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Manufacturers polled for this
month’s Business Outlook Survey
indicate moderate growth for the region’s
manufacturing sector. Many of the
survey indicators held close to their levels
from the previous month, suggesting
continued improvement in business
conditions. Indicators summarizing firms’
expectations for the next six months
continue to show improvement in the
manufacturing sector.

New Orders Spur Growth

The survey’s current index of general
activity fellmodestly, from 15.9t0 10.4
this month; however, this marks the third
consecutive positive reading of the index.
The percentage of firms indicating an
improvement in business conditions (22
percent) exceeded the percentage
indicating a deterioration (11 percent).
Continued growth is also particularly
evident in the firms’ responses regarding
new orders: the current new orders index
increased from 18.2 in February to 27.1.
The current shipments index, which held
nearly steady this month at 16.3, also
remained strong.

The unfilled orders index, which has
risen for four consecutive months, is
positive for the first time since July,
increasing from -0.7 in February to 3.4 in
March. The delivery times index, how-
ever, fell slightly to -6.5, and the percent-
age reporting shorter delivery times has
remained higher than the percentage
reporting longer times for six of the past
seven months.

Respondents indicated no change in
manufacturing employment this month:
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the percentage of firms reporting in-
creases in employment (13 percent) was
only slightly higher than the percentage
reporting decreases (11 percent). More-
over, the current employment diffusion
index remains near zero, although it
increased from -0.3 to 1.8 (see chart). The
average workweek index increased
notably, however, from-8.8to 10.2.

Price Pressures
For Manufactured Goods Subdued
Survey responses suggest down-
ward input price pressures may be waning
this month, but prices of final manufac-
tured goods continue to be under
downward pressure. For the first time
since June, the percentage of firms
reporting input price increases (10

percent) was greater than the percentage
reporting price declines (7 percent).
Following historically low readings at the
beginning of the year, the prices paid
index increased for the second consecu-
tive month, from -7.0 in February to 2.6.
Regarding the prices actually received for
final manufactured goods, more firms
reported price declines (17 percent) than
reported price increases (10 percent). The
prices received index declined from -6.2 to
-7.3 and has remained negative for nine
consecutive months.
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Forecasts Continue to Improve

Survey respondents are more
optimistic about manufacturing growth
over the next six months. Nearly 42
percent of respondents expect increases
in overall business during the next six
months; 10 percent expect decreases.
Although the index of future activity
increased negligibly from31.2t031.6,
other broad indicators showed a notable
rise. The future new orders index
increased from 28.1 to 35.2, and the future
shipments index rose from 29.5t0 38.6.

Expectations for new business may
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be influencing firms’ expectations for
hiring new workers. The future employ-
ment index has been generally increasing
since the end of 1998 and is now near the
highest level in a year—the index in-
creased from 12.5to 17.9 (see chart). On
balance, firms also expect increases in the
average workweek over the next six
months.

Summary
Most current indicators suggest a
continued steady rate of growth in the

region’s manufacturing sector. The rise in

the indexes for new orders and average
work hours this month is a notable
improvement from the previous survey.
Although downward pressures on input
prices have reportedly diminished,
downward pressure on prices of final
manufactured goods prevail. This
month’s survey shows a continuation of
rising expectations for new orders and
shipments over the next six months.
Rising expectations are also evident in
firms’ forecasts for employment.

Summary of Returns

March 1999
No Diffusion
Decrease Change Increase Index
What is your evaluation of the level
of general business activity? 113 63.5 217 104
Company Business Indicators
New Orders 89 519 360 27.1
Shipments 132 52.5 295 16.3
Unfilled Orders 17.0 559 204 34
Delivery Time 14.8 73.9 83 6.5
Inventories 28.7 483 230 -5.7
Prices Paid 7.0 834 9.6 26
Prices Received 172 719 99 -7.3
Number of Employees 113 709 13.1 1.8
Average Employee Workweek 13.1 60.7 233 102
Capital Expenditures — — — —

March vs. February

Notes: (1) [tems may not add up to 100 percent because of omission by respondents.

(2) All data seasonally adjusted.

Six Months from Now vs. March

No Diffusion
Decrease Change Increase Index

10.1 4.8 41.7 31.6
132 375 483 352
149 316 53.5 386
19.7 65.7 14.3 -54
17.1 74.5 6.3 -10.9
258 550 192 6.6

7.1 673 252 18.1
11.7 69.8 18.4 6.7

9.1 633 270 179
15.1 61.0 226 75
10.6 4477 298 193

(3) Diffusion indexes represent the percentage of respondents indicating an increase minus the percentage indicating a decrease.
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