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The coronavirus effect  
on global economic  
sentiment, January 2021
Economic expectations remain high but have tempered since  
December, and executives in Latin America and in Europe are  
less confident than their peers about the future.
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After sounding a note of optimism at the end of 2020, respondents to our newest McKinsey Global 
Survey are greeting 2021 with high hopes for the economy’s prospects.1 Majorities of executives continue 
to believe that conditions in their home economies and in the global economy will improve over the next six 
months. Yet their positivity has moderated since the previous survey; compared with December,2 smaller 
shares of respondents now predict that economic conditions will get better (Exhibit 1).3 

Within regions, there are a few changes of note. In India, respondents are now nearly as positive about their 
own economy’s future as are those in Greater China4 (who, since March, have been the most optimistic about 
economic conditions at home)—and those in India are also the most upbeat about the global economy’s 
prospects. But in several other regions, sentiment has taken a negative turn (Exhibit 2). In Asia–Pacific and 
in Europe,5 the shares of executives expecting their home economies to improve decreased by 15 and 11 
percentage points, respectively, since December. The decline in optimism is most acute in Latin America, 
where 30 percent of respondents now expect improvements in their home economies. In the previous 
survey, 56 percent of executives there said the same.

1 The online survey was in the field from January 11 to January 15, 2021, and garnered responses from 1,025 participants representing the  
 full range of regions, industries, company sizes, functional specialties, and tenures. To adjust for differences in response rates, the data are  
 weighted by the contribution of each respondent’s nation to global GDP.
2 “Economic Conditions Snapshot, December 2020: McKinsey Global Survey results,” December 2020, McKinsey.com.
3 The week before the survey was in the field, authorities in every region of the world except Southeast Asia reported double-digit increases in the  
 numbers of new cases over the past seven days. Japan also notified the World Health Organization of a new SARS-CoV-2 variant, the third  
 variant of the virus to be reported since mid-December. “COVID-19 weekly epidemiological update,” World Health Organization,  
 January 12, 2021, who.int. 
4 Includes Hong Kong and Taiwan.
5 Includes Andorra, Austria, Azerbaijan, Belgium, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy,  
 Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russia, Serbia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and  
 the United Kingdom.
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Expected changes in economic conditions, next 6 months,1 % of respondents

1Figures may not sum to 100%, because of rounding. Sept 2020, n = 1,138; Oct 2020, n = 2,264; Dec 2020, n = 1,382; and Jan 2021, n = 1,025.

Executives maintain a positive outlook on the economy, though their views 
have tempered.
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Executives maintain a positive outlook on the economy, though their views 
have tempered.
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Exhibit 2
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% of respondents expecting improved economic conditions in their countries,
next 6 months,1 region by o�ce

1Respondents who answered “the same” or “worse” are not shown. In Dec 2020: Latin America, n = 95; Asia–Paci�c, n = 131; Europe, n = 495; developing 
markets, n = 61; North America, n = 322; Greater China, n = 114; India, n = 101. In Jan 2020: Latin America, n = 60; Asia–Paci�c, n = 137; Europe, n = 356; 
developing markets, n = 63; North America, n = 230; Greater China, n = 112; India, n = 67.

2Includes Andorra, Austria, Azerbaijan, Belgium, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, 
Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russia, Serbia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom.

3Includes Middle East, North Africa, South Asia, and sub-Saharan Africa.
4Includes Hong Kong and Taiwan.

In several regions, economic sentiment has taken a negative turn
since December.
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In several regions, economic sentiment has taken a negative turn  
 since December.

In Latin America as well as in Europe, respondents are also more concerned than those elsewhere about 
unemployment. Across regions, they are the most likely executives to expect rising unemployment rates in 
their home countries (60 percent in Latin America say so now, up from 44 percent in December) and to cite 
unemployment as a threat to economic growth at home (Exhibit 3). In fact, respondents in Latin America cite 
unemployment as the biggest risk to growth—even bigger than the pandemic, which is the most commonly 
cited risk on average and in every other region.

And while most respondents continue to expect rising demand and profits for their own companies, over the 
next six months, executives in Europe and Latin America are the least likely to say so. For Latin America, this 
is a stark contrast with responses from December, when respondents in the region reported well-above-
average predictions for both demand and profits (Exhibit 4).

When asked about nine scenarios for the pandemic’s effects on GDP, executives also report more tempered 
views. They continue to cite A1—characterized by localized occurrences of the virus and partially effective 
economic responses—as the most likely for their own countries and the global economy (Exhibit 5). But the 
shares of respondents ranking any of the three scenarios where the virus’s health impact is contained have 
fallen since December. In the previous survey, 44 percent of respondents said that one of the containment 
scenarios was most likely for their home economies, and 39 percent said the same for the global economy. 
This month, only 32 percent and 28 percent, respectively, rank a containment scenario as most likely. 
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Exhibit 3

Exhibit 4
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Biggest potential risks to domestic economic growth,
next 12 months,1 % of respondents, region by o�ce

1Out of 18 risks that were presented as answer choices. Europe, n = 356; Latin America, n = 60; total, n = 1,025.
2Includes Andorra, Austria, Azerbaijan, Belgium, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, 
Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russia, Serbia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom.

Unemployment is seen as an outsize risk to growth in Latin America
and in Europe.
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1Questions were asked only of respondents working for private-sector organizations. Respondents who answered “no change,” “decrease,” or “don’t know” are 
not shown.

In Latin America, the company outlook is much less optimistic than
in our previous survey.
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Unemployment is seen as an outsize risk to growth in Latin America  and  
in Europe.

In Latin America, the company outlook is much less optimistic than  in our 
previous survey.
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Most likely scenario for COVID-19’s impact on domestic GDP, % of respondents

Among nine COVID-19 scenarios, respondents are less likely to expect their 
countries will contain the virus’s health impact. 
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Among nine COVID-19 scenarios, respondents are less likely to expect their 
countries will contain the virus’s health impact. 
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