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Companies are evolving all the time: they grow; split off into smaller parts; acquire and 
divest; innovate products, processes, and services; adopt new technologies; and engage 
differently with their customers and employees. And so it has been for centuries. But 
today, companies are grappling with fundamental paradigm shifts. Disruptive forces are 
rendering company and industry-wide structures obsolete, profoundly altering the way 
we work and how companies create value. The shattering of long-held business truths 
requires the reengineering of business models and processes.

These changes are materializing during a slowing period in the economic cycle. Our 
Global Economic Outlook 2019 estimates global growth peaked in 2018 after reaching 
3.2 percent and will begin declining, dipping to 2.9 percent by the end of the next 
decade. In this year’s C-suite Challenge™ survey, 1,426 CEOs and C-suite executives 
outline their vision for addressing these challenges today and in 2025.

Not surprisingly, when asked for the top three issues that will require their greatest 
attention in 2019 in the external environment, global C-suite executives ranked recession 
risk as their top concern. In Spain, 45 percent of respondents ranked it as their second-
most important external risk. C-suite executives based in Spain ranked Global political 
instability as the top external risk (it ranks third globally). This is not surprising since policy 
volatility in general is higher in Europe than in other regions, due in part to trade tensions 
and the stalling of the departure of the UK from the EU. 

Moving toward the Future-Ready Organization
What emerges from the global responses to this year’s survey is an archetype of a 
company that is fully committed to sustainability as a growth driver, puts the customer at 
the center, reshapes the way we work, and achieves the elusive balance between short-
term goals and long-term vision. Reaching this ideal requires a comprehensive, holistic 
approach. Here are the top-level insights from this year’s global survey:

• C-suite executives are confident that current cultures have the right char-
acteristics to deliver success in 2025, but this should raise questions Many 
organizations struggle on their journey toward achieving digital transformation—
with organizational culture being a critical obstacle. C-suite executives may be 
underestimating the heavy lift and myriad changes true transformation requires. 
C-suite executives in Spain are not immune from this apparent over confidence. 

• In a slowing global economy, ROI from digital transformation is a burning 
platform Organizations need to move quickly from the installation phase of 
experimenting with digital platforms to the deployment phase of creative 
destruction that results in the rapid adoption of products and services that 
translate into bottom-line results. 

• Balancing long-term vision and short-term performance The danger in a 
slowing economy is succumbing to the temptation to skimp on both time and 
resource investment in the digital future to boost short-term results, jeopardizing 
future competitiveness. C-suite executives globally and in Spain see getting this 
balance right as the most critical hallmark of future operational success.

https://www.conference-board.org/economic-outlook-2019/
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• Customers place a higher value on the experience of using a product than on 
the product itself, and C-suite executives see enhancing “the experience” as 
the way to future success “Servitization”—offering service support in addition 
to or instead of products—is in; product-centricity is out. Almost two-thirds of 
respondents in Spain see servitization of products as critical to future success. 
Also, they see digital ethics as a future competitive advantage. 

• C-suite executives see lack of skilled talent as one of the few obstacles to 
innovation that will get worse, not better, by 2025 Future talent issues will be 
further complicated as work is redefined and companies must acquire or develop 
workforce skills that may not be at the core of present operations. C-suite 
executives in Spain feel less pressure from talent shortages today but expect 
such shortages to become a more important issue by 2025. 

• Developing the next generation of leaders is critical to future success But 
is there enough emphasis on developing digital skills? Investments C-suite 
executives will make to get future leaders ready include improving the quality 
of formal training and offering more cross-functional rotational opportunities—
sweet spots for millennials. But they may be missing a critical piece of the 
developmental puzzle—exposing leaders to digital experiences. Spanish C-suite 
executives are more aware of the issue and tend to give more importance to this 
challenge as part of their investment in future leaders. 

• More regulation is coming, but is it an obstacle or an opportunity? C-suite 
executives globally anticipate increased regulation of data privacy, environmental 
impact, social media, food safety, autonomous vehicles, and drone technology. 
In Spain, C-suite executives expect more regulation especially of environmental 
impact, drones, social media, and data privacy. For some firms, regulation means 
additional costs. For others, it provides an opportunity to take advantage of the 
evolving regulatory playing field with new products and services.

• C-suite executives’ holistic view of the sustainable enterprise of the future 
centers on talent and value creation C-suite executives, globally as well as in 
Spain, believe successful companies of the future will see sustainability as a value 
driver for growth and a tool for talent retention and engagement. 

What are the key challenges for businesses in Spain today?
Spanish companies are not immune to the global environment, rife with uncertainty 
generated by rising geopolitical and trade tensions between the US and China, 
Brexit, and the slowdown in the Eurozone. At the same time, C-suite executives in 
Spain are concerned about the impact on business competitiveness stemming from 
recently adopted regulatory changes for fiscal and labor matters and the absence 
of structural reforms that could contribute to innovation and adaptation of talent to 
digital transformation. 

Companies in Spain are immersed in the process of improving their competitiveness, 
efficiency, and internationalization. C-suite leaders are trying to transform their 
organizations and business models in the face of rising digitalization, the emergence of 
new competitors and consumption patterns, and the need to build a business culture 
where leadership is focused on talent and collaboration. Change has a dual purpose: to 
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guarantee firms’ future growth and profitability and to solve environmental, social and 
governance challenges. Progress in this direction would help reinforce the confidence of 
society in public institutions and generate a more inclusive and harmonious growth built 
on sustainability and diversity. 

Spanish respondents were asked “What aspects of the business environment will need 
to change in Spain and in Europe by 2025 to maintain the competitiveness and relevance 
of your company?” In the responses about changes needed in the business environment 
in Spain, this double dividend of inclusive growth emerges clearly: C-suite executives 
ranked improve the quality of institutions and decrease corruption number one. Better 
education and training ranked second. 

And as a new European Commission and a new European Parliament are formed in 
Brussels, it is important to note the three issues firms in Spain ranked as European 
priorities: streamlining the Single Market, reducing bureaucracy, and facilitating the 
digital transformation. 

Improved quality of institutions, less corruption, and a better education 
system are critical to improving the local business environment

What aspects of the business environment will need to change by 2025 to maintain 
the competitiveness and relevance of your company? Select three for each column:

Spain Europe

Streamline of the Single Market 8 1

Reduce bureaucracy 4 2

Facilitate digital transformation 6 3

Fiscal competitiveness 3 4

Help companies to grow in size 5 5

Incentives to innovation 7 6

Better cybersecurity 11 7

Lessen barriers to attracting foreign talent 9 8

Build new infrastructures 13 9

Improve the quality of institutions and decrease corruption 1 10

Better education and training 2 11

Lower energy costs 12 12

Wider access to credit 14 13

Increase environmental regulation 15 14

Less restrictive labor market regulation 10 15

Note: This question was only asked to respondents in Spain.

Source: The Conference Board C-Suite Challenge™ 2019
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Are C-Suite Executives in Spain different? 
While C-suite executives in Spain are aligned with their peers around the globe on many 
issues, two major differences in the responses grabbed our attention. The first concerns 
decision making and internal bureaucracy. The answers to two questions (“What will be 
the three most important business outcomes of employing new technologies by 2025?” 
and “What are and will be the top three barriers or challenges to innovation within your 
organization”) indicate that C-suite executives in Spain see internal bureaucracy as an 
obstacle to business success creating a sense of urgency around the need for more 
flexible organizational structures. 

When asked about the current obstacles to innovation, 33 percent of C-suite executives 
in Spain pointed to internal bureaucracy, making it the number two obstacle to 
innovation today. The same option ranks number sixth globally. The number one 
obstacle selected by 61 percent of C-suite executives in Spain is day-to-day performance 
pressure, compared to 43 percent globally. C-suite executives in Spain and around the 
globe ranked this pressure as the number one obstacle to innovation, but in Spain it is 
perceived even more intensely as a barrier.

The same struggle with internal bureaucracy re-emerges in the answers related to 
technology. When asked to rank the three most important business outcomes of 
employing new technologies, 54 percent of C-suite executives in Spain selected 
faster and better decision-making, compared to 39 percent globally. In Spain there 
is greater reliance on new technologies to untangle the internal bureaucracy that 
slows decision making. 

0% 10 20 30 40 50 60

Improved customer experiences

Increased productivity

Faster and better decision making

New products and services

Revenue growth

Increased ability to recruit/retain top talent

Cost savings

Entry into new markets

Enhanced company reputation

More resources to deal with cyber attacks

Ability to secure capital from investors

More resources to combat fraud

What will be the 3 most important business outcomes of employing new technologies by 2025?

Spain
N=123

Overall
N=1147

C-suite executives in Spain expect technology to help them make decisions better and faster 

Source: The Conference Board C-Suite Challenge™ 2019
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Concern about the speed and soundness of decision making is also reflected in the 
answers to the question: “Looking out to 2025, what do you see as the top three 
hallmarks of operational efficiency for successful organizations of the future?” C-suite 
executives in Spain and globally agree on the top issue: balancing short-term agility with 
long-term vision. But 43 percent of C-suite executives respondents in Spain, compared to 
27 percent globally, ranked use artificial intelligence and other technologies to drive most 
decision making second. These answers send a clear message: chief executives in Spain 
feel held back by the speed of change and count on new technologies to solve this issue. 

Balance short-term agility with long-term vision

Be fully transparent in communication and information sharing
 at all organizational levels

Redefine how works get done in our organization

Leverage external and nontraditional partnerships via networks

Use artificial intelligence and other technologies to drive
 most decision making

Be flatter and have more decentralized decision making

Think globally and holistically about the impact of
 their business on society

Use Agile Methodology within and across all functions

Apply data analytics to real-time financial and purchasing information

Have smaller and leaner functions as tasks shift from humans to machines

Do more in-region manufacturing to be closer to markets

Shorten supply chains to mitigate risks

Increase frequency of budget cycles to meet shifting needs

What do you see as the top 3 hallmarks of operational efficiency for successful organizations of the future?

0% 10 20 30 40 50 

Spain
N=125

Overall
N=1158

In Spain, the C-suite looks to the use of artificial intelligence to drive most decision making

Source: The Conference Board C-Suite Challenge™ 2019
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C-suite executives in Spain show high levels of confidence that their organizations have 
what it takes to succeed in the future. Their levels of confidence are even higher than the 
European average, and often higher than the global one. Spain-based C-suite executives 
are particularly confident that their organizations have the right culture in place to 
succeed in 2025. This high level of confidence should raise questions, as noted earlier.

High confidence levels of C-suite executives in Spain raise questions 

On a scale from 1 (low) to 10 (high), how confident are you that your organization currently has 
the right characteristics in place to succeed in 2025?

Spain 
(N=125)

Europe 
(N=487)

Overall 
(N=1,390)

The right leaders 7.3 6.8 7.0

The right talent 7.3 6.6 6.8

The right culture 7.5 6.8 7.1

The right organizational structure 6.9 6.3 6.7

The right go-to-market model 6.9 6.7 6.7

The right technology 6.9 6.6 6.5

Source: The Conference Board C-Suite Challenge 2019

Blind Spots Our Research Illuminated 
Overcoming resistance to change is never easy. We know that greater transparency and 
an inclusive culture will be foundations of future success, yet C-suite executives in our 
survey appear to underemphasize a few key elements that will build an open, inclusive, 
and engaging culture:

• Gender pay gap Asked about the top traits that will define a truly inclusive 
organization in the future, only 7 percent of C-suite executives globally, and only 
2 percent in Spain, selected mandates equal pay for equal work, yet our research 
shows that monitoring and ensuring pay equity between men and women in 
leadership roles is the most effective way to increase the representation of 
women in leadership ranks. 

• Work-life balance Lack of work/life balance is a critical reason woman opt 
out of management, which affects not only diversity within an organization 
but succession planning as well. Only about one-quarter of C-suite executives 
globally list improve work-life balance of managers among their top three 
priorities. C-suite executives based in Spain do much better than their peers 
globally: 42 percent of respondents selected the option, making it a top-three 
priority for developing future leaders. 
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• Rewarding teams Asked about the top three traits/competencies/characteristics 
that will define a truly inclusive organization in 2025, only 22 percent of C-suite 
executives globally selected effectively recognizes and rewards team outcomes. 
The failure of both HR executives and C-suite executives to prioritize a companion 
strategy to developing agile teams and to effectively recognize and rewards 
team outcomes is a red flag globally. Traditionally, organizations differentiate 
rewards based on individual performance. But pitting employees in head-to-head 
competition also drives out collaboration. As teams become a centerpiece of 
human capital strategy, companies need to emphasize the collaborative aspect 
of culture, or they risk developing agile but poorly performing and unmotivated 
teams. The results of the survey indicate that while C-suite executives in Spain are 
more aware than their peers globally of this need, the majority are still in the dark 
when it comes to this issue. 

• Innovation obstacles When asked to identify the top three barriers or challenges 
to innovation in their organization, C-suite executives, globally as well as in Spain, 
ranked insular culture/unwillingness to partner outside the organization as last. 
They may be convinced that their culture is already open, and they may be right. 
But our research in this area and conversations with our members have identified 
insular cultures and lack of inclusion as among the biggest current barriers to 
innovation and digital transformation.
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About Círculo de Empresarios
The Círculo de Empresarios was founded in 1977 as a 
nonprofit, independent association with a national scope. 
It includes individuals, owners, and top executives of the 
leading companies operating in Spain. We define ourselves 
as a group project of business responsibility that operates 
a think tank, which from the beginning has defended free 
enterprise and the free market and promoted business as a 
source of employment creation, progress, social well-being, 
and entrepreneurial spirit. The 230 business leaders and 
top managers who form part of the Círculo de Empresarios 
are linked by their urge to use our studies and proposals to 
help improve Spanish society. The Círculo de Empresarios 
participated in the 2019 edition of the C-Suite Challenge as a 
partner in Spain, collecting 125 answers to the survey. 

About C-Suite Challenge™

Since 1999, The Conference Board CEO Challenge® survey 
has asked CEOs across the globe to identify the most critical 
issues they face and the strategies they intend to meet them. 
Since 2017, the C-suite Challenge™ has expanded the survey 
pool to the C-suite. This year’s survey, conducted between 
September and October 2018, asked 1,426 C-suite execu-
tives, including 815 CEOs across the globe, for their views 
on the Organization of the Future through 2025. The total 
number of respondents resident in Spain is 125. 

The anonymous survey was carried out between September 
and October 2018. The project, coordinated by The 
Conference Board, was made possible thanks to the collabo-
ration with 14 institutes around the world that invited their 
members and contacts to fill in the questionnaire to improve 
the coverage globally. Círculo de Empresarios is the partner 
in Spain, where 125 answers have been collected. 

To find out more about the C-Suite Challenge survey results, 
go to

https://www.conference-board.org/c-suite-challenge/.
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