
Economic expectations have rebounded since June, yet executives continue to worry about 

low consumer demand at the country and global levels.

Three months after reporting the gloomiest outlook on the global economy in  

more than a year, executives in our latest survey indicate that their sentiments have improved.1 

While respondents’ expectations have not recovered fully from the pessimistic views 

expressed in June, larger shares of them say they anticipate conditions in their countries and 

in the global economy to improve in the next six months.

The recent ups and downs of executives’ expectations reflect the uncertainty that persists four 

years after Lehman Brothers filed for bankruptcy. Companies are still sorting through  

the aftermath and coping with uncertain conditions, but the short-term outlook now is far 

more positive. This optimism even extends to the eurozone, where the share of global 

respondents expecting at least minimal growth in six months has doubled since June. Only  

4 percent say it’s extremely likely that any countries will leave the monetary union in  

the next year. Still, as we have seen all year and in keeping with the latest findings from the 

European Commission’s economic sentiment indicator,2 eurozone executives have a more 

negative than positive outlook on conditions in their own economies.

Respondents also indicate concern about low consumer demand which, for the fifth survey in 

a row, is cited most often as a risk to domestic growth. When asked about shocks to the  

global economy in the next year, 61 percent of executives say geopolitical risks in the Middle 

East and North Africa are extremely or very likely.3 At the company level, expectations are 

more positive than negative: pluralities of executives say demand and workforce size will hold 

steady, and a majority still expect profits to increase.
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1  The online survey was in the  

field from September 17 to 

September 21, 2012, and received 

responses from 2,058 execu- 

tives representing the full range 

of regions, industries, com- 

pany sizes, tenures, and 

functional specialties. To adjust 

for differences in response  

rates, the data are weighted  

by the contribution of  

each respondent’s nation to 

global GDP. 
2  The results from September’s 

economic sentiment indica- 

tor were released on September 

27, a week after the survey  

was in the field.
3  This survey was in the field  

the week after protests occurred 

at embassies throughout the 

region. Christopher Stevens, US 

Ambassador to Libya, was killed 

on September 11, 2012.
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Exhibit title: Around the world, global expectations rebound
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1 Includes China and Latin America, as well as Afghanistan, the Bahamas, Bahrain, Bangladesh, Dominican Republic, 
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Malaysia, Mauritius, Mozambique, Nepal, Netherlands Antilles, Nigeria, Oman, Pakistan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, South 
Africa, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Trinidad, United Arab Emirates, Vietnam, and Zambia.
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Exhibit 1

Around the world, country expectations rebound

Renewing optimism and emerging risks 

Compared with the views expressed in June, larger shares of executives say current conditions 

in their home countries are better than they were six months ago. This is particularly true  

in India, where 31 percent say conditions are better now and only 3 percent of executives there 

said the same in June. The change in sentiment may reflect recent policy changes announced  

by the Indian government aimed at bolstering the economy. However, in developed Asia4 and 

developing markets,5 more executives now say conditions in their countries are worse than  

six months ago.

Looking ahead, executives are more bullish on unemployment: 33 percent say it will decrease 

in their countries in the next six months—the largest share to say so since June 2011. At  

the same time, inflation rates are an emerging issue, with just over half of executives expecting 

them to increase; three months ago, only 38 percent of executives said the same. Still,  

more respondents in every region agree conditions will improve at home in the coming 

months (Exhibit 1).

4  Includes Australia, Hong Kong, 

Japan, New Zealand, the 

Philippines, Singapore, South 

Korea, and Taiwan.
5  Includes China and Latin America, 

as well as Afghanistan, the 

Bahamas, Bahrain, Bangladesh, 

Dominican Republic, Egypt, 

Georgia, Ghana, Indonesia, Iran, 

Iraq, Israel, Jamaica, 

Kazakhstan, Kosovo, Kuwait, 

Lebanon, Macau, Malaysia, 

Mauritius, Mozambique, Nepal, 

Netherlands Antilles, Nigeria, 

Oman, Pakistan, Qatar,  

Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Sri 

Lanka, Thailand, Trinidad, 

United Arab Emirates, Vietnam, 

and Zambia.
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Globally, more executives also say economic conditions are better now than they were six 

months ago and that conditions will improve in six months’ time. The relative optimism  

varies across regions, however, and the results reveal ongoing uncertainty in 2012 (Exhibit 2). 

Another indication of uncertainty are the equal shares (23 percent) in this survey that say 

either renewed global growth and economic development or global struggles with structural 

challenges and economic shocks are most likely to occur over the next decade.

Respondents cite several new risks to growth that could inhibit improved conditions—namely, 

transitions of political leadership (domestically) and geopolitical instability (globally), which 

have replaced sovereign debt as a high-ranking concern. Only 39 percent say sovereign debt is 

among the biggest potential risks to global growth, compared with 59 percent who said  

so in June. Accordingly, expectations for the eurozone have bounced back since June, when 

only 11 percent of executives said they would expect to see growth in the eurozone; now  

23 percent expect growth. And while eurozone executives in past surveys have held distinctively 

optimistic views (relative to their peers) about the region’s future, their expectations are  

now more aligned with those in the rest of the world.
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Mixed opinion and uncertainty at the global level
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% of respondents,1 n = 2,058

1 Respondents who answered “not at all likely” or “don’t know” are not shown.

Likeliest shocks to the global economy, next 12 months

Extremely likely Very likely Somewhat likely

4 5224
Major shifts in economic 
policy resulting from political 
transitions

4 5326Sharp slowdown in China’s 
economic growth

Spike in food prices 8 4536

Volatile oil prices 9 4339

Geopolitical risks in 
Middle Eastern and North 
African countries

16 3445

4Exit of one or more countries 
from the eurozone 4916

Deep government-spending 
cuts and sharp tax increases 
in the United States

3 4619

1

End of the euro as the single 
European currency 224

Exhibit 3

Geopolitical risks are most likely

Expecting economic shocks 

Amid this fragile optimism, clear majorities of executives say a variety of potential economic 

shocks are at least somewhat likely to happen in the next year (Exhibit 3). Given the  

shifting risks to global growth and the timing of the survey, it’s perhaps not surprising that  

the largest share of executives say the likeliest short-term economic shock is geopolitical  

risks in the Middle East and North Africa.
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The results continue to suggest a link between expected eurozone outcomes and expecta-

tions for the global economy as a whole (Exhibit 4). But just 4 percent of executives  

say the exit of at least one country from the eurozone is extremely likely, and 16 percent  

say it’s very likely.
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Exhibit 4

Intertwined outlook for eurozone, global economy 



6 Economic Conditions Snapshot, September 2012McKinsey Global Survey results

In the long run, most executives—95 percent—say volatile oil prices are likely in the  

next decade, followed by spikes in food prices and rising market volatility (Exhibit 5). Further, 

more than half of all respondents say four of the eight shocks the survey asked about are  

either very or extremely likely to happen.

% of respondents,1 n = 2,058

1 Respondents who answered “not at all likely” or “don’t know” are not shown.

Likeliest shocks to the global economy, next 10 years

Extremely likely Very likely Somewhat likely

Deeper fiscal integration in 
the eurozone 6 4233

Sharp slowdown in China’s 
economic growth 7 4829

7 4042
Rising prices of metals 
and other non-energy-related 
commodities

12 4239One or more sovereign-
debt defaults

Rising volatility across global 
financial markets 10 4044

Spike in food prices 16 3444

Volatile oil prices 18 3146

Rapid withdrawal 
of foreign investment in 
emerging markets

38133

Exhibit 5

Volatile prices expected in the long run
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The demand dilemma 

While there are differences across geographies, executives continue to identify low consumer 

demand as the top risk to economic growth. Low demand continues to be cited most often  

as a risk to domestic growth in the next year; in this survey, respondents also select it most 

often as a risk to global growth (Exhibit 6).

The 48 percent who cite low demand as a threat to country-level growth represent the largest 

share to identify this risk since February 2010, and low demand is of particular concern in 

developed economies.6 Compared with June, a larger share (29 percent, up from 25 percent) 

also cite low demand as a risk over the next decade.

A slightly smaller share of executives now expect demand for their companies’ products and 

services to increase than did in June, but the largest share in both surveys expect demand to 

stay the same. Consistent with earlier surveys, executives are most likely to say the size of  

their workforces or departments also will hold steady. And a majority of respondents still expect 

their companies’ profits to increase over the next six months, which we also saw in June.
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Exhibit 6

Low demand threatens domestic and global growth

6  In this survey, 49 percent of 

executives in North America cite 

low consumer demand as one  

of the biggest potential risks to 

economic growth in their 

countries over the next 12 months; 

58 percent of executives in 

developed Asia and 61 percent  

of those in the eurozone say  

the same.


