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I. INTRODUCTION
The start of the year is always a period when commentators reflect and forecast. More 

often than not, this is done with a liberal dose of optimism. From personal new year’s 

resolutions to business targets, there is a sense of renewed focus.

However, one could be forgiven for perhaps being a little less enthusiastic in reflecting on 

2022 than in other years. The recovery following the Covid-19 pandemic saw significant 

growth and unlocking of capital globally, as well as a strong pipeline of major projects in 

markets OBG covers. However, this upward trend was impacted by inflationary pressure, in 

large part induced by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine last February.

The impact of the war on global energy markets resulted in a sharp increase in interna-

tional oil and gas prices, adding to existing inflationary pressures and creating a sense of 

enhanced geopolitical risk. This led to a perfect storm, with no country immune from the 

effects, even those not directly involved in the crisis.

The end of the year saw China relax its strict pandemic-related restrictions, a move that 

led this engine of global – and specifically Asian – growth to slow appreciably. 

For many of OBG’s so-called Yellow Slice emerging markets, one of the most substantial 

issues has been US dollar-denominated debt. The fact that so many developing econ-

omies are exposed to how the greenback fares is a long-standing challenge. However, 

higher interest rates – an essential tool utilised by the US Federal Reserve to dampen 

domestic inflationary pressure several times over the course of the year – means debtor 

countries’ borrowing and debt-servicing costs have risen significantly, just when they may 

be in a position where public spending could help ease other pressures.

In a similar way, emerging economies are often disproportionately exposed to commodity 

markets, and this is particularly true of oil and gas exporters, although the global depend-

ence on rare earth and other minerals has also come to the fore. 



It was against this backdrop that in late 2022 we asked more than 200 CEOs from Africa, Asia, the Gulf, and Latin America and the Caribbean about their expectations for business in the year ahead. 

Globally, just under 50% of respondents have a positive outlook for 2023, whereas 27% expect things to worsen and 22% think it will stay the same. This trend was mirrored in all regions except Latin America and the 

Caribbean, where 24% of CEOs expect business conditions to improve in the next 12 months, compared to 45% in our 2019 survey. The more pessimistic outlook may be attributed to a number of reasons, but some 

countries in the region have political factors that are not seen elsewhere, in addition to large US dollar exposure.

Worsen Significantly worsenSignificantly improve Remain the sameImprove Do not know or N/A
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What are your expectations of business conditions in your market over the next 12 months?

Just under 50% of respondents have a positive outlook for 2023

II. BUSINESS EXPECTATIONS
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Commodity price fluctuations and 
exchange rate volatility were 

the most cited business challenges

Commodity price fluctuations

Exchange rate volatility

Supply chain disruption

Changes in demand from top trade partners

Regional conflict

Climate change

Other

34%

22%

10%

9%

1%

6%
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Africa has been among the regions most affected by global economic headwinds, 

including a strong US dollar, and inflation caused by high commodity and food 

prices. Despite this, respondents to OBG’s most recent Global CEO Survey are 

markedly upbeat about business conditions. Over half, or 52%, state that they 

expect circumstances to either improve or significantly improve over the coming 

year. However, while positive, this figure is lower than what was seen in previous 

surveys. By comparison, 35% of respondents think that conditions are either go-

ing to worsen or significantly worsen, highlighting varying sentiments across the 

continent. Much of this uncertainty is admittedly likely associated with external 

factors, the two most important of which are exchange rate volatility, cited by 

42% of respondents, and commodity price fluctuations (27%). Both are contrib-

uting to high inflation, which is noted by the region’s respondents as the factor 

most likely to negatively affect corporate performance in the short term. 

In terms of the strategy to drive revenue growth over the next three years, CEOs 

in Africa point to technology and innovation (28%), followed by new product or 

service development (21%). This highlights the demand for new digital solu-

tions and is indicative of the relative sophistication of many African markets. 

For instance, in the World Intellectual Property Organisation’s Global Innovation 

Index 2022 – which categorises countries’ relative innovation level compared 

to income peers – Morocco placed sixth in its income group, Tunisia eighth and 

Rwanda first. Those markets, in addition to Kenya and South Africa, were cited as 

having higher-than-expected innovation capability for their income cohort. 

When asked about the most significant barrier to African Continental Free Trade 

Area (AfCFTA) implementation, respondents are split between political will (27%) 

and bureaucracy (25%). What these two answers share is a lack of confidence in 

institutions and policymakers. Even so, responses show tacit belief in the AfCFTA’s 

overall worthiness: just 11% view process harmonisation as the most significant 

barrier and 3% regional competition – two factors that would be detrimental to 

the fabric of the agreement. While the continent remains vulnerable to external 

pressures, there is hope among business leaders that conditions will improve. 

AFRICAN LEADERS TURN TO DIGITAL SOLUTIONS AND 
REGIONAL INTEGRATION TO DRIVE GROWTH

5

Unsurprisingly, despite diversification efforts, the Gulf remains dependent on hydrocarbons, the prices of 

which have trended upwards in recent months. CEOs in the region appear to be the most optimistic in terms 

of domestic business conditions, with 62% of respondents expecting them to improve. This figure is consist-

ent with our 2019 findings. 

Although 52% of CEOs in Africa expect conditions to improve in 2023, this number is lower when compared 

to previous years. For example, in 2017, 83% of CEOs in the continent were optimistic about future economic 

growth. Similarly, optimism from CEOs in Asia is trending downwards, from around 75% in 2017 and 2018, to 

56% in 2019 and 47% in 2022, though the majority expect business conditions to remain steady or decline 

compared to previous years. 

In terms of external factors that may impact the local business environment, the top concern globally is com-

modity price volatility, at 30%, followed by exchange rate volatility, at just over 20%.

Harry Van Schaick, Managing Editor - Africa & The Americas

What is the top external factor that could impact the business 
environment in your market in the short term?

% of respondents



In terms of region, 42% of CEOs in Africa rank exchange rate volatility as their most pressing concern, followed by 

commodity price fluctuations, at 27%. CEOs in Asia, meanwhile, view supply chain disruptions as the most pressing 

issue that they face, at 30%, edging out commodity price fluctuations and exchange volatility (27% each). In Latin 

American and the Caribbean, as well as the Gulf, respondents indicate commodity price fluctuations are the most 

significant external factor, at 43% and 38%, respectively. Overall, these conclusions were relatively predictable as 

the primary concerns of global business news coverage over the past 18 months. Given the dominance of the US 

dollar in emerging markets’ trade and borrowing activities in both the private and sovereign spheres, exchange 

rates will remain a factor going forwards. This is especially the case given the role of the dollar in commodities. 

Despite macroeconomic pressures on emerging markets, Latin America and the 

Caribbean has been largely resilient. One example of this is exchange rates: of the 

10 best-performing currencies against the US dollar in 2022, seven were in the re-

gion. Despite this relative stability, respondents in Latin America and the Caribbean 

seem less positive than in other regions and previous years. Around 24% have posi-

tive expectations for local conditions; and as is the case in Asia and Africa, inflation 

was a top concern, with 43% of business leaders highlighting the issue – almost 

three times more than the second-most-cited response, supply chain disruption. 

Given the region’s dependence on commodities for exports and hard currency, it 

is perhaps unsurprising that Latin America and the Caribbean’s CEOs are the most 

concerned about commodity prices. Around 43% of executives in the region say 

it was the biggest external factor affecting business, more than the 38% cited by 

their counterparts in the Gulf. This difference could be at least partially attributed 

to the latter’s expansive sovereign wealth funds and diversification drive, both of 

which help soften the blow of commodity price volatility, compared to Latin Ameri-

ca’s traditional focus on mining and hydrocarbons. 

On the robotics front, the post-Covid-19-pandemic outlook for the region’s manu-

facturing powerhouse, Mexico, has given it a preferential edge over China, largely 

due to how the latter’s pandemic-prevention policies have deterred investors. 

Aligning Mexico’s manufacturing capability, capacity and compatibility with its 

primary trading partner, the US, has never been more strategically important, 

especially given the broader regionalisation trend in global supply chains as seen in 

North America following the implementation of the US-Mexico-Canada Agreement. 

For Latin America and the Caribbean specifically, the most commonly cited obsta-

cle to sustained economic growth is corruption, chosen by 39% of respondents, 

over twice as many as the next three answers: low productivity, persistent inequal-

ity and social unrest/insecurity. Our findings are aligned with other research on 

the matter, notably a recent study from Transparency International that found that 

corruption in the region is worsening in both the private and public sectors. 

LATIN AMERICA APPEARS RESILIENT, EVEN AS 
EXPECTATIONS ARE DAMPENED

OBG Global CEO Survey 20236

Harry Van Schaick, Managing Editor - Africa & The Americas

What is the top external factor that could impact the business 
environment in your market in the short term?

% of respondents

Given the dominance of the US dollar 
in emerging markets’ trade and 

borrowing activities, exchange rates 
will remain a factor
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III. REVENUE FORECAST

Revenue expectations were generally more 
positive in the Gulf, Africa and Asia 

than in Latin America and the Caribbean

What is your revenue growth forecast from in-country operations over the next 12 
months?

Concerns about the cost of credit 
are likely to be exacerbated by 
higher interest rates, as many 

emerging economies – and most in 
the Gulf – have currencies tied to 

the US dollar

How may these expectations play into revenue growth projections for the next 

12 months? While the global backdrop may lead one to believe that sentiment 

would be muted, 40% of respondents around the world anticipate revenue 

growth and an additional 30% believe it will remain steady. In Africa, CEOs are 

even more upbeat, with some 47% positive about revenue growth, while, by 

contrast, in Latin America and the Caribbean 20% expect this to improve.

In terms of the domestic factors that may negatively impact corporate perfor-

mance, 33% of CEOs worldwide anticipate that inflation will be the biggest con-

cern, followed by the availability and cost of credit (18%). While CEOs in Africa, 

Asia, and Latin America and the Caribbean appear to be more concerned about 

inflation, fewer reported that concern in the Gulf. 

In Africa the primary concern is inflation (42%), followed by the availability and 

cost of credit (21%), while in Asia it is inflation (37%), followed by logistics and 

transport (23%). Respondents in Latin America and the Caribbean cite inflation 

(33%) as their top concern, as well as a host of other issues – chief among 

them government policies and political stability. The primary concerns in the 

Gulf are inflation (24%), and the availability and cost of credit (23%). 

% of respondents
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Which strategy is most suitable for driving your revenue growth 
over the next three years?

Concerns about the cost of credit are likely to be exacerbated by higher interest rates. Many emerging 

economies, and most in the Gulf, have currencies that are either pegged to or have a large proportion 

of their weight assigned to the US dollar. One of the perennial issues related to this is that when the US 

Federal Reserve increases its rates, these economies are obliged to do the same – often when it is not 

the ideal monetary policy response. 

Every business is looking for new growth avenues. The strategies that the CEOs we surveyed are 

exploring to meet these goals over the next three years vary. Globally, 23% of respondents expect that 

their companies will invest in technology and innovation as a strategy to pursue revenue growth, edging 

out new product or service development (20%), expansion into new sectors (17%), and entry into new 

countries and regions (16%). On a regional level, leaders in Africa are most likely to view technology and 

innovation (28%) as key to future expansion, followed by new product or service development (21%); 

CEOs in Asia highlight new product or service development (27%), and technology and innovation (23%); 

and those in Latin America and the Caribbean eye new product or service development, entry into new 

geographic locations and expansion into new sectors (20% each). CEOs in the Gulf, for their part, expect 

to deploy technology and innovation (27%), new product or service development (16%), and expansion 

into new countries or regions (16%). 

The pace of technological development and access to new innovation is clearly a major factor in growth 

strategy. This dovetails with the youthful population in many of these markets, where early and deft 

adoption frequently means leapfrogging developed markets.

% of respondents

Buoyed by surging commodity prices, it is no surprise that corporate leaders in the Gulf are 

the most optimistic about the business environment in OBG’s Global CEO Survey, with 62% of 

respondents in the region expecting conditions to improve in 2023. This is higher than the 

average for all four regions surveyed (49%) and reflects the recent positive economic perfor-

mance of Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) members, with the IMF estimating that collective 

GDP growth in the bloc reached 6.5% in 2022. 

Elevated oil and gas prices have helped to insulate Gulf countries somewhat from the tight 

global financial conditions that have been exacerbated by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Indeed, 

commodity price fluctuations is the main concern of Gulf CEOs (38%) in terms of external fac-

tors impacting business conditions, while the impact of inflation on corporate performance is 

a lower concern for regional respondents (24%) when compared to the global average (33%). 

Optimism among Gulf business leaders is also illustrated by their keenness to ramp up capital 

expenditure in domestic markets: 43% report that they expect capital spending at their firm 

to increase in the year ahead, compared to an average of 38% for all regions. 

Energy revenue has also helped bolster public finances, with the IMF estimating that the 

GCC’s overall fiscal surplus exceeded $100bn – or 7.3% of combined GDP – in 2022. Such pos-

itive conditions have provided room for Gulf countries to press ahead with plans to accelerate 

economic diversification and ease long-term dependence on oil and gas revenue. When asked 

for their views on the long-term threats to economic stability and development in the region, 

reliance on hydrocarbons is among the top concerns, with 19% choosing this option – second 

only to regional conflict (38%). 

In recognition of the risks posed by failing to diversify, 2022 saw Gulf governments announce 

a number of strategies to boost growth in high-value, non-oil sectors. These included several 

related to digitalisation, as digital transformation and technological innovation are widely 

viewed by governments and business leaders alike as key to enhancing productivity, boosting 

competitiveness and unlocking new economic growth opportunities in the region. Reflecting 

this, when asked which strategy was most important for driving corporate revenue growth 

over the next three years, 27% of Gulf CEOs choose investments in technology and innovation 

– making this the most popular response by a significant margin. 

ELEVATED HYDROCARBONS PRICES GIVE GULF 
COUNTRIES ROOM TO ACCELERATE GROWTH

Patrick Cooke, Managing Editor - Middle East & Asia
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IV. CAPITAL EXPENDITURE & FINANCE

Africa

Increase or significantly increase Decrease or significantly decrease Remain the same Do not know or N/A 
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13.3%

50%
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22.4%

20.4%53.1%

Gulf

43.2%

21.6%

31.1%

Global

37.9%

19.2%

42.9%

What are your plans for capital expenditure in the domestic market over the next 12 months?

Around 40% of CEOs expect 
expenditure to remain the same, 
while 38% see it rising and 19% 

expect it to decrease

The cost of credit was a natural consideration when we asked CEOs about their capital expendi-

ture plans for the next year. Around 40% expect their expenditure to remain the same, 38% see it 

increasing and 19% decreasing. By region, 45% of CEOs in Africa and the 43% in the Gulf anticipate 

increasing capital expenditure in the domestic market in the coming year, whereas CEOs in Latin 

America and the Caribbean, and Asia expect spending to stay the same – at 53% and 50%, respec-

tively – or decline, at 20% and 13%, respectively.

This finding marks a decline from what CEOs were planning in OBG’s most recent pre-pandemic survey, 

conducted in 2019. That survey found that the percentage of CEOs who said that their companies were 

likely or very likely to make a significant investment had risen to 72%, up from 59% in 2016. When it comes 

to how CEOs expect to finance capital expenditure, just under half plan to rely on internal financing and 

29% say they will look to bank loans. It will be interesting to see how this develops as an approach if inter-

est rates continue to increase over the course of 2023. The relatively low level of equity or debt financing 

cited is perhaps a reflection of the status of capital markets in many of the economies covered by OBG, 

where such financing is not yet as common as in more developed economies.

% of respondents
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Other

Which technologies have the most potential to significantly improve your in-country business operations, if applied effectively? 

V. TECHNOLOGY & DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION

% of respondents

When asked which technologies have the greatest potential to improve business operations, on a global level respondents cite digital payments (21%), big-data analytics (19%), and automation and robotics (18%).

At a regional level, Africa followed the global trend, highlighting digital payments (32%), big-data analytics (21%), and automation and robotics (15%); while in Asia, CEOs expect to see bigger gains from big-data 

analytics (30%), followed by automation and robotics (23%), and digital payments (17%). In Latin America and the Caribbean, CEOs expect to benefit equally from digital payments and automation and robotics, at 

20%, followed by big-data analytics (18%). In the Gulf, CEOs anticipate that artificial intelligence will be the chief contributor to in-country operations, at 20%, followed by automation and robotics (18%), and big data 

analytics (14%).

Big-data analytics and artificial intelligence were among the top-cited 
technological innovations with the potential to bolster operations
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At a global level, 26% of CEOs said 
that the cost of new technology will 

be the main barrier to pursuing 
digital transformation

In terms of the main barriers to pursuing digital 

transformation strategies, at a global level 26% of 

CEOs said that the cost of new technology will be 

the main barrier, which fits into the broader cost 

considerations they raised. This was closely followed 

by workforce skills gaps (24%) and inadequate infra-

structure (20%). 

In Asia and the Gulf, reluctance from customers and 

clients are seen as significant barriers to achieving 

digital transformation strategies, outranking inad-

equate infrastructure. This was perhaps surprising 

given the broader pandemic narrative that lock-

downs acted as a catalyst for the uptake of new 

apps and technologies.

Nearly half of CEO respondents in Asia, or some 47%, expect business conditions to 

improve or significantly improve in 2023. While on a par with this year’s global average of 

49%, this forms part of a downward trend in recent years – from around three-quarters in 

2017 and 2018, to 56% in 2019, the latest available comparable survey data. 

With respect to the specific external factors likely to impact the business environment in 

the short term, Asia was the only region to collectively identify supply chain disruptions as 

the most pressing issue, with 30% of responses. This may be unsurprising given that ship-

ping delays, raw material shortages and factory shutdowns present a salient challenge to 

a region that is widely known as a global centre for manufacturing and industrial activity. 

This was closely followed by the selection of commodity price fluctuations and exchange 

rate volatility, both at 27%. Breaking down this trend, respondents from the Philippines – 

which registered headline inflation of some 8% in each of the last three months of 2022 

– were more likely to highlight commodity price fluctuations. Respondents in Indonesia, 

meanwhile, were more likely to select exchange rate volatility. 

In terms of attitudes towards regional economic integration, Indonesia’s CEOs are generally 

positive or very positive (50%) about the impact that the Regional Comprehensive Eco-

nomic Partnership (RCEP) Agreement will have on the market. The RCEP entered into force 

for 10 economies – including six Association of South-East Asian Nations members – in 

January 2022, and became effective for Indonesia one year later. Ratifying the agree-

ment remains a priority for the Senate in the Philippines – the only signatory, aside from 

Myanmar, yet to confirm – and the country’s CEOs were positive or very positive about 

its potential impact (56%). One-third of respondents from both economies maintained a 

neutral stance about the impact of the RCEP at this relatively early stage. 

Looking ahead to investment potential in Asia’s economies in 2023, more than 80% of In-

donesia’s business leaders expect the country’s G20 Presidency in 2022 to have a positive 

or very positive impact on international perceptions of the country. In the Philippines, 44% 

of respondents identify the elimination of red tape and bureaucratic hurdles as the most 

urgent priority for economic policy under the new administration, closely followed by the 

easing of limits on foreign investment in key sectors (39%).

INTEGRATION AGREEMENTS AND GLOBAL LEADERSHIP 
ROLES POSITION ASIAN MARKETS FOR EXPANSION

Jade Currie, Regional Editor - Asia

What is the main barrier to pursuing digital transformation strategies 
in your domestic operations?
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VI. ESG & CONCLUSION

We then asked what single factor had the most influence on environ-

mental, social and governance (ESG) commitments, either currently 

or in the future. Given the prominence of ESG as a global issue, the 

responses were notable. Around the world, 19% of CEOs say that they 

did not know what factors drove their ESG commitments or what 

would influence them in the future. However, 17.4% indicate regulato-

ry requirements are the primary driver, and 17% say corporate image 

and reputation is the biggest influence. 

What is clear from this is that while ESG as an issue captures head-

lines, it is not yet the priority that it is in most developed markets. 

For our CEOs, rather than ESG being organically driven, it was more 

the result of regulations and reputation management. This is the first 

time that we have surveyed on this issue, but it will be interesting to 

see how this develops in the coming years in future surveys, especial-

ly if improved business conditions allow for it to become more of a 

priority.

Taken together, it seems the post-pandemic rebound, affected by 

external factors, has led to a more conservative outlook for growth 

and expansion. This should not come as a surprise as sentiment in the 

wake of the pandemic has been fragile. 

There are nonetheless strong indicators that CEOs are prioritising 

the bottom line, focusing on growth through balancing the books, 

and understanding prevailing macroeconomic risks and the global 

geopolitical backdrop. 

OBG’s Yellow Slice countries are characterised by strong economic 

fundamentals, as well as youthful populations of early adopters. 

Harnessing these strengths, alongside the back-to-basics approach 

to business, looks to be the order of the day moving forwards. It will 

be fascinating to see what will change and how, when OBG next 

conducts our next Global CEO Survey.

In Africa, the top driver of ESG 

adoption was corporate image 

and reputation (19.7%)

In Latin America and the 

Caribbean, they were regulatory 

requirements (20.4%) 

In the Gulf, the main drivers were 

regulatory requirements, and 

corporate image and reputation 

(18.9% each)

In Asia, the top factor was 

external demand from 

consumers and suppliers  

(20%)
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