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Global consumers,
CEOs aligned in
their optimism

Where the bywords of PwC’s annual consumer research
project were once terms like ‘digital,’ ‘multichannel,’
and ‘online,’ the label that best describes what’s happening
now is ‘convergence.’ All manner of companies that serve
consumers are taking on the characteristics of leading
companies in other industries. Whether it’s Amazon
buying Whole Foods, CVS announcing a deal to purchase
the health insurer Aetna, Target buying delivery company
Shipt, or retailers opening pharmacies, entire industries
have been served notice that the nature of competition
has changed: technology is allowing everyone to become
a competitor. Even more sobering, these same advances
are allowing competitors from left field to mimic once
formidable competitive advantages.
All of which leaves consumers with more choice, more
channels, and more information than ever before. In
this article, we’ll explore how the consumers surveyed in
our research—as well as CEOs around the world—view
the state of their respective national economies.
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Consumers’ view of the world
In the past, we have mined our tranche of consumer
data to answer narrow questions around shopping
behaviour. Given the growing power of the consumer and
how connected the world is becoming, we devoted several
questions of our 2018 survey to overall consumer confidence.
The results, coupled with PwC’s 21st 2018 CEO Survey
data, were startling. Despite the much publicised
recession-induced ‘New Normal’ that has been tamping
down consumer spending power and corporate investment
since 2008, the data says that both consumers and CEOs
are very confident about the next few years. In fact, when
we ask consumers about their impression of the overall
economy in their country for 2018 (see Figure 1, on the
next page), one-third say that the economy will perform
better than the previous year, and, further, 41% say the
economy will perform the same. Just 21% believe the
economy will perform worse in 2018. We also ask survey
respondents to quantify their personal spend in the next
12 months, and almost three-quarters say they plan to
spend more, or the same, than the previous 12 months.

Global Consumer Insights Survey 2018

Overall, given predictions from economists about the
nature of global GDP over the next few years, there is a clear
difference between expert projections and the confidence that
consumers on the ground, as well as CEOs, are experiencing.
The International Monetary Fund’s most recent World
Economic Outlook, published in October 2017, projects
global GDP growth as under 4% annually through 2022,
the continuing of a sub-4% trend since 2012. This is in stark
contrast to the pre-global recession days of global GDP growth
of 4.9% in 2005, 5.5% in 2006, and 5.6% in 2007.1 Despite the
prospect of no real uptick in global GDP, then, consumers are
nonetheless decidedly upbeat about their national economy,
as well as their ability to thrive within it. As we’ll see later,
CEOs around the world are even more confident than
consumers when it comes to the global economy.2

Asian territories tended
to be the most optimistic,
likely because of the
consistent GDP growth in
China and several emerging
economies in Asia.

Of course, there are stark differences from country-tocountry. For example, the Asian territories tended to be
the most optimistic, likely because of the consistent GDP
growth in China and several emerging economies in Asia.
In fact, the top four countries most positive in their outlook
of how their national economy will perform are all Asian:
Philippines, Indonesia, China and Vietnam.
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Figure 1: Globally, consumers are upbeat about the economy and their personal spend
Impression of overall economy:

Not sure
6%

Better than this year
32%

Worse than this year
21%

Same as this year
41%
Q: Not taking into account your personal circumstances, what is your impression of how the overall economy in your country will perform in 2018?

Confidence of personal financial situation:

12%

25%

38%

Yes,
I expect
to spend much
more

Yes,
I expect
to spend
slightly more

I expect
to spend
around the
same

14%
No,
I expect
to spend
slightly less

No,
I expect
to spend
much less

5%

4%

No,
I am already
holding back
spend to see
what happens

3%
Don’t
know

Q: Do you feel confident about your personal financial situation in terms of your shopping spend plans for the next 12 months?
Base: 22,481
Source: PwC, Global Consumer Insights Survey, 2018.
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Meanwhile, as can be seen in Figure 2, those countries
most pessimistic in their outlook each hail from a different
geographic area: South Africa, Malaysia, UK (Western
Europe), and Hungary (Eastern Europe), implying that
the concerns of these survey respondents are particular
to their country. Indeed, what’s not apparent in the chart,
but present in the underlying data, is that each of these
groups of respondents who plan to spend less in the next
12 months cited some of the following concerns: economic
recession and inflation in South Africa, Brexit in the UK,
inflation and economic recession in Hungary, and fuel and
gas concerns in Malaysia. In other words, any weakness in
confidence doesn’t seem to result from contagion related to
one or two big issues.

Figure 2: Asian countries are the most positive in their outlook
when asked how the overall economy will perform this year

Better than
this year

Worse than
this year

Philippines

68%

South Africa

47%

Indonesia

65%

Malaysia

42%

China

61%

UK

37%

Vietnam

59%

Hungary

33%

Q: Not taking into account your personal circumstances, what is your
impression of how the overall economy in your country will perform in 2018?
Source: PwC, Global Consumer Insights Survey, 2018

Global Consumer Insights Survey 2018

Global consumers see the bright side in the future

5

All that said, there are particular areas of unease for
consumers. Looking specifically at those survey respondents
globally who expect to spend less in the next 12 months,
worries around fuel prices, recession, and inflation dwarfed
other concerns (see Figure 3). Interestingly, each of these
three concerns clearly have a direct impact on the consumer
purchasing power for our survey respondents, while some
of the other factors we include as survey choices that don’t
register as big concerns with our survey respondents—global
terrorism, global warming, trade protectionism—are,
typically, perceived as having a far more indirect effect in
a consumer’s ability to purchase a latte or fill the cupboard
with organic, high-end groceries.
In Figure 4 on the next page, we sum up the data more
completely at the regional level to help provide some
further insight as to why specific groups of global
consumers are spending less or holding back spend.
For countries in Africa and the Middle East the biggest
concerns were around fuel and gas prices and economic
recession (in other words, basic needs); in Eastern Europe
inflation was the biggest concern; while in Western
Europe, fuel and gas prices and economic recession were
the biggest concerns.

Figure 3: Those with concerns about the economy have
mixed reasons at a global level
Fuel and gas prices

46%

Economic recession

45%

Inflation

44%

Global terror threat

16%

Global warming

11%

Trade protectionism

10%

Brexit

10%

None of the above

6%

Q: Which of the following external factors do you think will most impact your
spend on shopping over the next 12 months?
Base: 5,118
Source: PwC, Global Consumer Insights Survey, 2018
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Figure 4: Regional differences are evident in what external factors will impact the economy
Africa &
Middle East

Asia
Pacific

Eastern
Europe

Western
Europe

Americas

Fuel and gas
prices

60%

47%

48%

40%

47%

Economic
recession

64%

55%

20%

36%

55%

Inflation

55%

53%

56%

36%

44%

Trade
protectionism

7%

12%

16%

9%

11%

Global terror
threat

11%

17%

11%

20%

13%

Global
warming

7%

12%

6%

13%

9%

Brexit

4%

4%

4%

18%

2%

Base: 594

Base: 1,075

Base: 326

Base: 2,275

Base: 848

Q: Which of the following external factors do you think will most impact your spend on shopping over the next 12 months?
Source: PwC, Global Consumer Insights Survey, 2018.
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Figure 5: Over a quarter of consumers are spending more on
products and experiences

Don’t know: 4%

46%

28%

15%

54%

27%

Don’t know: 5%

22%
Products

This year, we also asked consumers about how they view
purchasing products versus unique experiences. While we
specifically wanted to learn how consumers in different
age groups behave when it comes to buying ‘stuff’ versus
purchasing a valued experience that can be remembered,
shared on social media, etc., these questions have shed
some more light on overall consumer confidence as well.
Among the questions we asked was how respondents’
disposable income spending habits had changed in these
two categories over the previous 12 months. At the same
time, 28% spent more on experiences, and 27% spent
more on products. Forty-six percent spent the same on
experiences and 54% spent the same on products (see
Figure 5). This is another indication that, overwhelmingly,
people are confident about their continued ability to spend
on additional products and experiences.

Experiences

Consumer confidence looked at
another way

I spend less

I spend around
the same

I spend more

Q: Not taking into consideration price inflation, how has your disposable income
spend changed, if at all, in the last 12 months in the following categories?
Base: 22,481
Source: PwC, Global Consumer Insights Survey, 2018
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Confidence in the C-suite
PwC has been publishing our annual CEO survey for more
than 20 years, but in our 2018 research we’re encountering
some never before seen phenomenon. In particular, as the
chart below illustrates, this year saw the highest-ever jump
in CEO optimism regarding global growth. When we
ask whether CEOs believe that global growth will improve,
stay the same, or decline over the next 12 months,
57% said they thought global growth would improve, up
nearly 30 percentage points from 2017’s 29% of our CEO
respondents that believed global growth would improve.
Moreover, as Figures 6 and 7 indicates, this optimism is
fairly evenly distributed all around the world.
Lastly, while consumer confidence is firmly rooted in Asia,
46% of our respondents say the US is the top spot for
investment. CEO confidence is rooted in a US market that has
strong corporate profits, new tax laws that will lower the US
corporate income tax, an eight-year bull market in the Dow
Jones Industrial Market, and historic lows of unemployment.

Figure 6: A majority of CEOs believe global economic growth
will ‘improve’ over the next 12 months

57%

Improve
44%
37%
27%

15%

Stay the
same

29%

18%

Decline
2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

Q: Do you believe economic growth will improve, stay the same, or decline
over the next 12 months?
Base: All respondents (2018=1,293; 2017=1,379; 2016=1,409; 2015=1,322;
2014=1,344; 2013=1,330; 2012=1,256)
Note: From 2012-2014 respondents were asked, “Do you believe the global
economy will improve, stay the same or decline over the next 12 months?”
Source: PwC, 21st Annual Global CEO Survey
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Figure 7: All regions are at record levels of optimism in 2018

63%

+100%

+63%

+38%

2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
2018

Western Europe

41%
10%
Africa

8%

CEU

2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
2018

2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
2018

13%

2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
2018

Middle East

2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
2018

2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
2018

13%

19%
Asia Pacific

2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
2018

18%
North America

13%
Latin America

15%
Global

2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
2018

45%

57%

+87%

+113%

52%

+139%

58%

+95%

60%

+97%

65%

Increase from
2017 to 2018

Q: Do you believe global economic growth will improve, stay the same, or decline over the next 12 months? (showing only “improve”)
Base: All respondents (2018=1,293; 2017=1,379; 2016=1,409; 2015=1,322; 2014=1,344; 2013=1,330; 2012=1,256)
Note: From 2012-2014 respondents were asked, “Do you believe the global economy will improve, stay the same or decline over the next 12 months?”
Source: PwC, 21st Annual Global CEO Survey
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About PwC’s Global Consumer Insights Survey
Since 2010, PwC has annually surveyed thousands of consumers
around the globe to track shopping behaviour, and then chronicled
these findings in various global reports on the future of retail under
the “Total Retail” banner.
This year we decided that a new umbrella term for our findings
was warranted: PwC’s Global Consumer Insights Survey. We want
to acknowledge that the once bright lines demarking retailers,
manufacturers, technology companies, logistics service providers,
and healthcare organisations are becoming more and more obscured
as consumers are more open than ever to non-traditional solutions.

www.pwc.com/consumerinsights
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