
Navigator
Now, next and how for business

Australia



2Australia

How your business can respond

 ◆ Identify both your direct and indirect 
exposure to rising protectionism, 
particularly the latest bilateral US-
China tariffs, so you can adjust 
business strategy as necessary.

 ◆ Look to diversify your offering to 
meet demand from new groups of 
consumers amongst Asia’s rising 
middle class.

What is happening now
Australian firms optimistic about the outlook for trade

Both goods and services exports have been a key driver of the more positive 
economic environment in recent months. Australia’s natural resources dominate 
goods exports, and the coming online of LNG installations in Queensland, Western 
Australia and the Northern Territory coupled with a rebound in coal and iron ore 
production, after a patchy 2017, has driven volumes higher. On the revenues side, 
the recent recovery in commodity prices after some volatility this year has supported 
earnings for firms, with mining sector profits reaching record highs. After experiencing 
a tough time during the mining boom, when the overvalued AUD made it very difficult 
to compete internationally, services – in particular, education and tourism – are also 
racing ahead. This acceleration has been underpinned by strengthening demand from 
key Asian markets and the recent weakening of the AUD. 

Looking ahead, the outlook remains positive, despite the escalation of trade tensions 
between the US and China presenting some near-term uncertainty. Australian firms 
are more optimistic than their global counterparts about export opportunities – the 
HSBC Navigator survey reveals 89% of respondents in Australia are positive about 
the global trade environment, compared to 78% globally. In part, this likely reflects 
the country’s position within the dynamic Asia-Pacific region. Additionally, firms 
have also identified opportunities within their traditional markets, with China, Japan 
and the US most commonly identified by survey respondents as key markets where 
they are looking to expand (Fig. 1).

Australia
Links to the dynamic Asian economy support  
Australian exports
Australia’s ever-increasing linkages with the dynamic Asian economy mean the 
outlook for exports of both goods and services is bright – both are set to benefit 
from increases in productive capacity and rising demand. This view is shared by 
firms operating in Australia, with 89% optimistic about the global trade outlook.

Fig. 1: Which are the top 3 markets where your business will look to expand in 
the next 3-5 years? (Share of respondents identifying each market)
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Source: TNS Kantar
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Policy Developments
Australian businesses benefitting from FTAs

Australian businesses are slightly less concerned than the global average about 
rising protectionism – 60% of respondents in Australia believe governments of 
their key trading partners are becoming more protective of domestic businesses, 
compared to a global average of 63%. Respondents in Australia tended to have a 
less favourable view on the impact of regulations than the global average, with the 
main threats seen as an increase in the cost and complexity of doing business, as 
well as reduced competitiveness. 

Reflecting Australia’s major trading links, the government has largely focused on 
negotiating and agreeing FTAs across the Asia Pacific region. Half of businesses 
expect to see a positive impact from the China-Australia FTA over the next three 
years, while ongoing EU-Australia FTA negotiations are also viewed favourably 
by a similar proportion of respondents (Fig. 2). In general, firms see opportunities 
for growth as a result of recent developments, although concerns remain in some 
sectors that businesses will have to compete more rigorously on the global stage. 

Fig. 2: Relevance and impact of policy developments in the next 3 years

How your business can respond

 ◆ Ensure you understand the coverage 
of existing and prospective FTAs so 
you can take full advantage of these 
special trading arrangements.

 ◆ Explore how better use of data and 
analytics can equip your business 
with a structured approach for 
identifying high-value opportunities.
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What is happening next for business strategy
Firms focused on upskilling workforce to take advantage of 
opportunities

To take advantage of the export opportunities on offer, firms are focused on up-
skilling their workforce (Fig. 3). This was a common response across all companies 
and sectors. A likely area of focus is e-commerce, which has arrived relatively late 
to Australia, compared to other markets – online retailing accounts for around 5% of 
spending domestically, compared to over 10% in the US. Firms are also focused on 
their long-term growth performance, suggesting there is a willingness to invest to 
expand capacity and increase productivity. 

As part of the upskilling of their workforce, businesses are increasingly using data to 
assess the performance of their employees, gather information about sales patterns 
and profile their customers. But as in e-commerce, Australian firms currently lag 
behind their global counterparts, suggesting further gains can be made. Only 70% 
of businesses reported that they are currently using data to optimise performance, 
compared to 75% of respondents globally (Fig. 4).

Fig. 3: Top 3 actions for future 
company direction 

1 Increasing emphasis on 
productivity/skills development

2 Increasing emphasis on long-term 
performance/growth

3 Increasing emphasis on local/
regional markets

Share of respondent firms using data to optimise performance
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Australia Global

Source: TNS Kantar

Data sets currently being used
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Source: TNS Kantar
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Fig. 4: Using data in business

Share of respondent firms using data to optimise performance
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Supply chains set to become more strategic and digitised

Increased digitisation of supply chains and a focus on strategic suppliers are 
the most important trends identified by goods producers, with 30% and 27% of 
respondents identifying these as areas of change over the next three years (Fig. 5). 
The main benefits of these changes are expected to materialise as higher profits, 
from both an increase in revenue and a reduction in costs.

Ethical and environmental sustainability is also becoming increasingly important, 
particularly for large corporates. The majority of firms see themselves on par or 
ahead of their contemporaries, but all survey respondents reported making some 
improvements in this area.

In contrast to goods producers, service operators (Fig. 6) most frequently plan on 
focusing on doing business in new markets (23% of respondents) and centralising 
their supply chain management (21% of respondents). Increasing use of technology 
was also flagged as a key area for improvement. This drive was also reflected in the 
potential gains identified, with firms flagging access to better quality information in 
addition to higher company profits.

Similar to goods producers, ethical and environmental sustainability is becoming 
increasingly important to organisations in the services sector, with 62% of 
respondents reporting that they see themselves on a par with or ahead of their peers. 

Australia Global
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Australia Global
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Australia Global
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SUPPLY CHAIN CHANGES FOR SERVICES

Australia Global
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Fig. 5: Supply chain changes for goods

Top 5 planned supply chain changes in the next 3 years Top 5 objectives behind the changes

Fig. 6: Supply chain changes for services

Top 5 planned supply chain changes in the next 3 years Top 5 objectives behind the changes
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About HSBC Navigator Australia 

The HSBC Navigator survey, which is the largest of its kind, is 
conducted on behalf of HSBC by Kantar TNS. It is compiled from 
responses by decision-makers at over 8,650 businesses – from 
small and mid-market to large corporations – across a broad range 
of industry sectors in 34 markets. Sample sizes for each market 
were chosen to ensure the statistical accuracy of results, with 200 
businesses surveyed in Australia. Global results are based on an 
average of the 34 markets (using weights based on each market’s 
share of world trade). The survey was conducted over a six-week 
period from July to September 2018.

Interviewees were polled on a range of questions including 
expectations around future growth in trade, attitudes toward trade 
policy developments and strategic business plans. The survey 
represents a timely source of information on the fast-evolving 
international business environment.
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