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Data Release: Canadian small business confidence holds on to recent gains in March 

 
 The CFIB's Business Barometer index remained unchanged at 62.9 this month, holding on to February's 

2.8-point gain. The reading marks a significant 10.6-point improvement from the cyclical low recorded a 
year ago. Moreover, confidence averaged 62 points in the first quarter of the year, a notable improvement 
from the sub-60 point territory it had averaged in the prior three quarters.  
 

 On a regional basis, confidence among the oil-producing provinces of Newfoundland and Labrador (42.2), 
Saskatchewan (56.3) and Alberta (55.5) remained below par, with the latter finally moving past the 50-
point threshold for the first time in over two years. With the exception of Prince Edward Island (58.6), 
confidence among other provinces was closely clustered around the 65-point mark.   
 

 Sectoral readings were mostly upbeat. A marked decline in sentiment in construction (51.7) was offset by 
increases in agriculture (65.1), health and education (61.3) and manufacturing (74.5) – the latter being the 
most optimistic sector this month. Confidence in the natural resources sector (65.4) pulled back slightly 
but was still nearly double compared to last year.  
 

 Among the other underlying indicators, employment plans continued to recover and are now near 
historical levels. Small improvements were also recorded in wages, and investment and pricing plans.  

 
Key Implications 

 
 In a broad context, the most striking feature of today’s report is the remarkable improvement in optimism 

from a year ago. Higher energy prices have been a key underpinning to this progress, with confidence in 
the natural resources sector moving up from the near record-low levels recorded last March, to amongst 
the most optimistic presently.  
 

 The recent performance is encouraging, particularly since it has been accompanied by gains in hiring and 
investment plans. The sentiment reading still has some way to go to reach historical norms, and 
continuing U.S. political uncertainty poses a downside risk in the near-term. But with the effects of the oil-
shock in the rearview mirror, optimism should overall continue improve alongside moderate economic 
growth – supported by a competitive loonie, low interest rates and a relatively resilient consumer.  
 

 The small business community’s immediate reaction to the federal budget, one mostly of relief – thanks to 
rumored tax hikes not materializing – was not captured in this month’s survey. While a closer look at tax 
practices and ongoing deficits will tend weigh on the confidence reading, significantly increased spending 
on skills programs and innovation, along with a favourable view on temporary foreign workers, will work 
on the opposite direction, lending support to business activity and optimism over the medium term. 
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