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PROPERTY BAROMETER  
FNB ESTATE AGENT HOME BUYING SURVEY  

Despite the survey pointing towards market weakening in the 3rd 
quarter, agents’ near term expectations were upbeat, buoyed by a 
smooth and successful August local government election, which 

they claim boosted consumer sentiment. 

KEY POINTS 

The picture emanating from the sample of estate agents surveyed in the FNB 
Estate Agent Survey for the 3rd quarter of 2016 was one of weakening, both in 
market activity levels as well as in the balance between demand and supply. 
Agent stock constraints have alleviated, and the average time of homes on the 
market prior to sale has lengthened over the past 2 quarters. These are 2 key 
indicators pointing to this weakened demand-supply balance 

Interestingly, though, was a jump in agents’ perceptions of ”Positive Consumer 
Sentiment”, which appears to have been overwhelmingly related to what they 
see as a local government election which went off very well. 

 Agents perceived a major jump in “Positive Consumer Sentiment”, based 
almost solely on successful local government in elections early in August, and 
despite pointing to further weakening in the market since the 2nd quarter. 

 The 3rd Quarter 2016 Residential Activity Indicator declined further to 
5.59, from the previous quarter’s 5.77. When one takes seasonal factors out 
through a statistical seasonal adjustment, we see that our seasonally-adjusted 
Indicator also declined from the previous quarter, to 5.65. 

 Average estimated number of viewers per show house rose to 10.92, 
from 9.64 in the prior quarter, but the past year’s trend has been broadly sideways 
after prior decline back in 2014/early-2015. 

 The percentage of agents citing stock constraints as a factor in shaping 
their near term expectations declined further to a lowly 6.7%, from the previous 
quarter’s 10.7%, having steadily declined from a high of 24% in the 1st quarter of 
2015. 

 The market balance has weakened in the past 2 quarters, and the 
estimated average time of properties on the market has risen from 11 weeks and 
1 day in the 1st quarter to 14 weeks in the 3rd quarter. 

 Agents reported a slight decline in the percentage of sellers having to 
drop their asking price, from 92% in the previous quarter to 88% in the 3rd quarter 
of 2016. This comes after a previous gradual rising trend starting back in early-
2015. One quarter’s decline is insufficient to point to a trend change in this 
percentage though, especially given that the average time on the market has been 
rising and activity has been declining. The estimated average percentage asking 
price drop, on those properties where a price drop is required to make the sale, 
was -7%. 

 

  



 

FOCUS: AGENTS POINT TO LOCAL GOVERNMENT ELECTIONS HAVING IMPROVED CONSUMER 
SENTIMENT, BUT THEY DON’T POINT TO A STRONGER HOUSING MARKET JUST YET. 

In the 3rd Quarter FNB Estate Agent Survey, we saw 
business confidence in the Residential Industry (which 
is not the same thing as the Housing Market) being 
strongly buoyed by the outcome of the early-August 
local government elections, at a time when nothing 
very exciting appeared to be happening in the actual 
Housing Market itself. 

The quarterly survey of a sample of estate agents in the 
6 major Metros suggests that in South Africa’s current 
state of almost zero economic growth and heightened 
social tensions, and seemingly heightened concern 
regarding the future national direction, political events 
and policy announcements will perhaps have a far 
greater impact on markets and sentiment than was the 
case in past better economic times. 

But it is also perhaps reflective of the importance of 
local government for the smooth functioning of the 
property market, and if there is an expectation that a 
local government change will bring about better service 
delivery, this would understandably buoy confidence 
amongst many property industry players. The survey 
was completed through August, most of it after the 
local government election of early in that month. 

We have been monitoring 2 strongly sentiment-related 
survey responses for quite some time. In the survey, the 
agents are asked, amongst many other questions, to 
provide their expectation of residential activity levels 
over the next 3 months. Then, as a follow up we ask 
them to give an indication of the factors influencing 
their expectations. It is from this follow up question that 
we normally find a percentage of them pointing to a 
perception of “Positive Consumer Sentiment” or on the 
other hand “Economic Stress/Pessimism”, and we track 
the percentages for these 2 factors. 

On a 4-quarter moving average basis, to smooth out the 
quarter to quarter volatility and identify the broader 
trend, we had observed a multi-year broad declining 
trend in the percentage of agents pointing to Positive 
Consumer Sentiment, commencing late in 2009 as the 
pace of interest rate cutting at the time began to slow, 
and lasting all the way to the 1st half of 2016, with 
interest rates having risen since 2014 and the economy 
now well into a multi-year growth stagnation. 

That economic growth stagnation since around 2012 
was not only reflected in deteriorating agent 
perceptions of consumer confidence, but also in a 
steady rise in the percentage of agents pointing to 
“Economic Stress/General Pessimism” from early in 
2014, a rise that seems more tied to the onset of 

interest rate hiking than to the economic growth 
slowdown, but ultimately should reflect a bit of both. 

Then, suddenly in the 3rd quarter 2016 survey done in 
the month of August, we had a very sharp increase in 
the percentage of respondents pointing to “Positive 
Consumer Sentiment”, from the prior quarter’s lowly 
8%, to a massive 35.3% of agents. Even on a 4-quarter 
moving average basis, the percentage rose from 5.2% to 
13.3% over the 2 quarters. 

 

Simultaneously, the percentage pointing to “Economic 
Stress/General Pessimism” suddenly declined from 
41.3% of agents in the prior quarter to 7.3% in the 3rd 
quarter. This arrested the rise in the 4-quarter moving 
average for this variable too, although not lowering it 
meaningfully. 

 

This result is interesting, because this sharp swing in 
direction of both percentages comes at a time where, 
while there was a very slight improvement in economic 
growth in the 2nd quarter, which may have some mild 
positive impact, and interest rates have moved 
sideways since the last hike in March, the agents 
generally pointed to further residential market 
softening in the 3rd quarter survey. 

Delving into the detail behind the “Positive Consumer 
Sentiment” response of the agents one begins to 
understand that this positive response was largely 
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driven by the outcome of the early-August local 
government elections. 

Only 3.3% of agents perceived Positive Consumer 
Sentiment due to an improved economy, while only 
8.7% of total respondents perceived Increased Buyer 
and Seller Interest and Activity. Actually, the entire 
sample of agents surveyed in the 3rd quarter pointed to 
a decline in  overall activity in the market. 

So what made the big difference? 24.7% of the agents 
surveyed perceived the outcome of the local 
government elections to have boosted consumer 
sentiment. The feedback was a perception that the 
election had run successfully, and the situation in the 
country was more stable following the elections. 

 

It would appear, too, however, that in those major 
metro regions where local government change had 
taken place, the perceptions of the agents regarding 
Positive Consumer Sentiment” were stronger than those 
where it was “business as usual”. 

Therefore, in Ethekwini and in Cape Town, only 9.1% 
and 10.7% of agents respectively cited a “successful 
election outcome” as boosting consumer sentiment. 

 

By comparison, in Tshwane Metro, 45% cited this driver 
of consumer confidence, in Greater Joburg 27.5%, and 
in Nelson Mandela Bay the estimate was 36.4%. 

It is very important to note that this is not a survey of 
consumers and their confidence levels, but a survey of a 
sample of estate agents, and it is thus their perceptions 
of consumer confidence levels in their areas. 

Interesting is that the 3rd quarter 2016 Estate Agent 
Survey pointed to a further decline in the FNB 
Residential Activity Rating, a further increase in the 
average time that homes remain on the market prior to 
sale, and further deterioration in the agents’ 
perceptions of home affordability. 

Therefore, this perception of significantly improved 
consumer sentiment comes with little actual market 
improvement, as yet, to back it up.  

This response is effectively an improvement in business 
confidence in the Estate Agent Sector. If the agents are 
correct, it suggests that in these recent times of 
heightened volatility and weak economic performance, 
political and policy-related events are likely to impact 
more significantly on market and industry sentiment, 
than was perhaps the case in past periods of stronger 
economic performance. 

Much of the survey would have been completed before 
the next significant political happening, which relates to 
reports later in August that Finance Minister Pravin 
Gordhan was at risk of being arrested. He hasn’t been 
arrested to date, of course, but was there an impact on 
sentiment? We will have to wait and see. 

So, in the 4th quarter FNB Estate Agent Survey we will be 
looking for the answer to 2 key questions.  

Firstly, was there a genuine improvement in consumer 
sentiment which is set to impact positively on the 
housing market, or was it merely a temporary agent 
perception?  

Secondly, we will wait to see whether that positive 
sentiment, if it was real, was quickly reversed by the 
more recent events. These include the highly publicized 
reports surrounding the Finance Minister’s possible 
arrest later in August, renewed weakness in 3rd quarter 
high frequency economic indicators, and some renewed 
speculation as to whether that dreaded ratings 
downgrade is coming SA’s way late in 2016? 
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MAIN FINDINGS: ACTIVITY SLOWS FURTHER, AND MARKET BALANCE WEAKENS? 

RESIDENTIAL ACTIVITY LEVELS 

The FNB South Africa (SA) 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 3rd Quarter 2016 Residential Activity Indicator 
declined further to 5.59, from the previous quarter’s 
5.77. 

 

However, one always needs to consider seasonal 
factors, and the August 3rd quarter survey month can be 
a seasonally weak one. 

However, when one takes seasonal factors out through 
a statistical seasonal adjustment, we see that our 
seasonally-adjusted version of the Indicator also 
declined on the prior quarter to measure 5.65. We 
would thus attribute the 3rd quarter decline in the 
Activity Rating to more than just seasonal factors. 

Examining the year-on-year percentage change in the 
Residential Activity Indicator, we continued to see a 
noticeable decline. And this pace of decline sped up 
slightly from a 2nd quarter year-on-year drop of -8.8% to 
a 3rd quarter -9%. 

This represents the 5th consecutive quarter of year-on-
year decline. 

 

The Agent Survey Activity Rating thus continues the 
broad declining trend, which started back around early-
2015. 

Despite the declining trend over the past year-and-a-
half or so, however, the Activity Indicator level remains 
well-within the “stable” bracket (a level from 4 to 6), the 
other Activity Brackets being the “Positive” bracket of 7 
to 8, the “Very Active” bracket (9 to 10), and at the 
other end of the scale the “Not Very Active (1 to 3).  

The declining trend in the Activity Rating was to be 
expected, given the broad weakening in economic 
growth over the past 4-and-a-half years, and despite a 
2nd quarter rise in real economic growth, at an average 
of +0.3% year-on-year for the 1st 2 quarters of 2016 real 
GDP (Gross Domestic Product) growth provides very 
little support to the country’s Housing Market. Added to 
this, we have also had the dampening impact of the 
gradual interest rate hiking since early-2014. 

A DEMAND-SIDE RELATED INDICATOR – THE NUMBER 
OF SERIOUS SHOW HOUSE VIEWERS 

While the Activity Rating refers to broad activity in 
market, both on the buying and selling side, from 
initial inquiries to actual listings and purchases, a 
question that is more residential demand-specific 
relates to the estimated number of “serious” viewers 
per show house..  

This estimated average number of serious viewers per 
show house started a declining trend earlier than the 
Activity Rating, back in 2014, but appears to have stalled 
its declining trend in 2016 to move broadly sideways. 

In the 3rd quarter survey, there were an estimated 10.92 
serious viewers per show house, a little higher than the 
9.64 recorded in the prior quarter. 

 

However, there can often be seasonal factors and some 
quarter to quarter volatility in this estimate. We 
therefore like to smooth with a 4-quarter moving 
average, and this 4-quarter moving average has moved 
more-or-less sideways since the 3rd quarter of a year 
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ago, from 11.06 viewers for the 4 quarters up to that 
quarter, to 10.86 viewers for the 4 quarters up to the 3rd 
quarter of 2016. 

That suggests some “treading of water” in terms of this 
indicator of residential demand over the past year, after 
a prior noticeable drop through 2014 and the 1st half of 
2015. 

RESIDENTIAL SUPPLY INDICATOR – AGENT STOCK 
CONSTRAINTS 

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 

The level of stock constraints in the existing home 
market now appears to have diminished markedly, 
which is probably partly to do with demand having 
moved to a lower level since pre-2014, if the 2014/2015 
decline in the average number of serious show house 
viewers is an indication. 

After these stock constraints had intensified noticeably 
from 2012 to early-2014, assisted by relatively low 
levels of residential building activity since the end of the 
building boom in 2008, they began to broadly diminish 
through 2015 and 2016. This, one would normally 
expect in a now slower demand environment. 

By the 3rd quarter of 2016 survey the percentage of 
agents citing stock constraints had declined to 6.7%, the 
lowest survey reading since the 3rd quarter of 2012, and 
well down off the 24% high reached in the 1st quarter of 
2015. 

 

In addition to a quarterly increase in the “stock 
constraints” percentage, the percentage of agents 
pointing to “ample stock” has risen to 11.3% from the 
previous quarter’s 2%. 

 

 

MARKET BALANCE, AS PER THE AVERAGE TIME OF 
HOMES ON THE MARKET, HAS DETERIORATED 

One indicator of seller pricing realism relative to 
demand, or of the balance between demand and 
supply, is the estimated average time that properties 
remain on the market prior to sale. If demand had 
indeed slowed, and supply constraints were being 
alleviated, one would expect that ultimately the 
average time of homes on the market would increase.  

This appears to have started to happen, with some lag, 
after the demand slowdown, and with supply 
constraints indeed appearing to have been diminishing 
for some time. 

From late-2014 through to early-2016, the estimated 
average time on the market moved more or less 
sideways at not far from the 12 weeks level.  

However, more recently, in the winter quarters of 2016 
we have seen a noticeable upward move in this average 
time. 

After an estimated 11 weeks and 1 day for the 1st 
quarter 2016 survey, the average time on the market 
rose to 13 weeks and 4 days in the 2nd quarter and still 
higher to 14 weeks in the 3rd quarter survey. This is the 
highest estimate since the 15 weeks and 3 days 
recorded in the final quarter of 2013. 

 

Therefore, the past 2 quarters have recorded the 1st 
significant rise in the average time on the market in a 
good few years, after having moved in a far narrower 
sideways range through much of 2014 and 2015. This 
points to a noticeable weakening in the balance 
between demand and supply. 

PRICE REALISM - THE EXTENT OF DROPPING OF ASKING 
PRICES  

In our 2nd key “price realism”-related question, we ask 
agents to estimate the percentage of total sellers that 
are required to drop their asking price to make a sale. 

They had previously reported a gradual rising trend in 
the percentage of sellers having to drop their asking 
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price, from 81% in the final quarter of 2014 to 92% by 
the 2nd quarter of 2016.  

Interestingly, though, this percentage dropped back 
slightly to 88% in the 3rd quarter 2016 survey. This can, 
however, merely be quarter to quarter volatility, and 
without a few more quarters of data we wouldn’t read 
too much into this yet. 

 

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. Interestingly, too, this 
average estimated drop diminished in magnitude to        
-7%, from the prior quarter’s -9%. Once again, though, a 
few more quarters’ worth of data would be required to 
draw any conclusions from this part of the survey. 

 

In short, the 3rd quarter survey results on market 
balance and price realism were somewhat mixed. A 
longer average time on the market points to a 
deteriorating demand-supply balance and arguably 
less realistic pricing. On the other hand, the 
percentage of sellers dropping their asking price as 
well as the estimated percentage drop both suggest 
greater price realism. 

The latter two indicators’ 3rd quarter moves, however, 
are not yet as convincing as the average time on the 
market, because they are less significant moves as well 
as only having yet moved in the most recent quarter. 

The average time on the market, by comparison, has 
undergone its most noticeable rise in a few years, 
suggesting a deterioration in the market balance. 

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”.  

 

From the late-2014 Estate Agent Surveys onward, we 
started to see a perceived broad deterioration in 
residential affordability according to this line of 
questioning, after prior years of improvement. From 
11%, as at the 3rd quarter of 2014, the percentage of 
agents perceiving “income levels to be far behind house 
prices” has risen to 32% by the 3rd quarter of 2016. 
Those perceiving “income levels to be a little behind 
house price levels” has declined over the same period, 
from 48% to 43%. This decline is by a smaller 
percentage point magnitude than the rise in the 
“income levels are far behind prices” category, 
translating into a decline in those claiming that “Income 
“income levels have kept up with prices”, from 41% in 
the 3rd quarter of 2014 to 25% by the 3rd quarter of this 
year. 

From these 3 categories of responses we compile the 
FNB Estate Agent Affordability Perceptions Indicator. 
The Indicator is set up on a scale of 0 to 100. If 100% of 
respondents answer that “income levels have kept up 
with house prices”, the Affordability Perceptions 
Indicator will be zero. If 100% of them answer that 
“incomes are a little behind house prices”, the Indicator 
level will be 50. If 100% answer that “income levels are 
far behind house prices”, the Indicator level will be 100. 
Therefore, the higher the indicator, the worse are the 
perceptions of affordability. 

The Affordability Perceptions Indicator level rose slightly 
(deteriorated) further in the 3rd quarter of 2016, from a 
previous quarter’s 50, to 53.5. The index is now 
noticeably elevated from 2014 levels that were 
generally in the 30s.  
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In short, agents do perceive housing affordability to 
have deteriorated noticeably since 2014. 

 

HOW AGENTS SEE THE NEAR TERM OUTLOOK 

Near term agent expectations regarding activity levels 

On balance, agents surveyed expected a very significant 
near term strengthening in residential activity levels in 
the 3rd quarter 2016 survey. 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 
market 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 3rd quarter 2016 survey, 72% of agents expected 
activity to increase in the next 3 months, while 24% 
expected it to stay the same and only 4% expected a 
decrease in activity.  

It is difficult to compare such expectations with the 
preceding quarter, due to seasonal factors. However, 
comparing these percentages with the corresponding 
quarter a year ago, they are significantly stronger. In 
that quarter, a lesser 55% expected activity to increase, 
42% to remain the same and only 3% to decrease. 

Let’s examine the factors that drive the agents’ 
expectations. 

Factors influencing agents’ near term activity level 
expectations 

When asking agents for the factors influencing their 
near term expectations, seasonal factors were the 
biggest one, which is to be expected in the 3rd quarter 
survey as we head towards the stronger summer 
market period. 

Seasonal factors aside, the major factor which boosted 
agent expectations to a far more positive level than the 
corresponding quarter of a year ago was a big jump 
from previous quarters in perceived “Positive Consumer 

Sentiment”, with as many as 35% of agents pointing to 
this as a key factor driving their expectations. This, in 
turn, was driven overwhelmingly by what was seen as a 
positive local government election outcome, the 
election having gone off well, peacefully and orderly, 
and in some cases bringing about big local government 
changes. 

 

All other factors in the agents’ lives were fairly 
insignificant by comparison to seasonal factors and the 
boost in perceived consumer sentiment. 

3rd on the list of factors was 11.3% of agents citing 
“ample stock” , 12% perceiving “pricing and 
affordability” issues, 9% pointing to a strict mortgage 
lending credit environment, and interestingly only 6% 
perceiving “Economic Stress/Pessimism”. 

“Stock Constraints” have become far less of an issue 
recently, with only 6.7% of agents pointing to this as a 
factor. 

Agent House Price Expectations 

When it comes to house prices, the agents as a group 
retain moderate expectations. On average they expect a 
5.1% rise in house prices over the next 12 months. 
However, this expectation is marginally stronger than 
the previous quarter’s 4.8%. 

64% of survey respondents expect an increase in home 
values, 22% expect no change, and 14% expect a decline 
in value.  
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CONCLUSION 

In summary, the picture emanating from the sample of 
estate agents surveyed is one of a recent mild 
weakening in the balance between residential demand 
and supply, with stock constraints reportedly less of an 
issue, and activity levels having slowed. 

The 3rd quarter 2016 saw a further noticeable year-on-
year decline in the Activity Level Rating 

Although our demand-related indicator, i.e. the 
estimated number of serious viewers per show house, 
has moved broadly sideways over the past year or so, 
this came about only after prior decline through 2014 
and part of 2015.  

And slower demand since the highs of 2013/early-2014 
appears to have been key in alleviating residential 

supply constraints considerably, the latest survey 
reflecting this in the form of a further decline in the 
percentage of agents pointing to “stock constraints”. 
There is now a higher percentage of agents pointing to 
“ample stock” than those pointing to constraints. 

Diminishing supply constraints, in turn, are believed to 
be reflective in a recent rise in the average time of 
homes on the market, a key indicator relating to the 
balance between supply and demand. This recent 
increase signals a weakening balance between demand 
and supply. 

The highlight of the survey was the jump in agents’ 
perceptions of ”Positive Consumer Sentiment”, which 
appears to have been overwhelmingly related to what 
they see as a local government election which went off 
very successfully. 

 

SUMMARY TABLE
2013 2014 2015 Q1-16 Q2-16 Q3-16

FNB Estate Agent Activity Rating 6.27 6.58 6.31 6.39 5.77 5.59

 - year-on-year % change 4.8% 5.0% -4.2% -5.1% -8.8% -9.0%

Average number of serious viewers per showhouse 14.4 12.9 10.7 11.6 9.6 10.9

Percentage of agents citing stock constraints as a key issue (%) 14.9 20.1 19.1 17.3 10.7 6.7

Average Time on the Market (Weeks) 16.1 12.4 12.0 11.1 13.6 14.0

Percentage of sellers dropping their asking price (%) 88.0 81.5 86.0 88.0 92.0 88.0

Average percentage price drop for those that drop (%) -9.5 -8.0 -8.8 -8.0 -9.0 -7.0

Percentage of agents believing that:

 - Buyer income levels have got far behind house prices (%) 17.5 14.8 20.8 28.0 31.0 32.0

 - Buyer income levels have got a little behind house prices (%) 40.3 42.3 37.0 38.0 38.0 43.0

 - Buyer income levels have kept up with house prices (%) 41.8 42.5 41.3 34.0 31.0 25.0


