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Spend Insights

Findings at a glance

"Looking back at 2015 as a whole, we can see some very interesting and encouraging trends. Confidence was 
higher and more stable than any year since this survey began, owners are investing more in their business and 
cards are still gaining popularity over checks. One item for financial institutions to take note of is the growing 
use of crowdfunding. As non-traditional financing gains traction, banks should monitor relevant trends and 
adjust their strategies accordingly."

— Janet Zablock, Head of Global Small Business, Visa Inc.

Small business owners’ optimism maintained record highs throughout 2015.   
Confidence about increasing revenue and profits, and the strength of the economy  
was higher than it has been since the survey began. It also fluctuated less from quarter  
to quarter than in any previous year, making 2015 the most consistently confident  
year on record. Read more >

Greater number of owners plan to invest more in their businesses.   
The number of small business owners reporting they plan to increase spending  
on inventory, marketing and capital investments continues to rise. Compared to  
last quarter, the increases were somewhat subtle. But when compared to  
a year ago, the shift is more dramatic. Read more >

With higher loan costs expected, owners may seek nontraditional financing.   
Business owners appear to be bracing for higher wage and energy spending,  
but expectations that the cost of financing will increase raise the question of how they’ll  
choose to pay for it. Responses related to borrowing money along with new data on 
crowdfunding may shed light on where a growing number plan to access the funds  
needed to meet these increased expenses. Read more >

Demand for digital payment solutions may be driving card usage.   
Responses show a spike in demand for more electronic payment solutions, including  
richer transactional data as well as reduced paper checks and invoices. These shifts —  
along with the growing sentiment that banks are genuinely interested in their success — 
could be driving the increase in popularity of cards compared to checks. Read more >

*Tied for fifth with, “More restrictive government regulation."
**Tied for fourth in 4Q14
1Q: Now we would like to ask you about concerns that other small business people 

have mentioned. For each one, please indicate whether this is a critical concern, a 
major concern, a minor concern or no concern at all to your business.

2Q:  What major issue facing the economy most concerns you  
as a small business owner?

Top 5 Individual Concerns of 4Q151

This quarter                        Last quarter   vs.  A year ago 

1 Attracting new customers 1 - 1 -

2 Cost of health insurance  2 - 4 -

3 Retaining existing customers 3  - 2 

4 Rising taxes 4 - 3 i

5 Managing cash flow 5 -    T5 -*

Top 5 Macroeconomic Concerns of 4Q152

This quarter                        Last quarter   vs.  A year ago 

1 Decline in consumer confidence 1 - 2 

2 Possibility of increasing inflation 2 - 1 i

3 Rising interest rates         4   T4 **

4 Falling value of the dollar 3 i 3 i

5 Increase in energy prices 5 -        T4 i**



2015 confidence 
reached record highs3

Taking the average of all 
four quarters in each 
year, confidence in each 
category was higher 
last year than any year 
since the survey began.

2015 outlooks were 
remarkably stable3

Confidence has never 
fluctuated less from 
quarter to quarter making 
2015 the most consistent 
year on record in  
these categories.
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3Q:   Thinking of the business in which you are an owner, part-owner, partner or the financial decision maker please tell me how likely each of the following is to occur.

“The economy in our 
area has picked up 
considerably over the 
last year.”

— Flooring contractor

Year-over-year spending in the “Retail” category rose by 14 points while “Travel and Entertainment” spend  
was also up 9 points supporting the overall economic optimism observed in the 4Q15 survey results.Spend Insight  1
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Small business owners’ optimism maintained record highs throughout 2015
The average level of confidence in revenue increases, profit increases and the strength of the economy was at least three points higher than 
any previous year. Plus, confidence levels in each of these categories were the most consistent from quarter to quarter.



Plans to spend more have increased 
slightly since 3Q153

Compared to the third quarter of this year,  
a slightly higher number of small business 
owners report plans to invest more in each  
of these categories.

From 4Q14 to 4Q15, plans to spend  
more increased significantly3

Compared to the fourth quarter of last year, 
the number of small business owners who 
plan to invest more in these categories was 
significantly higher.
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Greater number of owners plan to invest more in their businesses
Although the quarter-over-quarter increase in those reporting plans to spend more on inventory, marketing and 
capital investments was small, the year-over-year increase for this quarter was significant. This may indicate an ongoing 
trend toward small business owners investing more in their businesses.

“As a change this year, 
we’re increasing inventory 
and putting more  
into online marketing  
and branding.”

— Retail

Owners reported plans to spend more on marketing and their actual spend data backs that up with  
a 13-point increase in the twelve-month “Advertising Services” category.

Spend Insight  2

3Q: Thinking of the business in which you are an owner, part-owner, partner or the financial decision maker please tell me how likely each of the following is to occur.
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With higher loan costs expected, owners may seek nontraditional financing
Responses indicate owners expect to spend more on wages and energy. And even though they also expect higher financing costs, they 
still plan to borrow more money. New, non-traditional lending options that provide more competitive rates may be the driving factor. 
From 2014 to 2015, the use of crowdfunding doubled — a shift that banks may wish to consider as they develop their product offerings.

Twelve-month spend in the “Energy” category increased by 4 points, including a 16-point spike in “Utilities.”  
This data aligns with survey respondents’ reported plans to increase energy spending.Spend Insight  3
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“Lately we’ve been 
spending more on 
employee salaries.”

— Manufacturing

Owners planning  
to borrow despite 
financing costs3

Responses indicating plans 
to borrow more money 
spiked, as did responses 
citing expectations that 
the cost of financing 
would increase.

Small business owners expect higher  
wage and energy expenses3

The number of small business owners who plan  
to increase employee pay reached the highest level 
since this survey began. The number who expect  
to spend more on energy also increased,  
although less dramatically.

3Q: Thinking of the business in which you are an owner, part-owner, partner or the financial decision maker please tell me how likely each of the following is to occur.
4TNS Financial Insights Small Business: 2016 Forecast 
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More small business 
owners are using 
crowdfunding4

The number of small 
business owners who 
use crowdfunding as 
a means of borrowing 
money doubled from 
2014 to 2015.
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4Q: If your bank or credit card issuer introduced new tools or solutions to help your business processes, how interested would you be in each?
5Q: How much do you agree or disagree with the following statement: “Your financial institution is genuinely interested in your success?” 
6Q: When making payments, which of the following is the best and most efficient payment tool for your business?
7Q: When receiving payments, which of the following is the best and most efficient payment tool for your business?
8Q: Among these payment tools, which ones will you more likely increase usage of over the next 6 months?

Demand for digital payment solutions may be driving card usage
Since a year ago, responses indicate a spike in demand for transactional data as well as electronic payments and invoices. They also 
show significantly more business owners feel their bank is interested in their success. Additionally, those citing cards as most efficient 
for making and receiving payments continued to grow, as did the number who plan to use credit and debit cards more often.

Responses indicate demand for 
electronic payment solutions4

When asked which process 
improvements they’d be interested in, 
the responses with the three largest  
year-over-year increases were all  
related to electronic payments.

Owners’ feel their 
banks are interested 
in their success5

The number of small 
business owners 
who feel their bank 
is interested in their 
success jumped 
by seven points 
compared to 4Q14.

Twelve-month sales volume across all categories was up more than 10 points and transactions were up more than 9 points. 
This overall growth supports owners’ responses indicating plans to use credit and debit cards more often.

Spend Insight  4

“We’re now looking at 
ways to let our customers 
pay us electronically.”

— Tax preparation

Payment preferences 
continue to shift  
toward cards6,7,8

The number of owners 
who see credit and debit 
cards as an efficient 
method for paying business 
expenses and receiving 
payments continues 
to increase steadily.
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9Q: Next, we would like to understand how important revenue received during the holiday season is to your business compared to your average monthly revenue throughout the year.  From the 
end of November through end of [current year], do you expect your business revenue to be [Higher N=109, No change/Similar N=342, Lower N=151]. 

10Q: Why do you think your business revenue during the 2015 holiday season has [A2=1: “been higher”; A2=2: “not changed”; A2=3: “been lower”] in comparison to the same time period last year?
11Q: Which statement below best describes your holiday hiring needs? "Necessary" or "Not necessary".

Small business owners report positive holiday season activity
About a quarter of respondents reported revenue increases around the 2015 holiday season with the most 
commonly cited reason being an improved economy. Approximately the same number said they needed 
to hire more employees for the holidays. These positive trends align with responses in other key categories, 
further demonstrating the stability of small business owners’ outlooks throughout 2015.

Revenue was up around the holidays9

The number of small business owners reporting increased 
revenue during the holiday season was significantly higher 
in 2015 than the three previous years.

Many hired additional people  
for the holidays11

Nearly a quarter of small business owners 
said they needed to hire additional people 
to accommodate holiday season growth.
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Among the 25% who 
reported increased 
revenue during 
the holiday season, 
the most common 
reason given was “the 
improved economy.”10
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Small business resources
Small businesses that seek solutions to help 
manage their business can turn to Visa 
Business for support. For information about 
Visa’s small business solutions,  
visit visa.com/business

About Spend Insights methodology
Visa Small Business Spend Insights monitors 
the economic confidence of small business 
owners by cross-referencing actual behavior 
spend data with responses to a quarterly 
survey exclusively commissioned from TNS 
by Visa. This study of businesses with 
$50,000–$25,000,000 in annual revenue was 
based on small business survey data from 
April 2007 through December 2015 and also 
consists of 600 interviews conducted 
between December 16-28, 2015.

NOTE: This survey is in no way meant to 
represent or reflect the true nature of the 
economy. Rather, it is presented as an 
additional data set meant to help the reader 
gather information and develop an 
informed conclusion.

* Twelve-month spend refers to the 12 months of data 
from the current quarterly reporting period to the same 
quarter of the previous year. The current quarterly report 
covers data from January 1, 2014 to December 31, 2014 
and from January 1, 2015 to December 31, 2015.
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