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Private-company CEOs are optimistic as they enter 2014, our survey shows – markedly more so than they 
were a year ago. Their strong revenue projections in the second half of 2013 – also markedly higher than a 
year ago – suggest the US economy will continue to improve steadily. While, admittedly, economic growth 
overall, both at home and around the globe, is apt to be slower than we’d like, our latest private-company 
forecast is a positive sign.

Looking at these results, we see private companies taking the long view, investing in ways to boost their ability 
to compete now and in the future. To that end, they’re focused on innovation, evidenced by their increased 
spending on technology and new products and services. At the same time, we see private-company leaders 
looking to bring new skills into their businesses to sustain their brisk growth rate. And they’re doing all this 
against a backdrop of rapid technological change, global economic realignment, and demographic shifts – a 
neat hat trick if they can manage to navigate all three successfully. So far, so good.

Our report looks at these and other issues affecting private-company leaders. Over 200 of them spoke to us 
between October 2013 and early this year, sharing their thoughts on a range of questions about the business 
challenges and opportunities in the year ahead. We’d like to thank them for sharing their insights with us.  
We hope you’ll find them as valuable as we have. 

Rich Stovsky 
US Leader 
Private Company Services 

Ken Esch 
Trendsetter Partner Sponsor 
Private Company Services

Overview
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Economic sentiment 

Optimism fuels private 
companies’ growth 
plans for 2014

Private-company leaders feel much 
better about prospects for the US 
and world economies than they 
did a year ago.

Companies with international 
operations have been feeling 
particularly upbeat. A large minority 
(43%) of private companies are 
signaling confidence about the 
world economy – the highest level 
in nearly three years. A year ago, 
faced with a protracted Eurozone 
crisis and slower growth in key 
Asia-Pacific markets, only one 
in four private companies that 
sell abroad were optimistic about 
how the world economy would 
fare. Pessimism, meanwhile, has 
dropped from 18% to 6% during 
the same interval.

Economic barometer – 12-month outlook

US economy World economy*

*Optimism about the world economy reflects responses only from companies selling internationally

Survey period: 4Q 2013

 

Optimism snapshot – Today and a year ago 

World economy – Optimism about the world economy’s 12-month prospects is markedly 
higher now than it was this time last year

Today

A year ago 25%

43%

US economy – Optimism about the US economy’s 12-month prospects is higher now  
than a year ago

Today

A year ago 42%

53%

Private companies believe the US and 
world economies can sustain their 
corporate agendas in 2014. 
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Economic sentiment

Uncertainty about the world 
economy (cited by 51% of 
respondents) still prevails, 
however, as some Eurozone 
countries continue to struggle  
and emerging markets’ GDP 
growth slackens – the biggest 
question being where China’s 
economy will land. 

But economic uncertainty is 
not deterring activity. Private 
companies believe markets are 
strong enough to support their 
corporate agendas, both here 
and abroad. Nearly one-third say 
they’re planning major new capital 
investments in 2014, while nearly 
one in five are looking to acquire 
new businesses.

The long view – Economic optimism over time 

US economy World economy*

4Q’07 4Q’134Q’124Q’114Q’104Q’094Q’08

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

Percentage of respondents

* World optimism reflects responses only from private companies selling internationally 

“Various businesses we work with have been considering expanding 
their operations into new geographic markets. It’s a big step for some 
of these companies, and ongoing economic uncertainty is giving them 
pause. But many of them also see the market turning and they 
want to get ahead of the growth. The question is whether now is the 
right moment for them to make such a move. The answer will depend 
on each company’s particular set of circumstances.”

Rich Stovsky 
US Leader 
Private Company Services
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CEOs see stronger 
revenue growth  
for 2014

Corporate performance 

Despite lingering uncertainty about 
the global economy, our survey 
respondents told us they expect to 
grow their revenue by an average of 
8.5% over the next 12 months, up 
from 7.0% a year ago. 

This is roughly triple the consensus 
forecasts for US GDP growth in 
2014, indicating that privately held 
businesses will continue to lead 
the broader US economy. In fact, 
over one-third of our respondents 
say they’re actually planning for 
double-digit revenue growth. 

What these latest Trendsetter 
revenue projections suggest is that 
private companies are being far less 
reactive to political and economic 
ups and downs than in previous 
years. Although the US federal 
government’s temporary shut-
down in October occurred during 
the fourth-quarter survey period, 
private companies took this speed-
bump in stride. While they lowered 
their revenue projections slightly 
between the third and fourth 
quarters (down from 9% to 8.5%), 
the dip wasn’t dramatic.

Growth expectations

Most private companies project revenue growth for the next 12 months.  
Over one-third expect double-digit growth.

Positive growth 10%+

Positive growth less than 10%

Zero growth

Negative growth

Not reported

Period covered: 4Q 2013

Private companies forecast stronger revenue growth for 2014 

12-month revenue growth rate*

2014 forecast

2013 forecast 7.0%

8.5%

* Projected

Private companies continue to 
lead the broader US economy.
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Corporate performance

“In our conversations with private-
company leaders, we’ve started 
to see a real shift in attitude,” says 
PwC’s Ken Esch. “Although the 
US government has fallen into 
a cycle of impasses and short-
term fixes, most private-company 
leaders no longer expect long-term 
repercussions from these temporary 
– albeit recurring – crises. It doesn’t 
surprise us, therefore, to see that 
the recent economic debate in 
Washington hasn’t given our survey 
respondents the jitters when setting 
their growth targets for 2014.”

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

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

GDP figures sourced from the OECD
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Obstacles loom less 
large in 2014 

Opportunities and barriers

As we enter 2014, we’re seeing 
private businesses sharpen 
their focus on growth activities. 
Recognizing that innovation is  
one of their best guarantees for 
organic growth and sustainable 
success, these companies are 
investing in growth enablers such 
as technology and new products/
services. And they expect to spend 
more on marketing, sales, and 
advertising too.

After several cautious years, 
more private companies are also 
showing renewed interest in 
pursuing growth by acquiring 
other businesses. Fueled by healthy 
cash reserves and credit available 
at good rates, nearly one in five 
private companies are reporting 
plans to grow through acquisition 
– compared with just roughly one 
in ten reporting that a year ago. 
Meanwhile, almost one-quarter of 
private companies reported new 
bank loans in the final quarter of 
2013, up 10 points from the same 
time the prior year. 

Private companies are still focused on organic growth,  
but an uptick in acquisitions suggests renewed interest  
in inorganic growth too.

Top new growth initiatives private companies plan  
to pursue in 2014 

Greater focus on acquisitions

21%
19%

New strategic 
alliances

18%
11%

Purchase of  
another business

14%
16%

New joint 
ventures

Today

A year ago

Where private companies plan to increase  
their spending in 2014

Maintaining their focus from 2013

Today

A year ago

29%
27%

New product/service 
introductions

18%
15%

Advertising

Research & development

26%
28%

15%
12%

17%
22%

23%
20%

Marketing & sales promotion

Business acquisitions

11%
13%

Information technology

Geographic expansion
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Opportunities and barriers

Despite private companies’ sus-
tained focus on growth, various 
barriers continue to give them 
pause. The top potential obstacles? 
Lack of demand, legislative and 
regulatory pressures, increased 
taxation, and talent shortages. 

Lack of demand remains the 
biggest concern by far, though 
noticeably less so than a year ago. 
While companies invariably wish 
they could be confident of future 
demand for their goods and services 
– a tall order in the face of shifting 
customer demographics – the 
number of Trendsetter respondents 
citing lack of demand as an 
impediment has now fallen for  
six consecutive quarters.

Growth barriers for 2014

Top barriers from 2013 loom less large in 2014

Today

A year ago

46%
49%

Legislation/
regulatory pressures

60%
70%

Lack of demand

26%
32%

Profitability/
decreasing margins

28%
27%Lack of qualified workers

14%
24%Oil/energy prices

Pressure for 
increased wages 20%

16%

27%
42%

Increased taxation

10%
12%

Strength of the 
US Dollar

10%
11%

Competition from 
foreign markets

16%
15%

Lack of capital 
for investment

Higher interest rates
9%
11%

“At the beginning of the economic downturn, we saw a number 
of private companies making opportunistic acquisitions, when 
attractive targets were sometimes surprisingly affordable. But 
integrating a new business can be time-consuming and difficult.  
We believe that many potential acquirers have spent the last few 
years digesting their previous purchases. With this out of the way, 
2014 could herald a new round of buyouts for private companies 
looking to scale up quickly.” 

Ken Esch 
Trendsetter Partner Sponsor 
Private Company Services

Concern about increased 
taxation and energy prices has 
also dropped. Worries about 
legislative/regulatory pressures 
and lack of qualified workers, on 
the other hand, have remained 
relatively constant. But these 
issues are not keeping private 
companies from pursuing their 
growth agendas. Instead, they’ve 
come to view such concerns as 
part of the new normal, which, at 
this point, isn’t so new anymore. 
Private companies have adapted.
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Help wanted, but 
qualified workers  
are hard to find 

Hiring

If companies want to meet 
ambitious revenue goals, they’ll 
need to have the right – and 
best – talent in place to sustain 
momentum. At present, though, 
just 45% of private companies are 
operating at full capacity. But it’s 
not because those businesses are 
reluctant to hire. 

On the contrary, the majority (57%) 
of private companies are looking for 
new employees, aiming to increase 
their composite average workforce 
by 1.9% and raise median hourly 
wages by 2.7% over the next  
12 months. 

The question is whether these 
companies will be able to find 
people with the right skills, even 
for more-competitive pay. Such 
workers have been surprisingly 
elusive, with over one-quarter 
of private companies citing this 
difficulty as a barrier to growth. 
Indeed, part of the uptick in 
planned business acquisitions, as 
seen in our latest survey results, 

More than half of private companies hope 
to invest in new talent during 2014.

Private companies plan to increase their headcount in 2014 

Hire new workers

Keep workforce the same

Reduce headcount

may reflect companies’ desire to 
add much-needed skills to their 
workforce in bulk.

People with technology/
engineering skills are in par-
ticularly high demand. And it’s 
little wonder: These talents 
are instrumental in enabling 
innovation – a key growth engine 
for companies – and in allowing 
businesses to do more with less, 
especially via new technologies. 
More service companies than 

product companies (35% 
vs 24%) cite the need for 
technology aptitude, although 
the latter companies – including 
manufacturers – are likely to 
increasingly need workers 
possessing STEM abilities.*  
Nearly one-quarter of the  
product companies we surveyed  
say they need blue collar workers 
with specialized skills. 

* STEM: Science, technology, engineering,  
and mathematics
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Hiring

Where are the workers who will power growth?

Many of them are filling the unemployment ranks when they might  
be filling the skills gap instead.

Despite persistently high 
unemployment, companies 
are still struggling to fill open 
positions with the right people 
– a difficulty that's impeding 
growth for some businesses. 

Public-private partnerships 
aimed at retooling unemployed 
workers with much-needed 
skills could go far in helping  
to solve the problem.

10+ million
Over 10 million 
people in the US are 
seeking work*

57% 
The majority of 
private companies 
plan to hire

28% 
Over one-quarter of 
private companies 
say the skills gap is 
a growth barrier

45%
Less than half of private 
companies are running  
at full capacity

*Bureau of Labor and Statistics

“As older employees leave the 
manufacturing workforce, decades 
of on-the-job knowledge goes with 
them,” notes Esch. “Employers 
are now trying to replace those 
workers with individuals who have 
the technological knowhow to 
run automated and high-precision 
manufacturing processes.” 

They’re also looking for people to 
do more-basic jobs such as welding, 
but even in markets with persistent 
unemployment, skills like these are 
often in short supply. 

“Many of the workers adept at 
these jobs redeployed to service 
industries as a result of offshoring 
and the recession,” says Esch,  
“and they haven’t come back.  
At PwC, we’ve seen private 
companies address this skills 
deficit by partnering with local 
community colleges and voca-
tional schools so that more 
graduates will have the right  
skills for the available roles.”

Without this type of effective 
workforce planning, however, we 
expect many private companies 
will continue to struggle in their 
attempt to find (and keep) the 
employees most likely to help them 

grow revenue. While the talent 
gap isn’t a new phenomenon, it 
does have serious implications for 
would-be growth companies – and 
for society at large.
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Taking the long view 

International expansion

Nearly half the companies in our 
survey group currently sell goods 
and services abroad. While some 
industries are implicitly local, 
others see expansion beyond US 
borders as a strategic imperative  
for future growth.

Though all our respondents are 
more optimistic about prospects 
for the US economy relative to 
the rest of the world, we don’t 
see any signs of a strategic retreat 
by businesses involved in global 
markets. Private companies that 
sell outside the United States 
continue to anticipate that sales 
abroad will account for nearly 
one-fifth 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.

Companies pursuing business abroad plan to stay 
the course, eyeing long-term benefits rather than 
chasing short-term returns

Nearly half of Trendsetter private companies  
sell internationally

One-fifth of Trendsetter companies are selling in the emerging  
markets of Brazil, China, and/or India.

Private-company revenue from international sales

20%

31%

International markets 
generally

Emerging markets* 
specifically

Market presence
Percentage of total revenues 
derived  from international sales

*Here, the term emerging markets refers to Brazil, China, and India only.
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International expansion

International marketers have also 
consistently been more growth-
focused than their domestic-only 
peers, with decidedly more of them 
increasing their spending on key 
growth activities. The greatest 
spending disparities are seen in 
R&D expenditures – more than 
three times as many international 
companies are investing there, 
compared with their domestic-only 
peers. Similarly, more than twice 
as many international companies 
are spending on new products/
services and business acquisitions. 
A greater number of them are 
also planning new major capital 
investments.

Despite their growth focus, 
international companies project 
a rate of revenue increase similar 
to that of their domestic-only 
peers. This wasn’t always the case. 
In the initial years following the 
recession, Trendsetter companies 
selling abroad were consistently 
forecasting higher growth. The 
revenue gap has since closed, in 
tandem with GDP growth slowing 
down in many emerging markets. 

International companies are more growth-focused  
than their peers

International marketers

Domestic only

Plan to increase spending in the following areas:

5%
18%

R&D

23%
30%

Information technology

17%
42%

New products/services

10%
21%

Business acquisitions

Planning major capital 
investments

26%

39%

Planning to hire

50%

66%
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International expansion

In fact, a number of companies  
we work with that have a sales 
presence in China and other  
fast-growth markets don’t  
expect to make a profit there  
for another five years or more.  
Yet they have no intention of 
pulling out. An international 
presence is critical to their long-
term growth strategy. This is 
especially true for companies 
selling in emerging markets, where 
there’s a burgeoning consumer 
class in rapidly expanding mega-
cities like Jakarta, Delhi, and 
Shenzhen. These companies  
have also been looking beyond  
the BRICs in recent years, ven-
turing into markets as diverse  
as Nigeria and Ecuador. 

“Clearly, there are challenges 
when setting up operations in 
countries that have less-developed 
infrastructure and potentially 
complex regulatory and tax 
systems,” says Stovsky. “Still, if 
approached thoughtfully and 
with sufficient due diligence, such 
markets can offer tremendous 
opportunity, both now and down 
the road.” 

International companies’ revenue 
expectations will bear further 
watching, particularly as GDP 
growth forecasts are more 
favorable for the world economy 
(3.6%) than the US economy 
(2.9%), according to the OECD. 
This suggests that the recently 
closed revenue gap between 
international and domestic-only 
companies might reopen before  
too long. 
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About this report

PwC’s Trendsetter Barometer Business Outlook 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.

How the Trendsetter companies break down

• Products 57% 

 – Manufacturing 32%

 – Trade/Distribution 14%

 – All other 11%

• Services 43%

All (208) Product (119) Service (89)

Average number of employees 1,288 1,305 1,266

Average enterprise revenues $348.1 million $446.5 million $216.5 million

Five-year growth rate 50% 48% 53%

Survey interviews were conducted by the independent research  
firm BSI Global Research, Inc. by phone between October 7, 2013  
and January 9, 2014. 

To see more charts and graphs, 
including those showing trends 
over a span of years, and to 
download the complete survey 
findings, please go to our 
website:

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


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

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.1 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.

© 2014 PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP. All rights reserved. In this document, “PwC” refers to 
PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP, which is a member firm of PricewaterhouseCoopers International 
Limited, each member firm of which is a separate legal entity.

1 Forbes 2012 List of America’s Largest Private Companies

mailto:rich.stovsky%40us.pwc.com?subject=Trendsetter%20Barometer%20Business%20Outlook
mailto:ken.esch%40us.pwc.com?subject=Trendsetter%20Barometer%20Business%20Outlook
http://www.pwc.com/us/pcs.
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