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SENTIMENT IMPROVES

The ACT business community continues to face a
challenging environment, but there is an improvement
in sentiment as 2026 kicks off.

38 per cent of business owners report that they are
feeling positive about their business as at the end
of December, with 31 per cent feeling negative. This
is almost the reverse of the position recorded in the
Business Beat survey in the middle of last year.

Overall level of business confidence
at the present time.
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POSITIVITY IN GROWTH PROSPECTS

We have also seen an improvement in growth prospects,
with 36 per cent expecting their firms to grow this year,
compared to 30 per cent six months ago. At the same
time, just 14 per cent are expecting to shrink compared
to 22 per cent previously.

Are you expecting your business to grow, remain
stable, or shrink over the next 12 months?
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BUT SOME FIRMS FACE
ONGOING PROFITABILITY
CHALLENGES

Profitability remains
challenging for many Canberra
and Capital Region firms,
however, 53 per cent expect to
make a profit this year, with 24
per cent expecting to make a
loss, and 23 per cent unsure.

Overall, is your
business making a
profit this year?
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A SURVEY OF BUSINESS SENTIMENT IN THE ACT

EMPLOYMENT IS LOOKING UP,
BUT SKILLS CHALLENGES REMAIN

Businesses are, on balance,

more optimistic about employing
people than in recent Business Beat
reports. 39 per cent of firms report
they are likely to employ more
people during 2026 (up from

20 per cent in June last year),

and just 15 per cent expect their
workforces to shrink (down from

25 per cent).

Do you expect to
employ more or
fewer people in your
business over the
next 12 months?

At the same time, the ACT has the lowest unemployment
rate in the country at just 3.5 per cent in seasonally-
adjusted terms. This suggests that the demand for
skilled workers in the ACT will continue, with strong
competition for quality talent.

39% of workforces will grow’
but just 3.5% of people in the
ACT are unemployed?

WORKERS OVERSEAS

A small number of Canberra businesses engage team
members or contractors overseas. Of those who do,

37 per cent say that they do so because it is cheaper to
employ people offshore, with 16 per cent saying they
cannot access people with the right skills in Australia.

A smaller number say that they need people in a
different timezone, or offshore to service markets abroad.
In a handful of cases, businesses have supported existing
team members to relocate overseas because they want
to retain talent within the firm.
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WHAT WOULD MAKE THE BIGGEST POSITIVE
DIFFERENCE TO YOUR BUSINESS?

As in previous reports, many businesses identify
cost pressures as a key impediment. High taxes,
fees, utility charges and labour costs are repeatedly
cited as the most significant inhibitors to growth
and profitability, reflecting concerns reported in

the quarterly data that rising operating expenses
continue to impede business potential across the
Territory. Alongside cost burdens, calls for regulatory
simplification and reduced compliance burdens
were prominent — a reflection
of perennial feedback that
government red tape absorbs
scarce time and capacity
without tangible benefit.

“Lower business taxes
and regulation so | can

reinvest in staff and
innovation.”

“Reduce licence fees and reporting obligations —
compliance is crushing small operations.”

“Greater access to government contracts with simpler

paperwork would transform our growth prospects.”

THE OVERALL ECONOMIC PERFORMANCE
IS STRONG, BUT SLOWING SLIGHTLY

Overall, the economy has been resilient for many years,
with a 3.5 per cent increase in Gross State Product for
the year ended 30 June 2025. This is slightly below the
long-term (35 year) average of 3.6 per cent and the most
recent 10-year annual average of 4.1 per cent, butis a
good result overall.

PRIVATE CAPITAL INVESTMENT DECLINES

However, much of this activity is underpinned by the
public sector. Private businesses appear more cautious
in committing to new capital expenditure, prioritising
cost control and balance sheet resilience. Compared with
a general growth in State Final Demand of 0.9 per cent
between the June and September 2025 quarters, private
investment fell by 0.4 per cent, making the ACT and the
Northern Territory the only jurisdictions to see declines in
private sector investment. In contrast, New South Wales
saw an increase of 3.1 per cent over the same period.®

Private capital investment
2.9% decline in ACT
3.1% increase in NSW

" Canberra Business Beat Q4 2025 survey.

2 Seasonally-adjusted data from the December 2025 ABS Labour Force survey.

INFLATION TRENDING UP

After the survey was completed, the Consumer Price
Index release showed overall inflation for the 12 months
to 31 December 2025 at 3.8 per cent. This confirms the
cost pressures that businesses have been under over
the past year - but also creates a risk that the Reserve
Bank of Australia will hike interest

rates. A rate hike would likely

push up the cost of borrowing for 3.8%
business, while at the same time inflation
depressing the consumer demand for last

for goods and services on which so
many businesses rely.

12 months

ESTIMATING COMPLIANCE COSTS

Compliance costs for businesses are substantial.

The recent ACCI Small Business Conditions Survey saw
59.6 per cent of firms reporting spending more than
$20,000 on regulation and compliance in the last year,
with 22 per cent of small businesses spending between
$50,000 and $100,000.4

22% of firms spend
$50-$100k on regulation
and compliance.

BUSINESS CAN BE STRESSFUL

The challenges facing businesses are stressful for small
business owners, with 64 per cent of small business
onwers reporting stress at seven or above on a 10 point
scale. This is well above the national rate of 44 per cent,
suggesting that there are particular challenges in the
ACT market. However, 87 per cent of ACT business
leaders also report being satisfied, compared to

72 per cent nationally.

POSITIVE THINGS IN THE BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT

When asked about positives in the current business
environment, many businesses pointed to market
stability (especially from the public sector) and quality
of demand — a sentiment that aligns with the Business
Beat observation that most businesses continue to
expect stability or growth amid challenging conditions.
Several respondents also spoke positively about

the supportive local business ecosystem, especially
networking opportunities and engagement through
industry groups — echoing the Chamber’s role in
fostering business connections. Workforce quality

and adaptability was another recurring theme, with
respondents noting that a skilled talent pool remains an
advantage despite broader workforce tightness.

3 ABS, State Final Demand, Summary Components by State: Chain volume measures

4 ACCI 2025 Small Business Conditions Report
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