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Started in the 2nd Quarter of 2008, Transport Capital Partners’ (TCP) quarterly Business 

Expectation Survey (BES) has become a frequently quoted bellwether indicator of the American 

trucking industry by taking the pulse of its executives across the country. The survey asks 

trucking company executives 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 with past topics including: credit and financing, 

equipment issues and plans, drivers, new regulations, trade cycles, and on other fleet 

sentiment opportunities and concerns.  This is coupled with observations of TCP’s partners and 

associates engaged in advisory activities within the industry. 

 

 

Material contained herein cannot be reproduced  

without the expressed written consent of  

Transport Capital Partners, LLC



Business Expectations Survey, Fourth Quarter 2011 
©Transport Capital Partners, LLC 

 

3 

Graph 1A 

 

Carriers, like Wall Street, have been on a roller coaster trying to make sense of what is happening in the 
economy, the Euro crisis, and Congress’s debt committee failure. Compared with August of this year, 
optimistic expectations on volume rebounded somewhat, with 61% of the carriers surveyed expecting 
volumes to increase, up from 45% in August.  This is still lower than the all time high of 82.3% in May of 2011. 
The percent of carriers expecting volumes to decrease dropped to 2%, down from 7.5% last quarter. 

Graph 1B 

Since the third quarter of 2009, volume expectations of both large and small carriers have run parallel, with 

smaller carriers slightly less optimistic until mid 2011 when the lines overlapped (see two green lines at the 

top) and then again this quarter. For the last two quarters, the “Remain the Same” and “Increase” categories 

have been very similar, with results this quarter showing about a 60/40 split. 
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Graph 2A 
 

 
 
The trend of rate increases are shown directionally in this graph with a lower percentage of carriers 
reporting rate increase (see the peak in the second quarter of this year), and more reporting that rates 
are remaining the same.  The magnitude of increase is shown in Graph 2B. 

 

Graph 2B 
 

 
Freight rates have continued to increase with 50% of the carriers reporting rate increase of 5% of more.  
Only 1% of carriers reported a 15% or more increase, compared with almost 8% that experienced the 
15% threshold in the second quarter.  However, 48% reported rates remaining the same over the last 
three months with only three percent seeing rate decreases.    
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Graph 2C 

 

Carriers over $25 million experienced stronger rate increases in both the 5 and 10% increase categories 
than that of the smaller carriers.  This is not surprising, as the larger tend to have more market “power” 
and the smaller carriers move their rates after the larger carriers. Moreover, 5% of the smaller carriers 
actually experienced rate decreases.  As will be noted throughout this report, the smaller carriers are 
being squeezed on all sides. 
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Graph 3A 

 

The expectations for rate increases mirrored volume increase expectations, with 70% saying they 
expected rate increases in the year ahead. Only about a quarter of carriers expect for rates to remain 
the same.  As we noted last quarter, given the near capacity level of fleet utilization, the number of 
unseated trucks, and pending changes in Federal Motor Carrier Safety Regulations, it is not surprising 
that carriers believe rates will increase as volumes increase and capacity is constrained.  

 

Graph 3B 

 

There is little difference in rate expectations between the two carrier size groups contrasted with the 

volume increase expectations where carriers over $25 million are slightly more optimistic.  
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Graph 4A 

 

While the number of carriers expecting to add between 1-5% capacity rose slightly from 38% to 41%, the 

total number of carriers who expect to add 0-5% capacity has remained steady at 73% for the last two 

quarters.  As shown in Graph 7A, 50% of the carriers are still experiencing too little reward from their 

investment to expect to grow their fleets dramatically. Also, as Graph 9A indicates, 70% of the carriers 

cannot seat the trucks they currently operate with drivers.  Both of these factors clearly show why 

carriers, as a whole, are not interested in growing their fleets dramatically, even in the face of expected 

volume increases.  In fact, most truck purchases today are to replace aging fleets, not for expansion. 

Graph 4B 

 

Smaller carriers were less interested in adding capacity, but this was offset by a higher number of 

smaller carriers than larger carriers expecting additions of 6% or more. As a whole, both groups are 

content to add little or no capacity.   

73% 

69% 
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Graph 5A 

 

For the past six quarters, the trends have remained relatively the same regarding how carriers plan to 
add equipment.  The decrease in the reliance on owner operators to expand is not because the carriers 
don’t want to use them; rather, it’s because they can’t find them.  The Recession and rapidly escalating 
fuel prices have significantly impacted contractors adversely. 

Graph 5B 

 

For those carriers planning on adding capacity, smaller carriers are more interested in financing or using 
TRAC leases than larger carriers (28% vs. 24%), while larger carriers intend to purchase the equipment 
outright (12% vs. 2.6%).  
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Graph 6A 
 

 

One quarter of the carriers say an operating ratio (OR) of 87-90 is necessary to get an adequate ROI to 
invest in new tractors, and half say they need an operating ratio of 91-94.  If a carrier is asset intensive 
and financing equipment, it is difficult to show a net margin with a 95+ OR.  Note:  “Not applicable” was 
not an option in May 2011.  

Graph 6B 

 

Twenty-nine percent of the larger carriers are seeking operating ratios in the 87-90 range, while only 
20% of the smaller carriers are.    
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Graph 7A 

 

The percent of carriers indicating they are getting an adequate rate of return to buy new equipment 

slipped below 50%, down slightly from 53% to 49%.  As noted earlier, this is one reason why carriers are 

not interested in adding new capacity, by any means, until rates and profits justify the risk.   

Graph 7B 

 

Larger carriers are more confident than smaller carriers that they are getting an adequate rate of return 

to invest in new equipment (53% vs. 41%).  Yet, 53% is not a ringing endorsement that rates are 

adequate for the investment needed and the risks taken by the larger carriers.   
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Graph 8A 

 

Almost 3/4 of the carriers expect credit to remain the same compared with 53% in the prior quarter, 
with only 22% expecting credit to improve, dramatically down from 44% last quarter.  Clearly, carriers 
are reacting to the rather unprecedented move by the Federal Reserve Board saying that interest rates 
will remain the same into 2013.   

 

Graph 8B 

 

There was no significant difference between the two groups of regarding credit expectations. 
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Graph 9A 

 

Almost 30% of the carriers indicate they have no unseated trucks, up slightly from last quarter. But this 
means 70% of the carriers are experiencing unseated trucks. The number reporting unseated trucks in 
the 6-10% category rose from 10% to 18%, while the number reporting more than 10% unseated 
decreased from 8% to less than 1%.  The decrease in the over 10% unseated is probably due to a 
combination of four factors:  the increased efforts by recruiting departments, the opening of entry level 
driver training schools among more carriers, the high unemployment rate, and the possibility that 
unemployment benefits won’t be extended.   
 

Graph 9B 

 

More small carriers reported 0% unseated trucks compared to larger carriers (33% vs. 28%). The smaller 
carriers had fewer unseated trucks in the 1-5% category (43% vs. 56%) but 23% of the smaller carriers 
experienced more than 6% empty seats compared to 16% of the larger carriers.  
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Graph 10A 

 

There has been a significant shift in the wage expectation of what the annual wage must be to attract 
and retain drivers. Sixty-five percent of the carriers now believe that wages must be more than $60,000, 
up from 49% in May 2011.   

 

Graph 10B 

 

In general, smaller carriers see lower wage levels required than that of larger carriers.  Twenty-eight 
percent of the larger carriers think wages must be at least over $70,000 compared with only 8% of the 
smaller carriers.  Should the larger carriers prevail in increasing wages, the rate of driver turnover and 
unseated trucks for smaller carriers will surely increase. 

65% 

28% 
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Graph 11A 

 

Over 80% of carriers report that recent health care changes will adversely affect them. Less than 20% of 
the carriers report that the recent changes in health care have not adversely impacted them, perhaps 
because they rely on independent contractors.  Predominately, carriers report that changes in health 
care has adversely affected them. Forty-three percent are considering shifting more costs to employees 
and 37% are asking employees to pay more for family coverage. Twenty-nine percent are affected by 
increased costs, but still haven’t developed an alternative plan. 
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Graph 11B 

 

 

More small carriers (39%) say costs are up significantly compared to 24% of larger carriers, and even 
fewer smaller carriers report having an alternative plan.  Cost shifting is more predominate with smaller 
carriers, while wellness plans are more popular options for larger carriers. 
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Graph 12A 

 

Eighty-seven percent of the carriers surveyed have no interest in leaving the industry or liquidating. This 

percentage has remained about the same for the past three quarters. 

Graph 12B 

 

Ninety-one percent of the larger carriers have no interest in liquidating or selling in the next six months 

compared to 80% of the smaller carriers.   
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Graph 13A 

 

While only 13% of the carriers are interested in leaving or liquidating in the next six months, 27% are 

interested in selling in the next 18 months.  This is the highest number since the height of the Great 

Recession in Feb. ’09.  We see four reasons for this increase: carriers finally getting some profits on the 

balance sheet; equipment values are more in line with what is on the books; the plethora of pending, 

costly FMCSA regulations; and the graying of the traditional truckload owner who entered the business 

immediately after deregulation in 1980. Note: “Not Sure” was only an option in February 2011. 

 

Graph 13B 

 

Thirty-six percent of the smaller carriers want to sell in the next 18 months, compared with only 22% of 

the larger carriers.  
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Graph 14A 

 

While the number of carriers interested in selling is at near record numbers, the number of carriers 
interested in buying has been about the same since the second quarter of 2010, at 43%.  

 

Graph 14B 

 

Larger carriers are evenly split on whether they are interested in buying or selling.  But larger carriers 
are more interested in buying than smaller carriers (50% vs. 31%). The number of larger carriers 
interested in buying has remained steady at 50% since the third quarter of this year, but down from 58% 
in the second quarter. This means that the multiples carriers receive from a sale will not increase 
dramatically in the near future.  That may change if capacity becomes even tighter.  
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Graph 15 

 

 

Graph 16 

 

 


