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SURVEY METHODOLOGY
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Audiences Methodology Sample Size Timing 

Survey Fielded

November 10th – 

December 1st 2025

15-Minute

   Online Survey

400Small Business Owners (SBOs)
Business owner (Self-reports as a CEO, President, or Owner) of a 

company with less than 50 employees and less than $10M in 

annual revenue. 

Mid-Market Business Owners 

(MMBOs)
Business owner (Self-reports as a CEO, President, or Owner) of a 

company with either 51-500 employees or $10M-$500M in revenue. 

402

Agents
Independent insurance agents that sell either personal or 

commercial lines of insurance. A mix of Principals, Producers, and 

CSRs, including an oversample of n100 agents that sell commercial 

property insurance. 

440
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KEY FINDINGS – BUSINESS OWNERS
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1
Business owners have a mixed outlook on current economic conditions – but feel more positively about 

their own businesses and are optimistic the future

• Over 6 in 10 small business owners (62%) and 2 in 5 mid-market business owners (41%) rate the current condition of the US economy overall as 

‘poor’ or ‘fair’. 

• However, there is more optimism when considering their businesses specifically, with 59% of SBOs and 76% of MMBOs rating current conditions as 

‘good’ or ‘excellent’. Additionally, the large majority of business owners rate their current financial situation positively, both personally (77% SBOs, 

93% MMBOs) and for their business (78% SBOs, 90% MMBOs).

• Looking ahead to 2026, 56% of small and 69% of mid-market business owners are optimistic the U.S. economy will get better.

2
Many business owners are facing pressure from economic and workforce challenges – though there is 

opportunity to take further action in response to these challenges

• Inflation (55% SBOs, 56% MMBOs), a potential economic downturn (41% SBOs, 45% MMBOs), and interest rates (39% SBOs, 46% MMBOs) are 

cited as top concerns among today's business owners, and looking ahead to next year, many are worried about costs related to employee benefits, 

insurance, energy, and raw materials. However, few business owners have taken action in response to economic conditions – with less than a third 

engaging a financial professional over the past year (21% SBOs, 28% MMBOs).

• Additionally, many have experienced employees asking for better compensation (28% SBOs, 35% MMBOs) or asking for more or better benefits 

(25% SBOs, 32% MMBOs) in the last year. While some business owners have responded by increasing wages (29% SBOs, 45% MMBOs) or health 

insurance coverage (21% SBOs, 39% MMBOs) over the past year, others have decreased these (decreased wages: 11% SBOs, 16% MMBOs; 

decreased health insurance coverage: 12% SBOs, 22% MMBOs)
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KEY FINDINGS – BUSINESS OWNERS

E D E L M A N  D X I  /  ©  2 0 2 6

3
Some owners, especially mid-market, report tariffs are having a positive impact on their business – 

though concerns remain about evolving tariff policies
• Half of MMBOs report a positive impact from tariffs today (50% vs. 21% SBOs), while SBOs are more likely to report they are having a negative 

impact (37% vs. 26% MMBOs). 

• However, both small and mid-market owners are concerned about having to raise prices, the increased costs of raw materials, and the impact of 

tariffs on profit margins. Additionally, 1 in 5 SBOs (21%) and over a quarter of MMBOs (27%) report passing increased costs from tariffs on to 

customers, though most business report a combination of absorbing some increased costs and passing some on to customers. 

• Many business owners, especially MMBOs, are taking action to protect against evolving tariff policies, like negotiating long-term contracts (27% 

SBOs, 37% MMBOs) or increasing inventory levels (24% SBOs, 41% MMBOs).

4
Business owners, especially mid-market, are realizing the potential of AI and automation, though 

concerns remain around cybersecurity risks and employee displacement

• Most business owners are either currently investing in AI (44% SBOs, 77% MMBOs) or are interested in doing so in the future (37% SBOs, 21% 

MMBOs) – and of those who have invested, 9 in 10 are seeing positive return on investment (ROI) on their AI initiatives (90% SBOs, 93% MMBOs).

• Trust in the technology is strong, with 69% of SBOs and 87% of MMBOs saying they trust generative AI tech like ChatGPT to provide advice related 

to the operations of their business.

• However, business owners recognize the potential for AI to disrupt today’s employees, with many believing AI technology will replace non-customer 

facing jobs in their company in the next 5 years (50% SBOs, 71% MMBOs) and others considering using AI technology to replace current employees 

(31% SBOs, 60% MMBOs). 

• Over 6 in 10 are also concerned the use of AI technology could increase cybersecurity risk for their business (62% SBOs, 67% MMBOs).
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KEY FINDINGS – AGENTS
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1
Agents are largely pessimistic about the U.S. economy, but feel more positive about their own agencies 

and are more optimistic about 2026
• Only 29% of principals and 43% of producers/CSRs would rate the U.S. economy as ‘good’ or ‘excellent’. However, there is more optimism 

when considering their business or agency specifically, with 69% of principals and 68% of producers/CSRs rating current conditions as ‘good’ or 

‘excellent’. 

• Looking ahead to 2026, 53% of agents overall are optimistic the U.S. economy will get better.

2
Current economic conditions are posing challenges for today’s agents – as well as their customers

• Inflation (65%), high interest rates (63%) and increased competition (59%) are the top concerns among principals today – and only 3 in 10 are 

confident that their business is prepared to navigate future risk. As a result of these challenges, many principals have looked for ways to reduce 

business expenses by building supplier / partner relationships (57%), cutting underperforming products or services (51%), and focusing on 

customer retention (51%).

• Consumers are also taking action in response to current conditions, with many agents reporting their customers have attempted to renegotiate 

insurance coverage/limits (53%) or change insurance carriers (48%) in response to economic conditions over the past year. 92% also agree 

there has been an uptick in customers attempting to renegotiate their insurance policies or get better rates over the past 12 months

3
AI is beginning to transform ways of working for today’s insurance agents, though concerns remain
• While only a quarter (24%) of principals are currently investing in AI, half (48%) plan to within the next year. 

• Agents trust AI most for writing marketing copy (82%) and customer service (60%), but trust drops when it considering using the technology for hiring 

(39%), financial forecasting (38%), or payroll (23%). When it comes to use cases, most would like to use the technology to automate data entry (45%) 

or summarize client history or policy details (44%).

• Agents report several concerns with AI implementations, however, primarily that the use of AI technology could increase cybersecurity risk for 

businesses (89%). However, many are also concerned clients will begin turning to AI instead of their agency for insurance advice (46%).



Detailed Findings: Business Owners
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Current Outlook
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Many business owners, particularly small BOs, are pessimistic about 
national economic conditions - but feel more positive about their own 
firms
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Q1. How would you rate…? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)

38%

59%

43%

61%

49%

67%

59%

76%

Positive Rating of Current Economic / Business Conditions
(Shown % Select Top 2 Box ‘Good/Excellent’ on a 4-point scale)

Current business 

conditions in the U.S. 

economy overall 

Current business 

conditions in your 

own city or region 

Current business 

conditions for your 

business specifically

Mid-Market Business Owners
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Small Business Owners

The current condition 

of the U.S. economy 

overall 

SBOs

MMBOs

74% White Collar

65% Blue Collar

89% C-Corps73% C-Corps

68% S-Corps
81% C-Corps

71% C-Corps



55%

41% 41% 39%
32% 30% 29% 28% 26% 25%

21%

56%

45% 46% 46%
41% 40% 38% 39%

32%
36%

32%

Inflation /
rising prices

Potential
economic
downturn

Tariffs High interest
rates

Supply chain
disruptions

Evolving
policy /

regulation

The impact of
AI technology

Labor / hiring
challenges

Increased
competition

Legal system
abuse /

predatory
lawsuits

Disruption
from extreme

weather

49% C-Corps

46% S-Corps
49% C-Corps

49% S-Corps

Inflation, a potential economic downturn, and tariffs are the top 
concerns among business owners today
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Q3. Thinking about your business' finances, how concerned are you currently about the following? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)
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Current Concerns Around Business Finances
(Shown: % Selected Top 2 Box ‘Very/Extremely Concerned’)

Mid-Market Business OwnersSmall Business Owners

Compared to small business owners, mid-market business owners report higher levels of concern across several factors – primarily with high interest 

rates, supply chain disruptions, evolving policy / regulation and the impact of AI technology.

SBOs

MMBOs

41% 0-2 years in business

52% C-Corps55% C-Corps

47% C-Corps

46% C-Corps



Despite these challenges, most business owners rate their current 
financial situation positively, both personally and for their business 
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Q21: How would you rate your current financial situation, both personally, and for your business? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)
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How Would You Rate Your Current Personal and Business Financial Situations?
(Shown % Selected T2B “Good/Excellent”)

Mid-market business owners feel better about their current financial situations compared to small business owners.

93%
90%

Personal Finances Business Finances

77% 78%

Personal Finances Business Finanaces

Small Business Owners Mid-Market Business Owners

SBOs

MMBOs

94% 

C-Corps rate their 

current business 

finances as “good” 

or “excellent.



Few business owners have taken action in response to economic 
conditions – with less than a third engaging a financial professional 
over the past year
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Mid-market business owners are more likely to have taken key actions over the past year – like seeking out a financial professional’s guidance or expertise, making 

new investments, or reassessing / diversifying their financial portfolio.
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Q22: Which of the following actions, if any, have you taken as a business owner in the past 12 months in response to current economic conditions? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)

Responses to Current Economic Conditions in Past 12 Months  
(Shown: % Selected)

SBOs

MMBOs

15%

14%

14%

13%

12%

10%

9%

9%

13%

21%

13%

17%

16%

14%

15%

11%

Reduced retirement savings

Postponed planned office renovations or facility
upgrades

Tapped into personal retirement savings to support
the business

Delayed or canceled business property purchases or
lease

Changed insurance carrier

Considered an intentional exit strategy from my
business

Delayed/postponed purchasing insurance policies

Canceled insurance policies

21%

19%

18%

18%

17%

16%

16%

15%

28%

29%

23%

21%

19%

19%

16%

13%

Sought out a financial professional’s guidance or 
expertise

Made new investments to take advantage of market
opportunities

Reassessed or diversified my financial portfolio

Reduced business travel or client visits

Delayed or canceled company vehicle or equipment
purchases

Attempted to renegotiate insurance coverage/limits

Started a new business or side venture

Canceled or postponed retirement

Mid-Market Business OwnersSmall Business Owners

28% C-Corps

27% Partnerships
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Q23: If your business faced a cash crunch, which would you cut first? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)
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Small Business 

Owners

Mid-Market Business 

Owners

My own salary 29% 17%

My own retirement savings 9% 5%

External services (e.g., consultants, freelancers, agencies) 8% 9%

Marketing or growth initiatives 7% 9%

Bonuses or profit-sharing 6% 7%

Employee benefits (e.g., cuts or cost increases) 5% 6%

Vendor contracts 5% 4%

Office space or physical footprint 5% 7%

R&D or innovation projects 5% 8%

Optional insurance coverages or risk management programs 4% 6%

Employee perks (e.g., wellness benefits, team outings) 4% 6%

Training and professional development programs 4% 8%

I’d take on debt before cutting anything 11% 6%

If Faced with a Cash Crunch, I Would First Cut…
(Shown: % Selected)

If faced with a cash crunch, business owners would rather cut their own 
salaries over marketing, innovation, or workforce investments
Small business owners are more likely than mid-market business owners to do so, and would secondly take on debt before cutting anything.

SBOs

MMBOs

13% Partnerships



Thinking about what would give them piece-of-mind, SBOs are seeking 
operational efficiencies and financial advisory while MMBOs would 
benefit from AI technology and enhanced risk management programs 
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Q24: Thinking about what would give you peace-of-mind as a business owner today, which of the following feels most worth the money right now? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, 

Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)

Thinking of What Would Give You Peace of Mind as a Business Owner, Which of the Following Feels Most 

Worth the Money?
(Shown: % Selected)

SBOs

MMBOs

12%

11%

11%

10%

7%

7%

15%

13%

15%

26%

10%

12%

Therapy or mental health support

Upgrading your workspace

An all-hands team retreat

Enhancing risk management programs

A full month of not checking financial reports

Hiring an executive assistant

26%

26%

21%

20%

16%

13%

13%

12%

20%

23%

27%

18%

13%

16%

20%

18%

Optimizing operational efficiencies

Advice from a financial advisor

A new AI tool that saves time or money

A new marketing campaign that might move the
needle

A personal escape — like a solo vacation

A business coach or strategist

Better insurance benefits for the team

A trusted insurance advisor who knows my
business/industry

Mid-Market Business OwnersSmall Business Owners

20% 0-2 years 

in business

24% C-Corps

25% S-Corps



46%

31%

20%

4%

Business owners, particularly mid-market, are largely confident in their 
preparedness to navigate future business risk
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Q7: Regardless of your preparation, how confident are you that your business is prepared to navigate future risk? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)

Confidence in Business Preparedness to Navigate Future Risk
(Shown: % Selected)

67%

23%

10%

Mid-Market Business OwnersSmall Business Owners

SBOs

MMBOs

Moderately confidentVery/extremely confident Somewhat confident Not at all confident



To protect against future risks to their business, SBOs have focused on 
customer retention while MMBOs have prioritized AI or automation
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Other actions taken over the past year to reduce future risk include reducing overhead or renegotiating vendor contracts, strengthening supplier / partner 

relationships, and increasing cash reserves. Blue collar companies are more likely to have focused on strengthening supplier / partner relationships (30% vs. 21% 

white collar)

Q6: What actions have you taken over the past 12 months to protect your business against future risk? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)

Business Actions in Past 12 Months to Reduce Future Risk  
(Shown: % Selected)
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SBOs

MMBOs

SBOs MMBOs

Focused on retaining existing customers over 

acquiring new ones
30% 22%

Reduced overhead or renegotiated vendor 

contracts
26% 22%

Built stronger supplier or partner relationships 25% 28%

Increased cash reserves 24% 28%

Cut underperforming products or services 21% 25%

Identified sources for credit when needed 20% 23%

Expanded into new markets or customer segments 20% 25%

Invested in AI or automation to increase efficiency 19% 35%

Diversified revenue streams 19% 21%

SBOs MMBOs

Met with my current financial advisor / planner 16% 27%

Created or strengthened a formal business 

continuity plan
16% 20%

Purchased or increased insurance coverage 13% 26%

Hired a financial advisor / planner 13% 19%

Moved operations partially or fully online 12% 16%

Shifted to more flexible or contract-based staffing 12% 16%

Reduced insurance coverage 12% 15%

Switched to fully remote work model and closed 

physical office
12% 12%

Reduced physical footprint and/or fleet size 8% 16%

30% S-Corps 21% Partnerships

30% 

Partnerships

22% C-Corps



Workforce Issues

16E D E L M A N  D X I  /  ©  2 0 2 6



Workers are putting pressure on their employers, with many business 
owners experiencing employees asking for improved compensation or 
benefits in the past year
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Some business owners have also seen employees taking on other jobs / gig work or asking for more shifts to make ends meet. Mid-market business owners are 

more likely to have experienced each of the employee-related occurrences in the past 12 months.
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Q9. Which of the following have you experienced as a business owner over the last 12 months? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)

In the Last 12 Months, Have You Experienced Your Employees…?  
(Shown: % Selected)

28%

25%

25%

23%

23%

17%

16%

13%

10%

6%

35%

32%

32%

34%

33%

25%

26%

21%

26%

18%

Asking for better compensation

Asking for more or better benefits

Taking on another job / gig work

Asking for more shifts / overtime work

Leaving for jobs with better pay and / or benefits

Making mistakes due to increased workloads

Leaving for jobs where they can work remotely

Shifting to part-time work instead of retiring

Postponing their retirement

Increasing retirements

Small Business Owners Mid Market Business Owners

SBOs

MMBOs

33% Blue Collar

24% White Collar

33% C-Corps

23% C-Corps

22% Partnerships



Increase investment in safety / 

risk management

Decrease investment in training 

or upskilling

Decrease employee hours

Decrease investment in safety / 

risk management

Decrease health insurance 

coverage levels for employees

Decrease wages

Lay off or furlough workers

Many of today’s business owners are investing in their workforce 
rather than conducting layoffs or furloughs 
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About a third (31%) of small business owners and half (52%) of mid-market business owners have hired new workers over the past year, while only 10% and 20%, 

respectively,  have laid off or furloughed workers – though over a quarter have paused hiring. Mid market business owners are more likely to be taking proactive 

workforce actions like training, increasing wages, or expanding benefits.

Q10: Which of the following actions relating to your business’s workforce have you done in the past 12 months or do you plan to do in the next 12 months? If an action is not 

applicable to your business, please indicate that. Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402) 

52%
31%

32%
28%

15%
36%

1%
5%

45%
29%

40%
41%

14%
22%

1%
9%

28%
30%

25%
15%

43%
41%

3%
15%

42%
26%

33%
25%

23%
37%

2%
12%

49%
23%

36%
33%

13%
32%

1%
12%

38%
23%

32%
24%

28%
41%

2%
12%

Have 

Done
Plan to do in 

next 12 months

39%
21%

39%
24%

21%
39%

1%
16%

Hire new workers

Pause hiring

Increase wages to account for rising 

living costs

Increase responsibilities for current 

employees to help manage payroll 

expenses

Increase investment in training or 

upskilling

Increase employee hours

Increase health insurance coverage 

levels for employees

Workforce Actions in Past 12 Months  
(Shown: % Selected)

46%
21%

37%
29%

15%
38%

2%
12%

24%
12%

25%
20%

48%
58%

4%
11%

22%
14%

26%
18%

49%
54%

4%
15%

24%
12%

25%
16%

47%
56%

4%
16%

22%
12%

23%
18%

52%
53%

3%
18%

16%
11%

22%
11%

59%
68%

3%
11%

20%
10%

21%
13%

53%
61%

5%
15%

SBOs

MMBOs

Don’t 

plan to N/A
Have 

Done
Plan to do in 

next 12 months

Don’t 

plan to
NA
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Q12: What workforce issues have you had the most impact on your business over the past 12 months? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)

Top Workforce Issues Over Past 12 Months
(Shown % Selected ‘Very/Extremely Impacted’)

When it comes to workforce challenges, today’s businesses are 
struggling most with attraction / retention and managing burnout
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26%

26%

25%

21%

20%

19%

16%

15%

10%

8%

29%

26%

30%

26%

18%

26%

20%

22%

19%

22%

Attracting skilled employees

Balancing workloads / employee burnout

Retaining skilled employees

Need for training / upskilling

Addressing employee health (physical and/or mental), wellness and safety

Investment in AI and automation alternatives

Fostering employee productivity

Generational differences in employee preferences, ways of working, etc.

Managing / maintaining organizational culture

Losing skilled employees due to return to office policies (for example, requiring 3-5
days in office per week)

Small Business Owners Mid Market Business Owners

Mid-market business owners are more likely to have been impacted by AI and automation alternatives, generational differences, cultural challenges, and losing 

employees due to RTO policies. 

SBOs

MMBOs

23% White Collar

17% Blue Collar

21% 0-2 years in business

22% 0-2 years in business

40% C-Corps

27% Partnerships

28% Partnerships



Impact of Tariffs
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39%

37%

36%

42%

26%

21%

12 months
from now

Currently

Mid-market business owners are more likely to report tariffs are having 
a positive impact on their business

21Q17. What impact are tariffs having on your business currently, and what impact do you expect tariffs will have on your business 12 months from now? Base: Small Business Owners (n=400), 

Mid Market Business Owners (n=402) Q18. Thinking about the impact of tariffs on your business, how concerned are you currently about the following? Base: Small Business Owners (n=400), 

Mid Market Business Owners (n=402)

E D E L M A N  D X I  /  ©  2 0 2 5

Regarding Impact of Tariffs on Your Business, How Concerned are You 

About…
(Shown: % Selected, Very/Extremely)

Impact of Tariffs on Business
(Shown: % Selected T2B “Positive,” B2B “Negative”)

SBOs MMBOs

Having to raise prices for finished goods 39% 44%

Increased costs of raw materials 38% 51%

Impact on profit margins 36% 46%

Difficulty in maintaining pricing flexibility 34% 48%

Having to find new suppliers 31% 46%

Business planning/forecasting amid trade uncertainty 

and regulatory shifts
28% 45%

Reduced competitiveness in domestic markets 26% 41%

Having to move operations to other locations 23% 39%

Ensuring legal/regulatory compliance 23% 42%

Needing to cut employees or benefits 21% 37%

Reduced competitiveness in international markets 21% 42%

Half of MMBOs report a positive impact from tariffs, while SBOs are more likely to report they are having a negative impact. However, both small and mid-market 

owners are concerned about having to raise prices, the increased costs of raw materials, and the impact of tariffs on profit margins. MMBOs are also uniquely 

concerned about their ability to maintain pricing flexibility.

SBOs

MMBOs

24%

26%

21%

23%

54%

50%

12 months
from now

Currently

Small Business Owners

Mid-Market Business Owners

No impactNegative Positive

53% S-Corps

52% Partnerships

58% C-Corps
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Q19: What actions, if any, is your business taking now in response to changing tariff policies? Q20: Which of the following best describes how your business is managing the increased costs 

associated with tariffs on imported raw materials or inputs? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)

Actions Taken Now in Response to Tariffs 
(Shown % Selected)

Many business owners, especially MMBOs, are taking action to protect 
against evolving tariff policies, like negotiating long-term contracts or 
increasing inventory levels
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29%

28%

34%

41%

33%

35%

37%

42%

12%

17%

21%

24%

24%

24%

27%

28%

None of the above

Consulting legal or trade experts to ensure compliance

Investing in domestic manufacturing

Increasing inventory levels

Diversifying suppliers from different countries or regions

Shifting focus to new markets or customers to offset tariff
impact

Negotiating long-term contracts with suppliers to lock in
prices

Exploring alternative materials or components to avoid
tariff costs

Small Business Owners Mid Market Business Owners

Additionally, 1 in 5 SBOs (21%) and over a quarter of MMBOs (27%) report passing increased costs from tariffs on to customers, though most business report a 

combination of absorbing some increased costs and passing some on to customers. 

21%

27%

41%

39%

17%

30%

21%

4%

Small Business
Owners

Mid-Market
Business
Owners

Passing all increased costs on to customers through price adjustments

Absorbing some increased costs and passing some on to customers

Absorbing all increased costs without passing them on to customers

Don't know / Not applicable

My Business is Managing Increasing Tariff-Related 

Costs by…
(Shown: % Selected)

SBOs

MMBOs

41% C-Corps

46% C-Corps

39% Partnerships

50% C-Corps

37% Partnerships



Insurance Needs
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A majority of business owners are currently working with an 
agent to manage their business’s insurance needs

24Q25. Do you currently work with an insurance agent to manage your business’s insurance needs? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402) 

Q26. How likely would you be to talk with your business’s insurance agent about the impact of the following topics on your business’s operations and insurance policies? Base: Total who 

currently work with an insurance agent (Small Business Owners n=252, Mid-Market Business Owners n=325)
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Small Business 

Owners

Mid-Market 

Business 

Owners

Rising costs of business liability premiums 72% 77%

Employee benefits 64% 74%

Inflation 59% 75%

High interest rates 57% 76%

US market volatility 56% 71%

Financial market volatility 51% 71%

Supply chain disruptions 47% 70%

Likelihood to Talk to Your Business’s Agent About the 

Impact of…
(Shown: % Selected Top 2 Box “Moderately/Extremely Likely”)

Mid-market business owners are more likely than small business owners to be working with an insurance agent and would be more likely to talk with their agent about 

key topics like inflation, interest rates, and supply chain disruptions. Owners of newer businesses (0-2 years in business) would also be more likely than others to talk 

to their business’s insurance agent about many of the following topics like interest rates and market volatility.

63%
Small Business Owners

81%
Mid-Market Business 

Owners

…are currently working with 

an agent to manage their 

business’s insurance needs

SBOs

MMBOs

83% C-Corps

83% 

Partnerships

78% 

Partnerships

78% 

Partnerships
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Q5: You mentioned the cost of insurance is a challenge for your business. What actions, if any, have you taken regarding your insurance policies or coverage over the past 12 months to reduce costs? Base: Total (Small 

Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)
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With insurance costs a top concern for today’s business owners, many are 
taking action to reduce costs – like renegotiating contracts or increasing 
deductibles to lower premium costs
Mid-market business owners are more likely to have taken certain actions over the past year - like bundling policies / consolidating coverage with one carrier or 

adopting self-insuring employee healthcare.

Actions Taken in the Past 12 Months to Reduce Insurance Costs
(Shown: % Selected, Among Those Without a Succession Plan)

Small Business 

Owners

Mid-Market 

Business Owners

Sought competitive bids or renegotiated with current carrier 33% 38%

Increased deductibles to lower premium cost 32% 36%

Reduced or eliminated certain optional coverages 27% 35%

Bundled policies or consolidated coverage with one carrier 25% 41%

Switched to a different insurance carrier 22% 23%

Engaged a broker or consultant to reassess risk strategy 21% 28%

Adopted self-insuring employee healthcare 15% 29%

Shifted to parametric insurance solutions 12% 21%

Formed or joined a captive insurance program 12% 22%

SBOs

MMBOs

33% 0-2 years 

in business

33% 0-2 years 

in business



Engagement with AI
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19%
2%

37%

21%

44%

77%

Small Business Owners Mid-Market Business Owners

Currently investing in AI

Not currently investing, but interested

Not currently investing, and not interested

Most business owners, especially MMBOs, are either currently 
investing in AI or are interested in doing so in the future

27

Current Investment in AI
(Shown % Selected)

Of those who have invested, 9 in 10 are seeing positive return on investment (ROI) on their AI initiatives. Older businesses (11+ years in business) are least likely 

to be currently investing in AI technology.
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Perceptions of Artificial Intelligence (AI) Technology
(Shown % Selected Top 2 Box ‘Somewhat/Strongly Agree’)

Q29. Which of the following best describes your current investment in artificial intelligence (AI) technology for your business? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)

Q30. Thinking about artificial intelligence (AI) technology, how much do you agree or disagree with the following? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)

SBOs

MMBOs

SBOs MMBOs

I am seeing positive return on investment (ROI) on my AI 

initiatives
*reported only among those who are currently investing in AI

90% 93%

I trust generative AI tech like ChatGPT to provide advice related 

to the operations of my business
69% 87%

I am considering using AI technology to help make strategic 

decisions about my business
66% 83%

78% C-Corps

86% C-Corps



68% 65% 64% 61% 59% 58%
54%

48%

87% 85% 87%
82% 85% 82% 85%

77%

Writing marketing
copy or social
media posts

Forecasting cash
flow or financial

trends

Managing inventory
or supply chain

logistics

Advising on risk
management
strategies and

practices

Employee
scheduling

Payroll and
compliance

Customer service Hiring or screening
job candidates

Mid-market business owners report high levels of trust in AI, while 
small businesses are still testing the waters
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Q31: To what extent do you trust AI to manage the following for your business? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402) 
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Trust in AI to Manage Business Responsibilities
(Shown: % Selected Top 3 Box ‘Trust’ on a 5-point scale)

Mid-Market Business OwnersSmall Business Owners

Mid-market owners report high trust in AI for operational tasks and decision-making, particularly logistics and customer service, while small businesses reserve the 

highest trust for marketing and financial forecasting.

SBOs

MMBOs

89% Partnerships
85% Partnerships

85% C-Corps

88% Partnerships

85% C-Corps

85% Partnerships
85% C-Corps

89% Partnerships

81% C-Corps

82% Partnerships



However, concerns remain around the cybersecurity risks and 
potential employee displacement associated with AI implementation

29

Among mid-market business owners 7 in 10 believe AI technology will replace non-customer facing jobs in the next 5 years, and 6 in 10 are considering using AI 

technology to replace current employees  
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Q29. Which of the following best describes your current investment in artificial intelligence (AI) technology for your business? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)

Q30. Thinking about artificial intelligence (AI) technology, how much do you agree or disagree with the following? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)

SBOs

MMBOs

Perceptions of Artificial Intelligence (AI) Technology
(Shown % Selected Top 2 Box ‘Somewhat/Strongly Agree’)

SBOs MMBOs

I am concerned the use of AI technology could increase cybersecurity risk for 

my business 62% 67%

In the next 5 years, I believe AI technology will replace non-customer facing 

jobs in my company 50% 71%

I am considering using AI technology to replace current employees 31% 60%

77% S-Corps

77% C-Corps

77% Partnerships

77% C-Corps

62% S-Corps

71% C-Corps

64% Partnerships



2026 Outlook
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Looking ahead to 2026, most business owners feel optimistic that the 
U.S. economy will get better

Looking Ahead to 2026, How Do You Feel About the U.S. Economy Generally?
(Shown % Selected)

Q32. Looking ahead to 2026, how do you feel about the U.S. economy generally? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402).

SBOs

MMBOs

56%

26%

15%

3%

Optimistic - things
will get better

Pessimistic -
things will get

worse

Things will stay
about the same

I'm not sure

69%

17%
12%

2%

Optimistic - things
will get better

Pessimistic - things
will get worse

Things will stay
about the same

I'm not sure

Small Business Owners Mid-Market Business Owners

81% C-Corps

34% S-Corps



Despite this optimism, most business owners expect overall business 
and insurance costs, as well as unemployment, to climb in 2026
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Q33: Again looking ahead to 2026, how do you expect each of the following will change? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402).
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On a more positive note, 4 in 10 small and 54% of mid-market business owners anticipate stock market increases over the next year.

SBOs

MMBOs

SBOs MMBOs

Go up ↑ Go down ↓ Go up ↑ Go down ↓

66% 13% 61% 12%

66% 16% 60% 11%

58% 19% 57% 13%

56% 22% 54% 19%

54% 15% 54% 15%

54% 17% 60% 12%

48% 25% 59% 18%

47% 28% 44% 26%

40% 27% 54% 13%

35% 21% 53% 10%

Looking Ahead to 2026, Do You Expect the Following to Go Up or Down?
(Shown % T2B ‘Go up’; B2B ‘Go down’)

Overall business costs

Insurance costs

Housing costs

Inflation

Commercial real estate costs

Labor costs

Interest rates

Unemployment

The stock market

Employee benefits

65% C-Corps

24% Partnerships



59%

59%

54%

49%

48%

48%

42%

41%

40%

38%

32%

29%

66%

62%

63%

53%

65%

65%

55%

57%

56%

51%

53%

50%

Health care costs

Cost of insurance

Energy costs

Managing cash flow / debt

Raw materials costs

Employee benefits costs

Property maintenance costs

Attracting / retaining employees

Cybersecurity / IT failures

Changes to infrastructure funding

Minimum wage law changes

Workplace safety issues

Businesses see health care, insurance costs, and energy costs as top 
challenges in the year to come
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Q4. How big of a challenge for your business are each of the following concerns, looking ahead to the next 12 months? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402) 
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Business Challenges Looking Ahead to the Next 12 Months  
(Shown: % Selected Top 3 Box ‘Challenging’ on a 7-point scale)

Mid-Market Business OwnersSmall Business Owners

Mid-market businesses are more likely to consider raw materials costs and employee benefits costs as challenges compared to small business owners. Owners of 

newer businesses are most likely to be concerned about cash flow / debt, attracting / retaining employees, and minimum wage law changes.

SBOs

MMBOs

76% C-Corps

76% C-Corps

70% C-Corps

62% C-Corps

59% Partnerships

73% C-Corps

66% C-Corps

68% C-Corps

64% Partnerships

61% C-Corps

71% C-Corps



There is a lack of alignment between small and mid-market business 
owners when considering the top business opportunities for 2026

34

Small business owners see most opportunity in improving operational efficiency and cost reduction, introducing new products and services, and diversifying 

revenue streams, while mid-market businesses see more opportunity in digital transformation and strengthening supply chain resilience.
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Q34. What do you see as the biggest opportunities facing your business over the next 12 months? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)

Biggest Business Opportunities Over Next 12 Months
(Shown: % Selected) SBOs MMBOs

Improvement of operational efficiency and cost reduction 24% 23%

Diversification of revenue streams 20% 17%

Introduction of new products or services 19% 17%

Investment in technology or digital transformation initiatives (for example, artificial intelligence (AI)) 19% 27%

Expansion into new markets or geographic regions 18% 21%

Improving employee benefits 18% 21%

Increasing market share through marketing and advertising 17% 17%

Strengthening supply chain resilience 17% 23%

Strategic partnerships or collaborations with other businesses 14% 13%

Talent acquisition and development 14% 18%

Prioritizing mental health and personal boundaries 13% 15%

Implementing or improving risk management strategies 10% 18%

Succession planning / developing a more intentional business exit strategy 10% 15%

Exploration of mergers or acquisition opportunities 8% 17%

SBOs

MMBOs

28% S-Corps



Business owners are likely to expand into new markets or product lines 
or make investments over the next 6 months in response to expected 
interest rate changes
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Business owners have mixed perceptions on the impact of expected interest rate changes on their businesses. While mid-market business owners say they would 

be more likely to take growth-oriented business actions like expanding or making investments, small business owners are more split on their likelihood to take action.

Q35: Thinking about how you expect interest rates to change over the next 6 months, are you more or less likely to take the following actions related to your business? Base: Small Business 

Owners (n=400), Mid Market Business Owners (n=402)

Expand into new markets or product lines

Expand or make investments

Take out a business loan

Increase capital spending (equipment, property, technology, etc.)

Seek out new investors or growth financing

Refinance existing debt

Hire more workers

Mergers / acquisitions

SBOs

MMBOs

Likelihood to Take Actions Based on Expected Interest Rate Changes
(Shown: % Selected, T2B ‘More Likely’, B2B ‘Less Likely’)

More Likely No impact at all Less Likely

67%
48%

23%
34%

10%
18%

67%
43%

23%
33%

10%
25%

56%
41%

27%
30%

18%
30%

61%
40%

26%
34%

13%
26%

58%
39%

31%
38%

11%
24%

52%
34%

28%
39%

19%
27%

64%
33%

24%
37%

13%
30%

50%
24%

33%
43%

16%
34%

71% C-Corps T2B

71% Partnerships T2B

63% C-Corps T2B

53% S-Corps T2B

57% Partnerships T2B

72% C-Corps T2B

67% S-Corps T2B

67% C-Corps T2B

67% Partnerships T2B

67% C-Corps T2B



Detailed Findings: Agents
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Current Outlook
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Insurance agents are also pessimistic about national economic 
conditions - but feel more positive about local conditions and their 
specific agencies

38

Q36/Q38. How would you rate…? Base: Total (Principals n=100, Producers/CSRs n=340)

29%

44%

68% 69%

43%

54%

66% 68%

Principals Producers/CSRs

Positive Rating of Current Economic / Business Conditions
(Shown % Select Top 2 Box ‘Good/Excellent’ on a 4-point scale)

Current business 

conditions in the U.S. 

economy overall 

Current business 

conditions in your 

own city or region 

Current business 

conditions for your 

business / agency 

specifically
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The current condition 

of the U.S. economy 

overall 

Agents

Principals are less likely than other agents to feel positively about the U.S. economy.



65% 63%
59%

48% 48%
44%

40% 40%
35%

20%
15%

Inflation /
rising interest

rates

High interest
rates

Increased
competition

Evolving
policy /

regulation

Tariffs Legal system
abuse /

predatory
lawsuits

Labor / hiring
challenges

The impact of
AI technology

Potential
economic
downturn

Disruption
from extreme

weather

Supply chain
disruptions

Inflation, interest rates, and increasing competition are the top 
concerns for business finances among principals today
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Q40. Thinking about your business' finances, how concerned are you currently about the following? Base: Total (Principals n=100)
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Current Concerns Around Business Finances for Agents
(Shown: % Selected Top 2 Box ‘Very/Extremely Concerned’, among Principals only)

Agents

Other concerns include evolving policies and regulations, tariffs, and legal system abuse.



Over half of principals are building stronger relationships, cutting 
underperforming services, and focusing on retention in response to current 
economic conditions
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Q41: What actions have you taken over the past 12 months to protect your business against current economic pressures? Base: Total (Principals n=100)

Q42: Regardless of your preparation, how confident are you that your business is prepared to navigate future risk? Base: Total (Principals n=100) 

Agents

2%

28%

61%

9%

Extremely confident Very confident

Moderately confident Somewhat confident

Confidence in Business Preparedness to 

Navigate Future Risk
(Shown: % Selected, among Principals only)

Even in the face of the responses they’ve had to make, the majority of principals are confident in their ability to navigate future risk, with 3 in 10 being very or 

extremely confident.

57%

51%

51%

45%

39%

37%

35%

32%

30%

30%

25%

21%

12%

2%

Built stronger supplier or partner relationships

Cut underperforming products or services

Focused on retaining existing customers over acquiring new…

Specialized in certain industries

Created a formal risk management or crisis plan

Purchased or increased insurance coverage

Hired a financial advisor / planner

Moved operations partially or fully online

Added / changed carrier appointments

Hired more agents / employees

Invested in AI or automation to increase efficiency

Shifted to more flexible or contract-based staffing

Acquired another agency/firm

Took no specific actions — just trying to stay afloat

Responses to Economic Conditions in Past 12 Months  
(Shown: % Selected, among Principals only)



Workforce Issues
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Most principals have experienced employees asking for better 
compensation and benefits; Among all agents, many have seen 
employees or colleagues leaving for jobs with better offerings
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Q43: Which of the following have you experienced as a business owner over the last 12 months? Base: Total (Principals n=100)

Q44: Which of the following have you experienced at your agency over the last 12 months? Base: Total (Producers/CSRs n=340)

Agency-Related Occurrences in Past 12 Months  
(Shown: % Selected, among Producers/CSRs only)

65%

54%

47%

44%

39%

35%

18%

2%

Employees leaving for jobs with better pay
and / or benefits

Employees leaving for jobs where they can
work remotely

Employees postponing their retirement

Employees taking on another job / gig work

Employees shifting to part-time work
instead of retiring

Employees asking for more shifts /
overtime work

Increased retirements

None of the above

Agents

Employee-Related Occurrences in Past 12 Months   
(Shown: % Selected, among Principals only)

72%

61%

58%

45%

44%

41%

28%

23%

15%

3%

Employees asking for better compensation

Employees asking for more or better benefits

Employees leaving for jobs with better pay
and / or benefits

Employees leaving for jobs where they can
work remotely

Employees postponing their retirement

Employees taking on another job / gig work

Employees asking for more shifts / overtime
work

Employees shifting to part-time work instead
of retiring

Increased retirements

None of the above

26% Management Lines

9% Commercial Lines
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Q45: Which of the following actions relating to your business’s operations have you done in the past 12 months or do you plan  to do in the next 12 months? If an action is not applicable to your business, please indicate that. 

Base: Total (Principals n=100)
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Principals

Hire new workers 38%

Increase wages to account for rising living costs 38%

Increase responsibilities for current employees to help manage payroll expenses 27%

Pause hiring 25%

Reduce employee hours 4%

Reduce insurance offerings for employees 3%

Reduce retirement plan offerings for employees 3%

Lay off or furlough workers 1%

Business Actions Taken Within The Past 12 Months 
(Shown: % Selected, among Principals only)

In the past 12 months, many principals have invested in their workforce by 
hiring new workers or increasing wages to account for living costs

Agents

Only 1% of principals report layoffs or furloughs over the past year, though a quarter have paused hiring.
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Q47: What workforce issues have had the most impact on your business or agency over the past 12 months? Base: Total (Agents n=440)

Top Workforce Issues Over Past 12 Months
(Shown % Selected)

However, agents have also had trouble retaining and attracting skilled 
employees and balancing workloads / employee burnout
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44%

38%

37%

36%

29%

24%

21%

20%

16%

16%

Retaining skilled employees

Attracting skilled employees

Balancing workloads / employee burnout

Need for training / upskilling

Managing / maintaining organizational culture

Generational differences in employee preferences, ways of working, etc.

Fostering employee productivity

Addressing employee health (physical and/or mental), wellness and safety

Investment in AI and automation alternatives

Losing skilled employees due to return to office policies (for example, requiring
3-5 days in office per week)

Additional issues over the past year include the need for training and managing organizational culture.

Agents

30% Principals



Customer Engagement
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Q48: To the best of your knowledge, which of the following actions, if any, have your customers taken in the past 12 months in response to current economic conditions? Base: Total (Agents 

n=440)

Customer Responses to Economy in Past 12 Months
(Shown % Selected ‘Very/Extremely Impacted’)

Many agents report their customers have attempted to renegotiate 
insurance coverage/limits or change insurance carriers in response to 
economic conditions over the past year
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53%

48%

41%

37%

36%

35%

35%

28%

28%

25%

25%

21%

20%

19%

17%

Attempted to renegotiate insurance coverage/limits

Changed insurance carriers

Canceled or postponed retirement

Reduced travel

Canceled optional insurance coverages

Canceled or postponed home purchases

Delayed/postponed purchasing insurance policies

Canceled or postponed automobile purchases

Canceled or postponed home renovation projects

Scaled back investment in new technologies or innovations

Scaled back capital investment in property

Canceled insurance policies

Opted to self-insure rather than purchase traditional coverage

Bought parametric insurance

Canceled or postponed home maintenance needs

Some customers have also canceled or postponed retirement, reduced travel, and canceled optional insurance coverages.

Agents

52% Principals

44% Principals



Over the past year, 9 in 10 agents have seen an uptick in customers 
attempting to renegotiate their insurance policies or get better rates
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Agents have also been seeing insurance rates/premiums rising, customers changing coverage to different products, and decreased demand for insurance policies 

as impacts from current economic conditions. Nearly 3 in 4 principals report they have delayed business investments as a result of high interest rates.

Q49: How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements about how current economic conditions are impacting your business and customers? Base: Total (Agents 

n=440) *Asked among principals only.

92% 8%

89% 11%

52% 48%

72% 28%

75% 25%

Agree Disagree

Over the past 12 months, there has been an uptick in customers attempting to 

renegotiate their insurance policies or get better rates

Insurance rates/premiums are rising for my customers

Consumers changing coverage to different products

I have delayed business investments as a result of high interest rates*

Consumer demand for insurance policies has decreased over the past 12 

months

Do You Agree or Disagree With the Following About the Impact of 

Current Economic Conditions?
(Shown % Selected ‘Somewhat/Strongly Agree’)

Agents

70% Principals

60% Wholesalers
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Q50: Which of the following actions have your recommended to customers to help them manage economic challenges? Base: Total (Agents n=440)

Q52: What resources, if any, do insurance carriers provide you to support conversations with clients about the impact the economy is having on their insurance coverage? Base: Total (Agents n=440)

Recommendations to Customers to Help Manage Economic 

Challenges
(Shown % Selected)

To help manage economic challenges, agents recommend checking the 
discounts customers qualify for and using risk management services 
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71%

64%

55%

48%

47%

46%

46%

34%

Checking the discounts they qualify for

Using risk management/mitigation services

Changing insurance carriers

Increasing their deductible to save on
premiums

Consider alternative risk structures to
mitigate rising insurance costs

Changing to a different insurance product

Increase coverage

Consider alternative coverages (e.g.,
parametric insurance)

In these conversations about economic impacts / challenges, agents primarily utilize carrier-provided risk management resources, client-facing materials and 

newsletter updates on economic conditions.

Agents

Resources Insurance Carriers Provide to Support Client 

Conversations About Economic Impacts
(Shown: % Selected)

Agents

Risk management resources 72%

Client-facing materials (brochures, pamphlets, and other 

information)
70%

Newsletter updates on economic conditions 60%

Social media posts 57%

Services to help prevent claims or business disruption 49%

Talking points to use in client conversations 48%

Webinars or podcasts about the economy 43%

Access to staff economists 23%



Nearly all agents see the value in and recommend risk management 
services and resources to their clients
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Agents see risk management as a way to help protect the bottom line for businesses, to increase efficiencies in business operations, and as a way to protect 

against business disruption. 9 in 10 also recommend their clients establish business continuity plans and make structural improvements or fortifications to reduce 

risk and mitigate disruption.

Q51: Thinking about risk management, how much do you agree or disagree with the following? Base: Total (Agents n=440)

93% 7%

93% 7%

93% 7%

92% 8%

92% 8%

91% 9%

88% 12%

Agree Disagree

89% 11%

I recommend my commercial clients leverage carrier-provided risk 

management services and resources

My commercial clients value carrier-provided risk management 

services/resources available to them

I see value for my commercial clients in utilizing carrier-provided risk 

management services/resources available to them

I see risk management as a way to help protect the bottom line for 

businesses

I see value for my clients in risk management as a way to increase 

efficiencies in their business operations

I see value for my clients in risk management as a way to protect 

against business disruption

I recommend business continuity plans for my customers to mitigate 

disruption

I recommend my commercial clients make structural improvements or 

fortifications to reduce risk and mitigate disruption

Feelings about Risk Management
(Shown: % Selected T2B ‘Agree’, B2B ‘Disagree’)

Agents



Engagement with AI 
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24% 48% 28%

Currently investing

Not currently, but plan to within the next year

Not currently, and do not plan to within the next year

About 1 in 4 principals are currently investing in AI, and among all agents, 
most would like to use it to automate data entry and summarize client 
history or policy details

51

Current Investment in AI for Your Business
(Shown % Selected, among Principals only)
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Agents

45%

44%

43%

36%

25%

25%

23%

23%

16%

Automate data entry and form completion

Summarize client history or policy details
quickly

Identify missing information or errors before
submission

Pre-fill application and renewal forms from
existing data

Automate routine customer service responses
and policy updates

Generate personalized renewal
recommendations for clients

Provide real-time underwriting guidance or risk
insights

Streamline document management and
correspondence

Recommend cross-sell or upsell opportunities

Q53 Which of the following best describes your current investment in artificial intelligence? Base: Total (Principals n=100)

Q57: Which of the following best describes how you would like AI technology to support your submissions, renewals, and servicing tasks. Base: Total (Agents n=440)

How Would You Like AI Technology to Support Your 

Submissions, Renewals, and Servicing Tasks?
(Shown: % Selected)

24% Wholesalers

24% Management Lines

51% Commercial 

Lines



Agents trust AI most for writing marketing copy and customer service, 
but trust drops when it considering using the technology for hiring, 
financial forecasting, or payroll 
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Q59: To what extent do you trust AI to manage the following for your business or agency? Base: Total (Agents n=440)

To What Extent Do You Trust AI to Manage the Following for Your Business or Agency? 
(Shown % Selected T3B ‘Trust’)

Agents

82%

60%

51%

43%

39%

38%

23%

Writing marketing copy or social media posts

Customer service

Employee scheduling

Qualifying risk (e.g., gathering data to create a quote,
creating a premium indication, collecting information for

submission, etc.)

Hiring or screening job candidates

Forecasting cash flow or financial trends

Payroll and compliance

69% Wholesalers

56% Management Lines

52% Management Lines

40% Wholesalers



Most agents are considering using AI to develop counsel and make 
strategic business decisions, but nearly half are concerned clients will 
turn to AI rather than their agency
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Q58: Thinking about artificial intelligence (AI) technology, how much do you agree or disagree with the following? Base: Total (Agents n=440) *Asked among principals.

89% 11%

56% 44%

64% 36%

56% 44%

55% 45%

Agree Disagree

I am concerned that the use of AI technology could increase cybersecurity risk 

for businesses

I trust AI chatbots like ChatGPT to provide advice related to the operations of 

my business*

I need support from technology vendors or partners to help my fully leverage 

AI for my business*

I am considering using AI technology to help develop counsel for my clients

I am considering using AI technology to help make strategic decisions about 

my business*

I am concerned my clients will begin turning to AI instead of our agency for 

insurance advice

I am considering using AI technology to replace current employees*

I am currently using Agentic AI (AI systems capable of taking autonomous 

actions or making decisions) to support/enhance my business operations*

In the next 5 years, I believe AI technology will replace all non-customer facing 

jobs in my company

Regarding AI, Do You Agree or Disagree with the Following?
(Shown % Selected T2B ‘Agree’, B2B ‘Disagree’)

46% 56%

34% 66%

31% 67%

30% 70%

Agents

2% DK / Unsure

<1% DK / Unsure

Agents are also highly concerned AI could increase cybersecurity risk for businesses, and many recognize its potential to replace current employees.



Retirement Readiness
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Two thirds of agents feel prepared for retirement, but nearly one third 
say they have delayed their retirement timeframe in the past 12 months

55Q60: How prepared do you currently feel for retirement? 

Q61. Have you changed your retirement timeframe within the past 12 months?

Q62: At what age do you currently expect to retire from work? Base: Total (Agents n=440)
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67%

33%

Preparedness for Retirement
(Shown: % Selected)

64
Agents

Age Expected to Retire 
(Shown: Mean)

Agents

13%

30%57%

Changes to Retirement Timeframe Within the 

Past 12 Months
(Shown: % Selected)

T2B ‘Prepared’

B2B ‘Unprepared’

Earlier than planned

Later than 

planned

No 

change

81% Principals

78% Wholesalers



58%

49%
45%

39% 38% 36%

24%

Tax incentives or benefits
for retirement savings

Access to retirement
savings plans such as

401(k) or SEP IRA

Better insurance options
(life, disability, long-term

care) to protect retirement
savings

Consultation services with
financial advisors /

planners specializing in
retirement planning

Financial education and
resources on retirement

planning

Government-supported
retirement programs or
incentives for business

owners

Transition or exit planning
for business succession

There are several factors that would support agents in planning for 
retirement – primarily tax incentives, retirement savings plans, and 
better insurance options
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Q63. Which of the following would most support you in your retirement planning or preparedness? Base: Total (Agents n=440)
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What Would Most Support Retirement Planning or Preparedness
(Shown: % Selected)

Agents

67% Commercial Lines

36% Principals



2026 Outlook
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22%

24%

53%

Agents

Optimistic – things will get better

Things will stay about the same

Pessimistic – things will get worse

While over half of agents feel optimistic about the 2026 U.S. economy, 
most expect real estate costs, business costs, and insurance premiums 
will rise next year

58
Q66: Looking ahead to 2026, how do you feel about the U.S. economy generally? Base: Total (Agents n=440)

Q67: Again, looking ahead to 2026, how do you expect each of the following will change? Base: Total (Agents n=440)

Perceptions of 2026 U.S. 

Economy 
(Shown % Selected)

Looking to 2026, How Do You Expect the Following to Change?
(Shown % Selected)

77% 16% 7%

74% 21% 5%

75% 20% 5%

71% 20% 6%

70% 21% 9%

Commercial real estate costs

Overall business costs

Insurance premiums

The stock market

Housing costs

Interest rates

Labor costs

Energy costs

Inflation

Tariffs

Housing availability

Unemployment

65% 26% 10%

65% 28% 6%

62% 32% 3%

51% 23% 26%

49% 33% 15%

47% 31% 21%

39% 24% 37%

Agents

However, 7 in 10 also anticipate stock market increases in 2026.

3%

1%

2%

3%

1%

Go Up Stay about the same Go Down Don’t know

72% Management Lines

65% Wholesalers
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Q68: What do you see as the biggest opportunities facing your business over the next 12 months? Base: Total (Principals n=100)

Biggest Opportunities in the Next 12 Months
(Shown % Selected ‘Very/Extremely Impacted’, among Principals only)

Principals see introducing new products and investing in technology as the 
biggest business opportunities in the upcoming year
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12%

13%

19%

20%

21%

23%

25%

30%

30%

31%

32%

34%

Exploration of mergers or acquisition opportunities

Expansion into new markets or geographic regions

The use of AI in the consumer shopping experience

Implementing or improving risk management strategies

Increasing market share through marketing and advertising

Talent acquisition and development

Strategic partnerships or collaborations with other businesses

Diversification of revenue streams

Improving employee benefits

Improvement of operational efficiency and cost reduction

Investment in technology or digital transformation initiatives (e.g., AI)

Introduction of new products or services

They also see opportunity in improving operational efficiency and employee benefits, as well as diversifying revenue streams

Agents



Principals are likely to expand into new markets or product lines or 
increase capital spending over the next 6 months in response to expected 
interest rate changes
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Nearly 2 in 5 are also likely to hire new workers, expand investments or seek out new investors.

Q70: Thinking about how you expect interest rates to change over the next 6 months, are you more or less likely to take the following actions related to your business? Base: Total 

(Principals n=100)

45% 33% 22%

39% 30% 31%

42% 20% 38%

38% 24% 38%

38% 22% 40%

More Likely Less Likely

Expand into new markets or product lines

Increase capital spending (equipment, property, technology, etc.)

Hire more workers

Expand or make investments

Seek out new investors or growth financing

Mergers / acquisitions

Take out a business loan

Refinance existing debt

Thinking About How You Expect Interest Rates to Change Over the Next 6 Month, Are 

You More Or Less Likely to…?
(Shown % Selected ‘Much more/Somewhat more likely’ and ‘Much less/Somewhat less likely’, among Principals only)

22% 32% 46%

22% 25% 53%

18% 27% 55%

Agents

No Impact



Media Storylines 
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Affordability: Business Owners as Economic “Shock Absorbers”

Headline: How the Affordability Crunch Impacts SMBs: In Tough Times, Owners 

Put Themselves Last and Prepare for What’s Next

Small and mid-sized owners are feeling the squeeze of inflation and rising costs 

just like consumers. Many are concerned about affordability yet remain guardedly 

optimistic about their own business outlook. When hard times hit, these owners 

act as economic shock absorbers, sacrificing their personal finances to shield 

employees and keep their businesses running, while prepping for the future. 

• Affordability fears mirror consumers: Over half of business owners cite 

inflation/rising prices as a top business concern, while over 6 in 10 SBOs rate 

the national economy’s current state as “poor” or “fair”, reflecting the same 

anxieties about rising costs seen among everyday consumers. 

• Optimistic outlook: 39% of SBOs and 46% of MMBOs are “very concerned” 

about high interest rates, but 78% of SBOs and 90% of MMBOs rate their 

business’s finances as good or excellent. This points to a cautious optimism 

where owners see a struggling economy but feel they can manage within 

their four walls.

• Owners are shock absorbers: When BOs were asked what they would cut 

first in a cash crunch, cutting their own salary was the most commonly 

selected option, cited by 29% of SBOs and 17% of MMBOs. By comparison, 

just 4% said they would cut employee benefits.

• SBO & MMBO playbooks: Owners feel the crunch differently. SBOs enter 

defense mode while MMBOs prep for growth. SBOs say focusing on retaining 

customers (30%), reducing overhead (26%), and investing in supplier 

relationships (25%) are their top activities to reduce future risk while MMBOs 

are investing in AI (35%), increasing cash reserves (28%), and investing in 

supplier relationships (28%)

Targets:

 

Affordability: Workforce Pressures

Headline: Main Street Hiring Outpaces Enterprise Layoffs

Despite headlines of large corporations laying off thousands, America’s small and 

mid-sized businesses, especially blue-collar businesses, are prioritizing current 

employees and preparing to deal with the economic uncertainty ahead. Attracting 

talent is a top concern, but they’re playing the long game: raising wages, enhancing 

benefits, and investing in upskilling to retain and get more value from their workforce.

• Talent is tight: Attracting skilled employees was the most cited workforce 

challenge for both SBOs (26%) and MMBOs (29%). Blue-collar owners feel this 

even more as 32% say hiring issues significantly impacted their business.1 in 3 

MMBOs and 1 in 4 SBOs saw employees take second jobs.

• Hiring slows, but still a priority: 52% of MMBOs and 31% of SBOs hired new 

workers in the last 12 months. By contrast, only 20% of MMBOs and 10% of 

SBOs report reducing staff in that period—though over a quarter report they’ve 

paused hiring all together. Blue-collar businesses led the hiring surge with 44% of 

owners adding staff, and only 15% reducing staff or wages.

• Playing the long game: Business owners are investing in the future of their 

people to tackle workforce issues. To boost their appeal as employers, 45% of 

MMBOs and 29% of SBOs raised wages. 39% of MMBOs expanded health 

coverage vs. 21% of SBOs. Rather than cutting back on perks, a majority are 

trying to make compensation more attractive.

• Upskilling matters: Training and upskilling is another focus, with almost half of 

MMBOs reporting that they have already or have plans to increase investments in 

training and upskilling programs vs 23% for SBOs and 36% for blue collar owners. 

Competing for talent is tough, so they’re raising pay, improving benefits, and 

strengthening their current team’s skills.

Targets:



Businesses and AI (Supplemental to Workforce Pressures Angle)

Headline: Economic Necessity Is Driving Small Business AI Adoption

Artificial Intelligence is no longer a future promise. It is a present-day business 

driver.  AI adoption is accelerating, with 77% of mid-market businesses and 44% 

of small businesses already investing in AI. While recent reports suggest many 

large enterprises struggle to see measurable gains from AI, smaller and mid-

sized businesses are proving that strategic adoption can deliver tangible ROI 

today.

• Scarce Resources Are an Innovation Catalyst: Unlike large enterprises 

that can absorb inefficiencies, small and mid-sized businesses are feeling 

inflation and rising costs more acutely (55% of SBOs; 56% of MMBOs), 

making AI a practical, near-term lever for efficiency and resilience rather than 

a long-term experiment.

• Unexpected Trust Advantage: While enterprise AI conversations often 

center on skepticism and governance, confidence is notably higher among 

smaller organizations. 69% of small business owners and 87% of mid-

market leaders trust generative AI tools like ChatGPT for operational advice.

• Strategic Impact Beyond Automation: The AI returns many enterprises 

are still pursuing are already emerging in the mid-market. 66% of SBOs and 

83% of MMBOs are considering AI for strategic decision-making, signaling a 

shift from automation to competitive advantage.

• Innovation vs. Risk Reality: Even as adoption accelerates, concern 

remains.62% of SBOs and 67% of MMBOs worry AI could increase 

cybersecurity risks, highlighting that AI progress and risk management must 

advance in tandem.

Targets:

Financial Advisors

Headline: A Missed Connection: Business Owners Are Managing Risk Without 

Advisors

At a time when economic uncertainty, inflation, and financial risk are top of mind, 

most small and mid-sized business owners are navigating these challenges without 

regular support from a financial advisor. While many recognize the value of expert 

guidance, relatively few have taken steps to engage or expand their advisor 

relationships. This highlights a clear opportunity for financial professionals to meet 

business owners where they are, reframing advisory relationships around day-to-day 

risk navigation, not just long-term planning.

• Advisor relationships remain limited: Just 13% of SBOs and 19% of MMBOs 

hired a financial advisor or planner in the last 12 months, despite rising financial 

complexity.

• High concern, low engagement: Inflation and economic uncertainty are among 

the top issues business owners want to discuss with a financial professional, yet 

only 16% of SBOs and 27% of MMBOs met with their current advisor in the past 

year to protect their business against future risk.

• Risk is the unmet need: Nearly half of MMBOs (45%) say they want to discuss 

financial risk management strategies with an advisor, compared to 31% of SBOs 

— signaling strong demand that has not yet translated into action.

• Business owners are self-managing risk instead: Rather than turning to 

advisors, many owners are taking defensive steps on their own — from 

increasing cash reserves (24% SBOs; 28% MMBOs) to adjusting insurance 

coverage and building continuity plans.

Targets:



Insurance Agents

Headline: Economic Pressure Is Rewiring Client Behavior. Agents Must Prove Value Beyond Price

Insurance agents remain confident in their own businesses, but their clients are under growing financial strain and acting 

accordingly. Inflation and high interest rates are driving widespread renegotiation, carrier switching, and cost scrutiny, increasing 

pressure on retention and margins. At the same time, AI adoption and rising risk complexity are reshaping what clients expect from 

their agents. To stay competitive, agents must demonstrate value that goes beyond premium savings.

• Cost Pressure Is Driving Client Behavior: Nearly 9 in 10 agents report more customers seeking lower costs. 53% say clients 

attempted to renegotiate coverage or limits, and 48% report customers switching carriers, intensifying retention pressure and 

commoditizing price.

• Confidence Outpaces Preparedness: While nearly 7 in 10 agents feel good about their agency’s performance, only about 3 in 

10 principals say they are very or extremely confident in their ability to manage future risk.

• AI Momentum Outpaces Trust: 24% of principals are investing in AI today, with many more planning to follow. Agents trust AI 

most for marketing (82%) and customer service (60%), but far less for hiring (39%) and payroll (23%), reflecting ongoing 

concerns about trust and disruption.

• Risk Management Reinforces Agent Value: 91% of agents recommend risk management resources, and 92–93% say these 

tools deliver strong client value, reinforcing the agent’s role as an advisor rather than a price broker.

Targets:



Appendix
Additional Detail
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Rising costs and economic uncertainty are key factors driving hiring 
freezes and layoffs among today’s businesses

66
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Overall, both small and mid-market business owners largely align on reasons for hiring struggles, but MMBOs are significantly more likely to say they are following 

industry or peer trends.

Q10: Which of the following actions relating to your business’s workforce have you done in the past 12 months or do you plan to do in the next 12 months? If an action is not applicable to your 

business, please indicate that. Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402).Q11: You mentioned you have already or are planning to pause hiring and / or lay off 

workers. What are your primary reasons for doing so? Base: Those who enacted hiring freezes and/pr layoffs in the past 12 months or plan to do so (Small Business Owners n=190, Mid-Market 

Business Owners n=237)

Reasons for Hiring Freeze or Layoffs in Past 12 Months  
(Shown: % Selected, Among those who have enacted hiring freezes or layoffs in the past 12 months or plan to do so)

Small Business 

Owners

Mid-Market 

Business 

Owners

Staffing levels are currently sufficient 34% 29%

Uncertainty about the economy 33% 29%

Rising costs (e.g. materials, rent, utilities) 29% 28%

Seasonal slowdown or reduced demand 27% 30%

Just playing it safe — it feels like the right move right now 25% 27%

Cash flow challenges 24% 22%

Business restructuring or shift in strategy 21% 22%

Decline in revenue or sales 19% 24%

Anticipating a future downturn 18% 22%

Following industry trends or peer actions 9% 24%

48%
Small Business 

Owners

59%
Mid-Market Business 

Owners

Enacted hiring freezes 

and / or layoffs in the 

past 12 months or plan 

to do so

SBOs

MMBOs



While many businesses already provide some benefits flexibility, over 
half of small and over three fourths of mid-market business owners are 
interested in offering employee paid voluntary benefits

67Q13: Which of the following best describe how your business is, if at all, currently personalizing employee benefits? Q13B: How interested would you be in offering voluntary benefits for your 

employees - where the cost is covered by employees, but the employer gets the credit for offering a new benefit (for example, pet insurance)? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, 

Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)
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How is Your Business Currently Personalizing Employee Benefits?
(Shown: % Selected)

Interest in Voluntary Employee Benefits
(Shown: % Selected, T3B “Interested”)

SBOs MMBOs

We provide some flexibility (e.g. voluntary benefits or 

choice-based perks)
32% 49%

We’ve tailored benefits based on life stage or employee 

feedback
16% 20%

We offer a one-size-fits-all benefits package 16% 25%

We are exploring ways to personalize benefits, but 

haven’t made changes yet 
12% 5%

Not applicable / No formal benefits offered 25% 1%

56%
Small Business Owners

79%
Mid-Market Business 

Owners

…are interested in offering 

voluntary benefits that are 

employee paid

SBOs

MMBOs
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Q14: Thinking about the generational differences among your business’s workforce, which of the following have posed the biggest challenge in your workplace, by generation? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400)
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Biggest Workplace Challenges by Generation
(Shown: % Selected)

Small business owners cite challenges with communication styles and 
job loyalty among their Gen Z employees, while the use of digital 
technology is a top issue among their Boomer employees 

SBOs

47%
42% 41%

36%
32%

50%

29%

55%

47%

38%
42% 42%

39% 38% 38%

55%

35%
32%

36%

41%

34% 33%

39%

69%

29% 27%

36%

25%

48%

29% 27%

75%

Communication
styles and

preferences

Expectations
around remote or

hybrid work

Work-life balance
and flexibility

needs

Expectations
around career
advancement /

promotions

Use of technology
and digital tools

Attitudes toward
job loyalty or

tenure

Feedback and
recognition
preferences

None / Don’t know

Gen Z Millennials Gen X Boomers
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Q14: Thinking about the generational differences among your business’s workforce, which of the following have posed the biggest challenge in your workplace, by generation? Base: Total (Mid-Market Business Owners 

n=402)
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Biggest Workplace Challenges by Generation
(Shown: % Selected)

Mid-market business owners cite work-life balance and communication 
as top challenges among Gen Z, and the use of digital technology as 
an issue among Boomer employees
They also cite feedback and recognition preferences and in-office expectations as top challenges among Millennial employees, and career advancement 

expectations as an issue among Gen X.

MMBOs

44% 44%
41%

38% 38% 36%
34%

38%

45%

33%
36%

43% 42%
45%

35% 34%

39%

34%
37%

33%

45%

32%

39%

51%

32% 33%
30% 32%

24%

32%

47%

63%

Work-life balance
and flexibility

needs

Communication
styles and

preferences

Attitudes toward
job loyalty or

tenure

Feedback and
recognition
preferences

Expectations
around career
advancement /

promotions

Expectations
around remote or

hybrid work

Use of technology
and digital tools

None / Don’t know

Gen Z Millennials Gen X Boomers
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Q8: Which of the following topics would you most like to discuss with a financial advisor or professional? Base: Total (Small Business Owners n=400, Mid-Market Business Owners n=402)
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Small Business 

Owners

Mid-Market 

Business Owners

Inflation 39% 42%

Economic uncertainty 38% 40%

My personal retirement plan 32% 32%

High interest rates 32% 40%

Financial risk management strategies for my business 31% 45%

Access to credit 28% 34%

Supply chain disruptions 22% 32%

Employee retirement plan offerings 21% 32%

Succession planning 20% 29%

Potential employee voluntary benefit offerings 16% 21%

Discussion Topics with Financial Advisor/Professional
(Shown: % Selected)

Small business owners would most like to discuss inflation with a financial 
advisor or professional, while MMBOs are looking for financial risk strategies
Other topics of interest include economic uncertainty and retirement planning. 

SBOs

MMBOs

51% 6-10 years 

in business



69%

41%

22%

34%

9%

25%

Mid Market
Business
Owners

Small
Business
Owners

Yes

No, but I am currently developing one

No, I have no succession plan in place

Most mid-market business owners have a succession plan in 
place, compared to just 2 in 5 small business owners
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Types of Succession Plans in Place
(Shown: % Selected, Among Those Without a Succession Plan)Business Succession Plans

(Shown: % Selected “Yes”)

For those that have succession plans, a family succession plan (passing business to family members) is the most popular type, followed by a formal plan for 

leadership transition (e.g., successor CEO or key management identified).

SBOs

MMBOs

SBOs MMBOs

A family succession plan (passing business to family 

members)
45% 31%

A formal plan for leadership transition (e.g., successor 

CEO or key management identified)
26% 35%

A formal plan for ownership transfer (e.g., buy-sell 

agreement, ownership transition) 
22% 26%

A management buyout plan (transition to current 

leadership team)
4% 5%

A sale or merger plan (business to be sold to outside 

party)
2% 2%

Q27. Do you currently have a succession plan in place for your business should you retire, pass away, or become incapable of running it? Base: Small Business Owners (n=400), Mid Market 

Business Owners (n=400) Q28: Which of the following best describes the types of succession plan you have in place? Base: Total who have a succession plan (Small Business Owners 

(n=164), Mid Market Business Owners (n=277))



72Q45: Which of the following actions relating to your business’s operations have you done in the past 12 months or do you plan  to do in the next 12 months? If an action is not applicable to 

your business, please indicate that. Base: Total (Principals n=100) Q46: You mentioned you have already or are planning to pause hiring and / or lay off workers. What are the primary 

reasons for doing so? Base: Agents who have already or are planning to pause hiring and/or lay off workers (n=45*). *Caution low base size
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Principals*

Rising costs (e.g. materials, rent, utilities) 47%

Uncertainty about the economy 38%

Staffing levels are currently sufficient 31%

Just playing it safe — it feels like the right move right now 31%

Cash flow challenges 24%

Seasonal slowdown or reduced demand 18%

Anticipating a future downturn 16%

Business restructuring or shift in strategy 16%

Following industry trends or peer actions 11%

Decline in revenue or sales 4%

Principals who have frozen hiring / laid off workers or plan to do so are doing it 
due to rising costs and economic uncertainty
They also cite sufficient staffing levels, playing it safe or cash flow challenges as reasons.

Agents

Reasons for Hiring Freeze or Layoffs in Past 12 Months  
(Shown: % Selected, Among Principals only who have enacted hiring freezes or layoffs in the past 12 

months*)

26%
Principals

Enacted hiring freezes 

and / or layoffs in the 

past 12 months



9% 55% 36%

Yes

No, but plan to use with the next year

No, and do not plan to use within the next year

Nearly 2 in 5 Agents currently leverage VAs at their agency, yet few 
principals use AI voice assistants for inbound calls

73

Present and Future of Virtual Assistants
(Shown % Selected ‘Yes’)

37%
Of Agents say 

their business or 

agency currently 

leverages Virtual 

Assistants

Does Your Business / Agency Currently Use AI Voice 

Assistants for Inbound Phone Calls?
(Shown % Selected, among Principals only)

Q54. Does your business or agency currently leverage virtual assistants? Base: Total (Agents n=440) Q55. You mentioned your business or agency currently leverages virtual assistants. Do you anticipate that AI will 

supplement or completely replace the need for virtual assistants within the next 3 years? Base: Agents whose business or agency currently leverages virtual assistants (n=163).

Q56: Does your business or agency currently use AI voice assistants for inbound phone calls? Base: Total (Principals n=100)
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Of those who currently use VAs, half anticipate that AI will supplement or completely replace the need for them within 3 years. 

51%
Of those using VAs 

anticipate that AI will 

supplement or 

completely replace the 

need for VAs within 3 

years

Agents



Over a third of principals have a succession plan in place, and over half are 
currently developing one 

74

Those who do not have a succession plan state they plan to sell their business to a family member, trusted employee, or an external buyer or investor.
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Q64: Do you currently have a succession plan in place for your business should you retire, pass away, or become incapable of running it? Base: Total (Agents n=440)

Q65: You mentioned you do not currently have a succession plan in place. Which of the following do you expect to do with your business should you retire, pass away, or become incapable of 

running  it? Base: Total (Agents who do not have a business plan n=63*) *Caution low base size

Which of the Following Do You Expect to Do with Your Business 

Should You Retire, Pass Away, or Become Incapable of Running it?
(Shown: % Selected, Among Principals only who do not have a succession plan*)

2%

2%

3%

5%

11%

13%

32%

33%

Convert the business into a franchise or licensing
arrangement

Retain ownership but hire a manager to oversee day-
to-day operations

Close the business and liquidate its assets

Explore the possibility of merging the business with
another company

Transition ownership to a co-owner or business partner

Seek professional assistance to develop a succession
plan

Explore the possibility of selling the business to an
external buyer or investor

Sell the business to a family member or trusted
employee

9%

54%

37%

Principal Agents

Yes

No, but I am currently developing one

No, I have no succession plan in place

Do You Currently Have a Succession Plan in Place 

for Your Business?
(Shown: % Selected, among Principals only)

Agents
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Q69: Thinking about your business performance in 2025, what do you plan on doing differently next year? Base: Total (Principals n=100)

E D E L M A N  D X I  /  ©  2 0 2 6

Principals

Spend more time on strategic planning, less on day-to-day 45%

Launch new products or services 45%

Adopt new AI or automation tools 41%

Improve employee retention or satisfaction 34%

Cut back on expenses to protect margins 33%

Invest more in attracting / retaining employees 31%

Invest more in marketing or brand building 29%

Delegate more or reduce personal workload 28%

Expand into new markets or customer segments 27%

Prioritize mental health and personal boundaries 27%

Raise prices or adjust pricing strategy 23%

Exit or sell part of the business 5%

Thinking About Your Business Performance in 2025, What do You Plan on Doing 

Differently Next Year?
(Shown: % Selected, among Principals only)

In the upcoming year, nearly half of principals plan on spending more time on 
strategic planning and launching new products and services

Agents

Many are also planning on adopting new AI or automation tools, improving employee retention, and cutting expenses.



This material is not a recommendation to buy or sell a financial product or to adopt an investment 

strategy. Investors should discuss their specific situation with their financial professional.

The online survey of 400 small business owners, 402 mid-market business owners and 440 agents 

was fielded Nov. 10 through Dec. 1, 2025 by Edelman on behalf of Nationwide.

Nationwide and Edelman are separate and non-affiliated companies.

Nationwide Investment Services Corporation (NISC), member FINRA, Columbus, OH. Nationwide 

Retirement Institute is a division of NISC.

Nationwide, the Nationwide N and Eagle, and Nationwide Retirement Institute are service marks of 

Nationwide Mutual Insurance Company © 2026 Nationwide.
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