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Sector snapshot 

Chemicals CEOs are optimistic about future prospects, 
despite worries about energy costs, raw materials prices, 
and skills shortages. They’re looking to technological 
advances, climate change and resource scarcity to 
transform their business over the next five year. To 
adapt, they’re already changing supply chains, 
production capacity and R&D and innovation capacity. 
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Sector snapshot 

Chemicals CEOs are more 
optimistic this year 

This year 56% of chemicals CEOs 
believe the global economy will 
improve over the next twelve months 
(compared to 44% of the sample 
overall), and 42% think it will stay the 
same. Just 2% expect it to decline.  
That’s a dramatic turn-around from 
last year. Chemicals CEOs are more 
confident this year too. An impressive 
98% expect revenues to grow over the 
next three years. 

 

56% of chemicals 
CEOs believe the 
economy will 
improve 
 

but energy costs, skills, and raw 
materials prices stand out as 
looming risks 

The picture isn’t all rosy. The threat of 
high and volatile energy costs is 
looming large, with 75% of chemicals 
CEOs somewhat or extremely 
concerned, far more than across the 
sample. Chemicals CEOs are more 
concerned than their peers across the 
sample about the availability of key 
skills, supply chain disruption and 
high and volatile raw material prices 
too.  
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Sector snapshot 

Chemicals companies are 
looking to the US for growth  

More chemicals CEOs (44% vs. 30% 
overall) rank the US as one of the 
most important countries (excluding 
their own) for their overall growth 
prospects over the next 12 months. 
And more say they’re planning a 
merger or acquisition, JV or strategic 
alliance in North America too (41% vs. 
30% overall). That probably reflects 
the boom in shale gas production 
which is lowering energy costs in the 
US.  

China is number #2 on the list of 
growth markets with 40%, followed by 
Germany (21%) and Brazil (19%). 

India, Russia and Indonesia were also 
ranked as a top growth markets by 
more than 10% of chemicals CEOs. 

Climate change and resource 
scarcity will transform the 
chemical industry 

More than two-thirds of chemicals 
CEOs expect technological advances 
to dramatically change their business 
environment. But nearly as many 
chemicals CEOs (61%) believe that 
resource scarcity and climate change 
will transform their business over the 
next five years.  91% of chemicals 
CEOs agree that it is important for 
their company to measure and try to 
reduce their company’s environ-
mental footprint. We’ve also found 
that many chemicals companies are 
innovating to help their customers 
improve too. 

And they’re changing supply 
chains, production capacity, and 
R&D in response to global trends 

More chemicals CEOs see a need to 
change their supply chain in response 
to transformative trends than do 
CEOs in other sectors. One of the 
reasons is probably increasing interest 
in shifting some production from oil 
to biofuels or natural gas in response 
to resource scarcity and climate 
change. Nearly half have already 
started investing in production 
capacity, far more than across the 
overall sample. More have already 
started or completed a change 
programme around R&D and 
innovation capacity too, reflecting the 
strong focus on innovation we’ve seen 
over the past several years .  
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Confidence in growth 

“LyondellBasell has a very strong 
growth program, and we have quite a 
bit of confidence in it. I can say that for 
this reason: the United States is where 
we’re doing most of our investing over 
the next few years. The reason for that 
is the boom in shale gas. Because of 
shale gas, we have cheap natural gas 
feedstocks and, as a result, our 
products are generally cheaper than 
our competitors’ products in all 
regions except the Middle East.” 

Jim L. Gallogly, Chief Executive 
Officer, LyondellBasell 
Industries N.V.  
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Views on the economy are looking up 

• 56% of chemicals CEOs believe the 
global economy will improve over the 
next 12 months, while just 2% think it 
will decline. That’s more optimistic 
than the overall sample with 44%, 
and a dramatic reverse from last year, 
when just 14% expected an upturn. 

• Our industry research suggests that 
signs of recovery are already 
apparent, beginning in Q3 2013. 

 

56 

14 

2 

30 

2014

2013

Improve

Decline

48% 

Base: All respondents 2014 (Chemicals, 57); 2013 (Chemicals, 77)  
Source: PwC 16th Annual Global CEO Survey 2013 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey 2014 

Q: Do you believe the global economy will improve, stay the 
same, or decline over the next 12 months? 

Stay the same 

42% 
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Chemicals CEOs are extremely confident in future 
prospects 

• Chemicals CEOs continue to be confident in their own growth prospects, with 80% 
expecting to grow over the next 12 months. 

• An even more impressive 98% of chemicals CEOs expect revenues to grow over the next 
three years, and 51% are very confident. 

2 

16 4 

47 

47 

51 

33 

Next 3 years

Next 12 months

Not very confident Not confident at all Somewhat confident Very confident

Q: How confident are you about your company’s prospects for revenue growth over the next 12 months? Over the next 3 years?   
Base: All respondents (Total sample, 1344; Chemicals, 57) 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey 2014 

% 
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But more than half of chemicals CEOs are still 
concerned about a wide range of issues 
 

• 75% of chemicals CEOs worry 
about high and volatile energy 
costs. Across the sample, just 55% 
are concerned. 

• 72% of chemicals CEOs are more 
concerned about over-regulation 
this year, far more than last year 
when just 57% of chemicals CEOs 
were concerned.  

• Concern about the availability of 
key skills has jumped sharply too. 
It’s up 20 percentage points vs. 
last year.  

61 

63 

67 

70 

70 

70 

72 

72 

75 

79 

82 

Rising labour costs in high-growth
markets

Protectionist tendencies of
national governments

Exchange rate volatility

Slowdown in high-growth markets

Increasing tax burden

Continued slow or negative
growth in developed economies

Availability of key skills

Over-regulation

High or volatile energy costs

Government response to fiscal
deficit and debt burden

High and volatile raw materials
prices

Q: How concerned are you, if at all, about each of the following threats to your growth 
prospects? Top choices listed 
Base: All respondents (Total sample, 1344; Chemicals, 57) 
Note: Respondents who stated ‘extremely’ or ‘somewhat’ concerned. 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey 2014 

% 
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Percentage of 
chemicals CEOs who 
worry about raw 
materials prices 

Concerns around raw materials prices stand out 

• 82% of chemicals CEOs worry about high 
and volatile raw materials prices. Across 
the sample, just 55% are concerned. 

• That reflects the high proportion of costs 
bound up in chemical feedstocks.  

• Many chemicals producers are reacting by 
looking to regions where feedstock costs 
are anticipated to be lower – particularly 
the US. 

 
 

82% 
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And structural issues will be important too 

“In petrochemicals, the challenge is the low 
industrial competitiveness of Brazil, which 
results from the cost of labour, the cost of raw 
materials, and the lack of infrastructure. As I 
mentioned earlier, Brazil’s future growth 
depends on solving issues that are bottlenecks to 
competitiveness, such as labour reform, tax 
reform and investments in infrastructure.”  
Marcelo Odebrecht, CEO, Odebrecht   

12 
February 2014 17th Annual Global CEO Survey – Key findings in the chemicals industry 



PwC 

Increasing tax burden 

Like their peers in other 
sectors, seven of ten 
chemicals CEOs believe 
increased taxes could side-
track growth prospects. 

 

Governments could also have a big impact 
That’s reflected in many of chemicals CEOs’ top concerns 

Percentage who are concerned 
about government responses 
to debt and deficits 

 79% 

Debt and deficits 

Chemicals CEOs, like their 
peers overall, are 
concerned about the ability 
of debt-laden governments 
to  tackle soaring deficits. 
It’s a worry that’s been 
increasing over the past 
several years. 
 

Over-regulation 

Many chemicals CEOs are 
also concerned that 
regulation could put the 
brakes on growth. It’s 
another area where we’ve 
seen an increase in concern 
levels across the overall 
sample. 

 

Percentage who are concerned 
about over-regulation 
 

72% 

Percentage who are concerned 
about an increasing tax 
burden 

70% 
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Supply chain issues stand out 
Chemicals companies are investing in production capacity 
 
• More than half of chemicals CEOs (51%) believe supply 

chain disruption could threaten growth, compared to just 
41% of CEOs overall. 

• Nearly nine out of ten chemicals CEOs see a need to 
change their supply chain in response to transformative 
trends, more than CEOs in other sectors. One-third 
already have programmes underway or completed. 

• And nearly half (47%) of chemicals CEOs have already 
started investing in changes to production capacity to 
cope with global trends, far more than across the overall 
sample.  

• That may partly reflect increasing interest in shifting 
some production from oils to biofuels or natural gas in 
response to resource scarcity and climate change. But 
shifts in demand are probably a factor too. 

Recognise need to change

Developing strategy to change

Concrete plans to implement change
programmes
Change programme underway or completed

No need to change

47%  

Q: In order to capitalise on the two-three global 
trends which you believe will most transform your 
business over the five years, to what extent are you 
currently making changes, if any, in the following 
areas? (Investment in production capacity) 

Base: All respondents (Total sample, 1344 ; Chemicals, 57) 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey 2014 
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Chemicals CEOs are looking most to the US for 
growth 

Chemicals CEOs who rate the US 
as a top growth market over the 
next 12 months 

 44% 

Looking to the US for 
growth 

Nearly half of chemicals 
CEOs rank the US as one of 
the most important 
countries for their overall 
growth prospects. That’s 
more than across the 
overall sample (30%). 
 

Chemicals CEOs expecting an 
M&A, JV or strategic alliance who 
are looking to North America                    

                  41% 

North America as a 
continent stands out 

Compared to the overall 
sample, more chemicals 
CEOs are planning deals in 
North America, compared 
to the overall sample 
(30%). That probably 
reflects the shift towards 
shale gas in the US. 

 
Chemicals CEOs who ranked 
Indonesia as an important 3-5 
year growth market for their 
sector   

 26% 

China still strong, but 
other countries are 
important too 

China’s #2 on the list of 
growth markets for the 
next 12 months. But when 
looking beyond the BRICS 
out over three years, other 
countries like Indonesia, 
Germany and Turkey are 
important too. 
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Looking beyond the BRICs, both advanced and 
high-growth economies will be important 

When we asked chemicals CEOs to 
consider high-growth markets outside the 
BRICS over the next three to five years, 
the US and Indonesia headed the list.  

But Germany, Turkey, Thailand, Mexico 
and Korea all got votes from at least 10% 
of CEOs too. 

The list is rounded out by Nigeria, Saudia 
Arabia, and France, each of which were 
named as a key growth market by 7% of 
chemicals CEOs. 

 
 

3 

4 

3 

5 

10 

7 

8 

13 

16 

26 

7 

7 

7 

11 

12 

12 

14 

19 

26 

32 

France

Saudi Arabia

Nigeria

Korea

Mexico

Thailand

Turkey

Germany

Indonesia

USA

Overall sample

Chemicals

Base: All respondents (Overall sample, 1344 ; Chemicals, 57) 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey 2014 
 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey 2014 

Q: Thinking specifically about high growth markets beyond 
the BRICs, which three markets excluding Brazil, Russia, 
India, China and South Africa do you consider most 
important for your growth prospects over the next 3 to 5 
years? (top choices listed) 

% 
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The chemicals deal outlook is positive for 2014 

A third of chemicals CEOs say they’re planning 
cross-border M&A next year, more than across 
the overall sample. That’s in line with our other 
analysis of chemicals deal activity. We’re finding 
that prospects are bright for M&A activity in the 
sector in 2014, with expectations of a continued 
US recovery and an end to the recession in much 
of Europe. While volumes are likely to remain 
close to the 10-year average this year, deal 
values are likely to remain lower than usual. 
Why? 

Acquirers seem to be more risk averse and will 
probably be less likely to engage in larger, more 
transformative deals. 

So while the number of deals appears to be 
stable, deal values will likely continue to be 
smaller than in previous periods. 

Deals involving the US look likely to drive 
activity. 

15 

18 

26 

18 

23 

9 

11 

18 

33 

39 

End an existing strategic
alliance or joint venture

Sell majority interest in a
business or exited a

significant market

Complete a domestic M&A

Complete a cross-border
M&A

Enter into a new strategic
alliance or joint venture

Q: Which, if any, of the following restructuring activities do you 
plan to initiate in the coming twelve months? (not all choices 
listed)Survey 2014 

Base: All respondents (Total sample, 1344; Chemicals, 57) 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey 2014 

% 
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Transforming business 
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CEOs identified transformative global trends 
Headed up by technological advances 

Chemical CEOs told us they 
think three big trends will 
transform their businesses 
in the coming five years. 
Nearly two-thirds of them 
identified technological 
advances such as the digital 
economy, social media, 
mobile devices and big 
data.  

More than three-fifths also 
pointed to resource scarcity 
& climate change and global 
shifts in economic power.  
That puts resource scarcity 
and climate change higher 
on their list than most other 
sectors. 

 

 

68% 
Technological 
advances 

65% 
Shifts in global 
economic power 

61% 
Resource scarcity & 

climate change 

Q: Which of the following global trends do you believe will transform your business 
the most over the next five years? (Top three trends chemicals CEOs named.) 

Base: All respondents (Total sample, 1344;  Chemicals, 57). 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey 
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Chemicals  CEOs see changes ahead in most areas 

Q: To what extent are you currently making changes, if any, in the following areas? 
Base: All respondents (Chemicals, 57) 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey 2014 
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53 

30 

44 

25 

30 

28 

32 

37 

47 

25 

33 

39 

40 

40 

60% 40% 20% 0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Location of key operations or headquarters
Corporate governance

Channels to market
Use and management of data and data analytics

Approach to managing risk
Technology investments

Organisational structure/design
Investment in production capacity

M&A strategies, joint ventures or strategic alliances
Supply chain

R&D and innovation capacity
Customer growth and retention strategies

Talent strategies

No need to change Recognise need/developing strategy/concrete plans to change Change programme underway or completed

Aspiration Action 
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Innovation continues to be critical for chemicals 
companies 

• Less than half of chemicals CEOs (44%) are concerned 
about the speed of technological change – fewer than 
across the overall sample. That suggests they’re already 
confident of their ability to keep up. Compared to the 
overall sample, more chemicals CEOs say their 
companies have already started or completed 
programmes to change innovation and r&d capacity, and 
more are confident that their R&D departments are well-
prepared, too. 

• Many chemicals companies are already partnering 
around innovation. And when it comes to building an 
innovation eco-system, more see it as a priority for their 
own business (46%) than feel government should take 
the lead (28%). 

• Views are mixed on whether regulation helps or hurts 
innovation; 32% say its hindered their efforts, 28% say 
it’s helped, and 40% aren’t sure.  

In other research we found that 
the most successful CEOs are 
doing three things to 
‘industrialise’ innovation – i.e., 
to make it repeatable, 
dependable and scalable.  

They’re focusing on 
breakthrough innovation in all 
its forms; putting disciplined 
innovation techniques in place; 
and collaborating much more 
actively. 

We think it’s important to 
recognise that innovation means 
more than new product 
development. It can also help 
improve processes, or create new 
services or business models. 
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Innovation and technology investments are a 
focus area 

There’s a gap between  

 

Aspirations  
 
 

 and 

 
           Actions 

Q: Which, if any, of these national outcomes is your organisation focusing on as a priority over the next three years? To what extent are you 
currently making changes, if any, in the following areas? (two listed) 
Base: All respondents (Chemicals, 57). Aspiration answers include: recognise need to change, developing a strategy to change, have concrete plans to 
implement change programmes, and change plan underway or completed. ‘No need to change’ answers not shown. 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey 2014 

46% 86% 

Most chemicals CEOs want to improve their company’s ability to innovate. 
More have already gotten started with innovation. But there’s a ways to go. 

89% 

39% 
Have started or 

completed 
changes 

23% 
Have started or 

completed 
changes 

Develop an innovation 
ecosystem 

Alter R&D and innovation 
capacity 

Change technology 
investments 
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IT and R&D are starting to get ready but there’s 
still a ways to go 

Increasingly technology 
investments and innovation 
capacity will put significant 
demands on IT and R&D.  

Chemicals CEOs are more 
confident in their readiness 
than some other sectors. Still, 
only a minority of CEOs feel 
that their IT and R&D 
departments are well-
prepared for change. 

 

 

IT 

44% 

Base: All respondents (Chemicals, 57) 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey 2014 
 

Well-Prepared

Somewhat prepared, not prepared, don´t
know or refused

Q: Thinking about the changes you are making to capitalise on transformative 
global trends, to what degree are the following areas of your organization 
prepared to make these changes?  

R&D 

32% 
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Developing the workforce is a major priority 
 

• Nearly three-quarters of chemicals CEOs 
are worried about the availability of key 
skills. That’s more than the overall 
sample and up dramatically from 52% 
last year. 

• 49% of chemicals CEOs believe that 
creating a skilled workforce should be a 
government priority, but only 25% believe 
that the government has been effective.  

• So many are taking actions themselves – 
70% say a creating a skilled workforce is a 
priority. 

• But is HR ready? Only around a third of 
chemicals CEOs think HR is well-
prepared to make the changes necessary 
to capitalise on global trends. 

 

64% 

41% 

63% 

70% 

49% 

72% 

Feel creating a skilled workforce
is a company priority

Say creating a skilled workforce
should be a government priority

Are concerned about the
availability of key skills

Chemicals Overall sample
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Q: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?  
Q: Thinking about the role of Government in relation to the following outcomes, which 
three areas should be Government priorities, in the country in which you are based? 
Q: Which, if any, of these national outcomes is your organisation focusing on as a 
priority over the next three years? 

 
Base: All respondents (Overall sample, 1344; Chemicals, 57) 
Note: Respondents who stated ‘agree strongly’ or ‘agree somewhat’ 
on concerns question. 
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With headcounts increasing, the urgency is 
growing too. 

49% 
say headcount 
will increase 
(50% overall) 

25% 
say headcount 

will stay the 
same  

(29% overall) 

23%  
say headcount 
will decrease 
(20% overall) 

Nearly half of chemicals 
CEOs say they plan to 
increase headcount this 
year. That’s more than twice 
as many as anticipate a 
decline.  

It’s slightly more than last 
year too, when 43% 
expected higher staffing 
levels. 
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Talent strategies will need to change too 

Talent is one of the main 
engine of business growth. 
So one of the biggest issues 
CEOs face is finding and 
securing the workforce of 
tomorrow – particularly the 
skilled labour they need to 
take their organisations 
forward.  

For chemicals companies, 
engineers and technical 
staff are in particularly 
short supply. They’ll need 
to change talent strategies 
to cope – and here, too, 
they’re slightly ahead of the 
curve. 

 
 
 

6% 

5% 

12% 

7% 

22% 

18% 

27% 

28% 

32% 

40% 

No need to change

Recognise need to change

Developing strategy to change

Concrete plans to implement change programmes

Change programme underway or completed
Base: All respondents (Overall sample, 1344; Chemicals, 57) 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey 2014 
 

Chemicals 

Overall 

Q: In order to capitalise on the two-three global trends which you believe will most 
transform your business over the five years, to what extent are you currently 
making changes, if any, in the following areas?  Talent strategies 
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Leading through sustainability 

91% 
Chemicals CEOs who say it’s important 
for their company to measure and try 
to reduce their environmental 
footprint. 
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Many chemical CEOs 
believe that resource 
scarcity and climate change 
will transform their 
business 

Climate change and resource scarcity is still high 
on the agenda 

• Concerns about climate change and 
resource scarcity reflect both 
chemicals CEOs’ concerns about raw 
material prices and the sector’s 
strong commitment to tackling CO2 
reduction.  

• In other research we’ve found that 
many chemicals companies are 
innovating to help their customers 
improve their environmental 
footprints.  

 
 61% 
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The large majority of chemicals CEOs say their 
companies emphasise good corporate citizenship 

Chemicals CEOs are taking 
sustainability seriously – 98% 
agree that it’s important to 
promote a culture of ethical 
behaviour, and nearly as 
many feel it’s important to 
ensure the integrity of the 
supply chain (95%).  

Nine out of ten also believe 
it’s important to measure and 
reduce their environmental 
footprint, more than across 
the overall sample (91% vs. 
81%). 

69 

74 

75 

76 

82 

80 

91 

95 

58 

77 

81 

82 

82 

91 

95 

98 

The purpose of business is to balance the interests of
all stakeholders

Measuring and reporting our total (non-financial)
impacts contributes to our long-term success

Being seen as paying our "fair share" of tax is
important

Satisfying societal needs beyond those of investors,
customers and employees, and protecting the interests

of future generations is important to my business

Improving workforce and board diversity and inclusion
is important for my business

It's important for us to measure and try to reduce our
environmental footprint

It's important to us to ensure the integrity of our supply
chain

It's important for us to promote a culture of ethical
behaviour

Q: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?  
Base: All respondents (Overall sample, 1344; Chemicals, 57) 
Note: Respondents who stated ‘agree strongly or ‘agree somewhat” 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey 2014 

% 
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About PwC’s 17th Annual Global CEO Survey 

In ‘Fit for the future: Capitalising on 
global trends’, we also explore three 
forces that business leaders think will 
transform their business in the next 
five years: technological advances, 
demographic changes and global 
economic shifts. We show how these 
trends, and more importantly the 
interplay between them, are creating 
many new – but challenging - 
opportunities for growth through: 
creating value in totally new ways; 
developing tomorrow’s workforce; 
and serving the new consumers. 

We also show how, in responding to 
these trends, CEOs have the 
opportunity to help solve important 
social problems. 

  

In short, the demands being placed on 
business leaders to adapt to the 
changing environment are increasing 
exponentially; CEOs are having to 
become hybrid leaders who can 
successfully run the business of today 
while creating the business of 
tomorrow. 

This sector key findings report takes a 
closer look at responses from 
chemicals CEOs. It is based on 57 
interviews, conducted in 21 countries 
around the world. We also cite more 
in-depth conversations with two 
sector CEOs. 

Chemicals 
respondents 
 57  In countries across the 

world 
 21 

We surveyed 1,344 business leaders 
across 68 countries around the world, 
in the last quarter of 2013, and 
conducted further in-depth interviews 
with 34 CEOs.  

Our overall survey sees a leap in CEOs’ 
confidence in the global economy – 
but caution as to whether this will 
translate into better prospects for 
their own companies. The search for 
growth is getting more and more 
complicated as opportunities in both 
developed and emerging economies 
becomes more nuanced, leading CEOs 
to revise the portfolio of overseas 
markets they will focus on.  
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