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Introduction
Confidence among the CEOs who responded 
to the 17th Annual Global CEO Survey is at 
last stabilising, with a net positive balance 
of 37% of CEOs surveyed believing that the 
global economy will improve over the next 
12 months – a marked improvement on a 
year ago. But fiscal deficits and the public 
sector debt burden remain a major threat  
on the horizon for business. 

Many CEOs remain very nervous about the 
success of government efforts to balance 
growth and reform. The ability of the mature 
world’s debt-laden governments to tackle fiscal 
deficits has been the biggest cloud on their 
horizon for the past four years and anxiety 
continues to remain at a high level. 

Last year, 71% of CEOs surveyed were 
concerned about fiscal deficits including 
countries not undertaking major austerity 
measures (up from 61% in 2011). This year, 
concerns about fiscal deficits have stayed at  
this same high level. The burning question 
arising is: how can government and public  
sector organisations address business concerns 
and put the fiscal issue finally to bed?

How confident are CEOs?
CEOs are more confident about the immediate 
economic outlook than they were a year ago. 
More than twice as many of the CEOs we 
surveyed (44%) think it will improve in the next 
12 months compared to last year (see Figure 1). 
Conversely, just 7% think it will deteriorate, 
compared with 28% in 2013. 

But there are some marked regional differences 
in sentiment, with only about a quarter (26%) 
of CEOs surveyed in Central and Eastern 
Europe (CEE) believing the global economy is 
recovering. This compares with about half of all 
CEOs in Western Europe (50%) and the Middle 
East (49%). 

Fiscal deficits still 
in the spotlight

Figure 1 Global economy expected to improve

Base: All respondents (1,344) 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey
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And CEOs are still cautious about whether 
greater global growth will translate into growth 
for their own companies. There has been a 
slight increase in the percentage of CEOs 
surveyed who are very confident of generating 
higher revenues over the next 12 months (to 
39%) and a plateauing of confidence levels 
about the outlook over the next 3 years at 46% 
(see Figure 2).

Back to the future – new sources 
of growth
CEOs this year have also altered their views on 
where growth lies, as the global economy 
rebalances. Last year, there was a clearer split 
between the mature and emerging economies. 
This year, the picture is more nuanced as the 
advanced economies pick up and some of the 
emerging economies slow down. 

Indeed, 70% of CEOs still worry about slow 
growth in the advanced economies. Meanwhile, 
65% of CEOs surveyed are somewhat or very 
concerned about slowdown in emerging 
markets, due to the impact of developments 
such as the ‘tapering’ of government bond 
purchases and capital outflows. 

Indeed, although CEOs are more worried about 
sluggish growth in the advanced economies 
than a slowdown in the emerging economies, 
the gap is surprisingly small (see right).

Figure 2 CEO confidence in revenue growth

Base: All respondents (2014=1,344; 2013=1,330; 2012=1,258; 2011=1,201; 2010=1,198; 2009=1,124; 2008=1,150; 2007=1,084; 
2005=1,324; 2004=1,386) 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey
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CEOs very confident in their own revenue growth over the next 12 months

CEOs very confident in their own revenue growth over the next 3 years

41%

52%
50%

21%

31%

48%

50% 51%

34%44%
42%

40%
36%

39%

47% 46% 46%

31%

19%

Where are the growth threats?

Base: All respondents (1,344) 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey
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47%
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Continued slow or negative 
growth in developed 
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Q:  How concerned are you about the following potential economic and policy/business 
threats to your organisation’s growth prospects? (Two threats CEOs named.)

24%
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The ‘portfolio’ of overseas markets where CEOs 
are going for growth over the next 12 months  
is changing accordingly. Germany and the UK 
are now seen as more promising than some 
BRICs (Brazil, Russia, India and China). China 
continues to top the chart of overseas markets 
but CEOs are also turning to the US to a greater 
extent than they did last year (see Figure 3). 
There are also signs that CEOs are turning to 
non-BRIC emerging markets such as Indonesia 
and Mexico.

In short, the global economic landscape is 
shifting. Today’s core markets will become 
tomorrow’s high-value niche markets, with real 
incomes so much higher in advanced economies 
than they are in the emerging markets. 

In contrast, the BRIC economies will become 
the new core markets, as they are still growing 
much faster than the advanced economies and 
are in a much better position to cope with any 
storms than they were ten years ago. And this 
will create space for today’s frontier states – the 
younger, less developed economies that have 
yet to catch up with the BRICs – which will be 
tomorrow’s emerging markets, as their GDP rises 
and their populations become more affluent. 

What worries CEOs most? 
But there are clouds on these new horizons.  
CEOs still remain very nervous about government 
responses to fiscal deficit and debts (see Figure 4). 
And in no region does this threat fall below 
about two thirds of the CEOs surveyed, rising  
to 88% of CEOs surveyed in North America and 
87% of those in Africa. 

But it is not only deficit reduction that is a threat 
to business. Continued slow or negative growth 
in developed economies is equally important as 
a major threat, particularly for CEOs in North 
America (81%) as well as in Asia Pacific (73%) 
and Western Europe (70%). 

Other key threats to growth, as they were last 
year, are over-regulation (72% of CEOs 
surveyed, rising to 87% in Africa and 81% in 
companies with revenues over $10 billion) and 
an increasing tax burden (70%, rising to 81% in 
Latin America). In addition, about two thirds 
(63%) of CEOs surveyed were concerned about 
the availability of key skills, rising to 91% of 
CEOs in Africa. And it is clear that CEOs are 
getting steadily more anxious on this score over 
time (see Figure 5).

Figure 3 CEOs turning back to certain advanced economies for growth

Q: Which three countries, excluding the country in which you are based, do you consider most important for your overall growth prospects over the next 
12 months?

Base: All respondents (1,344) 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey

Advanced economies Emerging economies

ChinaUK IndiaBrazilRussiaIndonesia MexicoJapanGermanyUSA

% of CEOs naming country, 2014 

% of CEOs naming country, 2013 
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Figure 5 Anxiety rising over finding key skills

Q: How concerned are you about the following potential economic and policy/business threats to your organisation’s  
growth prospects? (Availability of key skills was one of the threats CEOs named.)

Base: All respondents (2014=1,344; 2013=1,330; 2012=1,258; 2011=1,201; 2010=1,198; 2009=1, 124) 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey
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Figure 4 Threats to business

Base: All respondents (1,344) 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey
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What do CEOs want from 
governments?
From a CEO perspective, businesses want 
clarity on outcomes and priorities as well as on 
accountability – what are the respective roles 
and responsibilities of business and government 
in dealing with these challenges? In the same 
way that uncertainty is unhelpful for planning 
investments, lack of clarity on roles and 
responsibilities can add fuel to this uncertainty 
and be a recipe for delay in decision making.

Over half (53%) of the CEOs we surveyed this 
year still felt that government priorities should 
be targeted on ensuring financial sector 
stability and access to affordable capital (see 
Figure 6), with about two thirds (63%) in 
Western Europe agreeing. The lessons of the 
global financial crisis are clearly still in mind 
and an area for continuing collaboration. 

Not far behind financial stability were CEO 
priorities for creating a more internationally 
competitive and efficient tax system (50%)  
and improving infrastructure (50%) as well  
as creating a skilled workforce (41%). 

How are governments performing  
on the priorities for business?
But views on the extent to which governments 
are delivering on these priorities vary (see 
Figure 7). On the one hand, the CEOs we 
surveyed on balance see government as having 
been effective on their number one priority 
– ensuring financial sector stability and access 
to affordable capital. And there is a split view 
on improving infrastructure, with as many 
CEOs surveyed agreeing as disagreeing and 
with considerable variation across regions.

On the other hand, there are continuing concerns 
about effectiveness of government in delivering 
other priorities for business, particularly on tax 
and skills. And this is recognised within our 
governmental interviews too. 

Fernando Bayón Mariné, General Director of 
EOI (Industrial Organisation School), Spain 
comments: “In the end the businesses worry 
about the taxes that are raised, labour charges 
that are really high, bureaucracy, the 
educational system and a lack of common 
policies around the country.”

However, CEOs appear to be taking up the slack 
in some of these domains, with almost two 
thirds (64%) citing creating a skilled workforce 
as a priority for their focus over the next three 
years (see Figure 8).

Figure 6 CEO priorities for government

Base: All respondents (2014 = 1,344; 2012 = 1,330 – worded as ‘which three areas should be the government’s priorities today?’) 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey

Ensuring financial sector stability and access to affordable capital

Improving the country’s infrastructure (e.g. electricity, water supply,
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Reducing poverty and inequality

Addressing the risks of climate change and protecting biodiversity
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Figure 7 Does government deliver for business?

Base: All respondents (1,344) 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey
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Figure 8 Business focus on national outcomes

Base: All respondents (1,344) 
Source: PwC 17th Annual Global CEO Survey
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Implications for government
So, what can governments be doing better?  
The last three Annual Global CEO Surveys have 
yielded some consistent themes to be addressed 
by government: dealing with fiscal deficits, 
working with business to improve skills and 
employability, developing infrastructure and 
adopting a smarter approach to regulation.1 

All of these remain important this year, but 
with the further rise in CEO concerns on public 
finances, we focus below on the urgency of 
accelerating action to deal with fiscal deficits.

Making government affordable
The era of budgetary austerity is unlikely to 
disappear in many countries for some time. The 
future is therefore at risk of being consumed by 
today’s debt, at a time when the demands for 
public services grow daily. And while not all 
governments are wrestling with fiscal deficits, 
there are still many with major fiscal problems. 

Why does this matter so much? The answer is 
that uncertainty is bad for longer term planning 
and investment decisions, creating doubt in the 
minds of businesses when making major 
decisions on capital outlays, business expansion 
and therefore jobs. 

As The Economist has commented: 
“Governments, however, are still breeding fears 
about the future. The most glaring form of 
uncertainty in the rich world is fiscal. […]If the 
fiscal path were a little clearer, the reduction in 
uncertainty should spur investment and output, 
which should in turn improve the fiscal picture”. 
The Economist goes on to quote research by 
Bloom, Bond and Van Reenen which indicates 
that: “when uncertainty is high, companies’ 
response to policy stimulus tends to be muted”.2

We agree with this view: “A clear path for the 
future, rather than piecemeal changes, has the 
best chance of improving confidence and in 
turn business investment – which is the key  
to a sustainable economic recovery in the  
longer term.”3

This has important ramifications for 
government. There is an urgent need to 
accelerate the efforts to bring deficits under 
control which will, in turn, help with tackling 

the public sector debt mountain. For those in debt 
(still mainly in the advanced G20 economies), 
fiscal austerity remains the order of the day, 
with a priority to get control over deficits and 
show a clear plan for returning to fiscal balance. 
Other governments, particularly in emerging 
economies, with more robust fiscal positions  
are still at risk from the risks of contagion, 
particularly as richer countries start to taper 
their bond purchases. 

In the face of recurrent budget cuts to reduce 
fiscal deficits in many countries, affordable 
government has therefore become the 
watchword. This means doing more for less – 
meeting rising citizen expectations by doing 
things differently to deliver services more 
effectively and efficiently. 

Indeed, it will often involve going one step 
further by doing less for less – prioritising 
public services that matter to citizens, doing 
different things, and in some cases stopping 
activities altogether (see box, Getting to grips 
with public sector productivity). 

In Australia, Anne Nolan, Director General, 
Western Australia Department of Finance 
notes: “We are building flexibility, resilience 
and a very strong set of values. And ensuring 
we know clearly why we exist, then matching 
strategy and people and skillsets. […] Doing 
things differently needs to be encouraged  
and rewarded.” 

Dr DeLisle Worrell, Governor of the Central 
Bank of Barbados adds: “By creating a strong 
culture of performance and achievement, and 
rewarding people accordingly, we can achieve 
ever higher levels of productivity through 
training a highly motivated staff.”

And in the UK, Sir Bob Kerslake, Head of the 
Civil Service and Permanent Secretary, 
Department for Communities & Local 
Government notes: “We have to transform 
across services, not just within services, so the 
health and care agenda is a text book example 
of that. We have to not just reduce costs; we 
have to manage demand here as well. So it is 
nothing less than a fundamental overhaul of the 
role of the state and how it delivers what it does.”

1 ‘Government and the global CEO: a new contract between business and the state’, PwC, 2013. http://www.pwc.com/en_GX/gx/psrc/publications/assets/
pwc-psrc-a-new-contract-between-business-and-the-state.pdf

2  ‘Free exchange: Holding on for tomorrow – How economic uncertainty dulls investment’, The Economist, November 16th, 2013.Studies cited can be found at 
www.economist.com/uncertainty13

3 ‘Autumn Statement: A case for prudence’, John Hawksworth, PwC Economics in Business Blog, 2nd December, 2013. http://pwc.blogs.com/economics_in_
business/2013/12/autumn-statement-the-case-for-prudence.html

There are endless 
opportunities to lower 
costs and increase 
efficiency within the 
system. We only need to 
have the guts to say 
what’s most important. 

Hanna Birna 
Kristjánsdóttir, Icelandic 
Minister of the Interior

Our approach is not 
about cutting costs.  
Our approach is to 
ensure greater 
productivity. So we cut 
our costs by increasing 
our productivity 

Trevor Fowler, City 
Manager of the City  
of Johannesburg in  
South Africa
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Getting to grips with public sector productivity4 
Raising productivity is the touchstone for many politicians seeking to deliver affordable 
government by doing more for less, and is expressed in terms of improving efficiency, 
effectiveness and outcomes. 

The complicating factor is that there is no commonly agreed way, within or across countries, 
to measure public sector productivity. Such is the extent of the problem that some treat this 
as an argument for treating productivity in the public sector as an unsolvable issue, or only 
relevant to publicly owned organisations able to exhibit commercial attributes such as state 
owned corporations. However, this does not mean that there aren’t other ways into this 
critical issue for public services.

Productivity in the public sector usually equates to three interrelated drivers: 

• Reduction in the cost base – pursuit of cost reductions in response to a constrained 
financial environment. 

• Public sector modernisation – attempts to restructure public services. 

• Service delivery improvement – improvement in outcomes for citizens by increasing 
the efficiency and effectiveness of service delivery. 

In our experience, these initiatives often fail to achieve their desired outcomes because of 
three factors: 

• Prioritisation – at a strategic level, insufficient attention is paid to examining critically 
what the public sector should be in the business of doing – its purpose – thereby 
embedding a range of activities that are no longer relevant to service delivery. 

• Measurement – unlike in market sectors (i.e. where goods and services are sold for a 
price), productivity measures are not well developed, leading to the application of high 
level outcomes rather than a specific understanding of what an activity, function or 
programme will do. 

• Alignment – regardless of the fiscal environment, capacity to connect strategy to 
execution has been limited and has created an environment of risk aversion, reluctance 
to drive wide-ranging reforms and unmet expectations at the political level and among 
the community. 

Despite the challenges of the past, productivity is relevant in the public sector context if 
focused around three key questions: 

• Can a collective approach for strategically prioritising government programmes and 
activities accommodate the diversity of responsibilities held by departments across the 
public sector? 

• What can actually be measured as a means of determining productivity in the public 
sector, or is this an area for future research? 

• How can plans and strategies to reform, and therefore improve, productivity be 
translated into an implementation plan that actually delivers on desired outcomes? 

Each of these questions provides a way into addressing public sector productivity, whether 
this is about the supply of, and demand for, services, from the standpoint of maximising the 
focus on value adding activities, or simply executing on plans.

4 ‘Improving public sector productivity through prioritisation, measurement and alignment’, PwC Australia, 2013. http://www.pwc.com/en_GX/gx/psrc/pdf/
pwc-improving-public-sector-productivity-through-prioritisation-measurement-and-alignment.pdf
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Prioritisation also involves deciding whether 
the state or citizens are best placed to deliver 
services in future. Peter Hegglin, Finance 
Minister of the canton of Zug and President of 
the Conference of Cantonal Finance Directors 
in Switzerland comments: “In order to prevent 
excessive growth of the cantonal 
administration, we are trying to avoid 
accepting any unnecessary tasks. There are still 
many things that we could or should do. But 
must the public administration provide for 
everything? I am of the opinion that personal 
responsibility should again start playing an 
increasingly crucial role in this question.”

Similarly, Gunnar Larsson, CEO of The Swedish 
Consumer Agency comments: “Demographic 
changes will put Sweden and the welfare 
system under major strain, unless we promote 
more individual responsibility. Consumers, and 
consumer decision making, have a role to play 
in creating welfare.” 

However, it should also be remembered that 
affordability means different things to different 
people. The challenge for many advanced 
economies is to reduce the costs of service 
provision and so public bodies are often therefore 
seeking to limit demand. For instance, the US and 
the UK are grappling with the provision of free 
or low cost health services in the face of limited 
government resources, but increasing demand. 

Solutions include a greater focus on prevention, 
greater use of charging and co-payments and 
‘nudging’ healthier lifestyles. As Mike Farrar, 
former CEO of the NHS Confederation in the 
UK comments: “I believe that the biggest silver 
lining in the current economic cloud is to engage 
the public in thinking differently about their 
lifestyles and their use of healthcare resources.” 

We depend on the citizen 
to make progress. We 
depend on partnership 
with the citizen. Without 
that partnership, we will 
not be able to reach our 
goals, which are 
ambitious for the city. 

Dr. Fernando Haddad, 
Mayor of the City of São 
Paulo, State of São Paulo, 
Brazil

It is important to weigh 
up where the state should 
become active and 
participate – and where 
not. This gives rise to the 
question: Are there areas 
where the state should 
not become active, and 
are there sectors where  
it would be desirable  
for the state to become 
active, in particular in 
times of crisis? 

Stephan Toscani, MdL, 
Finance Minister, Ministry 
of Finance and Europe, 
Federal State of Saarland 
in Germany

In contrast, emerging countries face the 
challenge of making services more affordable 
for the citizen so that they are actually used to 
deliver the outcomes intended. For example, in 
Africa and Asia, provision of (often subsidised) 
public services can still end up being too 
expensive for most citizens. This is because the 
total cost to the citizen includes long travelling 
times (particularly for those in rural, less 
connected areas) and long waiting times  
(e.g. for initial diagnoses), which also reduces 
working hours and hence take-home pay. 

So when seeking to deliver public services 
affordably and effectively, cost needs to be 
calculated based not only on direct service 
provision (for government), but also on service 
consumption (for the citizen) with an 
assessment of the costs and the benefits of 
publicly funded activity.

As noted by Marian Piecha, CEO of CzechInvest, 
Czech Republic: “I believe that the state should 
take into account the economic benefit of 
certain activities of certain organisations when 
assessing austerity measures. I say this while 
being entirely pragmatic about the fact that  
the potential for savings are far greater in the 
case of certain institutions concerned with 
history generally or with research that is not 
entirely important. From the point of view of 
CzechInvest, this potential for savings needs to 
be assessed vis-à-vis possible economic benefits.”
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PwC’s view
Prioritisation is needed to ensure that public service delivery is targeted on achieving 
maximum outcome and impact, while maintaining affordability. But how should 
governments prioritise efforts such that today’s citizens are being taken care of, while 
retaining a view for long-term sustainability – creating or consuming a legacy? 

For countries still facing significant deficits, there must be urgency to execute plans  
to achieve better balanced public finances with a twin focus on:

• Reducing costs by:

 – Transforming operations – standardising, streamlining and sharing services to 
increase efficiency and operational effectiveness and in doing so making the most 
of digital technology. 

 – Developing workforce strategies, with the necessary aim of creating smaller but 
more highly skilled workforces in order to achieve sustainable cost reduction.

 – Commissioning for outcomes, with private sector finance attracted in return for 
payments in future, linked to the successful delivery of results. 

• Innovating service delivery by:

 – Partnering and collaborating more effectively with the private and voluntary 
sectors as well as directly with the public e.g. increasing self-provision.

 – Accelerating the take-up of new technologies including: 

 � Data analytics, to better predict demand and reduce it through early 
intervention.

 � Big/open data, enabling new interfaces between customers and providers.

 � Crowdsourcing, creating new digital solutions to public service design and  
delivery issues.
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