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21st CEO Survey

Optimism has 
returned
CEOs expect both the world economy and 
their own business to grow

Key findings from the Mining and Metals industry
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Introduction

Like their global counterparts, mining and 
metals CEOs are in a cautiously optimistic 
mood. Two-thirds expect global economic 
growth to improve in the next 12 months and 
almost nine out of ten are confident that their 
organisation will grow revenue over the short 
and medium term (see exhibit 1). Half say 
they will increase headcount in the coming 
year. Industry leaders are no doubt buoyed 
by rising levels of overall business confidence, 
which is typically a marker for increased 
investment and higher demand for mining 
and metal products. 

On top of this, mining and metals companies 
are reaping the rewards of the last several 
years of belt tightening. The urgent pursuit 
of cost efficiencies and productivity gains has 
resulted in leaner functional and operating 
models, more dynamic supply chains and 
an intense focus on all operational and 
maintenance activities. Some – particularly 
in metals – have cleverly leveraged digital 
technologies to drive production efficiencies 
and improve customer service. For example, 
predictive analytics can forecast commodity 
raw-material prices, demand sensing can 
provide guidance on sales patterns, and 
augmented reality can provide just-in-time 
maintenance support for highly utilized 
equipment.

After years of depressed commodity prices, CEOs of 
mining and metal companies are feeling positive again, 
sharing the optimism expressed by other leaders in 
PwC’s 21st CEO Survey. But in an industry where both 
constraints and competition are high, businesses 
need to remain focused to maintain and build on their 
success. 
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There is an atmosphere of optimism among M&M CEOs
Q Do you believe global economic growth will improve, stay the same 
or decline over the next 12 months?

Source: PwC, 21st Global CEO Survey. Base: Mining and metals respondents

Exhibit 1

Q How confident are you about your company’s prospects for revenue 
growth over the 12 months and next 3 years?

Improve Stay the same Next 12 months Next 3 yearsDecline Don’t know/refused

66% 88%

12%

87%

13%

28%

6%

Very/Somewhat confident

Not very confident
0%

While taking nothing for granted, mining and 
metals CEOs are confident they now have a 
more robust platform from which to pursue 
their growth strategies.

Jock O’Callaghan  
Global Leader, Mining & Metals  
PwC Australia 
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Smarter ways to grow
Organic growth and costs are the preferred growth strategy, 
but is something missing?

To deliver their growth ambitions, most mining 
and metals CEOs are planning for organic growth 
(83%) and, to a lesser extent, cost reductions (64%) 
 Less than half (45%) are considering a strategic 
alliance or joint venture (see exhibit 2).
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For mining companies, a focus on organic 
growth – working existing assets and projects 
harder and smarter – makes sense. Given the 
current low appetite for expansive capital 
expenditure from boards and shareholders 
following the M&A boom, miners have few 
available options but to find smarter ways to 
work their mines and to deliver brownfield 
projects.

For example, data analytics is finding appeal 
across the maintenance function. Smarter 
use of technology there goes beyond cost 
savings. First, there’s an opportunity to 
be more systematic about spreading and 
retaining institutional knowledge around the 
infrequent and bespoke activities associated 

with multi-year maintenance cycles. Second, 
greater certainty around the timeframes for 
any maintenance program will reduce the 
risk of flow-on effects. Having a key item of 
equipment – a dragline, crusher, truck, 
or rail carriage – offline for longer than 
anticipated, for example, can interrupt 
production and have an exponential impact 
on the bottom line.

For both mining and metals CEOs, cutting 
costs continues to be an important growth 
strategy. But given the lower margins and 
higher transparency around costs in the 
metals sector, reducing costs and improving 
efficiencies is almost an existential issue. 
For metals companies, growth may require 

nothing short of a complete transformation 
of their cost structures and productivity 
positions, as well as a renewed focus on 
building industry-leading capabilities to 
address increasingly complex product and 
service requirements. 

Changes as substantive as these may require 
the establishment of new partnerships 
and alliances from both inside and outside 
the sector. But with less than half of CEOs 
considering strategic alliances, they may 
be missing a valuable opportunity to gain 
competitive advantage and drive growth.
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Looking toward organic growth
Q Which of the following activities, if any, are you planning in the next 12 months in order to drive corporate growth or 
profitability?

Source: PwC, 21st Global CEO Survey. Base: Mining and metals respondents

Exhibit 2

Organic growth

New strategic alliance or joint venture

Cost reduction

New M&A

83%

45%

64%

40%



Uncertainties still abound
Manage threats by getting agile
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Volatility and regulatory issues – including 
tax – top this year’s list of perceived threats to 
business growth. Almost half (47%) of mining and 
metals CEOs are ‘extremely concerned’ about the 
increasing tax burden, and four out of ten worry 
about geopolitical uncertainty, volatile commodity 
prices, and over-regulation (see exhibit 3).
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It’s understandable that CEOs are troubled 
by these issues: they are all largely outside 
of a company’s direct control. But the key to 
managing external threats is to ensure that 
the business is agile and flexible enough 
to respond when circumstances change. 
Thinking about how the business model 
might respond under complex scenarios 
can help identify areas where greater agility 
is required to allow the company to cope 
with periods of volatility. For example, 
companies can plan for what levers can be 
pulled when circumstances change and 
forecast how quickly the impact will be 
felt. They can investigate opportunities for 
price adjustments, for how quickly capital 
expenditures can be reduced and how fast a 
workforce can be redeployed.

Taxes and geopolitics top CEOs worries
Q How concerned are you about the following... threats to your organisation’s growth prospects? 

Source: PwC, 21st Global CEO Survey. Base: Mining and metals respondents

Exhibit 3

Increasing tax burden

Geopolitical uncertainty

Volatile commodity prices

Over-regulation

Exchange rate volatility

47%

40%

40%

38%

32%



Stay vigilant about cyber
While the threats identified by mining and 
metals CEOs mostly lined up against those of 
their global counterparts, there was a notable 
exception when it came to cyber. Only 21% 
of industry leaders considered it a significant 
threat, compared to 40% of CEOs globally.

Is there justification for this more relaxed 
approach? For mining, in particular, 
cyber risk is still seen primarily as an 
information technology issue as opposed 
to an operational technology one. And 
the physical remoteness of many mining 
operations may give companies a sense of 
defence against attack. 

But considering that any organisation using 
digital technology is vulnerable, miners 
might be operating under a false sense of 

security. The fact that mining has not yet 
suffered a high-profile cyber operational 
breach does not negate the risk. Nor does 
the fact that miners don’t hold data on large 
numbers of consumers; a “hacktivist” attack 
that leads to a safety or environmental 
incident could soon make the front pages. 
At the very least, a cyber breach could cause 
production delays and impact the bottom 
line. For metals companies, there’s the 
additional worry about protecting valuable 
intellectual property.

Considering the potential seriousness of the 
effects, mining and metal CEOs should adopt 
a ‘not if, but when’ approach to cyber threats 
and take the necessary steps to ensure both 
information and operational technology 
systems are secure.
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What disruption?
Make technology work for your business, 
not the other way around
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Despite the dramatic and sustained impact of 
technology on businesses globally, only half (49%) 
of mining and metals CEOs expect new technologies 
to disrupt their industry over the next five years, 
well below the global average of 64%.
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Why the discrepancy? Part of the reason is 
the highly diverse nature of the mining and 
metals sector itself. For some companies, 
particularly in the mining sector, the impact 
of technology pales in comparison to issues 
such as sovereign risk or environmental 
hazard. For others, it’s the reverse: 
technologies such as data analytics and 
the Internet of Things are helping to 
optimise workflows, asset maintenance and 
productivity to a degree almost unimaginable 
just a handful of years ago. 

In metals, the imperative to embrace 
technological disruption is, arguably, 
stronger. In a hyper-competitive market, 
no metals company can afford to lose 
out against peers, either in operational 
efficiency or meeting changing customer 
needs. For example, leading enterprises 
are strengthening their digital offerings 
to customers and using advanced data 
analytics to improve product, supply-chain 
and maintenance processes. Most expect 
significant additional revenue growth to 
flow from their digitisation and integration 
initiatives.

As both mining and metals businesses explore 
new ways of working, some companies 
will be pioneers in technology solutions, 
and others will be fast followers. In any 
case, those that can design and embrace 
a technology strategy that works for their 
enterprise will be well-placed to succeed in 
an increasingly disrupted future.
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Conclusion

Despite global uncertainties and volatility, 
mining and metals CEOs see a brighter 
future in the short to medium term. Global 
growth is on the upswing, and so is demand 
for their products and services. At the same 
time, companies are reaping the rewards of 
the last few years’ cost savings and efficiency 
improvements.

To make the most of the current conditions, 
CEOs must be relentless in their pursuit of 
smarter ways of working. This should include 
leveraging technology for their business both 
now and in the future. Additionally, CEOs 
must be prepared to take bold decisions 
around organizational capabilities and 
operating models, and to proactively reshape 
business models.
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21st CEO Survey Methodology

In the second half of 2017, PwC conducted 
2,223 quantitative surveys with CEOs based 
in 85 countries. Of these, 53 were from 
mining (27) and metal (26) companies.  

Respondent profile:

• 53% had 1–5 years’ tenure

• 46% were aged 55–64

•  96% were male and 2% were female (2% 
preferred not to say)

•  60% had spent a year or more working 
outside their home country

• 62% of companies were publicly listed

•  38% had revenue of $101 million to $999 
million and 28% had revenue of $1 billion 
to $10 billion

•  57% had between 1000 and 5000+ employees

Notes

•  The overall report on the CEO survey uses 
only 1,293 responses, not 2,223, in order to 
achieve a representative global sample.

•  Not all figures add up to 100%, due to 
rounding and the exclusion of ‘neither/nor’ 
and ‘don’t know’ responses. 

•  The base for figures is 53 (all mining and 
metals respondents) unless otherwise 
stated. 

We also conducted face-to-face, in-depth 
interviews with CEOs and thought leaders 
from five continents over the fourth quarter 
of 2017. Their interviews can be found on 
our website at ceosurvey.pwc.com, where 
you can also explore responses by sector 
and location. 

The research was undertaken by PwC 
Research, our global centre of excellence 
for primary research and evidence-based 
consulting services

www.pwc.co.uk/pwcresearch. 
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PwC industry contacts
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