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Welcome
Each year, the National Small Business Association (NSBA) conducts a 
comprehensive survey of small businesses across the country to provide critical 
data on how the small-business community in the U.S. is faring. This year, our 
2026 Small Business Economic Report shows a small-business community 
facing increased costs, economic insecurity and a hesitancy to embark on any 
significant growth.

“More businesses today are not seeking external financing than at any point since 
we’ve been doing the survey,” stated NSBA President and CEO Todd McCracken. 
“This underscores slower anticipated growth rates and a generally stagnant 
small-business economy.”

Among the key findings: 
• Nearly half of small-business owners say that today's economy is better than it 

was six months ago—a notable drop from 59 percent in 2025 to 46 percent 
today.

• More than half of small-business owners say they believe that the economy is 
worse today than it was 1 year ago

• The number of small businesses that reported an increase in revenues over the 
past year was at its lowest point in more than a decade

• Just 18 percent of small-business owners report they hired in the past year 
while 21 percent say they reduced their workforce, resulting in a net deficit

• Anticipated hiring remains stagnant - more than half of small-business owners 
do not plan to hire in the coming year

“Economic uncertainty remains the top concern for America's small-business 
owners with U.S. political instability a close second,” stated NSBA Chair Bill 
Belknap, CEO and President of AEONRG, LLC in Downingtown, Pennsylvania. 
“These are issues our political leaders could easily impact for the good—if they 
wanted to.”

When it comes to trade and tariffs, the majority of small businesses say they have 
incurred increased costs, and among those, 74 percent say those cost increases 
are due to tariffs. Furthermore, nearly half of small-business respondents say 
they believe the current trade and tariff policy is on the wrong track.

Yet, despite several fairly negative indicators, small-business owners remain 
optimistic: 67 percent are confident in the future of their business.

We hope you find this report insightful and welcome any questions you may have.
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Economic Outlook



Compared to six months ago, 
would you say the national 
economy is:

9%

22%

23%

29%

17%

Doing much better

Doing somewhat better

About the same

Doing somewhat worse

Doing much worse

2026

31%

21%
28%

18%

46%

59%

38%

52%

23% 20%

34%
30%

2026 2025 2024 2023

Total better Total worse About the same

While a slight improvement from last year, today, just 
one-third of small-business owners say that today's 

economy is better than it was six months ago.
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Compared to one year ago, 
would you say the national 
economy is:

18%

18%

12%

30%

22%

Doing much better

Doing somewhat better

About the same

Doing somewhat worse

Doing much worse

2026

36%

26%

34%

24%

52%
58%

44%

60%

30%

16%
22%

16%

2026 2025 2024 2023

Total better Total worse About the same

More than half of small-business owners say they believe that the 
economy is worse today than it was 1 year ago - and while that is 
a drop from last year it is still likely having an impact on small-

business owners plans for growth, financing and hiring.
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From a financial perspective, how 
do you feel right now about the 
future of your business?

23%

43%

24%

9%

Very confident

Somewhat confident

Not very confident

Not at all confident

While small-business confidence was at an
all-time low last year, it has bounced back 
modestly with 67 percent saying they are 
confident in the future of their business.
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Looking Back



How did your gross 
sales/revenues change 
over the last 12 months?

The number of small businesses that reported an 
increase in revenues over the past year was at its 
lowest point in more than a decade—similarly, 
those reporting net decreases in revenue was at 
its highest since 2012.
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18%

12%

7%

25%

8%

9%

22%

37%

3…

Increased by more than 10%

Increased by 5% to 10%

Increased less than 5%

Stayed about the same

Decreased by up to 5%

Decreased by 5% to 10%

Decreased by more than 10%

Total  increase

Total decrease



How did your number of 
employees in your business 
change over the last 12 months?

Just 18 percent of small-business owners report 
they hired in the past year while 21 percent say 
they reduced their workforce, resulting in a net 

deficit where hiring is concerned.
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5%

7%

6%

61%

8%

5%

8%

Increased by more than 10%

Increased by 5% to 10%

Increased less than 5%

Stayed about the same

Decreased by up to 5%

Decreased by 5% to 10%

Decreased by more than 10%



How did average per-employee 
compensation costs (includes 
salary/wages and benefits) 
increase over the last 12 months?

9%

16%

18%

13%

24%

5%

14%

Average increase of 1% to 2 %

Average increase of 3% to 4%

Average increase of 5% to 6%

Average increase of more than 6%

No compensation increases were provided

Some or all employee compensation was decreased

I do not have employees

The majority of small-business owners provided 
wage increases to employees over the past year.
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Looking Ahead



How much do you expect gross 
sales/revenues to change over 
the next 12 months?

21%

20%

15%

24%

5%

6%

9%

Increase by more than 10%

Increase by 5% to 10%

Increase less than 5%

Stay about the same

Decrease by up to 5%

Decrease by 5% to 10%

Decrease by more than 10%

Small-business owners—an inherently optimistic 
cohort—generally anticipate increases in 

revenues over the coming year while just 1-in-5 
anticipate revenue decreases.
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How much do you expect your 
number of employees to change 
over the next 12 months?

7%

10%

14%

58%

4%

3%

3%

Increase by more than 10%

Increase by 5% to 10%

Increase less than 5%

Stay about the same

Decrease by up to 5%

Decrease by 5% to 10%

Decrease by more than 10%

Anticipated hiring remains stagnant with more 
than half of small-business owners saying they 

do not plan to hire in the coming year.
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Which of the following 
growth strategies do you plan 
to use in the next 12 months?

As is always the case, the top growth strategy small-business 
owners plan on employing in the coming year is new advertising 
and marketing strategies. Interestingly, nearly one-third of small 
businesses say they plan to implement AI as a growth strategy 

in the coming year.

2%

2%

3%

4%

5%

8%

9%

9%

9%

10%

12%

14%

21%

21%

23%

28%

29%

51%

Merger

Acquisition

Exporting

License and hire agreements

Other (please specify)

Expand operations to new…

New territory

Joint Venture

Outsourcing

No growth strategies will be…

Adding a new sales channel

Investments in R&D

Hire new employees

New product lines

Internet / Expand E-commerce

Adopting artificial…

Strategic alliance

New advertising and…
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When it comes to growth opportunities in the 
coming year, 71 percent are either already 

growing or anticipate growth in the coming year. 
Unfortunately, nearly one-third are not growing 

and don't expect to in 2026

Do you believe there will be growth 
opportunities for your business:

11%

19%

26%

29%

14%

In the next 3 months

In the next 3 to 6 months

In the next 6 to 12 months

Not in the coming year

My business is already growing
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Thinking about the next 12 
months, do you anticipate...

32%

36%

32%Economic expansion

A flat economy

A recession

There has been a drop among small-business owners who anticipate a 
flat or recessionary economy - today, one-third of business owners say 

they believe there will be economic expansion in the coming year.

32%

36%

32%

69%

27%

22%

51%

73%

29%

43%

29%

71%

14%

31%

55%

86%

Economic expansion

A flat economy

A recession

Flat & Recession

2023 2024 2025 2026
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Financing



Is your business able to 
obtain adequate financing?

66%

34%

Yes No

The correlation between financing and hiring

For more than four decades, NSBA data has shown a direct 
correlation between the ability to access needed financing and growth 
in hiring. In the past two years, however, we have seen a split – more 
people are getting financing, but fewer are hiring. This is attributable to 
a few factors: increasing costs for everyday business operations, the 

rising cost of labor, and growing economic insecurity hampering 
owners’ willingness to bring on new employees.

Able to Get Financing Increased Employment
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What types of financing has 
your company used within the 
last 12 twelve months to meet 
your capital needs? 

More businesses today are not seeking external financing than at any point since 
we’ve been doing the survey – underscoring slower anticipated growth rates and 

a generally stagnant small-business economy. There also was a drop in SBA 
lending, partially driven by increased lending restrictions since the outset of 2025.

1%

1%

2%

2%

2%

2%

3%

3%

4%

6%

8%

9%

10%

11%

12%

32%

33%

35%

State/Regional Loan and Incentive…

Crowdfunding

Venture capital/Angel investors

Private placement of debt

Private placement of stock

Leasing

Credit Union Loan

Online or non-bank lender

SBA loan

Non-traditional/Online loan

Other

Vendor credit

Community Bank Loan

Large Bank Loan

Private loan (friends or family)

Used no financing

Earnings of the business

Credit cards
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For bank loans that are 
currently outstanding, which of 
the following has occurred in 
the last twelve months?

13%

25%

4%

59%

Terms have become less favorable to
your business

Terms have stayed the same

Terms have become more favorable to
your business

Do not have outstanding loans

Have you been turned down for a 
loan or line of credit in the last 
two years?

Yes, 18%

No, 82%
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If you were turned down for a loan 
or line of credit, what were the 
reasons given?

5%

9%

13%

16%

38%

7%

5%

10%

14%

6%

18%

95%

91%

87%

84%

63%

93%

95%

90%

86%

94%

82%

My credit score was too low

I didn’t have time to complete or didn’t 
understand the loan package

They didn’t lend to my industry

I didn’t have enough collateral

Late payment(s) on my loan

Increased riskiness of my business

Bank’s internal risk assessments on all 
loans

Increased scrutiny by bank regulators

Company is not well established enough
(under 3 years)

No reason given

I have no idea

Loan Called In Turned Down for Credit
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If capital availability is a problem 
for your business, what is the 
effect on your operations?

20%

10%

2%

14%

36%

10%

49%

12%

7%

Reduced the number of employees

Reduced benefits to employees

Closed stores or branches

Unable to finance increased sales

Unable to grow business or expand
operations

Unable to increase inventory to meet
demand

Not a problem / No effects

Unable to meet payroll

Other (please specify)

This is the highest rating for "not a problem" we've seen 
in this indicator for nearly 2 decades - likely driven by the 
fact that fewer businesses today appear to be relying on 

external financing.
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Business Challenges



What are the three most significant 
challenges to the future growth and 
survival of your business? 

48%

40%

28%

25%

25%

19%

17%

16%

16%

16%

14%

12%

12%

12%

11%

9%

8%

6%

5%

4%

3%

3%

2%

2%

Economic uncertainty

U.S. political instability

Decline in customer spending

Cost of health insurance benefits

Inflation

Lack of qualified workers

Regulatory burdens

Supply chain delays and disruptions

Tariffs on foreign goods

Lack of available capital

Partisan gridlock in D.C.

Federal taxes

State and local taxes

Cost of employee salaries

Other (please specify)

Cost of technology

Growing national debt

Cost of employee benefits, not including…

Foreign threats against the U.S.

Dealing with multiple state benefit…

Cost of training workers

Natural disasters

No major challenges

Foreign competition

Economic uncertainty remains the top concern for America's small-business 
owners with U.S. political instability a close second. The cost of health insurance 

increased in importance--bumping up to pre-pandemic levels of concern.
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Which of the following issues do you believe 
are most important to your small business for 
Congress and the administration to address? 

5%

8%

9%

11%

12%

13%

15%

16%

16%

19%

20%

26%

27%

31%

32%

32%

33%

37%

45%

Remove barriers to small-business exporting

Address volatile energy prices

Address supply-chain delays

Support strong intellectual property (IP)
rights

Reduce the burden of unfair labor laws

Improve education to provide a qualified
domestic workforce

Reform the immigration system

Address cybersecurity and data security
concerns

Develop AI protocols that support small
business

Reduce the national deficit

Reform the federal contracting system

Credit card reform that includes small
business

Simplify the tax system

Rein-in inflation

Rein-in costs of health care

Reducing the tax burden

Reducing the regulatory burden on
businesses

Increase small business access to capital

End the partisan gridlock and work together

End the partisan 
gridlock and work 

together is the number 
one thing small 

businesses want 
Congress and the 
Administration to 

address—this indicator 
jumped significantly 

over the past year and 
is the highest it's been 
since we began asking 
the question in 2012.NSBA 2026 Small Business Economic Report |  P.25    



Trade Policy



Please estimate the percentage of 
goods you use in your business that 
you directly import.

61%

15%

9%

5%

4%

5%

None

1-10%

11-20%

21-50%

51-80%

81-100%

How have new tariffs in the past 
year impacted your business?

25%

21%

2%

3%

34%

14%

I have been directly negatively impacted

I have been indirectly negatively
impacted

My employees have been negatively
impacted

I have been positively impacted

I have not been impacted

Not sure

Just three percent of small businesses say tariffs have 
positively impacted their business while nearly half say 

they have been negatively impacted.
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Has your business incurred increased 
prices from U.S. vendors due to new 
tariffs?

43%

16%

19%

22%

Yes – costs have increased due to tariffs

Yes – costs have increased but not sure why

No

N/A

Have tariffs been a factor in your 
price calculations this year?

27%

20%

13%

40%

Yes, I have had to raise prices due to
tariffs

I have not raised prices due to tariffs but
I may have to do so in the future

I do not plan to raise prices to do tariffs

Tariffs are not a factor for my business

The majority of small businesses say they have incurred 
increased costs, and among those, 74% say those cost 

increases are due to tariffs.
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What is your overall view of the 
current trade and tariff policy?

33%

47%

21%

It is on the right track It is on the wrong track Not sure

Nearly half of small-business 
respondents say they believe the 

current trade and tariff policy is on the 
wrong track.
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Demographics



Full-time 
Employees

10%
44%

16%
11%
14%

5%
0%

0
1 - 5
6 - 9

10-19
20 - 99

100 - 499
500 or more

Business 
structure

17%
35%

6%
3%

37%
3%

C-Corp
S-Corp

Sole Proprietorship
Partnership

LLC
Nonprofit

Years in 
operation

13%

23%

25%

39%

0-3

4-9

10-19

20 or more

What were your gross sales or revenues for your 
most recent fiscal year?

19%
11%
10%

13%
21%

15%
2%
2%
0%

Less than $100,000
$100,000 to less than $250,000
$250,000 to less than $500,000

$500,000 to less than $1,000,000
$1,000,000 to less than $5,000,000

$5,000,000 to less than $25,000,000
$25,000,000 to less than $75,000,000

$75,000,000 to less than $150,000,000
$150,000,000 or more

Please select which of the following is most accurate with 
regards to doing business with the federal government.

14%

8%

19%

14%

44%

I am a current prime contractor

I am a current subcontractor
I am working to become a prime or sub contractor with a

federal agency
I have previously been a prime or sub contractor, but 

don’t have any current projects
I have not and do not plan to do business with the

federal government
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Which of the following best 
describes the industry or sector in 
which your business operates?

1%

1%

1%

1%

2%

3%

4%

4%

4%

5%

5%

5%

6%

6%

7%

12%

33%

Accommodation and Food
Services

Management of Companies and
Enterprises

Administrative and Support

Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and
Hunting

Real Estate, Rental and Leasing

Transportation and Warehousing

Educational Services

Wholesale Trade

Arts, Entertainment, and
Recreation

Finance & Insurance

Health Care and Social Assistance

Information (IT)

Other Services (except Public
Administration)

Retail Trade

Construction

Manufacturing

Professional, Scientific and
Technical Services
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Methodology
 This survey was conducted online among more than 

430 small-business owners from every state and 
every industry in the nation Jan. 14 – March 6, 2026.
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