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The stakes are profound. Baseline global growth is 
expected to be -2.8 percent in 2020, while our 
worst-case scenario analysis suggests that growth will 
average -4.7 percent this year (see figure 1). Even our 
best-case scenario foresees a 2020 annual growth 
rate of only -2.6 percent.However, there is some 
reason to be optimistic. Moving into 2021, a strong 
recovery could push global growth up to a baseline of 
5.9 percent, landing at 3.4 percent in 2022.

Such a recovery in 2021 is far from guaranteed, 
however. A combination of effective policy, along with 
improved international cooperation and domestic 
social cohesion, is necessary to realize any sizable 
return to growth.

The macroeconomic outlook 
After the Storm. The title of our Global Economic 
Outlook borrows the name of Ernest Hemingway’s 
1933 short story. The profound uncertainties he 
masterfully described certainly apply to the outlook 
for the global economy. With the tremendous 
downward economic and financial pressures associ-
ated with COVID-19 and the complex secondary and 
tertiary effects, the tendency is to focus on the 
immediate and the urgent. And for good reason. In 
addition, there is a need to assess what will come 
next. Through four coronavirus-shocked global 
scenarios, we ask what might be expected of the 
global economy over the next three years—when, we 
all hope, the immediate and serious COVID-19 
challenges are well behind us.  

Sources: Oxford Economics; Kearney analysis

Figure 1
Four scenarios imagine the global economic future
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Key market growth paths
Our baseline shows the Asia and Australasia region 
growing the fastest, averaging baseline growth of  
3.8 percent from 2020–2022 (see figure 2 on the next 
page). Regional growth will be led by India and China. 
The baseline forecast for India anticipates a modest 
contraction of -1.0 percent in 2020 before a striking 
rebound to 8.9 percent in 2021. It is projected to grow 
at an average of 4.9 percent over the forecast period. 
China’s growth is projected to be similarly strong, also 
averaging 4.9 percent growth over the same period. 
Under our baseline assessment, the country will 
experience a sharp drop from 6.1 percent in 2019 to 
-0.2 percent in 2020, but rebound rapidly to a high of 
9.0 percent growth in 2021 before rounding out at  
5.8 percent in 2022. 

We also expect Africa and the Middle East to  
experience a significant acceleration in growth,  
led by growth in Africa, averaging baseline 2.2 
percent growth in 2020–2022. Under our forecast, 
growth in the Americas and Europe and Eurasia  
is comparatively more sluggish—at 1.6 percent  
and 1.0 percent, respectively. For example, after  
three-year average growth (2017–2019) of 2.5 
percent, the United States is projected to see a 
decline to a baseline average (2020–2022) of 1.7 
percent. And 2020 is expected to be an especially 
weak year for the US economy with a growth rate of  
-4.1 percent. European countries are projected to  
be similarly hard hit in 2020, with Italy in particular 
expected to see a growth rate of -7.6 percent. And 
recovery in the region is expected to be slow over the 
forecast period, with Germany anticipated to grow at 
an average baseline rate of 0.8 percent and France at 
0.5 percent. Italy is projected to average -0.3 percent 
growth over the forecast period.

Four scenarios for the future
Each of our four scenarios represents a plausible  
and compelling vision of the global economy and  
the external operating environment.

A Moveable Feast. The three-year global economic 
outlook is characterized by steady growth, rapid 
technological innovation, and a strong sense of 
renewed opportunity. Geopolitical tensions decrease, 
cross-border flows are restored to pre-Great 
Recession growth levels, and institutional reforms are 
enacted. A coordinated international response helps 
to contain and resolve the coronavirus crisis relatively 
quickly. This is by far the best-case scenario of the four 
competing visions, with growth averaging 3.1 percent 
and reaching a low of -2.6 percent in 2020 and a high 
of 6.9 percent in 2021.

The Sun Also Rises. More significant than the  
modest recovery in global economic momentum  
and heightened optimism about coronavirus  
mitigation policies are the sea changes in how the 
renewed growth is taking place. The “new capitalism” 
that rises is attributable to reforms from civil society—
and a fundamentally different mindset corresponding 
to demographic change. Growth averages 1.9 
percent, reaching a low of -3.4 percent in 2020 and a 
high of 5.5 percent in 2021.

For Whom the Bell Tolls. Yet again, 11 years  
after the Great Recession, the global economy  
is in serious trouble. The coronavirus pandemic  
takes a heavy social and economic toll, and the 
operating environment is defined by recession,  
rising nationalism, mercantilism, and a near total 
breakdown of social cohesion. Growth averages  
-0.1 percent, landing at a low of -4.7 percent in 2020 
and a high of 3.0 percent in 2022.

To Have and Have Not. This is a world marked by 
ever-higher stratifications—even beyond where we 
are today. Propelled by tech advances, the global 
economy continues to grow, but the gains are driven 
by a few large economies in an atmosphere of rising 
inequality and mounting geopolitical and mercantilist 
friction, exacerbated by draconian coronavirus 
quarantine efforts in some countries. Welcome to  
the new cold war—and the post-global world it 
engenders. Growth, highly uneven, averages 2.6 
percent. Following a low of -2.9 percent in 2020, 
growth reaches a high of 6.3 percent in 2021.



 — As the global trading system continues to face 
headwinds and an uncertain future, companies 
may need to recalibrate their global footprint 
accordingly. Executives should identify markets 
that are open to integration and capitalize on 
opportunities for investment and sales in those 
markets in the near term.

 — As new technologies are adopted, companies will 
need to prepare for their digital future. They cannot 
be passive observers to the ongoing digital 
revolution and should prepare for the ongoing 
changes with a strategic end-to-end digital 
transformation.

Business implications 

Although the specific implications of the Global 
Economic Outlook scenarios will vary based on the 
company’s home market, geographic footprint, and 
sector, several high-level implications emerge from 
our analysis: 

 — As COVID-19 and recent oil shocks have shown, 
companies will need to proactively address 
unanticipated risks, from health crises and 
pandemics to extreme weather events, in the areas 
where they operate with practical steps—from 
developing disaster mitigation strategies and rapid 
response plans to improving the environmental 
sustainability of operations, increasing agility, 
reducing risk, and becoming more efficient. 

Notes: GDP growth is measured at constant prices. GDP figures are the 2020–2022 weighted average of the annual average growth rate projections of the economies 
within each region.

Sources: Oxford Economics; Kearney analysis

Figure 2
In our baseline scenario, the Asia and Australasia region grows the fastest
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