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Introduction 
 

We are pleased to have been asked to coordinate this second Business Climate Survey for 
Macomb County and we are grateful to the Macomb Chamber Alliance and the County’s 
Department of Planning and Economic Development for their guidance and support at every step 
of this initiative. 
 
The purpose of this project is to provide leaders and decision makers in both the public and 
private sectors with useful and reliable information about business conditions – information that 
can be used to guide future planning and policy development.  The results of the survey can also 
be used to measure progress toward improving the business climate over the next several years 
and to assist in identifying opportunities for economic growth and development. 
 
This study was conducted during the first three weeks of June 2010 using a web-based survey 
methodology.  Invitations to participate in the survey were emailed to members of the seven 
chambers of commerce located in Macomb County as well as to recipients of the County’s 
eBusiness newsletter.  Graduates of Leadership Macomb were also invited to participate.  Since 
there was some overlap in these mailing lists, people were asked to respond only once to the 
survey.  Adjusting for duplication, it is estimated that more than 3,000 separate business leaders 
living and working in Macomb County were invited to participate in the survey.  Exactly 465 
surveys were completed, which provides a meaningful data set for analysis and interpretation.    
 
Many of the survey questions were designed to parallel the kind of questions asked on business 
climate surveys conducted on the regional and national level.  These questions explored the 
respondents’ past experiences and future expectations regarding essential business factors such 
as sales, employment, profitability, capital expenditures, and the availability of credit.  This 
second climate survey focused particular attention on identifying industries that the respondents 
perceived to be most likely to contribute to economic revitalization within the county and the 
region.  It also took a preliminary sounding on the possible business impact of national health 
care reform.  Unlike the prior survey, this one did not explore attitudes toward the business 
friendliness of various governmental units or interest in increasing export activity. 

 
Several characteristics set this survey and its findings apart from other studies that have been 
conducted.  For example:  
 

The information is Current – Because a web-based survey methodology was used, 
response time was significantly reduced, and all replies were electronically tallied and 
updated in real time.  As a result, the final survey report was able to be written and 
released less than 30 days after the survey period closed. 
 
The information is Local – This survey was intended to focus on Macomb County 
businesses and it achieved that goal.  All of the people invited to participate in the survey 
had some business connection to Macomb County.  More importantly, over 80% of the 
respondents indicate that their principal business location is in Macomb County and 
64.4% are located exclusively in Macomb County. 
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The information is Factual – All too often views of the future are based more on 
individual speculation and anecdotal evidence rather than on hard facts.  This survey 
summarizes the actual experiences and current expectations of nearly five hundred people 
doing business every day in Macomb County.  Moreover, the time frame for questions is 
near-term – typically asking respondents to look back or ahead just six months – which 
allows for more accurate representations of actual conditions. 
 
The information is Comparable – Because many of the survey questions were designed 
to parallel the type of questions asked on other regional and national surveys, it will now 
be possible to compare the results of those surveys to the business experiences and 
expectations that exist in Macomb County.  This second survey also allows for direct 
comparisons to responses to similar questions in a past survey. 
 
The information is Actionable – Several of the survey questions were designed so that 
individuals and organizations could act upon what they learned.  For example, we will 
gain insight into the types of positions that are going unfilled or which type of education 
and training programs are not conveniently available.  More importantly, we can provide 
decision makers and policy officials with a list of more than 300 personal views as to the 
top problems and challenges facing businesses today. 
 

If the results of these climate surveys prove to be helpful in charting a course for improving the 
business climate in Macomb County, we will continue working with our partner organizations to 
repeat this survey on a regular basis.   
 
The report that follows presents an analysis and interpretation of the responses along with some 
conclusions and recommendations.  A summary of the responses for each survey question is 
attached as Appendix A.  A list of the verbatim responses and/or customized cross tabulations of 
the data can be obtained by contacting the authors at 586-263-6242. 
 

 
Albert L. Lorenzo 

Executive in Residence 
Oakland University 

 
Julianne Leigh 

Doctoral Intern and 
Budget Director 

Oakland University - Macomb 
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Section I – Forecasts and Recommendations 
 

 
Forecasting Reliability- Participants in the Business Climate Survey last December were 

asked to project the expected change over the next six months in levels of employment, rates of 
pay, fringe benefits, and their “bottom line.”  Participants in this second survey were asked about 
their actual experience in these same four categories during the previous six months.  This paring 
provides a basis for assessing the accuracy of participant forecasts.  While the respondents to the 
two surveys may have differed, they all came from the same survey population, so the averages 
of their responses allows for some comparability.  The table and chart below compares the 
projected changes with the changes actually experienced in four key business activities surveyed. 
 

Six Month Changes Projected Experienced 
Increase in Number of Employees 19.0% 21.5% 
Increase in Rate of Pay 13.6% 11.6% 
Increase in Fringe Benefits 6.7% 6.7% 
Increase in the Bottom Line 39.6% 37.6% 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
While this is a single observation, it does suggest that the respondents’ projections for changing 
business conditions had a tendency to be accurate and can be useful as a forecasting tool. 
 

Forecast for the Last Half of 2010 - Based upon the 465 responses to this survey, the 
business climate in Macomb County for the second half of 2010 should evidence the following 
characteristics: 
 

• 47% of the respondents to this second Macomb Business Climate Survey believe that 
general business conditions will improve during the last half of 2010.  This is up from 
only 32.7% who forecasted an improvement on the survey six months ago. 
 

• 52.4% of the respondents project that sales volume for the same quarter next year should 
also improve.  Selling prices will remain essentially unchanged for two-thirds of the 
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businesses responding.  Price increases were projected more frequently by larger 
employers. 
 

• The “bottom line” for most businesses will also begin to stabilize with nearly half 
(46.6%) of area businesses expecting an improvement by the end of 2010.  Still, one in 
six organizations expects continued downward pressure on their bottom line with the 
heaviest downward pressure appearing among municipal and non-profit respondents. 
 

• Employment levels, however, will not increase as quickly as sales or profits.  The 
national concern for a “jobless recovery” will likely be the norm among employers in 
Macomb County as well, at least through the end of 2010.  Only one in four employers 
projects higher workforce levels by year’s end. 
 

• Employers are likely to continue to have strong applicant pools for job vacancies with 
some shortages beginning to appear for technically skilled positions.  Respondents did 
not identify unmet needs for baccalaureate or graduate degree programs. 
 

• As with employment levels, pay rates are not likely to increase at most businesses during 
the second half of 2010 and there is likely to be continuing downward pressure on fringe 
benefits.   
 

• Overall, respondents were either uncertain or skeptical about the benefits of national 
health care reform, and only 15% say they plan to take advantage of the proposed tax 
credits.   
 

• The limited availability of credit is likely to be a significant problem for some firms in 
Macomb County, especially smaller businesses.  Some 62% believe that business loans or 
lines of credit are now harder to get than six months ago and 32% believe they will be 
even more difficult to obtain by year’s end. 
 

• It is unlikely that there will be a significant upturn in capital expenditures over the next 
six months to a year.  Renovation and re-equipping are likely to receive the greatest 
capital investment.  Some 64% or respondents are planning no major capital investments 
during the next year. 
 

• Business expansion to a new location may be offset by businesses looking to relocate to a 
different community.  As a result, there may be no noticeable net gain in the overall 
number of businesses in the community. 
 

• Businesses have a definite preference for buying locally with nearly 80% saying they 
give that special consideration. 
 

• Defense, Health Care, Advanced Manufacturing and Information Technology are 
perceived to offer the best opportunities for economic revitalization within the County 
and the region. 
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Recommendations 
 

• The County, in cooperation with local communities, should reexamine and reaffirm its 
target industry programs in order to achieve a greater “alignment of purpose” for 
economic development and revitalization initiatives. 
 

• While continuing the “hunt” for emerging industries and employers, policy leaders 
should more warmly embrace the concept of “economic gardening” being advocated by 
the Small Business Association of Michigan (SBAM). 
 

• The borrowing needs of County businesses have to be addressed.  The recent closure of 
four area community banks and the threat of more in 2010 do not bode well for local 
lending, especially for smaller firms. 
 

• Since local business leaders are not projecting a significant increase in hiring, 
unemployment levels are likely to remain well above historic rates for the balance of 
2010.  Programs and benefits for the unemployed will remain an essential component for 
maintaining the County’s economic and housing stability. 
 

• Small and mid-sized firms may not have the capacity to interpret the business 
implications of the numerous federal regulations and programs being legislated.  County 
government, in collaboration with the region’s professional service firms, should provide 
an ongoing series of seminars and workshop to help business leaders better understand 
the impact of these changes. 
 

• The reorganization of County government following the election of the first Executive 
should give economic development and business advocacy a high priority within its new 
structure.   



6 

Section II – General Business Conditions 
 

The results of this survey clearly reflect the attitudes and experiences of people doing business in 
Macomb County.  Fully 81.6% of the respondents say that their principal business location is in 
the County and 64.4% have no business locations outside of the County.  This analysis will 
summarize the replies from the entire population of 465 respondents and in some cases will 
comment on noteworthy differences based on the size of the business as measured by total 
employment.  A breakdown of business size and maturity are noted below. 
 
NOTE: All references to “prior survey” refer to the January 2010 Climate Survey Report 

 
Business Size as Measured by Employment 

 

 
 

Business Maturity 
 

 
 

 

Number of Full and Part-Time Employees 

Number of Years in Business 
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Primary Business Activity – Respondents were asked to identify their primary business 
activity by selecting from a listing of industry classifications provided in the survey.  The table 
below summarizes the 465 responses to that question.  

 

Primary Business Activity Number Percent 
Manufacturing, Prototyping, Machining 63 13.5% 
Legal, Accounting, Technical, & Prof. Services 62 13.3% 
Banking, Insurance, Financial Services 61 13.1% 
Health Care, Social Assistance & Services 41 8.8% 
Retail, Wholesale, Warehousing, Distribution 37 8.0% 
Personal Care Services, Repair Services 26 5.6% 
Construction, Remodeling, Restoration 25 5.4% 
Municipal & Governmental 24 5.2% 
Information & Telcom Systems & Services 21 4.5% 
Educational & Training Services 20 4.3% 
Real Estate, Rental, Housing, Leasing 19 4.1% 
Business Services, e.g. Marketing, Office, Janitorial 19 4.1% 
Arts, Entertainment, Recreation, Tourism 16 3.4% 
Accommodations, Restaurant, Food Services 16 3.4% 
Non-Profit Community Groups, Churches 6 1.3% 
All Other 5 1.1% 
Utilities - Gas, Electric, Phone, Cable 4 0.9% 
Total Responses 465 100.0% 
 
 
General Business Conditions – The overall attitude of the business leaders who 

responded to the survey reflects a clear expectation of growing economic stability with a definite 
hint of optimism about the near-term future.  There was a noticeable increase in the number of 
respondents who believed that general business conditions would improve over the next six 
months with 47% saying that conditions would get better compared to just 32.7% who gave that 
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response six months ago in the previous survey.  What may be more encouraging is that fact that 
respondents were equally optimistic about the prospects for their own businesses, with 47.6% 
saying that conditions for their particular business will be better six months from now than they 
are today, which compares to 39.6% in the prior survey.  Optimism about improving business 
conditions over the next six months is greatest among businesses that employed less than 10 and 
between 51 and 100 employees. 
 

Sales and Selling Prices – Unlike the prior survey, the level of optimism for improving 
general business conditions this time was borne out by sales and revenue forecasts.  Over half 
(52.4%) of the business leaders project that their sales volume or gross revenue for the same 
quarter next year would be higher than this year while only 13.7% project a decrease.  These 
forecasts are a noticeable improvement from the actual sales results reported over the same 
quarter last year where only 39.6% saw an improvement and an almost equal number (31.8%) 
experienced a decline.  This level of optimism for improving sales and gross revenue is good 
news for area businesses. 

 
 As was true for the prior survey, selling prices are likely to remain stable for the second 
half of 2010.  Nearly two-thirds of area businesses (65.7%) believe that selling prices will remain 
the same as they are today over the next six months.  That compares to 67.3% who felt that way 
on the prior survey.  There is, however, a slightly greater tendency toward price increases in this 
survey.  During the prior survey, an offsetting number believed that selling prices would be 
higher (16.1%) or lower (16.5%) in six months.  This time, twice as many (22.6%) forecast price 
increases as are forecasting decreases (11.7%).  Selling price stability is the majority response 
from businesses of all employment sizes with the exception of firms with more than 500 
employees.  About half (48.8%) of these larger firms project price increases. This should not be 
seen as inflationary, but it is a sign that markets are firming. 

 
The Bottom Line – The “bottom line” for most businesses was definitely under pressure 

during the latter part of 2009.  The prior survey showed that three quarters of the respondents 
reported either a stable (31.5%) or a declining (43.6%) “bottom line” compared to six months 
earlier.  Only about a quarter (24.9%) reported an improvement for the last six months of 2009.  
This time the survey showed more positive results with 37.6% reporting an increase in their 
“bottom line” compared to six months ago and only a third (33.3%) saying it had declined.  
Consistent with the level of optimism cited earlier, 46.6% forecast an increasing bottom line by 
the end of 2010, while only 16.1% are expecting further declines.  Just over a third (37.3%) sees 
no change in the bottom line during that same time frame.  One other piece of good news is that  
respondents from the largest businesses (more than 500 employees) are the most optimistic about 
increased profitability (52.4%).  Some 45% of the smaller firms (those with 50 or fewer 
employees) believe that profits would increase in the next six months and 44% of firms with 51 
to 500 employees are expecting an improved bottom line.  
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Since the survey now has comparative data from six months ago, it is possible to see how 

well projections compare to actual performance.  In the case of the “bottom line,” respondents 
were remarkably accurate.  39.6% of the respondents in the prior survey forecasted an increase in 
their bottom line over the next six months and 37.6% in this survey say their bottom line has 
improved from six months ago.  Admittedly, the groups of respondents are not the same, but 
their average responses allow for some comparability.  This is particularly good news, for if this 
pattern of accuracy holds true, half of the respondents are likely to experience an increasing 
bottom line over the next six months. 

 
Employment – As might be expected, job losses over the last six months were heaviest 

among the largest employers responding to the survey.  Overall, 29.7% of respondents report a 
decrease in the number of employees during the first part of 2010 compared to 44.2% for 
companies with more than 500 employees and 44.1% for those with 101 to 500 employees.  Still, 
that is an improvement over the job losses reported in the prior survey for the last half of 2009. 
  

Most economists believe the country is headed for a jobless recovery and the responses to 
this survey tend to bear that out for Macomb County.  Despite their growing optimism over sales 
and profits, only 25.3% of the respondents are projecting an increase in staffing during the last 
six months of 2010.  The majority of firms (53.2%) project stable employment over the next six 
months and 12.6% project further job cuts in early 2010.  Approximately 9% of the respondents 
are sole proprietors or operated home businesses with minimal employment.  There is not much 
variation in employment projections based on the size of the businesses.  Based on the results of 
the survey, there should be some employment growth in the region, but employers still seem to 
be cautious.  
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Finally, and as expected, people who have jobs are tending to hold on to them longer with 
only 8.2% of the respondents reporting an increased rate of employee turnover.  Employers also 
seem to have strong applicant pools and 88.1% report not having any job openings that they are 
unable to fill.  Sales related positions are reported most frequently by the 58 respondents who say 
they are having difficulty filling positions.  Very few professional positions are listed as difficult 
to fill, but there is an increase in the frequency of technically skilled positions being mentioned. 

 
Education and Training – Respondents in the prior survey were generally well satisfied 

with the availability of educational (86.8%) and training (84.2%) programs for their employees.  
Companies with 51 to 100 employees were the least satisfied in both categories.  This survey 
only asked respondents to identify a particular education or training program that their company 
needed.  There is no common theme among the 43 responses received, but it was interesting to 
note that none of the educational needs mentioned called for a baccalaureate degree or graduate 
education.   

 
Pay and Benefits – Not surprisingly, pay and benefits have not been going up and they 

are not likely to increase over the next six months in most places of employment.  Only 11.6% 
report an increase in the typical rate of pay for their employees compared to six months ago and 
only 6.7% report an increase in benefits.  Looking ahead to six months from now, only 15.9% 
expect an increase in the typical rate of pay for their employees and just 5.4% project an increase 
in fringe benefits.  Stability in pay rates appears to be the norm with just 5.7% forecasting a 
decline in pay over the next six months.  Fringe benefits, however, may see further erosion with 
nearly one in six respondents (14.8%) projecting a decrease in the second half of 2010.  Based on 
the responses, stability in both pay and benefits is the norm across all size firms. 

 
Credit Availability – The availability of credit is an essential prerequisite for business 

success, especially for smaller companies looking to expand.  At the same time, 44.3% of the 
business leaders responding to the survey say that their companies do not typically borrow.  For 
those that do borrow, 41% are not able to satisfy their needs.  So conditions in the credit market 
are likely to have an uneven effect on Macomb County businesses. 
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All survey participants were asked to give their perception of the overall business credit 

market.  Nearly two-thirds (62.4%) feel that business loans and lines of credit are harder to get 
than six months ago, while only 5.1% feel that credit conditions have eased.   Unfortunately, 
only 12.5% believe that loans and credit lines will be easier to get six months from now and 
31.7% believe they will be even more difficult to obtain.  The relative unavailability of credit 
remains a major obstacle for many county businesses and the closure of several community 
banks is not likely to help the situation. 

 
Capital Expenditures – This was a new area of inquiry for the second Climate Survey.  

Since capital expenditures by businesses drive revenue for other businesses, they can be used as 
a predictive tool.  The survey shows that nearly two-thirds (64.2%) of the respondents have no 
plans for major capital expenditures.  Some 20% say they are planning to replace existing 
equipment and 12% plan to renovate existing facilities.  Only 7.7% plan to acquire new facilities 
and just 9.1% are planning major technology investments.  These responses suggest a “staying 
put” mentality on the part of most county businesses and also suggest that the commercial real 
estate market will likely remain soft for the near-term. 
  

Expansion and Relocation – In the prior survey about one in eight businesses (12.6%) 
planned to open an additional location during the next year.  That number has grown only 
slightly to 14% in this survey and correlates to the low level of projected capital expenditures for 
facility acquisition.  In the prior survey 14.7% reported that they were considering relocating 
their business to a different community.  That number has dropped a bit to 11.8% in this survey.  
Still, there is cause for local concern since nearly one in six businesses indicates that they are 
considering relocating to a different community. 

 
Section III – Focus Issues 

 
 Buying Locally – When asked whether they gave special consideration to buying locally 
(e.g. Macomb, Oakland, St. Clair and Wayne Counties) nearly 80% of the survey participants 
say yes.  As might be expected, smaller businesses are a bit more likely to say yes than larger 
employers, probably because large companies are more likely to have national supplier contracts.  
There are no significant variances in the answers to other questions on the survey.  Given this 
already high predisposition for buying locally, there may not be much more that can be done to 
improve that rate. 
 
 National Health Care Reform – This survey contained two questions that were 
designed to gain some insight into the impact that the recently enacted national health care 
reform might have on local businesses.  Based on their responses, the majority of local business  
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leaders are either uncertain or skeptical about the benefits of the plan.  As the chart below 
indicates, only 5.2% currently believe that the new plan will be helpful to their businesses. 

 
 
 The new national plan also contains a provision that will offer tax credits for businesses 
with fewer than 25 employees if they offer health insurance or plan to start offering coverage.  
When asked if eligible companies might take advantage of the tax credits, as the chart below 
indicates, there was a high degree of uncertainty in their responses.  Based on the responses to 
both questions, it is fair to say that it is too soon for most business leaders to determine the 
impact of health care reform or how they might choose to participate.  
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Target Industries – The third focus area in this survey was identifying target industries 
that might lead the way in revitalizing the local economy or might provide new targets of 
opportunity for area businesses.  The chart on the following page shows the range and average 
ratings for each of the industry types listed in the survey.  Based on average ratings, the leading 
candidates are Defense (3.93), Health Care (3.67), Advanced Manufacturing (3.65) and 
Information Technology (3.42).  Although there has been a major push in this direction in recent 
months, Travel and Tourism (2.44) is the lowest rated target industry in the survey. 

 
A follow up question then asked the participants to identify which of those particular 

industries their business may plan to target for new business opportunities within the next six 
months to a year.  While 41.8% indicate no particular target industry, Defense (22.0%) and 
Health care (21.7%) are the top two choices among those who expressed a preference. The chart 
below shows the complete range of choices.  More than one response was permitted. 
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Section IV – Top Business Concerns 

 
The Top Problems or Challenges Facing Business Today – 361 of the 465 business 

leaders who responded to the recent Oakland University/Macomb Chamber Alliance Business 
Climate Survey provided narrative responses to a question asking them to list the top problems 
or challenges facing their businesses today.  Those responses were summarized into the 
following categories.   
 
 

Category Responses Percentage 
   

Economy (Jobs, customer hardships, lack of new business, 
lack of growth) 

142 40% 

Government (Taxes, regulation, leadership, attitude, poor 
practices) 

78 22% 

Credit (No loans available, collection, lack of capital, finance 
issues) 

59 17% 

Business Practices (Internal problems, operating or owner 
issues) 

9 3% 

Staffing (Lack of applicants, training, poor performance, 
applicant pool lacks necessary skills) 

15 4% 

Housing (Housing market, foreclosures, people losing 
homes and leaving state) 

20 6% 

Outsourcing (Foreign and internet competition) 14 4% 
Health Care (Health reform, costs) 24 7% 
   

Total: 361 100% 

 
 

While the economy remains the top issue for Macomb County businesses, the level of concern 
for government related issues placed a clear second and was mentioned much more frequently 
than in the survey conducted six months ago.  Access to credit also remains a key issue.   
 

Reminder – Copies of verbatim responses to any of the questions or specific cross tabulations 
can be obtained by contacting the authors. 

 
Albert L. Lorenzo 

Executive in Residence - Oakland University 
 

Julianne Leigh 
Doctoral Intern and Budget Director 

Oakland University – Macomb 
 

586-263-6242 
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