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The Pulse Survey asks CEOs from the world’s most influential 
companies to provide their 3-year outlook on the economic and 
business landscape, as well as the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. 

This Pulse looks at how their views have evolved since KPMG’s 
annual CEO Outlook, conducted 6 months prior. 

Five hundred CEOs from 11 key markets (Australia, Canada, 
China, France, Germany, India, Italy, Japan, Spain, UK and US) 
were surveyed from 29 January — 4 March 2021. 

All respondents have annual revenues greater than US$500M and 
one third of the companies surveyed have more than US$10B in 
annual revenue.

KPMG’s Global CEO Outlook Pulse Survey
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No return to normal in the near-term
Global CEOs don’t see a return to a normal course of business this year and think their 
businesses have transformed forever by the pandemic.

31%
expect it to 

return to 
normal this 

year

45%
see a return 

to normal 
sometime in 

2022

24%
say their 
business is 
forever 
changed

Source: KPMG 2021 CEO outlook Pulse

55%
of CEOs are concerned that 
not all their employees will 
have access to a COVID-19 
vaccine, putting certain 
markets or parts of company’s 
operations at a disadvantage.
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Defining rules in the ‘new reality’
Leaders are keen to ensure the safety of their employees and 
customers. Vaccination rates will have impacts operations.

Intention to downsize 
physical footprint

Sep-20

69%

Feb-21

17%21%
will ask clients and 
people visiting their 
sites to inform if 
they have been 
vaccinated.
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Growth in 
global 
economy

Growth in 
sector

Confidence is up in most areas
CEO’s confidence in their company, sector and country is up, however, their outlook for 
the global economy is lower.

Growth for 
company

Feb-21
Jan-20

Confidence in growth for the next 3 years

88% 84%

Growth in 
country

84% 77%
90%

75%

42%

68%
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Shifting focus on risks
Cyber security, tax and regulatory 
risk has climbed to the top risks to 
growth.

2020 COVID-19 Pulse (Jul–Aug 2020)
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2021 Pulse (Feb–Mar 2021)

Which of the following risks poses the greatest threat to your 
organization's growth over the next 3 years?

Talent risk has 

Supply chain has 
moved from

normalized
from high in 
September 2020.

as leaders come to 
grips with new reality.

#2 to #4, 

Source: KPMG 2021 CEO outlook Pulse
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Doubling down on digital 
The global pandemic has prompted CEOs to intensify their commitment to digitalization. 

1

74% 
say the creation of their 
next-generation operating 
model with digitized 
operations has accelerated 
by a matter months.

Top areas of investment

Data security 
measures

Customer-center 
technologies

Digital 
communications 

Artificial 
intelligence

Automation

2

3

4

5
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ESG and sustainability remains a priority

96% 
say the pandemic has 
caused their focus to 
shift towards the social 
component of their ESG 
program.

89% 
want to lock-in the 
sustainability and 
climate change gains 
they have made as a 
result of the crisis. 

CEOs look to lock-in gains on sustainability they made during the global pandemic.



Questions 
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