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Findings at a glance
Perceptions
How do you regard the status of the North American, European, and
Chinese economies? Perceptions of North America declined, with 88% of CFOs
rating current conditions as good (down from 89% last quarter), and 28%
expecting better conditions in a year (down from 45%, and a five-year low).
Perceptions of Europe declined markedly to 23% and 7% (from 32% and 23%),
and China also declined sharply to 24% and 12% (from 37% and 27%). Page 6.
What is your perception of the capital markets? A four-year-low 62% of
CFOs say debt financing is attractive (73% last quarter). Attractiveness of equity
financing fell for public company CFOs (from 42% to 35%) and also for private
company CFOs (53% to 37%). Sixty-five percent of CFOs now say US equities are
overvalued—down from last quarter’s 71%. Page 7.

Sentiment
Overall, what risks worry you the most? Following the US midterm elections,
external risks have become an even stronger focus. CFOs express concerns about
trade policy and political turmoil, and rising worries about economic growth.
Talent is again the top internal concern. Page 8.
Compared to three months ago, how do you feel about the financial
prospects for your company? The net optimism index fell drastically from last
quarter’s +36 to just +3 this quarter—the lowest reading in nearly three years.
Just 26% of CFOs express rising optimism (48% last quarter), and 23% express
declining optimism (12% last quarter). Page 9.

Expectations
What is your company’s business focus for the next year? CFOs indicate a
smaller bias toward growth over cost reduction (50% vs. 21%) and a lower bias
toward investing cash over returning it (48% vs. 18%). The bias toward current
offerings over new ones shifted toward new (43% vs. 40%), and the bias toward
current geographies over new ones decreased (60% vs. 17%). Page 10.
Compared to the past 12 months, how do you expect your key operating
metrics to change over the next 12 months? Revenue growth expectations
declined from 6.1% to 5.5%, and earnings growth declined from 8.1% to 7.3%
(their lowest levels in one and two years, respectively). Capital investment slid
from 9.4% to just 5.0% (the lowest level in two years). Domestic hiring rose from
2.7% to 3.2% (matching its survey high). Dividend growth fell from last quarter’s
very high 7.4% back to 4.5% (the two-year average). Page 11.

Special topic: Economic, capital markets, and company expectations
What are your expectations for the macroeconomy in 2019? The vast
majority of CFOs do not expect the US, Canadian, or Mexican economies to
improve, and 55% expect a US recession by 2020. Expectations for business
spending declined sharply, and those for labor costs rose. Page 12.
What are your expectations for the capital markets in 2019? CFOs expect
substantially higher interest rates and 10-year bond yields, and they expect the
US dollar to remain strong relative to other major currencies. Page 13.
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4Q18 Survey Highlights
• Optimism regarding the North American, European, and Chinese
economies declined; US, Canadian, or Mexican economies not
expected to improve next year.
• More than half of CFOs expect a US recession by 2020.
• Own-company optimism declined sharply to its lowest level in
nearly three years (second lowest in nearly six years).
• Growth expectations for revenue, earnings, and capex declined
to equal/below the two-year averages. Hiring and wages rose.
• CFOs expect higher interest rates and bond yields; few cite
company changes around debt, cash, and buybacks.
• CFOs expect new Chinese trade restrictions, but most expect
elevated input prices without higher demand for their offerings.
• With a split Congress, CFOs do not expect changes around taxes
or health care and are divided on infrastructure and regulation.
• CFOs’ top hopes and fears revolve around Washington’s ability to
cooperate in getting meaningful legislation passed—and they
express overwhelming doubts.
What are your expectations for your company in 2019? CFOs expect industry
revenue and prices to rise as M&A fuels consolidation. Few expect higher debt, cash,
and buyback levels, and fewer expect to take above-normal risk than in 4Q17. They
plan to hire mostly highly skilled workers and implement technology to replace
talent. Page 14.

Special topic: Expectations for US policy over the next two years
What are your expectations for US trade policy over the next two years?
CFOs overwhelmingly expect new Chinese tariffs and the NAFTA replacement
(USMCA) to pass the US Congress. Overall, many expect tariffs to elevate input
prices without aiding demand for their own products/services. Page 15.
What are your expectations for other US policy over the next two years?
With a split US Congress, CFOs do not expect changes related to tax rates or health
care. They are split on what might happen around infrastructure and regulation, but
overwhelmingly expect the US national debt to continue to rise. Page 16.
What are your hopes and fears for Washington? CFOs’ top hopes and fears
revolve around Washington’s ability to cooperate in getting meaningful legislation
passed—and they express overwhelming doubts. Many express specific fears about
trade restrictions and hopes for stabilization of trade agreements. Page 17.

Summary and context
Tariff and gridlock expectations stoke recession fears
To help CFOs check their thinking as they plan
for the next calendar year, our fourth quarter
surveys typically provide a look-ahead on
economic growth, government policy, industry
performance, and company priorities. This
quarter's survey, similar to the one we ran in
4Q16, offers additional perspectives shaped by
the outcome of a major US election.
Similar to 4Q16, this quarter’s findings show that
CFOs’ views are heavily influenced by their
perceptions of election outcomes. After the 2016
elections, CFOs’ already-positive sentiment
carried over to the post-election period. Citing
optimism about the prospects for lower taxes,
lower health care costs, and less regulation, CFOs
were bullish on the North American economy,
and US CFOs indicated their highest owncompany optimism in two years.
Much has happened since then. Among the more
important developments for business: taxes and
regulation have been reduced, interest rates and
government spending have risen, and trade
policy has shifted. Meanwhile, the last two years
have seen strong economic growth, soaring stock
markets, and record-low unemployment—and
strong optimism and expectations among CFOs.
But despite strong economic performance, CFOs
have recently begun to voice doubts about future
global economic growth—fueled by worries about
geopolitics, US political turmoil, and trade policy.
This quarter, the proportion of CFOs expecting
the North American economy to be better in a
year fell to just 28%, continuing quarterly
declines from a high of 59% in 1Q18.
Assessments of the Chinese and European
economies have also declined.
Expectations within North America show
weakness as well. Just 27% of CFOs expect the
US economy to improve in 2019 (half the level
going into 2018), and 55% say they expect a US
recession by the end of 2020. Only 22% expect
the Canadian economy to improve in 2019, and
only 18% say the same for Mexico.

Behind these expectations are concerns about
demand. About half of CFOs expect strong consumer
spending in 2019 (similar to last year), but just 32%
expect strong business spending (about half of last
year’s level). Concurrently, CFOs’ outlooks for their
own companies declined, with net optimism falling to
just +3—its lowest level in nearly three years, and
well off its +54 peak in 1Q18. Sales, earnings, and
capital spending growth expectations all declined to
at or below their two-year averages.
Concerns about US trade policy appear to be a
strong contributor to CFOs’ sagging expectations.
Two-thirds of CFOs expect the US to impose new
trade restrictions on China, but only 8% expect USChina policy to become more favorable for their
company. Nearly 75% believe the NAFTA replacement will get passed, but only 19% expect favorable
impacts. Overall, about 40% of CFOs expect tariffs
to substantially elevate their input prices, and only
6% expect them to elevate demand for their
offerings.
With US midterm elections yielding a split Congress,
CFOs voice even stronger concerns about legislative
gridlock—especially in the event of a recession. Few
expect personal tax rates to change, but some
express concerns about a possible repeal of
corporate tax reform. About one-third expect
Congress to fund new infrastructure, but many
worry about the impact of new spending and
entitlements on the national debt (94% expect it to
rise). Few expect progress on controlling health care
costs, but quite a few worry about increased industry
regulation.
Finally, with respect to capital markets, only 24% of
CFOs expect interest rates to stay at or below 2.5%
through 2019, and just 19% expect the 10-year
bond yield to remain below 3.3%. They mostly
expect little change around their companies’
approaches to debt, cash, and buybacks, and only
29% expect equity markets to be higher in 2019.

Key developments since the 3Q18 survey
• In US midterm elections, Republicans retained their
Senate majority; Democrats gained a House majority.
• US unemployment hit a 49-year low; wage gains hit a
nine-year high.
• The US Fed held rates steady in November, but signaled
a December rate hike; housing prices decelerated.
• The S&P 500 slid nearly 4% since last quarter’s survey.
• Since peaking in May, oil prices have declined sharply.
• The US, Canada, and Mexico agreed on a NAFTA
replacement; ratification in each country remains.
• Buoyed by reduced trade uncertainty, Canada’s central
bank raised rates to the highest level since 2008.
• Before the G20 summit, President Trump said he will
likely impose new tariffs on China (before 90-day truce).
• Mexico’s economy surged; the new president cancelled
Mexico City’s new airport; equities and the peso fell.
• The outlook for Parliament’s passage of Prime Minister
May’s Brexit deal remains uncertain.
• PMIs from the Chinese government indicated a slowing
economy; the renminbi fell to a two-year low.

Summary of CFO sentiment
and expectations
Economy optimism—North
America (Index)
Economy optimism—Europe
(Index)

Economy optimism—China
(Index)

Own-company optimism
(Net)
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Last
quarter

2 yr.
avg.

26.7

43.9

43.6

4.8

11.5

17.3

6.9

20.9

20.4

+3.4 +36.4 +37.8

Revenue growth

5.5%

6.1%

5.5%

Earnings growth

7.3%

8.1%

8.5%

Capital investment growth

5.0%

9.4%

8.6%

Domestic personnel growth

3.2%

2.7%

2.6%

(YOY)
(YOY)
(YOY)
(YOY)

Percent of CFOs saying
US equity markets overvalued
Well below two-year average
Well below last quarter

4

This
quarter

65.3%

71% 75.1%

Well above two-year average
Well above last quarter

Topical findings

Perceptions
Assessments of regional economies
Despite continued strong assessments of
the current North American economy,
CFOs’ forward-looking assessments of the
North American, European, and Chinese
economies slid to their lowest levels in
the last two years.
CFOs’ assessments of North America jumped in
early 2017—peaking in 2Q18, with 94% of
CFOs rating the economy as good. This quarter
remains strong at 88%. Perceptions of the
economy’s trajectory also jumped in 2017 and
remained mostly strong through early 2018.
Confidence has declined, however, and just
28% now expect better conditions in a year—
well off the 59% from 1Q18. The region’s
optimism index1 declined to +27, well below
last quarter’s +44 and the lowest since 1Q16.
Perceptions of Europe’s economy have receded
over the last three quarters after peaking in
1Q18. Only 23% of CFOs say current
conditions are good (32% last quarter), and
just 7% expect better conditions in a year
(down from 23% and a new survey low). The
optimism index1 declined from last quarter’s
+12 to +5, the lowest in two years.
Perceptions of China’s economy fell for the
second straight quarter, well down from recent
survey highs. Only 24% of CFOs say current
conditions are good (significantly down from
37%), and 12% expect better conditions in a
year (down from 27%). The optimism index1
declined from last quarter’s +21 to +7.

Economic optimism

How do you regard the North American, European, and Chinese economies? Percent of
CFOs saying current conditions are good or very good, percent saying conditions next year will be
better or much better, and percent saying both (dotted line)

North America
100%

88%

80%
60%
40%

28%
27%

20%
0%

Europe
100%
80%
60%
40%

23%
7%
5%

20%
0%

China
100%
80%
60%
40%

24%
12%
7%

20%
0%

Good now
1
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Better in a year

Economic optimism index1

Indexes reflect the percentage of respondents who rate current economic conditions as “good” or “very good”
and who also expect “better” or “much better” conditions in a year. Please note that the calculation of this index
changed in 1Q18 and all values from prior quarters have been recalculated based on the new methodology.

Perceptions
Assessments of markets and risk
Equities remain overvalued, but less so
With equity market volatility rising and the S&P
500 experiencing a 4% decline between
surveys, 65% of CFOs now say US equity
markets are overvalued—the second lowest
level since 2Q16. Meanwhile, the proportion
saying equities are undervalued rose to 7%—
the highest level since 2Q16.

Equity market valuations

How do you regard US equity market valuations? Percent of CFOs saying markets are
overvalued, undervalued, or neither (compared to S&P 500 price at survey midpoint)
100%
80%
60%
40%
20%
0%

Debt attractiveness hit a new low; equity
attractiveness slid to 2016 levels
Debt attractiveness declined for the fourth
consecutive quarter, reaching its lowest level
(62%) in more than four years. The
attractiveness of equity financing fell to its
lowest level since 1Q16, declining for both
public company CFOs (from 42% to 35%) and
for private company CFOs (from 53% to 37%).

3000
2,722 2800

Overvalued

2600
2400
28% 2200
Undervalued 7% 2000
1800

S&P 500 price
(right-hand axis)

Neutral

65%

Debt/equity attractiveness

How do you regard debt/equity financing attractiveness? Percent of CFOs citing debt

and equity attractiveness (both public and private companies)
100%
80%
60%
40%

Debt attractive
62%

Equity attractive

35%

20%
0%

Low appetite for risk-taking
This quarter saw the third consecutive decline
in risk appetite, with only 40% of CFOs now
saying this is a good time to be taking on
greater risk. This proportion is the lowest in
two years, and is consistent with the lowest
levels from the past four years.

Risk appetite

Is this a good time to be taking greater risk? Percent of CFOs saying it is a good time to

be taking greater risk
100%
80%
60%
40%
20%
0%
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40%

Sentiment
Most worrisome risks
Following the US midterm elections,
external risks have become an even
stronger focus. CFOs express strong
concerns about trade policy and political
turmoil, and rising worries about future
economic growth.

Most worrisome risks

What external and internal risk worries you the most? Paraphrasing and normalization of
CFOs’ most common free-form comments (percentages indicate proportion of CFOs mentioning
each external and internal risk)

External risks

Prior to 2017, CFOs’ top external risks centered
heavily on slow economic growth. With global
(and especially US) economic performance
much stronger since then, CFOs’ top worries
have shifted toward potential threats to
continued growth—especially toward policy
uncertainty and protectionist trade policy.
This quarter, CFOs voiced even stronger
concerns about both trade policy and (in the
aftermath of US midterm elections) policy
uncertainty. As they have for the last few
quarters, they cited growing worries about
geopolitics, interest rates, and future economic
growth. And new this quarter were worries
around immigration and US-China relations.

(20%)

(43%)
(17%)

Internal risks

(28%)

When it comes to internal risks, worries related
to talent and execution of strategy rose and
again top CFOs’ list. Concerns about achieving
growth and managing costs also increased.
Whereas last quarter’s findings indicated that
internal factors were most constraining
companies’ performance, this quarter’s findings
indicate a shift back toward external factors
being the dominant constraint.
Please see the appendix for specific CFO
comments by industry.

(41%)

Growth constraints

Which factors (external or internal) are most constraining your company’s performance?

11%
0%

Much more external
8
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36%
25%

More external

21%
50%

Neutral

27%
75%

More internal

5%
100%

Much more internal

Sentiment
Optimism regarding own-company prospects

Net optimism declined very sharply, from last
quarter’s +36 to just +3—the lowest reading
since 1Q16, and the third straight decline.
Just 26% of CFOs expressed rising optimism
(down from 48%), and 23% cited declining
optimism (up from 12%).
Net optimism for the US reached its lowest
point since 1Q16 at +9. Canada fell to a new
survey low at -36, and Mexico fell to its
lowest point since 1Q17 at -43.
Sentiment declined for nearly all industries.
The strongest gains were in Technology,
which rose from +17 to +25 following last
quarter’s sharp decline. Sentiment fell most
sharply in Manufacturing (to a 7-year low),
Healthcare/Pharma, and Services.

Own-company optimism

Compared to three months ago, how do you feel now about the financial prospects
for your company? Percent of CFOs citing higher optimism (green bars), lower optimism

(blue bars), and no change (gray bars); net optimism (line) is difference between the green
and blue bars

80%
60%
40%
+26%

20%

+3%

0%
-20%

-23%

-40%
-60%

2Q10
3Q10
4Q10
1Q11
2Q11
3Q11
4Q11
1Q12
2Q12
3Q12
4Q12
1Q13
2Q13
3Q13
4Q13
1Q14
2Q14
3Q14
4Q14
1Q15
2Q15
3Q15
4Q15
1Q16
2Q16
3Q16
4Q16
1Q17
2Q17
3Q17
4Q17
1Q18
2Q18
3Q18
4Q18

Optimism plummeted to its lowest level
in nearly three years, with all countries
registering some of their lowest-ever
readings. CFOs citing declining optimism
nearly matched the proportion citing
rising optimism.

More optimistic

No change

Net optimism

US

Mexico

Canada

Manufacturing

Retail/
Wholesale

Technology

Energy/
Resources

Financial
Services

Healthcare/
Pharma

T/M/E

Services

Net optimism by country and industry (4Q18)

Total

Please see the appendix for charts specific to
individual industries and countries.

More pessimistic

+3.4

+9.3

-42.9

-36.4

-24.3

+20.0

+25.0

+30.0

-2.8

-25.0

+42.9

+16.7

Red = relative lows
Green = relative highs
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Expectations
Business focus for next year
CFOs indicate a shift toward reducing
costs and returning cash, but they also
indicate a somewhat higher focus on new
offerings and new geographies.
Half of CFOs say they are biased toward
revenue growth, and 21% claim a bias toward
cost reduction for a net value of +29% (the
highest cost reduction focus in two years). The
bias toward investing cash over returning it to
shareholders (48% versus 18%) declined to
+30%, its lowest level in nearly three years.
Energy/Resources was highest for cost
reduction and also for investing cash.
CFOs’ bias toward new versus current
product/service offerings shifted back toward
new offerings this quarter (43% versus 40%,
for a net of +3%). The bias toward current
geographies over new ones declined slightly
(60% versus 17%, for a net of -43%).
Technology was highest for new offerings,
while Energy/Resources was highest for
current offerings and current geographies.
The recent strong bias toward organic growth
over inorganic growth decreased slightly this
quarter (66% versus 14%, for a net of -52%)
but remains near its survey high of -57%).
Energy/Resources was highest for organic
growth, and Healthcare/Pharma was highest
for inorganic growth.

Business focus

What is your company’s business focus for the next year? Net percent of CFOs citing a
stronger focus on the top choice than on the bottom choice (e.g., grow revenue vs. reduce costs)

Offense vs. defense
60%

Offense

Grow revenue

Invest cash

40%

30%

20%

29%

0%
-20%
-40%
-60%

Reduce costs

Defense

Return cash

New business

New offerings

New business vs. current business
60%

New geographies

40%
20%

3%

0%
-20%

-43%

-40%
-60%

Current geographies

Current business

Current offerings

Inorganic growth vs. organic growth
60%

Inorganic growth

40%
20%

Please see the appendix for charts specific to
individual industries.

0%
-20%
-40%
-60%
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-52%
Organic growth

Expectations
Growth in key metrics, year-over-year
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16%

2700
2400

14%

2100

12%

1800

10%

1500

8%

1200

6%

900

4%

600

2%

300

0%

0

Revenue growth
Capital spending growth

Earnings growth
Domestic personnel growth

7.8%

3.6%

3.9%

5.3%

3.4%

4.6%

4.1%

8.0%

8.4% -0.6% 6.6%

9.5% 10.1% 7.4%

5.1%

3.7% 11.6% 7.1%

Capital spending

5.0%

5.1%

3.8%

4.1%

2.4%

8.6%

5.1% -3.6% 4.1%

6.1%

7.6% 14.3%

Domestic personnel 3.2%

2.9%

7.6%

3.6%

1.9%

4.8%

7.9%

1.9%

1.4%

1.7%

0.3%

Dividends

4.5% 4.5%

3.3%

4.7%

4.0%

3.3%

0.2%

2.0%

3.9% 10.2% 12.5% 10.3%

Domestic wages

3.4%

5.5%

2.7%

3.0%

3.7%

4.2%

3.0%

3.2%

3.3%

6.8%

8.6%

7.0%

Financial
Services

5.6%

7.3%

Energy/
Resources

5.5%

Earnings

Technology

Revenue

Retail/
Wholesale

Services

YOY growth expectations by
country and industry (4Q18)

Dividend growth
Domestic wage growth

T/M/E

Please see the appendix for charts specific to
individual industries and countries.

2,722

S&P 500 price
(right-hand axis)

Healthcare/
Pharma

Dividend growth declined sharply from 7.4% to
4.5%, erasing last quarter’s marked uptick.

3000

18%

Manufacturing

Domestic personnel growth rose from 2.7% to
3.2%, again above its two-year average. The US
rose to just below its survey high. Canada rose to
well above its two-year average; Mexico rose to an
eight-year high. Retail/Wholesale and Technology
lead; Financial Services and T/M/E trail.

20%

Canada

Capital spending growth declined sharply from
9.4% to 5.0%, a two-year low. The US and Mexico
fell to their lowest levels since 4Q16; Canada
declined sharply to its lowest level in a year.
Retail/Wholesale and Services are highest;
Energy/Resources and Manufacturing are lowest.

(compared to the value of the S&P 500 index at the survey midpoint)

Mexico

Earnings growth declined from 8.1% to 7.3%,
its lowest level since 4Q16. The US fell below its
two-year average. Canada fell to its lowest level
since 3Q15, and Mexico rose slightly. T/M/E and
Technology are highest; Financial Services and
Healthcare/Pharma are lowest.

Compared to the past 12 months, how do you expect the following metrics to change
over the next 12 months? CFOs’ expected year-over-year company growth in key metrics

US

Revenue growth declined from 6.1% to 5.5%,
even with its two-year average. All three countries
declined to their lowest levels in a year, with the
US and Mexico still above their two-year averages
and Canada below. Technology and
Energy/Resources lead; Manufacturing and
Healthcare/Pharma trail.

Growth expectations

Total

Expectations for sales, earnings, and capital
spending declined and are at or below their
two-year averages. Expectations for hiring
and wages rose. Retail/Wholesale and
Technology are the relative bright spots.

3.3%

3.6%

3.9%
3.4%

Red = relative lows
Green = relative highs

Special topic: Macroeconomic expectations
Macroeconomic expectations for 2019
The vast majority of CFOs do not expect
the US, Canadian, or Mexican economies
to improve next year, and most expect a
US recession by the end of 2020.
Compared to a year ago, business
spending expectations declined sharply,
and those for labor costs rose again.

Macroeconomic expectations for 2019

What are your expectations for the macroeconomic environment in 2019? Percent of
CFOs selecting each level of agreement for each statement

Economic growth

Twenty-seven percent of CFOs expect the US
economy to improve in 2019 (29% for just the
US CFOs), which is about half the proportion
entering 2017 and 2018. Fifty-five percent
expect a US recession by the end of 2020
(53% for just the US CFOs).
Overall, the proportion expecting improvement
for Canada’s economy is 22% (just 9% among
Canadian CFOs), and 18% for Mexico’s (with
none of the Mexican CFOs expecting
improvement). The levels for both countries
are lower than a year ago.
An overwhelming 94% of CFOs expect labor
costs to increase (up from 84% a year ago),
with all industries very high. Forty-five percent
expect oil/fuel prices to increase (about even
with last year).
Fifty-four percent of CFOs expect strong
consumer spending (equal to last year), but
just 32% expect strong business spending (half
the proportion from a year ago).

US economy will improve

Canadian economy will
improve

Input costs

Labor costs will increase

Demand

Consumer spending will be
strong

Longer term

Please see the appendix for charts specific to
individual industries.
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53%

39%

7%

18%

31%

55%

13%

0%
Strongly disagree

42%

39%

16%

US economy will experience
a recession by end of 2020

24%

70%

5%

Business spending will be
strong

17%

55%

24%

Oil/fuel prices will increase

21%

59%

19%

Mexican economy will improve

26%

44%

29%

44%

24%

50%
Disagree

Neutral

11%

100%
Agree

Strongly agree

Special topic: Capital markets expectations
Capital markets expectations for 2019
CFOs expect substantially higher interest
rates and 10-year bond yields, and they
expect the US dollar to remain strong
relative to other major currencies.

Capital markets expectations for 2019

Only 24% of CFOs expect the US federal funds
rate to remain at or below 2.5% through 2019,
and just 19% expect the 10-year bond yield to
remain below 3.3%.

Capital

What are your expectations for the capital markets environment in 2019? Percent of
CFOs selecting each level of agreement for each statement

Only 29% say they expect US equity prices to
rise, with a relatively high proportion neither
agreeing nor disagreeing. Retail/Wholesale and
Healthcare/Pharma CFOs are the most
optimistic.
Overall, CFOs appear very unlikely to expect
non-US currencies to strengthen against the
US dollar. More than one-quarter of
respondents believe the euro will be stronger
versus the US dollar; only 10% believe the
Mexican peso will strengthen (none of the
Mexican CFOs believe so). Inconsistency of
expectations, both within and across
industries, appears to suggest considerable
uncertainty.
Please see the appendix for charts specific to
individual industries.

Federal funds rate will remain
at/below 2.5% through 2019

7%

51%

10-year bond yield will remain
below 3.3% through 2019

7%

50%

US equity prices will be higher

Currency

37%

45%

Canadian dollar will be
stronger vs. the US dollar

Mexican peso will be
stronger vs. the US dollar

44%

41%

0%
Strongly disagree
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50%
Disagree

Neutral

17%

14%

13%

58%

28%

19%

25%

29%

50%

Chinese renminbi will be
stronger vs. the US dollar

24%

28%

38%

35%

British pound will be
stronger vs. the US dollar

24%

45%

25%

Euro will be
stronger vs. the US dollar

18%

10%

100%
Agree

Strongly agree

Special topic: Company expectations
Company expectations for 2019
CFOs expect industry revenue and prices
to rise as M&A fuels consolidation. They
expect little change in their debt, cash,
and buyback plans, and less risk-taking
than in 4Q17. They plan to hire mostly
highly skilled workers and implement
technology to replace talent.
Nearly 80% of CFOs expect industry revenue to
grow. Two-thirds expect M&A consolidation (led
by Financial Services, T/M/E, and Technology),
and 52% say prices will rise (led by Healthcare/
Pharma, Retail/Wholesale, and Manufacturing).
Only 23% say their company will take abovenormal risk in pursuit of higher returns (nearly
40% last year), and 29% expect emerging
economies to be a substantial focus (both led
by Retail/Wholesale). About 30% expect M&A
to be a major portion of their growth strategy,
led by Retail/Wholesale and Technology.
Only 27% plan buybacks (led by Technology
and Healthcare/Pharma), and only 17% are
likely to take on more debt (lowest for Financial
Services, Retail/Wholesale, and Services) or to
hold more cash (lowest for Energy/Resources
and Retail/Wholesale). About 35% say they will
raise dividends, led by T/M/E, Manufacturing
and Energy/Resources.
About half say they will hire more people than
they let go (Healthcare/Pharma is lowest), and
75% say they will focus on highly skilled talent.
Still, 73% say they will implement technology
to replace talent (up from 58% a year ago).
Please see the appendix for charts specific to
individual industries.
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Company expectations in 2019

What are your expectations for your company in 2019? Percent of CFOs selecting each

level of agreement for each statement

Industry

Our industry’s total revenue
will grow

9%

M&A deals will cause industry
consolidation

12%

Industry prices will rise
Company
strategy

Capital

We will take above-normal risk
in pursuit of higher returns

50%

26%

21%

29%

42%

6%

Emerging economies will be a
substantial market focus for us

23%

27%

21%

26%

M&A will be a substantial portion
of our growth strategy

23%

27%

21%

26%

We will repurchase a substantial
number of shares

We will hold significantly
more cash

We will hire more people than
we let go
We will hire more higher-skilled
workers than lower-skilled workers

11%

We will implement technology/
automation that will replace talent

5%

Our proportion of part-time/gig
workers will rise significantly

7%

39%

40%

50%
Disagree

Neutral

12%

13%

60%

21%

6%

16%

59%

13%

0%
Strongly disagree

37%

22%

25%

5%

29%

26%

19%

21%

16%

29%

42%

12%

16%

23%

34%

26%

5%

22%

21%

24%

28%

We will raise our dividends

(company-wide)

9%

57%

21%

22%

We will take on significantly
more debt

Talent

8%

70%

12%

12%

100%
Agree

Strongly agree

Special topic: Government policy expectations
US trade policy expectations over next two years
CFOs overwhelmingly expect new US
trade restrictions toward China, with few
expecting US-China policy to become more
favorable for their company. They expect
the NAFTA replacement to pass the US
Congress, but appear uncertain about the
impacts. Overall, many expect tariffs to
elevate input prices without aiding
demand for their products/services.
Two-thirds of CFOs expect the US to impose
new trade restrictions on China, but only 8%
expect US-China trade policy to become more
favorable for their company.
Seventy-two percent expect the NAFTA
replacement (USMCA) to be passed by the US
Congress. Only 19% expect US-Mexico-Canada
policy to become more favorable (17% and 9%
for the US and Canadian CFOs, respectively,
and 71% for the Mexican CFOs). The very high
proportion of CFOs expressing neutrality
appears to indicate considerable uncertainty
about the new agreement’s impacts.
Less than 20% of CFOs expect the US to
impose new trade restrictions on Europe, and
only 5% expect European trade conditions to
become more favorable for their company
(with apparently high uncertainty).
Forty-one percent of CFOs expect tariffs to
raise their input prices, and just 6% expect
tariffs to elevate demand for their
products/services.
Please see the appendix for charts specific to
individual industries.
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US trade policy expectations over the next two years

What are your expectations for US trade policy over the next two years (i.e., before
2020 elections)? Percent of CFOs selecting each level of agreement for each statement
China

US will impose new trade
restrictions on China

US-China policy will become
more favorable for my company

US-CanadaMexico

NAFTA replacement (USMCA)
will be passed by US Congress

Europe

US will impose new trade
restrictions on Europe

Tariffs will substantially elevate
demand for our products/services

14%

Disagree

36%

32%

21%

59%

0%
Strongly disagree

5%

70%

21%

23%

19%

33%

46%

Tariffs will substantially
elevate our input prices

18%

68%

12%

US-Europe policy will become
more favorable for my company

Other

70%

17%

10%

8%

50%

37%

6%

US-Mexico-Canada policy will become
more favorable for my company

62%

21%

12%

50%
Neutral

5%

6%

100%
Agree

Strongly agree

Special topic: Government policy expectations
Other US government policy expectations over next two years
With a split US Congress, CFOs do not
expect significant legislative changes
related to tax rates or health care. They
are largely split on what will happen
around infrastructure and business
regulation, but overwhelmingly agree the
US national debt will continue to rise.

Other US government policy expectations over the next two years

What are your expectations for other US policy over the next two years (i.e., before
2020 elections)? Percent of CFOs selecting each level of agreement for each statement
Tax/fiscal
policy

Following the US midterm elections, few CFOs
expect personal tax rates to either rise or fall
significantly (more believe rates will rise).

CFOs are split on whether the US regulatory
environment will get better or worse for their
industry, with much apparent uncertainty.
Manufacturing, Healthcare/Pharma, and
Retail/Wholesale CFOs are the lest optimistic.
Please see the appendix for charts specific to
individual industries.
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Congress will fund substantial
new infrastructure investments

Other

45%

5%

Congress will make significant
changes to the Affordable Care Act

16%

US regulatory environment
will get better for my industry

7%

17%

24%

Neutral

13%

21%

54%

50%
Disagree

5%

29%

47%

0%
Strongly disagree

49%

54%

12%

Congress will take steps that
slow inflation of health care costs

36%

32%

31%

The US national debt will
continue to rise

8%

44%

38%

9%

16%

58%

23%

Personal tax rates will rise
significantly

CFOs are largely split on whether or not
Congress will fund substantial new
infrastructure investments, with roughly equal
proportions expecting investments, not
expecting investments, and unsure. Ninetyfour percent of CFOs expect the US national
debt to rise.
CFOs are very negative on the prospects for
both changes to the Affordable Care Act (ACA)
and for steps to control health care costs (5%
and 13% claim these expectations,
respectively). None of the Healthcare/Pharma
CFOs expect ACA changes, but half do expect
policy directed at controlling health care costs.

Personal tax rates will decline
significantly

100%
Agree

Strongly agree

Special topic: Post-midterm hopes and fears
Hopes and fears for Washington over next two years
CFOs’ top hopes and fears both revolve
around Washington’s ability to cooperate
in getting meaningful legislation passed—
and they express overwhelming doubts.

Hopes and fears for Washington over the next two years

CFOs express fervent hopes for bipartisan
passage of meaningful, pro-business
legislation—even as they express strong
doubts about Washington’s ability to focus on
key priorities and avoid extreme positions.

Hopes

What are your hopes and fears for Washington over the next two years? Paraphrasing
and normalization of CFOs’ most common free-form comments (percentages indicate
proportion of CFOs mentioning each hope and fear)

In particular, many CFOs say they hope to
avoid trade wars and stabilize trade
agreements. There are also widespread hopes
for an increased focus on the US national
debt—through management of current
entitlements and also through responsible
funding for potential new investments
(especially in infrastructure).
CFOs’ top fears center on the possibility of
further polarization and divisiveness now that
Democrats control the US House of
Representatives. Nearly two-thirds say they
fear the result will be paralyzing partisan
gridlock that will prevent the government from
responding to national priorities—especially if a
recession (expected by a majority of CFOs)
materializes in the next two years.
Please see the appendix for charts specific to
individual industries and for information about
CFOs’ additional hopes and fears.
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(21%)

(39%)

Fears

(25%)

(63%)

Appendix
Detailed findings by industry

Sentiment: Most worrisome risks (1 of 2)

Overall, what external and internal risks worry you the most?
Provide open-ended text.

External

Manufacturing
(n=32-33)
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Internal

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

19

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Retail/Wholesale
(n=13-14)

Capital spending outlook globally
China tariffs (3)
Cyber security
Economic
Europe's economy
Financial market overvalued
Geopolitical trade impact on economies (4)
Global trade and protectionism
Government funding of A&D
Government rhetoric
Inability of suppliers to keep up with demand could become a
limiter on growth
Inflation (2)
Interest rates (5)
Labor availability and cost
Nationalism
Political
Recession
Shaky market dynamics
Slowdown in global economy. China has already cooled off
significantly. (2)
Tariffs (7)
The number of risks
Trade wars (9)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Completion of milestones
Cost containment
Cost pressures in manufacturing inputs
Execution of growth initiatives (4)
Execution of significant expansions
Execution on capital projects
Focus on dealing with tariffs/trade vs. running the company
and creating value
Inflation
Innovating
Labor markets
Lack of prioritization
New hires adapting to culture
Project overload
Resources
Talent retention/acquisition (13)
Too many initiatives diluting organizational effort
Transformation at speed

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Approval of USMCA trade agreement in US Congress
China
Geopolitical
Global economies overheating
Interest rate hike
Markets
NAFTA
Political - change of government
Political decisions
Recession
Rising interest rates
Skilled labor
Steel tariffs
Tariffs
Trade dispute with China
Trade war
Trade wars and impacts on global trade - impacts
demand for core commodities
• US president actions

Technology
(n=19-20)
Brexit
China
Competition in marketplace
Customers being acquired and consolidated by other
companies
Economic
Geopolitical
Global recession (2)
Growth in federal deficit
Interest rates (2)
International financial market issues becoming
contagious
Overvalued equity market along with treasury rates
increasing (2)
Political (2)
Protectionism
Speed of technology innovation
Tariffs
Trade policy (4)
Uncertainty of trade war impact on purchasing by
customers
US government policies including trade wars and
immigration restrictions
US national debt

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

• Ability to attract and retain diverse talent (7)
• Ability to execute on current strategy
• Creating robust infrastructure to support ongoing
growth
• Cyber security
• Execution (2)
• Execution of development and delivery of technology
• Execution of strategy
• M&A integration success
• Mindset
• New product execution
• Profitability from growth businesses
• Sales execution
• Technology obsolescence
• The impact of an economic downturn on our core
business

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Ability to source and retain top talent
Corporate governance
Cyber security
Execution (2)
Execution of growth plans
Finding the correct places/opportunities for expansion
Focus of strategic priorities
New ERP system
New president in Mexico with populist/leftist policies
Performance improvement
Pricing pressure
Prioritization
Product acceptance
Talent for new initiatives

Energy/Resources
(n=9)
Democratic House of Representatives
Geopolitical (2)
Government
Recession
Regulation
Regulatory (2)
Regulatory approvals of matters before our
commissions
• Tight supply chains
• Trade wars/tariffs

Attracting and retaining top talent
Compliance
Execution (3)
Growth execution
Keeping good people
Managing costs
Talent - hiring and retention

* While we have attempted to display CFOs’ verbatim answers wherever possible, we have consolidated and reworded some answers in the interest of
economy and participant confidentiality. Sample sizes for industries may not sum to total due to responses from “other” industries.

Sentiment: Most worrisome risks (2 of 2)

Overall, what external and internal risks worry you the most?
Provide open-ended text.

External

Financial Services
(n=35-36)
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Internal

•
•
•
•
•
•
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Healthcare/Pharma
(n=8)

Brexit and trade war implications (2)
Broad, global economic downturn
China
European growth and politics
Geopolitical trade tensions (5)
Global economic growth
Global incident
Immigration
Inflation
Interest rates and credit extension (4)
Market instability (2)
Pace of interest rate increase
Political dynamics in US and impacts on policy and trade (4)
Political trade concerns
Regulation (3)
Rising construction costs
Rising wages
Slowing trade; looming US fiscal demands of Social Security and
Medicare
Tariffs
Technology change
Tight labor market (2)
Trade wars (6)
US recession (3)
Volatility of current administration places on markets

• Being able to attract and retain resources (16)
• Completion of multi-year system project on time meeting scope
and cost
• Cost control (2)
• Cyber security (3)
• Execution of integration of an acquisition (2)
• Execution of new business development in uncertain
environment
• Growing the business
• Lack of capital and spending discipline
• Legal and regulatory
• Market concentration
• Meeting internal growth goals
• New system implementation
• Political
• Regulatory environment
• Risk of not innovating fast enough
• ROI
• Succession planning for senior management
• Technology development (2)
• Too many projects

Deloitte CFO Signals™

Telecom/Media/Entertainment
(n=6-7)

Services
(n=10-11)

•
•
•
•
•
•

Changes in government policy/regulation
Litigation and regulatory
Political situation
Political uncertainty and scrutiny on the industry
The current administration
The instability in Washington creates an uncertain
environment for long-range planning
• Trade
• US politics and overregulation

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

China
China trade deal
Competition
Economy overheating
Geopolitical
Interest rate increases
Market declines
Overall capital market uncertainty/irrationality
US-China trade war

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Brexit
China tariff issues
Deficit
Economic recession
Finding and hiring employees at all levels in our
organization
Geopolitical
Immigration
Increasing interest rates
Labor markets (i.e., drivers)
Lack of investment in infrastructure and education
Large market correction
Legislative
Political (domestic and international)
Political and international trade
Regulatory
Rising interest rates (2)
Terrorist attack
Trade wars

Change management
Complacency
Employee turnover
Organization
Right talent
Talent
The company's ability to simultaneously enact major
change without disrupting the core business and
customers
• Willingness to take risk and own the business

• Ability to change fast enough
• Achieving revenue and synergy targets related to
major acquisition
• Economic decisions
• People
• Political stability
• Private equity expecting much more
• Selecting the right priorities and executing

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Alignment of our workforce
Cost
Cost efficiency progress
Cyber attack
High cost structure
Hiring
Inability to staff key roles
Inflation
Operating costs rising due to lack of available labor
Quality of service based on growth
Retention of talent
Sufficient talent to fill open roles
Talent
Technology progress

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

* While we have attempted to display CFOs’ verbatim answers wherever possible, we have consolidated and reworded some answers in the interest of
economy and participant confidentiality. Sample sizes for industries may not sum to total due to responses from “other” industries.

Expectations

What is your company’s business focus for the next year?
Services
4Q18

3Q18

2Q18

(n=12)

1Q18

4Q18

3Q18

(n=7)

2Q18

4Q18

3Q18

2Q18

(n=8)

Telecom/
Media/Ent.
1Q18

Healthcare/
Pharma
1Q18

4Q18

3Q18

2Q18

(n=36)

1Q18

4Q18

3Q18

2Q18

1Q18

4Q18

3Q18

Financial
Services

(n=10)

(n=20)

2Q18

4Q18

3Q18

(n=15)

Energy/
Resources

Technology
1Q18

Retail/
Wholesale
2Q18

4Q18

3Q18

(n=36-37)
2Q18

4Q18

3Q18

2Q18

1Q18

(n=146-147)

Manufacturing
1Q18

Total

1Q18

Select from five-point semantic differential scale.

Grow revenue

Reduce costs

Invest cash

Return cash

Grow in new
geographies

Grow in current
geographies

Grow via
new offerings

Grow via
current offerings

Grow via
acquisition
Grow
organically
Cross-industry
21
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* Sample sizes for industries may not sum to total due to responses from “other” industries.

Special topic: Macroeconomic expectations

What are your expectations for the macroeconomic environment in 2019?
Select from five-point Likert scale.

Total

(n=139-147)

Economic
growth

Retail/
Manufacturing Wholesale
(n=36-37)

(n=13-15)

Technology
(n=20)

Energy/
Resources
(n=9-10)

Financial
Services
(n=33-36)

Healthcare/ Telecom/
Pharma
Media/Ent.
(n=8)

(n=6-7)

Services
(n=12)

US economy will
improve

Canadian economy will
improve

Mexican economy will
improve

Input costs
Labor costs will
increase

Oil/fuel prices will
increase

Demand
Consumer spending will
be strong

Business spending will
be strong

Longer term

22

US economy will
experience a recession
by end of 2020
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* Sample sizes for industries may not sum to total
due to responses from “other” industries.

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly agree

Special topic: Capital markets expectations

What are your expectations for the capital markets environment in 2019?
Select from five-point Likert scale.

Total

(n=140-146)

Capital

Retail/
Manufacturing Wholesale
(n=36-37)

(n=14-15)

Technology
(n=19-20)

Energy/
Resources
(n=10)

Financial
Services
(n=34-36)

Healthcare/ Telecom/
Pharma
Media/Ent.
(n=6-7)

(n=7)

Services
(n=11-12)

Federal funds rate
(now 2.0%) will remain
at/below 2.5% through
2019
10-year bond yield
(now ~3.1%) will
remain below 3.3%
through 2019

US equity prices will be
higher

Currency
Euro will be stronger
vs. the US dollar

British pound will be
stronger vs. the US
dollar

Chinese renminbi will
be stronger vs. the US
dollar
Canadian dollar will be
stronger vs. the US
dollar

Mexican peso will be
stronger vs. the US
dollar
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* Sample sizes for industries may not sum to total
due to responses from “other” industries.

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly agree

Special topic: Company expectations

What are your expectations for your company in 2019?
Select from five-point Likert scale.

Total

(n=140-146)

Industry

Retail/
Manufacturing Wholesale
(n=37)

(n=15)

Technology
(n=17-20)

Energy/
Resources
(n=9-10)

Financial
Services
(n=35-36)

Healthcare/ Telecom/
Pharma
Media/Ent.
(n=8)

(n=6-7)

Services
(n=10-11)

Our industry’s total revenue
will grow
M&A deals will cause industry
consolidation
Industry prices will rise

Company We will take above-normal risk
strategy in pursuit of higher returns
Emerging economies will be a
substantial market focus for us
M&A will be a substantial
portion of our growth strategy

Capital

We will repurchase a
substantial number of shares
We will take on significantly
more debt
We will hold significantly more
cash
We will raise our dividends

Talent

(companywide)

We will hire more people than
we let go
We will hire more highly skilled
than lower-skilled workers
We will implement technology/
automation that will replace
talent
Our proportion of part-time/gig
workers will rise significantly
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* Sample sizes for industries may not sum to total
due to responses from “other” industries.

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly agree

Special topic: Government policy expectations

What are your expectations for US trade policy over the next two years (i.e., before
2020 elections)?
Select from five-point Likert scale.

Total

(n=145-146)

China

Retail/
Manufacturing Wholesale
(n=37)

(n=15)

Technology
(n=20)

Energy/
Resources
(n=10)

Financial
Services
(n=35-36)

Healthcare/ Telecom/
Pharma
Media/Ent.
(n=8)

(n=7)

Services
(n=11)

US will impose new
trade restrictions on
China

US-China policy will
become more favorable
for my company

US-MexicoCanada

NAFTA replacement
(USMCA) will be passed
by US Congress

US-Mexico-Canada
policy will become
more favorable for my
company

Europe

US will impose new
trade restrictions on
Europe

US-Europe policy will
become more favorable
for my company

Other

Tariffs will substantially
elevate our input prices

Tariffs will substantially
elevate demand for our
products/services
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* Sample sizes for industries may not sum to total
due to responses from “other” industries.

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly agree

Special topic: Government policy expectations

What are your expectations for other US government policy over the next two years (i.e.,
before 2020 elections)?
Select from five-point Likert scale.

Total

(n=144-146)

Tax/fiscal
policy

Retail/
Manufacturing Wholesale
(n=36-37)

(n=15)

Technology
(n=20)

Energy/
Resources
(n=10)

Financial
Services
(n=35-36)

Healthcare/ Telecom/
Pharma
Media/Ent.
(n=8)

(n=6-7)

Services
(n=11)

Personal tax rates will
decline significantly

Personal tax rates will
rise significantly

Congress will fund
substantial new
infrastructure
investments
The US national debt
will continue to rise

Other

Congress will make
significant changes to
the Affordable Care Act

Congress will take
steps that slow
inflation of health care
costs
US regulatory
environment will get
better for my industry
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* Sample sizes for industries may not sum to total
due to responses from “other” industries.

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly agree

Special topic: Hopes related to Washington post-election
What are your hopes for Washington over the next two years?
Manufacturing
(n=30)

Retail/Wholesale
(n=8)

Technology
(n=16)

Energy/Resources
(n=6)

Financial Services
(n=28)

Healthcare/Pharma
(n=7)

Tel/Media/Entertain
(n=7)

Services
(n=10)

• Alignment on trade policy and
infrastructure investment
• Focus on issues and not
partisan divides
• Restore common sense and
intellectual leadership to US
• Infrastructure bill passes; trade
agreement with China reached
• Bipartisanship/compromise (6)
• China trade resolved; no tariffs
• Infrastructure bill; trade
tensions ease
• Less gridlock; infrastructure bill
• Moderated behavior, while still
action-focused
• Pass infrastructure bill, resolve
trade issues, start to reduce
entitlements and manage deficit
• Reduced regulation
• Bipartisan legislation to resolve
immigration/environmental laws
• Split legislature moderates
administration’s agenda
• Stabilize economy; pass bills to
decrease long-term debts
• Stabilize rhetoric with other
governments; fix trade policies
• Stabilize trade, remove tariffs,
reduce personal taxes and cut
spending on social programs
• Stop playing politics and get
work done that benefits the
country - business, defense,
infrastructure, immigration
• Stop trade wars; we get the
rationale, but they are harming
US companies; need a
constructive solution fast
• Stop focusing on president’s
style; further the peoples’
agenda
• Stop the trade wars
• Solution to trade imbalance that
won’t destroy value in economy
• Get smarter on tariffs; gridlock
means less spending
• Tort reform
• Current administration ends

• Address entitlement
programs
• Infrastructure bill
• Partnership without politics
• Stability
• Midterm results lead parties
to work together on
sensible legislation
• Moderates in both parties
will force collaboration
• Things will continue with
split governments
• Turn down the heated
rhetoric on both sides; take
a more measured approach
to healthcare reform; make
substantive progress on
genuine trade issues with
China

• Bipartisanship
• Consistency in tax
regime and continued
deregulation
• Continued good
economy and businessfriendly actions
• Improve trade policy
• More fiscal discipline for
infrastructure investment,
particularly in transit
• Focus on accumulated
national debt; more
disciplined approach to
funding new initiatives
and controlling costs of
health care and
entitlements
• More oversight of the
administration
• More work across aisle
to get things done; lower
temperature of rhetoric
• Resolve trade war issues
with China
• Stability (2)
• Tackle and reduce
government spending
• Lower nationalism and
protectionism; focus on
infrastructure, health
care and sustainable
levels of taxation and
spending
• They get something
done (2)
• Little hope

• Budget reform
• Collaboration at all levels
of government
• Minimize damage to
judicial branch
• Reaching across the aisle
• Tax cuts remain in place
and some level of
bipartisanship occurs
• Work together and get
something done

• Better balance and less
partisanship
• Bipartisan cooperation;
moderation of extremes
• Budget/deficit reforms
• Business-friendly trade,
address national debt
• Get something done (3)
• Movement on policies
aiding economy and jobs
• Eliminate waste, but
maintain important things
like military spending
• Secure our borders and
fix health care/ACA
• Get a few things done
(health care/immigration)
• Fix immigration, address
skyrocketing health care
costs; end trade wars
• Fund infrastructure;
address budget deficit
• Level-headedness
• Cooperate for good of
citizens (not special
interest, narrow sectors)
• More deregulation
• Improve US finances
• No hopes (2)
• None; need 25%+
turnover of Congress
and removal of "leaders"
who allowed poisonous
environment to fester
• Productivity vs. gridlock
• Progress on trade rules
and health care reform
• Fix deficits; do no harm
• Return to civility in
discourse; bipartisanship
• Stability from leadership
• They do nothing (2)
• Current administration
ends
• Drive bi-party behavior
that’s good for citizens

• Constructive bipartisanship
• Fiscal discipline to rein in
debt
• Gridlock
• None - beyond hope
• People work together; stop
playing games
• Stability and reform
(infrastructure, health care)
• Operate in best interest of
business/economy while
still compliance-oriented

• Become more moderate with
House/Senate split
• Calming of overall rhetoric
• Continued elimination of
unnecessary regulation
• Streamlining of government
services
• Infrastructure bill - paid for would be great
• Compromise and getting
things done
• Get foreign trade agreements
solidified
• Get something done in a
bipartisan way
• Parties unite to deal with
immigration and entitlements
• Get priorities aligned for the
benefit of the country

• Continued deregulation
• Avoid recession without
substantially increasing
the deficit
• Reform health care,
help trade, lower deficit
• Find middle ground
• Reduce regulation; keep
tax law in place
• Spirit of cooperation
• Behave like adults and
govern for best interests
of our citizens
• Stop the unnecessary
trade conflicts that slow
the global economy
• Realize global
competitiveness is
predicated on access to
people/resources across
globe; don’t need
1940's US isolationism
• Fed doesn't mess up a
good thing by going too
far with interest rates
• Behave in far more
centrist and respectful
manner, crossing party
lines to address key
issues facing country
• The president decides
to not run for re-election
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* While we have attempted to display CFOs’ verbatim answers wherever possible, we have consolidated and reworded some answers in the interest of
economy and participant confidentiality. Sample sizes for industries may not sum to total due to responses from “other” industries.

Special topic: Fears related to Washington post-election
What are your fears related to Washington over the next two years?
Manufacturing
(n=31)
• Continued tensions with foreign
governments; US nationalism
• Continued focus on deficit
spending and rising debt load
• Trade/military conflict
• Stalemate/gridlock (4)
• Gridlock that precludes
progress on economy
• Even more gridlock with a split
House/Senate
• Irrational expansion economy
increasing economic bubble
• More chaos; next election will
be a total debacle
• Kindergarten continues
• More of the same
• More unproductive infighting
• No gridlock
• Nothing changes and chaos
environment continues
• Nothing happens
• Overreach on regulation/trade
• Expensive new social programs
driving higher debt
• Stagnation and political
polarization hurting country
• Strong partisan stances; limits
on defense appropriations
• Tariffs remain and personal
income taxes increase
• DC becomes even more
rancorous and divided
• Gridlock and nothing gets done
• Deficit balloons and Fed raises
rates too quickly
• House/Senate deadlocked;
nothing gets done
• Democrats focus on president
vs. doing their job
• Raise taxes, single-payer
health care, and push tariffs
• Trade tensions escalate and
partisan divide worsens
• Trump re-election; continued
drive to the far left and far right
• Current administration stays
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Retail/Wholesale
(n=8)

Technology
(n=15)

Energy/Resources
(n=7)

Financial Services
(n=28)

Healthcare/Pharma
(n=7)

Tel/Media/Entertain
(n=7)

Gridlock (2)
Continued chaos
More regulation
President’s impulsive
actions on trade
• Parties unable to work
together on good legislation
• House will focus on
shortcomings of president
vs. substantive issues
• Polarization of ideologies
and political self-interest will
continue to create cultural
division and impede
progress across our society
- culture, civility, education
and economy

• Continued infighting and
gridlock driving deficits
• Dem House/Republican
Senate will be partisan
and nothing will get done
• Dysfunctional legislative/
executive branches;
reliance on judiciary
• Gridlock returns
• Inconsistent tax regime
and more regulation
• More aggressive trade
policy; more isolationist
rhetoric and policies
• No legislative progress;
administration will lurch
from one self-imposed
crisis to the next
• International rules-based
system will continue to
be attacked and
weakened
• Reversal of tax reform
• Stability (2)
• Stagnation
• Administration continues
to be divisive and locked
standoff with Dems
• Continued polarization
setting country up for
stagnation
• More chaos

• Bitter partisanship causing
gridlock at various levels of
government
• Constant action by House
to impeach president
• Division in country
continues to get worse - if
that is possible
• Damage to judicial branch
and agencies
• Gridlock
• Moving to the extremes
• Nothing happens; focus on
impeachment
• Political gridlock and trade
wars

• Pass legislation that
raises deficit and does
not solve entitlements
• More brinksmanship on
budget matters
• Potential shutdown and
dysfunction between
legislative/executive
• Additional spending and
lack of fiscal discipline
• Deficit expansion
• Stalemate/gridlock (10)
• Continual investigation of
president/appointees
• Gridlock because Dems
don't want administration
to accomplish anything
• Partisanship; Dems
focus on impeachment
• Wrangling creates
market confusion and
does not help country
• Increasing taxes
• More partisan politics
• Negative tone continues;
little accomplished
• Trump investigations,
cause more divisiveness
and charged climate
• Political, trade, social,
and war conflicts
• Administration’s
extremism drives
volatility, unrest, and
new consequences
• Reelection of president
• Executive orders without
legislative debates
• Rollback of regulatory
and tax-rate gains
• Investigations drag on;
more work on impeachment than legislation
• To pass budgets,
Congress approves
infrastructure projects
that increase debt

• Infighting and partisanship
will increase politicization
of courts and lead to a
government shutdown
• Debt will rise as
investments are made
without increasing taxes
back to sustainable level
• Could not get worse
• Disruptive/destructive
politics between House
and executive branch
• Move to regulation for
regulation’s sake
• Gridlock in policy and
process
• Games and politics
blocking anything from
being accomplished
• Overregulation; new far-left
policies
• Instability and stalemate

• Continued conflict between
parties causing inaction; sad
state of affairs
• Continued hyper-partisan
behavior
• Inability to reach across the
aisle other than to throw a
punch
• Excess spending as 2020
presidential elections
approach
• Inability to end/calm trade
disputes with goal of
increasing US growth
• More protectionism and bitter
trade wars
• No compromise; nothing gets
done
• Significant political disruption/
uncertainty with negative
capital markets consequences
• The House will go after
president non-stop

•
•
•
•

Services
(n=10)
• Conflict will result in
nothing getting passed
• Continue with extreme
partisan behavior
• Gridlock, increased
regulation, increased
deficit spending
• Gridlock
• Increased regulation
from House
• Mandated wage
increases
• Political gridlock as
country slides into a
recession
• President is re-elected
leading to more
stagnation

* While we have attempted to display CFOs’ verbatim answers wherever possible, we have consolidated and reworded some answers in the interest of
economy and participant confidentiality. Sample sizes for industries may not sum to total due to responses from “other” industries.

Appendix
Longitudinal data by industry
and country

Longitudinal trends
Cross-industry expectations and sentiment

(last 24 quarters)

CFOs’ year-over-year expectations1

(Mean growth rate, median growth rate, percent of CFOs who expect gains, and standard deviation of responses2)
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49%
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47%
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53%
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48%
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62%
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59%
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54%
3.3%
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65%
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66%
3.7%

61%
4.5%

54%
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61%
3.6%

1Q13
51.0%
30.1%
18.9%
32.1%
1,520
9.6%

2Q13
59.0%
27.7%
13.3%
45.7%
1,667
9.7%

3Q13
41.9%
33.9%
24.2%
17.7%
1,656
-0.7%

4Q13
54.2%
33.4%
20.8%
33.4%
1,798
8.6%

4Q18
26.5%
50.4%
23.1%
3.4%
2,722
-3.9%
65.3%

Survey
mean

2-year
mean

45.5%
33.8%
20.9%
24.5%
1,872
2.9%
67.3%

49.4%
39.0%
11.6%
37.8%
2,593
2.9%
75.0%

Operating results
Investment
Talent

Number of domestic personnel

Equities Optimism

Optimism (% more optimistic)
Neutrality (% no change)
Pessimism (% less optimistic)
Net optimism (% more minus % less optimistic)
S&P 500 price at survey period midpoint
S&P gain/loss QoQ
US equity valuations (% who say overvalued)
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1Q14
46.8%
33.0%
20.2%
26.6%
1,839
2.3%

2Q14
44.3%
37.2%
18.6%
25.7%
1,878
2.1%

3Q14
43.7%
44.6%
11.7%
32.0%
1,955
4.1%

4Q14
49.0%
35.3%
15.6%
33.3%
2,040
4.3%

1Q15
47.9%
38.5%
13.5%
34.4%
2,097
2.8%

2Q15
37.6%
43.6%
18.8%
18.8%
2,123
1.2%
65.4%

3Q15
33.6%
46.9%
19.5%
14.2%
2,092
-1.5%
60.2%

4Q15
33.9%
42.9%
23.2%
10.7%
2,023
-3.3%
56.3%

1Q16
33.1%
35.6%
31.4%
1.7%
1,865
-7.8%
29.7%

2Q16
48.6%
32.9%
18.6%
30.0%
2,047
9.8%
56.1%

3Q16
35.2%
49.2%
15.6%
19.7%
2,184
6.7%
71.3%

4Q16
43.1%
37.2%
19.7%
23.4%
2,177
-0.3%
70.1%

All means have been adjusted to eliminate the effects of stark outliers. The “Survey mean” column contains arithmetic means since 2Q10.
Standard deviation of data winsorized to 5th/95th percentiles.
Averages for optimism numbers may not add to 100% due to rounding.
Please contact nacfosurvey@deloitte.com for data as far back as 2Q10.
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CFOs’ own-company optimism3 and equity market performance
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5.0%

1Q14
4.6%

median

5.0%

4Q13
4.1%

Capital spending

3

5.5%

3Q13
5.0%

Dividends

2

2-year
mean

5.7%

2Q13
5.7%

Earnings

1

Survey
mean

1Q13
5.4%

mean

Revenue

1Q17
59.9%
30.3%
9.9%
50.0%
2,316
6.4%
80.3%

2Q17
54.6%
34.8%
10.6%
43.9%
2,391
3.2%
78.0%

3Q17
45.6%
38.1%
16.3%
29.4%
2,441
2.1%
83.1%

4Q17
52.4%
42.2%
5.4%
46.9%
2,582
5.8%
84.4%

1Q18
59.4%
34.8%
5.8%
53.5%
2,732
5.8%
75.5%

2Q18
48.5%
42.1%
9.4%
39.2%
2,728
-0.1%
63.4%

3Q18
48.5%
39.4%
12.1%
36.4%
2,833
3.8%
70.5%

4.2%

4.3%

Longitudinal trends
Industry expectations and sentiment (1 of 4)

(year-over-year)

Growth expectations

Manufacturing
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-5%

-5%
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Selected Highlights*

Net optimism

(vs. cross-industry average)

Revenue growth
Capital spending growth
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Retail/Wholesale

Earnings growth
Domestic personnel growth

80%

80%

60%

60%

40%

40%

20%

20%

0%

0%

-20%

-20%

Dividend growth

-40%

-40%
•

Background: Composed of a broad range of manufacturers and brand companies;
about 80% public. Optimism largely tracks cross-industry average. Typically average
for dividends, average for capital spending, and low for revenue and domestic hiring.
Capital spending volatile over last two years.

•

Background: Composed of a broad range of traditional and online retailers, with
about 35% from tourism, hospitality, and leisure. Roughly 85% public. Tends to be
about average for most growth metrics. Optimism historically has trailed the
average, but has led the past three quarters.

•

This quarter longitudinal: Optimism fell to a new low (second-lowest). Revenue
and earnings down (below two-year averages). Dividends and capex down sharply
from highs (below two-year averages). Domestic personnel declined.

•

This quarter longitudinal: Optimism down sharply (above cross-industry).
Revenue down (above two-year average); earnings unchanged. Dividends and
capex down sharply (lowest since 2Q17). Domestic hiring up (highest since 1Q12).

•

Special topics: Policy = Very high (highest) for tariffs elevating inputs; very low for
tariffs elevating demand and US-Europe trade better; low for US-China trade better.
Company = Very high for growing industry revenue, price increases, and tech
replacing talent; high for M&A causing consolidation and high-skilled hiring;
moderate for emerging economy focus, M&A strategy, raising dividends, and hiring
over letting go; low for more cash.

•

Special topics: Policy = Moderate for tariffs elevating inputs and US-CN-MX trade
better; Highest industry for tariffs elevating demand at 27% and for US-China trade
better at 20%. Low for US-Europe trade better. Company = Very high for growing
industry revenue and price increases; high for emerging economy focus, hiring over
letting go, high-skilled hiring, and tech replacing talent. Moderate for above-normal
risk and M&A causing consolidation; very low for more cash and more debt.
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* “Two-year average” is relative to same industry; “highest” and “lowest” are relative to other industries; “very high,” “high,” and “moderate” indicate that more than 70%, 50%, and
30% of CFOs agreed, respectively. “Low” and “very low” mean less than 15% and 10% agreed, respectively.

Longitudinal trends
Industry expectations and sentiment (2 of 4)

(year-over-year)

Growth expectations

Technology
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Selected Highlights*

Net optimism

(vs. cross-industry average)

Revenue growth
Capital spending growth
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Financial Services

Earnings growth
Domestic personnel growth
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•

Background: Broad mix of hardware, software, and service providers; 75% public.
Optimism, revenue, earnings, and personnel growth tend to lead cross-industry
averages; dividend growth and capital spending tend to be below cross-industry
averages.

•

Background: Broad mix of banks, insurance companies, investment managers,
hedge funds, and real estate companies. Largest representation from insurance and
real estate (about 30% each), banking and securities (25%), and private equity/
hedge funds (about 10%); about 60% public. Pessimistic in 2016; mixed since then.

•

This quarter longitudinal: Optimism up (only rising industry). Revenue, earnings,
and capex down significantly from last quarter’s high levels. Dividends remain low,
and domestic hiring continued to climb (to a new survey high).

•

This quarter longitudinal: Optimism down sharply (lowest since 1Q16). Revenue
down slightly; earnings and capex both down sharply (lowest since 4Q16). Dividends
and domestic personnel both down to two-year lows.

•

Special topics: Policy = Very low for tariffs elevating demand, US-MX-CN trade
better, US-China trade better, and US-Europe trade better. Company = Very high for
growing industry revenue, M&A causing consolidation, high-skilled hiring (highest) and
tech replacing talent (highest industry); high for hiring over letting go; moderate for
above-normal risk, emerging economy focus, M&A strategy, and buybacks; low for
more debt; very low for raising dividends (lowest) and gig workers.

•

Special topics: Policy = Moderate for tariffs elevating input; very low for tariffs
elevating demand, US-MX-CN trade better, US-Europe trade better, and US-China
trade better. Company = Very high for growing industry revenue, M&A causing
consolidation, and high-skilled hiring; high for hiring over letting go and tech
replacing talent; moderate for price increases; low for M&A strategy, more cash, and
gig workers; very low for above-normal risk (lowest) and more debt..
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* “Two-year average” is relative to same industry; “highest” and “lowest” are relative to other industries; “very high,” “high,” and “moderate” indicate that more than 70%, 50%, and
30% of CFOs agreed, respectively. “Low” and “very low” mean less than 15% and 10% agreed, respectively.

Longitudinal trends
Industry expectations and sentiment (3 of 4)

(year-over-year)

Growth expectations
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Selected Highlights*

Net optimism

(vs. cross-industry average)

Revenue growth
Capital spending growth
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Healthcare/Pharma

Earnings growth
Domestic personnel growth

Dividend growth

(100.0%)
(83.3%)
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-20%

-20%
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•

Background: About evenly split between oil/gas/mining and power/utilities; 100%
public. Optimism mostly above average in 2016, but tracking average more recently.
Lowest average growth expectations for revenue, earnings, capex, and domestic
hiring throughout 2015, but better since then.

•

Background: Typically 75% life sciences/pharmaceutical and 25% health care
plans/providers; about 85% public. One of the more positive industries until early 2016;
mixed since then. Has typically ranked below cross-industry average growth in earnings,
dividends, capex, and domestic hiring; capex very volatile over last year.

•

This quarter longitudinal: Optimism down, but second highest of industries.
Revenue and earnings earnings up and near two-year averages. Dividends and capex
down sharply (lowest in 2+ years). Domestic personnel down slightly.

•

This quarter longitudinal: Optimism down sharply and lowest of industries. Revenue
and earnings down sharply and below two-year averages. Dividends up sharply to new
high. Capex up and domestic personnel down (both below their two-year averages).

•

Special topics: Policy = Moderate for tariffs elevating inputs; very low for tariffs
elevating demand, US-Europe trade better, US-China trade better, and US-MX-CN
trade better. Company = Very high for growing industry revenue; high for M&A
causing consolidation, high-skilled hiring, and tech replacing talent; moderate for price
increases, more debt, and raising dividends; very low for above-normal risk, emerging
economy focus, M&A strategy, buybacks, more cash, and gig workers.

•

Special topics: Policy = Low for tariffs elevating input, tariffs elevating demand, and USMX-CN trade better; very low for US-China trade better and US-Europe trade better.
Company = Very high for growing industry revenue (highest) and price increases
(highest); high for M&A causing consolidation and high-skilled hiring (lowest); moderate
for buybacks (highest), raising dividends, and tech replacing talent (lowest); low for
above-normal risk, more debt, more cash, and gig workers.
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* “Two-year average” is relative to same industry; “highest” and “lowest” are relative to other industries; “very high,” “high,” and “moderate” indicate that more than 70%, 50%, and
30% of CFOs agreed, respectively. “Low” and “very low” mean less than 15% and 10% agreed, respectively.

Longitudinal trends
Industry expectations and sentiment (4 of 4)

(year-over-year)

Growth expectations
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Earnings growth
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80%

80%

60%

60%

40%

40%

20%

20%

0%

0%

-20%

-20%

-40%
•
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Services

(-50.0%)
Background: Typically about 60% media/entertainment and 40% telecom;
about 65% public. Very optimistic until 2017. Usually high for revenue and
earnings and low for dividends, but metrics vary due to high sample volatility.

•

This quarter longitudinal: Optimism down slightly, but still highest of
industries. Revenue and capex up and above two-year averages. Earnings and
dividends up sharply and above two-year averages. Domestic personnel flat.

•

Special topics: Policy = High for US-MX-CN trade better (highest); low for
tariffs elevating demand and US-China trade better; very low for US-Europe
trade better. Company = Very high for growing industry revenue (but lowest of
industries), M&A causing consolidation (highest), high-skilled hiring, and tech
replacing talent; high for raising dividends (highest); moderate for M&A
strategy; low for gig workers.
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-40%
•

Dividend growth

(-67.0%)
Background: Very broad mix of services companies, mostly from transportation,
logistics, and business services; about 75% public. Tended to be relatively
pessimistic until 4Q16; better since then. YOY growth expectations tend to be
volatile due to varying composition and size of sample groups quarter to quarter.

•

This quarter longitudinal: Optimism down sharply (lowest since 3Q16).
Revenue down and earnings up (near two-year averages). Dividends and capex up
sharply (highest since 1Q11 and 1Q14, respectively). Domestic personnel up.

•

Special topics: Policy = Moderate for tariffs elevating inputs; very low for USChina trade better and US-Europe trade better. Company = Very high for growing
industry revenue and tech replacing talent; high for M&A causing consolidation
and high-skilled hiring; moderate for price increases, emerging economy focus,
M&A strategy, buybacks, more cash, and hiring over letting go; very low for more
debt (lowest).

* “Two-year average” is relative to same industry; “highest” and “lowest” are relative to other industries; “very high,” “high,” and “moderate” indicate that more than 70%, 50%, and
30% of CFOs agreed, respectively. “Low” and “very low” mean less than 15% and 10% agreed, respectively.

Longitudinal trends
Country expectations and sentiment

(year-over-year)
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US

Canada

25%

25%

25%

20%

20%

20%

15%

15%

15%

10%

10%

10%

5%

5%

5%

0%

0%

0%

-5%

-5%

-5%

-10%

-10%

-10%

Selected Highlights*

Net optimism

(vs. cross-country average)

Revenue growth
Capital spending growth
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Mexico

Earnings growth
Domestic personnel growth

Dividend growth
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•

Background: Broad mix of industries; about 75% public.
Optimism tends to be stable and track overall optimism since
the vast majority of participants are from the US (the same
is true for growth expectations).

•

Background: Mix of Retail/Wholesale, Financial Services,
Manufacturing, Technology, and Energy/Resources. Tracked
overall optimism in second half of 2017, but more pessimistic
lately. Expectations volatile due to varying sample sizes.

•

•

This quarter longitudinal: Optimism declined and lowest
since 1Q16 (more optimistic/unchanged/less optimistic =
28%/53%/19%). Revenue down slightly (above two-year
average). Earnings down (below two-year average).
Dividends down sharply from last quarter’s high (near twoyear average). Capex down sharply to lowest level in two
years (still highest of countries). Domestic personnel rose
and above two-year average (but lowest of countries).

•

This quarter longitudinal: Optimism fell sharply, reaching
the new survey low by a wide margin (more optimistic/
unchanged/less optimistic = 9%/46%/45%). Revenue down
(well below two-year average, and lowest of countries).
Earnings down (lowest since 3Q15, and lowest of countries by
wide margin). Dividends highest since 4Q14 and highest of
countries. Capex down sharply (well below two-year average).
Domestic personnel up (above two-year average).

•
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(25.29%)

(-71.43%)
(-42.86%)
Background: Mix of Retail/Wholesale, T/M/E, Manufacturing,
and Energy/Resources. Optimism tends to be highly volatile
due to varying/smaller sample sizes. YOY growth expectations
very volatile for similar sample reasons.

This quarter longitudinal: Optimism fell sharply to lowest
level since 1Q17 (more optimistic/unchanged/less optimistic
29%/0%/71%). Revenue down (near two-year average, and
highest of countries). Earnings up (above two-year average,
and highest of countries). Dividends fell sharply from last
quarter’s high (below two-year average, and lowest of
countries). Capex fell sharply (lowest in two years, and lowest
of countries). Domestic personnel up (second highest ever).

* “Survey average” means cross-country average; “two-year average” means two-year country average. “Highest” and “lowest” rankings are relative to other countries.

About the survey
Background
The Deloitte North American CFO Survey is a quarterly survey of CFOs from large, influential companies across North America. The
purpose of the survey is to provide these CFOs with quarterly information regarding the perspectives and actions of their CFO peers
across four areas: business environment, company priorities and expectations, finance priorities, and CFOs’ personal priorities.

Participation
This survey seeks responses from client CFOs across the United States, Canada, and Mexico. The sample includes CFOs from public
and private companies that are predominantly over $3B in annual revenue. Respondents are nearly exclusively CFOs. Participation is
open to all industries except for public sector entities.

Survey execution
At the opening of each survey period, CFOs receive an email containing a link to an online survey hosted by a third-party service
provider. The response period is typically two weeks, and CFOs receive a summary report approximately two weeks after the survey
closes. Only current and frequent responders receive the summary report for the first two weeks after the report is released.

Nature of results
This survey is a “pulse survey” intended to provide CFOs with information regarding their CFO peers’ thinking across a variety of
topics; it is not, nor is it intended to be, scientific in any way, including in its number of respondents, selection of respondents, or
response rate, especially within individual industries. Accordingly, this report summarizes findings for the surveyed population, but
does not necessarily indicate economy- or industry-wide perceptions or trends.
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IMPORTANT NOTES ABOUT THIS SURVEY REPORT:
Participating CFOs have agreed to have their responses aggregated and
presented.
This is a “pulse survey” intended to provide CFOs with quarterly information
regarding their CFO peers’ thinking across a variety of topics. It is not, nor is it
intended to be, scientific in any way, including in its number of respondents,
selection of respondents, or response rate, especially within individual
industries. Accordingly, this report summarizes findings for the surveyed
population but does not necessarily indicate economy- or industry-wide
perceptions or trends.
This publication contains general information only, and Deloitte is not, by means
of this publication, rendering accounting, business, financial, investment, tax,
legal, or other professional advice or services. This publication is not a
substitute for such professional advice or services, nor should it be used as a
basis for any decision or action that may affect your business. Before making
any decisions that may impact your business, you should consult a qualified
professional advisor.
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