
1 © 2021 The Conference Board, Inc.  |  www.conferenceboard.org

The Conference Board Economy Watch

The Global Economy in 2021 - Divergences, Uncertainty & Risks

January 11, 2021



2 © 2021 The Conference Board, Inc.  |  www.conferenceboard.org

This month we’ll be exploring the following questions:

Key Questions:

▪ What is The Conference Board’s forecast for the US economy in 

2021, and what are the key assumptions?

▪ How does The Conference Board expect the global economy to 

recover, and what are the primary risks? 

▪ What lies ahead for global markets in 2021, according to Citi? 

▪ What are the risks to financial stability in 2021, according to the 

International Monetary Fund?
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CPE (NASBA)

✓ Click the link in the CEU Request Pod in the bottom right 

corner of the webcast console to sign up for credit

✓ Stay online for the entire webcast 

✓ Click ‘ok’ for 3 popups that occur during the program

✓ Credit available for participation in live webcast only

Earn Credits
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US Economic Outlook



6 © 2021 The Conference Board, Inc.  |  www.conferenceboard.org

Total Contraction 

& Growth (%Y/Y)

Annual 

2020

-3.5%

-3.5%

-3.5%

Annual 

2021

+6.4%

+4.1%

+0.8%

Source: The Conference Board

US economic outlook: Three scenarios possible, but our 

base case (black) points to a sustained recovery in 1H21
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1.Base Case Scenario

✓ New cases of COVID-19 peak in early 1Q21, but no widespread lockdowns are implemented

✓ COVID-19 vaccine deployed gradually in 1Q21, and volume of inoculations rises into 2Q21

✓ Labor markets and consumption weaken slightly in 1Q21, but rebound in 2Q21 and 3Q21

✓ Dec 2020 stimulus package deployed in 1Q21 and another stimulus package deployed in 2Q21

✓ US political transition does not result in a hit to consumer or business confidence 

2.Upside Scenario

✓ New cases of COVID-19 fall dramatically in late 1Q21, social distancing policies loosened

✓ COVID-19 vaccine deployed rapidly in 1Q21, and universally available in early 2Q21

✓ Meaningful improvements in unemployment are made and consumption rebounds in 1Q21

✓ Dec 2020 stimulus package deployed in 1Q21, and additional package deployed in 1Q21

✓ US political transition results in boost to consumer or business confidence 

3.Downside Scenario

✓ New cases of COVID-19 rise dramatically in 1Q21, widespread lockdowns are implemented

✓ Lengthy distribution of COVID-19 vaccine  / ineffective against new strains of virus

✓ Unemployment deteriorates and consumption contracts in 1H21

✓ Dec 2020 stimulus package deployed in 1Q21, but no additional stimulus implemented this year

✓ US political transition highly disruptive and hurts consumer and business confidence

US economic outlook: key assumptions for each scenario
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Source: The Conference Board

Following a lull in the recovery over the winter (4Q20 & 

1Q21) we expect the economy to reaccelerate in 2Q21  

    I Q*     II Q*
1st 

half
    III Q*     IV Q

2nd 

half
    I Q     II Q

1st 

half
    III Q     IV Q

2nd 

half

Real GDP -5.0 -31.4 -18.2 33.4 3.5 18.5 2.0 3.6 2.8 6.1 4.6 5.3 2.2 -3.5 4.1

Real consumer spending -6.9 -33.2 -20.0 41.0 3.4 22.2 3.6 4.0 3.8 7.1 4.9 6.0 2.4 -3.8 5.2

Residential investment 19.0 -35.5 -8.3 63.0 20.0 41.5 7.0 6.0 6.5 5.0 5.0 5.0 -1.7 5.2 10.9

Nonresidential investment -6.7 -27.2 -16.9 22.9 6.6 14.8 2.4 3.7 3.1 4.5 4.8 4.6 2.9 -4.4 3.9

Inventory change (bln '09$) -80.9 -287.0 -184.0 -3.7 20.0 8.2 0.0 5.0 2.5 16.0 16.0 16.0 48.5 -87.9 100.0

Total gov't spending 1.3 2.5 1.9 -4.8 0.0 -2.4 0.0 1.0 0.5 1.7 2.7 2.2 2.3 1.2 0.1

Exports -9.5 -64.4 -36.9 59.6 15.2 37.4 3.0 5.1 4.0 7.1 5.1 6.1 -0.1 -13.3 4.6

Imports -15.0 -54.1 -34.5 93.0 16.2 54.6 6.1 5.1 5.6 6.1 4.5 5.3 1.1 -9.9 9.7

Unemployment rate 3.8 13.0 8.4 8.8 6.7 7.8 6.5 6.1 6.3 5.4 4.9 5.2 3.7 8.1 5.8

CPI inflation 1.2 -3.5 -1.2 5.2 2.1 3.6 2.3 1.9 2.1 1.9 2.0 2.0 1.8 1.2 2.1

20212019 2020

2020 2021
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Global Economic Outlook                   

and Recovery Risks
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The Conference Board – Global Economic Outlook: Jan 2021

Source: The Conference Board, Inc.
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Risks to the Global Economic Outlook

Downside Risks

▪ Geopolitics (downsides)

▪ Sovereign debt build-up

▪ Deglobalization: reduced trade

▪ Economic inequality

▪ Climate change

▪ Financial stability concerns

Upside Risks

▪ Geopolitics (upsides) 

▪ Rapid vaccine deployment

▪ Faster productivity growth

▪ Digital transformation

▪ High impact investments

Source: The Conference Board, Inc.: StraightTalk® - Divergencies, Uncertainty, and Risks

https://www.conference-board.org/topics/global-economic-outlook/StraightTalk-Divergences-Uncertainty-Risks
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Markets in 2021
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Financial Stability Risks
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The Conference Board Economy Watch® series 

▪ Monthly webcast series focusing on topics in the fields of economic, labor market, 

and demographic analysis

▪ Three short quarterly videos delivering the latest economic insights on the U.S., 

Europe and Emerging Markets.

▪ Economic View publications in an accessible chart format on each of these three 

key regions.

▪ An overview of The Conference Board’s monthly indicators including the Consumer 

Confidence Index®, The Conference Board Leading Economic Index® for the U.S. 

and the U.S. economic forecast

https://www.conference-board.org/publications/publicationlistall.cfm
https://www.conference-board.org/publications/publicationlistall.cfm
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Did you enjoy this webcast?  Please register for our 2021 

Economy Watch Series

Join us as we continue to focus on topics in the fields of 

economic, labor market, and demographic analysis. This 

series is designed to help senior executives understand 

changing business and economic conditions worldwide so 

that they can continue to improve their strategic decision-

making.
Erik Lundh

Senior Economist

The Conference Board

Series host:

Series registration for our 2021 season is available at

www.conference-board.org/webcasts/economy-watch. 

http://www.conference-board.org/webcasts/economy-watch
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Want to hear more about this topic and how the spread of 

COVID-19 will impact business and the global economy?

The Conference Board has gathered insights and learnings from our 

thought leaders and member network which we hope will be helpful as you 

formulate, implement and manage your own crisis response.

Explore all of these resources on our website at 

https://www.conference-board.org/COVID-19.

https://www.conference-board.org/COVID-19
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Indications 
A podcast series brought to you by 

The Conference Board Economics, 

Strategy & Finance Center

The Conference Board Indications podcast series helps senior 

executives understand changing business and economic conditions 

worldwide by offering concise, insightful perspectives on overall economic 

activity, consumer and CEO confidence, labor market and demographic 

trends, and productivity.

Click here for a complete listing of all of our Indications podcasts or 

check out our entire podcast lineup at 

www.conference-board.org/podcasts

https://www.conference-board.org/podcasts/authordetail.cfm?author=6936
http://www.conference-board.org/podcasts
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Feedback?  Suggestions? How Can We Help You?

Thanks for being with us; be sure to tell your colleagues about 

next month’s webcast

Do you have suggestions for future topics? Please feel free to contact Erik 

Lundh at: Erik.Lundh@conference-board.org

And remember to Sign up for 2021 Email Reminders once new series 

registration becomes available

https://www.conference-board.org/webcasts/webcastseriesdetail.cfm?webcastid=3852

