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Federal Budget priorities for Australian business 

A survey of Australian Industry Group members reveal the top three priorities for Australian business in this year's 

Federal Budget are (see Chart 1):  

1. reduce the company tax rate. 75% of businesses rank this as one of their top three priorities;  

2. lift investment in infrastructure. 66% of businesses rank as one of their top three priorities; and  

3. bring the budget back to balance over the next five years. 55% of businesses rank this as one of their top three 

priorities. 

In addition to these three goals, 54% of Australian businesses see stronger incentives for business investment in R&D 

and innovation as one of the top three priorities for this year's Federal Budget. 

Together, these priorities highlight the importance business places on lifting investment to boost innovation and 

productivity, while also recognising the longer-term need to restore strength to Australia’s public finances. This is in line 

with Ai Group’s 2015-16 Budget Submission handed to the Federal Government earlier this year, which called for 

targeted productivity-enhancing investment in infrastructure and skills, along with a reduction in company tax rate for all 

businesses regardless of size and tax incentives to invest in new capital. In our submission, Ai Group argued on behalf of 

members that the Government should balance the very important task of continuing to address Australia's longer-term 

fiscal vulnerabilities while also providing an appropriate level of fiscal stimulus given the current fragility of the 

domestic economy. 

Chart 1: Business Priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget* 

 

* Businesses that ranked each budget measure among their top three priorities for the Federal Budget 2015-16. 

http://www.aigroup.com.au/portal/binary/com.epicentric.contentmanagement.servlet.ContentDeliveryServlet/LIVE_CONTENT/Policy%2520and%2520Representation/Submissions/Budget/2015/Ai%2520Group%2520Federal%2520Budget%2520Submission.pdf


 

 

Detailed findings 

In this year’s Ai Group Survey of businesses priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget, Australian businesses list a lower 

company tax rate, higher infrastructure spending and balancing the Budget over the five years as the three most 

important objectives (Chart 1 and Table 1). In order of priority: 

 Reducing the company tax rate is the most popular measure for the upcoming Budget this year, with 75% of 

businesses nominating this as one of their top three priorities and 32%  nominating  this as their the number one 

priority (Chart 1 and Table 1). This measure is particularly popular among manufacturers and large businesses, who 

continue to face difficult business conditions in Australia's low growth environment. 

 Increasing spending on infrastructure (e.g. on telecommunications and transport links) is the second most popular 

measure for the 2015-16 Federal Budget, with 66% of Australian businesses naming this as one of their top three 

priorities and 26% listing this as their number one priority (Chart 1 and Table 1). This reinforces the need for the 

Government to further invest in infrastructure. This was highlighted recently in an international context by the B20, 

which called for all Governments to focus on well-balanced infrastructure policy initiatives that give priority to 

removing capacity bottlenecks and enhancing investment and demand. 

 At the same time, businesses appreciate the importance of restoring fiscal discipline to the Federal Budget, with 

55% nominating 'Budget balance over the next five years' as one of their top three priorities and 23% ranking Budget 

balance as their highest priority (Chart 1 and Table 1). 

 Over half (54%) of businesses listed stronger financial incentives for industry investment in R&D and 

innovation as one of their top three priorities for the upcoming Budget, placing this issue only slightly behind 

'bringing the budget back into balance over five years'. 11% ranked this measure as their number one objective. This 

suggests that the majority of businesses remain focused on improving their productivity and competitiveness in 

response to a challenging operating environment. 

 A smaller - but still sizeable - proportion of Australian businesses (37%) said that increased spending on training 

and apprentices is one of their top three priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget, and 9% ranked this as their 

highest priority. 

 14% of respondents nominated 'increasing financial incentives for childcare to improve workforce 

participation' as one of their top three priorities. 

These results are similar although not identical to the priorities that businesses nominated last year for the 2014-15 

Federal Budget. A smaller proportion of businesses in 2015 compared with 2014 said that balancing the Budget, even 

over five years, should be among the government's top three priorities, given the soft economic environment. Instead, 

more businesses are placing greater value on incentives to invest in R&D and innovation. This indicates that although 

businesses acknowledge and understand the need to achieve a balanced Budget over the longer term, they also 

understand the urgency of boosting competitiveness, productivity and sustainable growth across the Australian economy. 

Table 1: Business Priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget 
% of businesses that ranked each budget measure as their single highest priority 

 

Reduce the 

company tax 

rate 

Increase 

spending on 

infrastructure 

Bring the 

Budget back 

into balance 

over the next 

five years 

Increase tax 

concessions for 

industry R&D 

and innovation 

Increase 

spending on 

training and 

apprentices 

Increase 

financial 

incentives for 

childcare to lift 

workforce 

participation 

Manufacturing 35 31 17 10 7 - 

Services 28 19 31 14 8 - 

Construction 34 36 9 6 12 3 

Total 32 26 23 11 9 - 



 

 

Survey results by industry 

Among manufacturers: 

 79% of manufacturers said that reducing the company tax rate is one their top three priorities for the upcoming 

Federal Budget, and 35% said it is their top priority, the highest among all major industry groups. This urgency 

reflects the pressure manufacturers are under to minimise their costs in an extremely challenging and competitive 

global environment. 

 68% of manufacturing businesses listed higher infrastructure spending as one of their top three priorities for the 

2015-16 Budget, and 31% nominated it as their top priority. 

 59% of manufacturing businesses said 'maintaining or increasing financial incentives for industry R&D and 

innovation' as one of their top three priorities and 10% listed it as their top priority. This suggests that these 

businesses continue to look to new technologies and investment for their productivity growth. 

 58% of manufacturing businesses said that 'bringing the Budget back into balance over the next five years' is one of 

their top three objectives and 17% listed it as their highest priority. 

 30% of manufacturing businesses nominated increased spending on training and apprentices as one of their top three 

priorities and 7% said it is their top priority. 

 7% said that increasing financial incentives for childcare to improve workforce participation is one of their top three 

priorities for the 2015-16 Budget.  

 The lower priority accorded to this policy area might reflect the low proportion of younger women working in 

manufacturing, with close to three quarters of manufacturing workers being male in 2014 and 19% aged 55 years or 

older in 2014. 

Chart 2: Business Priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget, by industry* 

 

* Businesses that ranked each budget measure among their top three priorities for the Federal Budget 2015-16. 

In the construction industry: 

 88% of construction respondents placed a lower company tax rate as one of the top three priorities for the 2015-16 

Federal Budget, the highest proportion among the three broad industry groups. A third (34%) listed reducing 

company tax as the most important objective for their business.  



 

 

 Construction businesses also favoured higher infrastructure spending compared to manufacturers and service 

businesses, with 79% of respondents ranking this measure among the three most important objectives for their 

business. 36% of construction businesses also cited it as their number one priority for the 2015-16 Federal Budget, 

the highest among all measures. This is to be expected as higher infrastructure spending directly boosts demand for 

the construction sector. 

 Furthermore, construction respondents placed more importance on higher spending on training and apprentices than 

manufacturers and service businesses, with 45% listing it as the one of the top three priorities for the upcoming 

Budget. 12% chose this measure as the number one objective for their business. This is likely because such public 

expenditure is a crucial channel for providing long-term stable supply of skilled labour required in the construction 

industry.  

 Meanwhile, 38% of construction businesses chose balancing the Budget within five years as one of their top three 

priorities, the lowest among all three industry groups. Only 9% nominated this measure as their number one priority. 

 34% of construction businesses viewed higher financial incentives for industry R&D and innovation as one of the 

top three priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget. Just 18% placed higher financial incentives for childcare to lift 

workforce participation among their top three objectives. 

Among services businesses: 

 67% of services businesses said that reducing the company tax rate is one of their top three priorities and 28% 

ranked this measure as their top priority. 

 59% of services respondents cited higher infrastructure spending as one of their top three priorities and 19% ranked 

it the number one priority. 

 58% of services businesses said that achieving a balanced Budget over the next five years is among their top three 

priorities and 31% chose this as their number one priority. 

 57% of respondents ranked higher incentives for industry R&D and innovation among their top three priorities and 

14% said it is their top priority. 

 40% of services businesses listed increased spending on training and apprentices as one of the top three priorities  

 19% of services businesses listed increased financial incentives for childcare to lift workforce participation among 

their top three objectives. 

Survey results by business size 

Reducing the company tax rate was most cited among the top three priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget by most 

businesses regardless of their size (see Chart 3 and Table 2): 

 Large businesses (with more than 100 employees) place a greater importance on a lower company tax rate compared 

to medium and small businesses, with 83% citing it among one of their top three most important objectives, the 

highest among all business sizes. 39% of large businesses also chose this measure as their number one priority for 

the 2015-16 Federal Budget. 

 76% of small businesses with fewer than 20 staff listed lower company taxes as one of the top three priorities. 31% 

also think this measure is most important for their business.  

 75% of medium businesses (with 20 to 100 staff) placed lower company taxes among their top three choices and 

33% listed it as the key priority. 

On the other hand, views on increased spending on infrastructure appear to vary somewhat across businesses of 

different size: 

 65% of small, 63% of medium and 61% of large businesses listed higher infrastructure spending as one of their top 

three priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget. 



 

 

 However, 35% of large businesses and 30% of small sized businesses chose this measure as the important objective 

for their business while only 17% of medium businesses did so. 

With regard to bringing the Federal Budget back into balance: 

 54% of small businesses and 53% of medium businesses placed a five-year fiscal balance target among their top 

three priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget. Meanwhile, 25% of medium businesses and 20% of small businesses 

ranked this measure as the number one priority for their business. 

 On the other hand, only 9% of large businesses think the top priority of the 2015-16 Federal Budget should be 

achieving fiscal balance over the next five years while 43% cited medium-term fiscal consolidation as one of the 

three most important objectives. 

On maintaining or increasing financial incentives for industry R&D and innovation: 

 65% of large businesses listed increasing financial incentives for industry R&D and innovation as one of the top 

three priorities for the upcoming Federal Budget, compared to 53% of small businesses and 49% of medium 

businesses.  

 However, 13% of small businesses and 11% of medium businesses placed this measure as the most important 

objective for the 2015-16 Budget, while only 4% of large businesses did so. This suggests although large businesses 

are more likely than smaller businesses to undertake large scale industry R&D projects, there are higher priorities for 

their business such as lower company taxes. On the other hand, smaller businesses tend to have a greater need for 

financial incentives to help kick-start their R&D and innovation activity. 

In terms of additional funding for training: 

 43% of large and medium businesses and 35% of small businesses listed higher spending on training as one of the 

top three priorities in the 2015-16 Budget.  

 However, 13% of large and medium businesses nominated higher spending on training and apprentices as the top 

priority, while only 6% of small businesses did so. This indicates that training remains very important to businesses 

across different sizes even though it is not often listed as the number one priority. 

Table 2: Business Priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget, by business size 
% of businesses that ranked each budget measure as their single highest priority 

 

Reduce the 

company tax 

rate 

Increase 

spending on 

infrastructure 

Bring the 

Budget back 
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Small  

(<20 employees) 
31 30 20 13 6 - 

Medium  

(20-100 employees) 
33 17 25 11 13 2 

Large  

(100+ employees) 
39 35 9 4 13 - 

Total 32 26 23 11 9 - 

On increasing financial incentives for childcare to improve workforce participation: 

 17% of medium businesses, 16% of small businesses and only 4% of large businesses (given the previously 

proposed policy was to incur a levy on large businesses) placed higher financial incentives for childcare to improve 

workforce participation among their top three priorities for the upcoming Budget.  



 

 

 Although Australian businesses still value this measure, they appear to place it lower on their priority list under the 

current economic and political environment. 

Chart 3: Business Priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget, by business size* 

 

* Total includes businesses that did not disclose their staff numbers. 

Survey results for selected states 

Across the states (also see Table 3): 

 A lower company tax rate was cited as one of the top three priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget by 74% of 

NSW and Victorian businesses, and 73% of Queensland businesses. A similar proportion of businesses in 

Victoria, Queensland and NSW also ranked lower company taxes as the number one objective for their business. 

 Increased spending on infrastructure was listed in the top three priorities by 72% of businesses in Victoria, 

68% in Queensland and 64% in NSW respondents. A similar percentage of businesses in these states also placed 

this measure as the number one priority for the Budget. 

 In NSW, 65% of businesses view bringing the Budget back into balance over the next five years should be one 

of the top three priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget, followed by 48% of Victorian businesses and 47% of 

Queensland firms. Meanwhile, a higher proportion of NSW and Victoria businesses think the Federal Government 

should primarily focus to achieve a balanced Budget over the next five years compared to Queensland. 

 Increased financial incentives for industry R&D and innovation is also ranked as one of the top three 

priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget by a substantial percentage of businesses in Victoria (61%), Queensland 

(57%) and NSW (42%). On the other hand, a greater share Queensland businesses chose this measure as the 

number one priority for their business compared to Victorian and NSW businesses. 

 Higher spending on training and apprentices, as well as higher financial incentives for childcare to improve 

workforce participation only featured as one of the top three priorities for the upcoming Budget for a relatively 

small percentage of businesses across NSW (40% and 17% respectively), Victoria (34% and 12%) and 

Queensland (35% and 21%). 

For the rest of Australia, which includes responses from South Australia, Western Australia and Tasmania, a lower 

company tax rate was listed among the top three priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget by 81% of businesses. 



 

 

Bringing the Budget back into balance over the next five years accounted for 67%, increased financial incentives for 

industry R&D and innovation (52%), higher infrastructure spending (44%) and spending on training and apprentices 

(44%). Only 11% of this cohort of respondents listed higher financial incentives for childcare to improve workforce 

participation as one of the three most important objectives.  

Table 3: Business Priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget, by selected state 
% of businesses that ranked each budget measure as their single highest priority 

 

Reduce the 

company tax 

rate 
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New South Wales 28 28 29 6 9 - 

Victoria 32 28 21 9 10 - 

Queensland 30 29 15 17 6 3 

Rest of Australia 41 11 26 19 4 - 

Total 32 26 23 11 9 - 

Business Priorities for the Federal Budget: 2014-15 vs 2015-16 

In March 2014, Ai Group conducted a similar survey of companies across Australia to gauge what they thought the 

priorities should be for the 2014-15 Federal Budget. In 2013, around 360 businesses ranked the relative importance of 

each of five broad policy areas for the 2014-15 Budget. 

Compared to the survey results for the 2014-15 Budget, a significantly lower percentage of Australian businesses listed 

“bring the Budget back into balance” as one of the top three priorities for the 2015-16 Federal Budget (Chart 4). 

Around 55% of respondents said one of their number top three priorities for the upcoming 2015-16 Budget is to achieve 

a balanced Budget position over the next five years, compared to 57% in 2014, while 28% of businesses in 2014 also 

preferred a 2-year timeframe for fiscal consolidation. These results suggest that although businesses still place greater 

importance on government fiscal discipline, they clearly think this is not the right time for aggressive fiscal 

consolidation, given the current weak economic and political situation. 

On the other hand, Australian businesses appeared to attach relatively similar or more weight to other objectives for the 

2015-16 Budget compared to the previous year. In particular, 54% of respondents ranked higher incentives on industry 

R&D and innovation among the top three priorities for the upcoming Budget, compared to just 39% in 2014. 

Businesses are clearly more focused on productivity growth now than before when facing a very challenging economic 

environment. 

A relative higher percentage of businesses (75%) also placed a lower company tax rate as one of the top three priorities 

this year relative to 2014 (70%). Meanwhile, businesses' preference for higher infrastructure spending and training and 

apprentices expenditure are broadly similar to that of 2014. 

  



 

 

Chart 4: Business Priorities for the Federal Budget in 2014 (the 2014-15 Budget) 

and 2015 (the 2015-16 Budget) 

 
 

  



 

 

Appendix: Survey question and respondents 

In early March 2015, CEO’s and managers from 200 Australian businesses answered this survey question: 

The Federal Budget for 2015-16 will be announced in May. Please rank the following objectives in order of their 

importance to your business (1 = most important objective and 6 = least important): 

 Bring the Federal Budget back into balance over the next five years; 

 Reduce company tax rate for all businesses; 

 Maintain/increase financial incentives for industry R&D and innovation; 

 Increase Government spending on training and apprentices; 

 Increase Government spending on infrastructure (e.g. on telecoms and transport links); 

 Increase financial incentives for childcare to improve workforce participation. 

Table 4: Ai Group survey respondents, March 2015 

  No. of respondents  % of total respondents   

Manufacturing 71 35.5 

Services 96 48.0 

Construction 33 16.5 

   
Small* 80 49.1 

Medium* 60 36.8 

Large* 23 14.1 

   
New South Wales 53 26.5 

Victoria  86 43.0 

Queensland 34 17.0 

Rest of Australia  27 13.5 

   
Total  200 100.0 

* Excludes businesses that did not disclose their staff numbers. 
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