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Survey Shows Eastern Shore Businesses' Expectations About the
Economy Diverge at a State and Local Level

Eastern Shore of Maryland business leaders’ sentiment regarding their expectations for the
economy showed mixed signals in a survey conducted in January 2026 by the Business
Economic and Community Outreach Network (BEACON) at Salisbury University. Over the past
six and twelve-month periods, sentiment has diverged, with outlook stabilizing on a countywide
and regional level, while sentiment for the state of Maryland has taken a downturn.

When asked to predict business conditions for their county or for the Eastern Shore of Maryland
over the next twelve months, respondents expressed views predicting similar business conditions
in the next twelve months to those seen in the past year. This reflects an outlook shifting from a
slightly positive outlook seen in last year’s winter survey to expecting unchanged conditions.
Additionally, on the county and Eastern Shore level, the summer 2025 survey found a 59%
positive or neutral outlook, whereas in the most recent winter 2026 survey 70% had a positive or
neutral outlook, showing an increase.

In contrast, sentiment regarding business conditions in Maryland over the next twelve months
has become increasingly negative. Just over 41% of respondents reported a negative outlook in
the winter 2025 survey, compared to 55% in the winter 2026 survey. This is an improvement
from the 61% with negative expectations in the summer 2026 survey. This sentiment was also
reflected in respondents’ expectations of the standard of living in the next five years, with
between 32% and 36% expecting the standard of living to fall in their county, the Eastern Shore,
and the nation. However, over 48% expected it to fall in the state of Maryland, making it a clear
outlier.

Overall, the data shows a clear divergence, with sentiment stabilizing within counties and on the
Eastern Shore, whereas sentiment for the overall state has taken a downturn.

Survey responses came from company leadership on the Eastern Shore, with the majority of
responses coming from businesses located in Talbot, Wicomico, Kent, Somerset, and Dorchester
County. Just under 66% of responses were provided by business owners, CEOs, presidents, or
managing partners, with the remaining responses coming from other senior executives or
managers. Small business owners provide a majority of responses, with companies with under 25
employees making up 69% of responses. There was also an increase in responses from larger
companies, with businesses employing around 500 employees accounting for 8% of total
responses.

When asked to rank their top business concerns, respondents once again identified inflation as
the most significant issue, retaking the top position after being briefly surpassed by regulations in
the summer of 2025. Using a weighted average scale, where a response of one represents No
Negative Impact and a five representing a Significant Negative Impact, inflation scored at 3.51,
finances/funding at 3.41, and regulations at 3.34. While inflation is still a key concern, the data
shows a decrease from a weighted average of 3.7 in the year prior.



According to the NFIB January 2026 report (Small Business Optimism Index 2026),' the most
important problem was taxes, reported by 18% of small business owners. Labor quality was the
second largest issue, reported by 16%, followed by the third largest issue, the cost or availability
of insurance, reported by 13% of small businesses. Inflation on the other hand was close behind
insurance, reported by 12% of owners operating their business due to higher input costs. These
issues that were reported echo what we received in our survey results. Overall, the NFIB’s Small
Business Optimism Index is hovering above the historic average. The data reflects that while
GDP has sturdy growth, this growth is not distributed equally throughout the economy. This can
be seen within the big expansion in Al investment that is growing at a level high enough to
compensate for the more moderate and balanced industries/investments.

A notable shift in Eastern Shore business owners' sentiment emerged when asked if they expect
their business to be operating locally five years from now. In both the winter 2025 and summer
2025 surveys, 80% of business owners selected some form of “yes,” whether that meant
operating at a larger size, the same size, or a smaller size. However, this positive outlook saw a
downturn in the winter 2026 survey, with an approximately 5% drop in respondents who think
their business would continue to operate. Additionally, the proportion of respondents who
answered “unsure” ticked up 5% compared to the previous survey.

A key political issue in recent history has been increased tariff levels imposed by the current
administration. Questions regarding this issue were first added to the BEACON survey in the
summer of 2025, and we have seen notable changes in the data since then. When prompted “how
have current or anticipated tariffs affected your business,” answers on the negative side have
increased by 15% over the past six months. Additionally, when asked about the anticipated
future impact of tariffs, a similar 15% increase in negative outlook occurred. Whereas 9% of
respondents believed that tariffs would help their business in the summer 2025 survey, that
number has now declined to just 4%, reflecting a sharp decrease in respondents expecting tariffs
to have a positive impact on their business.

BEACON has evaluated the accuracy of prior surveys by comparing respondents’ expectations
with actual results. For the three primary questions we ask about expectations over the next 12
months for unemployment, business conditions, and payroll & benefit costs, the winter 2025
survey shows that respondents were largely accurate in their expectations. The majority of
respondents expected unemployment and payroll & benefit costs to be unchanged or worse. Data
from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and other public sources for 2025 shows this to have been
true across a variety of different indicators. Similarly, respondents expected business conditions
to be unchanged or better throughout 2025, and data from the Bureau of Economic Analysis
shows that results in nearly all categories were either unchanged or better.

Key Findings:

The six-month outlook for business conditions in both the local and national economy has shown
signs of stabilization. In the winter 2026 survey, a notable finding was the increase in
respondents who expect conditions to remain unchanged over the next 12 months. In the most
recent survey, this share rose to 25% at the national level and 39% at the local level, representing

! Small Business Optimism Index 2026 NFIB. (2026, January).
https://www.nfib.com/news/monthly_report/sbet/



6% and 11% increases, respectively, over the past six months. This shift toward neutrality
appears to be driven primarily by a decline in negative outlooks.
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When compared to data from one year ago, a key shift that emerged was the widening
discrepancy in sentiment between the local and national levels. We observed an 11% increase in
negative sentiment at the state/national level, whereas at the local level, the respondents’
reported negative outlook remained unchanged. This divergence can be largely attributed to a
decline in positive sentiment at the state level, as previously noted.
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Unemployment
After seeing a sharp decrease in sentiment from the winter 2025 to summer 2025 survey, we
have seen a relative stabilization in outlook for unemployment. Additionally, we continue to



observe a clear difference between sentiment at the local and national levels. After a 20%
increase in negative sentiment during the prior six months, we have now seen sentiment hold
steady, with responses on both levels remaining within a 5% range compared to the summer
2025 survey.

In the next 12 months unemployment will be
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Payroll and Benefits

We see the same trend in outlook for payroll and benefit costs, with sharp declines in sentiment
from winter 2025 to summer 2025 followed by stabilization over the past six months. Overall,
we continue to see a primarily negative outlook, with roughly 60% of respondents holding a
negative outlook for the next 12 months. Sentiment declined slightly at the national level, with a
4% decrease in respondents reporting a positive outlook and a 3% increase in those with a
negative outlook. At the local level, sentiment remained essentially unchanged.

In the next 12 months payroll and benefits costs will be
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Increased Costs

A notable trend is seen in the impact of utilities prices on local businesses. Utilities have steadily
moved up in terms of their impact on businesses, from third place in winter 2025 to second place
in summer 2025, and now have the biggest impact on businesses. On the other side of the coin,
fuel has seen a steady decrease, with its weighted average dropping from 2.89 12 months ago, to
2.76 six months ago to 2.54 today.

On a scale from 1 (lowest impact) to 5 (greatest impact), rank
the price increases in terms of which price increase has had
greatest impact on my business in the past 6 months to the least
impact on my business.
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Standard of living

We see a notable change in sentiment regarding expectations for the standard of living in five
years over the last six months. During the summer 2025 survey, the responses were essentially
the same at both the national and local levels, with 33% of respondents reporting a positive
outlook, 26% reporting a neutral outlook, and 41% holding a negative outlook. In the 2026
winter survey, however, sentiment began to diverge. At the local level, we saw a shift toward a
more neutral outlook, while at the state and national levels we continued to see elevated negative
sentiment. Although the proportion of respondents with a negative outlook stayed mostly the
same at the national level, there was a notable shift in respondents from a positive to neutral
outlook.



Over the next five years, I think the Standard of Living will...
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Barriers to Entry and Expansion

Finances/funding, inflation, and labor force issues were the top three barriers for business in both
starting up and expansion. These top three have shifted since the summer 2025 survey, which
had regulations in the top three from both. Regulations was the prior top barrier in expansion and
the third highest in starting out. Labor force issues have remained a top issue in both sections.
Inflation maintained a top issue in expansion and finances/funding in starting a business.

Barriers for Businesses Expanding Weighted
Average
Finances/funding 3.76
Inflation 3.73
Labor force issues 3.19
Regulations 3.05
Low demand for products/services 2.59
Supply chain issues 2.28
Barriers to Starting a Business MG
Average
Finances/funding 3.79
Inflation 3.45
Labor force issues 3.13
Regulations 3.03
Low demand for products/services 2.74

Supply chain issues 2.14



This is the tenth semiannual economic sentiment survey that BEACON and the Eastern Shore
Regional GIS Cooperative (ESRGC) at Salisbury University, along with the three Tri-County
Councils and the economic development departments on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, have
conducted. This survey is only one of the tools that were developed as part of the Eastern Shore
Economic Recovery Toolkit, a venture made possible by grants from the U.S. Department of
Commerce Economic Development Administration (EDA) to the Mid-Shore Regional Council
and Tri-County Council for the Lower Eastern Shore.

The regional data collection provides support organizations, economic development
professionals, and policymakers with information to better address the concerns of the business
community. In addition to other data tools designed to gauge economic resiliency, the results of
the survey are featured on the project’s website.

To access the Eastern Shore Economic Recovery Project, visit:

Maryland Eastern Shore Economic Recovery



https://recovery.delmarvaindex.org/
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Concern over financing/funding and inflation are primary barriers for those starting and expanding a business.
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