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Press Release 
Other services survey results: 2020Q2 

Services sector hit hard by the lockdown 

The second-quarter results of a long-running internal BER survey (made public for the first time), once again 

confirmed the devastating economic fallout of the phased lockdown restrictions imposed to slow the spread of 

the coronavirus. The latest results of the BER’s other services survey showed that business confidence in the 

sector plummeted from an already-low level of 17 in the first quarter to a meagre 7 in the second quarter. This 

is a record low in the 15-year history of the survey.  

Figure 1 Other services confidence 

 
Source: BER 

The survey revealed that activity in restaurants, hotels and real estate came to a complete standstill, while 

transport and business services registered historically unprecedented falls in the second quarter. Although 

individual cases of the hardship in these sectors have already been reported, with the public release of these 
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survey results a consistent yardstick is now available for the first time to compare the current situation to that 

over the past 15 years since we have been collecting the data. 

Of the various sub-sectors making up the services sector of the economy, the BER’s surveys have covered the 

domestic trade sectors (i.e. the retail, wholesale and motor trade) since their inception in the 1950s. In 2005, 

the BER expanded the surveys’ sector coverage to select other services sectors, namely catering (restaurants 

and take-away outlets), accommodation (hotels and guest houses), transport, real estate and business 

services. (For more information on the sector coverage and how these sectors differ from those that the BER 

have been reporting on for many decades, see the section “Background” at the end of the release.)  

The current heightened COVID-19-induced uncertainty, delays with the release of some of the official data, 

and recent financial support to cover the cost of conducting the survey created the ideal opportunity and 

means for the BER to make the results of this long-running survey public for the first time. The long time series 

also allowed us time to first validate the survey’s reliability before making it public. 

The fieldwork for the second quarter survey was conducted online between 13 May and 1 June and covered 

about 450 senior executives. It, therefore, took place during risk level 4 and the announcement of the switch 

to the less restrictive level 3 on 1 June.  

At risk level 4, most businesses were prohibited from operating or could only operate on a limited scale – 

barring those producing and selling essential goods or inputs to essential producers and suppliers. Of the 

different other services sub-sectors, only the transport of essential goods was permitted under risk level 4. 

Business service providers could, in effect, also continue operating, in as much as their staff could work from 

home. 

Details 

The unmatched drop-off in activity in the other service sector could be attributed to the lockdown restrictions, 

as well as the sector’s linkages to other sectors in the economy. 

• Restaurants and hotels. All businesses were closed during risk levels 4 and 5. Even if these 

establishments were allowed to remain open, the demand for their services would have crashed, as 

local and international leisure and business travel, which forms a crucial part of hotels and restaurants’ 

business, was prohibited. During this time, people were also not allowed to leave their homes except 

to buy basic necessities and for medical treatment. 
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• Although the transport of essential goods was permitted during risk levels 4 and 5, activity in the 

transport sector nevertheless plunged, as the movement of essential goods makes up a relatively small 

share of the total sector. The closure of non-coal mines and most manufacturing plants, the shutdown 

of almost all international trade in April (level 5) and the cancellation of capital projects had a huge 

adverse impact on land freight transport volumes. 

• Government agencies providing non-essential services, such as the deeds office, were closed during 

this time. This severely affected the real estate sector, as past and new property transactions could 

not be concluded.  

• Although most business service providers could continue operating during the lockdown, the demand 

for business services plummeted. The diminished work could be attributed to 1) the business service 

sector’s close linkage to other sectors of which the majority were not allowed to operate, 2) the 

private and the public sector’s cost-cutting and cash conservation measures (including delayed 

payment of past invoices) and 3) specific cases where the nature of the work does not allow for it to 

be conducted from the homes of staff. An example of the first is that the renewed cutbacks and 

outright cancellations of capital projects as a result of the deterioration of the current economic 

situation and outlook came on top of the already dire state of the building and construction sector. As 

a result, consulting engineers and other professionals supplementing the sector, such as architects, 

quantity surveyors and interior designers, experienced a further huge fall-off in work. Another 

example is legal services that depend on work from the real estate sector and other businesses. An 

example of the third reason is auditing and certain other accounting services that could only be 

provided on the client’s premises. Other examples include training, aspects of management 

consulting, conferences and exhibitions. 

Given the unprecedented lockdown to contain the spread of the COVID-19 virus and the resultant almost 

complete shutdown of economic activity, it is not surprising that the confidence of other service providers 

dropped to the lowest level in the survey’s 15-year history. The confidence of hotels and restaurants, as well 

as real estate agents, dropped to zero, which means that none of the participants regarded business 

conditions as satisfactory. Transport and business services confidence came in at 13 and 15 respectively, which 

means that close to nine out of ten participants rated business conditions as unsatisfactory. 

Final remarks 

Since the survey was completed, South Africa moved to risk level 3 and advanced level 3. Restaurants were 

permitted to introduce takeaway food for pick-up or self-collection under level 3. Under advanced level 3, they 
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were permitted to accept sit-downs, but with reduced capacity and strict hygiene measures. Also, local 

business travel across provincial borders and hotel stays were allowed for the first time. The other services 

sector will benefit from this gradual lifting of the restrictions, but the road to full recovery and the return to 

pre-lockdown levels is likely to be slow and bumpy.  

Along with the record low Q2 reading for the RMB/BER Business Confidence Index and the close to all-time 

low for the FNB/BER Consumer Confidence Index , the results of the other services survey provide further 

evidence that South Africa suffered a historic GDP decline in the second quarter. 

 

 

Background 

Business tendency surveys: 

Short-term planning is hampered as official (quantitative or numeric) data is released with a time lag. Business tendency survey (BTS) 
results reveal what happened between the release of the last official figures and the current state of affairs. The survey results not only 
reveal earlier developments in activity, employment etc. (for which official figures are published), but also provide unique information, 
such as business confidence and respondents’ expectations (or forecast) for the next quarter for which no official figures exist. It is now 
widely recognised that such subjective individual expectations play a key role in economic developments. Furthermore, the survey 
results of successive quarters provide a means of tracking cyclical movements, pinpointing trend changes and establishing forecasts.  

The survey results are obtained from questionnaires completed by senior executives in the manufacturing, building, domestic trade 
and other services sectors of the economy during the middle month of every calendar quarter.  

The business survey questionnaire contains a small number of questions. These questions are qualitative in nature, e.g. “Compared to 
the same quarter a year ago, is the volume of sales up, the same or down?”. No figures are requested.  

The sample of executives remains the same from one survey to the next. A panel is in effect established. The sample provides for the 
main sectors. The list of participants is reviewed every few years to replace those firms that went out of business or stopped 
responding during the previous two years with new ones.  

To provide for widely differing sizes, each firm is allocated a weight based on its turnover. Participants have to complete a “participant 
details form” at the time of recruitment and every few years to ensure that their sector classification and turnover (optional) are 
correct. 

The BER conducted its first survey of the manufacturing and trade (i.e. retail, wholesale and motor trade) sectors in 1954. The sector 
coverage was expanded to the building sector (i.e. main contractors and sub-contractors) in 1969. Architects, quantity surveyors and 
civil engineering contractors were added later to the building survey. The survey of other services started in 2005. 

Consult the BER web page (www.ber.ac.za) for more information about the business tendency survey method. 

  

http://www.ber.ac.za/
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Other services 

In deciding which of the remaining services sector to cover, the BER followed its international counterparts. While the government 

provides the bulk of services, the selected sectors are those in which private firms dominate. For reasons of focus and feasibility, the 

BER does not cover personal services and sectors dominated by a few large firms (e.g. telecommunication and air transport). 

Firms in the other services sector differ from those that the BER 
has been reporting on traditionally (i.e. building contractors, 
manufacturers, retailers, wholesalers and vehicle dealers) in 
several important aspects.  

1. The most obvious difference is that other services 
providers do not carry stocks to balance unexpected changes in 
demand. In contrast to stocks of raw material inputs and finished 
goods in manufacturing, as well as retail, wholesale and new 
vehicle inventories, other services cannot be stored temporarily. 
Instead, other service providers have to take care of short-term 
fluctuations in demand via adjustments in the utilisation of their 
workforce and/or space.  

2. Another difference is that the cyclical peaks and troughs 
in other services sector’s activity are not symmetrical and do not 
move in synch with those of the sectors reported on traditionally. 
While the five sectors included in the RMB/BER business 
confidence index (BCI) reach upper and lower cyclical turning 
points at more or less the same time, other services lag the 
recovery at the bottom, as it takes time before capital and other 
business spending increase and starts to lift accommodation, 
transport and business services. To safeguard the cyclical and 
advanced signalling (predictive) properties of the RMB/BER BCI, 
the other service sector is not included in the BCI. Whereas 
quantitative estimates benefit from an expanded sector coverage, 
this is not necessarily the case for cyclical measures. 

3. A final major difference is that there is no readily 
available equivalent official monthly reference measure of other 
services activity. Stats SA has been producing high-frequency data 
on the performance of hotels, restaurants and transport for a 
couple of years, but nothing on real estate and business services. 
The latter two are only covered together with financial 
intermediation in the quarterly GDP production numbers.  

 

 % of 
GDP 

BCI Other 
services 

Primary sector 10.9   
Agriculture, forestry & fishing 2.6   
Mining and quarrying 8.2   
Secondary sector 21.1   
Manufacturing 13.4 √  
Electricity, gas and water 3.8   
Construction 3.9 √  
Tertiary (services) sector 68.0   
Trade, catering and accommodation 15.0   
  Wholesale trade 4.9 √  
  Retail trade; repair of household goods 7.2 √  
  Motor trade; repair of motor vehicles 2.0 √  
  Catering and accommodation 0.9  √ 
Transport, storage & communication 9.8   
  Transport 8.0  √ 
  Communication 1.8   
Finance, real estate & business services 19.8   
  Finance and insurance 9.0   
  Real estate 5.7  √ 
  Business services * 5.1  √ 
General government services 17.6   
Personal services ** 5.8   
All sectors 100.0   
 
GDP = Gross Domestic Product (National Accounts) from the 
production side; sector division according to the Standard Industrial 
Classification (SIC) of All Economic Activities, at current prices, 2017, 
Source: Stats SA and author’s own calculations 
 
BCI = RMB/BER business confidence index 
 
* Business services consist of the renting of machinery and equipment 
(8%), computer services (16%), legal, accounting, market research & 
management consultancy (27%), consulting engineering (21%), 
advertising (3%) and other (e.g. labour recruitment, security activities, 
building and plant cleaning, and miscellaneous such as debt collection, 
interior design and exhibitions) (25%). 
 
** Personal services consists of education (20%), health & social work 
(45%), other community services (e.g. refuse removal) (2%), activities 
of membership organisations (e.g. those of trade unions) (2%), 
recreation (e.g. cinemas, TV production), cultural (arts, news agencies, 
libraries, museums, nature reserves) & sport activities (26%) and other 
(washing & dry-cleaning of clothes, hair dressing & beauty treatments, 
funeral services & miscellaneous (4%). 
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