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Foreword
I am delighted to present our 
2016 CEO Pulse Survey, the 
11th year of the survey. It 
reflects the views of over 250 
local and multinational 
business leaders on a range of 
key areas critical to Irish 
business.

This survey was carried out before the Brexit 
referendum with an overwhelming majority 
of Irish CEOs expecting that Brexit would 
hamper their business growth. Now that the 
UK electorate has voted to leave the 
European Union, Irish businesses will need 
to assess the potential impact across a range 
of scenarios.

While immediate stock market and 
exchange rate volatility has occurred, only 
time will tell how long these market 
uncertainties and risks will continue and 
how hard the disruptions will impact 
businesses. There is no doubt that Brexit has 
opened up a whole new set of business and 
economic circumstances for Ireland. 

As the UK is one of our largest trading 
partners, we would hope that the post-
Brexit relationship between the EU and the 
UK will remain open and close. However, 
given Brexit is more akin to a divorce than 
an amicable separation, nothing can be 
certain.

We would hope that Britain remains a 
member of the Single Market. What is clear 
is that there is a long road ahead and 
Ireland remains a committed EU Member. 
Ireland should make every effort to play its 
role in the continued evolution of the EU 
and be at the EU negotiating table 
engaging in the discussions to ensure the 
potential outcomes are in the best interests 
of Ireland, our people and our economy. In 
the meantime, businesses should plan for 
every scenario and be prepared to manage 
new operational risks and the systemic 
changes that may occur. 

Aside from Brexit related factors, the 
survey also highlights that geopolitical 
uncertainty, local political uncertainty, 
potential volatility in China and the 
outcome of the US elections also loom 
large. Other business risks are the lack of 
availability of key skills, rising labour costs, 
cyber threats as well as over-regulation in 
certain sectors. Given these uncertainties, it 
is not surprising that Irish CEOs told us that 

they were less confident about the 
economy and their businesses compared to 
this time last year. This dip in confidence is 
also in line with the views of Global CEOs, 
as reflected in our Global CEO Survey.

At the same time, it is important to 
remember that our economy is performing 
at well over the average Euro zone GDP 
growth rate and 84% of survey participants 
plan to grow revenues in the year ahead. 
Plans to grow the workforce are at an 
eleven year high and capital investment is 
expected to show similar solid growth. This 
suggests that Irish business leaders are 
confident about the factors under their 
own immediate control despite the external 
headwinds.

Global companies are more concerned than 
Irish companies about redefining their 
business purpose in the wider ecosystem to 
build trust and remain relevant. The survey 
highlights a shift in the mindset of CEOs 
with a greater focus on delivering beyond 
just profits. 

The survey confirms that successful 
organisations in the future will be 
determined by a much wider set of 
priorities including addressing multiple 
stakeholder needs and prioritising long-
term over short-term profitability. 

Feargal O'Rourke

Managing Partner, PwC
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Nearly three-quarters of Irish CEOs believe 
that business success in the 21st century will 
be driven by more than just financial profit. 

However, Irish business leaders lag their 
global counterparts in certain key areas, 
such as, setting their business strategy and 
KPIs to create value for their wider 
stakeholders and recognising that an 
organisation’s ability to attract and retain 
key talent is more than about financial 
compensation with corporate values, beliefs 
and culture coming more into play. 

How they use technology to engage with 
and deliver upon wider stakeholder 
expectations is one of the greatest 
challenges facing Irish business leaders in 
the years ahead, with data analytics 
expected to play a crucial role in this regard. 
The survey suggests that Irish companies 
can do more when it comes to maximising 
their investment in technologies compared 
to their global counterparts. 

It’s evident that most businesses today 
recognise the need to respond to a wider 
set of stakeholder needs – including 
customers’ expectations – and are 
considering how they address those needs. 
Even the most committed can find it 
challenging to strike the right balance 
between shareholders expectations on 
performance and value, and the 
expectations of other stakeholders to play 
a more meaningful role in society at a time 
when they are facing day-to-day battles on 
every front to fight off competition, grow 
revenues and manage costs. 

Despite the uncertainties, Irish business 
leaders should focus on continuing their 
growth plans. Maintaining cost 
competitiveness and ensuring companies 
have access to key talent will be 
fundamental for continued economic 
prosperity. And with a pro-business 
environment, continuing FDI flows and 
access to a market of 500 million people, 
Ireland remains a great location for 
investment. 

We have again included some thought 
provoking questions in a number of 
sections – enjoy the challenge!

Feargal O’Rourke 
Managing Partner 
PwC
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Irish business leaders are less 
confident about the economy 
and their own businesses 
compared to this time last 
year. However, confidence in 
their outlook for their own 
businesses has not fallen to the 
same extent as that about the 
economy. 

This dip in confidence is mirrored by similar 
views held by global CEOs. For example, 
only 27% of global business leaders are 
confident that global economic growth will 
improve, having fallen from 37% last year. 
Globally, views on prospects in businesses’ 
own revenue growth has also fallen but not 
to the same extent (Chart 4, Page 6). 

Prior to Brexit, the ESRI projected Ireland's 
2016 GDP growth at 4.6%, down from 4.8% 
earlier. It expected that Ireland would 
continue to be the fastest growing euro zone 
economy as consumer demand and 
domestic investment would take over from 
trade as key growth drivers (June, 2016).

Post Brexit, Cantor Fitzgerald Ireland, albeit 
cutting its growth forecasts for Ireland, 
remained upbeat on the strength of the Irish 
economy. They said "strong growth over the 
last two years has created significant buffer 
room for Ireland to help withstand external 
shock." (30 June 2016)

The euro zone grew by 1.6% in 2015. 
According to the European Central Bank, 
Europe is at risk of suffering lasting 
economic damage from weak productivity 
and low growth (June 2016).

The European Central Bank said that the 
uncertainty sparked by the British vote to 
leave the European Union will harm 
economic recovery into the euro area (1 July 
2016). 

Post-Brexit the IMF cut the growth forecast 
for the Euro zone for 2017 to 1.4%, from an 
earlier 1.6%, citing the fallout from Britain's 
shock vote to leave the EU (8 July 2016).

Economy and confidence in growth

Chart 1
Outlook for Irish economy for next 12 months - Ireland

Chart 2
Outlook for own business in the next 12 months - Ireland
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The World Bank reduced its 2016 global 
growth to 2.4% due to low commodity 
prices, sluggish demand in advanced 
economies, weak trade and deminishing 
capital flows (World Bank, June 2016).

Post Brexit, the IMF said that Britain's shock 
vote to leave the European Union has 
created uncertainty that it likely to dampen 
economic growth for the UK and the rest of 
Europe and poses a major threat to the 
global economy (30 June 2016). 

The survey highlights potential external 
risks at play for Ireland’s economy and Irish 
businesses. As a small open economy, any 
deceleration in demand from our trading 
partners cannot be ignored. 

Key concerns according to the survey aside 
from Brexit are political uncertainty, 
geopolitical uncertainties, availability of key 
skills, volatility in China, cyber threats and 
over-regulation. 

The survey suggests that it is becoming 
increasingly difficult to pin down where 
growth and investment opportunities will 
come from in the future. Keeping close to 
our markets while watching our cost 
competitiveness and driving value from 
digital transformation opportunities will be 
critical. 
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Outlook for the next 12 months – Ireland (% favourable)
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Economic indicators
Ireland’s sovereign debt was restored to A 
grade status by all three rating agencies 
(Moody, S&P and Fitch, May 2016), making 
borrowing by the State easier and cheaper, 
for example, the the cost of borrowing 
dropped to below 1% from a high of more 
than 14% in 2011 (May 2016). However, 
Fitch noted that the UK vote to leave the 
European Union is negative for Ireland, 
raising risks to growth (28 June 2016).

The Minister for Finance also recently 
welcomed the decision by the EU to formally 
accept that Ireland is no longer running an 
excessive deficit.

ESRI recent research revealed that Ireland is 
more vulnerable to changes in the 
corporation tax rate than any of its 
European partners when it comes to 
securing US investment. A one percentage 
point rise in the corporate tax rate here or a 
one percentage point fall in the UK would 
reduce the chance of securing FDI from 
outside the EU by more than 4 percent 
(ESRI, June 2016).

The Government expected to have 
approximately €1 bn for spending increases 
and tax cuts in October's Budget, which is 
nearly €500m more than projected at the 
start of the year and reflects the current 
strength of the economy. The Department of 
Finance expected strong growth in the Irish 
economy would continue over the coming 
years ranging from 5% this year to 3.3% in 
2021 (Government's Summer Economic 
Statement, June 2016). 

However, Minister for Finance, Michael 
Noonan, said that Britain's vote to leave the 
European Union could lead to economic 
growth rate in Ireland in 2017 being 0.5% 
less than previously forecast (28 June, 
2016). 

Tax receipts were €742m ahead of target for 
the six months to the end of June 
(Department of Finance, 4 July 2016).

Ireland’s recovery gained momentum over 
the past year with GDP growth of 7.8% 
recorded in 2015. With a relatively broad-
based growth in employment, continued 
strength in consumer and investment 
demand and falling national debt, Ireland’s 
GDP growth for 2016 was forecast at 5.1% 
(Central Bank, April 2016). This was again 
predicted to be the highest growth by far in 
the EU. 

However, the Central Bank of Ireland has 
indicated that it would be revising its 
economic forecasts in the wake of the Brexit 
vote, noting uncertainty for some time 
(Central Bank of Ireland, 29 June 2016).

Ireland’s unemployment remained at a 
post-crash low of 7.8% in June as conditions 
in the jobs market continue to improve 
(CSO, July 2016). The ERSI expects Ireland's 
unemployment to fall to below 7.5% in the 
final quarter of this year and to less than 7% 
towards the end of 2017 (June 2016).

Goods exports were up 20% year-on-year in 
2015 over 2014 (CSO, Feb 2016). Irish 
exports rose by 62% in Q1 2016 (Irish 
Exporters Association, May 2016). Time will 
tell as to the impact of Brexit on our exports 
in the future.

Retail sales rose by 8.1% year-on-year in 
May 2016 (CSO, June 2016). However, there 
are fears that the impact of Brexit and the 
return of cross-border trading due to the 
slump in Sterling may slow sales growth.

While Irish consumer sentiment was up in 
June, Brexit is likely to weigh on consumer 
sentiment in the coming months (KBC 
Bank/ESRI, 6 July 2016).

Ireland jumped to 7th place in world 
competitiveness, a rise of nine places and 
its best performance since 2000 (IMD 
World Competitiveness Yearbook Rankings, 
June 2016).

Ratings agency Standard & Poor’s has 
warned that wage pressures and continued 
overspending in health are likely to damage 
the ability of the Government to increase 
capital spending, while staying within EU 
Budget rules (June 2016).

The services sector has expanded for the 
47th month in a row in June, although 
slipped from May activity levels (Investec 
Services Purchasing Managers' Index, July 
2016). Manufacturing growth in 2016 also 
continues with a three-month high in June 
(Investec Manufacturing Purchasing 
Managers' Index, July 2016).

The National Treasury Management 
Agency issued a 100 year note at a yield of 
2.35%, maturing in 2116, and is lower than 
rates prevailing throughout most of human 
recorded history. This ultra-long maturity is 
a significant first for Ireland and represents 
a big vote of confidence in Ireland as a 
sovereign issuer (National Treasury 
Management Agency, April 2016). 



PwC CEO Pulse Survey 2016 Business performance   8

Business performance
Despite being less positive in 
the general prospects for their 
businesses in the year ahead, 
Irish business leaders expect 
to see growth in many of the 
key performance benchmarks 
such as revenues, profits and 
employment. 

Plans to grow the workforce are at their 
highest since inception of the survey, with 
62% of CEOs expecting to employ more 
staff. Capital investment growth plans are 
similar to last year, and also at a high. 

It is good news that Ireland is the top Euro 
zone performer in terms of labour 
productivity in the three years to 2015 with 

real GDP per hour worked of 6.8% 
compared to a Euro zone average of 2% 
(PwC Macroeconomics team, June 2016).

Notwithstanding the external risks, Irish 
business leaders still feel that they can 
expand their businesses in key areas and are 
actively looking to invest in people and in 
their capital base. 

Over three-out-of-four business leaders 
expect costs to increase and is a higher pace 
of growth compared to revenues and profit. 
It will be important that organisations 
continue to manage the costs under their 
control to ensure Ireland maintains its 
national competitiveness. 

The CSO reported a 1% increase in average 
weekly earnings in the first quarter of 2016. 
Rising rents and increasing house prices will 

put pressure on wage demands, increase the 
cost of living and will undermine 
competitiveness. The recent appreciation of 
the euro vis-a-vis Sterling highlights just 
how vulnerable Irish firms are to external 
developments and has placed Irish exporters 
under increased cost competitiveness 
pressure. The National Competitiveness 
Council, for example, recently said “labour 
costs have been growing ‘marginally’ more 
quickly than the Euro zone since 2014 and 
the wider EU since late 2015 and wage 
growth should not outpace productivity 
growth.” (April 2016). This reinforces the 
prioritisation of actions that boost cost 
competitiveness by business leaders. 
Average annual earnings rose 1.2% in 2015 
(CSO, June 2016).

It is positive news that the Swiss-based IMD 
World Competitiveness Centre has recently 
scored Ireland in 7th place, up from 16th 
place last year (May 2016) due to 
improvements in areas such as our GDP and 
Government finances, regulation and credit. 
The State scored strongly on business 
efficiency, which covers productivity, but it 
scored poorly on infrastructure. Executives 
interviewed as part of the research listed the 
top five areas of attractiveness for Ireland as: 
our competitive tax regime; our perceived 
high education level; our skilled workforce; 
business friendly environment and the 
dynamism of our economy. 

Areas of concern include exchange rate 
volatility, the personal income tax rate, total 
expenditure on R&D and spending on 
education. 

84%  
are planning 
revenue growth

2016 2015 2014 2013 2012 2011 2010 2009 2008 2007 2006

Revenues 84% 81% 77% 56% 59% 54% 53% 29% 71% 86% 87%

Costs 77% 69% 62% 46% 43% 30% 23% 25% 83% 89% 87%

Net Profit 74% 71% 69% 53% 54% 49% 57% 23% 60% 72% 77%

Employment 62% 59% 58% 34% 40% 33% 34% 19% 36% 47% 48%

Capital investment 62% 62% 49% 43% 33% 32% 39% 18% 54% 61% 60%

Chart 5
Anticipated growth in the performance of Irish operations in the year ahead (% of respondents)
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Economic and policy threats
CEOs face a business environment that is 
becoming increasingly complicated to read 
and adapt to. The survey was carried out 
during April and May 2016 and suggested 
that a possible exit by the UK from the 
European Union would be a major 
underlying concern with the potential to 
impact many businesses. Local political 
uncertainty was also high on the list of 
concerns.

Geopolitical uncertainty is also a top 
political and economic concern threatening 
business growth, coming at a time when 
terror attacks are touching every part of the 
world. Global conflicts are also connected to 
anxieties about social instability and 
readiness to respond to a crisis with over half 
of Irish CEOs concerned that these areas are 
threatening business growth. 

The volatility in China is also a key concern. 
China’s economic rebalancing, the fragility 
of its debt-laden local governments and a 
slowing manufacturing sector are impacting 
the commodities sector. 

Concerns about over-regulation, while still 
high on the agenda in Ireland, is cited as the 
top threat to business growth for global 
CEOs. 

Other key economic and policy threats 
include exchange rate volatility – which may 
have been Brexit related – and the outcome 
of the US elections. And with the global tax 
landscape becoming more complex, over 
half of Irish respondents are concerned 
about uncertainty over international 
taxation and reporting obligations. 

Concerns about high unemployment have 
fallen. Global CEOs are much more 
concerned about possible interest rate rises 
compared to Irish CEOs. Ireland’s debt 
position continues to improve and rating 
agency Moody has recently upgraded 
Ireland’s sovereign debt to an ‘A grade’ 
status. 

Top three 
concerns were 
Brexit, geopolitical 
uncertainty and 
political 
uncertainty
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Economic and policy threats for business growth (% concerned)
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Brexit - unchartered waters
The survey confirmed that Irish CEOs did 
not believe that an exit by the UK from the 
European Union would be good for Ireland. 
The survey revealed that 93% of Irish CEOs 
viewed a possible Brexit as the top threat to 
future business growth. Nearly nine-out-of-
ten Irish business leaders believed it would 
have a negative impact on Ireland’s 
economy. Only 3% said it would be positive. 

The UK electorate has now voted to leave 
the European Union. Many Irish businesses 
will need to deal with a new set of 
circumstances in the years ahead in terms of 
economic, political and social relations with 
the UK. 

Irish businesses need to consider the 
implications of Brexit and plan accordingly. 
Any assessment of the potential implications 
needs to reflect the uncertainties created by 
the vote, but in the context that Ireland 
remains part of the EU with direct access to 
the huge market that this presents Irish 
businesses. Our economy is performing at 
well over the average Euro zone GDP growth 
rate. The terms of both the exit negotiations 
and the UK’s future relationship with the EU 
are likely to take several years to reach a 
resolution. In the meantime, we advise 
businesses to continue on their growth plans 
while developing strategies to help them 
manage the range of uncertainties and 
challenges that are expected.

The exact nature of the consequences of the 
vote and the length of time it will take to 
fully understand the shape of a new 
European trade landscape is unclear. What 
is clear as a result of the Leave vote is that 
many businesses may be impacted 
immediately by the following uncertainties: 

• Sterling volatility and its impact on their 
cost base, especially in the short to 
medium term;

• Regulatory changes with consequences 
around regulatory capital and costs, 
primarily in the financial services sector;

• Changes in business models, for example, 
location, branches and subsidiaries;

• Customs and Trade and new 
administration, for example, new customs 
requirements;

• Supply chain arrangements, physical and 
virtual including routes to market. For 
example, sourcing alternative suppliers 
and/or importing from other countries;

• Tax and legal entity structures across the 
UK and other European locations;

• Taxation changes across corporation tax, 
VAT and duties as well as cash flow 
implications of upfront VAT payable at 
point of importation of goods from the 
UK;

• Legal issues, for example, invalid 
contract clauses; and

Intellectual property and data privacy are 
also areas that may be impacted.

In the longer term, workforce mobility and 
freedom of movement of people, including 
work permits and educational 
qualifications, may also be impacted. A 
bilateral agreement with Britain giving 
Irish citizens special status in the UK is by 
no means certain and would need 
approval of the European Union.

Ireland should make every effort to play its 
role in the continued evolution of the EU 
and be at the EU negotiating table 
engaging in the discussions to ensure the 
potential outcomes of any negotiations are 
in the best interests of Ireland, our people 
and our economy. This should also 
include, where possible, working with the 
British Government to secure a mutually 
acceptable deal with the EU on behalf of 
Ireland can be agreed.

 With direct access to the EU, a pro-
business environment and a highly skilled 
English speaking workforce, Ireland 
continues to be a great location for 
investment as well as a superb platform for 
international business.

93%  
of Irish CEOs said 
that a possible 
Brexit was the top 
threat to business 
growth

2016

87%

3%
10%

Don’t know/unsure
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Negative

Chart 7
Impact of a possible Brexit on Ireland?
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Other business threats
The lack of availability of key skills is now at 
an eleven year high. It is the top business 
threat for Irish CEOs and of much greater 
concern than for their global counterparts. 
Having the key skills to drive business 
growth and retaining that talent is critical. 
CEOs need to be innovative in how they 
identify and attract talent as well as having 
talent management strategies in place for all 
employees. With stiff competition for key 
talent as well as rent and personal tax 
pressures, the survey shows that concerns 
around wage inflation is a key threat to 
business growth. It will be important that 
we do not begin to price ourselves out of the 
market and keep our cost competitiveness in 
check. 

With the incidence of cyber attacks having 
doubled in Ireland since 2012, and over a 
third of Irish business leaders expecting 
more cyber attacks in the future (2016 PwC 
Economic Crime survey), it is not surprising 
that this is an area of key concern in the 
boardroom agenda. Irish business leaders 
are more concerned than last year and 
significantly more concerned than their 
global counterparts on this front. A cyber 
crisis can be one of the most challenging and 
complicated disruptions that any 

organisation may face. They require 
strategies around investigation and 
communication, as well as significant 
forensic and analytical capabilities. In 
today’s risk landscape, a company’s degree 
of readiness to handle a cyber crisis can be a 
marker of competitive advantage and 
ultimately ensure its survival. 

Over three-quarters of Irish business leaders 
are concerned about the increasing amount 
of red tape they have to deal with in the 
form of an increased tax and compliance 
burden. Each year there are additional 
requirements. For example, this year, 
companies have to address country-by-
country reporting. This increased 
compliance and reporting burden drives up 
both cost and complexity. Some companies 
are devoting extra resources to deal with 
this. Others are re-engineering their overall 
tax reporting function to provide this 
information in a more integrated fashion. 

The impact of digital and the speed of 
technological change are high on the radar 
for many. The winners will be those who put 
technology front and centre in all aspects of 
business including leveraging social media. 
That means having the vision, skills and 
strategies to do so. 

Lack of skills and cyber threats are top  
business concerns

Chart 8
Business threats to growth prospects (% concerned)
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Half of Irish CEOs surveyed are concerned 
about the lack of trust in business. In our 
experience when there is a high level of trust 
in a company, it drives business performance 
by attracting new customers and retaining 
existing ones. A high level of trust also 
makes employees more committed to 
staying with the company, partners are more 
willing to collaborate and investors are more 
prepared to entrust stewardship of their 
funding. Consequently, those organisations 
that can build trust seem to garner 
significant benefits. 

Steering an uncertain world
CEOs understand that despite the 
tremendous challenges they face in 
managing their business for today, they also 
need to look ahead and build a business 
that’s ready for the more complex 
marketplace of the future. To equip 
themselves for this challenge we see CEOs 
focusing on three core capabilities:

Addressing greater expectations 

CEOs acknowledge that their customers as 
well as other stakeholders increasingly want 
them to do more to tackle important 
problems. The response for many has been 
to focus even more strongly on customer 
needs as well as drawing on their 
companies’ own sense of purpose – what 
they stand for – to define a more 
comprehensive view of how their businesses 
operate within society. Some CEOs are 
taking steps to align this broader mission to 
their company’s core goal of profitability.

Harnessing technology, innovation 
and talent to execute the strategies 
that meet greater expectations 

CEOs are using technology to get closer to 
consumers but are being challenged to align 
all parts of their operating model behind 
customer strategies. Some companies are 
bridging what we call an ‘execution gap’ by 
shaping their entire value proposition, 
strategy, operations and capabilities around 
a strong commitment to what they stand for. 
They are also looking to build better 
innovation and people capabilities to 
address changing customer expectations.

Developing methods of measuring 
and communicating success 

CEOs are seeking to better measure and 
communicate the impact and value of many 
of the strategies and risks for stakeholders. 
Companies are addressing these challenges 
through a greater focus on data and 
technology to gain better insight into 
business processes and to measure a broader 
range of variables. They are also looking to 
better measure and communicate some of 
the ‘softer’ issues in a reliable and consistent 
way. 

Tough questions to 
ask about growing in 
complicated times

• Do you have a strategy in place for a 
more divergent world where 
authority and influence are more 
widely distributed?

• How are you preparing your 
organisation to face non-traditional 
competitors now and in the future?

• Have you adjusted your operational 
model to accommodate future 
potential increases to your cost of 
capital, as interest rates change and 
currency markets become more 
volatile?

• Are you tracking the right risks 
around Brexit and new political 
dynamics such as geopolitical 
uncertainty and cybersecurity as 
they replace concerns related to 
coping with the financial crisis?

• What’s your organisation doing to 
prepare itself to respond to, and 
recover from a crisis?
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14%  
are planning new 
borrowings

Capital structuring and restructuring
While almost two-thirds of Irish business 
leaders expect no change in capital 
structure, the survey shows that other 
sources of finance are becoming more 
popular. New borrowings are on the 
increase while restructuring of existing 
borrowings is becoming less frequent. 
Seeking a stock exchange listing was not on 
the agenda for any of the respondents.

The survey further reveals that global CEOs 
are more active in all areas of restructuring 
compared to their Irish counterparts. 

Cost control for Irish CEOs is still high on the 
agenda with nearly a third of respondents 
planning cost reduction initiatives. Nearly a 
quarter are planning a strategic alliance and 
nearly one-in-five is planning a merger or 
acquisition. Nearly a fifth are planning to 
outsource a function or operational process. 
Nearly one-in-ten are minimising the cash 
cost associated with corporate tax and 
indirect taxes.
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Chart 9
Changes in managing capital structure in the year ahead - Ireland

Chart 10
Restructuring activities planned in the coming 12 months - Ireland and Global
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Exporting 
According to the Central Statistics Office 
goods exports for 2015 showed a record 
20% growth compared to 2014, largely 
driven by medical & pharmaceutical and 
food & beverages. In May 2016, the Irish 
Exporters Association reported a 62% 
increase in exports in Q1 2016. Enterprise 
Ireland affiliated companies saw a 10% 
increase in 2015 exports compared with 
2014, amounting to an all-time high of €20.6 
bn (June 2016).

The survey highlights that this positive trend 
for Irish exports, critical for continued job 
creation, is set to continue although Brexit 
may now slow down exports to the UK. 
Nearly half (44%) of survey respondents 
confirmed that they have export operations 
and, for those, over a third (38%) revealed 
that they expect revenue growth from these 
exports to be in excess of 10% in the year 
ahead. 

The survey highlights that the UK is our 
most important market with 65% reporting 
to export to our nearest neighbour. Other 
key markets for Ireland, according to the 
survey, are: the US, Germany, France and 
China.

Brexit - a concern

In the light of the UK electorate voting to 
exit the European Union, a weaker Sterling 
harms the competitiveness of Irish exporters 
to the UK because it cuts margins and makes 
it more expensive for them to do business in 
the UK. In response, Enterprise Ireland will 
seek to reduce its clients reliance on the UK 
market focusing on growth strategies in the 
US and northern Europe.

38%  
of exporters expect revenue 
growth of more than 10%

Chart 11
If planning to export or continuing to export, what revenue growth do you expect 
from your exports in the year ahead?
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Foreign direct investment
Nearly all (95%) multinational 
(MNC) CEOs said that their 
company’s decision to invest in 
Ireland is a success and is a 
slight increase over last year. 
Over nine-out-of-ten are 
planning to either increase or 
maintain their investment in 
Ireland. 

Capital investment flows into Ireland hit 
US$5.5bn in 2015, as the number of FDI 
projects rose to 178, according to a recent 
FDI report from the Financial Times’ FDI 
Intelligence (May 2016). 

This resounding vote of confidence by 
multinational CEOs in Ireland is also 
reflected in the American Chamber of 
Commerce Ireland’s recent publication 
‘Transatlantic Economy 2016’ which 
confirmed that Ireland is corporate 
America’s ‘strategic beachhead’ to the EU. 
US assets in Ireland (US$1.1 trillion in 2013) 
are much larger than those in France or 
Switzerland and light years ahead of those 

in China. It said that ‘US firms have 
leveraged Ireland as an export base to a far 
greater degree than low-cost locations like 
Mexico, Hong Kong and China. On a 
standalone basis, US affiliates’ exports from 
Ireland are greater than most countries’ 
exports. Such is the export intensity of US 
affiliates in Ireland and the strategic 
importance of Ireland to the corporate 
success of US firms operating in Europe and 
around the world.’

IDA Ireland recently outlined the strong 
growth of inward investment in the first six 
months of the year, creating more than 
9,000 jobs. The IDA did note the UK's 

decision to leave the European Union to 
present potential opportunities, but the full 
impact may not be known for some time  
(6 July 2016).

95%  
confirm 
investment in 
Ireland is a 
success

Chart 14
% MNCs considering additional investment in Ireland 
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Tax, costs and talent critical for maintaining FDI

CEOs are looking for certainty 
on tax, cost competitiveness 
and access to a highly skilled 
workforce. CEOs are looking 
for certainty and consistency. 

In Ireland, CEOs want to see the 12.5% rate 
maintained. It is important for companies 
that they believe that Ireland will be 
consistent with its corporate tax policy.

It is also important that there are no 
significant changes in other taxes which 
potentially impact on companies 
competitiveness. Ireland's 12.5% rate is clear 
and simple and Ireland has looked to signal 
tax changes reasonably well in advance and 
to consult with all stakeholders in advance 
of any changes. 

Cost competitiveness is a key factor in 
determining the location of investments. 
Housing costs tend to be a large percentage 
of disposable income and it is critical for the 
Government to ensure an adequate housing 
supply to meet demands in locations where 
people want to live. Access to a highly skilled 
workforce is also very important for 
deciding the location of investments. Ireland 
provides access to local employees but also 
allows businesses who locate in Ireland to 
recruit from a pool of approximately 500m 
people throughout Europe. 

Chart 13
Factors critical to maintaining and/or increasing Ireland’s attractiveness as a location 
of choice for foreign direct investment (% MNC respondents)
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This is particularly important for hard to find 
skills. Ireland welcomes these people and 
they make a big contribution to our society.

While the survey was completed before the 
recent Brexit vote, if it was completed today, 
another key issue would most likely be 
access to market. Ireland provides direct, 
tariff and border free access to a market of 
500m people.

The personal tax burden in Ireland is 
perceived to be high and can be considered a 
disincentive. This is due to a combination of 
the relatively high marginal rate of tax and 
the fact that the high rate kicks in at a 
relatively low level of income compared to 
other countries. It is challenging to reduce 
the top rate of tax given the potential cost. 
The Government may want to focus on 
doing one of two things:

1.  It could consider enhancing the tax reliefs 
that are provided to foreign executives in 
much the same way as France has recently 
enhanced its offering.

2.  Alternatively, it could focus on reducing 
the tax burden on share based 
remuneration. This would obviously be 
applicable both to overseas and Irish 
employees but would be particularly 
attractive for early stage companies who 
often look to compensate their employees 
with share based compensation.

Importance of R&D Innovation

Ireland is an increasingly attractive location 
for innovation and R&D. Prior to BEPS, 
companies frequently held their intellectual 
property in either a tax haven location or in 
a location which gave rulings which reduced 
the effective tax rate on profits from 
intellectual property to either zero or low 
single digits.

In a post-BEPS world, this has become 
increasingly challenging. As a result, many 
companies are looking to relocate their IP 
from tax havens and out of countries that 
offer rulings. Companies are expected to 
have substance where their IP is located. 
The OECD is revising its transfer pricing 
rules and is suggesting that the profits which 
can be allocated to the pure holding of IP 
will be reduced. While this has not been 
universally accepted, it does suggest the 
direction in which the rules are moving.

This requires companies to look for locations 
where they can hold their IP and where they 
can have substance. We need to combine 
this with relatively attractive tax rates. 
Ireland provides a flat rate 12.5% corporate 
tax rate. We also allow for tax depreciation 
on the purchase of intellectual property in 
the same way we allow for tax depreciation 
on the purchase of many other assets.

We also encourage R&D to take place in 
Ireland by providing a 25% tax credit on the 
costs of R&D. This combined with the 
standard deduction for corporate tax 
reduces the actual cost of R&D to a company 
by 37.5%. In certain cases, the IDA will also 
provide grant aid towards companies doing 
R&D in Ireland. We have already seen a 
number of companies move their IP to 
Ireland. We expect this to continue in the 
next few years.

30%  
of MNC CEOs said 
that maintaining 
Ireland’s status as 
an attractive 
location for 
innovation/R&D is 
critical, up from 
14% last year
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The CEO environment is a 
challenging one. Many CEOs 
recognise the wider 
stakeholder expectations of 
their businesses. The views 
of customers and other 
stakeholders, including 
employees and investors, 
aren’t just evolving but 
diverging. 

The survey highlights a shift in the 
mindset of CEOs with a greater focus on 
delivering beyond just profits. Global 
companies are more concerned than Irish 
companies about redefining their purpose 
in the wider business ecosystem to build 
trust and remain relevant. We call this the 
‘paradigm shift’. The ability to be 
successful in the long-run will also be 
determined by an organisation’s impact on 
the wider society as customers and 
employees will take these factors into 
consideration in their decision to do 
business with/work for the organisation. 
While profit remains critical, it cannot be 
at the expense of an organisation’s wider 
role in society and it is important for CEOs 
to get this balance right. 

A 'paradigm shift' in business driven by 
changing stakeholder expectations

Do Irish companies  
need to... 

Be more cognisant of 
shareholder expectations?

Consider that key talent wants 
to work for brands that think 
and act like they do?

Be conscious that customers 
and suppliers want to deal 
with organisations that have a 
clear role in society?

Have a greater focus on 
non-financial reporting?

Figure 1
Which of the following statements best describes successful 
organisations in your sector in five years time?
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2016 Global

53%
29%

47%
71%

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

15%
13%

85%
87%

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

56%
56%

44%
44%

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

43%
67%

57%
33%

Our purpose is centred on 
 creating value for shareholders

Our purpose is centred on 
 creating value for wider 

stakeholders

We prioritise short-term over 
long-term profitability

We prioritise long-term over 
short-term profitability

Our customers seek a mix of  
cost, convenience  and  

functionality in products/services

Our customers seek relationships 
with organisations that address 

wider stakeholder needs

Top talent prefers to work for 
organisations with social values 

which are aligned to their own

Top talent prefers to work for 
organisations  providing  

competitive compensation
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Customer behaviour, in particular, has 
become more complicated as values and 
buying preferences evolve. Reshaping 
companies built on profit alone into ones 
where profit and purpose combine, is not 
going to happen quickly or easily, but it’s a 
transformation that is already starting and 
that businesses need to keep pace with. 

The vast majority of Irish CEOs tell us that in 
five years’ time successful organisations will 
prioritise long-term over short-term 
profitability. However, just half are of the 
view that creating value for wider 
stakeholders helps them to be profitable. In 
the future, customers will put a premium on 
the way companies conduct themselves in 
society but less than half of Irish survey 
respondents think that customers will seek 
relationships with organisations that 
address wider stakeholder needs. These 
trends are broadly similar for their global 
counterparts. 

While setting their radar on a wide range of 
stakeholders, the survey highlights that Irish 
CEOs lag their global counterparts when it 

CEO insight

“…. As a consequence of the internet 
and the digital ways of doing things, 
customers basically want to do a lot of 
things themselves. They’re self-
directed, as we call it. They know 
everything. They Google everything. 
Therefore, they come to the bank with 
a completely different expectation.” 

Ralph Hamers, CEO, ING Group, 
Netherlands

Our investors are seeking 
ethical investments

Our investors are basically 
 looking for income and 

capital growth

Creating value for  
wider stakeholders  helps  

us to be profitable

Profitability helps us 
 provide value for wider 

stakeholders

We are expected  
to address  wider  

stakeholder needs

We are not expected 
to address wider 

stakeholder needs

We invest in a  
standalone Corporate Social  

Responsibility programme

Corporate Social  
Responsibility  is core to 

everything we do

We are focused  
primarily on  financial  

matters in our reporting

We report on financial  
and  non-financial matters  

in our reporting

Figure 1 (continued)
Which of the following statements best describes successful 
organisations in your sector in five years time?

2016 Ireland
2016 Global
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profit alone but by a much wider range of 
priorities driven by what stakeholders 
expect. 

A recent PwC global study ‘Reimagining 
operations’ revealed that few company 
operations are designed to provide customer 
value. 

Changes in customer behaviours are set to 
disrupt businesses in all industries over the 
next five years. Yet, most company 
operations are not designed to deliver what 
customers value – now or three years from 
now. The survey found that while 61% of 
operations’ executives expect changes in 
customer behaviour to become a disruptive 
factor in the coming years, only 25% are 
extremely confident that their operations 
are designed to provide customer value and 
a distinctive experience. 

And 63% say that understanding what 
customers value is a challenge for their own 
company operations. Knowing what 
customers value is a real and persistent 
challenge for operations executives. Other 
PwC 'Total Retail' research has shown that 
product knowledge and after-sales service is 
important.

Without this understanding, we often see 
operations stretched too thin. When one 
team tries to innovate, they come in direct 
conflict with an operational assignment to 
cut costs – or they create some new 
complexity that’s harder to manage. 
Negotiating trade-offs can slow everyone 
down. 

Only 25%  
extremely confident that 
their operations provide 
customer value

Tough questions to ask 
about addressing greater 
expectations

• Has your organisation undertaken 
scenario modelling or other initiatives 
to better understand how global trends 
like technological advances, 
demographic changes and global 
economic shifts are driving customer 
expectations today and tomorrow?

• How is your Chief Information Officer 
and Chief Marketing Officer working 
together to make the best use of data 
analytics for a full picture of your 
customers now and into the future? 
How about your workforce?

• As customers, employees and other 
stakeholders increasingly care about 
what companies stand for, how are 
you demonstrating your organisation’s 
purpose and values?

• How is your organisation building trust 
by better understanding stakeholders’ 
views?
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The survey points to a great 
deal of change by Irish 
organisations in response to 
addressing changing 
stakeholder expectations, 
though Irish CEOs are behind 
their global counterparts 
regarding the pace of this 
change. 

Changes to organisation strategy 
Transforming: technology, innovation and talent

It is hard enough for companies to juggle 
current customer and stakeholder 
expectations while delivering results year-in, 
year-out, but CEOs recognise that they must 
tackle the even more challenging task of 
preparing their businsses today for the more 
complex stakeholders of tomorrow. This is 
very important for creating trust in their 
brand and long-term viability of their 
business. The majority (50%) of Irish CEOs 
surveyed are concerned about the lack of 
trust in business today (Chart 8, Page 11). 
One of the challenges facing business 
leaders is communicating that they are 
trusted to help navigate this increasingly 
complex landscape. 

The greatest areas for change, according to 
the survey, are defining and managing risks, 
managing the brand and using technology 
to deliver wider stakeholder expectations 
(Chart 14, Page 22). It is not surprising that 
technology is seen as the greatest source of 
significant change for Irish CEOs. At the top 
of CEOs’ minds is the use of technology to 
better interpret the complex and evolving 
needs of customers in order to better engage 
with them. 

Key areas where Irish CEOs are significantly 
behind their global counterparts in terms of 
driving change to satisfy evolving 
stakeholder expectations include: 
maximising the societal value of R&D and 
innovation; minimising the social and 
environmental impacts of business 
operations, developing ethical products and 
services and managing their tax affairs 
across their global operations. 

Technology enables radical redesign 
of tax reporting 

Tax reporting and compliance processes will 
be radically redesigned by technology, 
freeing up tax professionals to provide 
real-time information and analysis for 
organisations' major decisions, according to 
a new PwC report 'Driving value through tax 
reporting'. Tax professionals that fail to take 
advantage of technology intergration and 
automation, face increased global tax 
compliance requirements, combined with 
outdated, inefficient, manual processes 
taking up valuable resources and increasing 
risk. Tax professionals say that the skills to 
bridge the current communication gap 
between the Tax and the IT functions are in 
short supply. For example, both specific tax 
and accounting knowledge and experience 
is required alongside sufficient technology 
capabilities to develop and maintain 
complex data and software solutions.

With increasing stakeholder demands, using 
innovation to meet these stakeholder 
demands, albeit challenging, should bring 
great opportunities. Pursuing this change 
will not only benefit the bottom line but will 
change how business is done and how 
people work together.

41%  
expect significant 
change in how 
they use 
technology
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Irish business leaders perceive that 
investment in all of the emerging 
technologies will generate less return in 
terms of wider shareholder engagement 
compared to global CEOs. 

Data analytics, customer relationship 
management systems and social media 
communications are seen as the top 
technologies in delivering the greatest 
return in terms of wider stakeholder 
engagement for Irish business leaders. 
(Chart 15, Page 23). Business leaders’ 
growing faith in, and dependence on, data 
and analytics signals just how far a data-
based, scientific mindset has penetrated 
even the complex world of stakeholder 
management. And as big data, cloud 
computing and the Internet-of-Things 
become even more important in modern 
business, the role that technology plays in 
helping understand the wider stakeholder 
expectations is also being applied to meeting 
and even surpassing those expectations. 

And digitisation is central to these efforts, 
allowing companies to obtain and utilise 
data about business processes that’s 
necessary to support innovation efforts, and 
to remove costs from the system through 
greater efficiencies. 

Putting technology  
to work

How we define and manage risks

How we manage our brand,  
marketing and communications

How we use technology to assess and 
deliver on wider stakeholder expectations

How we measure success and what we 
hold ourselves accountable for

How we partner and who we partner with

Workforce rights and wellbeing

Our values, ethics and codes of conduct

How we minimise social and 
environmental impacts of  
our business operations

How we minimise social and 
environmental impacts of our  

supply chain

How we develop new ‘ethical’ products 
and services

How we maximise societal value of our 
R&D and innovation

How we manage our tax affairs across 
our global operations

Chart 14
To what extent are you making changes in the following areas in response to changing stakeholder expectations?
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Less than a third (29%) of Irish CEOs ranked 
R&D and innovation technologies as 
generating the greatest return in terms of 
successful stakeholder engagement 
compared to over half (53%) for global 
CEOs. Are Irish CEOs missing a trick? The 
winners in the innovation game will be 
those that harness technology and 
innovation to deliver products and services 
that are cost-effective, convenient, 
functional and sustainable. Today, some of 
the most in-demand products reflect 
customers’ changing values. Take Nike’s 
shoes and clothing developed with tools 
enabling suppliers and designers to quickly 
assess sustainability criteria. Companies like 
GE, meanwhile, are pioneering innovation 
in healthcare and smart cities. And while 
technology plays a critical role in innovation, 
often it is in conjunction with business 
model change as epitomised by the likes of 
Airbnb. 

In an era where cyber attacks are happening 
so frequently and resulting in significant 
financial and reputational losses, it is 

worrying that only 22% of Irish CEOs see 
personal data security as an area generating 
greatest stakeholder return. At the same 
time over three-quarters of Irish respondents 
scored cyber threats as a top challenge to 
business growth (Chart 8, Page 11). Being 
able to operate in a secure environment, that 
is trusted, is an area of key focus for business 
leaders. And with new and more complex 
technologies emerging at a faster pace, 
staying ahead of the cyber thieves is 
becoming a real business challenge in the 
boardroom. 

Online reporting technologies, investor 
relationship and social listening tools score 
poorly for Ireland but also globally and may 
be indicative that these tools are at their 
infancy, or that their benefits are not yet 
fully appreciated. 

The developments in technology are also 
reported in a recent report by the World 
Economic Forum published last January 
where it said; “Developments in genetics, 
artificial intelligence, robotics, 

nanotechnology, 3D printing and 
biotechnology, to name just a few, are all 
building on and amplifying one another. 
This will lay the foundation for a revolution 
more comprehensive and all-encompassing 
than anything we have ever seen.” PwC’s 
recent FinTech report noted that the top 
emerging trends for financial services are 
increased sophistication, self-service tools, 
faster payments, digital wallets and robo-
advice. Blockchain is also emerging as an 
area of interest.

CEO insight

“The major trend that all industries face is the impact of 
technology on every single aspect of a company. Whether it’s 
your operational efficiency in applying technology to traditionally 
manual processes. Whether it’s enhanced intelligence, from big 
data analysis to help managing marketing, risk, product 
creating, or assessment of ideas…technology is going to lead 
the sea changes in how companies are organised and run 
across all industries, and ours is no different.”

Brian Moynihan, CEO, America Corporation, US

2016 Ireland
2016 Global
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Chart 15
Connecting technologies expected to generate the greatest return in terms of engagement with  
wider stakeholders:
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As companies look to meet the complicated 
expectations of stakeholders and society, 
they will need a new generation of people 
with an entrepreneurial mindset who can 
harness technology and drive innovation. 
The ability to align the entire workforce 
behind business and growth goals, however, 
is also critical to execution. Aligning people 
to the business, the changes, the 
expectations and the business purpose and 
that they have the ‘hybrid’ skills to tackle all 
of these areas is absolutely key. 

The survey reveals that, for eleven years 
running, the availability of key skills (81%) 
is the top business concern for Irish CEOs 
(Chart 8, Page 11) and 62% are planning to 
increase headcount in the coming year 
(Chart 5, Page 8). This may explain why 
Irish business leaders say that having a 
skilled, educated and adaptable workforce 
(69%) should be the most important priority 
for Government and society (Chart 21, Page 
33). The survey highlights that people skills 
and technology readiness are two very 
important business enablers. Whether it’s 
providing day-to-day services or managing 
data analytics, it’s all about people.

So what are CEOs doing to develop and 
retain the workforce they need for today and 
tomorrow? Changing workforce culture and 
behaviours is the single top change to talent 
strategy expected in Ireland. With greater 
pressure on key talent in Ireland, it is not 
surprising that this level of change is much 
greater than that planned globally. 
Companies that are highly coherent – those 
with strong alignment between their value 
proposition, capabilities and products and 
services – view their culture as their greatest 
asset. But despite the cultural changes that 
CEOs are making in their people strategies, 
such developments don’t loom large in the 
context of the wider organisation. Just 13% 
of Irish CEOs are pursuing significant 
changes to values, ethics and codes of 
conduct (Chart 14, Page 22) in response to 
changing stakeholder expectations.

Effective performance management is also a 
key area for review, and is also much more 
important in Ireland than globally. 
Managing and rewarding key talent through 
an effective performance system is critical to 
ensuring the retention of key people and for 
driving the overall business strategy and 
performance. 

Well over a third of Irish business leaders 
reveal that they are focusing on developing 
their leadership pipeline but global leaders 
see this area as more important. Given the 
talent struggle in Ireland perhaps this 
should be a greater area of focus. The new 
generation of leaders has grown up in a 
different world and may be better equipped 
to tackle thorny societal issues and it is 
important that key people are nurtured and 
developed.

The people edge

CEOs are wise in making the changes to 
reflect the changing expectation of their 
stakeholders. It is said that if you want to 
see the future, look behind you. 
Millennials, for example, are a bellwether 
of what are going to be mainstream 
expectations in three to five years – in 
other words, the expectations of society 
today will most likely become the 
regulatory requirements of tomorrow. 

Over the past several years more big 
companies have been deliberately 
choosing their new CEO from outside the 
company as part of a planned succession, 
new research shows from Strategy&, a 
network firm of PwC. While the majority 
of companies have continued to promote 
insiders to the CEO position, and the view 
is this will remain the case - outsider CEOs 
have caught up and closed a performance 
gap. 

Hiring an executive from outside a 
company to serve as CEO used to be seen 
as a last resort. That is not the case 
anymore with the disruptive market-
related changes that companies are facing 
today. While an internal candidate may 
have an excellent record of achieving 
business goals, boards are recognising that 
this candidate may lack the skills needed 
to lead the company through the changes 
necessary to win in the future.

More companies planning for new Chiefs from outside the company 53%  
plan to change 
workplace 
culture and 
behaviours
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Think about the new skills that CEOs need 
to be comfortable with, if current CEO 
predictions are right. They’ll need to be able 
to operate in a world with multiple 
stakeholders, different values and diverse 
attitudes towards law and rights, all in an 
increasingly volatile economic context. In 
addition, they will also have to be 
comfortable with data, analytics and many 
new technologies. This type of leader will 
also need to be able to develop new leaders 
with the right skills and adaptability to 
deliver the ‘people edge’ required. In essence 
they need to have all of the T-skills, not only 
technical skills, but strength and depth in 
areas such as teamwork, technology and 
communication while having a high degree 
of emotional intelligence.

Despite concerns around talent availability, 
less than a third of Irish CEOs are making 
changes to how they focus on the skills and 
adaptability of their people. And despite 
their embrace of technology in all things 
customer-related, the survey suggests that 
Irish and global companies are doing little to 
improve productivity or their use of 
workforce analytics. 

The demands on business leaders have 
reached new heights. It is no longer enough 
to steer their business through the most 
complicated economic environment in living 
memory – they must also meet the changing 
expectations of current and future 
employees and other stakeholders. But they 
are rising to the challenge. In a disrupted, 
digital, divergent world, CEOs want to do 
the right thing.

CEO insight

“We have to have propositions which are 
based on sound ethics but which 
customers are prepared to pay a 
commercial price for. And getting that 
balance right is fascinating and not 
necessarily straightforward.” 

Richard Pennycook, CEO,  
The Co-operative Group, UK.
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Chart 16
What aspects of your talent strategy are you changing to make the greatest impact 
on attracting, retaining and engaging the people you need to remain relevant and 
competitive?

Just 30%  
of Irish CEOs say 
they will focus on 
skills and 
adaptability of 
their workforce
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As companies move to catch up with the 
digital future, they are taking a close look at 
what kind of executive they need to lead the 
way. PwC’s recent strategy consulting report 
‘The right CDO for your company’s future’ 
defines five Chief Digital Officer (CDO) 
‘archetypes’ description of typical roles 
CDOs might play within an organisation:

The progressive thinker

This executive’s mission is to think 
imaginatively about how the business could 
be transformed through digitisation, and to 
provide the inspiration as the company 
moves to a fully digital strategy and 
operating model.

The creative disruptor

Unlike the progressive thinker, the creative 
disrupter has a more hands-on approach to 
developing new digital technologies and 
business models.

The customer advocate 

These executives, who typically report to the 
Chief Marketing Officer and Head of Sales – 
or could even replace them – are mainly 
market-driven and customer satisfaction 
orientated. The customer advocate focuses 
on the development of a convenient, 
engaging and seamless customer experience 
using design thinking across all channels, 
digital and physical. 

The innovative technologist

Much like a highly innovative and business-
focused Chief Information Officer or Chief 
Technology Officer, this CDO promotes the 
use of new digital technologies to transform 
the company’s entire value chain, providing 
the technological groundwork for new 
digital business models through 
technologies such as the Internet-of-Things, 
mobility, social media and analytics, while 
improving internal efficiency and finding 
ways to cut costs. 

The Universalist 

This CDO’s mission is to manage all aspects 
of a complete digital transformation. The 
most visionary of the five archetypes, the 
universalist can succeed only by having a 
forceful mandate from the CEO and full 
power to execute on it. 

We are seeing the demands for CDOs rising 
and the competition for the best ones will 
only intensify. However, many companies 
remain unsure of what they want or need in 
a digital leader. These five archetypes 
provide both a guide to help define who that 
CDO should be and a deeper understanding 
of how the person hired can best carry out 
his or her role.

What type of digital leader does your organisation need?

Tough questions to ask 
about transforming 
technology, innovation 
and talent

• How are you ensuring that you are 
investing in the right technologies to 
enable open engagement with your 
customers and wider stakeholder 
groups?

• Have you identified the right 
capabilities to support you from 
strategy to execution?

• Is your innovation geared towards 
generating offerings that meet big 
societal needs and generate good 
long-term ROI?

• What are you doing to enable your 
people to work towards better 
meeting new and wider stakeholder 
expectations?

• How are you working with 
government to create better 
outcomes for customers and 
employees?
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41%  
say that cost is a barrier when 
responding to wider stakeholder 
expectations

But 34% are unwilling to pay

It is evident that many businesses today 
recognise the needs of a wider set of 
stakeholders – including customers’ 
expectations – and are considering how they 
address those needs. Even the most 
committed can find it challenging to reshape 
their company while facing day-to-day 
battles on every front to fight off 
competition, grow revenues and manage 
costs. 

Irish CEOs are encountering a number of 
barriers as they try to respond to the 
changing expectations of customers and 
other stakeholders. Aside from customers’ 
unwillingness to pay, Irish CEOs perceive the 
barriers not to be as great an issue as global 
CEOs. Top of the list is the additional costs 
of doing business. This may be due to wage 
pressure, the rise in certain input costs as 
well as the financial burden of dealing with 
more and more regulation, the costs of 

which are often passed on to customers via 
higher prices. But a third of Irish CEOs say 
that customers are not willing to pay these 
additional premiums. 

Other key barriers getting in the way of 
responding to wider stakeholder 
expectations include insufficient 
information about stakeholder expectations; 
conflict between stakeholder interests and 
financial performance expectations and the 
lack of the right capabilities. 

These barriers to execution are creating 
conflicts for companies trying to balance 
changing stakeholder expectations with 
pursuing business growth and profitability 
over both the short and long-term. 
Nevertheless, it is important to overcome 
these barriers in order to transform the 
business and align it fully with broader 
strategies.

Walking the talk - a balancing act

Chart 17
Which of the following barriers, if any, is your organisation encountering when responding 
to wider stakeholder expectations?
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Measuring business success 

Organisational purpose and values

Traditional financial statements

Business strategy

Non-financial indicators (e.g. Brand)

Impact on wider communities

Innovation

Employee practices

Non-statutory financial information   
(e.g. EBITDA, forecasts)

Environmental impact

Key risks

Chart 18
Within the context of wider stakeholders, in which of the following areas do you think your business should be doing more to 
(a) measure and (b) communicate impact and value?
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In a complex and rapidly 
changing world, we were 
interested in understanding 
which areas CEOs want to 
better measure and which 
areas they want to better 
communicate to the multiple 
stakeholders who interact 
with their organisations. 

The survey suggests that, in general, Irish 
CEOs think that they should be more 
focused on measurement than on 
communication in most areas of business 
compared to global counterparts.

It is interesting to note that top of the list for 
measurement in Ireland is the emotionally 
‘softer’ issue around values and purpose 
while top of the list for communication is in 
the area of key risks – a more traditional 
'hard' driver of business success. Top of the 
list for measurement for global CEOs are 
areas around innovation and employee 
practices while for communication this is 
organisational purpose and values. 

Customers are seeking information about 
both ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ drivers of business 
success. Ultimately the CEO must deal with 
matters of the head and the heart, the 
rational and the emotional. 
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Almost three-quarters (74%) of Irish CEOs 
agree that business success in the 21st 
century will be defined by more than just 
financial profit. However, just over half 
(58%) of the same business leaders think 
that the most successful organisations will 
report on both financial and non-financial 
matters in five years’ time (Figure 1,  
Page 19). 

The ability of companies to consider non-
financial indicators of success is testament to 
how dramatically the field of sustainability 
reporting and measurement has grown in 
the last decade or so. 

Goals will help drive the measurement of a 
wider range of impacts. Technology and 
data again are key: digitising and 
instrumenting business processes can 
improve efficiencies, recognise and account 
for hidden costs and create greater 
transparency around areas like resource 
consumption and waste generation. 

Existing frameworks for reporting on 
environmental, social and governance 
(ESG) standards are an important starting 
point to improve the visibility of corporate 
actions for customers and other 
stakeholders. 

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), for 
example, provides sustainability reporting 
guidelines, while the International 
Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) 
supports integrated reporting for annual 
reports, and the Sustainability Accounting 
Standards Board (SASB) is aimed at 
sustainability content for regulatory 
financial filings for US-listed companies.

Success is more than financial profit

Irish companies are more focused on 
measurement than communication 
compared to global companies

CEO insight

“…if you want to be profitable 
consistently, you need to provide your 
customers with value the way they 
measure it…You also need to measure 
levels of success such as the impact you 
have in the communities you serve, the 
impact you have in the society you are 
part of and, above all, you need to do this 
in a consistent and coherent way.”

Eduardo Stock da Cunha, CEO, Grupo 
Novo Banco, Portugal. 

Communicating impact

The stakes are rising as more and more 
people rely on the information companies 
put out to buy products or accept job offers 
from them, or do business with them. 
Businesses must have the controls and 
processes in place to be able to communicate 
dependable and consistent information and 
messaging across a huge range of areas, 
including marketing materials, contracts, 
annual reports and financial filings. 

The fact that just over a third (36%) of Irish 
CEOs are planning to make significant 
change in how they manage brand, 
marketing and communication (Chart 14, 
Page 22) is testamount to the lack of 
awareness companies have of these 
challenges. There are of course limits to 
what can and should be communicated. But 
that line is shifting ever outward at a time 
when more people are asking more detailed 
and informed questions of companies than 
ever before. Companies must find the right 
balance if they are to improve transparency 
– and ultimately trust. Measuring and 
communicating risk and growth, as well as 
the company’s values, purpose and strategy 
provides a useful balance.

But how should businesses be doing more to 
measure impact and value as stakeholder 
expectations evolve. A large part of the 
challenge lies in the adoption and use of 
technology. There’s a digital divide between 
those organisations that have grown up in 
the digital world, and everyone else. ‘Digital 
native’ companies have a comprehensive set 
of online data about their entire business, 
with feedback response loops at every point 
of their processes. They are constantly 
managing metrics, making them very 
effective at process change and quick, 
effective execution – a key driver of success. 
But it’s not simply about digitisation and 
moving everything online, but continuously 
generating, collecting, analysing and 
reporting information. And it’s clear that 
CEOs recognise the importance of data and 
analytics, with the majority citing this as the 
technology that they think provides the 
highest return for stakeholder engagement 
(Chart 15, page 23)

With most companies wanting to better 
measure innovation, this could help to 
explain why Irish CEOs are struggling to 
make significant changes in how they 
optimise the societal value of R&D and 
innovation (Chart 14, Page 22). 
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74%  
of Irish CEOs say that business 
success in the 21st century will 
be defined by more than 
financial profit

Tough questions to ask 
about measuring and 
communicating success

• Have you worked out what is important 
to measure in your organisation to 
reflect what you are in business to 
achieve?

• Is your reporting team at ease with 
navigating the complex multiple 
standards around the world of wider 
non-financial reporting requirements?

• How are you measuring the impacts 
(both positive and negative) of 
organisational culture and behaviours?

• How is your organisation making sure 
that it is measuring the right things in 
the right way in order to use data about 
non-financial impacts in decision 
making?

• How are you ensuring that your 
business is communicating the 
information your customers and other 
stakeholders want?

• Are there valuable intangibles that you 
have not found a way to measure yet, 
which you think you should measure? 
And are there things that you think 
should not be measured at all?

Chart 19
To what extent do you agree that business success in the 21st century will 
be redefined by more than financial profit?
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The OECD Base Erosion Profit 
Shifting (BEPS) report 
announced last October 
changed rules for 
international tax. This will in 
turn change the tax models 
which companies have 
developed over the past 50 
years. There are a number of 
significant changes that would 
impact most companies.

Country-by-country reporting is being 
introduced by many countries including 
Ireland. This will require companies for the 
first time to disclose in which countries they 
earn profits, the number of employees in that 
country and the tax they pay in that country. 
This will make it very clear to tax authorities 
where companies are earning their profits, 
whether they have substance in those 
countries and where they are paying tax. 
While much of the information may have 
been available to tax authorities in the past, it 
will now be very easy for them to access. 
Furthermore, politicians will be aware that 
the revenue authorities have access to this 
and will expect them to act on it. 

Much of the rhetoric in relation to the BEPS 
project has resulted in a perception that there 
are a significant number of multi-national 
companies who pay very little tax. Sometimes 
the association is that they pay very little on a 
global basis. In other cases, it is that they pay 
very little tax in a specific country. 

This has created an environment where the 
revenue authorities in some countries feel 
they have to be much more aggressive in 
auditing multi-national companies. These 
audits, in themselves, become much more 
public with some revenue authorities arriving 
to audit a company and press being present so 
that they can witness an 'audit'. 

The BEPS report focused particularly on the 
location of intellectual property and the 
taxation of profits that flowed from that 
intellectual property. In today's world, where 
it is possible to exploit intellectual property 
on a global basis, innovative technologies can 
generate very significant profits. 

Tax and Finance 
functions that look 
beyond their daily 
tasks to re-imagine 
a strategic vision 
for tax reporting 
processes can 
better serve 
themselves and the 
business as a 
whole.

Sustainable tax model 
Companies looking for a sustainable tax model
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Chart 20
With wider-stakeholder expectations in mind, to what extent would you agree with the following 
statements on tax? (% who agreed) 
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Historically, intellectual property, which is 
very movable, has been located in either very 
low or no tax jurisdictions. Very often, the 
people developing the intellectual property 
and the people responsible for exploiting it 
would be located elsewhere. The OECD 
proposes to change this, requiring companies 
to attribute a significantly greater proportion 
of their profit to locations where the 
employees who are responsible for developing 
and exploiting the IP are located.

Many companies are still considering how 
they will adjust for these new rules. However, 
it seems increasingly likely that they will 
locate their IP in a location where they can 
also have a significant number of employees 
who will be responsible for managing and 
exploiting that IP. This may mean that 
companies will transfer IP from tax haven 
locations which charge a very low or zero rate 
of tax on intellectual property. Also the OECD 
are imposing restrictions on countries that 
offer rulings. This has also been the subject of 
investigations by the EU. As a result, we are 
seeing a moving away from a reliance on 
rulings which have been given by 
governments or tax authorities. 

Ireland offers a single corporate tax rate of 
12.5% on trading profits which does not 
require any ruling. Furthermore, Ireland 
offers significant incentives for developing 
R&D by reducing the costs of development by 
approximately 37.5%. Additionally, Ireland 
allows tax depreciation on the acquisition of 
intellectual property. The combination of an 
attractive tax rate together with incentives for 
R&D and for exploiting intellectual property 
in Ireland makes it a compelling location from 
which to own and exploit and indeed develop 
intellectual property. 

While companies are under pressure from 
governments and revenue authorities to pay 
more tax, they are also under pressure from 
their investors and from pension funds to 
continue to deliver and increase earnings per 
share. It is not surprising, therefore, that our 
survey shows that 90% of Irish CEOs see tax 
as a business cost that needs to be managed 
efficiently. 

Two-thirds of CEOs are very conscious that 
their business's approach to tax and tax 
transparency can impact their reputation. 
CEOs require a location that delivers a 
competitive tax rate but also one which they 
can explain to governments, to revenue 
authorities as well as to consumers and to 
their board. Ireland, with its transparent tax 
regime, provides such a model. It is somewhat 
surprising that only 41% of boards are 
actively involved in determining their 
business's tax strategy. While one does not 
expect a board to be tax experts, in today's 
world there is an onus on boards to 
understand what the tax strategy is and how 
it is implemented. Indeed, the Directors' 
Compliance Statement in Ireland requires 
boards to ensure that a policy is put in place 
to ensure that the company is compliant and 
that that compliance is tested.

90%  
see tax as a business cost 
that needs to be managed 
efficiently

67%  
said their 
business's 
approach to tax 
impacts their 
reputation
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Priorities for Government and society
Irish survey respondents 
scored a skilled, educated and 
adaptable workforce as the top 
priority for Government and 
society and is significantly up 
on last year. Other key 
priorities include tackling the 
housing and accommodation 
crisis, greater efficiencies in 
the healthcare system and 
continuing to reduce the 
personal tax burden. 

Reflective of the improved economy, areas of 
less significance compared to three years 
ago are job creation and reducing public 
sector costs. Following the introduction of 
the BEPS (Base Erosion Profit Shifting) 
process last year by the OECD, just one in 
ten Irish CEOs are of the view that having a 
clear and consistent communication on 
Ireland’s tax strategy is a priority. This may 
be reflective of the actions taken by the 
OECD and Ireland’s early adoption of the 
process following considerable debate in 
Ireland and internationally on tax 
transparency and the perceived fairness of 
the tax burden. 
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Priorities for Government and society
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Putting strategy into action 
Technological progress, 
shifting demographics, urban 
expansion, the rise of 
emerging markets and a 
changing planet are moving 
the world beyond 
globalisation to a multi-polar 
reality. 

As this happens, CEOs are learning that 
much of their success depends on sensing 
and addressing the rapidly changing values 
and expectations of their many 
stakeholders. 

In the United States, Henry Ford saw the 
democratisation of car ownership as 
fundamental to raising the quality of living 
for America’s growing middle class.

That kind of focus can help companies thrive 
today. Making the organisational purpose – 
however that purpose may be defined – the 
guiding principle for everything the business 
does, with visible leadership backing and 
direction, is the necessary first step to 
effective execution. 

PwC’s Strategy& recently studied some of 
the world’s most successful companies, 
noting that a key part of their success was 
committing to an identity and aligning their 
entire organisation around that. (Strategy 
that Works – How winning companies close 
the strategy to execution gap, Jan 2016). 
Bringing the purpose alive and making it 
real for everyone is the starting point.

In successful organisations there’s a tighter 
integration of strategy through execution 
than we have ever seen in the past. What 
gets done needs to be tightly linked to how it 
gets done – both for speed and 
differentiation. This approach enables a 
business to define a compelling and 
distinctive customer value proposition that’s 
aligned with its purpose, a business strategy 
focused on that proposition, and the 
operating model and differentiated 
capabilities that can effectively deliver on 
the proposition. 

Businesses with an unwavering focus on 
what they will or won’t do can benefit not 
only from lower costs but also a more 
flexible operating model defined not by rigid 
rules and structures but by principles and 
values. This will give them the speed and 
agility needed to navigate a volatile and 
disrupted environment. 

Drawing on a company’s purpose and 
strengths to identify and develop a few core, 
cross-functional capabilities is key to 
success. There’s evidence that companies 
that focus on a small set of distinctive 
capabilities are twice as likely as other 
companies to achieve higher than average 
profitability levels compared to competitors.

CEOs, as we’ve seen, are caught between 
trying to resolve different, somewhat 
conflicting, stakeholder demands and doing 
so while trying to satisfy their own business 
needs, in particular keeping costs down. 
Being able to more effectively join up 
technology, innovation and people can 
provide companies with the capabilities to 
do just that.

This involves gaining a deep understanding 
of what customers care about and what their 
own company stands for. It involves aligning 
the entire organisation behind that 
commitment in order to execute effectively 
on customer strategies. And it involves using 
the full power of data and technology to 
measure and communicate how these 
strategies are being executed.

Only by steering a direct course between 
customer values and strategic execution can 
companies hope to build trust – that most 
important of currencies for doing business in 
an uncertain age. 
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Methodology
The survey was carried out in April/May 2016 amongst CEOs in Ireland having 255 participants covering a range of 
sectors and ownership types. Participating companies employed over 75,000 people. 

Chart 22
Responses by sector (%)

Chart 23
Ownership of company (%)
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