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Private companies
Anything but business 
as usual

18th Annual Global CEO Survey: A Private Company View
A riskier but potentially more rewarding business environment means privately-owned 
companies must be more innovative and resilient to survive in this era of disruptive change.

711
CEOs of privately-owned companies 
interviewed in 77 countries

61%
of private company CEOs see more 
opportunities to grow their business 

54%
of private company CEOs think 
competition will increasingly come 
from other sectors or sub-sectors
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private company demographics

Our global total of 1,322 respondents included 
711 from private companies (54%). These 
consisted of:

Family-run firms

Private-equity backed companies

Private partnerships

Owner-managed companies

Other privately-owned companies

The sample included private companies from 77 
participating territories. Forty-one percent of 
private company respondents reported annual 
company revenues of US$101 million to US$999 
million, with 26% reporting revenues of more 
than US$1 billion.

Interviews were completed between 25 
September and 9 December 2014. The  
survey was published in January 2015.
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Greater risk and 
more reward

A riskier but more rewarding business 
environment has private company leaders 
expressing optimism about their prospects for 
the year ahead, according to our survey of 
711 private company leaders as part of the 
18th Annual Global CEO Survey.

Overall, 38% of private company CEOs tell us 
they are confident their company’s revenues will 
grow over the next 12 months, with this rising 
even higher to 46% over the next three years. 

Confidence encourages investment, job  
creation and growth. But top-line figures tell  
an incomplete story, with the full picture more 
closely mirroring the complexities of running  
a private company today.

Competition is intense, customer demands are 
rising and the speed of change is faster. Fifty-
eight per cent of private company leaders say 
they face more threats today than they did 
three years ago. 

A reminder of this uncertainty are recent global 
events that have prompted us to change the way 
we think about risk. We live in a world without 
borders, where a threat anywhere in the world 
can rapidly have significant consequences for 
everyone around the world.

Against this backdrop, a rising number of CEOs 
see more opportunities to grow their companies 
than they did three years ago – 61% of private 
company leaders and rising to 67% among 
owner-managed companies. We think this is  
the reason behind the underlying sense of 
optimism this year: the risks are greater, but  
so are the opportunities for reward.

Interestingly, CEOs feel significantly less 
confident about the strength of the global 
economy than they do the prospects for their 
own company’s growth. Compared to last year, 
a declining number of private company CEOs 
(37%) expect the global economy to improve, 
while twice as many as last year (18%) think 
the outlook will worsen. 

This year’s private company view points to  
a need for businesses to realign their growth 
strategies for this riskier but potentially more 
rewarding time. It’s about having a strong spirit 
of determination to disrupt business as usual  
by finding new ways to create value and grow 
– harnessing those very qualities that make 
private companies unique.

CEOs that say they face 
more threats to revenue 
growth

vs

of CEOs who see 
increased opportunities 
to grow their business

58%
61%



As businesses respond to these shifts, the 
competitive environment across a broad range 
of industries is being disrupted. Rajiv Bajaj, 
Managing Director of Bajaj Auto Limited in 
India, sees disruption as an opportunity to be a 
pioneer and create new categories for profitable 
growth, saying, “I don’t know of any way of 
managing a disruption other than to be the 
creator of it.”

Getting risk priorities right
CEOs have a wide range of risks on their mind, 
but few are concerned about many less obvious, 
but perhaps closer-to-home, business threats 
(see Figure 1).

A number of key operational and competitive 
concerns – such as new market entrants, the 
speed of technological change, access to 
affordable capital or supply chain disruptions 
– rated considerably lower than the highest 
ranked threats.

While it is not surprising CEOs were quick to cite 
the top-five threats as most concerning, business 
leaders must remain alert to equally impactful but 
less top-of-mind risks that may be more likely to 
threaten their growth prospects. 

Rethinking risk

Challenges from the past few years are still 
visible in the rear-view mirror, but private 
company leaders are battle-hardy, better used 
to uncertainty and focused on the future.

We see that around three-quarters of private 
company CEOs are most concerned about the 
same threats as last year – over-regulation, 
national deficits and debt, increasing tax 
burdens and skills shortages; with geopolitical 
risks a growing concern (see Figure 1). But on 
the upside there are signs business leaders 
recognise that challenges created by global 
megatrends – demographic and social change, 
technological breakthroughs, global economic 
power shifts, rapid urbanisation, climate 
change and resource scarcity – will create  
as many opportunities as they will risks. 

For example, we’ve seen how technology has 
created as many winners as losers over the past 
ten years. Indeed, our recent family business 
survey confirms the view that family business 
leaders see digital as a ‘mixed risk’ issue, with 
72% of respondents recognising they will have  
to adapt the way they operate and organise 
themselves to exploit digital opportunities or risk 
being overtaken by more advanced competitors1.

And perhaps it involves a mind-set change to 
how we view risk? Digitally-savvy business 
leaders tell us they no longer think about how  
to adapt their strategies for digital, they develop 
business strategies fit for the digital age. 

1 PwC, Global Family Business Survey, 2014

Mega-threats or  
mega-opportunities?
Rethinking risk

72%
of family business 
leaders say they will 
have to adapt to exploit 
the full opportunities  
of digital or risk being 
overtaken by competitors, 
according to our 2014 
Family Business Survey1
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One possibility is CEOs feel more vulnerable  
to threats they can’t control or manage, such  
as over-regulation, which sits in the realm of 
government decision making. When business 
leaders feel they have an ability to manage a 
threat they can plan accordingly to reduce the 
risk or create a competitive advantage.

This may be the reason why more than a third of 
private company CEOs (35%) are working with 
or seeking to forge closer ties with government 
– so they can increase their influence around 
the issues that concern them most.

So many threats, where to start? 
Private company leaders have a wide range of 
concerns on their mind, and can’t possibly 
protect against all threats equally. Given the 
scale of challenges and uncertainty, a new 
approach to risk management is needed.  
We recommend private company leaders  
embed risk in their growth strategies to build 
resilience, and importantly, focus on protecting 
their company against the outcomes of the most 
likely and catastrophic threats, not simply the 
threat itself.

Forward thinking CEOs have a knack for seeing 
beyond blind spots to ensure future risks don’t 
derail their growth plans. They expect the 
unexpected, their business models are agile and 
resilient and they have a healthy appreciation 
for new concepts and ideas. 

Michael Dell, Chairman and Chief Executive 
Officer of Dell Inc., US, advises: “The one 
attribute CEOs need in the future to succeed, 
that I would place my bet on, is curiosity. From 
curiosity comes learning and new ideas. In 
businesses that are changing very rapidly, if 
you’re not curious, if you’re not learning, if you 
don’t have new ideas, you’re going to have a real 
problem.”

Over-regulation
Availability of

key skills
Increasing
tax burden

78% 73% 72%

Cyber threats including
lack of data security

Protectionist tendencies
of national governments

High or volatile energy costs

Shift in consumer
spending and behaviours

Social instability

Speed of
technological change

Bribery and corruption

Inadequate basic infrastucture

New market entrants

Lack of trust in business

High unemployment/
underemployment

Supply chain disruption

Access to affordable capital

Pandemics

61%

60%

59%

59%

56%

Government
response to

fiscal deficit and
debt burden

72%

Geopolitical
uncertainty

69%

53%

53%

53%

49%

48%

42%

35%

55%

53%

Key threats

Top five threats

70%
2014

72%
2014

70%
2014

64%
2014 New

Figure 1  CEOs are getting more concerned about a wide range of risks

Q: How concerned are you about the following potential economic, policy, social and 
business threats to your organisation’s growth prospects?

Source: Private company respondents to PwC’s 18th Annual Global CEO Survey (711)
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Innovation

Over half of private company CEOs think it’s 
likely organisations will increasingly compete 
in sectors other than their own over the next 
three years, while nearly a third of CEOs say 
their company has already entered a new 
industry during the past three years. Private 
company leaders recognise they need to create 
new value in new ways.

Sticking to business as usual, in what continues 
to be a challenging global economy, will put 
private companies at a distinct disadvantage 
against more innovative peers. Innovation in its 
widest sense remains a key concern for private 
companies, with 60% of CEOs seeing an 
increase in the number of traditional and new 
competitors as a top concern that could disrupt 
their industry. Taking into account industry 
worries about the disruptive impacts of 
changing customer behaviours (61%) and core 
technologies (44%), then building innovation 
capabilities seems the only way forward. 

For some companies that means reinventing 
themselves; according to our 2014 Family 
Business Survey reinvention was a key strength 
noted by 56% of respondents.1 For others, it’s 
about shifting out of their comfort zone to stay 
relevant.

Although private company leaders recognise 
the innovation imperative, more companies 
could be doing it better. Family run firms are 
having more success at diversifying than many 
of their private company peers, with 38% 
having entered a new industry in the past few 
years compared to a quarter of private equity 
and owner-managed firms.

1 PwC, Global Family Business Survey, 2014

The innovation imperative 
Keeping pace with change

Over half of CEOs think 
it’s likely companies will 
increasingly compete in 
sectors other than their 
own over the next three 
years, and a third of 
private companies have 
already entered a new 
sector over the past 
three years.

54%
think it’s likely 
companies will  
compete in new sectors

31%
of private  
companies are already 
competing in new sectors

Source: Private company respondents to PwC’s 18th Annual 
Global CEO Survey (711)
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Anecdotal evidence, and the experience of our 
own teams around the world, suggests a 
reluctance to change could be blocking the 
intent of some. As one family business leader 
recently told us, “Family firms either don’t want 
to reinvent themselves, or can’t. In practice they 
find it hard to divest legacy businesses, and only 
expand or diversify within a narrow range.”

Innovation – a superhuman 
challenge for private companies? 
Innovation supports a long list of private 
company goals. At the top of that list are 
increased profitability, higher revenues and 
greater market share. But what are private 
companies doing, and what could they do, to 
encourage innovative behaviours? Changing 
the way you’ve always done business is easier 
said than done. 

The trick is to harness those unique qualities 
that make privately-owned companies different 
from conventional public companies – namely 
the ownership structure, which determines the 
whole dynamic of how the business is managed.

Michael Dell of Dell Inc. says that since his 
company returned to private ownership it has 
changed for the better: “It’s very liberating in 
terms of being able to think about the business 
much more in the medium and long term...” he 
says. Freed from the constraints of the “quarterly 
shot clock”, he says Dell can now think ahead 
and invest for opportunities that might be a year 
or two away. 

Private companies have a distinct advantage in 
being able to take this longer-term view: they 
don’t have shareholders pressing for immediate 
returns or financial markets demanding 
quarterly updates. They can make investment 
decisions that will pay back in 10 or 20 years and 
build strong client relationships that last decades.

We call this model for owner-led businesses 
‘patient capital’, which has significant 
advantages that should make innovation easier 
– provided private companies can overcome 
legacy issues and find the entrepreneurial 
energy needed to disrupt their business. 

This entrepreneurial energy is one of many 
‘soft’ qualities that come up among discussions 
with private company leaders about the reasons 
behind the success of their business. Another 
quality being that business is more personal.

50% 
of CEOs plan to enter a 
new strategic alliance 
or joint venture in the 
next 12 months

Alexey Repik, Chairman of R-Pharm, a Russian 
high-tech pharmaceutical enterprise, says: “In a 
lot of ways, family business is different because 
of the relatively warm, human relationships 
between the business leader – the entrepreneur 
– and his or her team. A CEO’s success here 
means the success of each and every team 
member. Perhaps this should be our focus so that 
Russian entrepreneurs and Russian businesses 
achieve additional competitive advantages.”

Finding new ways of thinking 
and working
It’s hard to change the direction of a firm,  
but today’s era of disruption leaves CEOs  
with little choice.

We found many private companies are building 
diverse collaborative networks that embrace 
not just traditional partners, but customers, 
academia, NGOs and even competitors. This 
may involve collaborating on joint ventures, 
strategic alliances or informal collaborations, 
with half of CEOs planning to enter a strategic 
alliance or joint venture in the next 12 months 
– up from 42% last year. The most common 
form of partnership is with a supplier, noted by 
69% of CEOs, followed by a similar number of 
CEOs who are partnering with or considering 
partnering with customers (67%).

Such partnerships help drive innovation,  
with evidence suggesting the most innovative 
companies co-create almost twice the 
proportion of their new products and services 
with customers than the least innovative1. 
Collaboration is providing access to new  
ideas, markets and consumers, but crucially,  
to emerging technologies.

Alexey Repik of R-Pharm agrees partnerships 
are important to the success of his business:  
“If you believe that the best and most genuine 
things can be generated only internally within 
the company, you may get lucky once or twice, 
but your lucky streak will end sooner or later,” 
he explains. 

1 PwC, Breakthrough innovation and growth, 2014
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Innovation

All roads lead to digital 
People no longer think about whether content  
is digital or not, and private company CEOs no 
longer question the need to embrace technology 
at the core of their business. This isn’t about 
innovating; it’s about keeping pace with the times.

The majority of private company CEOs believe 
investments in digital technologies have created 
value for their firms, with around 80% saying 
mobile technologies and data analytics are key 
strands of their strategy. A high proportion of 
private company leaders, around four-fifths,  
see the value digital technology is creating for 
their business across a number of areas, such as 
operational efficiency, data and data analytics, 
the customer experience and collaboration (see 
Figure 2).

However, our findings show that in some key 
areas – such as strategic decision-making, 
sourcing and supply chain management, digital 
trust and cyber security, innovation capacity, 
brand and reputation – fewer private company 
CEOs see value from their digital investments. 

Around 80% of business leaders say having a 
clear digital vision and well thought out plans 
are important factors in helping get the most 
out of the digital investment.

Shaking things up
Seventy-one per cent of CEOs said they’re 
planning to undertake a cost-cutting initiative 
over the coming 12 months – up from 62% last 
year. Private company CEOs are more likely  
to undertake a whole series of restructuring 
activities than a year ago, with an increasing 
number saying they plan to outsource or 
complete an M&A in the next 12 months.  
But relentless profitability pressures mean  
cost cutting remains most common – a view 
confirmed by our 2014 Family Business Survey, 
where 58% of family business respondents cited 
price competition as their chief concern.1

The transformation of cost structures is a 
symptom of rapid digital change and other 
disruptive forces causing companies to realign 
themselves to new ways of delivering value. 
Though at times cost cutting could undermine 
profitability, rather than boost it: for example, 
spending more in one area to drive down 
unnecessary expenditure in another or 
reconfiguring a product portfolio or  
supply chain to improve profitability. 

1 PwC, Global Family Business Survey, 2014

71% 
of CEOs plan a cost-
reduction initiative in 
the next 12 months

58% 
of family business 
leaders cite price 
competition as a chief 
concern in our 2014 
Family Business Survey1
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Figure 2  CEOs are realising value from digital technologies across their 
organisation

Q: To what extent are digital technologies creating value for your organisation  
in the following areas?

Customer experience

Digital trust including cyber security

Innovation capacity

Brand and reputation

Sourcing and supply chain management

Distribution capabilities

Strategic decision-making

Finding, developing and retaining talent

Risk-taking decisions

Operational efficiency

Data and data analytics

Internal/external collaboration 78%

73%

72%

71%

65%

65%

65%

59%

56%

89%

85%

79%

Innovation through talent diversity
Views about diversity and inclusiveness seem  
to have reached a tipping point. No longer are  
they seen as ‘soft’ issues, but rather crucial 
competitive capabilities. Fifty-eight per cent  
of private company leaders told us they have a 
formal diversity and inclusiveness strategy in 
place; and of this group, 90% say it has helped 
attract talent and 86% believe it has improved 
the bottom line.

Yet, compared to public companies – where  
72% of CEOs report having a diversity strategy 
– it suggests private companies are missing out. 
With many successful outcomes noted from 
having a diversity focus, we believe more 
privately-owned companies could benefit  
by adopting similar talent strategies to their 
forward-thinking peers.

CEOs also see such talent strategies as benefiting 
innovation, collaboration, customer satisfaction, 
emerging customer needs and the ability to 
harness technology – all vital capabilities for 
success. The rapid pace of technological change 
– seen as a challenge by 55% of private company 
leaders – is just one example highlighting how 
talent shortages could imperil the digital 
investment and growth.

With more than half of private company leaders 
(52%) expecting to increase their headcount in 
the next 12 months, and concerns rising about 
the availability of skills (72%), it is an 
opportune time for companies to rethink their 
approach to hiring and retaining talent. We 
believe much more could be done to leverage 
the power of diversity.

Gender, knowledge, skills and experience are 
by far the main reference points for diversity 
and inclusiveness strategies. But what’s needed 
are people who are different across many more 
dimensions than traditional focus areas.

90% 
agree it has helped 
attract talent

86% 
believe it has enhanced 
business performance

84% 
say it has strengthened 
the company’s brand 
and reputation

Of the 58% of private 
company CEOs who 
have a strategy to 
promote talent diversity 
and inclusiveness

Source: Private company respondents to PwC’s 18th Annual Global CEO Survey (711)
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The final word

More opportunities for reward are waiting  
for private company leaders who are ready to  
make the most of the changes fast reshaping 
business and society. Taken together, the 
responses from CEOs this year point to  
two specific areas for action.

Move beyond your comfort zone
Keeping your company relevant in this era of 
change means CEOs must adapt faster and 
innovate sooner. Global megatrends are causing 
profound shifts in the business landscape, which 
is becoming ever more fluid and disruptive.

The winners will be those companies with the 
flexibility to adapt and the ability to make the 
investments needed to innovate and keep pace. 
Companies that are able to anticipate change 
and are willing to be disrupters themselves 
– either in their approach to market, in their 
products and services, operating models, talent 
plans or in their willingness to change strategy 
or even sector to chase new opportunities – will 
be successful.

Innovation, reinvention 
and a readiness to disrupt

Act fast and with purpose, bring in new ideas, 
experiment and learn and reinvent your 
business to grow – or risk standing still. This 
year, private company CEOs highlighted a 
number of considerations to encourage greater 
innovation: restructuring, collaboration, digital 
technology, talent diversity and inclusiveness.

Rethink risk and resilience
Companies that pursue growth must take on risk; 
yet private company leaders are more concerned 
about a wider range of threats than ever before. 
When the risks are high, far reaching and 
unpredictable, it’s time to build resilience. Make 
no changes to your risk approach, under-prepare 
or misjudge your threats and this could pose the 
greatest risk of all. 

Risk management should be viewed as a core 
business enabler, which means embedding risk 
assumptions within a company’s growth plan 
and overall corporate strategy. While this 
approach may seem like common sense, it is not 
common practice. Instead, risk management and 
corporate strategy often run on separate tracks.
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Good risk management also involves a 
realisation that not all threats can be protected 
equally. Private companies should focus on 
preparing for the consequences most likely  
to disrupt the business, rather than trying to 
predict the unpredictable. The challenge is  
to deal with risk outcomes while focusing on 
innovation and value creation. 

With good planning, private companies  
may find their biggest threats turn into  
their biggest opportunities.

Henrik Steinbrecher 
Network Middle Market Leader, PwC Sweden 
+46 (0)10 2133 097 
henrik.steinbrecher@se.pwc.com
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