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PROPERTY BAROMETER  
FNB ESTATE AGENT HOME BUYING SURVEY  
Against our earlier expectations of further strengthening, the 1st 
Quarter 2015 FNB Estate Agent Survey points to a lack of any 
further residential market improvement, perhaps reflecting a 

weak start to 2015 by the SA economy in general. 
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

While we had expected some further residential market strengthening in the near term 
due to an economic boost usually to be expected from sharply lower oil prices, the FNB 
Estate Agent Survey for the 1st quarter of 2015 displayed a distinct lack of further such 
strengthening when seasonal factors are put aside. 

What is becoming increasingly apparent is that South Africa’s myriad of policy and 
structural constraints on its economy are working against our benefiting from periodic 
positive global economic events. Therefore, as a slew of weak economic numbers 
emerge from early in 2015, it should perhaps not be surprising that the Estate Agent 
Survey may be beginning to point towards a residential market starting to move more 
broadly sideways as opposed to stronger. 

 The 1st Quarter Residential Activity Indicator rose mildly to 6.73, from the 
previous quarter’s 6.61. However, when one takes seasonal factors out through a 
statistical seasonal adjustment, we see that our seasonally-adjusted version of the 
Indicator declined noticeably, from 6.76 in the previous quarter, to 6.43 in the 1st quarter 
of 2015. Seasonal factors aside, therefore, agents implicitly perceived some weakening in 
activity levels early in 2015. 

 In the 1st quarter of 2015, the percentage of agents citing stock constraints 
actually increased, from a previous quarter’s 19%, to 24%, a percentage comparable 
with the 22% recorded in the 2nd quarter of last year. However, while this percentage 
increased from quarter to quarter, it must be noted that the percentage of agents citing 
“lots of stock available” also rose from quarter to quarter, from 2% to 11%, so it is not 
clear that the overall national stock constraint actually deteriorated.  

 No meaningful change in seller price realism took place in the 1st quarter 
2015 survey. From a 3rd quarter 2014 estimate of 11 weeks and 4 days, the estimated 
average time on the market has risen slightly for the past 2 quarters, to 12 weeks and 5 
days in the 1st quarter of 2015. There was also a slight increase in the percentage of 
sellers having to drop their asking price, from 81% in the 4th quarter of 2014 to 83% in 
the 1st quarter of 2015. 

 The estimated average percentage asking price drop, on those properties 
where a price drop is required to make the sale, remained unchanged at -8% in the 1st 
quarter of 2015 for the 5th  consecutive quarter. This remains significantly less than the 
estimated average percentage drop of -13% back in late-2011. 

 When agents indicate the factors influencing their near term expectations, we 
continue to see the significance of stock constraints (lack of stock available to sell) on 
their thinking. 35% of agents cited “stock issues” as a factor driving their expectations, 
with 24% experiencing stock constraints while a lesser 11% cited “ample stock”.  

 The average expected house price increase, by survey respondents, of +4.8% 
remains perhaps surprisingly moderate, although slightly higher than the prior quarter’s 
4.3%.  



 

 

WHILE ESTATE AGENTS PERCEIVED A RISE IN RESIDENTIAL MARKET ACTIVITY IN THE 1ST QUARTER OF 
2015, IF WE EXCLUDE SEASONAL FACTORS THE SITUATION APPEARS LESS POSITIVE 

In the 2nd half of 2014, estate agents were reporting some noticeable strengthening in residential market activity, driven by 
both seasonal factors as well as non-seasonal factors perhaps related to some mild strengthening in the economy in the 
latter stages of last year. However, the 1st Quarter of 2015 increase in the FNB Estate Agent Survey Activity Level Rating 
appears to have been solely due to the usual seasonal strength that the 1st quarter brings.  

When stripping out seasonal factors, calculating the Activity Rating on a statistically seasonally-adjusted basis, a different 
picture emerges in the 1st quarter, i.e. one of noticeable decline in the Activity Level Rating. This appears to reflect an 
economy which stood to benefit in 2015 from the positive economic effects of sharply lower oil prices, but instead sees its 
myriad of economic policy and structural constraints, along with export commodity prices also being lower,  getting it off to 
another weak start this year.  

The FNB Estate Agent Survey is of a sample of estate agents predominantly in SA’s major metro regions. The 1st question 
asked to agents is with regard to their perceptions of residential market activity in their areas, a subjective question on a scale 
of 1 to 10, with 10 being the strongest level of activity. 

The 1st Quarter Residential Activity Indicator rose to 
6.73, from the previous quarter’s 6.61. However, 
when one takes seasonal factors out through a 
statistical seasonal adjustment, we see that our 
seasonally-adjusted version of the Indicator declined 
quite noticeably, from 6.76 in the previous quarter, 
to 6.43 in the 1st quarter of 2015. Seasonal factors 
aside, therefore, we saw a noticeable quarter-to-
quarter weakening as 2015 began. 

Residential property activity trends should by-and-
large reflect economic trends, and this seasonally 
adjusted decline in the Activity Index appears to tie 
in with some other weak early-2015 economic data 
releases. 

The decline in the 1st Quarter seasonally-adjusted 
version of the Activity Indicator doesn’t mean that the market has become a “weak” market just yet. Far from it. The 1st 
quarter Activity Indicator level remains at the upper end of the “stable” bracket (a level from 4 to 6), and not far from the 
“Positive” bracket of 7 to 8. The 2 other rating brackets are the “not very active (1 to 3), and “very active (9 to 10).  

However, examining the percentage change in the 
Activity Indicator, we had seen the year-on-year 
growth rate in the Residential Activity Rating for the 
1st quarter of 2015 slow for the 2nd consecutive 
quarter, from a big +12.18% in the 3rd quarter of 
2014, to +5.42% in the 4th quarter, and then an 
almost flat -0.44% year-on-year decline in the 1st 
quarter of this year. 

On a quarter-on-quarter seasonally adjusted basis, 
the 1st quarter decline rate was -4.8%%. 

Therefore, while the level of activity remains solid, 
according to the agents, the rate of change in the 
activity rating suggests a loss of further growth 
momentum in the early stages of 2015. 

The 1st quarter reading is not the way we had anticipated 2015 to get under way. We entered 2015 with sharply lower oil 
prices, translating into massive domestic fuel price drops. This, along with also-declining global food prices and a Rand 
behaving reasonably well, had promised to cause consumer price inflation to drop like a stone, while lower fuel prices usually 
serve as a stimulus to the fuel-guzzling global and local economies. Lower inflation and a markedly stronger economy would 
surely boost household sector confidence, which would all be a positive boost for the already-solid residential market. 

The lower inflation part of the story has indeed happened, with CPI inflation reaching 3.9% by February, reducing the 
likelihood of any interest rate hiking in the near term. 

6.73
6.43

4

4.5

5

5.5

6

6.5

7

7.5

8

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Ac
tiv

ity
 L

ev
el

s 
on

 a
 s

ca
le

 o
f 1

-1
0

Residential Market Activity Indicator

National Activity Rating (Scale 1 to 10) Seasonally Adjusted

-0.44%

-30%

-10%

10%

30%

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Rate of Change in Activity Levels 
according to FNB Estate Agent Survey

FNB Estate Agent Survey Rating of Residential Activity - y/y% (Left Axis)

Seasonally adjusted  quarter-on-quarter % change (Right Axis)



 

 

However, signs of improved “economic growth and confidence” appear scarce. Electricity supply disruptions may have been 
taking their toll on economic output in recent times, while lower non-oil commodity prices may be constraining domestic 
exports, and thus economic growth, working against the potentially positive impact of lower oil prices. 

And so, January Mining Production showed a year-on-year decline of -4.7%, and Manufacturing by -2.3%. Real retail Sales 
growth slowed from above 2% late in 2014 to 1.7% year-on-year in January, while real wholesale sales were down -7% for 
the same month. All of this weakness is perhaps reflected in a further January year-on-year decline in electricity sales of          
-1.4%, the 9th consecutive month of year-on-year decline. Closer to the property market, the FNB Building Confidence Index 
also showed somewhat surprise decline in the 1st quarter of 2015. 
 
Therefore, there currently exists very little in the way of any encouraging economic numbers, so perhaps it should come as no 
surprise that our most recent FNB Estate Agent Survey Activity Indicator also saw a seasonally-adjusted decline, or that the 
non-seasonally adjusted version showed a slight decline on the corresponding quarter of a year ago.    
 
Despite a lack of further rise in residential activity, when one excludes seasonal factors, in the 1st quarter, other indicators 
from the FNB Estate Agent Survey continue to point to a very good balance between supply and demand in the residential 
market, but many of these additional indicators also point to a lack of further market strengthening. 

Relevant in this regard is the combination of responses regarding stock constraints, average time of properties on the 
market, and those questions related to sellers having to drop their asking prices. 

RESIDENTIAL SUPPLY CHALLENGES REMAIN SIGNIFICANT 

The level of stock constraints in the existing home 
market remains significant, as it has been over the 
past 2 to 3 years or so. 

These stock constraints intensified noticeably from 
2012 to 2014, assisted by relatively low levels of 
residential building activity since the end of the 
building boom in 2008. 

It is difficult to gauge the strength of supply of 
residential stock through asking survey respondents 
for their opinion. But when asking agents about their 
market expectations in the near term, we allow them 
to provide a list of factors that influence their 
expectations, both in a positive and a negative way.  

And in the 1st quarter of 2015, the percentage of 
agents citing stock constraints as a factor actually increased, from a previous quarter’s 19% to 24%, a percentage comparable 
with the 22% recorded in the 2nd quarter of last year. However, while this percentage increased from quarter to quarter, it 
must be noted that the percentage of agents citing “lots of stock available” also rose from quarter to quarter from 2% to 11%, 
so it is not clear that the overall aggregate stock constraint actually deteriorated.  

Nevertheless, stock constraints remain significant, an ongoing sign of a well balanced market. 

RECENT QUARTERS HAVE SEEN MORE OF A SIDEWAYS MOVEMENT IN THE AVERAGE TIME ON THE 
MARKET, COMPARED TO A PRIOR DECLINE 

One indicator of where the market is in terms of seller pricing realism, or otherwise put the balance between demand and 
supply at prevailing price levels, is the estimated average time that properties remain on the market prior to sale. 

From a 3rd quarter 2014 estimate of 11 weeks and 4 
days, the estimated average time on the market has 
risen for the past 2 quarters to 12 weeks and 5 days 
in the 1st quarter of 2015. 

While one must take into account that data possesses 
some mild volatility from quarter to quarter, the past 
few quarters’ “sideways-to-upward” movement does 
also suggest a lack of further strengthening in the 
residential market, and the possible start of a more 
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sideways trend in average time on the market at around the 3 month mark. 

The recent quarters’ estimated times on the market remain sharply lower than 19 weeks and 1 day at the beginning of 2011.  

THE EXTENT OF DROPPING OF ASKING PRICES MOVES BROADLY SIDEWAYS  

In addition to agents starting to point to what may be the start of a broad sideways movement in the average time on the 
market, which is often seen as a good indicator of seller pricing realism, they also seem to suggest a broad sideways move in 
the percentage of sellers being required to drop their asking price to make a sale, another important indicator of the level of 
pricing realism. 

They reported a slight increase in the percentage of sellers having to drop their asking price, from 81% in the 4th quarter of 
2014 to 83% in the 4th quarter. But the data can also be slightly volatile, so the smoothed trendline, which has begun to move 
broadly sideways not far from the 80% mark, is probably a better indicator to look at. 

We also ask agents to estimate the average percentage asking price drop on those properties where a price drop is required to 
make the sale. This average estimated drop remained unchanged at -8% in the 1st quarter of 2015, unchanged for 5 
consecutive quarters, but still significantly less than the estimated average percentage drop of -13% back in late-2011. 

 

Therefore, the agents did not appear to see the “market fundamentals” (market balance and price realism) improving 
noticeably in recent quarters, as reflected in a mild quarterly rise in average time on the market, a slight but insignificant 
increase in the percentage of sellers dropping their asking price, and sideways movement in the average price drop. 

AGENT PERCEPTIONS OF RESIDENTIAL AFFORDABILITY 

The FNB Estate Agent Survey also asks agents for their general perception of housing affordability, through requesting them 
to choose one of 3 statement options, i.e. “Income levels have kept up with house prices”, “Income levels have got a little 
behind house price levels” or “Income levels have got far behind house price levels”.  

 In the 1st quarter 2015 survey, we saw a surprising jump in the percentage of agents perceiving that “Income levels have kept 
up with house prices, from 39% of survey respondents in the previous quarter to 61%. On the other end of the spectrum, the 
percentage perceiving “income levels to be far behind price levels” receded to 5%, from the previous quarter’s 23%. Our own 
estimates of residential affordability don’t support such a radical improvement in estate agent perceptions of affordability at 
this stage, with affordability levels having appeared to be moving broadly sideways through 2013-2014. 
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We would thus be careful to draw conclusions based on one such datapoint, as it can be open to volatility. The only other 
conceivable explanation for such a major improvement in affordability perceptions could be a significant change in one or 
more banks’ credit appetites, fueling a noticeable improvement in home loan approval rates. Ooba data has shown further 
improvements in banks’ approval rates this year, but the improvements have been part of a multi-year trend, and the pace of 
improvement in approval rates did not appear too different from the pace of prior years.  

We therefore suspect data volatility, and this survey 
answer appears to go slightly against some other 
perhaps affordability-related answers. Notable, in 
this regard is the question pertaining to the 
percentage of home buyers believed to be “single 
status” buyers (versus couples), which has declined 
from 20% back in the 2nd quarter of last year to 17% 
by the 1st quarter of 2015. Single status buyers, many 
who could be 1st time buyers, are believed to be more 
financially limited on average than couples who can 
pool their incomes. Therefore, a further decline in 
this percentage in early-2015 would perhaps suggest 
additional affordability challenges, not less. A mild 
decline in the 1st time buyer percentage in recent 
quarters, from 28% to 25% of total buyers over the 
same period also points to this. 

Therefore, we would caution against drawing conclusions based on a one quarter jump in agents’ affordability perceptions. 

HOW AGENTS SEE THE NEAR TERM OUTLOOK  

Near term agent expectations regarding activity levels 

On average, agents still expect strengthening in residential activity levels in the near term, despite a slew of poor economic 
data early in the year. 

For agents, activity is crucial. They make a living on buying and selling properties, unlike investors who hold properties for a 
return. 

We ask agents for their expectations of residential activity levels in the near term, i.e. the three months subsequent to when the 
survey takes place, requesting them to choose between 3 options, namely that activity will “strengthen”, “weaken”, or 
“remain the same”.   

In the 1st quarter survey, 33% of agents expected activity to increase in the next 3 months, while 63% expected it to stay the 
same and only 3% expected a decrease in activity. These percentages are slightly better than the previous quarter’s 
expectations. 

The “Home Buying Confidence Indicator”, the 
combined result of the various agent expectations, 
rose from the previous level of +0.11 (on a scale of 1 
to -1) to +0.3, as one could expect with the holiday 
season’s seasonal lull a thing of the past by the time 
the most recent survey was done. Examining the 4-
quarter moving average, for a broader picture free of 
seasonal fluctuations, the average level of 0.25 for 
the 1st quarter of 2015 was also slightly higher than 
the 0.22 average reading for the 4-quarters up until 
the 4th quarter of 2014. 

Therefore, the agents remain positive, with a greater 
percentage expecting an increase in activity than 
those expecting a decline in most of the past 2 years’ 
surveys, and they remain so in spite of a slew of 
disappointing economic data early in 2015. 
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Factors influencing agents’ near term activity level expectations 

When asking agents for the factors influencing their 
near term expectations, seasonal factors receded in 
importance from the previous quarter, due to the 
passing of the December holiday quiet period. 

The biggest influencing factor in the latest survey 
thus became “stock issues”, cited by 35% of agents 
as an issue. It is important to break this category 
down though, as 24% cited “stock constraints” as a 
key influencing factor, while 11% cited “plenty of 
stock”, indicating that supply shortages don’t exist 
everywhere. 

Like the split in experiences regarding stock 
constraints vs oversupplies, there is also a not too 
uneven a split between those agents experiencing 
“Positive Consumer Sentiment” versus those 

perceiving “Economic Stress/Pessimism”, with slightly more, i.e. 15% perceiving “positive consumer sentiment”, and 11% 
seeing the latter. 

Interest rates play a role in the expectations of only 6% of agents, slightly lower than the prior quarter’s 7%, suggesting that 
the last rate hike by the SARB last July has gradually faded in the memory of the market. 

Agent Price Expectations 

The group of agents surveyed still remains modest in 
its expectations for house price inflation.  

We have a price expectations question in the survey, 
asking agents what they expect in terms of average 
house price increase/decrease in their areas over the 
following 12 months. 

The average expected price increase of +4.8% 
remains moderate, although slightly higher than the 
prior quarter’s 4.3%. 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

In summary, the sample of estate agents surveyed did perceive stronger residential activity levels compared to the previous 
quarter, but it would appear that the driver of this strengthening was purely seasonal factors, with the 1st quarter typically 
being a strong seasonal month. When we statistically adjust the data to eliminate seasonal factors, the seasonally adjusted 
version of the Activity Indicator showed a noticeable decline from quarter to quarter. In addition, the Activity Indicator was      
-0.44% down on the 1st quarter of a year ago. 

Therefore, while activity still remains at a healthy level, agents are implicitly pointing to a lack of further growth in recent 
times, when seasonal factors are excluded. 

The results of the 1st Quarter 2015 survey are somewhat disappointing, as we had previously expected some further residential 
market strengthening on the back of the positive economic impact of sharply lower oil prices. However, increasingly, the most 
recent economic data releases are pointing to a weak start to 2015, with a myriad of economic policies and structural 
constraints hampering our economy’s ability to take advantage of positive global economic developments. 
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Given residential property’s strong links to the economy, it should therefore not be surprising that a lack of growth in the 
economy should begin to be felt in the residential market, and indeed this may be starting to take place.  

It is important to understand that we are not yet implying a “weak” in the market, but rather a lack of further strengthening in 
a market that has become quite solid in recent years. So, in the survey, we see signs of sideways movement in certain key 
indicators. The Activity Rating aside, the average time of properties on the market appears to lack further declining 
momentum, while the percentage dropping their asking prices as well as the percentage drop in asking price appear to be 
moving more or less sideways after prior improvements. 

The group of agents still expects further activity level strengthening to come. But they don’t appear over-excited, with the 
average expected house price inflation over the next 12 months recording +4.8% in the survey. 


