
Small Business 
Insights Report
Welcome to the 2019 Small Business Insights Report, which covers 
current and emerging trends for small businesses across the building 
and construction industry in Australia.
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Building and construction face challenging 
conditions 

The building and construction industry is a key sector within the Australian 
economy, making up around:

Building and construction activity increased steadily until 2017, with strong residential building 
and infrastructure projects fuelling activity. However, activity is slowing and we’re seeing a shift 
away from residential construction. 

8%  
of GDP1

9% of  
total employment2

Residential building 
up 2.1% from the 
previous year4

Non-residential 
building up  
0.6% p.a.

Engineering was down 
5.9% over the year, 
 

with the completion 
of some large 
projects.

houses, apartments and 
townhouses

offices, retail, industrial, 
hotels, health, education 
and entertainment facilities 

roads, rail, ports, 
and mining 
projects 

1  ABS Catalogue 5206.0 - Australian National Accounts: National Income, Expenditure and Product, Sep 2018
2  ABS Catalogue 6291.0.55.003 - Labour Force, Australia, Detailed, Quarterly, Nov 2018
3  ABS Catalogue 8165.0 - Counts of Australian Businesses, including Entries and Exits, Jun 2014 to Jun 2018 
4 ABS Catalogue 8755.0 - Construction Work Done, Australia, Preliminary, Dec 2018

Total construction work declined 2.6% p.a. up to the December 2018 quarter. 

16% of all  
businesses3 in Australia. 

Building and Construction Overview
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Activity in the residential sector has started to decline and the sharp downturn in building 
approvals and new housing loans is already having an impact. Going forward, this weakness 
should be somewhat cushioned by growth in the engineering construction sector, particularly in 
public infrastructure projects which are expected to continue given the large pipeline of public 
infrastructure work. 

However, conditions ahead are likely to be challenging, with an overall decline in construction 
work expected over the next few years. 

 Annual Construction Work Done 2010-2021, Real 2015-16 Dollars
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Engineering Construction

13% 49% 38%

Source: Master Builders Australia - Building & Construction Industry Forecasts, Jan 2019

Looking forward to 2023, annual average decline in growth of -1.8% p.a. in 
construction is expected for the next five years.

Building and Construction Overview
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Challenges facing small businesses

Our survey highlighted that finding new work was the biggest challenge facing 
small businesses. 

48% of all 
business surveyed 
reported this as a 

major concern

25% ranked  
it as their biggest 
challenge. 

15% ranked it as 
their second most 
pressing issue.

Some other key challenges for businesses include:

Interestingly, access to finance did not feature as a big issue with only 5% of 
businesses stating this was a concern.

Other significant challenges for businesses include, absorbing rising costs of 
materials and energy and keeping up with administration and paperwork.

Small Business Challenges

Cbus conducted a research survey in December 2018, asking businesses to 
comment on current and future business conditions as well as the key issues 
affecting their business.

46% of businesses 
stated that hiring skilled 
staff is among their top 

challenges. 

43% of businesses 
stated that managing 

cash flow is a top issue.

30% stated that 
collecting accounts 

payable is a top issue 
for them. 
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Smaller businesses, particularly sole traders, are struggling more with finding new 
work and managing cash flow than their larger counterparts (i.e. businesses with 
20 or more employees). Sole traders seem to struggle with:

finding new work managing 
administration 

keeping up with the costs 
of materials and energy

 
Training staff is more of an issue for smaller to mid-sized businesses, while larger 
businesses are struggling with finding skilled staff and collecting accounts payable.

 Top challenges for business
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Six months to December 2018

13% 
deteriorated

49%  
remained the same

38%  
improved

20% reported cash  
flow deteriorated.

This positivity was driven mainly by an increase in turnover, with nearly half of businesses 
reporting an uplift. Encouragingly, over a third of businesses said they took on more staff. 
However, businesses were less positive about cash flow:

31%  reported an  
increase in cash flow

49% reported cash 
flow remained the same

Businesses were broadly positive when reporting on conditions over the past  
six months. 

Survey Results to December 2018
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Business conditions over the past six months by business size

Small to medium businesses with 20 or more employees experienced the most improvement,  
with a large majority of these businesses hiring staff and experiencing better cash flow. In contrast, 
smaller businesses experienced less positive or deteriorating (for sole traders) conditions.
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(ie. sole trader)

1-4

5-19

20-99
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14% 51% 35%

12% 48% 40%

10% 42% 48%

10% 40% 50%

30% 70%200+

100+

20+

5+

1+

0

Deteriorate Remain the same Improve

N
um

be
r o

f e
m

pl
oy

ee
s

11% reported 
improving conditions

employees employees employees

Sole traders: Small businesses: Small - medium businesses:

*on average

37%* reported 
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Business conditions:
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Survey Results to December 2018
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Business conditions over the past six months by industry

During this period, electrical businesses, earthmoving and site preparation businesses as 
well as cleaning, gardening and building completion services fared the best. Around half of 
all these businesses reported an improvement. The outlook was less positive for businesses 
in air conditioning and heating, as well as the concreting, scaffolding and roofing sectors. 
Conditions for apartment construction businesses were quite mixed. This is consistent with 
industry findings, with large infrastructure works driving activity and a downturn in apartment 
construction activity. Home improvement activity has experienced some growth.  

A/C and heating 5% 71% 24%

Apartment construction 18% 37% 45%

Cleaning, gardening, & 
building completion services 8% 46% 46%

Concreting, sca�olding & roo�ng 16% 58% 26%

Earthmoving, excavation,
demolition or other site preparation 9% 49% 42%

Electrical 8% 50% 42%

House construction & carpentry 16% 50% 34%

Non-residential construction
(commercial, industrial, o�ces) 17% 47% 36%

Other services 17% 44% 39%

Plumbing 7% 57% 36%

Allied services 13% 49% 38%

Deteriorate Remain the same Improve

In
du

st
ry

Business conditions:

Survey Results to December 2018
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Businesses in Tasmania had the most positive outlook, with around two-thirds (63%) 
reporting an improvement. Businesses in South Australia also experienced an uplift, 
with around half (44%) reporting improving conditions. 

Businesses in other states were in line with overall improved conditions. 

27% 
deteriorated

40%  
remained the same

33%  
improved

States with 
the most 
optimistic 
outlook

63% 

44% 

The state with the least favourable business outlook was Western Australia, which 
reported little to no changes:

38% 

39% 
0% 

33% 

37% 39% 

Survey Results to December 2018
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The outlook for the first six months of 2019 is more positive, with nearly half of all 
businesses surveyed expecting conditions will improve and only 6% of businesses 
expecting a downturn.  

6% 
deteriorate

48%  
remain the same

46%  
improve

Six months to June 2019

Business conditions for the next 6 months by business size
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Business conditions for the next six months by industry

Businesses in most industries are largely expecting conditions to pick up in the six months to 
June 2019. The industries with the most optimistic outlook include apartment construction 
and plumbing.

Electrical

10%A/C and heating 47% 43%

8%Allied services 47% 45%

4% 53% 43%

Concreting, sca�olding & roo�ng

Cleaning, gardening, & 
building completion services 5% 53% 42%

16% 42% 42%

Earthmoving, excavation,
demolition or other site preparation 9% 44% 47%

House construction & carpentry 4% 55% 41%

Non-residential construction
(commercial, industrial, o�ces) 7% 50% 43%

Other services 6% 43% 51%

9%Apartment construction 36% 55%

Plumbing 2% 44% 54%

In
du

st
ry

This positivity is somewhat surprising, given the recent headwinds in the construction industry. 
The drivers for this optimism are similar to what led to positive conditions in the second half of 
2018, with nearly half of surveyed businesses expecting an uplift in turnover. On balance these 
businesses expect cash flow to improve and to be able to recruit more staff.

Deteriorate Remain the same Improve

Business conditions:

Survey Results to June 2019
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The states with the most optimistic outlook for the first half of 2019 are Tasmania, 
New South Wales, Queensland and South Australia:

* Sample size too small to draw statistical conclusion.

Businesses in the Australian Capital Territory were the least optimistic  with around 
70% of businesses expecting:

States with 
the most 
optimistic 
outlook

47% 

49% 

52% 
50% * 

44% 

43% 28% 

46% 

deteriorating 
conditions 

11% 

no change  
61%  

Survey Results to June 2019
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Cbus surveyed 913 of our small businesses in December 2018. The profiles of this 
sample group are shown below.

Appendix

Appendix

Business by state

Business by sector

NSW

328, 36%

WA

99, 11%

SA

54, 6%

QLD

52, 6%

TAS

19, 2%

VIC

339, 37%

NT

4, 0%

ACT

18, 2%

Other services

178, 20%

A/C and heating

21, 2%

Concreting, sca�olding & roo�ng

19, 2%

Apartment construction

11, 1%

Allied services

176, 19%

Electrical

96, 11%

House construction & carpentry

135, 15%

Non-residential construction 
(commercial, industrial, offices)

95, 10%

Plumbing

61, 7%

Cleaning, gardening & 
building completion services

76, 8%

Earthmoving, excavation, 
demolition or other site preparation

45, 5%
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Business by size
Business by size

Business by age

200+ employees

20, 2%

100-199 employees

20, 2%

20-99 employees

94, 10%

Sole trader

44, 5%

1-4 employees

419, 46%

5-19 employees

316, 35%

1-2 years

48, 5%

2-5 years

124, 14%

5-10 years

174, 19%

Start-up

5, 1%

20+ years

315, 34%

10 -20 years

247, 27%

Cbus’ Trustee: United Super Pty Ltd ABN 46 006 261 623 AFSL 233792 Cbus ABN 75 493 363 262

E005 03-19 ISS1

This information is about Cbus. It doesn’t take into account the specific needs of any individual. Therefore, you should 
look at your own financial position, objectives and requirements before making any financial decisions.  Read the 
relevant Cbus Product Disclosure Statement and related documents to decide whether Cbus is right for you.  Call 
1300 361 784 or visit www.cbussuper.com.au for a copy
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Business by age

Business by size

Business by age

200+ employees

20, 2%

100-199 employees

20, 2%

20-99 employees

94, 10%

Sole trader

44, 5%

1-4 employees

419, 46%

5-19 employees

316, 35%

1-2 years

48, 5%

2-5 years

124, 14%

5-10 years

174, 19%

Start-up

5, 1%

20+ years

315, 34%

10 -20 years

247, 27%

http://www.cbussuper.com.au
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