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In a rapidly changing world where conventional business models are being disrupted, more CEOs of Chinese-headquartered 
companies are looking to transform their companies to be competitive and succeed. In doing so, these CEOs are embracing 
‘technological disruption’ as a way to transform and grow.

This year’s Global CEO Outlook report1 featured 1,261 survey respondents from 10 core countries,2 with 125 from China. The 
survey finds that the majority of China CEOs are confident about the growth prospects of the global economy (54 percent). 
This compares with 69 percent of their global peers (see Figure 1). Most of the other China CEOs reported a neutral or 
cautious rather than negative stance towards the global growth outlook (38 percent). 

In our view, this cautious outlook is only natural given recent developments in the geopolitical environment, which a majority 
of surveyed China CEOs say has had a greater impact on their organisations than they have seen for many years. Further 
strengthening our view that China CEOs are not pessimistic about the global economic growth outlook is the finding that 
more than two-thirds of them believe that the pace of globalisation will increase, while the results also indicate that their 
appetite for investing overseas remains.

Even though China CEOs are less optimistic about the outlook for the global economy, their confidence levels in the growth 
prospects of their own companies remain strong. Ninety percent of China CEOs say that they are confident in the growth 
prospects of their companies, a more upbeat sentiment than their global peers. This optimism can be seen with two-thirds 
of China CEOs predicting top-line growth of 2 percent or more over the next three years, while over the next year, 97 
percent plan to increase their headcount, both ahead of their global peers. 

Overall, we believe that these findings show that China CEOs are confident in the business opportunities that exist across 
many sectors, as well as in the ability of their companies to innovate and transform to seize these opportunities. 

A significant number of China CEOs attach a high priority to “focusing on innovation, including new products or services 
and ways of doing business,” “increasing penetration in existing markets” and “penetrating new verticals” as top growth 
initiatives over the next three years (see Figure 2). While 12 percent of China CEOs attach a high priority to “expanding into 
new geographical markets” as a growth initiative, a further 63 percent of respondents say that this initiative is “somewhat of 
a priority”.  This equates to three-in-four China CEOs remaining positive about expanding to new markets as a way to achieve 
growth.

Rather than focusing on acquisitions, China CEOs are planning to scale up their own business operations and processes, work 
collaboratively with partners, and undertake large-scale business model transformations to achieve growth (see Figure 3).

01 Growth outlook

1  ‘Disrupt and Grow: 2017 Global CEO Outlook’, KPMG International, June 2017, https://home.kpmg.com/xx/en/home/insights/2017/06/ceo-outlook.html
2   The 10 core countries are Australia, China, France, Germany, India, Italy, Japan, Spain, the UK and the US.

“
Benny Liu,  

Chairman, KPMG China

“

                 The CEOs I speak with recognise they are operating in a rapidly changing and complex business         
                 environment. Domestically, China’s restructuring process and an increasingly sophisticated  
               consumer are leading to both challenges and opportunities, and CEOs are responding to this by 
embracing technological disruption to innovate their production and distribution models, as well as to create 
new products.
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China CEOs’ confidence in the growth outlook compared to global peers

China CEOs

Global CEOs  
(ex China CEOs)
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Global economy Company
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69% 82%
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10%

Source: KPMG 2017 Global CEO Outlook

Figure 1 

Top five growth initiatives over the next three years

Focusing on 
innovation

High priority Somewhat of a priority High priority Somewhat of a priority

Source: KPMG 2017 Global CEO Outlook

Figure 2
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Figure 3

How China CEOs expect to execute their growth strategy

Scaling up our own
business operations 
and processes

Collaborative
partnerships/ 
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Large-scale business
model  
transformation

Merger and/or  
acquisition

60%
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35%
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31%
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China CEOs

Global CEOs (ex China CEOs)

Source: KPMG 2017 Global CEO Outlook
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China CEOs are aware of the need for their companies to innovate and transform in order to remain competitive and 
succeed in a changing market.

The survey results show that more China CEOs this year expect their companies to be transformed into a significantly 
different entity over the next three years (see Figure 4), largely driven by the adoption of new technologies and processes, 
the introduction of new products and services, and the emergence of new business and operating models. 

This indicates that innovation is, and will continue to be, at the forefront of companies’ efforts to transform and upgrade. 
Consistent with this, “focusing on innovation” emerged as the top growth initiative for China CEOs over the next three 
years (see Figure 2), while “transforming the business and operating model” ranked as the top reason for China CEOs’ 
investments in areas such as innovation, cybersecurity, digital infrastructure and emerging technologies (see Figure 5).

Innovating to  
transform and disrupt02

Figure 4

China CEOs who expect their companies to transform into a significantly  
different entity over the next three years

2016 2017

52% 65%

Source: KPMG 2017 Global CEO Outlook

VS

“
Egidio Zarrella,  

Head of Clients & Innovation, KPMG China

“
                 China’s economic transformation is spurring the creation of new drivers of growth, industries,     
                 institutions and opportunities in the technology and innovation space. CEOs in China will continue  
                to focus on growth, strengthening their capabilities and readying their businesses for a very 
different future, through transformation, advanced technology and specialised talent.
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Given the importance of innovation as a growth initiative, the survey also reveals that 64 percent of China CEOs believe 
that the transformation of their business models will be led by innovation, compared to 52 percent of their global peers 
(see Figure 6). In addition, the changing preferences of an increasingly sophisticated consumer are also leading many China 
CEOs to pursue “customer-focused transformation” to drive growth.

At the same time, changes in China’s regulatory and policy environment appear to be impacting the trajectory of 
transformation by Chinese companies, with more than half of China CEOs saying that they are pursuing “regulatory-induced 
transformation” to drive growth, compared to 39 percent of their global peers.  This also suggests that companies that are 
not able to transform in response to market changes and adapt to a new policy and regulatory environment will be adversely 
affected, and may see their competitiveness deteriorate. 

The top strategic priorities for China CEOs are aligned with their drive for innovation, and also indicate that they are aware 
that disrupting the market depends, in many ways, on the speed at which their innovations are taken to the market, as well 
as the importance of harnessing data to better predict demand changes (see Figure 7). Further highlighting the importance 
of data, the survey finds that nearly two-thirds of China CEOs say the depth of their customer insight is hindered by a lack 
of quality customer data, compared to 43 percent of their global peers.

Figure 5 

Investment plans over the next three years
China CEOs will maintain a high level of investment in:
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60%
66%

46%

63%
56%

51%

59%

77%

Cybersecurity Physical
infrastructure

Digital 
infrastructure

Emerging 
technologies

Workforce 
training

Governance 
and risk

Regulatory
compliance

RecruitmentInnovation,  
incl. new  
products, 

services, ways of
doing business

China CEOs Global CEOs (ex China CEOs)

Source: KPMG 2017 Global CEO Outlook

“
Jacky Zou,  

Senior Partner, Northern Region, KPMG China

“

                 With the many regulatory and policy changes that China is experiencing, it is understandable that  
                 a majority of China CEOs are telling us that they are pursuing ‘regulatory-induced transformation’   
                to drive growth. To succeed in the Chinese market, it is essential for both Chinese and foreign 
companies to carefully consider these changes when developing and executing their business strategies.
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Source: KPMG 2017 Global CEO Outlook

Figure 6 

Top business model transformations being pursued to drive growth

Customer-focused 
transformation

Figure 7
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Greater speed to market

Becoming more data-driven

Fostering innovation 

Implementing disruptive technology

Stronger marketing, branding and communications

Source: KPMG 2017 Global CEO Outlook

Top strategic priorities for China CEOs’ companies  
over the next three years
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Technological disruption has become the ‘new normal’
The survey highlights that most China CEOs expect to see major disruption in their industries as a result of technological 
innovation (80 percent). Furthermore, they view this ‘disruption’ as an opportunity rather than a threat (75 percent), and are 
trying to disrupt their sectors rather than waiting to be disrupted by their competitors (70 percent). 

This positive view of technological disruption is consistent with the finding that China CEOs plan to maintain a high level of 
investment in a range of disruptive technologies, including data analytics tools, the Internet of Things, cognitive automation, 
cognitive technologies (including AI and machine learning), blockchain and robotic process automation (see Figure 8). This is 
significantly higher than the level of investment their global peers expect to make in these areas.

However, China CEOs are also aware of the risks and challenges brought by technological disruption. For example, more 
than half of them believe that traditional leaders in their sectors will be weakened or eliminated by technological disruption. 
A similar percentage state that their organisations are struggling to keep pace with the rate of technological disruption in 
their sectors, and are concerned about whether their organisations are keeping current with new technologies. Consistent 
with these challenges – and similar to last year’s survey – “emerging technology risk” continues to rank as the risk that most 
China CEOs are concerned about (see Figure 9). 

China CEOs understand that whether they are able to successfully leverage disruptive technologies to their advantage 
depends on the skills of their workforce and the flexibility of their companies to adapt to change. Consistent with this, China 
CEOs believe that attracting new strategic talent and the ability to pilot and integrate technologies are some of the biggest 
technology-related challenges (see Figure 10).

“
Vaughn Barber,  

Global Chair, KPMG Global China Practice

“
                  The survey results suggest that technological disruption has become the ‘new normal’ for China  
                  CEOs. This is understandable given the fast pace at which supply and demand dynamics are  
                 changing in the Chinese market. Against this backdrop, new and cutting-edge technologies are 
providing a range of new possibilities for Chinese companies in both traditional and high value-added 
industries to boost productivity and increase their competitiveness in domestic and global markets.
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Figure 8 

CEOs expect to maintain a high level of investment in these  
disruptive technologies over the next three years
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Source: KPMG 2017 Global CEO Outlook

Figure 9 

Top five risk concerns for China CEOs
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In addition to “emerging technology risk”, “cybersecurity risk” also ranks as 
one of the main concerns for China CEOs. The importance of cybersecurity 
has been further emphasised by recent high-profile cyber attacks worldwide 
that have had significant ramifications for affected companies and their 
customers.

This increasing awareness of cybersecurity issues is evident, with 86 
percent of China CEOs expecting to maintain a high level of investment in 
cybersecurity in the next three years, compared to 64 percent of their global 
peers (see Figure 5). In addition, as explained in KPMG China’s Overview of 
China’s Cybersecurity Law report,3 China enacted its Cybersecurity Law on  
1 June this year, which focuses on areas such as the protection of personal 
information and critical information infrastructure, security requirements for 
network operators, and the preservation of sensitive information. 

The introduction of the new Cybersecurity Law, as well as an overall 
increasing awareness of cybersecurity issues, should prompt China CEOs 
to focus more on data protection, risk planning and strengthening their 
companies’ overall cyber capabilities.

At the same time, China CEOs overwhelmingly view cybersecurity as 
a value creator for the business. Eighty-six percent of China CEOs view 
investment in cybersecurity as an opportunity to find new revenue streams 
and innovate, rather than as an overhead cost, compared to 70 percent of 
their global peers. Furthermore, three-in-four China CEOs say that security 
prompts innovation in products and services – compared to just 51 percent 
of their global peers – further underscoring their motivation to innovate in 
order to transform and remain competitive.

Cybersecurity

3  ‘Overview of China’s Cybersecurity Law’, KPMG China, February 2017, https://home.kpmg.com/cn/en/home/insights/2017/02/overview-of-chinas-cybersecurity-law.html

Figure 10 

Biggest technology-related challenges to China CEOs’ organisations  
over the next three years

1 Attracting new strategic talent

2 Piloting emerging technologies

3 Benchmarking ourselves against the technology use of our competitors

4 Integrating cognitive technologies

5 Integrating multiple new technologies effectively

Source: KPMG 2017 Global CEO Outlook
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Against a backdrop of a changing geopolitical environment, the survey results show that 72 percent of China CEOs are 
optimistic about the pace of globalisation, a more upbeat sentiment than their global peers (63 percent).

In our view, the reasons for this optimism about globalisation are twofold. First, the China Government is developing an 
‘enabling environment’ for overseas direct investment (ODI) through the implementation of policies and initiatives such 
as the ‘Belt and Road’ Initiative and the ‘International Production Capacity Cooperation’ initiative. As explained in KPMG’s 
Global China Practice flagship report, The 13th Five-Year Plan – China’s transformation and integration with the world 
economy,4 ODI is a key enabler of the transformation process that will see China transition into a consumption-led and 
innovation-intensive economy. 

Second, China’s top leadership has taken a strong stance against protectionism, and has reiterated its commitment to global 
free trade and investment liberalisation.

The survey results also show that China CEOs have become more concerned about the geopolitical environment. More 
than half of the surveyed China CEOs say that the uncertainty of the current political landscape has had a greater impact on 
their organisations than they have seen in many years, and over a third say they are reassessing their global footprint as a 
result of the changing pace of globalisation and protectionism.

When asked about which of 15 factors would have the biggest impact on their companies’ growth over the next three 
years, “geopolitical factors” – defined as elections and social unrest/instability – emerged as the second most commonly 
selected choice, a significant jump from 10th place in last year’s survey (see Figure 11). Two significant developments over 
the past year that China CEOs are concerned about are the impact of the new US administration on the growth of the global 
economy, their industries and their organisations, and the implications of Brexit on their investment plans in the UK. 

“Reputational/Brand risk” emerged as the most commonly selected factor that China CEOs expect to impact their 
companies’ growth over the next three years. Externally, this may reflect a heightened awareness that having a good 
reputation and a ‘social licence’ to operate is important for companies to be successful, particularly when they are investing 
and operating in markets outside China. Domestically, China CEOs are aware that in an increasingly crowded market with a 
consumer that is growing in sophistication, it is imperative to create a brand that consumers can trust in order to stay ahead 
of the competition.

Given these findings, it is not surprising that China CEOs are spending more of their time and company resources  
on managing geopolitical risk. Three-quarters of China CEOs are spending more time on scenario planning as a result of an 
uncertain geopolitical climate, while 73 percent are recruiting new skills/specialists into the management team to better 
understand geopolitical risk.

03 Globalisation

4  ‘The 13th Five-Year Plan – China’s transformation and integration with the world economy’, KPMG China, October 2016,  
   http://kpmg.com/cn/13fyp-report2-en 

                  As a major driver for the region, the ‘Belt and Road’ Initiative is providing China CEOs with  
                 significant outbound investment and China/foreign joint venture opportunities. In addition, CEOs of  
                companies in Hong Kong and Southern China can expect to benefit from new initiatives that are 
facilitating cross-border capital flows, such as the Shenzhen-Hong Kong Stock Connect, and the recently 
launched Bond Connect.

“
Andrew Weir,  

Senior Partner, Hong Kong, KPMG China

“
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“

Figure 11

2017
Ranking

Reputational/Brand risk

Geopolitical factors

New technology

Domestic economic factors

New competitors/disruptors

2016
Ranking

1st 5th

2nd 10th

3rd 2nd

4th 1st

5th 6th

Top five factors that China CEOs expect will have the greatest impact  
on company growth over the next three years

Source: KPMG 2017 Global CEO Outlook

                  This is a great time for Chinese  
                  companies with global aspirations,  
                 as the ‘Belt and Road’ Initiative provides 
them with a platform for overseas expansion. 
However, when going abroad, what separates 
the best companies from the rest is preparation. 
China CEOs need to carefully consider their 
overseas investments, and ensure that they not 
only understand the assets they are acquiring, but 
also the cultural, social, economic and regulatory 
issues involved.

William Gong,  
Senior Partner, Eastern & Western Region,  

KPMG China

“

“

                 The development of the Greater Bay  
                  Area and the broader Pearl River Delta  
                region are accelerating the opening 
up of Southern China to the world, and offer 
significant potential opportunities for CEOs 
across sectors. In addition, Shenzhen is on the 
rise, as software, technology and hardware 
innovations are playing an increasingly 
important role in strengthening China’s high-tech 
manufacturing industry.

Ronald Sze,  
Senior Partner, Southern Region, KPMG China

“

Despite increased concerns from China CEOs about the impact that geopolitical factors will have on company growth over the 
next three years, the survey results suggest that their appetite to invest overseas remains. While only 12 percent of China  
CEOs attach a high priority to “expanding into new geographical markets” as a growth initiative over the next three years, a 
further 63 percent of respondents say that this initiative is “somewhat of a priority” (see Figure 2). This translates into three-
quarters of China CEOs remaining positive about expanding to new markets as a way to achieve growth. At the same time,  
62 percent of China CEOs attach a high priority to “increasing penetration in existing markets” as a growth initiative.

The survey results also suggest that while more CEOs from the US and Europe are prioritising their own domestic economies 
for growth, China CEOs seem to be more interested in international markets. Of the 10 core countries in the survey, Australia, 
Germany and the UK are the top three in the overseas market that China CEOs are prioritising for new growth opportunities. Their 
top three regions are Asia Pacific, Central and South America, and Central Asia, which shows the impact that the ‘Belt and Road’ 
and ‘International Production Capacity Cooperation’ initiatives are having on the investment outlook of Chinese companies.
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The majority of China CEOs that we surveyed are optimistic about the growth outlook, and are 
confident in the ability of their companies to innovate and transform to successfully adapt, grow 
and remain competitive. Consistent with this:

04 Key takeaways

Technological disruption is the ‘new normal’
China CEOs are embracing technological disruption as a means to innovate, 
transform and remain competitive in the market. However, at the same  
time, they are also aware of the risks and challenges that technological 
disruption brings.  

Investing in innovation
Most China CEOs intend to focus on innovation as a growth initiative over the 
next three years, and their investment plans are consistent with this. 

Positive outlook on globalisation and overseas investment 
China CEOs are also more upbeat about the pace of globalisation than most 
of their global peers, and despite increased concerns about the effect of the 
geopolitical environment on their company’s growth prospects, their appetite for 
investing overseas remains.

“
Honson To,  

Chairman, KPMG China

“

                  The China CEOs I’m speaking with are committed to globalisation, and recognise the need to  
                  highlight the positive impacts it brings. Together, we need to ensure that different countries,  
                different social strata and different groups of people all share in the benefits. They see practical steps 
such as the ‘Belt and Road’ Initiative as critical to delivering those benefits.

Disrupt and grow – 2017 China CEO Outlook / 13
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About this survey
The 2017 Global CEO Outlook is based on a survey of 1,261 chief executive 
officers (CEOs) from Australia, China, France, Germany, India, Italy, Japan, Spain, 
the UK and the US. These CEOs operate in 11 key industries – automotive, 
banking, infrastructure, insurance, investment management, life sciences, 
manufacturing, retail/consumer markets, technology, energy/utilities and 
telecom. Of the CEOs, 312 came from companies with revenues between  
USD 500 million and USD 999 million, 527 from companies with revenues from 
USD 1 billion to USD 9.9 billion, and 422 from companies with revenues of  
USD 10 billion or more. 

The 2017 China CEO Outlook is based on the responses of the 125 CEOs of 
China-headquartered companies who were interviewed for the 2017 Global  
CEO Outlook. 

The survey was conducted between 21 February and 11 April 2017.

A note about the data
Our data calculations are based on the results of the survey that was conducted 
for the 2017 Global CEO Outlook. 

For the results presented throughout this report for ‘global peers’ and ‘global 
CEOs (ex China CEOs)’, the responses of China CEOs have been excluded from 
the calculations.
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About this survey About KPMG China
KPMG China operates in 16 cities across China, with around 10,000 partners and 
staff in Beijing, Beijing Zhongguancun, Chengdu, Chongqing, Foshan, Fuzhou, 
Guangzhou, Hangzhou, Nanjing, Qingdao, Shanghai, Shenyang, Shenzhen, 
Tianjin, Xiamen, Hong Kong SAR and Macau SAR. With a single management 
structure across all these offices, KPMG China can deploy experienced 
professionals efficiently, wherever our client is located. 

KPMG is a global network of professional services firms providing Audit, Tax and 
Advisory services. We operate in 152 countries and regions, and have 189,000 
people working in member firms around the world. The independent member 
firms of the KPMG network are affiliated with KPMG International Cooperative 
(“KPMG International”), a Swiss entity. Each KPMG firm is a legally distinct and 
separate entity and describes itself as such.

In 1992, KPMG became the first international accounting network to be granted 
a joint venture licence in mainland China. KPMG China was also the first among 
the Big Four in mainland China to convert from a joint venture to a special 
general partnership, as of 1 August 2012. Additionally, the Hong Kong office can 
trace its origins to 1945. This early commitment to the China market, together 
with an unwavering focus on quality, has been the foundation for accumulated 
industry experience, and is reflected in the Chinese member firm’s appointment 
by some of China’s most prestigious companies.

KPMG’s Global China Practice (GCP) 
With dedicated teams in nearly 60 locations around the world, including 
countries and regions along the ‘Belt and Road’, the Global China Practice plays 
a leading role in ‘bringing China to the world’ and ‘bringing the world to China’.

We are passionate about facilitating Chinese outward direct investment (ODI) 
in meaningful ways, including by helping Chinese companies integrate into 
local business communities, and introducing them to potential partners in key 
overseas markets. The Global China Practice also enhances KPMG’s ability 
to serve foreign companies as they enter and grow in China. While many 
of our clients have been active in China for decades, the 13th Five-Year Plan 
represents an important turning point in the Chinese Government’s attitude 
towards foreign direct investment (FDI), and marks a new era of potential Sino-
foreign cooperation in China. To succeed in the ‘new normal’ in China, foreign 
companies should review what contribution they can make to China’s ongoing 
economic transformation, align their value proposition and business strategies 
accordingly, and prepare for a shifting landscape of risks. 

Through the Global China Practice, KPMG works alongside both Chinese and 
foreign companies as they navigate through dynamic business environments, 
shape business partnerships, and build platforms to achieve long-term market 
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