
A record number of survey respondents now fear geopolitical instability poses a threat to 
economic growth, both domestically and globally.

After identifying geopolitical instability as a top risk to global growth for three 
successive surveys, executives now also cite it most often as a threat to both near- and  
long-term growth in their own economies. In fact, since we first asked about geopolitical 
risk, the threat it poses to economic growth has hit record levels in McKinsey’s newest 
survey on economic conditions.1 This increase also reflects respondents’ growing concern 
about volatility in the Middle East and North Africa. While they have been mostly  
bullish about the global economy since December 2013, executives are far less optimistic 
now. Only 39 percent expect global economic conditions will improve in the next six  
months, compared with 59 percent in our June survey.

Geopolitical risks and shocks to the global economy 

We first began asking executives about geopolitical instability and the global economy in our 
June 2012 survey. For the past two quarters, they cited it most often as a risk to growth,  

1  The online survey was in the field 
from September 8 to September 
12, 2014, and garnered responses 
from 1,202 executives repre-
senting 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.
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and a record percentage of executives now do so (Exhibit 1). What’s more, 80 percent of 
respondents now believe geopolitical instability in the Middle East and North Africa is very 
likely or extremely likely to shock the global economy in the coming year, the largest share 
since 74 percent said the same in September 2013.2

Respondents in North America are the most likely to expect volatility in the Middle East. But 
greater shares of executives in other parts of the world now agree with this more pessimistic 

Exhibit 1

Geopolitical instability is more likely than ever to be considered a risk 
to global growth.
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Geopolitical instability is more likely than ever to be considered 
a risk to global growth.

% of respondents

1 Out of 12 risks that were presented as answer choices.

Top 5 potential risks to global economic growth,1 next 12 months

Dec 2013,
n = 1,499

Mar 2014,
n = 1,403

June 2014,
n = 1,701

Sept 2014,
n = 1,202

Geopolitical instability 27

Increased economic volatility 31

Low consumer demand 40

New asset bubbles 29

14

70

25

31

21

13

60

22

31

27

9

82

35

22

20

20
One or more sovereign-
debt defaults

2  At that time, US officials were 
negotiating the destruction  
of chemical weapons in Syria and 
discussing possible military 
intervention in that country. See 

“Economic Conditions Snapshot, 
September 2013: McKinsey 
Global Survey results,” September 
2013, mckinsey.com.
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view (Exhibit 2). A year ago, 46 percent of respondents in India said instability in the Middle 
East was a very or extremely likely shock to the global economy, compared with 83 percent  
of those in North America. Now, 79 percent of respondents in India expect this instability will 
upset the world economy.

The domestic threat 

With respect to risks to growth in their home countries, executives are nearly twice as likely 
now as in June and March to cite geopolitical instability. Forty-six percent do so, which is the 
largest share to identify geopolitics since we first asked in March 2011.

Exhibit 2

Across regions, respondents more often expect instability in the Middle East 
and North Africa than did a year ago.

Survey 2014
Economic snapshot, September 2014
Exhibit 2 of 5

Across regions, respondents more often expect instability in 
the Middle East and North Africa than did a year ago.

% of respondents,1 by office location

1 Respondents who answered “somewhat likely,” “not at all likely,” or “don’t know” are not shown.
2In North America, n = 378; in Europe, n = 405; in India, n = 105; in Asia–Pacific, n = 138; and in developing markets, n = 202.
3In North America, n = 343; in Europe, n = 441; in India, n = 79; in Asia–Pacific, n = 159; and in developing markets, n = 180.
4Includes China and Latin America.

Likelihood of geopolitical instability in the Middle East and North Africa 
as an economic shock, next 12 months

Sept 20132 Sept 20143

North America 834835 894346

Europe 785622 794930

India 463610 795227

Asia–Pacific 553124 775819

Developing markets4 714328 744628

Extremely likely Very likely



4 Economic Conditions Snapshot, September 2014McKinsey Global Survey results

Geopolitical instability is an outsize concern in North America and Europe, particularly 
outside the eurozone (Exhibit 3). This is not surprising, given the ongoing conflict between 
Ukraine and Russia and the heightened concern that non-eurozone respondents reported  
in the past two surveys. Executives in non-eurozone Europe are more concerned than others 
about instability over the long term, too: 54 percent say geopolitics poses a risk to domestic 
growth in the next decade, compared with 38 percent of all respondents.

In developed Asia, executives maintain a different view of domestic risks. The perceived  
threat from geopolitics is far less prevalent there; rather, respondents continue to cite low 
demand most often as a threat to their countries’ growth for the fifth survey in a row.  
Yet they are notably positive about potential demand (and profits) at their own companies:  
58 percent now expect consumer demand for their companies’ products and services  
to increase in the next six months, up from 35 percent in June and 44 percent in March.  
Seventy-one percent expect their companies’ profits to increase as well, up from  
58 percent in June and 56 percent in March.

Exhibit 3

As a risk to domestic growth, geopolitics is of greatest concern 
to executives in North America and non-eurozone Europe.
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As a risk to domestic growth, geopolitics is of greatest concern 
to executives in North America and non-eurozone Europe.

% of respondents, by office location

1 In Sept 2014, n = 1,202; in June 2014, n = 1,701; in Mar 2014, n = 1,403; and in Dec 2013, n = 1,499.
2In Sept 2014, n = 250; in June 2014, n = 295; in Mar 2014, n = 245; and in Dec 2013, n = 283.
3In Sept 2014, n = 191; in June 2014, n = 254; in Mar 2014, n = 227; and in Dec 2013, n = 245.
4In Sept 2014, n = 343; in June 2014, n = 444; in Mar 2014, n = 404; and in Dec 2013, n = 416.

Geopolitical instability as a potential risk to domestic economic growth, next 12 months

Total1 Eurozone2 Non-eurozone Europe3 North America4

Sept 2014 46

June 2014 24

Mar 2014 24

Dec 2013 14

49

16

19

5

65

39

41

10

59

18

25

11
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Tempered expectations 

After nine months of mostly positive sentiments on the progress of the world economy, 
executives have changed their tune. Now only 37 percent say global conditions have improved 
in the past six months, down from 56 percent in June—and a much smaller share than  
the 53 percent who, in March, believed global conditions would improve by now.

Across regions, responses signal that global confidence has most declined in North America 
and Europe (Exhibit 4). Executives in India remain the most bullish about current conditions, 
though they’re much less likely than in June to say conditions have improved. In the next  

Exhibit 4

Executives in North America and Europe are gloomiest 
on the current state of the global economy. 
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Executives in North America and Europe are gloomiest 
on the current state of the global economy. 

% of respondents,1 by office location

1 Figures may not sum to 100%, because of rounding.
2In India, n = 136; in Asia–Pacific, n = 201; in developing markets, n = 371; in Europe, n = 549; and in North America, n = 444.
3In India, n = 79; in Asia–Pacific, n = 159; in developing markets, n = 180; in Europe, n = 441; and in North America, n = 343. 
4Includes China and Latin America.

Current conditions in global economy, compared with 6 months ago

June 2014,2 n = 1,701 Sept 2014,3 n = 1,202

India 689 20 4 56 35 6

Asia–Pacific 55 33 10 42 43 15

1
Developing 
markets4 474 31 17 41 39 18

Europe 56 31 10 35 37 26

3

North America 53 37 7 28 45 25

2

2
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1

1 1

1
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six months, executives overall are most likely to expect global conditions will stay the same. 
Those in emerging markets are more optimistic: half of them predict future global conditions 
will improve, compared with 39 percent of all respondents.

At the country level, views are more consistent with the results from June: 44 percent of 
respondents say conditions in their home economies are better now than six months ago, and 
48 percent expect conditions will be better six months from now.3 As in June, on the heels  
of their national elections, respondents in India are the most upbeat: a resounding 95 percent 
expect conditions there will improve in the next six months (Exhibit 5). At the same time, 

Exhibit 5

Respondents in India remain the most optimistic about 
their home economy.
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Respondents in India remain the most optimistic 
about their home economy.

% of respondents,1 by office location

1 Figures may not sum to 100%, because of rounding.
2Includes China and Latin America.

Economic conditions in respondents’ countries

Current conditions, compared 
with 6 months ago

Expected conditions, 
in 6 months

India,
n = 79

North America,
n = 343

Developing 
markets,2

n = 180

86 13

1

858 34

1952 29

3435 31

4031 29

95 4

1254 34

658 37

3037 33

2145 34

Asia–Pacific,
n = 159 

Europe,
n = 441

Better The same Worse

1

3  In the June 2014 survey, 47 per-
cent said current conditions had 
improved, and 53 percent said 
conditions would improve in the 
next six months. In March 2014, 
43 percent said current con- 
ditions had improved, and  
43 percent said conditions would 
improve in six months’ time.
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respondents in other emerging markets are most likely to say conditions at home have worsened. 
Looking ahead, though, these executives most often expect that domestic conditions will 
improve in the next six months.

In Europe, executives are almost equally likely to report decline, improvement, or stasis in 
current conditions, and in their expectations for the future. Responses there also suggest 
growing concern about unemployment: 34 percent expect their countries’ unemployment rates 
will increase over the next six months, up from 19 percent who said so in June.
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