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Part 4:  
Risks for Doing 
Business at a 
Glance

Building resilience against global risks 
necessitates consensus in identifying 
the risks that should most concern 
different stakeholders across regions 
and countries. The final part of The 
Global Risks Report therefore focuses 
on the impact of global risks on the 
business community across different 
regions and countries. It draws on the 
views of executives in 140 economies 
covered by the World Economic 
Forum’s Executive Opinion Survey 
(see Box 4.1) about the risks of highest 
concern for doing business.1

The fact that today’s businesses are 
global is not news, but the extent 
of the globalization of trade and 
commerce – and the risks it presents 
– is far from understood. Foreign direct 
investment (FDI) inflows have increased 
a staggering 25-fold since 1980, rising 
from US$54 billion to US$1.23 trillion 
in 2014,2 as marked by shifts from 
manufacturing to services and from 
developed to developing and emerging 
markets. Indeed, South-South 
investments (that is, investments from 
one developing economy to another) 
have intensified, growing by two-
thirds, from US$1.7 trillion in 2009 to 
US$2.9 trillion in 2013.3 Information and 
communications technologies (ICTs) 
have internationalized supply chains, 
linking trade and investment ever more 
tightly.4 While offering companies 
opportunities to lower production costs 
and countries the chance to develop 
economically by participating in global 
value chains, the internationalization of 
business increases exposure to global 
risks. From environmental to economic 
and political risks, companies are 
vulnerable even if they have no 
immediate presence in the geography 
where the risk arises.5 The resilience 
of any individual business depends 
heavily on the resilience of its suppliers 
and purchasers, whose supply chains 
can span many countries.

Increasingly, businesses need 
to strengthen their scenario and 
emergency planning capacity to 
analyse complex and often uncertain 
interdependencies if they are to build 
resilience to global risks. Likewise, 
countries also need to understand the 
global risks to doing business. Globally, 
FDI inflows fell by 16%, from US1.47$ 
trillion in 2013 to US1.23$ trillion in 2014 
– well below the pre-crisis 2007 peak – 
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for reasons that include perceptions of 
global economic fragility, government 
policy uncertainty and elevated 
geopolitical risks.6

This part of The Global Risk Report 
2016 therefore aims to provide insight 
for both business and policy-makers by 
drawing on the findings of the Forum’s 
Executive Opinion Survey (EOS) about 
the risks for doing business in 140 
economies. It takes the global risks 
discussed in previous chapters to the 
country level and analyses regional 
trends, country-specific responses and 
presents deep-dives into the five often-
cited risks of highest concern.

Regional Analysis

The risks of highest concern for 
doing business differ considerably 
from country to country, according to 
EOS data. However, some patterns 
emerge. In developed economies, 
economic risks such as asset bubbles 
and fiscal crises are high on the 
business agenda; concern is also 
present about technological risks 
such as cyberattacks and data theft. 
In these economies, it is increasingly 
evident that connectivity plays a 

Box 4.1: The World Economic Forum’s Executive Opinion Survey

Every year since 1979, the World Economic Forum has conducted its Executive 
Opinion Survey (EOS). Capturing executives’ perspectives on a broad range of 
socio-economic issues, the EOS primarily informs the World Economic Forum’s 
annual Global Competitiveness Report and its derivatives. The 2015 edition of the 
EOS, conducted between February and June 2015, surveyed over 13,000 
executives in 140 economies. EOS respondents were asked to select the five 
global risks that they were most concerned about for doing business in their 
country within the next 10 years, choosing from the set of 28 global risks 
presented in the The Global Risks Report 2015.1 See Appendix C for details of the 
methodology and the EOS. 

Note
1 Following an expert review in spring 2015, the set of risks was increased from 28 to 29 global risks in this 
year’s Report. Formerly part of the risk of national governance, illicit trade is now treated as a separate global 
risk. See Appendix B for details regarding the difference in the list of global risks from last year and this 
edition.  

central role in production processes, 
service provision and everyday life. In 
emerging and developing economies, 
the top concern is unemployment and 
underemployment as well as potential 
energy price shocks.

A striking finding is the relative absence 
of environmental risks and, more 
generally, of long-term issues among 
the top concerns of business leaders 
in their respective countries. For 
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instance, no executive considers failure 
of climate mitigation and adaptation 
as the number one risk for doing 
business in his/her country. This stands 
in contrast to the priorities considered 
by members of the multistakeholder 
community of the World Economic 
Forum who took part in the Global 
Risks Perception Survey and perceived 
it as the most impactful and the third 
most likely risk on a global scale (see 
Figure 1). This finding highlights the 

Source: Executive Opinion Survey 2015, World Economic Forum. 

Note:
In addition to the risk indicated on the map, the following countries have another risk as the risk of highest concern:
Haiti: Unemployment or underemployment; Oman: Energy price shock; Peru: Profound social instability; Paraguay: Failure of financial mechanism or institution; Senegal: Energy 
price shock; Tunisia: Profound social instability; Venezuela: Unmanageable inflation; Vietnam: Man-made environmental catastrophes.  

Figure 4.1: Global Risk of Highest Concern for Doing Business, by Country
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divergence between national and 
global interests when it comes to some 
global risks such as climate change. 
It also calls for continued alignment 
across stakeholders whose actions are 
based on different time horizons. 

The top global risks for doing business 
for each country are shown in Figure 
4.1. Full economy-level data are 
available at www.weforum.org/risks. 
Throughout Part 4, the ranking of risks 
refers exclusively to the EOS question 
on risks of highest concern for doing 
business.7

Europe

Across Europe,8 the risks that 
stand out as being of great concern 
for doing business are all in an 
economic category. Unemployment 
or underemployment is mentioned as 
the risk of highest concern for doing 
business in 12 countries in Europe 
and is among the top five risks in 25 
countries (Table 4.1).

high;9 in Poland and Macedonia, 
where more than half of youth are 
unemployed;10 and in the Balkans, with 
unemployment sky-rocketing in Serbia 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina.11 Along 
with challenges related to involuntary 
migration, high unemployment rates 
may help to explain why the risk of 
profound social instability also features 
prominently in Southern and Eastern 
Europe.

The risk of an asset bubble is the top 
concern in Iceland, Luxembourg, 
Norway, Sweden, the United Kingdom. 
A related economic risk causing 
concern across Europe is fiscal crises 
(this is the risk of highest concern in 
four countries and is among the top 
five in 26 countries); although fiscal 
consolidations are starting to pay 
off, government debt in advanced 
economies is projected to aggregate at 
104.2% of GDP in 2016, much higher 
than the pre-crisis level of 71.6% in 
2007.12

Although the extent of concern about 
cyberattacks is somewhat lower than 
the above-mentioned risks (this risk is 
among the top five of highest concern 
in 12 countries), it is of high concern in 
Estonia, Germany, the Netherlands and 
Switzerland. Given the cross-border 
nature of cyberspace, there is obvious 
potential for cyberattacks to have 
ramifications well beyond the countries 
in which they occur.

North America

In North America, which includes 
the United States and Canada, two 
risks have been selected as being 
among the five of highest concern 
for doing business in both countries: 
cyberattacks and asset bubbles  
(Table 4.2).

In the United States, the top risk is 
cyberattack, followed by data fraud 
or theft (the latter is in 7th position 
in Canada, which is why it scores 
50% in Table 4.2). Interestingly, the 
risks related to the internet and cyber 
dependency are considered to be of 
highest concern for doing business, 
following recent important attacks 
on businesses. The United States is 
extremely well connected, and ICT 
usage is high – 87% of the population 
use the internet,13 and the country 

ranks second globally for online 
business-to-consumer transactions.14 
The risk of terrorist attacks is third on 
the list (and 13th in Canada): according 
to the House Committee on Homeland 
Security, the home-grown Islamist 
extremist threat in the United States 
has escalated dramatically in 2015, with 
more terror cases than in any full year 
since September 11, 2011.15

Table 4.1: Europe: Percentage of 
Economies in which a Risk Appears 
among the Top Five of Highest 
Concern for Doing Business

Risk Percent

Fiscal crises 67

Unemployment or 
underemployment 64

Failure of financial 
mechanism or institution 62

Energy price shock 56

Asset bubble 51
 
Note: 39 economies considered 

Unemployment threatens to de-skill an 
entire generation in parts of Europe, 
further aggravating businesses’ search 
for employees with the right type of 
skills to compete in today’s fast-paced 
global economy. These concerns are 
not limited to the crisis-hit Southern 
European economies – such as 
Cyprus, Greece, Italy, Portugal and 
Spain – where unemployment remains 
well into the double digits eight years 
after the crisis, well beyond a typical 
business cycle. They are also strong in 
countries such as Austria, Finland and 
France, where unemployment rates are 
considerably lower although historically 

Energy price shock to the global 
economy tops the list of concerns in 
Canada, with the commodity price 
drop hurting the Canadian economy 
and GDP growth projected to be 
around 1% in 2015, compared with 
2.4% in 2014.16 The risks of asset 
bubble and cyberattacks come second 
and third in Canada (fifth and first in the 
United States, respectively).

Asia and the Pacific

Central Asia and Russia 
The end of the commodity boom, 
the economic slowdown in Russia, 
the weaker-than-expected growth 
in China and the slow recovery in 
the Eurozone are among the factors 
putting pressures on Central Asia’s 
economies.17  Although the region’s 
countries feature a diverse range of 
risks of highest concern for doing 
business, the most prominent are 
fiscal crises, unmanageable inflation, 
interstate conflicts and unemployment 
and underemployment (Table 4.3).

Table 4.2: North America: 
Percentage of Economies in which a 
Risk Appears among the Top Five of 
Highest Concern for Doing Business

Risk Percent

Cyberattacks 100

Asset bubble 100

Energy price shock 50

Fiscal crises 50

Failure of critical 
infrastructure 50

Failure of climate 
change adaptation 50

Terrorist attacks 50

Data fraud or theft 50

Note: 2 economies considered
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Oil-exporting countries are suffering 
from lower prices and volumes of trade, 
which negatively affects government 
revenues; and while the lower price 
is helping the region’s oil importers, it 
is unlikely to make up for the effects 
on fiscal balances of weak domestic 
demand and Russia’s economic 
contraction. Rising public debt helps 
to explain why fiscal crises are one 
of the top three concerns in all the 
region’s countries. With only moderate 
economic prospects, unemployment 
is likely to surge in the region and is 
among the top five risks of highest 
concern in five countries.

A combination of factors could explain 
the fear of unmanageable inflation 
in several of the region’s countries. 
These factors include the recent 
volatility in foreign exchange markets, 
with regional currencies depreciating 
against the US dollar and reserve 
losses;18 a second factor is the relatively 
recent experience of hyperinflation 
during the 1990s transition period;19 
and a third is the concern that weak 
institutions will be unable to implement 
the deep structural and fiscal reforms 
necessary to foster sustainable growth.

The dispute between Russia and 
Ukraine, the annexation of Crimea, 
and Russian military intervention in 
Syria are among many geopolitical 
developments in the region that may 
be affecting the views of business 
executives who mentioned the risk 
of an interstate conflict with regional 
consequences.

East Asia and the Pacific
The global risks of highest concern for 
doing business in East Asia and the 
Pacific are mainly economic: energy 
price shock and asset bubble (Table 
4.4).20 While energy price shock tops 
the list only in Lao PDR and Indonesia, 
it is among the top five in 12 countries. 
Many countries in the region are energy 
importers and soaring prices could 
be damaging. The risk of an asset 
bubble ranks top in seven economies 
(Australia, Cambodia, China, Hong 
Kong SAR, Myanmar, New Zealand 
and Thailand), reflecting the recent 
equity market turmoil in China and 
potential spillovers into the other 
countries from the region as well as 
over-evaluation of property in some of 
the economies such as Hong Kong or 
Sydney.

Fiscal crises is among the five most 
concerning risks for 41% of executives 
in the region. The slowdown of the 
Chinese economy is likely to moderate 
growth and could negatively impact 
public finances in neighbouring 
countries.21 Along with these two 
risks, cyberattacks – the risk of highest 
concern for doing business in three 
economies – is further explored in the 
deep-dives below.

Nargis, respectively.22 Executives 
are concerned about the region’s 
vulnerability to natural catastrophes 
– earthquakes, tsunamis, volcanic 
eruptions and geomagnetic storms – 
as well as man-made environmental 
catastrophes, emphasizing the 
importance for business of sustainable 
development that respects the 
environment. In New Zealand, the 
most worrisome risk for executives is 
natural catastrophes, reflecting that the 
country’s position on the Alpine Fault 
makes it vulnerable to earthquakes 
and tsunamis. The region’s need to 
build resilience against climate and 
weather risks could also help to explain  
why risks such as failure of critical 
infrastructure and national governance 
rank high in some of the economies.

South Asia
With four of the region’s countries 
identifying energy price shock and 
three economies identifying fiscal 
crises among their top five, concern for 
doing business is centred on economic 
risks (Table 4.5).23 Unemployment and 
underemployment is also among the 
most-cited risks in South Asia, with 
the whole region facing the challenge 
of jobless growth and vulnerable and 
informal employment: vulnerable 
employment accounted for over three-
quarters of all employment in 2014 in 
South Asia.24 Youth unemployment 
is also a concern, especially in South 
Asia, where the rate is already four 
times higher than among adults and an 
additional 2.1 million youth will enter the 
labour force over the next five years.25

Table 4.2: North America: 
Percentage of Economies in which a 
Risk Appears among the Top Five of 
Highest Concern for Doing Business

Risk Percent

Cyberattacks 100

Asset bubble 100

Energy price shock 50

Fiscal crises 50

Failure of critical 
infrastructure 50

Failure of climate 
change adaptation 50

Terrorist attacks 50

Data fraud or theft 50

Note: 2 economies considered

Table 4.3: Central Asia and Russia:  
Percentage of Economies in which a 
Risk Appears among the Top Five of 
Highest Concern for Doing Business

Risk Percent

Fiscal crises 100

Unmanageable inflation 86

Unemployment or 
underemployment 71

Interstate conflict 71

Failure of financial 
mechanism or institution 57

Note: 7 economies considered

Table 4.4: East Asia and the Pacific: 
Percentage of Economies in which a 
Risk Appears among the Top Five of 
Highest Concern for Doing Business

Risk Percent

Energy price shock 71

Asset bubble 59

Cyberattacks 41

Fiscal crises 41

Natural catastrophes 35

Unemployment or 
underemployment 35

Unmanageable inflation 35

Note: 17 economies considered

One of the features of the region is 
how frequently environmental risks are 
mentioned. For example, executives 
in both the Philippines and Myanmar 
identified extreme weather events 
as among their leading concerns, in 
the wake of the recent experiences 
of Typhoon Haiyan and Cyclone 

Table 4.5: South Asia: Percentage of 
Economies in which a Risk Appears 
among the Top Five of Highest 
Concern for Doing Business

Risk Percent

Energy price shock 67

Failure of national 
governance 67

Fiscal crises 50

Unemployment or 
underemployment 50

Failure of climate-
change adaptation 50

 
Note: 6 economies considered
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Failure of national governance is 
another leading concern, highlighting 
the difficulties posed for business in the 
region by the current unstable political 
situation: for instance, according to the 
Corruption Perception Index, Nepal 
ranks 126th and Bangladesh 145th out 
of 175 economies.26

Latin America and the Caribbean 
 
Failure of national governance is 
a prominent concern across Latin 
America and the Caribbean,27 
especially in South America, 
where corruption and mistrust in 
the functioning of institutions are 
increasingly compounding the 
difficulties of running a business (Table 
4.6). The region’s weak economic 
growth prospects and low levels 
of investment lie behind concerns 
about failure of critical infrastructure;28  
increasing investment in infrastructure 
would stimulate the economy as well as 
strengthen resilience to global risks.

The region relies heavily on exports 
of commodities that have declined in 
price – such as oil, gas, copper and 
iron – explaining the prominence of the 
risk of an energy price shock among 
the region’s leading concerns. Low 
commodity prices reinforce existing 
challenges such as high public debt 
and low economic growth, and 
increasing the associated risk of fiscal 
crises. 

Finally, concerns about unemployment 
reflect how skills mismatch and rigid 
labour markets are affecting business 
development in the region.

Table 4.6: Latin America and 
the Caribbean: Percentage of 
Economies in which a Risk Appears 
among the Top Five of Highest 
Concern for Doing Business

Risk Percent

Failure of national 
governance 91

Energy price shock 82

Unemployment or 
underemployment 64

Profound social 
instability 59

Fiscal crises 45

Note: 22 economies considered

Middle East and North Africa 

Executives in oil-exporting countries 
in the Middle East and North Africa 
are most concerned about the risk 
of an energy price shock (the top 
concern in nine countries) (Table 4.7),29 
with low prices already leading to a 
decline of exports and revenue, hurting 
public finances, undermining financial 
planning and ultimately threatening to 
expose often-insufficient diversification 
of the economy.

Table 4.7: Middle East and North 
Africa: Percentage of Economies in 
which a Risk Appears among the 
Top Five of Highest Concern for 
Doing Business

Risk Percent

Unemployment or 
underemployment 71

Energy price shock 71

Fiscal crises 71

Terrorist attacks 64

Asset bubble 43

Interstate conflict 43

Note: 14 economies considered

Unemployment or underemployment, 
especially among youth, is also of 
high concern in the region, with youth 
unemployment as high as 33% in 
Jordan (2013 data) and above 20% 
in Oman, Saudi Arabia, and Algeria.30 
Informal employment is a growing 
trend,31 adding to the potential for the 
job market situation to fuel profound 
social instability – a risk that makes 
the top five in five countries amid a 
regional humanitarian crisis that sees 
neighbouring countries coping with 
refugees from Syria. One in four of 
the world’s refugees is now Syrian, 
with 95% located in surrounding 
countries;32 in Lebanon, over a fifth of 
the population is refugees. Another 
potential cause of social disruption is 
water crises (among the top five risks 
in four countries), a particular concern 
for business because water is a key 
input in many industries,33 agricultural 
products and energy production.

Unsurprisingly, the risks of  terrorist 
attacks and interstate conflict also 
weigh on the minds of executives, as 

a proliferation of conflicts is putting the 
region’s geopolitical stability at stake.

Sub-Saharan Africa 

By 2035, Sub-Saharan Africa is 
projected to have more young 
people reaching working age than 
the rest of the world put together.34 
This demographic pressure helps 
to explain why unemployment and 
underemployment is the most 
concerning risk for executives in the 
region. Creating high-productivity, 
non-agricultural jobs is among the 
region’s biggest challenges, requiring 
businesses to adapt and diversify. 
Failure to reform Sub-Saharan Africa’s 
labour market could fuel social 
instability, another widespread concern 
according to survey respondents (Table 
4.8).

Table 4.8: Sub-Saharan Africa: 
Percentage of Economies in which a  
Risk Appears among the Top Five of 
Highest Concern for Doing Business

Risk Percent

Unemployment or 
underemployment 88

Energy price shock 70

Failure of national 
governance 55

Failure of critical 
infrastructure 45

Fiscal crises 39

Note: 33 economies considered

With fiscal pressures increasing for oil 
and gas exporters, the risk of energy 
price shock is prominent in executives’ 
thinking. The aggregated benefits 
of lower prices for the region’s oil 
importers are likely to be offset by falls 
in the prices of other commodities that 
they export.35 The macroeconomic 
climate is a related concern, especially 
fiscal crises and inflationary pressures.

Africa’s urban population is expected 
to triple by 2025,36 as reflected in the 
prominence of the risk of failure of 
urban planning and pointing to the 
need for more investment in urban 
infrastructure. This helps to explain why 
failure of critical infrastructure is another 
high-ranking risk: lack of infrastructure 
– both physical and virtual – is 
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estimated to reduce company 
productivity up to 40%.37 The cost of 
filling the gap in Africa’s infrastructure 
has been estimated at around US$93 
billion a year.38

Deep-Dives into Five 
Global Risks

Between them, two economic risks 
account for the global risks of most 
concern for doing business in half 
of the 140 economies covered: 
unemployment or underemployment, 
and energy price shock. Third on the 
list is failure of national governance, 
which affects businesses in many 
ways, including the failure to stamp out 
illicit trade (Table 4.9).

Table 4.9: Number of Economies in 
which a Risk Appears as the Risk of 
Highest Concern for Doing Business 

Risk Number

Unemployment or 
underemployment 41

Energy price shock 29

Failure of national 
governance 14

Asset bubble 11

Fiscal crises 10

Cyberattack 8

Note: out of 140 economies globally

The below deep-dives into the 
implications for business also explore 
asset bubbles, fourth on the global 
list, and cyberattacks, among the top 
three risks in 18 economies. While 
not exhaustive, these analyses of 
mechanisms through which these 
global risks affect businesses at the 
national level are intended to raise 
awareness of the need for action.

Unemployment or 
Underemployment 

Unemployment or underemployment 
is perceived as the global risk of 
highest concern for doing business 
in 41 countries, and is among the top 
five global risks in 92 countries (Figure 
4.2). Unemployment affects business 
in multiple ways, from holding back 
economic growth to threatening social 
stability. With a growing mismatch 
between the skills demanded by a 
fast-changing jobs market and those 
possessed by unemployed workers, 
businesses are struggling to recruit 
workers with the capabilities they need. 
Expected job growth is concentrated in 
occupations for which today’s workers 
are inadequately prepared.

Structural unemployment has 
increased in all major economies since 
the 2007 crisis. Even where growth 
has picked up, labour productivity and 
job creation often have not. Layoffs 
disproportionately affected middle-
skilled jobs, while most job creation in 
the recovery has taken place in lower-

Figure 4.2: Unemployment or Underemployment, rank
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wage jobs and in temporary and fixed-
term employment. At the same time, 
technological disruptions and the move 
towards automation are accelerating 
change in the nature of work. Currently 
it is estimated that by the year 2020 
nearly half of all current occupations 
could be affected by advances in 
robotics and machine learning.39

Given the unprecedented nature and 
pace of these displacements, large-
scale reforms will be needed, both 
by government and business. Short-
term, reactive measures based on 
past successes will not be enough: for 
example, efforts to place unemployed 
youth in apprenticeships in certain 
job categories may not be a high-
value investment if that job category 
is likely to be obsolete in five years’ 
time as a result of automation or other 
disruptions, while growth comes from 
wholly new occupations. Three main 
reforms are needed.

First, the education systems must be 
redesigned to focus on learning to 
learn and collaboration. As knowledge-
based work will increasingly be 
handled by technology, we need to 
educate future generations in skills 
where humans can still be expected to 
outperform machines – collaboration-
based attributes such as teamwork, 
interaction, relationships and cultural 
sensitivity. In a more automated future, 
value will come from emotional and 
contextual intelligence.

Source: Executive Opinion Survey 2015, World Economic Forum.
Note: The darker colour, the higher the concern. 
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Second, while businesses must work 
with educators and governments 
to help education systems keep up 
with the needs of the labour market, 
companies must also fundamentally 
re-think their role as consumers of 
ready-made human capital, obtaining 
pre-trained talent from schools, 
universities and other companies. 
Some companies understand this and 
are investing more in the continuous 
learning, re-skilling and up-skilling of 
their employees. Given the ongoing 
rapid changes in the skill sets 
required for many occupations, talent 
management is no longer the preserve 
of the human resources function but 
will be a critical part of any company’s 
growth and innovation strategy – 
especially with younger cohorts of 
workers increasingly valuing a sense of 
purpose and diversity of experiences in 
their working lives.

Third, governments must look beyond 
the education system to redesign the 
broader enabling environment for 
talent. Human capital development 
depends on a series of interventions 
across a person’s lifetime, including 
hiring and firing practices, women’s 
integration, retirement policies, visa 
regulations, social safety nets, and, 
in particular, regulatory support for 
entrepreneurship and small and 
medium-sized enterprises – one of 
the most under-utilized means of 
unleashing creativity, enhancing growth 
and generating employment. Such 
areas often go neglected by policy-

makers because reforms are unlikely to 
pay off within the timeframe of political 
tenures.

Energy Price Shocks to the Global 
Economy

With lower oil prices making the 
headlines recently, the risk of energy 
price shocks to the global economy 
ranks first in 29 out of the 140 
economies represented in the 2015 
EOS and appears in the top five risks in 
93 of them (Figure 4.3).

“Price shocks” can refer to either 
sudden increases or decreases in the 
price of energy – whether in the form of 
electricity, oil, natural gas or liquid fuels 
derived from these sources. From 2010 
until June 2014 world oil prices were 
fairly stable, at around $110 a barrel 
for Brent crude; since then they have 
ranged between around US$45 to 
US$60, a plunge that surprised many. 
Natural gas prices, often indexed to 
oil, have followed a similar trajectory. 
This has resulted in significant shifts 
of wealth from oil and gas producers 
to consumers, meaning lower input 
costs for industry, lower inflation and 
more money available to spend in other 
sectors.

The outlook for oil prices is uncertain. 
On the supply side, one key factor is 
whether or not the Organization of 
the Petroleum Exporting Countries 
(OPEC) – and in particular Saudi Arabia 
– will continue with its strategy of not 

curtailing production despite price 
declines. Another factor is the extent to 
which investment will fall in response 
to low prices, leading to a potential rise 
in unemployment rate of oil-exporting 
countries. Key oil and gas producers 
are estimated to have cut over US$200 
billion in capital expenditure on new 
projects, deferring oil and gas projects 
with reserves equating to 20 billion 
barrels of oil equivalent.40

If current low prices continue, the 
implications for oil-exporting countries 
may be severe. For instance, oil export 
losses in 2015 are expected to reach 
about US$300 billion in the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC),41 which will 
have a heavy impact on governments’ 
budget balances. The International 
Monetary Fund expects more than 10 
million people to be looking for work 
by 2020 in the region’s oil-exporting 
countries, which will challenge fiscal 
sustainability over the medium term. 
A combination of rising import prices 
hurting the populations of many 
oil-producing countries and a lack of 
job opportunities may lead to social 
instability.42

Whether demand for oil picks up 
depends on factors such as whether 
growth recovers in China and other 
emerging economies, as well as the 
extent to which economies become 
less fuel intensive as a consequence 
of new technology and energy-
efficiency measures. It is possible 
that if prices start to recover, they 

Figure 4.3: Energy Price Shock to the Global Economy, rank
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Source: Executive Opinion Survey 2015, World Economic Forum.
Note: The darker colour, the higher the concern. 
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could unexpectedly spike: with the 
current low prices leading to reduced 
investment and job losses, there is 
less slack in the system to deal with 
unanticipated demand increases.43

Such a price spike could lead to slower 
global output and disrupt business 
models. Even many developed 
countries are vulnerable – for example, 
geopolitical tensions threaten energy 
security in Europe, which gets around 
a quarter of its gas from Russia.44 Still, 
the risks of a price spike destabilizing 
society are greatest in less-developed 
economies, which are highly 
dependent on imports and have little 
scope for alternatives to take up the 
slack. Indeed, the risks associated 
with an undiversified energy sector 
are not limited to oil – for example, 
in 2008 water shortages caused by 
an extremely harsh winter impacted 
energy production in Tajikistan, 
which relies heavily on hydro power. 
Ramifications in that instance included 
interruptions in medical care for many 
people (power shortages and cold 
weather deprived more than 50% of 
the country’s hospitals of their water 
supply).45

Failure of National Governance

Failure of national governance is 
perceived as the highest risk to 
doing business by executives in 14 
economies – half of them in Latin 
America, four in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
two in Eastern Europe and one in Asia 

(Figure 4.4). This risk captures the 
inability to efficiently govern a nation, 
which is caused by or results in factors 
such as weak rule of law, corruption, 
illicit trade, organized crime, impunity, 
and political deadlock. Weak national 
government is not the result only of 
poor governance; governance is a 
multi-faceted phenomenon in which 
business, civil society and the general 
public also play roles.

As discussed in the most recent 
edition of the World Economic 
Forum’s Global Competitiveness 
Report, the consequences of failures 
of governance seriously undermine 
many countries’ competitiveness, job 
creation and economic development. 
Weak or failing national governance 
creates space for organized criminals 
and terrorists to profit from illegal 
trading in humans, weapons, 
counterfeit goods, and so on. The 
cross-sector and transnational nature 
of these illegal activities means they 
pose a risk to all, creating economic, 
social, and environmental damage at 
regional and global levels.

Businesses face additional risks 
as well as costs from operating in 
countries affected by poor governance. 
Both the risks and the costs arise 
from the difficulties of working in 
an unpredictable environment and 
complying with international standards 
when fragile governments do not 
themselves adhere to international 
regulatory regimes. These costs 

can be serious enough to become 
unsustainable in the long run. 

One aspect of poor governance – illicit 
trade – can undermine corporate 
brands and supply chains, because 
logistics and transport sectors often 
unwittingly contribute to the spread of 
illicit goods. Illicit trade is estimated to 
cost the world economy up to US$2 
trillion, although it is difficult to quantify 
accurately.46 Counterfeiting and piracy 
alone are estimated to amount to 
US$1.77 trillion in 2015,47 nearly 10% of 
world merchandise trade.48

The World Economic Forum’s 
Meta-Council on the Illicit Economy 
has published, in its State of the 
Illicit Economy report, a range of 
suggested ways in which technological 
improvements can be leveraged as 
solutions in this space: 

– Big data. Sex traffickers have 
been uncovered by a collaboration 
among financial institutions, the 
Thomson Reuters Foundation, and 
New York prosecutors.49

– Satellite tracking. Illegal fishing is 
being tackled by the Eyes on the 
Seas project – a digital platform 
that helps governments to monitor 
the world’s oceans, backed by the 
Pew Charitable Trusts.50

– Crowdsourcing. In combination 
with big data and satellite tracking, 
Global Forest Watch is enabling 
the tracking of illegal forestry 
operations by using crowdsourcing 

Source: Executive Opinion Survey 2015, World Economic Forum.
Note: The darker colour, the higher the concern. 

Figure 4.4: Failure of National Governance, rank
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to combine images and provide 
near-real time data on the world’s 
forests.51

– DNA analysis. A genetic library 
of life on Earth is being used to 
detect food fraud,52 while forensic 
laboratories are able to link stolen 
ivory to specific animals.53

– Encryption: Although organized 
criminals use encryption to evade 
detection, it can also be used 
to enable the secure sharing 
of information between law 
enforcement organizations and the 
private sector.

Individual companies can take some 
steps to protect their own operations, 
reputation or assets – but for 
businesses to build resilience against 
the risk of failure of national governance 
ultimately requires finding ways to 
contribute towards improving the 
overall situation. That includes setting 
an example for political leaders by 
upholding international best practice, 
frameworks and standards, and 
looking for ways to collaborate with 
governments and civil society on the 
development of more coherent policies 
and smart governance strategies.
It is clear that the problem cannot 
be resolved with policies alone, but 
requires the support of the business 
sector as well as awareness of the 
general public. Discussions need to 
move beyond political commitment – 
the public sector, private sector and 
civil society need to come together 

to build relationships, initiatives and 
mechanisms to curb the rates of illicit 
trade.

Asset Bubble 

Executives in 11 economies, mostly 
in Europe and Asia, rate asset 
bubbles as their highest concern; it 
ranks among the top five risks in 40 
countries, representing more than 
half of the world GDP (Figure 4.5). 
Far from affecting only speculators, 
the bursting of asset bubbles hits 
businesses across the whole economy 
– particularly where leverage induces 
contagion through the banking system. 
As business confidence falls, so do 
consumption, incomes and investment, 
which can lead to a prolonged 
recession.

The trigger for the global financial 
crisis, to take one example, was a 
widespread default on US subprime 
mortgages and loss of value of related 
securities. The bursting of the dot-
com bubble in 2000–2002 destroyed 
US$5 trillion of stock market wealth in 
the United States (equivalent to half of 
annual GDP) in 30 months.54 Japan 
was mired in a low-growth deflationary 
environment for over two decades 
after this combined real estate and 
stock market bubbles burst in the early 
1990s.

Recent global economic developments 
have increased both the likelihood and 
potential impact of bubbles. In many 

countries, monetary and fiscal policy 
after the financial crisis of 2007–2008 
had some success in stimulating the 
economy to minimize the depth of the 
recession. However, as post-recession 
growth proved elusive, easy monetary 
policy was maintained or even stepped 
up. Low interest rates sent investors 
on a search for yield, creating an 
environment that is highly conducive to 
bubbles. The impact of another bubble 
bursting now in a major economy 
would be especially damaging 
because the weakness of the recovery 
and high levels of government debt 
mean there would be little remaining 
policy space for further stimulus.

Asset bubbles can never be identified 
with certainty while they are building 
up, as there is always a narrative of 
“this time is different”. Nonetheless, 
when attempting to evaluate the risk 
of a bubble bursting, three types of 
potential bubbles can be distinguished:

– Equity bubbles. These bubbles 
are often a side effect of low 
interest rates, as investors look 
to stock markets for higher yields 
than they can get from fixed 
income assets. Companies can 
use their highly-valued stock to 
make cross-border acquisitions 
– but when the bubble bursts, 
they can in turn become takeover 
targets for companies in other 
countries.

Source: Executive Opinion Survey 2015, World Economic Forum.
Note: The darker colour, the higher the concern. 

Figure 4.5: Asset Bubble, rank
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Figure 4.6 Cyberattacks, rank
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– Real estate bubbles. Real estate 
bubbles are not usually a major 
concern for companies while they 
are inflating, though they make 
office and factory space more 
expensive. However, because 
banks play a major role in real 
estate finance, the bursting of 
a real estate bubble can have 
catastrophic impacts on business 
finance, as seen recently in Ireland: 
with banks struggling, credit can 
dry up completely and companies 
find it hard to finance their 
operations.

– Government bond bubbles. 
Government bonds might be 
inflated by a quantitative easing 
of purchases by central banks 
and new liquidity requirements 
increasing demand among private 
sector banks. As prices are 
pushed up, yields go down, which 
drives investors into higher-yield 
corporate bonds, raising the risk 
of a bubble here, too. In the short 
term, this can be good news for 
corporate issuers – but the ending 
of quantitative easing programmes 
could rapidly make it harder for 
businesses to raise capital. Some 
observers have raised concerns 
about whether current market 
structures can deal with the 
resulting large swings in demand 
for bonds, potentially triggering 
severe volatility in the financial 
system.

The bursting of any of these three 
types of bubble can tip an economy 
into recession. For consumer-facing 
businesses without regional or global 
diversification, this is a concern that is 
not easily mitigated. Besides shoring 
up the balance sheet – for example, by 
issuing long-dated debt – and putting 
adequate credit lines in place, most 
mitigation mechanisms would be 
more strategic and affect the business 
model, such as alliances to tap more 
diversified markets.

From a policy perspective, some 
studies suggest that the development 
of financial markets – with increased 
integration, sophistication of trading 
techniques, and removal of frictions 
to arbitrage – may be increasing the 
prevalence of bubbles.55 A fundamental 
rethink of regulation and contract 
design in financial markets could be 
necessary, to accept the inevitability of 
bubbles and seek to limit their scope.

Cyberattacks

From personal finances to business 
operations and national infrastructure, 
public and private services and 
amenities are increasingly managed via 
some form of computer network and 
are consequently vulnerable to attack. 
The Internet of Things is a growing 
reality, introducing new efficiencies 
as well as new vulnerabilities and 
interconnected consequences. Recent 
technological advances have been 
beneficial in many respects, but have 

also opened the door to a growing 
wave of cyberattacks – including 
economic espionage, cybercrime, and 
even state-sponsored exploits – that 
are increasingly perpetrated against 
businesses (Figure 4.6). In 2014, The 
Center for Strategic and International 
Studies and McAfee estimated that 
cybercrime alone cost the global 
economy US$ 445 billion.56 Businesses 
in all industries and of all sizes have 
been affected by the increased 
complexity, novelty and persistence 
of cyberattacks, with consequences 
ranging from the reputational to 
economic and legal. A sharp increase 
in high-profile cases in 2014 has 
continued into 2015, and shows no 
sign of slowing down.

The EOS results indicate that 
cyberattack is perceived as the 
risk of highest concern in eight 
economies: Estonia, Germany, Japan, 
Malaysia, the Netherlands, Singapore, 
Switzerland, and the United States. 
Public sector bodies in at least two of 
these countries have recently been 
disrupted by cyberattacks: the US 
Office of Personnel Management and 
the Japanese Pension Service. The 
2015 Fortune 500 CEO survey found 
that cyber security came second 
when CEOs were asked about their 
companies’ biggest challenges.57

Attempts to detect and address attacks 
are made harder by their constantly 
evolving nature, as perpetrators quickly 
find new ways of executing them. 

Source: Executive Opinion Survey 2015, World Economic Forum.
Note: The darker colour, the higher the concern. 
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Businesses trying to match this speed 
in their development of prevention and 
response methods are sometimes 
constrained by a poor understanding 
of the risk, a lack of technical talent, 
and inadequate security capabilities. 
Although CEOs worry about rising 
cyber risks, the ownership of and 
responsibility for the cyber risk is less 
clear. Who in the corporation is the 
actual owner of the risk? While there 
are many “C” level owners (CISO, 
CFO, CEO, CRO, Risk Management), 
each of these owners has differing but 
related interests and unfortunately often 
does not integrate risk or effectively 
collaborate on its management. 
Defining clear roles and responsibilities 
for cyber risk is crucial.

Outdated laws and regulations inhibit 
governments’ ability to capture 
criminals but also to expedite 
the often lengthy procedure of 
elaborating and implementing legal 
and regulatory frameworks to reflect 
evolving realities. The sophisticated 
threats of government-sponsored 
economic espionage also exceed 
the defensive capabilities of many 
commercial enterprises, which are 
more and more frequently looking to 
other governments to intervene. The 
G-20 recently took an unexpected, 
but applauded, step and collectively 
affirmed “that no country should 
conduct or support ICT-enabled theft 
of intellectual property, including trade 
secrets or other confidential business 
information, with the intent of providing 
competitive advantages to companies 
or commercial sectors.”58

Businesses are increasingly accepting 
the fact that they cannot hope to 
prevent all cyberattacks. The difficulty 
in preventing attacks is not outmatched 
by the difficulty in identifying and 
effectively mitigating them. Given 
the types of vulnerabilities utilized 
by attackers and their methods, 
many attacks and intrusions are not 
immediately discovered – some are 
recognized only months and in some 
cases years later. The emphasis needs 
to be on streamlining mechanisms for 
early detection, response and recovery, 
to mitigate and better manage the 
consequences – limiting the damage, 
and ensuring business continuity.

It is also becoming clearer that 
cybercrime cannot be fought 
unilaterally. Although businesses can 
follow standard industry practices 
or adopt individually tailored ways to 
deal with cybercrimes, cooperation 
throughout the value chain (because 
attacks can be made through supplier 
systems) and with law enforcement 
is also helpful, As is often the case, 
however, public-private partnership 
can be held back by lack of trust and 
misaligned incentives. Businesses may 
fear exposing their data and practices 
to competitors or to law enforcement 
agencies. And the private sector’s 
primary interest in rapid recovery and 
continuity of business operations 
may not align with the public sector’s 
primary interest in apprehending 
and prosecuting perpetrators. In 
addition, governments need to balance 
their investments in cyber offensive 
weapons and efforts to enhance 
capabilities for cybersecurity and 
defence.

Conclusions

Addressing global risks lies beyond 
the capacity of individual businesses. 
Businesses need to strengthen 
their resilience to ensure continued 
operation and survival in the face 
of risks. At the same time, the clear 
role for collaboration among public 
and private sector actors becomes 
evident, for example, to develop better 
cybercrime prevention methods, to 
establish cybersecurity norms for 
both governments and industry, and 
to align international approaches to 
enforcement and establish industry 
norms. Above all, it is in the key interest 
of businesses to find new ways to 
partner with governments to address 
global risks. Many risks, ranging from 
energy security to unemployment, can 
only be addressed through diverse 
stakeholders recognizing the need for 
joint action. Such collaboration requires 
the identification of key risks and 
related interests and strong alignment 
and robust agreement among business 
and other stakeholders on the need to 
address them.
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The 11th edition of The Global Risks 
Report has explored how global risks 
are becoming increasingly imminent 
and materializing in new and 
sometimes unexpected ways. From 
climate change to the imperative for 
improved water governance, from 
large-scale involuntary migration to 
reviving growth in the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution, global risks are affecting the 
lives of citizens and the functioning of 
institutions and economies. We now 
need to move beyond mitigation to 
adaptation and building resilience. 
Understanding the drivers of the global 
security landscape, boosting 
governance and strengthening policy 
agility is ever more important. Building 
a better understanding of how the new 
security landscape and technological 
change will impact countries, 
economies and peoples’ lives is, 
therefore, essential for building 
sustainable, resilient growth strategies 
and stable societies.

Global risks remain beyond the domain 
of just one actor, highlighting the need 
for collaborative and multistakeholder 
action – the key message that The 
Global Risks Report series has 
highlighted over the past decade. 
Recognizing joint interests and aligning 
stakeholders on key priorities across 
the different areas of global risks is the 
first step to make action through 
collaboration happen. We hope that 
this Report will contribute to 
recognizing the need for action, create 
an imperative towards greater 
resilience, and motivate change and 
concrete action towards a better future 
for everyone.

Conclusions
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Global Risk Description

Asset bubble in a major economy
Unsustainably overpriced assets such as commodities, 
housing, shares, etc. in a major economy or region.

Deflation in a major economy 
Prolonged ultra-low inflation or deflation in a major 
economy or region. 

Failure of a major financial mechanism or institution
Collapse of a financial institution and/or malfunctioning of a 
financial system impacts the global economy.

Failure/shortfall of critical infrastructure 

Failure to adequately invest in, upgrade and secure 
infrastructure networks (e.g. energy, transportation and 
communications) leads to pressure or a breakdown with 
system-wide implications.

Fiscal crises in key economies
Excessive debt burdens generate sovereign debt crises 
and/or liquidity crises.

High structural unemployment or underemployment

A sustained high level of unemployment or underutilization 
of the productive capacity of the employed population 
prevents the economy from attaining high levels of 
employment.

Illicit trade (e.g. illicit financial flow, tax evasion, 
human trafficking, organized crime, etc.)

Large-scale activities outside the legal framework such 
as illicit financial flow, tax evasion, human trafficking, 
counterfeiting and organized crime undermine social 
interactions, regional or international collaboration and 
global growth.

Severe energy price shock (increase or decrease)
Energy price increases or decreases significantly and 
places further economic pressures on highly energy-
dependent industries and consumers.

Unmanageable inflation
Unmanageable increase in the general price level of goods 
and services in key economies. 

Extreme weather events (e.g. floods, storms, etc.)
Major property, infrastructure and environmental damage 
as well as human loss caused by extreme weather events. 

Failure of climate-change mitigation and adaptation

Governments and businesses fail to enforce or enact 
effective measures to mitigate climate change, protect 
populations and help businesses impacted by climate 
change to adapt.

Major biodiversity loss and ecosystem collapse (land 
or ocean)

Irreversible consequences for the environment, resulting 
in severely depleted resources for humankind as well as 
industries.

Major natural catastrophes (e.g. earthquake, 
tsunami, volcanic eruption, geomagnetic storms)

Major property, infrastructure and environmental damage 
as well as human loss caused by geophysical disasters 
such as earthquakes, volcanic activity, landslides, tsunamis 
or geomagnetic storms.

Man-made environmental catastrophes (e.g. oil spill, 
radioactive contamination, etc.)

Failure to prevent major man-made catastrophes, causing 
harm to lives, human health, infrastructure, property, 
economic activity and the environment.

Appendix A:  Description of Global Risks and Trends 2016
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A “global risk” is defined as an uncertain event or condition that, if it occurs, can cause significant negative impact for several 
countries or industries within the next 10 years.
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Global Risk Description

Failure of national governance (e.g. failure of rule of 
law, corruption, political deadlock, etc.)

Inability to govern a nation of geopolitical importance due 
to weak rule of law, corruption or political deadlock. 

Interstate conflict with regional consequences
A bilateral or multilateral dispute between states escalates 
into economic (e.g. trade/currency wars, resource 
nationalization), military, cyber, societal or other conflict.

Large-scale terrorist attacks
Individuals or non-state groups with political or religious 
goals successfully inflict large-scale human or material 
damage.

State collapse or crisis (e.g. civil conflict, military 
coup, failed states, etc.)

State collapse of geopolitical importance due to internal 
violence, regional or global instability, military coup, civil 
conflict, failed states, etc.

Weapons of mass destruction
Nuclear, chemical, biological and radiological technologies 
and materials are deployed creating international crises 
and potential for significant destruction.

Failure of urban planning
Poorly planned cities, urban sprawl and associated 
infrastructure create social, environmental and health 
challenges.

Food crises
Access to appropriate quantities and quality of food and 
nutrition becomes inadequate, unaffordable or unreliable 
on a major scale.

Large-scale involuntary migration
Large-scale involuntary migration induced by conflict, 
disasters, environmental or economic reasons.

Profound social instability
Major social movements or protests (e.g. street riots, social 
unrest, etc.) disrupt political or social stability, negatively 
impacting populations and economic activity.

Rapid and massive spread of infectious diseases

Bacteria, viruses, parasites or fungi cause uncontrolled 
spread of infectious diseases (for instance due to 
resistance to antibiotics, antivirals and other treatments) 
leading to widespread fatalities and economic disruption. 

Water crises
A significant decline in the available quality and quantity of 
fresh water resulting in harmful effects on human health 
and/or economic activity.

Adverse consequences of technological advances

Intended or unintended adverse consequences of 
technological advances such as artificial intelligence, 
geo-engineering and synthetic biology causing human, 
environmental and economic damage. 

Breakdown of critical information infrastructure and 
networks

Cyber dependency increases vulnerability to outage of 
critical information infrastructure (e.g. internet, satellites, 
etc.) and networks causing widespread disruption.

Large-scale cyberattacks
Large-scale cyberattacks or malware causing large 
economic damages, geopolitical tensions or widespread 
loss of trust in the Internet.

Massive incident of data fraud/theft
Wrongful exploitation of private or official data that takes 
place on an unprecedented scale.
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Trends
A “trend” is defined as a long-term pattern that is currently taking place and that could contribute to amplifying global risks 
and/or altering the relationship between them.

Trend Description

Ageing population
Ageing populations in developed and developing countries driven by declining fertility 
and decrease of middle and old age mortality.

Changing landscape of 
international governance

Changing landscape of global or regional institutions (e.g.  UN, IMF, NATO, etc.), 
agreements or networks.  

Climate change 
Change of climate which is attributed directly or indirectly to human activity that alters 
the composition of the global atmosphere, in addition to natural climate variability.

Environmental 
degradation

Deterioration in the quality of air, soil and water from ambient concentrations of 
pollutants and other activities and processes.

Growing middle class in 
emerging economies

Growing share of population reaching middle-class income levels in emerging 
economies.

Increasing national 
sentiment 

Increasing national sentiment among populations and political leaders affecting 
countries’ national and international political positions.

Increasing polarization of 
societies

Inability to reach agreement on key issues within countries because of diverging or 
extreme values, political or religious views.

Rise of chronic diseases
Increasing rates of non-communicable diseases, also known as chronic diseases, 
leading to long-term costs of treatment and threatening recent societal gains in life 
expectancy and quality.

Rise of cyber 
dependency

Rise of cyber dependency due to increasing digital interconnection of people, things and 
organizations.

Rising geographic 
mobility

Increasing mobility of people and things due to quicker and better-performing means of 
transport and lowered regulatory barriers.

Rising income and wealth 
disparity

Increasing socio-economic gap between rich and poor in major countries or regions. 

Shifts in power
Shifting power from state to non-state actors and individuals, from global to regional 
levels, and from developed to emerging market and developing economies.

Urbanization Rising number of people living in urban areas resulting in physical growth of cities. 
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Appendix B:  Global Risks Perception Survey and     
   Methodology 2015

Definitions

The Global Risks Report 2016 is based 
on the same methodology adopted in 
the previous year and results are 
therefore largely comparable. The 
Report adopts the following definitions 
of global risk and trend:

Global risk: an uncertain event or 
condition that, if it occurs, can cause 
significant negative impact for several 
countries or industries within the next 
10 years.

Trend: a long-term pattern that is 
currently taking place and that could 
contribute to amplifying global risks 
and/or altering the relationship between 
them. 

The list of risks and trends assessed in 
the Global Risks Perception Surveys 
has changed slightly. The risk “Illicit 
trade” was extracted from the risk 
“Failure of national governance” to 
create another risk in the economic 
category. Moreover, the risk “Massive 

Figure B.1: Survey Sample Composition
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Source: Global Risks Perception Survey 2015.
Note: Reported shares are based on number of valid responses: Gender: 742 responses; Expertise: 726; Organization type: 732; Age distribution: 742; Region: 727.

and widespread misuse of 
technologies (e.g. 3D printing, artificial 
intelligence, geo-engineering, synthetic 
biology, etc.) was reformulated into the 
risk “Adverse consequence of 
technological advances”. The definition 
of each risk also went through a review 
process. 

The following section describes the 
survey and methodology in greater 
detail. 

The Global Risks 
Perceptions Survey 

The Global Risks Perception Survey 
(GRPS), discussed in Part 1, is the main 
instrument used to assess global risks 
in this Report. The survey was 
conducted between mid-September 
and the end of October 2015 among 
the World Economic Forum’s 
multistakeholder communities of 
leaders from business, government, 
academia and non-governmental and 
international organizations.

Raw responses were cleaned in order 
to improve overall data quality and 
completeness. All questionnaires with a 
completion rate below 50% were 
dropped, reducing the number of 
available responses from 933 to 742. 
The respondents did not provide any 
information about their gender or the 
sector in 3 and 49 cases, respectively, 
but it was possible to infer this 
information from the rest of the records 
provided for the gender and for 39 
cases for the sector. Similarly, 92 
respondents did not indicate the region 
in which they are based and 77 were 
manually assigned to a region on the 
basis of their country of residence.

Figure B.1 presents the profile of the 
742 survey respondents remaining in 
the sample. To capture the voice of 
youth, the survey also targeted the 
World Economic Forum’s community of 
Global Shapers.1 Respondents under 
30 accounted for slightly more than 
one-fourth of total respondents. 
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Analysis

The Global Risks Landscape 2016 
(Figure 1) 

Respondents were asked to assess the 
likelihood and global impact of each of 
the 29 risks. For each risk, they were 
asked, “How likely is this risk to occur 
globally within the next 10 years?” and 
“What is the estimated impact globally if 
this risk were to materialize? (Impact is 
to be interpreted in a broad sense 
beyond just economic consequences)”. 
The possible answers ranged from 1 
(“very unlikely” and “low” impact, 
respectively) to 7 (“very likely” and “high” 
impact, respectively). 

Respondents were given the possibility 
to choose a “Don’t know” option if they 
felt unable to provide an informed 
answer. Respondents could also leave 
the question completely blank. For each 
risk, partial responses, i.e. those 
assessing only the likelihood or only the 
impact, were dropped. A simple 
average for both likelihood and impact 
for each of the 29 global risks was 
calculated on this basis. Formally, for 
any given risk i, its likelihood and impact, 
denoted respectively likelihoodi and 
impacti, are:

Similarly, for the Risks-Trends 
Interconnections Map 2016 
respondents had to identify up to three 
trends that they consider important in 
shaping the global agenda in the next 
10 years and the three risks that are 
driven by each of those trends. For 
completeness, the two questions read 
“From the list of trends below, which are 
the three most important trends that will 
shape global development in the next 
10 years”; and “For each of the three 
trends identified in [the previous 
question], select up to three risks from 
the list below that are most strongly 
driven by these trends”. The information 
thereby obtained was used to construct 
the Risks-Trend Interconnections Map 
2016. 

In both cases, a tally was made of the 
number of times each pair was cited. 
This value was then divided by the 
count of the most frequently cited pair. 
As a final step, the square root of this 
ratio was taken to dampen the long-tail 
effect (i.e. a few very strong links, and 
many weak ones) and to make the 
differences more apparent across the 
weakest connections. Out of the 406 
possible pairs of risks, 167 or 41% were 
not cited. Similarly, out of the possible 
377 trend-risk combinations, 33 or 9% 
were not cited. Formally, the intensity of 
the interconnection between risks i and j 
(or between trend i and risk j), denoted 
interconnectionij, corresponds to:

above); the biggest trend is the one 
considered to be the most important in 
shaping global development. 

The placement of the nodes in the 
Global Risks-Trends Interconnections 
Map was computed using ForceAtlas2, 
a force-directed network layout 
algorithm implemented in Gephi 
software, which minimizes edge lengths 
and edge crossings by running a 
physical particle simulation.2

Global Risks of Highest Concern in 
2016 (Figure 1.2)

Although the Report generally looks at 
global risks on a time horizon of 10 
years, respondents were asked to 
identify the risks of highest concern 
within two different timeframes: 18 
months and 10 years. To identify the top 
five global risks of highest concern 
described in Part 1, respondents 
answered the following question: “In this 
survey, we are looking at risks within the 
next 10 years. For this question only, 
please select the five global risks that 
you believe to be of most concern within 
the next 18 months and 10 years, 
respectively”.

For any given risk i from the list of 29 
risks, we obtained the share of total 
respondents (N = 742) that have 
declared to be concerned about that 
risk: 

where Ni is the number of respondents 
for risk i, and likelihoodi,n and impacti,n 
are respectively the likelihood and 
impact assigned by respondent n to risk 
i and measured on a scale from 1 to 7. 
Ni is the number of respondents for risk i 
who assessed both the likelihood and 
impact of that risk.  

The Global Risks Interconnections 
Map 2016 (Figure 2) and The Risks-
Trends Interconnections Map 2016 
(Figure 4) 

To draw the Global Risks 
Interconnections Map in Part 1, survey 
respondents were asked to answer the 
following question: “In your view, which 
are the most strongly connected 
risks? Please select at least three pairs 
and up to six pairs from the 29 risks 
below (one risk can be connected to 
any one of the other 28 risks)”.

where N is the number of respondents. 

Variable pairij,n is 1 when respondent n 
selected the pair of risks i and j as part 
of his/her selection. Otherwise, it is 0. 
The value of the interconnection 
determines the thickness of each 
connecting line in the graph, with the 
most frequently cited pair having the 
thickest line.

In the Global Risks Landscape and 
Risks-Trends Interconnections Maps, 
the size of each risk is scaled according 
to the “weighted degree” of that node in 
the system. Moreover, in the Risks-
Trends Interconnections Map, the size 
of the trend represents the perception of 
its importance in shaping global 
development (answer to the first part of 
the question on trend as explained 

with ci,n ∈ {0,1} and equal to 1 if 
respondent N selected risk i as a risk of 
concern. The risks with the five highest 
shares were selected as the risks of 
most concern.

The Most Likely Global Risks 2016: A 
Regional Perspective (Figure 3)

In the survey, respondents were asked 
to identify up to three risks that were the 
most likely to occur in the region in 
which they are based.3 

For any given risk i from the list of 29 
risks, we obtained the share of 
respondents from region r (Nr) who think 
that risk i is the most likely to occur in 
their region: 

with li,n ∈ {0,1} and equal to 1 if 
respondent N selected risk i. 
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Appendix C:  The Executive and Opinion Survey 2015: Views of  
   the Business Community on the Global Risks of  
   Highest Concern for Doing Business

Every year since 1979 the World 
Economic Forum has conducted the 
Executive Opinion Survey (EOS). This 
survey captures invaluable information 
on a broad range of socio-economic 
issues. In the 2015 edition, over 13,000 
executives in 140 economies were 
surveyed.4 

The 2015 edition of the EOS, conducted 
between February and June 2015, 
included a question on the risks of 
highest concern for the second time. 
More specifically, respondents were 
asked to select the five global risks that 
they believe to be of most concern for 
doing business in their country within 
the next 10 years.

The list of 28 global risks presented in 
the EOS is derived from the list of global 
risks of The Global Risks Report 2015 
and is almost similar to the global risks 
of The Global Risks Report 2016 (see 
Appendix B for the differences in global 
risks between the two editions). The 
size and nature of the EOS and the 
GRPS respondents differed 
significantly: they comprised a 
multistakeholder group of experts in the 
case of the GRPS and business 
executives in the case of the EOS. The 
EOS results provide a complementary 
perspective – that of businesses on the 
impact of global risks on their 
businesses. 

Formally, for each country j the share of 
respondents selecting each global risk i 
is: 

Interested readers can visit the portal at 
http://wef.ch/risks2016 to access the 
results for individual economies and 
regions.

where Nj is the sample size of the 
country j and ni,j is the number of 
respondents who selected the risk i in 
their five global risks of highest concern 
for doing business in country j. Ci,j is the 
share of respondents who selected risk 
i in country j. 
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Endnotes

1 The Global Shapers Community is a network of hubs developed and led by young 
people who are exceptional in their potential, achievement and drive to make a 
contribution to their communities; see http://www.weforum.org/community/global-
shapers 
2 3 See Jacomy et al. 2012. 
3 Respondents indicated the region in which they were based from the following list: 
Europe, Central Asia including Russia, East Asia and Pacific, South Asia, Sub-Saharan 
Africa, Middle-East and North Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, North America, 
and Oceania.
4 For more information about the Survey, see Browne et al. 2014. 
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Figure: Scenarios Methodology, Workshops’ Composition

Note: In total, the 10 workshops gathered 281 experts
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17%  Government
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Organization for Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE); Almira 
Zejnilagic, FTI Consulting; Lassina 
Zerbo, Preparatory Commission for the 
Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban 
Treaty Organization; and Daniel 
Zovatto, International Institute for 
Democracy and Electoral Assistance.
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