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An accelerating rebound in 
confidence – but with no room 
for complacency
By Ian Powell, Chairman and Senior Partner
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As PwC’s 17th Annual Global CEO Survey confirms, confidence is improving among 
business leaders worldwide and their agenda is switching from the survival mode of 
recent years to revival and optimism about growth prospects. The good news is that this 
turnaround in sentiment is more evident than ever in the UK.

93%
of UK respondents are ‘somewhat’ 
or ‘very’ confident about their own 
company’s revenue prospects over  
the coming 12 months

77%
of UK CEOs (against 72% globally) 
highlight the risk of overregulation  
as a threat to their business

82%
rate technological advances as likely 
to have the greatest impact on their 
business over the next five years



The recovery in confidence is clearly welcome 
news for Britain’s businesses, and mirrors other 
positive economic indicators over the past year 
such as rising GDP growth and employment. But 
the upturn also brings its own challenges, 
requiring new strategies and perspectives to 
make UK business ‘fit for the future’ in a fiercely 
competitive global market. 

Growth: a brightening outlook… 
That said, the positive news is that UK CEOs feel 
there is definitely light at the end of the tunnel. 
This year 93% of UK respondents are ‘somewhat’ 
or ‘very’ confident about their own company’s 
revenue prospects over the coming 12 months, 
significantly up from 78% in last year’s survey. 

This means UK CEOs are now more confident 
than the global average of 85%, and also than 
the majority of their counterparts across  
Europe. Indeed, on this measure the level of 
confidence among UK CEOs is more in line  
with the Asia Pacific region than with other 
developed economies.

UK CEOs are also more confident about the 
outlook for growth in the global economy than 
their peers almost anywhere else, with some 61% 
thinking it will improve in the next year, up from 
one in 10 last year. 

Following a downturn during which UK 
employment levels have remained surprisingly 
robust, rising confidence is further reflected by a 
strengthening of the outlook for jobs. Almost 
two-thirds of UK CEOs – 65% – are planning to 
increase headcount in their business, up from 
45% last year. 

…with some concerns to address
However, while optimism about growth 
opportunities is high, challenges remain around 
successfully gearing up to exploit them. Almost 
three-quarters of UK CEOs are also intending to 
implement further cost reductions in the coming 
year. And the majority are planning to enter a 
new strategic alliance or joint venture, indicating 
they are seeking to expand while also realising 
economies of scale. So the shift to a growth 
agenda does not mark the end of a focus on costs.

Further findings raise concerns that renewed 
growth at home may see UK businesses focus on 
short-term domestic opportunities. Asked about 
the main opportunities to grow their business 
over the next 12 months, UK CEOs’ top choice  
is product/service innovation, followed by 
increasing their market share in existing markets 
and M&A. 

All of this points to a focus on improving existing 
products and services to grow sales in familiar 
markets, rather than raising the sights to target 
new opportunities elsewhere. At a time when 
– for example – China is rebalancing its economy 
towards consumption and imports, UK business 
needs to raise its sights and forge relationships, 
or face a tough battle later to regain the lost 
ground. At the same time, UK companies also 
need robust procedures in place to assess and 
manage the particular risks that emerging 
markets present.

61% 
of CEOs think economic 
confidence in the global 
economy will improve 
this year

77% 
of CEOs agree it’s 
appropriate for tax 
athorities worldwide  
to share information

65% 
of UK CEOs are planning 
to increase their business 
headcount this year
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CEOs would like government to:

Create a skilled
workforce globally

Improve the country's
infrastructure

Ensure financial sector 
stability and access to 
affordable capital

Create jobs for young people
– 16-24 years old 

Product/service
innovation

Increased share in
existing markets

Mergers & 
acquisitions

How will CEOs 
deliver growth? 

Working with government

48%

Innovation: technology-driven  
change will continue
Turning to the trends that will drive change in 
their business in the coming years, UK CEOs 
think the disruptive effects of technology have 
much further to run. Some 82% rate 
technological advances as having the greatest 
impact on their business over the next five years, 
followed by shifts in economic power and 
demographic changes. 

As they seek to manage and capitalise on these 
trends, CEOs’ focus is on developing their 
technology and people strategies.  Most are 
already making strategic changes to support 
these areas, with 87% currently engaged in 
updating their talent strategy (up from 83% last 
year) and 80% revamping their technology 
investment strategies.

However, once again, challenges remain.  
Asked whether they think their business units 
are prepared for change, CEOs are almost 
unanimous that Finance, the Board and the 
executive team are ready. But they’re less sure 
about the readiness of Procurement & Sourcing 
and Risk Management, at 89%. Only 75% are 
confident that R&D is ready for change – a 
worrying finding, given that they think product/
service innovation is the primary way forward.

Working with government: towards a 
shared agenda
Regulation remains a concern for CEOs, not least 
in the UK and it is clear that business leaders 
want the government to act as an enabler for 
business. On the question of what activities they 
would like to see government focus on, the creation 
of a skilled workforce is highlighted by 66% of 
UK CEOs against just 41% globally, reflecting 
their high level of concern over the availability of 
key skills. Other priorities for government cited 
by our UK respondents include ensuring the 
stability of the financial sector, improving the 
UK’s infrastructure, and creating a more 
internationally competitive tax system. 
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77% of UK CEOs (against 72% globally) highlight 
the risk of overregulation as a threat to their 
business. In order to improve businesses’ 
experience of regulation, UK leaders call for 
regulation that focuses on outcomes rather than 
processes, a reduction in the total number of 
regulations, and regulations that are clear and 
designed for the long term.

In light of the recent debate on corporations’ tax 
contributions to government coffers; it’s 
interesting that UK CEOs accept – more readily 
than those elsewhere – the need for greater 
openness and reform on taxation. Some 77% 
agree it’s appropriate for tax authorities 
worldwide to share information on companies, 
and 73% accept the international tax system has 
not kept pace with how multinational 
corporations operate and needs reforming. Both 
figures are above the global average, suggesting 
the UK can continue to lead the debate on 
developing the global tax system to reflect 
today’s business realities.

Overall, PwC’s 17th Annual Global CEO Survey 
confirms that UK business leaders – in common 
with those elsewhere – are shifting their focus 
back to growth. But seeking opportunities at 
home is not enough. To make the most of the 
recovery, UK businesses need to raise their sights 
and tap into the huge growth potential now 
emerging across the world.

Ian Powell 
Chairman and Senior Partner
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