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January 2026

Chief Economists’

Outlook

This briefing builds on the latest policy development research as well as
consultations and surveys with leading chief economists from both the public
and private sectors, organized by the World Economic Forum'’s Centre for the
New Economy and Society.

It aims to summarize the emerging contours of the current economic
environment and identify priorities for further action by policy-makers and
business leaders in response to the compounding shocks to the global
economy from geoeconomic and geopolitical events.

The survey featured in this briefing was conducted from 19 November
to 3 December 2025.
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Executive summary

With 53% of chief economists expecting global
economic conditions to weaken, 28% expecting

no change and 19% expecting a stronger economy,
the prospects for the global economy tilt towards
the negative in the year ahead, albeit with improved
sentiment compared to last year’s outlook.

Drawing on a survey and dialogue with leading

chief economists, the World Economic Forum'’s latest
Chief Economists’ Outlook identifies downside risks
in the form of inflated asset values, building debt
pressures and intensifying geopolitical tensions,
which are shifting trade and investment patterns.

In the medium term, the integration of artificial
intelligence (Al) remains a key source of both
opportunities and risks for the global economy.

In a volatile environment, financial markets have
maintained an upward trend, sparking debate
about the sustainability of current valuations.
Some economists have highlighted risks associated
with asset bubbles and the possibility of abrupt
corrections, while others point out the underlying
profitability and real investment that distinguish
these firms from previous speculative episodes.
Traditional safe-haven assets such as gold have
regained appeal in an uncertain environment,
while the trajectory of the US dollar remains

a key question for global investors.

The issue of debt, both public and private,

has moved to the forefront as governments and
corporations contend with the legacy of prolonged
borrowing and managing elevated debt levels,
prompting a reassessment of fiscal approaches.
Areas such as defence, digital infrastructure and
energy are expected to command larger shares
of public budgets, reflecting the demands of a
more unpredictable world and the imperatives

of technological change. At the same time,

the need to balance these priorities with other
objectives is intensifying debates about the future
direction of monetary and fiscal policies.

Trade and investment flows are adapting to a

new era characterized by strategic competition

and evolving alliances. The US and China have
de-escalated trade tensions, but many underlying
frictions remain unresolved. As global supply
chains adjust, regional and bilateral agreements are
expected to multiply while countries work to secure

access to essential technologies and resources. The
outlook for global trade is mixed, with some regions
positioned to benefit from emerging opportunities
while others face challenges from protectionist
measures and policy uncertainty. Foreign direct
investment is also being redirected in response to
these developments, resulting in varied prospects for
major economies, according to chief economists.

The rapid adoption of Al stands out as both a
source of optimism and a catalyst for disruption.
While the potential for significant productivity
improvements is widely acknowledged, the pace
and distribution of these benefits are expected to
vary considerably across regions, industries and
firm sizes. The impact on employment remains
uncertain, with divergent views on the long term
and modest disruption predicted in the short term.

Regional growth trajectories reflect the complex
interaction of these forces. The US is experiencing
a surge in investment in Al and data centre
infrastructure, fuelling hopes for a productivity
revival even as questions persist about the scope
and durability of these gains. China is managing

a delicate balance between external demand and
domestic pressures, leveraging technological
innovation to maintain momentum. Europe faces

a more subdued outlook, weighed down by
demographic trends and the costs associated

with conflict and fragmented regulatory frameworks,
while regions such as South Asia and East Asia and
the Pacific remain relative bright spots, supported
by reform and integration. Other regions, such

as Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America, are
grappling with the dual challenges of debt and

the need for structural transformation.

The prevailing mood is one of vigilant anticipation,
with the potential for rapid shifts in sentiment ever-
present. The decisions made by governments,
businesses and workers in the year ahead will

be pivotal in determining whether this period of
technological, geopolitical and economic change
leads to short-term risk management only or lays
the foundations for broad-based prosperity. As
the world moves into 2026, the central challenge
is to harness the relative resilience and continued
creativity of the global economy to ensure that as
many people as possible can access the rewards
of the new economy.
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The January 2026 Chief Economists’ Outlook opens
on a cautiously brighter note than the past year.
Although 53% of respondents still expect the global
outlook to weaken in the year ahead, this is an
improvement compared with the 72% who expected
this outcome in September 2025. Yet even as the
relative resilience of the global economy to shocks
in the past year has brightened views of the year
ahead, there also remain significant uncertainties.
Trade and investment tensions remain a concern,
while ongoing artificial intelligence (Al) adoption,
though proceeding unevenly across geographies,
industries and firms, raises hopes for meaningful
productivity gains. Large downside risks remain in

Figure 1: The global economic outlook

1 Economic risks outlook

the form of inflated asset prices, increased levels
of public debt and high geopolitical uncertainty.

Chief economists surveyed frequently listed the
potential of a bursting asset bubble as well as rising
debt pressures among the most worrying potential
macroeconomic developments. Chapter 1 takes a
closer look at both sets of risks. Chapter 2 explores
trade and investment in the global economy as well
as regional growth and policy expectations. The
third chapter explores the expected productivity
impact from the adoption and deployment of Al,

as well as the technology’s potential impacts on
labour markets.

Looking to the year ahead, what are your expectations for the future condition of the global economy?
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Asset valuations

Global markets in the past year have been driven by
a concentrated US equity boom among Al leaders.
Though still below the levels reached at the peak of
the dot.com bubble, valuations of the top seven US
tech firms (the “magnificent seven”, M7) have now
reached the top 10% of their historical distributions.
Equity gains have been largely concentrated in these
tech firms: the M7 share in the total index market
capitalization has grown to nearly 35%, from about

Figure 2: Asset developments

20% in November 2022.2 Yet other assets also saw
remarkable developments. While bitcoin and other
cryptocurrencies slumped, gold has surged 60%
this year on the back of high uncertainty, supported
by safe-haven demand, including from central
banks — its best annual performance since 1979.°
Meanwhile, the US dollar halted the depreciation
path it had entered in April, posting gains against
other major currencies.*

Looking at the year ahead, what do you expect to happen to the value of the following categories of assets?
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In the year ahead, a narrow majority of 52%

of chief economists surveyed expect Al-related
stocks in the US to decline, with 9% anticipating

a significant decline. However, 40% of respondents
expect further gains, highlighting the uncertainty

of the current situation. Compared to Al stocks,
other stocks in the US are viewed somewhat more
favourably, although a majority of 58% also expect
values to plateau or decline. Concerns about
valuations in the US contrast with exuberance
about Al-related stocks in China. Over two-thirds
of chief economists surveyed anticipate increases
in value in the year ahead. On other Chinese
stocks, respondents are split, with 45% anticipating
no change in either direction. Following the strong
performance of European stocks in 2025, a majority
of 59% of respondents expect further increases

in the year ahead.®

While a majority of 54% expect gold to have
reached its peak, 46% of respondents expect its
value to increase even further in the year ahead.
World Bank analysis attributes the 2025 surge
mainly to safe-haven demand amid geopolitical
tensions and policy uncertainty, alongside robust
central bank purchases that have significantly
increased their share of total demand compared
with a decade ago.® The precious metal traditionally
fulfils a portfolio diversification role and may
continue to fulfil this role again in the year ahead.”

When it comes to cryptocurrencies, 62%
anticipate further decreases in value in the year
ahead. After a market crash on 10 October
exposed weaknesses in the wider cryptocurrency
infrastructure, bitcoin lost a quarter of its value

in just two months.® Furthermore, a majority of
54% expect the US dollar to resume its downward
trajectory. A depreciating dollar affects both

Figure 3: Breadth of impact

borrowers’ and foreign investors’ balance sheets
and could ease financial conditions for emerging
markets by lowering debt servicing burdens.®

Valuations and investor behaviour raise the

spectre of asset bubbles. According to Bank

for International Settlements (BIS) research, US
equities and gold exhibit patterns historically
associated with bubble episodes, surging in
lockstep for the first time in the last 50 years.™
The European Central Bank’s (ECB) latest Financial
Stability Review also highlights “stretched”
valuations of major US tech stocks, driven by

fear of missing out, and warns that negative
surprises, including political shocks around the
Federal Reserve, could trigger sharp corrections.!
The International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) October
Global Financial Stability Report adds that rallies
centred on the magnificent seven significantly
raise the risk that disappointment in a few firms
could reverberate across global equity and

bond markets.

At the same time, there are credible arguments
against viewing the Al boom as a bubble, which
temper the case for a downward correction.
Unlike the dot.com era, today’s leading Al firms
are already highly profitable, with strong earnings
growth underpinning rising share prices and
significant real investment in data centres and
infrastructure.'® Price-to-earnings multiples for top
Al names sit at levels that assume multiple years
of uninterrupted growth, but remain below some
peaks reached during the dot.com bubble. The
OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development) and IMF both note that Al-
related capital spending has materially supported
US growth in 2025, even after stripping out front-
loaded activity linked to tariffs.™®

In the case of a significant decrease, what is your expectation of the breadth of the impact on the global economy?
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Chief economists were asked to assess the breadth

of impact of a significant decrease in the value of

certain assets on the global economy. The centrality

of the US in the global economy stands out.'®

Almost three-quarters of respondents (74 %) expect

a significant decrease in the value of US Al assets

to have widespread impacts on the global economy,

while a quarter expect it to be more contained.

To a lesser extent (63%), this is also the case for
other stocks in the US. Some estimates suggest
that a stock market crash in the US could generate
potential losses up to $35 trillion.'” Two-thirds of
chief economists surveyed also foresee widespread

Figure 4: Timeframe of impact
In the case of a significant decrease, what is your expectation of the timeframe of the impact on the global economy?
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Chief economists were also asked to assess the
timeframe of the expected impact. A significant
decrease in the value of the US dollar is expected
by a majority of respondents (56%) to have a long-
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global economy.
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Debt and spending

Chief economists were asked to assess the
likelihood of a range of macroeconomic crises
risks in advanced and emerging economies in

the year ahead, including sovereign debt crises,
currency crises, corporate debt crises, banking
crises and household debt crises. Overall, none
of the potential crises were considered to be likely
by a majority of the surveyed chief economists.
However, all risks were assessed to carry a higher
likelihood in emerging markets compared to
advanced economies.

In advanced economies, views were split equally
between those who considered sovereign debt

crises likely, unlikely and uncertain. In emerging
markets, almost half (47%) saw them as a likely
outcome while only 9% saw it as unlikely in the
year ahead. Global public debt stood at a record
$102 trillion in 2024 and is projected to rise
about 100% of GDP (gross domestic product)
by 2029."® Although only accounting for less
than a third of global debt, levels in developing
countries are growing twice as fast since 2010."°
While sovereign bond markets in advanced
economies increasingly rely on price-sensitive
investors, growing dependence on domestic
sources of financing is creating new vulnerabilities
in emerging markets.?

Chief Economists’ Outlook January
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Figure 5: Macroeconomic risks
Looking at the year ahead, how do you assess the likelihood of the following macroeconomic risks?

I Highly unlikely
Sovereign debt crises
Advanced economies

Emerging markets

Currency crises
Advanced economies

Emerging markets

Corporate debt crises
Advanced economies

Emerging markets

Banking crises
Advanced economies

Emerging markets

Household debt crises
Advanced economies

Emerging markets

Unlikely

33

9 44

52
12 47

33

24

6 | 50

32

[ 56
32

Neither likely nor unlikely [ Likely [l Highly likely

44

21

25

e |
56 =

Share of respondents (%)

Source: Chief Economists Survey. (November 2025).

Currency crises were viewed as unlikely or highly
unlikely in advanced economies by 64% of
respondents. Measures of US dollar volatility recently
declined to levels last seen before the last US
presidential election.?’ On the other hand, for emerging
markets, this share drops to only 12%, compared to
41% who viewed it as a likely possibility. A damaging
run on the Argentinian peso in October was a reminder
of how quickly currency crises could manifest.?

Views on corporate debt crises were mixed. In
advanced economies, 36% viewed them as unlikely
or highly unlikely, compared to 20% who viewed
them as likely or highly likely. In late September
2025, US car parts company First Brands filed

for bankruptcy, but contagion remained limited.?

In emerging markets, 24% saw them as unlikely
compared to 21% who considered them a likely
outcome in the year ahead. Banking crises in
advanced economies were viewed as unlikely by
most respondents (56%). In emerging markets, this
share stood at 32%, compared to 24% of those
who viewed them as likely. Lebanon’s ongoing
turmoil serves as a reminder of the potential
dangers of a banking crisis.?*

In advanced economies, household debt crises
were seen as unlikely by 56% and highly unlikely by
11% of respondents. In both advanced economies
and emerging markets, less than 10% of
respondents considered household debt crises

a likely possibility in the year ahead.
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Figure 6: Public debt management strategies
In the next five years, how likely is it that governments will adopt the following strategies to manage high debt levels?
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Source: Chief Economists Survey. (November 2025).

Chief economists were also asked to assess
the strategies governments are likely to employ
to manage high debt levels. Within advanced
economies, higher inflation, taxation and tariffs
are expected to be more likely strategies. Within
emerging markets, higher growth, inflation,
taxation and debt restructuring are expected

to be more likely strategies.

In both advanced economies and emerging markets,
large majorities of chief economists surveyed expect
governments to rely on higher inflation to decrease
the debt burden over the next five years (67% and
61%, respectively). In many richer economies, this
looks increasingly likely.? Tax increases are also
seen as likely, in advanced economies by 62% and
in emerging markets by 53% of respondents. This
remains a difficult path for policy-makers, as recent
experiences in the UK have shown.?®

Growing out of debt is more often viewed as a
likely strategy in emerging markets. In 2026, the
average public debt-to-GDP ratio is projected at
nearly 112% in advanced economies, compared
with around 77% in emerging markets and middle-
income economies.?” Of the chief economists
surveyed, 64% agree that this strategy is likely

or highly likely to be adopted in emerging market
economies within the next five years. In advanced
economies, only 47% take the same position.

Views on the likelihood of governments directing
private savings and investments to fund public debt
are mixed for advanced economies. A third considers
this as unlikely or highly unlikely, while almost half
(47%) consider it a likely or even highly likely outcome.

When it comes to tariffs as a source of public
revenues, a majority of 56% views this as a likely

Chief Economists’ Outlook January 10



strategy in advanced economies in the next five years.
For emerging markets, this share drops to only 9%.

Responses differ starkly between the two

groups when it comes to the likelihood of debt
restructurings or default. Only 6% of chief
economists surveyed anticipate this in advanced
economies, compared to 38% who view it as
unlikely and 32% who consider it highly unlikely.

In emerging markets, more than half (53%) believe
that this is a likely (50%) or even highly likely (3%)
strategy in the next five years.

Results are mixed on cuts to public spending and
investment as a likely strategy. Many components
of public budgets, such as defence spending and
debt servicing costs, appear unlikely to decline.?® In
advanced economies, responses skew somewhat
towards this being unlikely, while in emerging
markets, just over a third see it as a likely strategy.

Figure 7: Government spending priorities

In the next five years, how will government spending in the following sectors evolve in the context of higher public debt levels,
domestic political divides and international geopolitical pressures?
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Faced with higher debt burdens amid an
increasingly difficult global context and rising
domestic pressures, some governments may need
to make difficult choices in the next five years.?®
Defence spending is almost unanimously expected
to increase in advanced economies (97 % expected
increases, out of which 26% expect significant
increases) and by a majority of respondents in
emerging markets (74% expect increases, out

of which 3% expect significant increases). Digital
infrastructure and energy also appear poised to
see further increases. Over three-quarters (77%)
of respondents anticipate increases in spending
on digital infrastructure in advanced economies,
and more than seven in 10 (71%) expect this in
emerging markets. Almost three in four (74%)
expect higher spending on energy in advanced
economies (43% in emerging markets). Expanding
Al capabilities link both areas as surging power
demand of data centres moves into the spotlight
of the ongoing Al revolution.®®

Record global military spending, surpassing

$2.7 trillion in 2024, coupled with other economic
needs, is increasingly crowding out other spending
priorities.®" Beyond defence, digital infrastructure,
energy and partially health, the majority of surveyed
chief economists do not expect higher spending in
any other sector over the next five years, including
social security, research and innovation, education,
environmental protection and transport.

Demographic change is set to add significant
pressure to national healthcare systems in the
coming decades, with advanced economies facing
this ahead of emerging markets.* Close to half
(44%) expect an increase in social security spending
in advanced economies, and 53% anticipate higher

spending on health in advanced economies. In
emerging markets, 58% do not expect any changes
in health spending, and 61% do not expect any
change in social security spending.

When it comes to research and innovation, a
majority of 53% expect spending levels to remain
unchanged in advanced economies (45% in
emerging markets). Global innovation investments
continued to grow in 2024, yet at the slowest rate
since 2010 (2.9%).% Education spending is expected
to remain unchanged by majorities for both country
groups (53% in advanced economies, 55% in
emerging markets), though responses skew towards
a potential decrease in advanced economies

(38%) while they skew towards an increase (32%)

in emerging markets. Despite increases in global
spending on education, allocations per child have
either decreased or stagnated.®

Nearly half of respondents (47%) for advanced
economies and a majority of 58% for emerging
markets do not expect changes to spending

levels on transport, while about a third of
respondents expect lower transport spending in
both groups. In the context of outdated and ageing
transport infrastructure, transport budget cuts could
prove challenging.®®

Government spending on environmental protection
is expected to decrease. Large majorities expect
spending on environmental protection to decline

in both groups (59% in advanced economies,

61% in emerging markets). In the context of
climate science projections, the decline in financing
environmentally viable economic and energy
transitions is a long-term risk.
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Both uncertainty and resilience are defining features
of the global growth, policy and geoeconomic
outlook. Chief economists were asked about the
expected evolution of trade and investment policy
and outcomes in the year ahead.

The US and China enter 2026 in a trade truce.

On 1 November, Presidents Trump and Xi agreed
to a deal that keeps a 10% “reciprocal” US

tariff on Chinese imports but suspends planned
increases, extends key exemptions and secures
Chinese commitments to suspend retaliatory tariffs
and export controls on rare earths and other critical
minerals.®” However, average US tariffs on Chinese
goods remain far above pre-2025 levels (47.5% as
of 14 November compared to 20.7% on 1 January),

Figure 8: Trade policy

2 Growth, policy and
geoeconomic outlook

Trade and investment outlook

and trade policy uncertainty between the two
countries remains elevated.®®

When it comes to trade policy between the US and
China, most respondents (64% and 69%, respectively)
expect tariffs to remain unchanged. Yet there is an
expectation that economic competition could intensify
in other ways. A large majority of respondents
(91%) expect US restrictions on technology exports
to China to remain either unchanged (44%) or to
increase (47%). Chips used in data centres remain
a key part of this discussion.® Likewise, 84%
expect Chinese restrictions on exports of critical
minerals to either remain in place (42%) or increase
further (42%), in line with developments aimed at
creating an alliance on rare earths.*

Looking at the year ahead, how do you think the following aspects of global trade and investment are likely to evolve?

[ Significant decrease Decrease

Number of bilateral trade agreements

Number of regional trade agreements 31
US restrictions on exports of technology to China 8
Chinese restrictions on exports of critical minerals 17

US tariffs on China 22
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Source: Chief Economists Survey. (November 2025).

At the same time, global trade is adjusting through
regional and bilateral agreements. The US is
deepening trade and investment frameworks with
Japan, Korea and several South-East Asian partners,
including critical minerals agreements, while Europe
accelerates its own economic security agenda and
seeks to stockpile key inputs.*' China is expanding

No change [ Increase [l Significant increase
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commercial ties with South-East Asia and the
European Union (EU) as it adapts to high US tariffs
and episodic technology controls.“? More than nine
in 10 chief economists surveyed expect the number
of bilateral trade agreements to increase, and more
than two-thirds of respondents expect an increase
in regional trade agreements in the year ahead.
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Figure 9: Trade outcomes
Looking at the year ahead, how do you think the following aspects of global trade and investment are likely to evolve?
Decrease
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Source: Chief Economists Survey. (November 2025).

Figure 10: Investment

When it comes to expected trade outcomes in the
year ahead, trade between the US and China is
expected to decline further, with over two-thirds
of respondents anticipating a decrease in exports
from either country to the other. In the case of
China, exports are being redirected towards other
countries, pushing its annual trade surplus above
$1 trillion despite falling sales to the US.*® A vast
majority of respondents (89%) expect a further
increase in exports to the rest of the world. In the
case of the US, a vast majority of respondents
(92%) expect no further increase (40%) or even a

Still, in the context of the highest trade policy
uncertainty on record, global trade in 2025 has
remained exceptionally strong.* Poised for a
record-breaking year in December, flows were
expected to surge past $35 trillion, an increase

decline (52%) in US exports to the rest of the world.

of about $2.2 trillion, or around 7%, compared with
2024.% Chief economists surveyed are split on the
question of how global trade volumes will evolve

in the year ahead. While 28% expect volumes to
remain constant, 36% and 37% expect an increase
or decrease, respectively.

Global foreign direct investment (FDI) flows are also
expected to adapt to the new geoeconomic trends.
In the year ahead, a small majority of (51%) chief
economists surveyed expect global FDI flows to
remain unchanged (20%) or decline (31%), while
almost half (49%) expect an increase. The difference
between expectations for the US and China is
significant. Of respondents, 57% expect FDI into the
US to increase, a sizeable majority compared to only
14% who expect it to decrease. By contrast, 52%
of respondents expect FDI into China to decrease,
while only 9% anticipate an increase.

Looking at the year ahead, how do you think the following aspects of global trade and investment are likely to evolve?

B Significant decrease

FDI into the US

Global FDI flows

FDI into China

Source: Chief Economists Survey. (November 2025).
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Figure 11: Growth

Regional growth and policy expectations

United States

The outlook for growth in the US has improved.
The share of respondents anticipating weak or very
weak growth dropped from 52% in the September
2025 Chief Economists’ Outlook to only 19% in
this edition. Now, 69% expect moderate growth

in the year ahead (up from 49%), while 11% are
even more optimistic. A substantial share of US
GDP gains in the past year are estimated to have
come from data centre and Al-related capital
spending.*® Al-related investment accounts for

a rising share of US GDP and is projected to

rise further, with annual spending increases on
data centres alone between $100-225 billion in
the next five years.*” For the US, 97% of chief
economists surveyed expect the direct impact of
Al investments on growth to be significant (89%)
or very significant (8%). The key question for the
outlook is whether this investment translates into
lasting productivity gains or temporarily defers a
broader slowdown.

The surge in Al investment has supported equity
markets and some high-value manufacturing,
but is offset by concerns in other industries and
softer consumer spending outside of the affluent

bracket.*® Although consumer sentiment lifted 2.3
index points in early December and retail sales
have held up, the overall tenor among consumers
remains subdued.*®

Respondents’ expectations for inflation are
highest for the US, with 56% of chief economists
surveyed expecting moderate and 44% expecting
high inflation in the year ahead. Compared to the
previous edition, where a majority of 59% expected
high inflation, this is a small improvement. Year-
ahead inflation expectations decreased to 4.2% in
December, the fourth consecutive decline, and the
lowest reading since January 2025.%° More than
nine in 10 respondents (91%) anticipate looser
monetary policy in the US in the year ahead (up
from 85% in September 2025). In early December,
the Federal Reserve cut interest rates by a quarter
point to 3.75, a three-year low.*'

In the US, about two-thirds of respondents

(65%) expect looser fiscal policy in the year

ahead. Compared to September 2025, the share
anticipating an unchanged or tighter fiscal policy
declined from 43% to 35%. The US deficit is
anticipated to remain the largest among developed
countries, and its debt-to-GDP ratio could exceed
140% by the end of the decade.®?

Looking at the year ahead, what is your expectation for economic growth in the following geographies?

M Very weak Weak Moderate [ Strong [l Very strong
South Asia 3 31

East Asia and the Pacific 55)
Middle East and North Africa 64
Central Asia 16

China 29

Sub-Saharan Africa 40

United States 19

Latin America and the Caribbean 21

Europe 53

(o]
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69
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Source: Chief Economists Survey. (November 2025).
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China

In China, while the overall share of surveyed chief
economists anticipating moderate or stronger
growth (71%) remains unchanged compared to the
previous edition, among them, 24% now expect
strong growth (up from 15%). External demand
and technology are driving growth in China, but
also heightening geopolitical and trade frictions.
Customs data for the first 11 months of 2025

Figure 12: Growth impact of Al investment
Looking at the next 2 years, how significant will the direct impact of Al-related investments
be on growth (i.e. from data centres, energy infrastructure) in the following geographies?

B Very insignificant

United States

China

Europe

East Asia and the Pacific

South Asia

Middle East and North Africa

Central Asia

Latin America and the Caribbean n

Sub-Saharan Africa

Insignificant

point to a record trade surplus of nearly $1.08
trillion, with exports rising 5.9% from a year earlier
in November despite a nearly 29% drop (year-on-
year) in shipments to the US and growing reliance
on Europe, South-East Asia and other emerging
markets.%® At the same time, China is embracing
open-source large language models and promoting
the rapid rise of domestic Al chipmakers.>* Of the
chief economists surveyed, 83% expect the direct
impact of Al-related investments on growth to be
significant (77%) or very significant (6%).

Neither significant nor insignificant [ Significant [l Very significant
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Source: Chief Economists Survey. (November 2025).

Although China enters 2026 with deflation casting

a shadow, there have been recent improvements.
Official figures show consumer prices returning

to a slight year-on-year growth of about 0.7% in
November (up from 0.2% in October) while producer
price deflation remained at 2.2% despite efforts to
curb industrial overcapacity and calls on key sectors
to scale back cut-throat competition.>® Compared to
September 2025, expectations for inflation in China
have increased among surveyed chief economists.
The share of respondents anticipating low or very
low inflation in the year ahead declined from 93%

to 75%. Yet, 41% of respondents still expect very
low inflation. Of the chief economists surveyed,
71% expect looser monetary policy in the year
ahead (down from 75% in September 2025).

The property sector remains an area of concern:
a poll in December predicted that average home
prices would fall by 3.7% this year and by an
additional 2.8% in 2026, with investment and
sales also anticipated to contract sharply.®®
Investment in November was in decline for the
third month in a row, and worries remain about
the economy’s reliance on exports over domestic
consumption.” Against this backdrop, growth
targets are expected to remain around 5% in
2026, relying on active fiscal support to boost
household consumption.®® Seventy-one percent
of respondents anticipate looser fiscal policy

in China in the year ahead.
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Europe including a recent agreement to lend Ukraine

€90 billion.®* In the year ahead, almost two-

thirds of chief economists surveyed (65%) expect
Europe is expected to have the weakest growth looser fiscal policy in Europe (down from 74% in
outlook among all regions for the year ahead, September 2025).
according to the chief economists surveyed. More
than half of respondents (53%) now expect weak Despite strong stock market performances,
growth, compared to 40% in September 2025. downbeat sentiment reflects deeper worries
Real GDP is projected to grow by 1.4% in the EU about productivity, demographics and policy
in 2026, edging up to 1.5% in 2027, and by 1.2% capacity as well as Europe’s ability to compete
in the euro area in 2026 and 1.4% in 2027.%° When in the technologies that will drive future growth,
it comes to trade, Europe is aiming to manage particularly Al.% Only 42% of chief economists
relations with both the US and China.®° European surveyed expect a significant direct impact of
exports rose by 2% in the third quarter of 2025, Al-related investments on growth, a substantially
slightly below the global average, while imports smaller share than for the US and China.
increased by 1%.5" Meanwhile, a widely anticipated
EU-Mercosur trade deal hangs in the balance.®? Inflation in Europe is expected to remain low
Political fragility, demographic change and the (44%) or moderate (50%). This is a minor increase
costs of war further cloud the outlook. compared to the previous edition. Annual inflation

remained unchanged at 2.1% in November, and in
Germany’s recent forecasts were revised slightly December, the ECB kept the central bank policy
downwards and projected growth of 1% in 2026 rate at 2% for the fourth consecutive meeting.®
after just 0.1% in 2025, while France faced Against this backdrop, expectations for monetary
government disruptions and budget votes that policy have become more cautious, with 37% of
widened spreads and delayed reforms.® At respondents anticipating looser policy in the year
the same time, the Russia—Ukraine conflict is ahead (down from 44% in September 2025), while
pushing defence and reconstruction bills higher, 63% expect no change.

Figure 13: Inflation
Looking at the year ahead, what is your expectation for inflation in the following geographies?

B Very low Low Moderate [ High [l Very high

United States 56 ]
Sub-Saharan Africa 11 64 “
Latin America and the Caribbean 13 68 “
Middle East and North Africa 14 75 11
Central Asia 14 79
Europe 44 50 n
South Asia 28 69
East Asia and the Pacific 41 56 3]

Ghina T % 24

Share of respondents (%)
Source: Chief Economists Survey. (November 2025).
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East Asia and the Pacific

Growth expectations among chief economists
surveyed were the second-highest overall for East
Asia and the Pacific, with 45% of respondents
anticipating strong growth and 55% expecting
moderate growth in the year ahead. The World
Bank projects that output in the region outside
China will expand by 4.5% in 2026, still above the
global average but slower than in recent years, as
exports confront higher trade restrictions and softer
global demand.®” US tariffs have caused a surge in
Chinese exports to other countries in the region, with
shipments to the six largest economies in South-
East Asia increasing more than 23% this year.®®

Respondents’ views on inflation in East Asia and
the Pacific remain largely unchanged compared
to September 2025: 56% of respondents expect

Figure 14: Monetary policy
Looking at the year ahead, what is your expectation for monetary policy in the following geographies?

[ Looser | Unchanged [ Tighter

East Asia and the Pacific

Latin America and the Caribbean

Central Asia

Middle East and North Africa

United States

Sub-Saharan Africa

South Asia

Europe

China

moderate inflation, and 41% anticipate it to remain
low in the year ahead. A majority of 61% expect
monetary policy in East Asia and the Pacific to
remain unchanged in the year ahead, while 32%
expect it to become looser. In a fourth hike in a row,
the Bank of Japan raised interest rates to 0.75%, a
three-decade high.®®

Japan’s fiscal activism is expected to have a strong
impact on the region’s medium-term outlook. Its
government unveiled a record stimulus package
worth over $135 billion, including fresh spending to
cushion households from rising living costs, invest
in strategic sectors and expand defence outlays.”
For East Asia and the Pacific, stronger Japanese
demand and outbound investment are a welcome
offset to tariff headwinds. Looking at the year
ahead, 71% of chief economists surveyed expect
fiscal policy to remain largely unchanged in the East
Asia and the Pacific region.

~ ~
w w H

Share of respondents (%)

Source: Chief Economists Survey. (November 2025).
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South Asia

trade headwinds.

policy in the year ahead.

Figure 15: Fiscal policy

Despite US tariffs on Indian exports, the
Indian Reserve Bank’s recent assessment of
a “goldilocks” economy reflected a surge of 8.2%
year-on-year real GDP growth in the September
quarter alongside near-zero inflation.”” At the same
time, India is continuing on its reform pathway

by reducing restrictions for employment, and Al
adoption is surging alongside investments from US
technology firms.”? Over one-third of respondents
(86%) anticipate a significant positive impact of

Al investments on growth over the next two years.

South Asia returns to the top of the regional growth
outlook. Two-thirds of chief economists surveyed
expect strong (60%) or very strong (6%) growth,

a substantial improvement compared to 31% in
the September edition. South Asia remains the
brightest growth spot among emerging regions,
with India anchoring the outlook despite mounting

Inflation expectations for South Asia have lowered,
with 69% expecting moderate inflation in the year
ahead (up from 64% in September 2025) and 28%
expecting low inflation (up from 18%). The share of
respondents expecting high inflation dropped from
18% to 3%. Over two-thirds of respondents (68%)
expect monetary policy to remain unchanged, and
85% of respondents (up from 80% in September
2025) do not anticipate major changes to fiscal

Middle East and North Africa

The Middle East and North Africa region takes the
third place, with about one-third of respondents
expecting strong growth and about two-thirds
expecting moderate growth. Compared to the
previous edition, none of the respondents expect
weak growth in the year ahead. Prospects for

the Middle East and North Africa have improved,
but the region continues to operate in a fraught
geoeconomic setting. The IMF projects regional
growth to increase by 3.7% in 2026, aided by higher
oil output and steady non-oil expansion in the Gulf.”®

Growth in the region is significantly affected by
the economic performance of Saudi Arabia, pairing
strong non-oil momentum with a recalibration

of its Vision 2030 ambitions.” Four in five chief
economists surveyed expect fiscal policy in the
Middle East and North Africa to remain broadly
unchanged in the year ahead. Additionally, the
United Arab Emirates anchors regional optimism,
supported by Dubai’s role as a financial hub and
the prospects of large Al investments by US
tech firms.” A third of respondents anticipate

a significant direct impact of Al investments

on the region’s growth.

In the Middle East and North Africa, inflation
expectations have risen slightly. Three-quarters

of respondents now expect moderate inflation

in the year ahead (up from 60% in September
2025). While the share expecting high inflation has
remained almost unchanged, the share expecting
low inflation has halved. A large majority of 72%
expect monetary policy in the Middle East and
North Africa to remain unchanged.

Looking at the year ahead, what is your expectation for fiscal policy in the following geographies?

Looser Unchanged [ Tighter

Sub-Saharan Africa 20
Europe

Latin America and the Caribbean 15
East Asia and the Pacific 21
Central Asia 8
South Asia 15
Middle East and North Africa 20
United States

China

Source: Chief Economists Survey. (November 2025).

65

65

7

o4 BT
2 o]
78
71
88 4 |
85
80
35

Share of respondents (%)

Chief Economists’ Outlook January 19



Sub-Saharan Africa

Compared to the previous edition, the outlook
for Sub-Saharan Africa has slightly deteriorated.
While the share of respondents anticipating
moderate growth in the year ahead declined
from 57% to 47%, the share of those expecting
weak growth increased from 29% to 40%. The
IMF projects regional growth of 4.4% in 2026.7°
Investment in Al remains limited in the region,
and a majority of 56% of chief economists
surveyed expect the direct impact on growth to
be insignificant (43%) or very insignificant (13%).

Almost two-thirds (64 %) of respondents expect
moderate inflation in Sub-Saharan Africa in the
year ahead, while a quarter anticipates inflation

to be high. Average consumer prices are expected
to continue on their downward trajectory in 2026.7"
More than four in five respondents (81%) expect
monetary policy in Sub-Saharan Africa to remain
unchanged in the year ahead.

Public debt across the continent has increased
substantially since 2010, with many countries
forced to weigh debt servicing against social and
infrastructure spending.” More recently, domestic
borrowing has started to surge, raising concerns
about the vulnerability of local banks, which now
hold around half of total government debt in the
region.” In Sub-Saharan Africa, almost two-thirds
of respondents (64%) expect fiscal policy to remain
unchanged in the year ahead.

Latin America and the Caribbean

In Latin America and the Caribbean, the outlook

of surveyed chief economists has improved
substantially, with 71% of respondents now
anticipating moderate growth in the year ahead
compared to 34% in September 2025. The share of
chief economists expecting weak growth in the year
ahead dropped by more than half. In October 2025,
the IMF projected growth in Latin American and

the Caribbean at 2.3% in 2026, before the recent
geopolitical developments in the region.®

Argentina, Brazil and Mexico shape the region’s
near-term outlook. Argentina continues on

its reform trajectory, helped by support from
Washington and multilateral lenders.®' Yet investors
remain wary of the overvalued peso, intermittent
reforms and social tensions, waiting for clearer
signals before committing long-term capital.®? While
the IMF anticipates growth in Brazil to moderate in
2026 amid tighter policies and tariff impacts, activity
is expected to recover in Mexico.®

At the same time, public debt and borrowing costs
remain elevated, leaving limited room for fiscal
support and sharpening the focus on productivity
reforms and private capital.®* Aimost four in five
respondents (78%) do not anticipate changes to
fiscal policy in Latin America and the Caribbean.
Inflation expectations for the region remain largely
unchanged compared to the previous edition,
with 68% of respondents expecting moderate
inflation in the year ahead. More than two-thirds
of respondents (69%) expect monetary policy

in Latin America and the Caribbean to remain
unchanged in the year ahead.

Central Asia

In Central Asia, a majority of respondents

(59%) expect moderate growth in the year ahead.
This share declined from 72% in the previous
edition, while the share of respondents expecting
strong or very strong growth more than doubled.
The European Bank for Reconstruction and
Development (EBRD) expects output in Central
Asia to expand by 5.2% in 2026 with Kyrgyzstan
and Tajikistan leading the way, Uzbekistan
growing solidly and Kazakhstan moderating

yet still ahead of many of its peers.®°> Uzbekistan
and Azerbaijan illustrate the region’s bid to unlock
competitiveness gains, although progress is uneven.
Across the region, almost four in 10 respondents
anticipate insignificant (31%) or very insignificant
(7%) growth impacts from Al investments.

Expectations for inflation in Central Asia have
increased slightly, with nearly four in five (79%)
expecting moderate inflation in the year ahead.
More than four in five chief economists surveyed
(85%) do not anticipate changes to monetary
policy in Central Asia. Aimost nine in 10 (88%)
of respondents expect fiscal policy in the region
to remain unchanged in the year ahead.
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Al adoption outlook

Regional adoption

Geographically, the Al revolution is unfolding
unevenly, deepening divides but also opening new
opportunities. Consumer data on ChatGPT use
showed that by mid-2025 it served roughly 10%
of the global adult population, pointing to quick
diffusion and early stages of overall adoption.®
Although the US currently dominates private Al
investment and compute, China is making rapid
progress based on open models.®”

Chief economists were asked to share their
expectations of how quickly Al adoption and
deployment would translate into productivity
gains. Overall, 79% of chief economists surveyed
expect meaningful productivity gains in the

US over the next two years, with 55% of them
optimistic that this will happen within the year
ahead. A share of 81% anticipate a productivity
boost in China in the next two years, although only
42% see it as imminent. Respondents view East
Asia and the Pacific and South Asia as the next

]
]
i
gb

closest followers, with shares of 60% and 50%,
respectively anticipating meaningful productivity
gains in 1-2 years.

Europe is struggling to keep up in the global Al
race.® According to chief economists’ projections,
Europe is expected to start reaping the productivity
benefits of Al adoption and deployment within
around 3 years. Although more than half (56%)
expect a delay of three to four years, nearly four

in 10 (38%) are more optimistic about the potential
speed of adoption.

Respondents were split on Central Asia. While none
expected an imminent productivity boost, more than
half (51%) expected gains to manifest in 2-3 years.
However, aimost as many (48%) viewed it as likely
that gains from Al adoption could take 4-5 years or
longer. In the Middle East and North Africa, 55% of
respondents anticipated productivity gains in 3-4
years, on average slightly longer than in Europe.




Latin America and the Caribbean is also expected
by respondents to take longer to see meaningful
productivity gains from the adoption and
deployment of Al tools. Overall, 58% anticipate

a productivity boost around 3-4 years.

Figure 16: Al adoption: geographies
How long do you think it will take for the adoption and deployment of Al tools
to generate meaningful productivity gains across the following geographies?

In the short to medium term, chief economists
surveyed do not expect productivity gains from

Al adoption in Sub-Saharan Africa. A total of

73% of respondents anticipate a productivity boost
in 4-5 years, with more than half (53%) expecting
this to take 5 years or longer.

Country Years Median
1 2 3 4 5+ (years)
United States 55 o 9 9 3 1
China 42 39 12 3 3 1.2
East Asia and the Pacific 33 27 23 10 7 1.7
South Asia - o7 20 - 3 2.2
Europe 16 25 31 o5 6 24
Central Asia 34 17 17 31 2.6
Middle East and North Africa 7 21 34 21 17 2.7
Latin America and the Caribbean 7 17 o4 34 17 3.3
Sub-Saharan Africa 13 13 20 53 4.1

Source: Chief Economists Survey. (November 2025).

Industry adoption

At the industry level, surveyed chief economists
expect Al adoption and deployment to progress
at varying speeds, resulting in uneven productivity
gains. Information technology and digital
communications stands out with a majority

of 73% of respondents seeing an imminent
productivity boost. Nearly all respondents (97 %)
expect meaningful productivity gains within the
next two years. Controlled experiments in firms
show that generative Al can increase the number
of completed software developer tasks by more
than 25%.8 A recent study found that the quantity
of Al contributions to published articles on the
web surged after the launch of ChatGPT.®

A group of “fast-movers” — industries where a
majority anticipates impacts within the next two
years — is not far behind. For financial, professional
and real estate services, over three-quarters (76%)
anticipate a productivity boost in two years or less.
Medical, healthcare and care services are also
expected to use Al tools to unlock productivity
gains in the short term. In a recent survey in the
United Kingdom, nearly 30% of responding general
practicioners reported using Al tools in their clinical
practice.®" For supply chain and transport services,
almost half (47%) of respondents expect meaningful
productivity gains in one year, and almost all
respondents (97 %) agree that this would be the
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Figure 17: Al adoption: industries
How long do you think it will take for the adoption and deployment of Al tools
to generate meaningful productivity gains across the following industries?

Industry Years Median
1 2 3 4 5+ (years)
Information technology 73
and digital communications 24 3 0.4
Financial, professional,
real estate services 50 26 12 6 6 1
Medical, healthcare o1
and care services 48 9 12 9 1.1
Supply chain and
transport services 47 19 31 3 1.2
Retail and wholesale
of consumer goods 31 25 28 6 9 1.4
Engineering, construction
and utilities 29 26 23 13 10 15
Manufacturing 24 21 33 15 6 2.1
. 23 7 7
Leisure and travel 57 37 2.1
Energy and materials 22 28 12 9 28 2.1
Education 31 16 28 12 12 2.3
Mining (excluding fossil fuels) 10 34 10 10 34 25
Agriculture, forestry and fishing 7 31 17 14 31 2.5

Source: Chief Economists Survey. (November 2025).

case within the next three years. Overall, 57% of
chief economists surveyed anticipate meaningful
gains in the next two years, with a sizable share of
48% believing that Al is unlocking productivity gains
in the year ahead. Retail and wholesale of consumer
goods marks another fast-moving industry, with
56% anticipating gains in the next two years and
84% in the next three. For engineering, construction
and utilities, meaningful productivity gains are
expected to manifest of a similar time scale, with
55% of surveyed chief economists anticipating
gains within 1-2 years, and 78% in the next three.

Respondents anticipate a slightly slower pace
of adoption in the manufacturing industry. More
than half (54%) expect gains in 2-3 years. While

far from general-purpose deployment on factory
floors, humanoid robotics companies are attracting
large valuations and investments.®? For the leisure
and travel industry, this share increases to nearly
two-thirds (64%). Of the chief economists surveyed,
three-quarters (75%) expect productivity gains

in the next three years in the education industry.
Almost one-third (31%) see imminent productivity
gains from the adoption and deployment of Al
tools. Schools and universities are tightening rules
on generative Al as concerns grow over cheating,
distraction and skill erosion, even as students
adopt the tools at scale and some institutions
cautiously embed Al into their curricula.®® Meanwhile,
online providers struggle with high dropout rates, and
valuations remain low despite promising prospects.®*
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For some industries, respondents are divided
between two poles. Although 50% of respondents
expect a productivity boost in energy and materials
in the next two years, 28% think this could take

up to five years or even longer. In mining (excluding
fossil fuels), 44% expect to see meaningful

Firm-level adoption

The surveyed chief economists broadly expect
relatively fast productivity gains from the adoption
and deployment of Al in larger firms compared

to smaller ones. For firms with more than 1,000
employees, 77% of respondents anticipate
meaningful productivity gains within the next three
years. Global surveys show that enterprise use of
Al has surged into the mainstream, with nearly all
organizations now deploying some form of Al, yet
only a small minority reports scaled, workflowlevel

Figure 18: Al adoption: firms
How long do you think it will take for the adoption and deployment of Al tools
to generate meaningful productivity gains across the following firm sizes?

productivity gains within two years, compared to
34% who expect five or more years of waiting time.
Agriculture, forestry and fishing is similar: 38% see
an impact in two years or less, while 31% only see
potential long-term effects.

transformation.® While only 9% see meaningful
productivity gains as imminent in firms with 250-
1,000 employees, 68% anticipate them in about
2-3 years. For small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs), one-third of respondents expect meaningful
productivity gains within about three years, one-
third expect them earlier, while the other third
expect them later. For micro-enterprises, a category
that includes both young start-ups and old small
businesses, respondents are split.

Firm size Years Median
1 2 3 4 5+ (years)
Very large firms (1,000+ employees) 17 37 23 1 11 1.4
Large firms (250-1,000 employees) 9 37 31 17 6 2.5
SMEs (10-250 employees) 14 17 34 14 20 25
Micro-enterprises
(below 10 employees) 16 o5 19 16 o5 25

Source: Chief Economists Survey. (November 2025).

When asked about the impact of Al on global
employment levels, nearly three in four (72%)
expect modest (66%) or significant (6%) job losses
over the next two years, underlining the degree of
anticipated disruption in the short to medium term.
Recent whitecollar layoffs that cite Al as a reason,
from technology to professional services, reinforce
concerns, particularly for entry-level roles and fresh
graduates.®® Broader employment indicators and
sectoral studies suggest that, so far, Al has mostly
reshaped tasks within jobs rather than eliminating
entire occupations, echoing earlier findings

that technologies such as diagnostic Al have
complemented rather than replaced professions.®

Still, there is a stronger expectation of both job
decline and growth in the longer term. A majority of
57% expect job losses over the next 10 years, with
the share expecting significant losses increasing
from 6% over the next two years to 26% over the
next 10 years. The share anticipating job gains also
increases in the 10-year timeframe. Such gains are
expected in occupations and firms that have no
close pre-Al equivalents, as Al use moves beyond
the replacement of existing clerical or analytical
tasks.® Over the long term, 26% expect modest
job gains and 6% substantial job gains.
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Figure 19: Al jobs impact

What is your expectation for the impact of Al on global employment levels?

| Significant job loses Modest job loses

6 66
S 3

Over the next 2 years

Over the next 10 years

No change [ Modest job gains [l Significant job gains

SHE
1

Share of respondents (%)

Source: Chief Economists Survey. (November 2025).

Compared to the April 2025 survey, respondents’
views over the long term have become more
polarized. Previously, a third of respondents
expected no change to global employment

levels. This share fell to 11% in the latest survey.
Meanwhile, the share of those expecting job

losses increased from 47% in April 2025 to 57% in
November 2025, and more than twice as many now
expect significant job losses (26% compared to
11% in April). At the same time, nearly a third (32%)
now expect modest or even significant job gains,
compared to 19% in April 2025.

Taken together, these developments suggest that
2026 and beyond will be decisive in determining
whether Al becomes a broad-based productivity
engine or remains a narrow, capital-intensive
boom. The key economic variables to watch

include model capabilities; diffusion into small and
mid-sized firms, public services and low-income
regions; patterns of task redesign and reskilling;
and the evolution of energy, compute and security
constraints.®® If adoption deepens in a way that
creates new firms, professions and markets while
spreading gains across geographies and income
groups, Al could materially lift trend growth and help
close long-standing development gaps. If, instead,
it remains concentrated in a few large platforms,
energy-hungry data centres, and a narrow cadre
of highly skilled workers, the world may be left
with high valuations, strained grids and heightened
inequality without the equivalent productivity

gains. The choices that firms and policy-makers
make in the next few years about skills, regulation,
infrastructure and safety will determine which

of these futures becomes reality.
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