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Participants

Approach & Results

33 German CFOs, the majority from:
: 

… plus selected financial services and middle  
market companies.

Globally, the survey was conducted in 24 countries  
or territories, with 867 participating CFOs.

Online survey with 11 questions.  Wave 4 from 
May 4-6
Wave 3 from April 20–22 
Wave 2 from April 6–8
Wave 1 from March 23–25
Regular repetition to help identify the business 
and economic impact of COVID-19.

MS
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Executive Summary (1/2)

Since our last pulse, Germany has started a second major phase of lifting the lockdown - which will be driven largely by federal states, and will 
include e.g. the opening of schools and daycares, restaurants, hotels, stores, while general contact restrictions remain in place throughout Germany until 
beginning of June. The easing of restrictions happens as the economic implications of the lockdown become more and more tangible, with the 
Federal Statistical Office reporting a reduction of industrial production at historic dimensions, especially in export-dependent industries. At the same 
time, the US Commerce Department states that the GDP decline shows “the worst quarterly contraction since the .. deep recession more than a decade 
ago” and China faces a series of new COVID-19 cases, raising concerns around a second wave. As governments realise that economies must open and 
gradually lift lockdowns, navigating the way forward will increasingly fall on companies. They need to understand the implications COVID-19 will have 
going forward, decide when to bring their people back to work and keep them and their customers safe.  

CFO sentiment overall suggests that German CFOs have embraced the new and profoundly changed business environment. As we see CFOs 
recognising this fundamental change, the level of optimism – which might have been fuelled by initial expectations of a “v-shaped” scenario (quick decline, 
quick recovery) – is diminishing. Still, they are more confident than their peers globally, and look forward to restarting their businesses, conscious that they 
won’t be able to just flip a switch and turn the lights on, but will need to dial up gradually:
•  German CFOs remain relatively optimistic. However, the share expecting a decrease in revenues and/ or profits has increased significantly, to 

now 79% (globally 85%) - still, compared to CFOs in other parts of the world, German CFOs are less likely to expect a strong decrease of 25% or more 
(Germany 9%, globally 25%). 

•  In preparing their return back to on-site work and ramp-up in activity, German CFOs anticipating needing more capacity, and the share expecting 
furloughs in the coming month has decreased significantly (to 33%). 

•  Still, more CFOs acknowledge the complexities of getting back to on-site work, and we see a sharp decrease in those expecting the return to 
“business as usual” to take less than one month (now 15%), while now almost every second CFOs expects this to take more than 3 months. 
Overall, the expectations globally are converging, yet again demonstrating that in this globalised world, recovery journeys of companies and 
countries are dependent upon one another. 

A new business environment has emerged - now it’s about making it work
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Executive Summary (2/2)

As German CFOs prepare their return to a new way of doing business, they are focused on compliance and on getting operations up and running again as a first step. At the 
same time, they are keeping a sharp eye on risk and cost, to be prepared and maintain flexibility in this still very uncertain environment:

•   Not surprisingly, CFOs are continuing to focus on cost containment, with layoffs being expected by a similar share of CFOs as in our last pulse (36%). 

•   CFOs are considering issuing risk related disclosures in the next 6 months, including around risk profile (52%) and macroeconomic and industry factors (42%). Another 
important aspect in the context of risk management is monitoring the supply chain, and especially understanding the operational & financial health of suppliers (55%) as 
well as developing alternate sourcing options (52%). 

•   In returning to the workplace, German CFOs are very confident about those aspects related to compliance, including their company’s ability to provide a safe working 
environment (85%, vs. 70% globally) and to meet their customers’ safety expectations (82%, vs. 75% globally). Of course, this optimism will be tested as re-openings 
progress. For the time being, this confidence is inspired by a very careful approach. Businesses aim at reducing human interaction where possible, be it through 
reconfiguring the work site (73%), accelerating automation and new ways of working (76%, vs. 48% globally) or continuing to leverage remote work (67%, vs. 49% 
globally). 

German CFOs expect their focus on resilience - including increasing flexibility, rethinking operations and leveraging technology - to make their businesses better in the long run. 
That said, they are less likely to be thinking about new opportunities to build revenues or better serve customers:

•  COVID-19 has demonstrated “the art of possible” when it comes to working remotely and virtually - and 91% of German CFOs name work flexibility as one of the factors 
that will make their business better in the long run. With this, German businesses rank top in our global comparison (global average 72%). This shift will only be possible 
in a digitalised enterprise, and in line with this, CFOs also mention leaner operations (58%), better resiliency and agility (58%), and technology investments (52%) as other 
important long-term benefits. 

•  However, considering the far-reaching impacts that COVID-19 is having on individuals, communities, and the commercial environment, some businesses in Germany might 
want to broaden their view when it comes to strategic implications. Currently, almost 40% of German CFOs say they are not confident or are unsure that they will be able to 
identify new revenue opportunities (globally: 21%). German CFOs are also less likely to see “new ways to serve customers” as a factor that will make their company better in 
the long run (36% vs. 47% globally, lower than any other country surveyed). 

A new business environment has emerged - now it’s about making it work
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Forward-looking thoughts

Returning safely back to work: Our results indicate that CFOs are quite confident when it comes to returning back to on-site work. However, we also see 
evidence that the complexities of the restart are becoming more apparent. Although governments may issue guidelines, businesses will need to design their own 
return-to-work strategies. We have identified four decision criteria that support companies in their return to work considerations, including health and safety, type 
of work, financial and worker needs/ preferences. 

Integrating work flexibility into corporate DNA: Almost all surveyed German CFOs mention work flexibility as a key factor for the future, and two-thirds want 
to make remote work arrangements permanent, where jobs allow. Considering that German CFOs lead in both findings globally indicates the profoundness of 
the change that is inherent in these statements. Work flexibility and remote working have proven to be doable in recent weeks. However, the long-term success 
of these measures will depend on the degree to which companies differentiate between short-term crisis management setups and long-term structures, with 
potentially additional demands from e.g. an employment law perspective. Further, companies will need to support their organisations and employees to interact, 
learn and be part of a (more virtual) community. For sustained success, this requires conscious investment and top-level attention -- and in many cases, 
considering new approaches to upskilling, leadership, and culture. We believe that employers who make good-faith efforts to upskill their employees build trust 
(see report). That can enhance the organisation’s reputation in a world where trust is an increasingly valuable commodity. 

Serve customers in new ways: 36% of German CFOs expect that new ways to serve customers will emerge as a result of the current crisis. While this 
percentage is slightly lower for Germany than in other countries around the world, we anticipate that CFOs will increase their focus on this area over time. 
As the novel coronavirus forces people into a digital-only way of life, it’s important for businesses to infuse virtual experiences with a human touch - not only 
for employees, but also when it comes to customer relationships. While redefining the customer experience is not entirely new, the pandemic accelerates its 
importance, since human connection is crucial for every interaction. Even before this crisis, PwC research showed that 59% of global consumers surveyed felt 
companies had lost touch with the human element of customer experience, and 75% of the customers surveyed preferred to interact with a human versus an 
automated machine. People (and customers are people) want to be seen and understood, and they are extremely sensitive to tone and motive. With restrictions 
such as social distancing likely to remain in place for at least a while, and companies focused on keeping customers and employees safe, in some cases by 
increasing automation and virtual work, achieving a strong customer experience will be more difficult than ever. Taking action in this area will be essential, at least 
in some sectors.

More food for thought, based on our survey results

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/consulting/library/consumer-intelligence-series/future-of-customer-experience.html?utm_campaign=sbpwc&utm_medium=site&utm_source=articletext
https://www.strategy-business.com/blog/Redefining-customer-experience-Connecting-in-the-time-of-COVID-19?gko=245c0
https://www.pwc.com/talenttrends
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LFoAv9dNV3s&list=PLaE6tX0fLL_iPj8xy9jT9G0oRj3rrlVte
https://www.pwc.de/de/covid-19/covid-19-return-to-work.pdf
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Level of optimism is diminishing, but still comparatively high (1/2)

Q: What impact do you expect on your company’s revenue and/or profits this year as a result of  COVID-19?

Deep dive

anticipate decreased revenue  
and/or profits. Another

aren’t able to assess  
these impacts yet; just 6%  
anticipate no impact on  
revenue and/or profits.

79%

12%
Among the companies who expect a decrease in revenue and/or 
profit 30% anticipate a decrease between 10% to 25% and none  
of the CFOs expect a decrease over 50%.

Decrease 10% to 
24.9% 30%
Decrease <10% 27%

Decrease >50% 0%
Decrease but range 
unknown 12%

Decrease 25% to 
50% 9%

n  79% Decrease revenue and/or profits

n  12% It is difficult to assess at this 
point

n  6% Increase revenue and/or profits

n 3%  We do not expect any impact to 
revenue and/or profits
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Level of optimism is diminishing, but still comparatively high (2/2)

Q: What impact do you expect on your company’s revenue and/or profits this year as a result of  
COVID-19? “No expected impact” and “difficult to assess” not shown.

n  Increase revenue and/or profits     
n  Decrease <10%    
n  Decrease 10% - 24.9%     

n  Decrease 25% - 50%    
n  Decrease > 50%     
n  Decrease but range unknown

Overall

Decrease

Increase

Germany

Middle East US
Southern Africa

9%
7%

8%
12%12%

7% 7%

17%
15%9%

19%

6%

32% 37%

30%

21%

14%

19% 17%
27%

30%

35%

9%

23%

1%
5% 5% 10%6%85%

of CFOs around the world 
expect revenue and/or profits to 
decrease this year, somewhat 
more than in Germany (79%).

Notable is that German CFOs 
are also less likely to expect 
severe drops in revenue or 
profits, e.g. exceeding 25% 
(25% vs. 9% overall).
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CFOs expect lower demand for furloughs in their restart while 
layoffs continue to rank high

Q: As a result of COVID-19, which of the following does your company expect to occur in the 
next month?

36%
of companies anticipate letting 
go of staff (layoffs) – slightly 
more than in our previous 
survey round – only about one 
third of CFOs (33%) expect 
temporary furloughs over the 
next month, down from 51% 
in the last round of our survey. 
That change reflects the fact 
that German companies are 
beginning to bring workers 
back from “Kurzarbeit” and 
looking towards restarting 
operations. 

While
Prev. round

A change in staffing due to low/slow demand 
(temporary furloughs) 33% 51%
Higher demand for employee protections 
(e.g., including sick leave policies, increase 
demand for benefits, discrimination) 33% 49%
Productivity loss due to lack of remote work 
capabilities 24% 24%

Separation of staff (layoffs) 36% 34%

Insufficient staffing to accomplish critical 
work (workforce capacity) 21% 27%
Other 15% 7%
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A return to normal operations is expected to take some time

Q: If COVID-19 were to end today, how long would you estimate it would take for your company 
to get  back to “business as usual”? 

48%
of execs now expect it would 
take more than 3 months 
to get back to “business as 
usual”.

And just 15% say that they’ll 
be able to get back to normal 
within a month.

If COVID-19 were to end today,

n  Wave 1 (End March)

n Wave 2 (Beginning April)

n  Wave 3 (End April)

n  Wave 4 (Beginning May)

Less than a month 1 to 3 months 3 to 6 months 6 to 12 months
More than 12 

months

15%

36%

30%

12%

6%

36%
39%

11%
14%

0%

31%

44%

19%

3% 3%

31%

39%

15% 15%

0%
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German companies are enhancing the resiliency of their supply chains...

Q: As a result of COVID-19, in which of the following areas are you planning changes to your 
supply chain strategy? Please select the 3 most pressing areas.

Understand financial and operational health of 
suppliers 55% 45%

Developing additional, alternate sourcing options 52% 51%

Extend visibility into your suppliers’ network 
(e.g., risk alerts, what-if scenario planning) 33% 34%

Change contractual terms (e.g., to provide your 
company added flexibility and downside protection) 35% 45%

Improve risk-protection measures (e.g., disaster insurance 
coverage, more flexible force majeure contract clauses) 31% 30%

Use automation to improve the speed and accuracy 
of decision making 33% 37%

Diversify product assembly and/or service delivery locations 
(e.g., to comply with regulations, shorten delivery lead time) 21% 20%

Extend tools to better understand customer demand (e.g., 
changes in desired mix of offerings, triggers to place orders) 24% 31%

Other 9% 6%

Global

over 50%
of CFOs looking at both understanding the 
financial and  operational health of suppliers 
(55%) and developing additional, alternate 
sourcing options (52%).

Around a third of German CFOs are looking 
to adapt supply chain strategy in a number 
of ways. They’re extending visibility of the 
supplier network, changing contractual terms, 
using automation and improving risk-protection 
measures.

Supply chain resilience is a major 
area of focus, with
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...and are keeping an eye on risk and market environments

Q: In the next six months, which of the following COVID-related disclosures are you considering?

52%
of German CFOs say their 
company is considering COVID-
related disclosures related 
to risk, in line with the global 
average. Many may also 
release additional discussion of 
macroeconomic and industry 
factors.

Compared to CFOs in other 
countries, German finance 
leaders are more likely to be 
adjusting guidance, but less 
likely to be considering liquidity 
disclosures.

Impact on risk assessment/risk profile 48%

Macroeconomic and industry factors 47%

Liquidity disclosures 30% 40%

Guidance adjustments 42% 27%

Environment, social and governance reporting 15% 15%

Impact on controls 15% 15%

Difficult to assess currently 12% 13%

Not applicable 6% 12%

Global

52%

42%
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German CFOs are highly confident when it comes to ensuring a 
safe return to on-site work and business 

Q: In returning to the workplace, how confident are you in your company’s ability to do the 
following? Based on respondents indicating “very confident”.>80%

of German CFOs are very 
confident that they can provide 
a safe working environment 
and meet customers safety 
expectations. Three-fifths 
are also very confident about 
managing employee well-being 
and morale.

But when it comes to identifying 
new revenue opportunities, 
they’re far less optimistic. Just 
18% are very confident they’ll be 
able to do that when returning to 
the workplace.

Provide a safe working environment 70%

Meet customers’ safety expectations 75%

Retain critical talent 58% 61%

Manage employee well-being and morale 61% 51%

Build skills for the future 52% 48%

Balance needs of all stakeholders  (customers, 
employees, suppliers, communities, investors) 45% 46%

Identify new revenue opportunities 18% 30%

Global

85%

82%
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CFOs take a careful approach for restarting, reducing 
human interaction where possible

Q: Which of the following is your company planning to implement once you start to transition 
back to on–site work?

>70%
of German CFOs will reconfigure 
work sites (73%) and change 
workplace safety measures 
(70%) to protect their people as 
they return to on-site work. 

They’ll also accelerate 
automation and new ways 
of working (76%), and make 
remote work a permanent 
option where applicable (67%) 
– both changes with profound 
long-term impacts.

Change shifts and/or alternate crews to reduce 
exposure 36% 52%
Reduce real-estate footprint (e.g., partial opening of 
offices, retail locations) 30% 23%
Evaluate new tools to support workforce location 
tracking and contact tracing 12% 23%

Offer targeted benefits for on-site workers in affected 
areas (e.g., childcare, private transportation)

Provide hazard pay for on-site workers in  
affected areas

9% 8%

Other 0% 2%

Global

Accelerate automation and new ways of working 48%76%
Reconfigure work sites to promote physical 
distancing 65%73%

Make remote work a permanent option for roles that 
allow 67% 49%

12% 6%

Change workplace safety measures and requirements 
(e.g., wearing masks, offering testing to workers) 70% 76%
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German CFOs are rethinking ways of working for 
their organisations

Expect work flexibility (e.g. hours, 
location) to continue having a positive 
impact over the long-run

Will accelerate automation and new  
ways of working once companies  
return to on–site working

Will make remote work a permanent  
option for roles that allow once  
companies return to on–site working

Germany

US

Worldwide

67%

43%

49%

76%91% New +8PP +4PP

Δ change to  
last wave

Δ change to  
last wave

Δ change to  
last wave

New -3PP -6PP

New -2PP +2PP

37%72%

48%68%
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Companies anticipate more work flexibility, better resiliency and agility 
and leaner operations over the long term

Q: What about the current situation will make your company better in the long run?91%
of German CFOs see increased 
work flexibility as a long-term 
benefit of the current crisis. 

That’s not all - 58% believe that 
the current situation will help 
their companies achieve better 
resiliency and agility and leaner 
operations over the long-run. 
More than half also believe that 
current technology investments 
will benefit their companies over 
the long-term.

Work flexibility (e.g., hours, location) 72%

Better resiliency and agility 65%

Technology investments 52% 52%

Leaner operations 58% 47%

New ways to serve customers 36% 47%

Community and societal engagement 9% 21%

None of these 3% 2%

Global

91%

58%
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However, German CFOs are much less likely to gain new insights into 
serving customers from the current crisis

What about the current situation will make your company better in the long run? Respondents 
answering “New ways to serve customers”. 

Germany in comparison to global average and selected countries.

Overall 47%

Middle East 43%

US 44%

Germany 36%

Southern 
Africa 44%36%

of German CFOs expect to that 
new ways to serve customers will 
emerge as a result of the current 
crisis, less than in any other 
country we surveyed.
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Annex
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PwC COVID-19 CFO Pulse Wave IV
Key Findings 

Embracing the new reality
German CFOs are no longer treating 
COVID-19 as a temporary crisis. 
Instead they’ve come to grips with it 
as a key part of the overall business 
environment. That’s seen in the 79% 
who now expect revenues to decline 
this year. It’s also reflected in the nearly 
half of CFOs who currently say that 
a return to “business as usual” post-
COVID-19 will take more than 3 months.

1
Controlled shift back to working  
on-site
German CFOs anticipate getting 
more employees back to work in the 
coming month - the share of expecting 
furloughs has decreased significantly 
(to 33%). They’re focused on reducing 
risk, for example by decreasing human 
interaction, and enhancing compliance 
during this process. Most CFOs (85%) 
are very confident that they’ll be able to 
provide a safe work environment.

2
Profound changes ahead
Finance leaders believe that the 
operational changes happening 
today will have long-term benefits - 
chief among them increasing work 
flexibility (91% vs. 72% globally). 
This shift will only be possible in a 
digitalised, lean enterprise, and CFOs 
also mention leaner operations (58%), 
better resiliency and agility (58%), and 
technology investments (52%) as other 
important long-term benefits. 

3
Looking beyond operations
With these changes in mind, some 
German businesses may also want to 
consider broader strategic implications, 
particularly when it comes to getting 
closer to the customer. German CFOs 
are less likely to see “new ways to serve 
customers” as a factor that will make 
their company better in the long run 
(36% vs. 47% globally, lower than any 
other country surveyed). That could be 
a missed opportunity.

4
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German companies are maintaining their social commitment

Q: In response to COVID-19, how have you changed your company’s community-focused and 
other societal activities (e.g., financial or other contributions to nonprofits; pro bono goods 
and services; programs to support vulnerable groups)? n=33

72%
of German companies 
have increased or 
maintained their 
community-focused 
and societal activities. 
Just 15% say they’ve 
had to cut back on 
such programmes as a 
result of the crisis.

We have increased our efforts and expect 
to sustain this level of commitment for the 
foreseeable future 15%12%

No change 32%42%

We have increased our efforts to meet 
temporary needs but expect to go back 
to former program levels once the crisis 
stabilises

28%18%

We have decreased our efforts temporarily 
and expect to return to former programme 
levels in the future

N/A - we do not have any community or 
societal programmes

13%

8%

15%

12%

Global

72%
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Companies are taking action to manage financial impacts

Companies are most likely to be  
considering the implementation  
of cost containment measures 
to manage the expected 
impacts.

Many may also defer or cancel 
planned investments or adjust 
their guidance to investors.
Changes to financing plans or 
M&A strategy are currently  
lower on the agenda.

Our global data shows that  
these priorities do vary by 
industry, however.

Q: Which of the following financial actions is your company considering as a result of COVID-19?

Implementing cost containment      78%

Deferring or cancelling planned investments 63%

Changing company finance plans 42% 37%

Adjusting guidance 42% 56%

Changing M&A strategy 18% 27%

Other 15% 12%

We are not considering any financial actions as a 
result of COVID-19 9% 7%

Global

58%

58%
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There are significant variations globally by industry when it comes to 
financing, investments and M&A strategy

Q: Which of the following financial actions is your company considering as a result of 

COVID-19?

Industry insights
From an industry perspective, we see 
that energy companies and industrial 
manufacturers are most likely to be 
deferring or cancelling investments. Energy 
companies are also much more likely to be 
considering changing company financing 
plans, while manufacturers have the most 
interest in changing their M&A strategy.

22%

Consumer 
Markets

61%

49%

19%

Energy, 
Utilities & 

Resources

69%

61%

18%

Financial 
Services

47%

38%

23%

Health 
Industries

55%

38%

28%

Industrial 
Manufacturing 
& Automotive

70%

40%

23%

Technology, 
Media & 
Telecom

60%

39%

n  Changing M&A strategy    n  Changing company financing plans    
n  Deferring or cancelling planned investments  
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About the survey
To help identify the business and 
economic impact of COVID-19, PwC is 
conducting a periodic survey of finance 
leaders in Germany.
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