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Executive Summary

174 business leaders completed the full 
Brainyard 2020 Business Leader Outlook 
Survey. Of these leaders, 27% hold � nance 
titles, while the remainder are in non-
� nance roles. Fifty-� ve percent hail from 
companies with $10 million or less in 
revenue; 45% posted more than $10 million.

Survey Goals
•  Gauge respondents’ current

economic outlook in light of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

•  Determine how expectations have
changed since our Winter 2020 Survey.

  Discover priorities for � nance 
respondents and how they compare 
with those of business respondents. 

•  Compare priorities and outlooks
between smaller and larger � rms.

Summary of Findings
•  About 25% of executives from companies

with less than $10 million in revenue are
very con� dent of success in the coming six
months compared with just 8% of those
earning more than $10 million.

•  Spending cuts are the norm for all
departments, but technology is faring
be� er than other line items.

•  What most everyone agrees on: 2020 will
be a down year, 2021 brings a recovery.

About the Author
Art Wi� mann is editor of Brainyard. e 
previously led content strategy across 
Informa USA tech brands, including Channel 
Partners, Channel Futures, Data Center 
Knowledge, Container World, Data Center 
World, IT Pro Today, IT Dev Connections, 
IoTi and IoT World Series Events, and was 
director of InformationWeek Reports and 
editor-in-chief of Network Computing. Got 
thoughts on this report? Drop him a line.

“ It will be a slow start to 
2020, but I expect us 
to meet 2020 goals.” 
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How Business Leaders Are Managing 
Through COVID-19

Everything can change in the blink of an eye, but U.S. 
businesses are a resilient bunch overall. That’s evident from 
the results of our Spring Brainyard 2020 Business Leader 
Outlook Survey of 174 executives and managers from small 
($10 million or less), midsize ($11 million to $50 million) and 
midcap ($51 million to $500 million) companies. 

During the � rst week of April, Brainyard reached out 
to its community to determine how the coronavirus 
pandemic is a� ecting businesses, to learn what 
steps companies are taking to deal with the resulting 
challenges and to compare results with our Winter 2020 
Outlook Survey. 

Responses re� ect the pain that most businesses are 
experiencing now, but we also had some surprises.

The � rst was our respondent demographics. In 
December, more than 0% were � nance execs  in 
April, that cohort was down to 27%. In December, 
just 17% were CxOs; that number is up to 38% now. 
In both surveys, middle managers made up about 
one-third of respondents.

Our conclusion is that the � nance department 
is heads down � guring out how to deal with short-term 
cash-� ow issues while the rest of the executive team is 
in strategize-and-communicate mode. Given that the 
survey hit in the � rst week of the month, we further 
surmise that � nance teams were working to close the 
books while under social distancing and quarantine 
restrictions, certainly a complicating factor. 

Consumers
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Coronavirus  ect on  Out ook
December Business Outlook Coronavirus  E� ect, April
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Aggregate expected revenue change from 2019: -9%   2020 aggregate expected net pro� t margin: - 12%
Data: Brainyard 2020 Business Leader Outlook Survey
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The other demographic change between our 
December and April surveys was a lower response 
rate from companies in the $10 million to $50 million 
range. In our December data, it appeared that 
many companies of this size were outgrowing their 
internal structures. They were commonly planning 
to spend more on everything from marketing to 
sales to operations and IT versus companies outside 
that revenue band. These growing pains appear to 
have the midsize segment more heads-down than 
respondents from larger and smaller � rms.

While many midsize companies are no doubt 
scrambling right now, respondents from smaller 
businesses disproportionately face an existential 
challenge, so the data presented here will largely 
compare the responses of companies with less than 
$10 million in annual revenue to those with more 
revenue, up to $500 million annually.

ow Business Leaders 
Are Managing  
Through COVID-19
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Overall, 85% of respondents said their businesses 
have been harmed by the coronavirus pandemic: 
53% classify the harm as substantial, while 32% say 
it’s slight. Back in December, 80% of companies 
expected a positive or very positive year. Now, in 
aggregate, they expect a 9% drop in revenue versus 
2019 and a net pro� t margin of -12%.

Put an asterisk next to these numbers: Our self-
reported data on revenue and pro� t was so sca� ered 
that we don’t fully trust it. Still, it’s fair to say that 
expectations for 2020 are low right now.

As of early April, most companies had done what they 
could in the short run. Almost universally, respondents 

have worked to educate sta�  on new safety practices, 
canceled business travel and o� ered remote work to 
at least some employees. All of these steps have been 
taken by more than 90% of companies with over $10 
million in revenue and by 80% of companies with 
under $10 million. This makes sense—canceling travel 
and closing o�  ces save money, and education is a 
bargain if it keeps employees healthy.

A few companies have actually had to bring on more 
workers (14%) or ask existing employees to work more 
hours (20%). Less common are layo� s, paid leave and 
cuts in hours worked. Generally, larger companies were 
more likely to make a range of moves to address cash-
� ow shortages—they simply have more levers to pull.  

Most Common ctions aken egarding m o ees
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Data: Brainyard 2020 Business Leader Outlook Survey

The condition of the workforce is a major 
concern for businesses of all sizes, but 
particularly for those with over $10 million 
in revenue. When asked about prospects for 
business going forward, one executive at a food 
and beverage manufacturer put it this way: 
“Good, provided we can maintain a healthy 
manufacturing workforce.” 

Consulting � rm McKinsey agrees that 
supporting employees to the extent possible 
is job No. 1. The � rm’s advice on what to do is 
straightforward, but its analysis is in-depth and 
worth a look. Discussion topics include analysis 
of Sweden’s approach to the pandemic, which 
eschews social distancing in favor of a rapid 
ramp up in “herd immunity,” and how Asian 
countries are returning to work. 
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Ready, Set, Prepare
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Cash � ow was a top concern among small and 
midsize businesses that answered a survey by 
payroll processor ADP.  In the last week of March, 
ADP’s survey of small (fewer than 50 employees) 
and midsize businesses (50 to 999 employees) 
showed that 37% of small companies and 46% of 
midsize companies wouldn’t be able to survive three 
additional months of current business conditions. 
At the time of the survey, the CARES act and other 
relief measures were working their way through 
Congress, and the extent of the Fed’s e� orts were 
just being announced. 

At the time, 52% of small and 43% of midsize 
businesses had either shut down operations or 
curtailed some of their services or hours. 

Less than one-quarter of executives think they can 
get through this crisis without some form of � nancial 
help. For most, that means federally backed loans 
(80%) and bank loans (43%), though about 20% 
are looking to their states, too. Given the sluggish 

and chaotic rollout of federal loans, accessing help 
at the state and local level is a smart move. For 
example, Arkansas is providing $16 million in grants 
and bridge loans, while Massachuse� s has set 
aside $10 million for small businesses. 

The funding pools in most states are fairly small, 
with payouts typically under $25,000. But the 
money can be accessed more quickly than through 
federal programs. Note that a number of private 
organizations, from Bumble to Verizon, have also 
stepped up with assistance programs.
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Ready, Set, Prepare

52% 43% 37% 46%

Another 3 Months

“ Some sales will go down 
because customers will lose 
jobs. But other sales will increase 
since we sell food, and people  
are ordering more online.”

–F&B Respondent

Small Companies Midsize Companies Small Companies Midsize Companies

Small businesses are those with fewer than 50 employees, midsize have 50 to 999 employees

D  Surve  o   Sma  and Midsi e Businesses
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We asked respondents to grade the actions and 
messaging at local, state, federal and global levels. 
States get the highest marks, with 66% saying 
their states are doing a good or excellent job on 
communications and 64% approving of policies. The 
Federal government and global health organizations 
get the lowest marks. The responses to our question 
on government performance largely seems to be 
politics as usual, with approval ratings for the federal 
government roughly mirroring President Trump’s 
approval ratings, in the low 40% range. 

Middle managers were about twice as likely as other 
respondent roles to think their companies would try 
to get by without external funds. They were also more 
draconian in their envisioned spending cuts and felt 
more uncertain about the business decisions coming 
down from the C-suite.

They’re often right to be concerned: JPMorgan Chase 
says that the median small business has a bit less than 
a month’s worth of cash on hand. Restaurants have 

closer to two weeks’ reserves  real estate � rms 
are best o� , with 47 days of cash on hand. 

It’s clear from our responses that executive teams 
are doing their best to communicate with workers, 
but there may be more work to do with mid-
tier management. Crafting messaging aimed at 
their concerns will likely increase con� dence and 
understanding of how the business will proceed 
through the crisis. 

Some of the crisis communications advice experts 
o� er to nonpro� ts is applicable to businesses as well.
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2020 business on Jan. 1. 
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Ready, Set, Prepare

Source: The JPMorgan Chase Institute’s “Cash is King: Flows, Balances, and Bu� er Days” September 2016

imited Cash reserves or Most Sma  Businesses
Cash strapped even at the best of times  
In 2016, the median US small business had enough cash reserves to cover 27 days, but many so-called Main Street businesses had less.
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Top Concerns Resulting from the Coronavirus

Top Business Concerns with Respect to the Coronavirus
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continuity
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Inadequate
insurance

43%

53% 54%

29% 79%
25%

22%

12%

68%

60%

48%
50%

65%

11%

4%
2%

7%

2%

With tens of millions of new unemployment 
claims in just weeks and quarantine measures 
halting or slowing large sections of the economy, 
it’s no surprise businesses are concerned about 
disruptions to the workforce, decreased customer 
con� dence and supply chain issues. 

But smaller � rms see the issues di� erently from 
larger businesses. 

For larger companies, presumably with more 
diverse income streams, the primary concern is 
over workforce availability (selected by 68%). In 
December, we saw similar concerns, but then it 
was over upward wage pressure and the ability to 

� nd the skilled workers they need. Then, meeting 
workforce requirements was one of the top three KPIs 
of concern, particularly for non-� nance executives. 
Some 70% said very low U.S. unemployment was 
either a slight or a major concern. 

It’s likely that the recently expanded labor pool is only 
marginally helpful, since the skills gap is often still 
an issue. Further, many operations are not set up to 
accommodate working during social distancing, so 
even using the existing workforce e� ectively will be a 
challenge for many companies. We are also interested 
in the long-term e� ects of work from home programs. 
It’s not hard to envision a “new normal” in which, 

Over $10 million revenue Under  $10 million revenue
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business
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Inadequate 
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con� dence
impacting

sales

Data: Brainyard 2020 Business Leader Outlook Survey
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when social distancing ends, some employees 
don’t want to come back to the o�  ce, at least not 
full time.

Decreased customer con� dence was the next 
most commonly cited concern by respondents 
from larger companies (selected by 60%), followed 
by cancelled contracts and supply chain issues, 
both cited by about half of respondents. 

For smaller companies, the top concerns were 
about customer reactions to the pandemic, with 
55% citing canceled contracts and decreased 
customer con� dence as their top concerns. 
Worries over workforce and supply chain 
were listed by 40% and 30% of respondents, 
respectively.  Unfortunately, 22% were concerned 
they’d go out of business permanently. 

© Oracle | Terms of Use and Privacy Page 10

55% 
of small companies citied canceled 
contracts and decreased customer 
con� dence as their 
top concerns. 

Top Concerns 
Resulting from the 
Coronavirus
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Cuts on Horizon
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IT/
technologySales

Every company is re-evaluating its spending plans 
for the year. In December, we found that a majority 
planned to spend more on payroll — there was almost 
universal concern over upward wage pressure. In all 
categories we asked about, more companies planned 
to increase spending than decrease it. Marketing, sales 
and IT/technology were all slo� ed for more investment 
than sales, capital spending and operations. 

That’s changed dramatically, and quickly. Capital 
spending gets the biggest axing, with nearly 60% 
planning large (46%) or small (13%) cuts. 

IT spending stands out from the pack because a 
larger number of companies are still planning to 
increase spending on technology. In other categories, 

no more than one-quarter of companies say they’ll 
increase spending over 2019 levels, but in IT, the 
number is 33% with an additional 28% holding 
spending � at. 

From anecdotal data, we see a few contributing 
factors to sustained spending on IT.

First, shifting employees to work at home likely 
resulted in outlays for everything from laptops to 
security software. If companies were considering 
moving from on-premises IT to cloud-based systems, 
they certainly have more justi� cation now than they 
did in December. And � nally, some businesses have 
signi� cantly bene� ted from their digital capabilities. 
Whether technology has enabled them to work be� er 

Spending Plans, December vs. April

Capital Payroll
Operating 

(not-IT) Marketing Sales Production
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support IT/technology
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“ We are ready to pivot 
business direction on 
a day-to-day basis.”
--Apparel Respondent

with suppliers, deliver virtual services or even just 
accept an online order for a take-out burrito, those 
with strong digital capabilities have been be� er 
positioned to continue business during the pandemic. 

There’s no universal agreement on how spending 
cuts should go. Finance executives are far less 
bullish on IT spending than their non-� nance peers. 
Finance is also looking for deeper cuts in production 
and product/customer support than their line-of-
business peers. The data indicates that � nance execs 
are focused on preserving cash in the short run, 
while non-� nance executives are looking further 
down the road with concern for how they’ll get the 
business up and running again, possibly in very 
di� erent ways than before coronavirus. 

Spending Plans $10M – $50M Revenue
December vs. Finance Leaders vs. Non-� nance Leaders

Spending Plans $10M – $50M Revenue, December vs. 
inance eaders vs  Non-finance eaders

-1.20
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1.20

Capital Payroll
Operating
(non-IT) Marketing Sales Production

Product
support IT/technology

December �nance December non-�nance April �nance April non-�nance

Data: Brainyard April 2020 Outlook Survey

Executives may come into agreement once they see 
loans and other funds � owing from government 
or private relief packages, but as of this writing, 
those funds have been slow to reach businesses. 
The result is that � nancial executives seem to be 
planning for the worst while their non-� nance 
counterparts are more concerned with how to get 
back to normal. 

Cuts on Horizon
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Data: Brainyard 2020 Business Leader Outlook Survey
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The sentiment of line-of-business executives is 
demonstrated in this quote from a wholesale food 
distributor, when asked how long it will take, with 
the clock starting the � rst week of April, to get 
back to normal: “It depends on how long it lasts 
and how many retailers fail. We are also working 
on a total pivot to other distribution models but it 
is in its infancy — looking for investors.”

Contrast that with this CFO for a public utility’s 
thoughts: “2020 will be very challenging ... 
structuring now for 2021.”

There’s no real agreement on when we’ll reach the 
“new normal,” however that looks.

The aggregated average from respondents puts 
the return to normal about nine months out from 
April, implying that our respondents expect 

© Oracle | Terms of Use and Privacy Page 13

2020 to be a slow year for their businesses and 
the economy. 

There’s no agreement on when we’ll reach the 
“new normal,” however that looks.

The aggregated average from respondents puts 
the return to normal about nine months out 
from April, implying that our respondents expect 
2020 to be a slow year for their businesses and 
the economy.

Cuts on Horizon

17%16%

21%
23%

35%34%

12%

16%
14%

7%

Returning to Normal
Starting from April, when do you expect to be at normal business?

Over $10 million revenue Under $10 million revenue

Less than 
three months

Three to six 
months

Six months 
to a year

More than 
a year

No idea

“ 2020 will be very 
challenging ... 
structuring now 
for 2021.’
-CFO, Public Utility Company

Data: Brainyard 2020 Business Leader Outlook Survey
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“Our consulting division will struggle as clients 
are signi� cantly cu� ing back spending in order to 
preserve their own cash � ow,” said a CEO of an IT 
services company. “Managed services will see stable 
growth. Overall, we expect short-term declines with a 
slow ramp back to a normally functioning economy.” 

This sentiment was echoed by other B2B � rms, 
whose customers are often B2C businesses. 

Economists too don’t agree on the outlook, and the 
Federal Reserve continues to take actions to ensure 
liquidity in the markets. On April 9, Chair Jerome 
Powell announced the Fed would back an additional 
$2.3 trillion in loans aimed at assisting households 
and employers of all sizes and bolstering “the ability 
of state and local governments to deliver critical 
services during the coronavirus pandemic.” 

Cuts on Horizon

4%5%
9%

25%

43%

23% 23%

9%
4%

55%

Now that there’s a picture forming of how the 
federal government will support the economy 
through the pandemic, as well as what the 
states are doing, we wanted to know how 
� nance department priorities had shifted since 
December and whether business leaders felt 
con� dent in their ability to make decisions. 
We repeated our December question on 
priorities for the � nance department, and found 

“ Overall, we expect short-
term declines with a slow 
ramp back to a normally 
functioning economy” 
–CEO, IT Services Company

Confi dence in Business Success Over Next Six Months
Executive Management Con� dence by Business Size

Under $10 million revenue Over $10 million revenue

Extremely 
con� dent

Very con� dent Somewhat 
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Not so 
con� dent

Not at all 
con� dent

Data: Brainyard 2020 Business Leader Outlook Survey
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Cuts on Horizon

consistent answers between the two surveys — 
with a few key exceptions. 

First, that KPI project you’ve been meaning to get 
to for years? It’s on the back burner again. But even 
more interesting is a notable increase in a desire 
to identify areas for strategic growth. We were not 
surprised to see an increase in interest around 
improving risk management, and about double 
the number of respondents are now looking to 
develop or improve their digital business strategies 
compared with December. 

As for con� dence in business success over the next 
six months, it’s a mixed bag, with most responses 
centering around “somewhat con� dent.” That also 
holds true for business decisions. Few are con� dent 
that they know exactly what to do, and even fewer 
will admit to having no idea. This controller at a 
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software company summed up the sentiments of 
many: “Our industry is still strong, but we worry 
about the macroeconomic environment and 
impact on customers.”

Confi dence in Strategic Decision-making 
Executive Management Con� dence by Business Size

“ Optimistic once the shutdown 
ends, but unsure how long it 

�
customers’ capital spending.” 
–Construction Respondent

We know exactly 
what to do

We are con� dent 
in some decisions

Somewhat con� dent 
in our decisions

We are unsure about 
what to do next

We have no 
idea what to do
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Survey Demographics

By Job Function By 2019 Revenue

Top Priorities for the Finance Department
December vs. April
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