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First Niagara/Siena College Research Institute: 
Survey of Upstate New York Business Leaders 

1/20/ 10 
 

The Siena College Research Institute (SRI) in partnership with First Niagara Bank conducted the third annual 
Survey of Upstate New York Business Leaders between October 1 and December 17, 2009.  This report 
summarizes the survey methodology, presents the data from the 459 survey respondents, reports the άLƴŘŜȄ 
of Upstate New York Business LeadersέΣ groups and analyzes current and future confidence among 
executives and describes the measured change in the attitudes and expectations of business leaders from 
2007 through 2009. 
 

Methods and Data Collection 
 

{wL ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŀ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŜ ƻŦ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ ǳǇǎǘŀǘŜ ƳŜǘǊƻǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎ όa{!Ωǎύ ƻŦ !ƭōŀƴȅ 
(Capital Region), Rochester, Syracuse and Buffalo.  The universe included all private, for-profit businesses 
with yearly sales of $5 million to $150 million according to publicly available records.  Prior to contacting any 
of the businesses to request participation the list was cleansed using the telephone and internet to verify 
addresses and names of appropriate contacts.  Each business received a survey invitation that included 
details from the prior yearsΩ results and ǘƘƛǎ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ǎǳǊǾŜȅΦ    The original sample included businesses from the 
ŦƻǳǊ a{!Ωǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜǎΥ  Albany 20%, Rochester 27%, Syracuse 20% and Buffalo 33%. 
 

Each business had the opportunity to respond to the survey by 1) returning the paper survey in an enclosed 
prepaid envelope, 2) completing the survey on a website developed for that purpose 
(www.siena.edu/sri/ceo09 ) or 3) requesting or completing a requested telephone interview.   
 

A total of 459 unique Upstate New York business leaders completed the survey this year, a response increase 
of 13.6%Φ  ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ǎǳǊǾŜȅǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ a{!ΩǎΥ  !ƭōŀƴȅ 33%, Rochester 25%, Syracuse 18% 
and Buffalo 22%.   
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Description of the Sample 
 

The 459 ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ a{!Ωǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ seven major industry categories.  The 
distribution of respondents across both MSA and industry remains consistent overall with the previous two 
years.  As a percentage of the total number of respondents, the response rate increased in Syracuse from 
13% to 18% and in Rochester from 23% to 25%.  The overall number of Albany area respondents increased 
but fell as a percentage of the entire sample from 35% to 33%.  Respondents from Buffalo fell just slightly 
overall and as a percentage of the whole sample from 28% to 22%.   
 
Service (25%) continues to be the industry sector yielding the highest percentage of respondents.  Similar to 
last year Service was followed by Manufacturing (17%), Engineering /Construction (17%), Retail (16%) and 
Wholesale/Distribution (14%).  Food/Beverage and Financial were represented but each comprises only 5% 
of the sample. 
 
Respondents by industry were similarly distriōǳǘŜŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ a{!Ωǎ ǿƛǘƘ some variation.  For example, 
compared to the overall upstate breakdown, Service was high in Syracuse, Manufacturing was high in 
Buffalo, Engineering/Construction was high in both Syracuse and Albany, Retail was high in Albany and low in 
Syracuse and Wholesale/Distribution was low in Rochester. 
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Confidence in the Economy 
 

A major goal of the survey is to measure the current and future confidence of these business leaders in the 
economy of New York State in general, and specifically, as that climate impacts their industry.  Each 
respondent answered a sequence of four questions that addressed their attitude towards the current 
economy, as compared with six months ago, both in general and their industry as well as questions that 
probed their expectations of the state of the economy as we move into and through 2010 both in general 
and in their specific industry.  Each of these four questions had identical response categories. 
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 As you think about the current business or economic conditions in New York State as compared to six 
months ago, would you say they are considerably better, a little better, about the same, a little 
worse, or considerably worse? 

 

o ___ Considerably better 
o ___ A little better 
o ___ About the same 
o ___ A little worse 
o ___ Considerably worse 

 

 Looking forward from today through next year, that is, the entire 2010 year, how would you describe 
your expectations for the economy in New York State? 

 

 Now thinking specifically about your industry, how would you describe the current business or 
economic conditions in New York State as compared with six months ago? 

 

 And looking forward from today through the next year, how would you describe your expectations 
for your industry here in New York? 

 

We first show the percentage responses to these questions among the entire sample followed for each 
question by a comparison with the last two years and then the percentage breakdown by MSA for each 
ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΦ   ²Ŝ ǘƘŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ǘƘŜ άLƴŘŜȄ 
of Upstate New York .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎέ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘŜȄ ōȅ a{!Σ ƛndustry and outlook. 
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Overall, the current attitude of the statewide economy among /9hΩǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ 
improvement or decline, is significantly improved frƻƳ ƭŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ȅŜŀǊ ну҈ όн҈ άŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭȅέ) say 
conditions are ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǿƘƛƭŜ пт҈ όнм҈ άŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭȅέ) say conditions have worsened.  Last year, only 2% (0 
άŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭȅέύ ǎŀǿ ŀƴȅ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ уо҈ όоу҈ άŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭȅέ) felt the economy had worsened.  
²ƘƛƭŜ ŦŜǿ /9hΩǎ ŎƛǘŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻŘŀȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƻwards recognizing bettering conditions 
ŀƳƻƴƎ /9hΩǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƭŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊ ƛǎ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎΦ  Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ŜȄŎŜŜŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻ 
ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ǿƘŜƴ ƻƴƭȅ мс҈ όн҈ άŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭȅέ) had seen improvement.  Still while the overall percentage of 
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CEhΩǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǿƻǊǎŜƴŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ȅŜŀǊ όпт҈ύ ƛǎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ пн҈ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀȅ 
two years ago, this year far more, 21% as compared to 7% in 2007, say that that change has been 
considerably worse. 
 

 
 
 

The second index ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎǎŜǎǎŜǎ /9hΩǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΦ  !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƻƴƭȅ 
п҈ ŀƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭȅ ōŜǘǘŜǊΣ он҈ ƻŦ /9hΩǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ 
while slightly more, 41%, anticipate worsening conditionǎΦ   !ƎŀƛƴΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƻǊŜ /9hΩǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ŀ 
worsening than an improvement this year, this collective attitude is far more optimistic than either last year 
ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ нллтΦ  [ŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊ тн҈ όоо҈ άŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭȅέ) expected worsening conditions over the coming year 
ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƻƴƭȅ мм҈ όм҈ άŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭȅέύ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ƛƴ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ  ¢ǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΣ мф҈ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ 
see improving conditions as compared with 49% that anticipated a decline which indeed did occur. 
 
While it remains concerning that 41% of ǳǇǎǘŀǘŜ /9hΩǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊǎŜƴƛƴƎ ȅŜŀǊΣ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƭŀǎǘ 
ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ŦƻǊŜŎŀǎǘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΦ  ! ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅΣ рф҈ ŀƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƴƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƻǊ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ 
statewide economic conditions.   
 
LƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǊŜŀǎǎǳǊƛƴƎƭȅΣ /9hΩǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ feel more optimistic about the state economy than 
ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛŎΦ  ²ƘƛƭŜ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ /9hΩǎ όон҈ύ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪ {ǘŀǘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ 
next year as those that think it will be worse (41%), among public opinion, the sentiment is less optimistic.  
Among 854 randomly selected upstate adults polled in October and November at the same time as these 
surveys were taken, 20% expect over the next twelve months we in New York will have good times financially 
while 64% anticipate bad times.   
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