economies,  

as well as in their own businesses. 

A HEALTHIER ECONOMY

The 2016 survey, which took place in January of last year, 

captured a moment in time when the economy was in a 

temporary state of turmoil, both at home and abroad. The 

oil market was volatile, Chinese economic growth had 

slowed and the stock market had stumbled—all of which 

prompted caution and fears of a return to recession. While 

middle market executives remained optimistic about their 

own companies’ performance, sentiments around the global 

economy were dim, leading to the highest recorded level 

of global pessimism since the survey began in 2011. In the 

months after the survey closed, however, the stock, oil and 

credit markets were all on their way toward recovery, and the 

economy was back on a path toward full strength. 

“Due to the timing, last year’s survey results reflect an 

aberration from the positive economic trends we’ve seen over 

the past few years,” said Jim Glassman, Head Economist for 

Commercial Banking. “Markets were down 20 percent at the 

time, which likely drove a more negative sentiment among 

business leaders.”

Today, the economy has more than rebounded from the 

temporary slump. “Both global GDP and US GDP are higher 

than they’ve ever been, household wealth and consumer 

spending are rising, and full employment is on the horizon. 

The history books will likely show that this is the best 

economic recovery we’ve ever had.” 
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What is your outlook on the following for the next 12 months?
  Optimistic       Neutral       Pessimistic

Company performanceIndustry performanceLocal economyNational economyGlobal economy

11% 3% 5% 6% 3%

59%
17% 27% 29% 13%

30%

80%

68% 65%

84%



CHANGING OF THE GUARD

Throughout his presidential campaign, Donald Trump 

promised a pro-business agenda, which resonated with the 

business community. A resounding 76 percent of middle 

market executives believe Trump’s proposed policies will 

positively impact their businesses, particularly through tax 

and regulatory relief. 

With respect to regulation, middle market executives 

across all industries and regions feel the current regulatory 

environment is making it difficult for them to expand and 

hire new workers. Consequently, this group believes the 

number one area government should focus on is reducing 

regulation, followed by lowering taxes and improving 

infrastructure. “Trump’s victory, and the Republican-

controlled Congress, set the stage for a fundamentally 

different direction for economic policy,” said Glassman.

NOT WITHOUT CHALLENGES

This year saw higher levels of optimism toward company 

performance than industry and economic performance—

however, concern over common business challenges persists. 

Seventy-one percent of executives (down from 74 percent 

last year) are concerned about revenue/sales growth, making 

it the top business challenge for yet another year. “Midsized 

companies have experienced growth, and most feel good 

about the new administration’s pro-business agenda,” 

said John Simmons, Head of Middle Market Banking & 

Specialized Industries. 

Concern over both managing labor costs and the limited 

supply of talent increased year over year. “We’re experiencing 

record job creation, and baby boomers are retiring in droves, 

leading to a high number of job vacancies and a skills gap,” 

said Glassman. 

To address the talent issues, companies plan to increase full-

time personnel and compensation, and many are investing in 

in-house training programs. Glassman added, “When I hear 

that we don’t have enough people to fill jobs, it’s music to my 

ears because it’s confirmation that we’re in the midst of an 

economic recovery.”

Oil Bounces Back
The two-year oil glut, which sent prices plummeting, took a turn last fall when OPEC agreed to cut production, prompting an 

immediate boost in oil prices. With prices hovering between $52 and $55 per barrel at the time of the 2017 survey, middle market 

executives may have been breathing a collective sigh of relief that the volatility in the oil market might be stabilizing.

The rise in oil prices likely contributed to the sense of optimism among respondents, the majority of whom feel that the current oil 

environment will have a positive impact (40 percent) or no impact (41 percent) on their businesses. In the South, where we see a 

greater concentration of businesses tied to the oil and gas industry, 53 percent of respondents anticipate higher oil prices will have  

a positive impact, and only 17 percent believe it will have a negative impact.

Oil prices appear to be 
settling into a range of 
$40 to $60 per barrel, 
partly in response to 
OPEC’s recent production 
agreement. If oil prices 
continue in this range 
throughout 2017, 
what impact, if any, 
will this have on your 
organization?

19%

41%

40%

  Positive      
  No impact     
  Negative

The impact of oil prices by region
  Positive       No impact       Negative

West

16%

48%

36%

Midwest

19%

46%

35%

South

17%

30%
53%

Northeast

25%

45%

30%
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With the economy on 
its firmest footing in 
a decade and new 
leadership in Washington 
promising pro-business 
reforms, executives 
are feeling renewed 
confidence at home.
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National and  
Local Outlook
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The Future Looks Bright 
From Coast to Coast

Middle market executives today are feeling downright 

bullish about US economic prospects. The share of leaders 

who express optimism about the national economy more 

than doubled to 80 percent, up 41 percentage points over 

last year. That figure is even higher than optimism about 

the local economy (68 percent) and industry performance 

(65 percent), which in the past have typically been higher 

than the national outlook. Further underscoring the shift 

in sentiment, only 3 percent of respondents report feeling 

pessimistic toward the national economy—one-sixth as  

many as in 2016.

National outlook by industry in 2017
  Optimistic       Neutral       Pessimistic

Manufacturing

Wholesalers

Services

Construction

Transportation

Retail

All middle 
market

78%

78%

90%

82%

74%

93%

80%

18%

20%

7%

17%

20%

6%

17%

4%

1%

2%

2%

7%

1%

3%

National outlook by region in 2017
  Optimistic       Neutral       Pessimistic

72%

22%

5%

83%

14%
3%

81%

16%
3%

81%

16%
3%

80%

17%
3%

  All middle market
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While the increase in optimism is pervasive nationwide, 

there’s also been a shift regionally. After being the least 

optimistic region last year, the South is now the most 

optimistic about the national economy (83 percent).  

The South is home to the largest concentration of companies 

tied to the energy sector, so this 48 percentage point uptick 

likely correlates to the increased price of oil. 

Among industries, respondents in construction are the 

most optimistic about the national economy (93 percent, 

up 59 percentage points year over year), while those in 

transportation are the least optimistic (74 percent, up  

44 percentage points). 

DEREGULATION ANTICIPATION

Positive reactions to the new administration’s talk of 

regulation reform should come as no surprise, considering 

56 percent of executives feel that the current regulatory 

environment is hindering business growth. In fact, of all the 

areas executives want government to focus on to support 

their businesses, reducing regulation ranked number one 

at 67 percent, followed by lowering taxes (56 percent) and 

improving infrastructure (36 percent). 

Which areas* should the government focus on in the 
next 12 months that would best support the growth of 
middle market companies?

  2015       2016       2017

Reduce 
regulations

Lower taxes

Improve 
infrastructure

67%

56%

36%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

*Note: Only the top three responses are shown

Executives React to the 
Trump Administration
Citing pro-business policies, the prospect of tax reform and the 

promise of regulatory rollbacks, the majority of middle market 

executives (76 percent) believe the new US president and his 

administration will have a positive impact on their businesses. 

Only 12 percent of respondents feel the administration will have a 

negative e�ect on their businesses, with trade policy given as the 

top concern.

That said, according to Simmons, “We’re hearing clients say that 

they’re encouraged by President Trump’s talk of a business-friendly 

agenda, and the surge in the equity markets following the election 

speaks to the optimism in the business community.” 

One respondent from the West’s transportation industry said 

he believes the Trump administration would help companies by 

“eliminating overly burdensome regulatory executive orders by 

the previous administration” and by “putting in cabinet heads 

who understand the needs of business leaders to help foster an 

environment where US businesses can be more successful.” 

“The economy is better than it’s been in a decade,” said Glassman. 

“By any measure—GDP, unemployment or home prices—the 

fundamentals are stronger than ever, and now the changing of the 

guard in Washington, DC, is giving businesses hope. As divisive as  

the election was, business leaders believe the Trump administration 

will put the focus back on economic issues and what we can do to 

address taxes and regulatory concerns.”

What impact do 
you believe the 
election of the new 
US president and 
his administration’s 
policies will have on 
your organization 
from a business 
perspective? 76%

12%

12%

  Optimistic       Neutral       Pessimistic
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Executives rank healthcare as their top regulatory concern 

(63 percent), as they have every year of this survey. Among 

the 67 percent of companies that feel government should 

focus on deregulation, 30 percent would like the Affordable 

Care Act (ACA) eliminated or reduced. Nearly all middle 

market companies surveyed (98 percent) provide health 

insurance for their employees, so they may be feeling the 

cost burden of the ACA’s additional reporting and coverage 

requirements. Indeed, 44 percent of companies that provide 

healthcare say their costs have increased by 10 percent or 

more over the past year, a trend consistent with 2016 results. 

To help defray insurance expenses over the next year, the 

most common actions companies plan to take include 

requiring employees to pay a greater percentage of costs  

(49 percent) and imposing higher deductibles (46 percent).

After healthcare, labor is the second highest regulatory 

concern, cited by 44 percent of respondents as a threat 

to business growth (up 5 percentage points over 2016). 

Likewise, managing labor costs is the second most significant 

business challenge among executives (46 percent, up  

6 percentage points).

The increased concern over labor may be related to recent 

wage regulation. One Midwestern executive in the retail 

industry expressed a desire for reforms that make hiring 

easier, saying, “We need to develop strategies that allow  

US companies access to labor at reasonable wage rates.” 

This is a particular concern on the West Coast, where there’s 

generally more regional minimum wage regulation. Likewise, 

half the companies in the West report labor regulation as 

a top threat to their growth, and 57 percent cite managing 

labor costs as a top business challenge. 

Concern over fiscal policy continues to wane, ranking as the 

third highest concern among respondents (42 percent) after 

dipping 6 percentage points year over year. 

While deregulation is clearly top of mind for middle market 

companies, Glassman points to this concern as further 

evidence of a strong economy. “As the economy becomes 

healthier, the volume of work increases, so companies start to 

feel the restraints of regulation more acutely,” he said. 

How concerned* are you about the following potential 
policy or regulatory threats to your business growth 
prospects?†

  2015       2016       2017

Healthcare

Labor

Fiscal policy

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

63%

44%

42%

*Note:  Chart shows only those who reported being extremely concerned  
or very concerned

†Note: Only the top three responses are shown

How much have healthcare costs increased at your 
organization over the past 12 months?

  2016       2017

0%

1–5%

6–9%

10% or more

I don’t know

6%

18%

30%

44%

2%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%
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A MEASURED RESPONSE TO HIGHER RATES

Two weeks before this year’s survey started, the Federal 

Reserve raised the target range for overnight interest rates 

0.25 percent and indicated that additional increases may be 

coming in 2017. This was the first rate hike since December 

2015 when the Fed raised rates from near zero (The Fed 

raised rates by another quarter-point in March 2017.) 

While more than half of survey respondents expect the 

increase, and future 2017 increases, to have no impact on 

their businesses, 42 percent feel it will have a negative 

impact, largely due to the higher cost of credit. 

Despite increased borrowing expenses, some respondents 

recognize that the normalization of interest rates will likely 

contribute to more stable economic growth. As one executive 

from the Midwest’s manufacturing industry said, “We will 

see higher interest costs, but they will not be significant. We 

are willing to pay higher rates to bring the market rates more 

in line with historical rates.” 

Will the Federal Reserve’s increase in the interest 
rate impact your organization? If so, how will your 
organization be impacted?

  Negative       No impact       Positive

All m
iddle 

market
North

east

Midwest
South West

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0

42%

53%

35%

43%
46%

52% 42%
58%

51% 49%

6% 5% 8% 6% 5%

“As the economy becomes healthier, the volume of work increases,  
so companies start to feel the restraints of regulation more acutely.”

JIM GLASSMAN, 
HEAD ECONOMIST, COMMERCIAL BANKING
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Business leaders are 
most optimistic about 
their own companies’ 
performance—and 
they expect their  
best bottom lines  
in five years.
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Company and  
Industry Outlook
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Optimism Peaks at the 
Company Level 

Middle market executives have high expectations for 

the economy, but even higher expectations for their own 

businesses. Eighty-four percent of respondents (up from 

70 percent last year) say they’re optimistic about their own 

companies’ performance in the next 12 months—surpassing 

optimism levels for the local (68 percent), national  

(80 percent) and global economies (30 percent). 

“If President Trump’s administration follows through with 

his campaign promises of reducing taxes and regulations,  

we will be able to be more profitable, which in turn will 

allow us to expand, hire more employees and pay better 

wages and bonuses,” said one survey respondent from the 

West’s wholesale industry.

This year, middle market companies expect their financial 

performance to reach their highest levels in five years. 

Seventy-eight percent expect an increase in revenue/sales, up 

from 65 percent in 2016, and 71 percent expect an increase in 

profits, up from 60 percent. 

“Middle market companies are starting to feel the love 

from the improved economy,” said Glassman. “There’s a 

fairly high expectation for the new administration, and as 

a result, companies are gaining confidence.” Despite the 

expected growth, companies are managing their investments 

prudently for now, as evidenced by the modest 3 percentage 

point increase in projections for capital expenditures and 

credit needs. 

At the regional level, companies are equally optimistic  

about their revenue/sales growth, with a slightly higher 

number of companies in the Northeast (80 percent) 

expecting an increase.

Companies in the services and wholesale industries report 

the highest revenue/sales expectations, at 83 percent and 

81 percent, respectively. While 93 percent of companies in 

the construction industry are optimistic about the national 

economy and 90 percent are optimistic about their companies’ 

performance, they have the lowest revenue/sales expectations 

of any other industry, at 60 percent. This is most likely due to 

the talent concerns and labor costs in their industry. They are 

much more concerned with the limited supply of talent (62 

percent) and managing labor costs (61 percent) than any other 

industry when asked about top business challenges in 2017.

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0

Revenue/sales Profits Capital expenditures Credit needs

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

What are your expectations for your business for the next 12 months?
  Increase       Remain the same       Decrease

4% 7% 14% 11%
18% 22%

49% 62%

78%
71%

37%

27%
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BUSINESS CHALLENGES PERSIST

Even with improved performance expectations, the top three 

business challenges continue to be revenue/sales growth, 

managing labor costs and limited supply of talent.  

After peaking at 74 percent in 2016, concern over revenue/

sales growth has declined slightly, coming in at 71 percent 

this year. With more than three-quarters of companies 

expecting their best bottom lines in five years, it’s no 

surprise that concern over financial performance is waning; 

however, attracting the right talent is a bigger concern than 

in years past. 

What are the top three most significant challenges 
facing your business in 2017?

  2015       2016       2017

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Revenue/ 
sales growth

Managing 
 labor costs

Limited supply 
 of talent

Regulatory  
requirements

US competition

Cost of  
commodities

Foreign  
competition

Availability of 
capital/credit

Taxes

Lack of 
consumer 

confidence

71%

46%

44%

33%

28%

19%

16%

12%

12%

6%

GROWING CONCERNS OVER TALENT

With the impending retirement of the baby boom generation 

and the nationwide surge in job creation, many middle 

market companies are finding it difficult to source and 

retain employees. This year, 46 percent of respondents 

express concern over managing labor costs, and 44 percent 

say they’re concerned about the limited supply of talent—

the highest levels in the past five years. “The increase in 

managing labor costs is to be expected,” said Glassman. “As 

the job market improves, we expect to see better pay trends.”

Businesses in construction (62 percent) and companies in 

the Midwest (49 percent) expect to be the hardest hit by the 

limited supply of talent. But not all talent is created equal—

many companies require candidates to have specialized 

skills. Thirty-eight percent of respondents are extremely or 

very concerned about the limited supply of candidates with 

the right set of skills, reporting technical/trade skills as the 

most absent. To mitigate that skills gap, 65 percent of the 

respondents who are concerned with the limited supply 

of candidates say their companies are developing in-house 

training programs.

Technical/ 
trade skills

Managerial skills

Communication skills

Analytical skills

Engineering

IT/programming

Machinist

Math/ 
accounting skills

Other

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

43%

31%

27%

26%

25%

19%

15%

12%

16%

What specific qualifications/skills are absent in job 
applicants that make it diªcult to fill open positions?
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If in California or New York, how concerned are you about finding and/or retaining employees due to the high 
cost of real estate in your market?  

California

Not at all concerned

23%

A little concerned

14%

Somewhat concerned

32%

Extremely concerned

6%

Very concerned

25% New York

Not at all concerned

39%

A little concerned

20%

Extremely concerned

5%

Very concerned

13%

Somewhat concerned

23%

For the first time, we asked executives in California and 

New York about their concern regarding the impact of real 

estate prices on job applicants. The highest level of concern 

was expressed by executives in California (31 percent are 

extremely or very concerned), where residential real estate 

prices have risen to the highest level since the housing 

bubble. In two of the state’s largest markets—Los Angeles 

and San Francisco—home prices at the end of 2016 were up 

37 percent and 49 percent, respectively, since their lowest 

point in 2009. 

HIRING PLANS AND COMPENSATION

In anticipation of sales growth and expected turnover/

retirement, 57 percent of companies plan to increase full-

time personnel, an 8 percentage point increase over 2016. 

Consistent with last year’s results, Midwestern companies—

though expecting to be hit hardest by the limited supply of 

talent—are the most likely to increase full-time employees 

(61 percent), while companies in the South are the least likely 

(53 percent).

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0

Full-time  
personnel Compensation

2015 2016 2017 2015 2016 2017

4%
39%

57%

1%
28%

71%

What are your employment and compensation  
projections for the next 12 months?

  Increase       Remain the same       Decrease
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What will be the primary focus of your company’s 
growth strategies over the next 12 months?

  2015       2016       2017

Attract new 
customers

Up-sell/
cross-sell

Expand  
US markets

Expand  
global markets

Adopt new 
channels

Mergers

No growth 
plans

Acquisitions

Expand/
diversify 
o¤erings

20%10% 30% 50%40% 60%0%

59%

53%

48%

38%

21%

18%

8%

2%

3%

On an industry level, executives in the services and 

construction industries expect the most growth in full-

time personnel and compensation. Sixty-nine percent of 

those in the services industry expect to increase full-time 

personnel, and 75 percent expect to increase compensation. 

In construction, 63 percent of executives expect growth 

in full-time personnel, and 74 percent plan to increase 

compensation. Executives in the construction industry  

(46 percent) are also more likely than those in other 

industries to cite an overworked labor force. Wholesalers are 

the least likely to expand full-time personnel (53 percent), and 

the transportation industry reports the lowest percentage of 

companies planning to increase compensation (62 percent).

TRIED AND TRUE GROWTH STRATEGIES

With high expectations for the new administration’s pro-

business agenda, middle market executives say they plan to 

employ the same growth strategies that have been effective 

in years past. Most companies plan to attract new customers 

(59 percent), expand/diversify their offerings (53 percent) 

and up-sell/cross-sell to existing clients (48 percent).

“If President Trump’s administration follows through with his campaign 
promises of reducing taxes and regulations, we will be able to be  

more profitable, which in turn will allow us to expand,  
hire more employees and pay better wages and bonuses.”

WHOLESALE INDUSTRY EXECUTIVE, 
WEST REGION
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Middle market 
companies continue 
to see great value 
in foreign markets, 
despite uncertainty 
over trade policy 
and currency risk.  
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International 
Outlook
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Improved Confidence 
Abroad

Optimism about the global economy tripled year over 

year, to 30 percent, but the more remarkable shift is a 38 

percentage point decrease in pessimism, which is down to  

11 percent this year. 

Fifty-six percent of businesses surveyed are active in the 

global marketplace. Of those with no current global activity, 

10 percent expect to start doing business internationally in 

the next three years, with 1 percent planning to add overseas 

operations. The top reason given for international activity is 

access to new customers/markets (74 percent), followed by 

access to suppliers/materials (36 percent). 

Do you have operations or sales outside the US?
  Yes       No

32% 39% 25% 18% 10% 44%
56%44%

  Buy       Sell       Operations       Sales o¥ce       Joint venture       None

What are the main objectives* for your international 
activities?

  2015       2016       2017

60% 80%40%20%0%

Access to new  
customers/

markets

Access to  
suppliers/
materials

Better serve 
domestic 

customers with 
global operations 29%

36%

74%

* Note: Only the top three responses are shown

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0

2015 2016 2017

6%

57%

37%

7%

64%

29%

5%

59%

36%

If you have o�shore personnel, what are your 
employment projections for the next 12 months?

  Increase       Remain the same       Decrease

Companies doing business overseas indicate a strong 

commitment to continuing to grow globally. Similar to last 

year, a majority of companies that already have a global 

presence (69 percent) expect their overseas sales to increase 

over the next five years. Of those with offshore personnel, 

36 percent plan to increase staffing, a 7 percentage point 

increase over last year.  

UNMOVED BY BREXIT

Although Brexit sent shockwaves through the global 

economy last year, 82 percent of middle market executives 

say it will have no impact on their organization. 

Manufacturing companies (17 percent) are much more likely 

than other industries to report a negative impact from Brexit 

than the overall middle market (12 percent). Their concerns 

are likely similar to one voiced by a Midwest-based company 

in the wholesale industry: “Due to our need for various 

products that filter through a widespread merchant network 

across Europe, any impact on the business climate in Europe 

possibly affects the supply chain for our markets.”
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IMPACT OF THE STRONGER US DOLLAR

The majority of middle market businesses (44 percent)  

report no impact from the stronger US dollar. Among the  

27 percent of respondents who report a positive impact,  

most cite the lower cost of imported goods.

Twenty-nine percent of business leaders report a negative 

impact from the dollar’s rise, expressing concerns over 

the increased cost of exports to overseas buyers, global 

competition and foreign exchange. Manufacturing 

businesses—many of which compete in overseas markets 

where their goods will be relatively more expensive—are 

significantly more likely than any other industry to report 

a negative impact (45 percent) from a stronger US dollar. 

They’re also much more likely to report foreign competition 

as one of their top business challenges (30 percent, versus  

16 percent across all middle market companies).  

“The stronger dollar means currency risk is more of a 

consideration for those doing business overseas, since foreign 

companies are more competitive,” said Morgan McGrath, 

Head of International Banking for Commercial Banking. 

“And while volatility is affecting many multinational and 

international businesses, concern will likely level out, as we’ve 

already seen the dollar lose some of its post-election value.” 

How has the stronger US dollar impacted your 
organization?

Negative

29%

Positive

27%

No Impact

44%

TRADE UNCERTAINTY LOOMS

While middle market executives are increasingly positive in 

their outlooks toward the global economy, they also indicate 

concerns over potential changes in international trade policy. 

Anxiety over international trade policies significantly 

increased this year, with 30 percent of middle market 

companies saying they are extremely or very concerned 

about the business impact of potential US policy on 

international trade—a 12 percentage point increase over 

2016. Concern is highest among manufacturers, at 41 percent. 

And while most middle market executives anticipate a 

positive business impact from the Trump administration, of 

those who say the administration will have a negative impact 

on their businesses, their number-one concern is trade.

“Throughout the campaign, Donald Trump was critical of 

free trade because of its impact on American workers and the 

trade deficit, advocating instead for protectionist policies,” 

said McGrath. “Companies that depend on international trade 

are telling us they’re nervous about the transformational 

risk imposed by such a big change to US policy. If Trump 

follows through on imposing tariffs and dismantling trade 

agreements, companies may be thinking about shifting 

investments domestically rather than selling cross-border. 

Executives are responding to early rhetoric, but it’s too soon 

to know how that will shape policy or impact business in the 

long term.”

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Currency 
risk

57%

Managing a global  
supply chain 35%

Managing business 
rules/regulations/
risk in Asia-Pacific 27%

Managing business 
rules/regulations/

risk in Europe 22%

Which areas of international business are of most 
concern to you?*

  2015       2016       2017

* Note: Only the top four responses are shown
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Conclusion
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Wait and See
The overwhelming takeaway from this year’s report is, simply put, optimism. After the dark mood captured by 

our 2016 report, executives’ views toward the local, national and global economies have turned in a markedly more 

positive direction. 

Underlying this confidence is a resurgent American economy, which is now humming along at full strength 

after years of incremental recovery. Additionally, the new presidential administration—which has stirred high 

expectations for the stimulative policies that businesses favor—is driving a sense of excitement as executives look 

toward the future. Executives are more hopeful than they’ve been in the past seven years about the prospect of 

improved revenues despite their concerns about the talent supply, the current regulatory environment and potential 

changes to trade policy, among other issues. 

Even with a changed outlook, however, executives expect the same business challenges and plan to employ the same 

growth strategies as in years past. The question now becomes, will results rise to meet the high expectations? 

Next year’s survey responses may offer early insight into whether the current administration is able to achieve the 

promises made on the campaign trail—namely, lowering taxes and reducing regulations. As one transportation 

executive in the South said, “My opinions today could be significantly different after the first 120 days of Trump’s 

presidency.” 

“My opinions today could be significantly different  
after the first 120 days of Trump’s presidency.” 

TRANSPORTATION INDUSTRY EXECUTIVE, SOUTH REGION
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About the Survey
WHAT IS THE BUSINESS LEADERS OUTLOOK SURVEY? 

In its seventh year, the Business Leaders Outlook Survey* continues to provide a snapshot of the current business 

environment, the trends influencing that environment and the decision making of the executives who operate in it. 

This year’s survey was conducted from January 3 to 20, 2017.

Who took the survey
The results are based on responses from 1,459 senior executives from 
middle market companies in various industries across the country.

Other
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President
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CEO/Chair

27%

CFO

43%

Company size by employees
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Where their companies are based
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30%
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* The results of this online survey are within statistical parameters for validity, and the error rate is plus or minus 2.5 percent at the 95 percent confidence interval
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Our Experts
JIM GLASSMAN
Head Economist, Commercial Banking

As Managing Director and Head Economist for Commercial Banking, Jim Glassman provides 

market insights to help clients better understand the changing economy and its impact on 

their businesses. Jim also works closely with the firm’s Investment Bank, Chief Investment 

Office, and Investor Relations and Government Relations groups, providing financial analysis 

and research to these partners. Jim has a master’s degree in economics from the University 

of Illinois at Chicago, and he earned his PhD in economics from Northwestern University.

MORGAN MCGRATH
Head of International Banking, Commercial Banking

Morgan McGrath is Head of International Banking and is responsible for the global 

relationship management of Commercial Banking clients. He has extensive experience 

in Investment Banking and Commercial Banking client coverage. Throughout his career, 

Morgan has worked with a wide range of US and foreign companies, financial institutions 

and governments in Europe, the Americas and Asia-Pacific.

JOHN SIMMONS
Head of Middle Market Banking & Specialized Industries, Commercial Banking

John Simmons is the Head of Middle Market Banking & Specialized Industries. He began 

his banking career in 1992 with J.P. Morgan, and over the last 24 years, he’s held leadership 

positions in the Financial Institutions Group, Debt Capital Markets, Equity Capital Markets 

and Telecom, Media & Technology Investment Banking. Prior to his current position, John 

served as Co-Head of J.P. Morgan’s Financial Institutions Group and managed the firm’s 

relationships with many of North America’s largest banks. 
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