
UNCHARTED WATERS
We find a growing anxiety about the uncertainty and volatility of 
today’s business environment. CEOs are increasingly focused on 
building the organisational resilience needed to address disruption 
and maintain momentum. CEOs have to understand and cope with: 

• an increasingly unpredictable and fast-changing array of risks;
• the impact of environmental and climate change; 
• the affect of disruptive technology risk; and 
• the threats posed by a return to territorialism. 

Companies are also going on the offensive — disrupting their own 
legacy strategies and business models. Seventy-one percent of 
CEOs said that their company’s growth relies on their ability to 
challenge and disrupt the business norm. We also saw a significant 
increase in CEOs saying that their company is actively disrupting 
their sector (63% in 2019 vs 54% in 2018), rather than waiting to 
be disrupted.

LEADING IN UNCERTAIN TIMES
To build the resilience needed to capitalise on disruption, CEOs  
are looking to create and sustain a culture of  innovation, drive   
agility by rethinking the operating model, and assess whether their 
current leadership team has the mindset and capabilities to deliver 
their priorities.

84%

of CEOs say they want 
a culture where failure in 
the pursuit of innovation 

is accepted.

say that failing fast culture 
is currently celebrated.

56%
Yet 
only

THE INNOVATION DISCONNECT

© 2019 KPMG, a group of Bermuda limited liability companies which are member firms of the KPMG network of independent member firms affiliated with KPMG International Cooperative (“KPMG International”), a Swiss entity. All rights reserved.

62%94%

of CEOs are confident in 
the prospects of the global 

economy compared to 
67% in 2018.

of CEOs are confident in 
their own company’s 

growth prospects compared 
to 90% in 2018.

CHANGING FROM WITHIN
From artificial intelligence to virtual reality — technology has the 
potential to transform the world of work. Many roles and skills are 
becoming outdated or evolving. CEOs are having to embrace a  
new way of thinking about talent, workforce strategy, and the need 
for upskilling. Four in ten CEOs intend to upskill more than half of  
their current workforce in new digital capabilities over the next   
three years.

71%

of CEOs say their organisation 
sees information security 

as a strategic function 
and as a source of 

competitive advantage.

69%

Over two-thirds of CEOs say 
that a strong cyber security 
strategy is critical to driving 

trust with key stakeholders.

CYBER RESILIENCE

44%

of CEOs are planning to 
upskill more than half of 
their entire workforce.

32%

are prioritising workforce 
investments over 

technology investments.

AI-based technologies and 
their applications offer the 
opportunity to transform 

organisational performance.

of organisations have 
implemented AI to automate 

some of their processes.

16%

Yet only

are at pilot stage 
and 53% are undertaking 

implementation.

31%

TECHNOLOGY 4.0

1 2 3

To deliver resilience, CEOs need to drive an organisation-wide
digital reinvention. The ability to integrate digital innovation is key to
unlocking long-term growth. However, concerns over cyber security
can impede those ambitions so a pro-active, risk-based approach is 
essential to move forward with confidence.

84% of CEOs are actively transforming their leadership teams 
to build resilience.

C-SUITE REBOOT

AGILE OR IRRELEVANT
CEOs recognise the danger of being too slow and cumbersome in 
a fast-moving age. Over two-thirds (67% in 2019 vs 59% in 2018) 
believe that acting with agility is the new currency of business and 
that if they are too slow, they will become irrelevant.

CEOs must create and sustain a culture of innovation, drive   
enterprise agility by creating a streamlined, customer-focused   
operating model, and assess whether their current leadership team 
has the mindset and capabilities to deliver the CEO’s priorities.

Therefore, 84% 
of CEOs are either  
piloting or implementing 
new technologies in 
their business.

To lead an appropriate and strategic response to the volatility in the 
business environment, CEOs need to understand how the risks they 
have to cope with are connected and ensure their boards and 
leadership teams are engaged.

CONFLICTING GLOBAL OUTLOOK
While CEOs are very confident about their own businesses’ 
prospects, their confidence in the global economy is falling.

But

WORKPLACE 4.0
However, we see a tension between the workforce changes they 
know they need to make and the investments that are required in 
their technology. The majority of CEOs — 68% — said that they are 
placing more capital investment in buying new technology rather 
than upskilling their workforce.

We found a significant disconnect in terms of innovation. While 
84% of CEOs said they want their employees to feel empowered 
to innovate without worrying about the possibility of negative 
consequences, only 56% said their organisation currently has 
a culture where ‘failing fast’ innovation is celebrated.

CEOs have added more firepower to their leadership teams with 
Chief Analytics Officers and Chief Digital Officers — they are not  
stopping there. A significant majority of CEOs said that they are  
actively transforming their leadership team to build resilience. 

In an environment where digital innovation is critical for resilience 
and long-term success, CEOs are clear that cyber security excellence 
is much more than a defensive or mitigating capability.

CEO Outlook
Redefining resilience
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THE EVOLUTION OF THE CEO
CEOs feel they have less time to make an impact than previous 
generations of executives. We asked CEOs whether they agreed  
or not that tenure today for chief executives averages out at   

      

around five years. Close to three-quarters — 74% — felt that   
it did, and that this was shorter than when they first began  
their careers.

A NEW PLAYBOOK

Build emotional resilience 
and create an environment 

that embraces change

of CEOs say they had a
significant misstep early in

their career and they were able 
to learn from their experience.

74%

Maintain close customer 
connection and understanding of 

changing value to the wider community

71%

of CEOs feel it is their personal 
responsibility to ensure that the 

organisation’s environmental, social 
and governance policies reflect the 
values of their customers. And 55% 
said their organisations must look 

beyond purely financial growth if we 
are to achieve long-term, 

sustainable success.

71%

of CEOs say they have 
disregarded data-driven insights 

because they were contrary 
to their own experience 

or intuition.
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Balance data 
driven insight with intuition 

and experience.

CEOs need to react with agility to changing customer needs and  
also focus effort where it will have the most significant impact.  
To drive innovation and change, CEOs need a mindset where they 
are prepared to question long-held assumptions and beliefs — 

challenging the status quo if this is holding back progress.  
A majority of CEOs said their organisations must look beyond 
purely financial growth if they are to achieve long-term,  
sustainable success.
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