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In late 2013, we talked to 370 US CEOs in two 
separate surveys. One was our 17th Annual 
Global CEO Survey, in which we canvassed  
162 US CEOs from both public and private 
companies. We also talked with an additional 
208 US private-company leaders for our 
quarterly Trendsetter Barometer Business 
Outlook about their plans for the year ahead. 

This year, like most in recent history, US 
CEOs face a recurring set of challenges, key 
among them being economic, legislative, 
and regulatory uncertainty. But CEOs are  
by no means sitting on their hands. Instead, 
they’re assessing and preparing for the 
various ways their businesses will be 
changed by – and can capitalize on – long-
term global trends such as technological 
advances, demographic movements,  
global economic shifts, resource scarcity,  
and urbanization. 

These trends cut across a wide swathe of 
intersecting business issues, impacting a 
company’s corporate strategy, operating 

model, product development, acquisition 
plans, talent management, customer focus, 
and expansion, to name just a handful  
of areas. 

While some of these trends can be daunting to 
contemplate, CEOs are confronting them full 
on. And they’re doing so with some wind in 
their sails. CEOs’ confidence in the global 
economy has swelled since a year ago, 
accompanied by higher expectations about 
revenue growth. 

And with good reason. US fundamentals 
remain solid, bolstered by low inflation, a 
resilient housing market, and renewed 
business investment. And since the time of 
our survey, another debt-ceiling crisis has 
been averted – this time with relatively little 
drama. But whether all these factors will 
translate into more consumption – which the 
US economy depends on – remains to be seen. 
Not that CEOs plan to take a wait-and-see 
approach. They’ve got a lot planned for 2014. 
What is your company planning?
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2014 US CEO Survey 
A private-company perspective

Trends US CEOs believe will transform their businesses 

Trends that will 
transform business, 
next five years (%)

Technological advances
Demographic shifts

Shift in global economic power
Resource scarcity and climate change

Urbanization

Q: Which of the global trends from the following list would you rank as the top three you think will transform your 
business the most over the next five years? Respondents ranking one, two, or three from five total options. Base: 162.  
Source: 17th Annual Global CEO Survey, PwC, 2014
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Hand in glove
Economic confidence  
and improved growth 
expectations
Our 17th Annual Global CEO Survey shows 
that US CEOs’ overall economic optimism  
is clearly on the upswing. The percentage  
of CEOs expecting the global economy to 
improve has nearly tripled since last year, 
rising from 15 percent to 40 percent. We saw 
similar movement in our latest quarterly 
Trendsetter Barometer Business Outlook  
survey of US private-company leaders –  
43% signaled confidence in the global 
economy as they entered 2014, compared 
with just 25% a year earlier.

With this bounce in optimism, it’s little wonder 
that CEOs are feeling upbeat about future 
corporate performance, with 36% saying they 
are very confident about prospects for revenue 
growth in 2014. That’s the same percentage  
of Trendsetter private-company leaders who 
say they expect double-digit revenue growth 
in the next 12 months. Indeed, private 
companies’ anticipated revenue growth for 
this year (8.5%) is more than double the 
world GDP growth predicted for 2014.

That said, three out of four US business 
leaders worry about a slow-down in high-
growth markets, with fewer CEOs now seeing 
these markets as their top growth engines. 
Take China – three years ago, 70% of US 
CEOs cited that country as the one they 
regarded as most important to their 12-month 
growth prospects; today 42% are saying this. 
Similarly, fewer CEOs now rank Brazil and 
India as the markets most important to their 
growth, compared with a few years ago. 

Revenue forecasts for private companies outstrip GDP projections  
for the US and world economies

1.0% Euro area 

8.2% China

4.7% India

2.2% Brazil

2.3% Russia

World economy

3.6%

2.9%
US economy  Revenue growth* 

for US private 
companies

8.5%

GDP growth forecasted for 2014

Source: Trendsetter Barometer Business Outlook, PwC, 2014

Period covered: 4Q 2013

* Private companies’ projected revenue growth for the next 12 months

GDP figures sourced from the OECD

The percentage of CEOs expecting the global economy  
to improve has nearly tripled since last year.
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1 17th Annual Global CEO Survey, PwC, January 2014
2 Trendsetter Barometer Business Outlook, PwC, February 2014

In accordance, revenue forecasts have 
come down among Trendsetter private 
companies that sell in Brazil, China, and/or 
India. In the initial years after the recession, 
however, the 12-month revenue forecasts of 
private companies selling in those emerging 
markets consistently outstripped their 
domestic-only peers’ forecasts; the reverse is 
now the case.1 Emphasis on mature markets 
such as Germany and the UK, meanwhile, has 
risen, with roughly one-quarter of US CEOs 
saying these countries are most important to 
their growth for the next 12 months.2

Does this mean US private companies are 
abandoning emerging markets? Decidedly 
not. Trendsetter private companies that  
sell outside the United States continue to 
anticipate that sales in Brazil, China, and/ 
or India will account for nearly one-third of 
their annual revenue. This is consistent with 
projections from the past several years and 
in keeping with recently boosted confidence 
in the global economy.

So while private companies may be 
expanding into new markets abroad less 
aggressively at present, they are by no means 
retreating from them. They recognize that 
the economic center of gravity is shifting, 
with rapidly growing markets in the Asia-
Pacific and elsewhere likely to assume 
increasing importance when it comes to  
how US CEOs chart their businesses’ future. 

Emphasis on emerging 
markets is easing for now, 
but US private companies are 
hardly abandoning them.

The global economic center of gravity is shifting away from mature economies 

G7 countries
 

US, Japan, Germany, UK, 
France, Italy, Canada 

$29.0

E7 countries
 

China, India, Brazil, Russia, 
Indonesia, Mexico, Turkey 

$20.9

$138.3$69.3

In US$ trillion

2009 
GDP

2050 
GDP

Source: PwC analysis

Almost three-quarters of US business leaders worry about a slow-down in 
high-growth markets

Concerned about continued slow or 
negative growth in developed economies
Worried about slow-down  
in high-growth markets 
Worried about rising labor costs  
in high-growth markets

CEOs worry about 
slower economic 
growth and higher 
labor costs

Respondents who stated “extremely concerned” and “somewhat concerned”. Base: US: 162 
Source: 17th Annual Global CEO Survey, PwC, 2014

http://www.pwc.com/usceosurvey
http://www.pwc.com/us/en/private-company-services/publications/pcs-trendsetter-barometer.jhtml
http://www.pwc.com/gx/en/annual-review/megatrends/shift-in-global-economic-power-silas-yang.jhtml
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Where CEOs are setting 
their sights 
Innovation, technology, 
talent, and customer focus
Over one-third (36%) of the US CEOs in our 
17th Annual Global CEO Survey believe that 
product and service innovation is their main 
opportunity for growth this year. It’s no 
surprise, therefore, that we’re also seeing 
almost one-third (29%) of the US private-
company leaders in our Trendsetter Barometer 
Business Outlook survey signaling plans to 
increase their spending in this area over 
the next year.

To do that, they’ll need the right talent on 
board, the right technology, and a clear 
understanding of where their customers’ 
needs and behaviors are trending. And this 
can be tricky when demographic shifts here 
and abroad are simultaneously changing both 
the composition of a company’s workforce 
and its customer base, as is happening now. 

Older employees are leaving the labor market, 
taking years of experience and knowhow with 
them, while businesses try to either replace 
those workers with new ones or rely on 
technological advances to fill the breach. At 
the same time, customer demographics are 
changing as the burgeoning middle class in 
emerging markets such as China and India 
move to rapidly expanding megacities like 
Jakarta and Shenzhen, where consumers 
have more-immediate access to goods.  
But even people outside these urban centers 
are increasingly able to obtain a widening 
range of goods and services (many of which 
were previously inaccessible), thanks to 
technological advances like ever-improving 
mobile devices.

Such technological advances are also 
allowing companies to collect vast amounts  
of information about current and potential 
customers – and in ways allowing for highly 
targeted customer segmentation. That 
includes down to a specific individual.  
The implications of ultrafocused customer 
segmentation in markets as demographically 
large, diverse, and evolving as China and 
India are huge – especially when you couple 
segmentation with a multichannel sales 
strategy (e.g., store, mobile app, website, 
social media sites).

The changing face of global workers and consumers
Portion of the world population aged 60 years or more

Source: UN report World Population Ageing 1950–2050

36% of CEOs say that product and service innovation  
is their main opportunity for growth. 

Increasingly customers will expect – and 
companies will have to deliver – a shift  
from stand-alone transactions to a more 
sustainable, “always on” relationship, one 
that’s constantly developing to give individual 
customers what they value most throughout 
their customer journey. With this in mind, 
nearly one-third (62%) of US CEOs are 
changing their organizations’ use and 
management of data and data analytics.3 

http://www.pwc.com/en_US/us/private-company-services/publications/assets/pwc-gyb-innovation-imperative-keeping-your-company-relevant.pdf
http://www.pwc.com/gx/en/retail-consumer/retail-consumer-publications/global-multi-channel-consumer-survey/index.jhtml
http://www.pwc.com/gx/en/retail-consumer/retail-consumer-publications/global-multi-channel-consumer-survey/index.jhtml
http://www.pwc.com/en_US/us/private-company-services/publications/assets/pwc-gyb-customer-engagement.pdf
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Customers will increasingly reside in cities
The world urban population is expected to increase by 72% by 2050

Source: World Urbanization Prospects: 2011 Revision, Produced by the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs.

Technological advances are changing how businesses reach their customers
Reaching customers means reaching their devices

More connected 
devices than people

Source: Cisco Internet Business Solutions Group, April 2011.

As ever, technology is also allowing 
companies to do more with less, making  
it possible for nimble digital players to  
insert themselves between large, established 
companies and their customers. That’s 
exciting for mid-size companies looking for 
ways to level the playing field between 
themselves and their larger counterparts. 
But it can also be unnerving. What do you  
do when a previously unknown competitor  
in an emerging market throws into question 
your entire cost structure or core business 
model? As one CEO in our annual survey 
told us, what keeps him awake at night is 
the possibility that a dark horse competitor 
will “come in with new technology, a  
new way of doing things, and a disruptive 
approach.” He’s not alone: 57% percent  
of CEOs are concerned about the speed  
of technological change – up from 43%  
last year.4 

3 17th Annual Global CEO Survey, PwC, January 2014
4 Ibid

http://www.pwc.com/usceosurvey
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Clearly, this is no time for companies to be 
complacent. More than one-quarter (26%)  
of Trendsetter private-company leaders plan  
to increase their IT spending. That percentage 
jumps to 39% among private companies 
selling in emerging markets, where business 
leaders may be more alert to the possibility  
of disruptive competitors coming out of left 
field. More of these companies are also 
increasing their spending on new products/
services (51% of respondents) and R&D 
(24%), compared with their domestic-only 
peers (17% and 5% respectively).5 As for US 
CEOs generally, they’re not complacent, 
either – over half of those who participated  
in our annual survey recognize the need to 
make changes to their customer growth and 
retention strategies (cited by 52%) – a direct 
reflection of their concern that shifts in 
consumer spending might affect their 
company’s growth prospects (cited by 51%).6 

The CEOs in our annual survey also  
worry about the reputational damage  
they might suffer among customers in the 
event of a security breach. The vast amount  
of obtainable data that helps companies 
target their customers better can also be a 
liability if that data is stolen. Over two-thirds 
(69%) of CEOs flagged cyber-crime as a 
threat to their company’s growth prospects.  
As new threats inevitably emerge with  
new ways of working and doing business, 
cybersecurity must keep constant pace – or, 
better yet, stay one step ahead. That means 
treating cybersecurity less as a bolt-on feature 
of a product or service (i.e., an afterthought) 
and more as an integral part of product/
service innovation and development.

US CEOs more watchful of tech-related threats

New market entrants

Speed of technological change

IP/Customer data protection
Intellectual property protection

Cybersecurity

Q: How concerned are you, if at all, about the following economic  
and policy threats to your organization’s growth prospects? 
Source: 17th Annual Global CEO Survey, PwC, 2014

5 Trendsetter Barometer Business Outlook, PwC, February 2014
6 17th Annual Global CEO Survey, PwC, January 2014

http://www.pwc.com/us/en/10minutes/cybersecurity-realities.jhtml
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R1KIjcWn8Y4&feature=player_embedded
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R1KIjcWn8Y4&feature=player_embedded
http://www.pwc.com/us/en/private-company-services/publications/pcs-trendsetter-barometer.jhtml
http://www.pwc.com/usceosurvey
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Trendsetter product companies we surveyed 
say they need blue collar workers with 
specialized skills. 

While 62% of US CEOs overall plan to hire 
more people this year (57% of Trendsetter 
private-company leaders also say this),  
it doesn’t mean they’ll have an easy time  
doing it. Seventy percent of CEOs are 
concerned about the availability of key  
skills, a sharp increase above the 54%  
that voiced this concern a year ago. 
Meanwhile over one-quarter (28%) of 
Trendsetter private companies cite lack of 
qualified workers as a growth barrier – this 
even though over 10 million people are 
seeking work here in the United States.  
At the same time, participation in the US 
labor market has dropped to a historic  
low of 63 percent.8 

Companies realize that nowadays they  
can no longer hang a “help wanted” sign  
in the window and simply wait for the best 
candidates to show up. 

Instead, CEOs will have to retool their 
current workers with the right training  
and skills, as well as step up what they see  
as much-needed collaboration with the 
educational system. A recent report by the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) found that basic skills 
of adults in the United States are relatively 
weak, by international standards.9 To address 
this skills deficit, the US Department of 
Education Office of Career, Technical and 
Adult Education is developing a national 
plan to improve adult skills. Private 
companies can be part of this solution.

Technology-savvy talent  
is in high demand – and  
hard to find.

7 STEM: Science, technology, engineering, math
8 US Bureau of Labor and Statistics
9 Time for the U.S. to Reskill? What the Survey of Adult Skills Says, OECD, 2013

But first you need to have the right talent on 
board – innovation doesn’t drive on autopilot. 
CEOs know that. Technology-savvy talent is 
in particularly high demand – 86% of US 
CEOs believe technology advances will 
transform their businesses over the next five 
years. Among Trendsetter private businesses, 
more service companies than product 
companies (35% vs 24%) cite the need for 
technology aptitude, although the latter 
companies – including manufacturers – are 
apt to increasingly need workers possessing 
STEM7 abilities. Nearly one-quarter of the 

Will the skills gaps confound CEOs’ plans in 2014?

70% of US CEOs are concerned 
about the availability of key skills
62% of US CEOs plan to hire in 2014

Source: 17th Annual Global CEO Survey, PwC, 2014

http://www.pwc.com/us/en/private-company-services/publications/assets/gyb-64-talent-riddle-article.pdf
http://www.pwc.com/us/en/private-company-services/publications/assets/gyb-64-talent-riddle-article.pdf
http://www.pwc.com/us/en/private-company-services/publications/assets/gyb-64-talent-riddle-article.pdf
http://data.bls.gov/timeseries/LNS11300000
http://skills.oecd.org/Survey_of_Adult_Skills_US.pdf
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Pursuing growth 
without breaking  
the bank
Operating models 
reconceived
Fresh talent, new customer initiatives, 
innovation, technology – all of these cost 
money, and at a time when businesses 
remain intent on containing costs (flagged  
as a priority by 60% of US CEOs). How to 
reconcile a company’s growth objectives 
with the perennial need to trim expenses? 
CEOs are confronting this question daily.

They’re also recognizing that their operating 
models and associated cost structures must 
evolve if their businesses are to remain 
competitive with new market entrants from 
abroad, including those from emerging 
markets. These up-and-coming players 
don’t carry the weight of legacy costs and  
can therefore move more nimbly when 
opportunity arises.

So then, what is the operating model of  
the future for private companies? One that 
evaluates operating expenses in the context  
of the big picture. Rather than cut costs in 
isolated areas such as procurement and 
distribution, many CEOs are now paying 

more attention to a complex interplay  
of multiple factors, including customer 
demand, talent, innovation, technology, 
energy and transportation costs, and  
tax regimes. The ultimate goal? Higher 
customer value and lower costs, achieved  
in a way that delivers near-term benefits 
while also being sustainable.10

Top cost-containment goals
Where private companies are focusing most*

67% 
Increasing cash flow

56% 
Decreasing 
operational 
spending 49% 

Doing more with 
less via innovative 
use of technology 

49% 
Reducing waste

32% 
Freeing up resources 
to  focus on growth 
activities

38% 
Making the company 
more nimble

54% 
Improving 
productivity 

Source: Trendsetter Barometer, PwC, 2013

10 Profitability 2.0: A Bigger Vision Than Cost-Cutting, PwC, 2014

http://www.pwc.com/en_US/us/private-company-services/publications/assets/pwc-gyb-profitability.pdf
http://www.pwc.com/en_US/us/private-company-services/publications/assets/pwc-gyb-profitability.pdf
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More US CEOs seek strategic alliances than are able to find them

Q: Which, if any, of the following restructuring activities do you plan to initiate  
in the next 12 months? Which have you initiated in the past 12 months? 
Source: 17th Annual Global CEO Survey, PwC, 2014

Doing deals
Desirable, but often  
hard to pull off
Joint ventures and business alliances are  
very much on the menu as businesses look  
to accelerate growth, acquire innovative 
technologies, gain access to scarce resources, 
and add much-needed skills to their 
workforce. Forty-two percent of US CEOs 
overall plan to enter a strategic alliance or 
joint venture this year, and 39% plan to 
complete a domestic acquisition. Among 
Trendsetter private-company leaders, the 
percentage is lower – 25% in both cases,  
but this is an uptick from a year ago, when 
just 11% of Trendsetter private companies  
said they were contemplating acquiring  
a new business and 17% were considering  
a strategic alliance or joint venture. 

Over the past four years, however, the 
average percentage of US CEOs saying  
they intended to enter a strategic alliance  
or joint venture (56%) was higher than the 
average percentage of CEOs who said their 
business actually managed to complete an 
alliance in the prior year (40%). The gap 
hasn’t narrowed, even as the need for greater 
operational flexibility, innovation capacity, 
and talent grows with each passing year. 
Meanwhile, 54% of Trendsetter private 
companies say that alliances and joint 
ventures will be important in helping them 
achieve their business objectives in the next 
one to two years, and yet only one-quarter  
of them plan to actually pursue new such 
partnering in that timeframe.

http://pwcprd-wip.pwcinternal.com/us/en/ceo-survey-us/alliances.jhtml
http://pwcprd-wip.pwcinternal.com/us/en/ceo-survey-us/alliances.jhtml
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Why the disconnect? Well, there are any 
number of hurdles to clear (both logistical  
and cultural) in forging a successful strategic 
alliance or joint venture, including difficulties 
building mutual trust and determining how 
best to share value. Becoming a partner of 
choice is one way for a company to improve 
both its candidacy as a partner and increase 
the odds of success once an alliance is 
established. As more US companies look 
toward alliances and joint ventures as a way  
to access different markets, technologies, and 
resources – especially natural ones, including 
water, which is used intensively by industries 
as varied as jean manufacturers and microchip 
processors – it’s increasingly important to be a 
company that both start-ups and established 
companies in other industries view as an 
attractive collaborator.

Alternatively, companies can find new  
ways to work with current partners. This 
may entail rethinking long-established 
alliances between suppliers and customers 
– for instance, considering undertaking  
the co-development of new products and 
delivery channels.

As for acquisitions, one-third of Trendsetter 
private companies told us that lack of 
attractive candidates (35%) and concern 
about biting off more than they can chew 
(30%) were disincentives for purchasing 
another company. The latter concern 
suggests a need to reconsider M&A strategy. 
As it happens, 57% of US CEOs in general 
signaled their intention to do just that, 
saying they would like (or plan) to change 
their M&A approaches as they look to 
revamp capabilities across a number  
of functions. 

With a population of 8.3 billion people by 2030, homes and businesses will need...

Source: National Intelligence Council:  
Global Trends 2030: Alternative Worlds 

http://www.pwc.com/us/en/10minutes/managing-water-scarcity.jhtml
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The path forward
The path forward is paved by transform- 
ative trends, such as those we’ve touched  
on in this report – technology advances, 
changing demographics, global economic 
shifts, demands on resources, and rapid 
urbanization, to name a few. The leadership 
challenge for CEOs is to make sure their 
organizations can transform too, and with 
sufficient speed to keep pace with the rate  
of external change. 

Does the management team have enough 
people who know how to create and run  
new experiences and innovations – or is it 
top-heavy with executives who know mainly 
how to optimize what already works well? 
Both capabilities are vital, but the CEO’s  
job is to strike the right balance between 
running the business today and creating the 
transformed business of tomorrow. What is 
your company doing to strike this balance?

The leadership challenge for CEOs is to transform their 
organizations with sufficient speed.
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About the 2014 US CEO Survey
PwC conducted 162 interviews with CEOs from US-head-
quartered organizations as part of our 17th Annual PwC Global 
CEO Survey. In all, PwC conducted a total of 1,344 interviews 
with CEOs in 68 countries worldwide between September 9 
and December 6, 2013. The interviews were spread across a 
range of industries. Further details by region and industries 
are available upon request. 

All interviews were conducted on a confidential basis. 
Fifty-four percent of the interviews were conducted by 
telephone; 38% online; and 8% by post. The full US  
report can be found at www.pwc.com/usceosurvey. 

About the Trendsetter Barometer  
Business Outlook survey
PwC’s quarterly Trendsetter Barometer Business Outlook 
survey incorporates the views of 208 chief executive officers 
(CEOs/CFOs) at privately held US businesses, including  
119 from companies in the product sector and 89 in the  
service sector.

Survey interviews were conducted on a confidential basis by 
the independent research firm BSI Global Research, Inc. by 
phone between October 7, 2013 and January 9, 2014. The 
full report can be found at http://www.pwc.com/us/en/
private-company-services/publications/pcs-trendsetter-
barometer.jhtml.

About PwC’s Private Company  
Services Practice
Located in all major US markets, PwC’s Private Company 
Services (PCS) is a national practice comprised of more than 
170 partners who provide customized tax, audit and advisory 
services to private companies, their owners and high net 
worth individuals. More than 60 percent of America’s largest 
private companies are PCS clients.* They span a broad scope  
of sectors and industries ranging from manufacturing to retail 
to industrial to professional services.

A hallmark of PCS is a robust thought leadership program that 
provides clients with timely, thought-provoking information to 
help manage and grow their businesses and wealth.

Visit us online at pwc.com/us/pcs.

* Forbes 2013 List of America’s Largest Private Companies

This document is provided by PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP 
for general guidance only, and does not constitute the 
provision of legal advice, accounting services, investment 
advice, written tax advice under Circular 230 or professional 
advice of any kind. The information provided herein should 
not be used as a substitute for consultation with professional 
tax, accounting, legal, or other competent advisors. Before 
making any decision or taking any action, you should consult 
with a professional advisor who has been provided with  
all pertinent facts relevant to your particular situation. The 
information is provided ‘as is’ with no assurance or guarantee 
of completeness, accuracy, or timeliness of the information, 
and without warranty of any kind, express or implied, 
including but not limited to warranties or performance, 
merchantability and fitness for a particular purpose.

© 2014 PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP. All rights reserved.  
In this document, “PwC” refers to PricewaterhouseCoopers 
LLP (a Delaware limited liability partnership), which  
is a member firm of PricewaterhouseCoopers International  
Limited, each member firm of which is a separate legal entity.
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More information
To find out more about private-company trends and discuss the survey findings, please contact:

Rich Stovsky 
US Leader 
Private Company Services 
rich.stovsky@us.pwc.com

Ken Esch 
Trendsetter Partner Sponsor 
Private Company Services 
ken.esch@us.pwc.com

http://www.pwc.com/gyb
http://www.pwc.com/usceosurvey
 http://www.pwc.com/us/en/private-company-services/publications/pcs-trendsetter-barometer.jhtmlhttp
http://www.pwc.com/us/en/private-company-services/publications/pcs-trendsetter-barometer.jhtml.
http://www.pwc.com/us/en/private-company-services/publications/pcs-trendsetter-barometer.jhtml.
http://www.pwc.com/us/en/private-company-services/publications/pcs-trendsetter-barometer.jhtml.
http://www.pwc.com/us/en/index.jhtml

