
Executives’ expectations for their national economies have declined since March, but the 
outlook for their companies remains positive—especially in developed Asia.

Over the past three months, executives around the world have grown more pessimistic about 
their nations’ economies: compared with three months ago, a smaller share say their 
economies improved over the past six months, and slightly more expect worsening conditions 
over the rest of 2011, according to our most recent survey.1 At the same time, executives 
seem to be more intently focused on economic fundamentals and are far less worried about 
geopolitical instability damaging the economy than they were in March.

Notably, the share of executives in Europe who see improvement has fallen very little 
compared with the drops among those in North America and the developed countries of Asia,2 
even though the eurozone has been under much-publicized pressure throughout the spring 
because of Greece’s financial problems. Indeed, 57 percent of all respondents say it’s at least 
somewhat likely that the eurozone will splinter within the next two years.

However, pessimism about economic conditions hasn’t spread to executives’ expectations for 
their companies. On the whole, expectations for hiring, profit, and customer demand  
remain positive and stable compared with three and six months ago. The contrast between 
lower economic expectations and solid corporate expectations is particularly notable  
among respondents in the developed economies of Asia.

Different regions, different problems 

Globally, executives are less positive about economic conditions in their countries than they 
were three months ago; the drops are most noticeable among executives in North America, 
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1  The online survey was in the 
field from May 30 to June 3, 2011,  
and garnered responses from 
1,720 executives representing the 
full range of regions, indus- 
tries, tenures, company sizes, and 
functional specialties.

2  Australia, Hong Kong, Japan, 
New Zealand, the Philippines, 
Singapore, South Korea,  
and Taiwan.
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% of respondents,1 by office location

Survey 2011
Economic conditions 
Exhibit 1 of 5
Exhibit title: Current conditions decline

1 Figures may not sum to 100%, because of rounding.

How are current economic 
conditions in your country compared 
with 6 months ago?

How do you expect your country’s 
economy to be 6 months from now?

Substantially better Moderately better The same Moderately worse Substantially worse

Total, 
n = 1,720 417 29 18 4 417 34 16 2

Asia-Pacific, 
n = 189 312 25 28 14 359 34 18 4

Europe, 
n = 572 419 28 17 405 36 15

North America, 
n = 489 484 34 13

6

444 35 15 21

4

Exhibit 1

Current conditions decline

where the share who say things are better has fallen from 72 percent to 52 percent, and in the 
developed countries of Asia, from 54 percent to 33 percent (Exhibit 1). Similarly, the shares  
of executives in these regions who expect conditions to get worse, though they are small, have 
risen. No doubt, some of the declining optimism is a reaction to the earthquake and tsunami 
that hit Japan in March; responses to the March survey were almost entirely collected  
before those events, so they did not meaningfully affect the data. Nevertheless, the regional 
differences—in particular, the relatively optimistic findings among executives in Europe— 
are striking.
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The economic indicator where executives in these three regions differ most is expectations  
for their countries’ unemployment rates. In developed Asia, the share of executives expecting 
unemployment to increase has risen six percentage points (Exhibit 2). In North America, 
although a stable 10 percent expect higher unemployment, the share expecting a decrease is 
much smaller (at 37 percent) than it was in March (48 percent).3

3  Most of the responses to this 
survey were collected before  
the US jobs figures for April—
which were far lower than 
expected—were released on 
Friday, June 3.

% of respondents,1 by office location

Survey 2011
Economic conditions 
Exhibit 2 of 5
Exhibit title: Divided over unemployment

1 Respondents who answered “don’t know” are not shown.
2Base sizes for each location: total, n = 1,720; Asia-Pacific, n = 189; Europe, n = 572; and North America, n = 489.
3Base sizes for each location: total, n = 1,567; Asia-Pacific, n = 175; Europe, n = 507; and North America, n = 469. 

How do you expect the unemployment rate in your country 
to change, if at all, in the next 6 months?

Asia-Pacific Europe North AmericaTotal

Decrease 32
24

Stay the 
same

48
47

Increase 17
18

20
23

46
58

25
19

33
30

45
44

22
25

37
48

51
42

10
10

June 20112

March 20113

Exhibit 2

Divided over unemployment
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Overall expectations on inflation also have fallen slightly: in March, 73 percent globally were 
expecting an increase this year, versus only 69 percent in June. However, this forecast is 
unlikely to explain the regional differences in optimism, since the views of executives in Asia 
and North America diverge in their general expectations for the economy. The share that 
expect increased inflation has fallen most markedly among executives in Asia, from 74 percent 
to 60 percent, with much smaller, similar drops among respondents in both Europe and  
North America.

Despite ongoing upheaval in North Africa and the Middle East, executives are less concerned 
about geopolitical instability as a barrier to growth than they were three months ago. There 
are, however, notable regional differences among the most-cited concerns (Exhibit 3). Though 
executives in Europe are more concerned about a sovereign-debt default than those in  
any other region, they are marginally less likely to expect the eurozone to splinter: 36 percent 
of them say splintering is not at all likely within the next two years, while just about a third  
of executives in North America and the developed countries of Asia say the same.

% of respondents

Survey 2011
Economic conditions 
Exhibit 3 of 5
Exhibit title: Barriers tied to geography 

The top 3 barriers or risks to economic growth in 
respondent’s country over the next 12 months

Asia-Pacific, n = 189

By office location

Europe, n = 572

North America, n = 489

Low consumer demand
32

34
30

Volatile currency 
exchange rates 24

Government regulation 24

0 10 20 30 40Total of all respondents, 
n = 1,720

High commodity prices 26
31

One or more sovereign-
debt defaults 26

Natural disaster 26

Exhibit 3

Barriers tied to geography 
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Regional differences among companies 

Overall, executives’ expectations for their companies’ workforce size, customer demand, and 
profit, as well as their companies’ take-up of investment opportunities, have barely shifted 
since March (Exhibit 4).

% of respondents1

Survey 2011
Economic conditions 
Exhibit 4 of 5
Exhibit title: A stable company outlook

Over the next 6 months, executives expect changes in . . .

June 2011, n = 1,590

March 2011, n = 1,450

Customer demand ProfitsWorkforce size

Companies’ postponement of investments 
that are considered good for growth

Mergers and acquisitionsCapital investments

Increase 40
39

Stay the same 43
45

Decrease 15
14

49
50

42
39

7
10

63
65

19
16

11
14

1 Respondents who answered “don’t know” are not shown.

28 29

Yes

57 57

No

19 19

Yes

57 58

No

Exhibit 4

A stable company outlook
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The global stability masks some distinct regional changes. Among executives in Asia’s 
developed countries, the share who expect an increase in customer demand has risen from  
48 percent to 58 percent since March. Also, the share of these executives who expect to 
decrease their workforces is up from 4 percent in March to 14 percent now. Both factors suggest 
why 68 percent of these executives expect a rise in profits in the second half of this year, 
compared with 63 percent globally. The expectations of executives in North America have 
shifted in a similar direction, though not as strongly, and 63 percent of them expect  
higher profits. A smaller share of executives in Europe expect changes in demand or workforce 
size, and just 58 percent of respondents there expect higher profits.

Furthermore, and notably, executives in Asia report slightly less appetite for capital 
investment than they did three months ago: 22 percent say their companies are postponing or 
deciding not to pursue capital investments they would typically consider good for growth, 
compared with 15 percent in March.4 

Though hiring expectations remain tepid globally, 37 percent of all respondents—and  
nearly half of respondents in China, India, and other developing markets—say their companies  
have had job openings they couldn’t fill for six months or more. Sixty-nine percent of all 
respondents say there are some positions for which it is particularly difficult to find qualified 
applicants. Across regions, the positions most often cited as difficult to fill are managers and 
technical employees. The reasons why differ: executives in developed economies most  
often cite insufficient experience or too few applicants, while those in emerging economies cite 
high wage expectations and insufficient educational qualifications more often than their 
counterparts elsewhere.
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4  There has been little change 
in the overall share of executives 
saying their companies are 
postponing or not making capital 
investments in other regions,  
or in the share pursuing mergers 
and acquisitions in any region.




