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Friday, December 16, 2005

NW business owners still pretty confident

Though a new survey shows they are not quite as confident as they were six months ago.
By JON SILVER
Journal Staff Reporter


Amid the grim headlines from Iraq, New Orleans and elsewhere, it's easy to forget that much of the economy has been humming right along. 

A business confidence survey released today by the Rainier Group, a Bellevue financial consulting firm, concluded Northwest business owners are generally confident in their outlook for 2006, though not quite so much as they were six months ago. 

Robert Gruber, president of the Rainier Group, said the firm surveyed 60 to 70 presidents and CEOs of privately held companies across a broad range of industries, with annual revenues between $10 million and $1 billion. 

The twice-annual survey was conducted in November. 

Asked to rate the current businesses environment for their company on a scale of 1 to 10, the average response was 7.1, down from 7.3 in April. In Washington, business confidence registered at 6.9, down from 7.4 in April. 

Businesses in the survey are based primarily in Washington (62 percent) and Oregon (27 percent). 

A little more than half of the business owners, 52 percent, said they expect to increase staffing levels in the next six months, while 39 percent said they plan to remain level. In April, 64 percent expected to hire more staff. 

About 81 percent of the respondents said they expect to see profits rise in the next six months, but they're slightly less optimistic than they were in April, when 91 percent of respondents said the same. 

Top concerns looking ahead include higher interest rates, inflation and rising health and fuel costs. 

A new question on November's survey asked business owners how confident they were in government leadership. 

Local and state leaders rated only 4.4, and national leaders came in at 5.3. 

"I was candidly somewhat surprised that it was as low as what it was," Gruber said. 

He said the question was added after the November elections, and confirmed what he was hearing anecdotally. 

The survey was limited to 15 questions sent to 150 companies by e-mail. Gruber said his firm did not plan to further probe the responses, citing time and labor constraints. 

Asked about the survey's predictive value, Gruber said it's been "pretty good," adding that the survey has entered into his own firm's planning. 

"Is it absolutely predictive? No. Is it relatively predictive? Yes." 

Scott Wyatt, managing partner at Seattle architecture firm NBBJ, said his firm has "good confidence, good prospects" looking ahead. 

"We have been growing for well over a year," he said, crediting success both locally and abroad. 

The Northwest economy is particularly strong relative to other parts of the country, he said, showing "a long and strong demand in many of the various markets" for buildings types. 

The firm has been growing at 20 percent a year, he said.

