NFO Research of Greenwich, Connecticut conducts the national consumer confidence survey for the Conference Board. The sample is comprised of 5,000 U.S. households selected to comprise a representative subset of the national population.  After posting a substantial surge in confidence over the  summer months, the upward trend in confidence peaked in September at the highest level in over six years. October results, however, showed a marked decline with both the Present Situation Index (-4%) and the Future Expectations Index (-6%) dropping. For November, the Expectations Index was flat, while the Present Situation Index regained most of the losses reported in October. The Conference Board suggested that rebounding confidence in current conditions should translate into strong Christmas Season sales figures. 

Meyers County Results

The county-wide index, developed to measure movements in consumer confidence in Meyers County, is designed as follows: One-hundred indicates that respondents are neutral about conditions, numbers less than one-hundred reveal less confidence and numbers over one-hundred show greater confidence. 

The fourth quarter results indicate that Meyers County consumers are substantially more confident about both their current economic conditions as well as their expectations for the coming months. The index increased 18.8% (from 86.68 last quarter to 102.98) for current conditions and 9.3% (from 101.61 to 111.04) for future conditions. 

The responses from the countywide survey indicated that 13.3% (compared to 4.8% last quarter) of respondents were optimistic about current economic conditions in the county, 9.3% (11.5% previously) were pessimistic and 77.5% (84.4%) were neutral. Regarding expectations of conditions six months from now, 19.9% (11.1% last quarter) were confident of improvement, 69.5% (78.9%) were neutral and 10.6% (10.0%) were pessimistic.

Meyers County results are in line with the overall positive outlook reported by others in the East Region. The optimism among consumers should translate into strong Christmas sales figures for Meyers County retailers.

To provide further insights into the findings, the respondents were categorized by demographic and occupational characteristics. No differences were observed for either sex or ethnicity of the respondents, however, those reporting incomes of less than $10,000 were clearly more negative about current conditions than were any other income group.

Consumers from different industrial sectors showed a wider range of confidence in both current and future conditions. Respondents in the banking industry were most enthusiastic about current condition (135.7), while those in construction were the most negative (80.0). Movement from the previous quarter=s results was positive in all sectors except for construction, which fell from 96.9 to 80.0.  

Leading Economic Indicators Index

Improving financial conditions overcame the negative influence of a decline in certain general business conditions and a less robust employment picture to lift the Leading Economic Indicators Index by two-tenths of a point during the fourth quarter of 1996. Improving consumer confidence about future conditions and an increase in single family building permits had a positive, albeit modest, impact on the index. The composite index of leading economic indicators for the Meyers area rose from 102.7 to 102.9. Performance for each component of the index is detailed below.

Employment Conditions

After falling in each of the past two quarters, average weekly initial claims for unemployment increased by almost 43% in the fourth quarter. A contemporaneous drop in the amount of help-wanted advertising mirrored the employment situation and to some extent reflects the seasonal nature of the Meyers Valley's agricultural economic base. Mitigating the impact somewhat was an increase in the average weekly hours of production, a leading indicator of employment, which rose by 5% during the quarter.

Production and Delivery

The leading aspects of business  conditions showed a slight overall decline of 5.9% in the fourth quarter. Specifically, the prospects for near-term investment in plant and equipment rose, no doubt reflecting the decline in interest rates. However, the outlook for product demand, while positive, was less optimistic than in the third quarter and thus had a negative influence on the leading index. The measures of inventory levels and vendor performance had a similar downward impact on the index.

Building Permits

Single-family residential permits in Meyers County averaged 207 per month during the fourth quarter, a rise of about 3.6% from the third quarter's activity level.

Consumer Expectations

Consumer expectations about the future recovered from the precipitous drop that occurred during the third quarter. The improvement in this measure during the fourth quarter had a positive effect on the index of leading economic indicators.

Financial Conditions

Interest rates fell on 15-year and 30-year mortgage loans in the fourth quarter. Rates on these instruments are near their 20-year lows, and the low rates encourage both house construction and mortgage lending activity. The rates are closely tied to rates in other business capital markets as well, and serve as a precursor of spending on plant and equipment.

The Conference Board prepares a monthly index of leading economic indicators at the national level for the Department of Commerce. The national index rose a half point, from 103.1 at the end of July to 103.6 at the end of October, 1996. The fourth quarter Meyers County LEI results closely paralleled those of the national LEI. However, there are differences in some components of the national and regional indexes as well as differences in the timing of data collection, which may cause direct comparisons between the indexes to be misleading.

Conclusions

Meyers County consumer confidence increased significantly during the fourth quarter. Survey results for the fourth quarter are consistent with the national and Eastern Region numbers. After a pessimistic report last quarter, these findings are good news for Meyers County retailers who depend on a strong Christmas shopping season. The decline in expectations for banking may be indicative of continued post-election concern about the stability of interest rates, however, the positive movement from all other industrial sectors provides much reason for optimism.
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