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March Chicago Business Barometer Eases to 57.4
Marked Fall in Production Drives Barometer To 1-Year Low  
The MNI Chicago Business Barometer fell 4.5 points to 57.4 
in March, down from 61.9 in February, hitting the lowest 
level in exactly one year. 

Firms’ operations continued to expand in March, but the 
pace of expansion moderated for a third straight month. 
Three of the five Barometer components receded on the 
month, with only Employment and Supplier Deliveries 
expanding.

Compared to March last year, the Barometer was up 0.5%. 
On the quarter, the Barometer was down on Q4 2017 but 
Q1’s outturn was still the second-best calendar quarter result 
since Q2 2014 and the best first quarter outturn since 2011.    

Extending a trend set since the turn of the year, firms’ count 
of output and incoming orders fell in March. The Production 
indicator sunk to the lowest level since October 2016, while 
the New Orders indicator decreased to a level last seen lower 
just over a year ago. The two indicators, accounting for two 
thirds of the headline Barometer, have fallen 28% and 19% 
since their respective December highs. 

Joining Production and New Orders, firms’ level of unfulfilled 
orders also continued to level-off in March. The Order 
Backlogs indicator slowed for a third consecutive month, to 
an eleven-month low, to hover just above the neutral-level. 

Supplier delivery times, however, inched higher and remain 
long by recent standards. There were multiple reports of 
suppliers struggling to keep up with orders of key inputs, 
ranging from steel to electronic components. The rate at 
which firms added to their stock levels also increased in 
March, just before the kick-off of the new fiscal year. 

Meanwhile, firms’ appetite to add to their workforce grew in 
March. The Employment indicator ticked up, rising to the 
second highest level in the past 12 months. 

This month’s special question asked firms to forecast the 
level of incoming orders over the forthcoming quarter. At 
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50.1%, most firms said they expect orders to grow in Q2. 
Only 9.4% thought orders would recede with the remainder 
predicting orders would be more or less unchanged. 

Input price inflation pressures, meanwhile, refuse to abate. 
The Prices Paid indicator picked up in March, enough to take 
the quarterly average up to the highest level since Q3 2011. 
Multiple firms reported the increased price of steel, among 
other materials, as impacting their business while others 
noted that persistently high prices were forcing them to find 
new suppliers.   

“The Chicago Business Barometer calendar quarter average 
had increased for six straight quarters until Q1 2018, with the 
halt largely due to the recent downward trajectory of orders 
and output,” said Jamie Satchi, Economist at MNI Indicators.

“Troubles higher up in firms’ supply chains are restraining 
their productive capacity and higher prices are being passed 
on to consumers. On a more positive note, firms remain keen 
to expand their workforce,” he added. 
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About MNI Indicators

MNI Indicators specialises in producing business and consumer surveys designed to present an advance picture of the economic landscape and 

highlight changing trends in business activity. MNI Indicators produces the renowned Chicago Business Barometer (Chicago PMI), a key leading 

indicator of the US economy. MNI Indicators is part of Market News International Inc., a leading provider of news and intelligence.

About ISM-Chicago

ISM-Chicago is a non-profit association dedicated to strengthening the community of purchasing and supply management professionals in the Chicagoland 

area. As an affiliate of the Institute of Supply Management (ISM), the organization is committed to the ongoing professional development of its members 

and the purchasing and supply management profession through education, research and communication. For more information on becoming a part of 

ISM-Chicago, call (847) 298-1940.

Notes to Editors 

Please source all information to MNI Indicators.

The MNI Chicago Report is published by MNI Indicators, part of Market News International Inc., in partnership with the ISM-Chicago.

The MNI Chicago Report is published monthly and contains the Chicago Business BarometerTM and a number of other Business Activity and Buying Policy 

indicators. The data is seasonally adjusted. 

The Chicago Business BarometerTM is a closely watched leading indicator of U.S. economic activity and is based on a survey panel of purchasing/supply-

chain professionals, primarily drawn from membership of the Institute for Supply Management-Chicago (ISM-Chicago). The survey panel contains both 

manufacturing and non-manufacturing firms, many with global operations.

The Chicago Business BarometerTM is a composite diffusion indicator made up of the Production, New Orders, Order Backlogs, Employment and Supplier 

Deliveries indicators and is designed to predict future changes in US gross domestic product (GDP). 

An indicator reading above 50 indicates expansion compared with a month earlier while below 50 indicates contraction. A result of 50 is neutral. The 

farther an indicator is above or below 50, the greater or smaller the rate of change.


