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Survey (BES) has been a frequently quoted bellwether indicator of the American trucking industry.  By 

taking the pulse of trucking company executives across the country, the survey asks core questions 

every quarter on recent rate trends, future volume and rate expectations, and interest in buying or 

selling their firms in the future.  Topical questions are also incorporated in each survey depending on 

current events, with previous topics including credit and financing, equipment issues and plans, 

drivers, new regulations, trade cycles, and other fleet sentiment opportunities and concerns.  This is 

coupled with observations of TCP partners and associates engaged in advisory activities throughout 

the industry. 
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Rates Increases Grow Slightly,  
as Optimism Increases  

for Future Rates,  Volumes, and Capacity 
More carriers are now optimistic that volumes will increase over the next 12 months. The slow, but upward, 

growth in the economy has moved the freight market to a higher level. As a result, carriers in this survey, and 

in conversations with TCP, sense an improving marketplace. Since the third quarter last year, positive 

expectations have increased from 50% to 61%. However, larger carriers (those grossing more than $25 million 

per year) are much more optimistic than smaller carriers ς 68% vs. 45%.  (See Graphs 1A and 1B.)  

As with volumes, a majority of carriers expect rates will increase over the 

next 12 months. Carriers optimistic about rate increases represented over a 

2:1 majority (66% vs. 29%) in this survey. Larger carries expect rate 

increases more than smaller carriers (74% vs. 48%). (See Graphs 2A and 

2B). In the past, smaller carriers have typically been the more optimistic 

about rate increases, despite their actual numbers not always reflecting 

those increases.  

With 1 to 2 year economic growth projections staying in the low single 

digits, carriers are still not seeing their optimism on volumes and rates 

translate into rate reality. The exceptions to this are in construction, 

petroleum, and seasonal freight. Since February 2010 (15 quarters), more 

than 50% of carriers have expected rates to increase (See Graph 2A). 

However, it is only since February 2013 that rates have actually risen, and 

even then, only for 26% of respondents, up from 18% last quarter. That 

number is still far below last year when 42% of the carriers had seen rate 

increases. Sixty-nine percent of carriers saw rates remain the same for this 

quarter, but 5% saw rates decrease (See Graph 3A). This quarter, more 

smaller carriers experienced rate increases than larger carriers ς 36% vs. 

20%. (See Graph 3B)  

Because carriers are experiencing volume increases, they are using fewer 

brokers than they did six months ago ς 78% vs. 62%. Historically, carriers 

have used brokers more in the first quarter when volumes are at annual 

lows. However, almost a quarter of smaller carriers are using more brokers 

this quarter, compared with 15% of larger carriers. Broker margins are 

being pressed. In particular, smaller brokers are seeing the trends toward intermodal and reduced haul lengths 

decrease needs for their services. (See Graphs 4A and 4B).   

Carriers continue to reduce the share of revenue generated from spot market loads. Fifty-two percent of 

carriers received less than 5% of revenue from the spot market, compared with 36% in May 2010. Larger 

carriers are less reliant on the spot market than smaller carriers, with 62% of larger carriers indicating they 
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received more than 5%, compared with 30% of the smaller carriers. Smaller carriers, because they lack the 

sales and marketing staff of larger carriers, are more reliant on brokers. (See Graphs 5A and 5B.) 

The modest optimism regarding rate and volume expectations, coupled with 

the lowered rate increases, continues to influence whether carriers will add 

capacity. Nearly two-thirds of carriers surveyed indicated that they plan to 

increase capacity ς approximately the same percentage as last quarter, as well 

as a year ago ς a trend that has remained fairly stable since August 2010.  

However, the trend for carriers expecting to add less than 5% has steadily 

inched up from 22% in February 2011 to 45% today. For those intending to add 

more capacity (i.e., 6-10%), the trend has been heading down, from 25% in 

February 2011 to 15% today. Smaller carriers are more conservative than 

larger carriers in their buying plans. Twenty-three percent of larger carriers 

intend to add more than 6% capacity, compared with only 15% of smaller 

carriers. (See Graphs 6A and 6B). As noted above, smaller carriers are less 

optimistic about volumes over the next 12 months. It is, thus, unsurprising that 

they are less likely to add capacity. Furthermore, we believe smaller carriers 

may be having a harder time finding financing for expansion than their larger 

competitors.  

 

Among those intending to add capacity, the percentage of carriers planning to 

add capacity through the use of independent contractors has decreased by 

50% (from 30% to 16%), regardless of size, over the last three years. The most commonly reported method for 

adding capacity is through company equipment that is either financed or purchased on a Trac Lease - 26%, 

down from 34% last quarter. Carriers adding capacity by leasing equipment increased from 7% to 11%. 

This reluctance to add new capacity stems, in part, from the fact that the number of unseated trucks continues 

to grow. Carriers reporting fully seated equipment declined slightly, from 25% to 22%, while the number of 

carriers reporting 6-10% of their equipment unseated grew from 10% in August 2011 to 26% in August 2013. 

Smaller carriers are twice as likely to seat all their trucks than larger carriers ς 33% vs. 17%. Generally, smaller 

carriers tend to have lower turnover due to shorter hauls and a more direct, personal approach to their 

drivers. However, as smaller carriers cut health care benefits, we wonder how long this advantage will last (See 

Graph 10B). Even still, 50% of larger carriers have reported 1-5% of their trucks unseated, a number that does 

not bode well for future capacity for shippers.  (See Graphs 8A and 8B.)   

One way to fill seats is to raise driver pay. Yet the number of carriers expecting to raise driver pay fell from 

79% in August 2012 to 66% in August 2013. For those planning to raise wages, the expectations are very 

modest, with 59% expecting the increase to be less than 5%, down from 74% one year ago. The expectations 

of increasing pay did not differ between large and small carriers. Survey results correlate with TCP comments 

from carriers and other reported pay metrics over the past year.  (See Graphs 9A and 9B.) 

Deadlines for the Affordable Care Act (άObamaCareέ) are approaching, and carriers are taking various actions 

to comply. As more is learned, from the press and from health insurers, about this major change, the number 

of carriers reporting the law has made no difference has dropped from 36% a year ago to 8% this quarter. 

¶ Two-thirds of 
carriers plan to add 
modest capacity in 
the next 12 months. 

 

¶ The number of 
unseated trucks 
continues to climb, 
albeit slowly.  

 

¶ Expectations for 
increasing driver 
pay fell as 
increased rates 
failed to 
materialize.  
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Strategies for dealing with the increased costs have shifted. In November 2011, carriers were most likely to 

have employees contribute more toward health costs (43%), while today, carriers are more likely to implement 

wellness programs (44%) and health savings plans (30%). The number who anticipate getting out of the 

program all together by using independent contactors grew from 13% two years ago to 24% this quarter. As 

noted earlier, in Graph 7A, the idea of using contractors to grow a fleet is down, so this may indicate carrier 

intent to convert fleets from employees to contractors. 

The response to the new health care law varies dramatically by size of carrier. Smaller carriers are more likely 

than larger carriers to consider dropping all coverage (30% vs. 10%), to reduce coverage (12% vs. 4%), and to 

have the employees contribute more (24% vs. 15%). Smaller carriers with fewer than 50 employees (grossing 

approximately under $10 million, and representing about half of all carriers under $25 million) have a different 

set of options under the new law. Larger carriers are more likely to have employees pay more for family 

coverage (48% vs. 36%), or to institute a health saving account (35% vs. 21%). If health packages are 

significantly better with larger carriers, it will become even harder for smaller carriers to find and retain 

drivers. (See Graphs 10A and 10B.) 

Recognizing that mandated electronic logs (e-logs) are coming, the number of carriers who have done nothing 

continues to decline, from 33% in May 2012 to 18% in August 2013. The number of carriers who are 

committed to using e-logs is at 57%. Larger carriers are far more committed to e-logs than smaller carriers, 

71% vs. 27%. (See Graphs 11A and 11B.) 

The number of shippers who are not concerned about carrier CSA scores increased from 15% to 22%, about 

where it was in May 2012. It is disheartening to note that the number of shippers not concerned (22%) 

outweighs the number of shippers who are concerned (16%). We are at a loss to explain the increase in 

shippers not concerned. Possible explanations are that shippers are not using CSA scores to pick carriers, or 

that they believe CSA scores have little relationship to the actual safety of the carrier. Slightly more smaller 

carriers than larger carriers reported that their shippers are not concerned about CSA scores (27% vs. 20%). 

(See Graphs 12A and 12B.)  

Operating at the posted speed limit is an important part of truck and driver safety, and of managing fuel costs. 

For the first time, this survey asked carriers their current truck speed limit. Almost half of the carriers (46%) 

indicated it was set at 65mph, and 31% indicated it was set at 63mph. Twice as many smaller carriers than 

larger carriers were setting speed limits at 68 mph (21% vs. 11%).  (See Graphs 13A and 13B.)   

Carriers indicating they wish to exit the industry in the next six months lowered to 11% from 13% last quarter, 

still up slightly from 9% a year ago. However, 30% of smaller carriers (up from 25% last quarter) are thinking 

about exiting the industry in the next six months, if revenues do not improve.  This number contrasts with just 

4% of larger carriers. Those carriers wishing to sell their company in the next 18 months dropped from 15% to 

13% - the lowest it has ever been. More smaller carriers want to sell than large carriers (27% vs. 6%). The 

overall number of carriers wishing to buy a company in the next 12 months is steady at 47%, with buyers 

concentrated among the larger carriers at 56% vs. 30%. TCP experience shows pricing continues to be a focal 

ǇƻƛƴǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ōǳȅŜǊǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǎƛǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ άōƭǳŜ ǎƪȅέΦ (See Graphs 14A and 14B, 15A and 

15B, and 16A and 16B.)    
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