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Important Notes
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This  analysis is based on 1,080 companies across 19 corporate sectors, drawn from the S&P Global 1200 Index and 
Hang Seng Index

Sector definition, abbreviations, constituents, related assumptions and sources 
are documented here (Details here)

Findings are presented at sector level and are not intended as commentary on
individual companies, which may differ based on various factors

Please see disclaimer at the end of the presentation for further details
Please contact us for the Detailed Sector Review

https://www.sc.com/en/uploads/sites/66/content/docs/SC-CSRA-Insights-2026-Definitions-Assumptions-Methodologies.pdf
mailto:CSRA.updates@sc.com


Executive Summary: From caution to deployment
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The 2025 story for working capital persists. Working capital optimisation remains the cheapest source of funding and one of the largest 
opportunities to enhance ROIC, with significant cash (~US$2.6tn) still tied up across the cash conversion cycle

Despite several years of underinvestment, not all sectors have returned to pre-COVID investment levels. However, shareholder returns remain strong 
(16 sectors), with another year of elevated share price yields driven largely by share buybacks rather than a broad-based capex recovery

Corporate balance sheets remain robust. Leverage has marginally improved versus last year, leaving companies with ample headroom (+8%), while 
liquidity cushions (+6%) remain inefficiently elevated. This positions corporates well to absorb shocks but also to selectively deploy capital

2026 growth outlook remains resilient across both emerging and developed markets, even as policy support continues to fade. Country risk has 
broadly improved across regions, supported by easing inflation and tighter sovereign spreads, providing a more stable macro backdrop

Interestingly, China’s outbound momentum has boosted profitability across many (~9) sectors, outperforming global peers despite ongoing 
geopolitical and structural challenges

Meanwhile, rapid growth in AI adoption and data centre development is creating substantial financing needs and increasing pressure on power 
grids, highlighting emerging infrastructure constraints
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Macro Outlook: Stable, albeit fragile growth outlooks, but improving country risk

4

Resilient GDP growth (%) Despite policy support subsiding And improving country risks1 
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Sources: Standard Chartered Analysis, IMF, Rating Agencies, CIQ, refer to methodology for more
Notes: Please contact us for the 2026 Detailed Sector Review, and refer to the Definitions, Assumptions & Methodologies for details; (1) Assumes US as base; (2) GDP-weighted averages; Developed Markets include US, Eurozone, Japan, UK, 
Canada, and Australia; Emerging Markets include China, Brazil, India, South Africa, Saudi Arabia, and Indonesia; (3) Neutral category reflects movements in primary balance less than 5% and differs from more meaningful tightening or easing
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Corporate Focus: Tariff still top of mind but corporates pivoting to capital allocation
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Q2 2025 vs Q3 20252AI continues to gain momentum and M&A/Investment is also seeing another uptick
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Broader Themes

Capital Allocation

Sources: Standard Chartered Analysis, Bloomberg, refer to methodology for more
Notes: Please contact us for the 2026 Detailed Sector Review, and refer to the Definitions, Assumptions & Methodologies for details; (1) Quarterly data based on the total keyword counts for each defined theme across S&P 1200 corporates from Q1 
2024 to Q3 2025; (2) Quarter on quarter percentage change, defining “decrease” as < -10%; “similar” as -10% - 10%; “increase” as >10%
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Balance Sheet Strength: Robust leverage capacity and liquidity buffer
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Leverage headroom1 remains ample and mostly stable Liquidity2 continues to be high, with a few upticks in certain sectors
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Meaningful Headroom1 No Headroom1 Excess3 Insufficient3

Sources: Standard Chartered Analysis, CIQ, refer to methodology for more
Notes: Please contact us for the 2026 Detailed Sector Review, and refer to the Definitions, Assumptions & Methodologies for details; (1) Calculated as debt capacity versus rating-based leverage thresholds with reference to S&P’s General Corporate 
Methodology; excludes Autos sector; significant Headroom defined as >$1 trillion; (2) Cash and STI; (3) Liquidity Coverage = Aggregated liquidity in each sector/ BAU needs. BAU needs is determined by the shortfall between forward looking liquidity 
sources (CFO) vs uses (Capex, Short-Term Debt, Current Portion of Long-Term Debt, Dividends), as well as working capital swing buffer. Liquidity coverage of less than 1.0x is deemed insufficient, and above 1.9x is considered significant excess.
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The Investment Reboot: Recovery towards pre-covid levels remains slow1
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Investment lower than pre-covid for many However, focus remains on shareholder returns

LTM Gross M&A/Sales vs Pre-CovidTotal Shareholder Return - Best / Worst Performers (LTM Q3 2025)
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Logs

Working Capital: Cheapest form of self-funding with a $2.6tn opportunity to boost returns
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CCC1 changes can meaningfully impact ROIC2 ~US$2.6tn capital release3 still available Inefficiency gap grew for most YoY

Impact of Changes in CCC on ROIC for Top Quartile Performers
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Increase in Inefficiency Gap Decrease in Inefficiency Gap

Similar Inefficiency Gap
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Sources: Standard Chartered Analysis, CIQ, refer to methodology for more
Notes: Please contact us for the 2026 Detailed Sector Review, and refer to the Definitions, Assumptions & Methodologies for details; (1) Cash Conversion Cycle =  (Avg. Receivables/Revenue)*365 + (Avg. Inventory/COGS)*365 - (Avg. 
Payables/COGS)*365; (2) ROIC = EBIT / (Average (Equity + Net debt)), where denominator includes net cash, this has been limited to 0; (3) Total capital release = Capital release from Receivables + Payables
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Other Important Thematics: China’s growth & data centres remain top of the agenda

Chinese corporates1 with global footprint saw improved profitability

Offshore Revenue Change (2023-2024) EBITDA Margin Change (2023-LTM Q3 2025)
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Both DecreasedBoth Increased

9
Sources: Standard Chartered Analysis, US Census Bureau, Bloomberg NEF, CIQ, refer to methodology for more
Notes: Please contact us for the 2026 Detailed Sector Review, and refer to the Definitions, Assumptions & Methodologies for details; (1) Top 178 Chinese listed companies (in terms of market cap) that publicly disclose their offshore revenue; (2)  
Based on US Census Business Trends and Outlook Survey data; Leaders = higher 2025 average adoption level; Fast catching-up = lower 2025 level but larger YoY delta in pp; Laggards = low 2025 level with small YoY delta in pp; (3) Grid constraints 
classification is based on reserve margins (grid adequacy buffer) and typical interconnection lead time
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What this means for capital allocation in 2026? 

10January 2026

How Standard Chartered’s Capital Structure & Rating Advisory team helps

• Standard Chartered’s Capital Structure & Rating Advisory (CSRA) team provides strategic financial policy advisory, enabling clarity in capital structure 
decisions with corporate finance insight and deep sector expertise

• We advise across the full spectrum of financial strategy, from capital allocation and rating narratives to liquidity optimisation, transformative events, and 
evolving governance or regulatory frameworks. We combine local insight with cross market perspectives to support confident decision making

Putting the pieces together, 2026 is a year where corporates can responsibly become more assertive, if they do it with structure

Be selective Sequence sources of funding Rethink policy Manage risk 

Prioritise investments that protect 
competitiveness

Do not ignore working capital and 
portfolio actions

Recalibrate leverage, liquidity and 
credit guardrails

Include rate, FX, refinancing and 
ratings sensitivities in the plan
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Regulatory Disclosure:-

Banking activities may be carried out internationally by Standard Chartered Bank, its branches, representatives, any of its relevant holdings companies, subsidiaries, related 
corporations and affiliates (collectively the “Standard Chartered Group”) in any jurisdiction according to local regulatory requirements.  With respect to any jurisdiction in 
which there is a Standard Chartered Group entity, this document is distributed in such jurisdiction by, and is attributable to, such local Standard Chartered Group entity.  
Recipients in any jurisdiction should contact the local Standard Chartered Group entity in relation to any matters arising from, or in connection with, this document.  Not all 
products and services are provided by all Standard Chartered Group entities.  For further information on our regulatory disclosures and the financial standards we adhere to, 
please visit:-  https://www.sc.com/en/regulatory-disclosures.

Risks related to Benchmarks:-
For information about the risks related to the use of benchmarks in loans and in debt securities, please see https://www.sc.com/en/regulatory-disclosures/benchmark-reform/.

Subject Companies:-

Standard Chartered Group makes no representation or warranty of any kind, express, implied or statutory regarding this document or any information contained or referred to 
in this document.
Market-Specific Disclosures: If you are receiving this document in any of the markets listed below, please note the following:

Australia: Standard Chartered Bank has the following Australian Registered Business Number (ARBN: 097571778) and is the holder of an Australian Financial Services Licence 
(No: 246833). Australian counterparties should note that this document was prepared for “wholesale clients” only within the meaning of section 761G of the Corporations Act 
2001 (Cth) (Act) and the Corporations Regulations. This document is not directed at persons who are “retail clients” as defined in the Act.  Standard Chartered Bank (Hong 
Kong) Limited is exempt from the requirement to hold an Australian financial services licence under the Corporations Act of Australia in respect of the financial services it 
provides.  Standard Chartered Bank (Hong Kong) Limited is regulated by the Hong Kong Securities and Futures Commission under the laws of Hong Kong, which differ from 
Australian laws.
China: This document is being distributed in China by, and is attributable to, Standard Chartered Bank (China) Limited which is mainly regulated by National Financial 
Regulatory Administration (NFRA), State Administration of Foreign Exchange (SAFE) and People’s Bank of China (PBoC).

European Economic Area: In Germany, Standard Chartered Bank AG, a subsidiary of Standard Chartered Bank, is authorised by the European Central Bank and supervised by 
the Federal Financial Supervisory Authority (Bundesanstalt für Finanzdienstleistungsaufsicht-“BaFin”) and the German Federal Bank (Deutsche Bundesbank). This document is 
directed at persons Standard Chartered Bank AG can categorise as Eligible Counterparties or Professional Clients (such persons constituting the target market of this 
communication following Standard Chartered Bank AG’s target market assessment) as defined by the Markets in Financial Instruments Directive II (Directive 2014/65/EU) 
(“MiFID II”) and the German Securities Trading Act (“WpHG”).  No other person should rely upon it. In particular, this is not directed at Retail Clients (as defined by MiFID II and 
WpHG) in the European Economic Area. Nothing in this document constitutes a personal recommendation or investment advice as defined by MiFID II and WpHG. 
Hong Kong: This document is being distributed in Hong Kong by, and is attributable to, Standard Chartered Bank (Hong Kong) Limited which is regulated by the Hong Kong 
Monetary Authority (“HKMA”) and the Hong Kong Securities and Futures Commission (“SFC”).

India: This document is being distributed in India by Standard Chartered Bank (India) which is a scheduled commercial bank licensed by the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) and 
holding registration as merchant banker with Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI).

Japan: This document is being distributed to the Specified Investors, as defined by the Financial Instruments and Exchange Law of Japan (FIEL), for information only and not 
for the purpose of soliciting any Financial Instruments Transactions as defined by the FIEL or any Specified Deposits, etc. as defined by the Banking Law of Japan.
Korea: This document is being distributed in Korea by, and is attributable to, Standard Chartered Securities Korea Limited which is regulated by the Financial Supervisory 
Service.

Singapore: This document is being distributed in Singapore by Standard Chartered Bank (Singapore) Limited (UEN No.: 201224747C) only to Accredited Investors or 
Institutional Investors, as defined in the Securities and Futures Act 2001 of Singapore. Recipients in Singapore should contact Standard Chartered Bank (Singapore) Limited in 
relation to any matters arising from, or in connection with, this document.

South Africa: Standard Chartered Bank is licensed as a Financial Services Provider in terms of Section 8 of the Financial Advisory and Intermediary Services Act 37 of 2002. 
Standard Chartered Bank is a Registered Credit Provider in terms of the National Credit Act 34 of 2005 under registration number NCRCP4.
UAE (DIFC): Standard Chartered Bank, Dubai International Financial Centre (SCB DIFC) having its offices at Dubai International Financial Centre, Building 1, Gate Precinct, P.O. 
Box 999, Dubai, UAE is a branch of Standard Chartered Bank and is regulated by the Dubai Financial Services Authority (“DFSA”). This document is intended for use only by 
Professional Clients and is not directed at Retail Clients as defined by the DFSA Rulebook. In the DIFC, we are authorised to provide financial services only to clients who qualify 
as Professional Clients and Market Counterparties and not to Retail Clients. As a Professional Client, you will not be given the higher retail client protection and compensation 
rights and if you use your right to be classified as a Retail Client, we will be unable to provide financial services and products to you as we do not hold the required license to 
undertake such activities. In respect of Islamic finance transactions, Standard Chartered Bank is acting under the supervision of its Global Shariah Supervisory Committee.  
Relevant information on Standard Chartered Bank’s Global Shariah Supervisory Committee is currently available on the Standard Chartered Bank website in the Islamic 
Banking section at http://www.standardchartered.com/en/banking-services/islamic-banking/shariah-supervisory-committee.html. 

United Kingdom: In the United Kingdom, Standard Chartered Bank is authorised by the Prudential Regulation Authority (“PRA”) and regulated by the Financial Conduct 
Authority (“FCA”) and the PRA. This document is directed at persons Standard Chartered Bank can categorise as Eligible Counterparties or Professional Clients (such persons 
constituting the target market of this communication following Standard Chartered Bank’s target market assessment) as defined by the FCA Handbook.  No other person 
should rely upon it. In particular, this is not directed at Retail Clients (as defined by the FCA Handbook) in the UK. Nothing in this document constitutes a personal 
recommendation or investment advice as defined by the FCA Handbook.

United States: Except for any documents relating to foreign exchange, rates or commodities, distribution of this document in the United States or to U.S .persons is intended to 
be solely to major institutional investors as defined in Rule 15a-6(a)(2) under the U.S. Securities Exchange Act of 1934. All U.S. persons that receive this document, by their 
acceptance thereof, represent and agree that they are a major institutional investor and understand the risks involved in executing transactions in securities. Any U.S. recipient 
of this document wanting additional information or to effect any transaction in any security or financial instrument mentioned herein, must do so by contacting a registered 
representative of Standard Chartered Securities (North America) Inc.,  1095 Avenue of Americas, New York, NY 10036, US,  tel: +1 212 667 1000.

WE DO NOT OFFER OR SELL SECURITIES TO U.S. PERSONS UNLESS EITHER (A) THOSE SECURITIES ARE REGISTERED FOR SALE WITH THE U.S. SECURITIES AND EXCHANGE 
COMMISSION AND WITH ALL APPROPRIATE U.S. STATE AUTHORITIES; OR (B) THE SECURITIES OR THE SPECIFIC TRANSACTION QUALIFY FOR AN EXEMPTION UNDER THE 
U.S. FEDERAL AND STATE SECURITIES LAWS NOR DO WE OFFER OR SELL SECURITIES TO U.S. PERSONS UNLESS (i) WE, OUR AFFILIATED COMPANY AND THE APPROPRIATE 
PERSONNEL ARE PROPERLY REGISTERED OR LICENSED TO CONDUCT BUSINESS; OR (ii) WE, OUR AFFILIATED COMPANY AND THE APPROPRIATE PERSONNEL QUALIFY FOR 
EXEMPTIONS UNDER APPLICABLE U.S. FEDERAL AND STATE LAWS. 
The information in this document is provided for information purposes only and is not intended to create any legally binding obligations or fiduciary duties on the part of 
Standard Chartered Group. It does not constitute independent research or a research recommendation, nor does it constitute any offer, recommendation or solicitation to any 
person to enter into any transaction or adopt any hedging, trading or investment strategy in relation to any securities or other financial instruments, nor does it constitute any 
prediction of likely future movements in rates or prices or any representation that any such future movements will not exceed those shown in any illustration. This document is 
for general evaluation only, it does not take into account the specific investment objectives, financial situation, particular needs of any particular person or class of persons and 
it has not been prepared for any particular person or class of persons. Users of this document should seek advice regarding the appropriateness of investing in any securities, 
financial instruments or investment strategies referred to in this document and should understand that statements regarding future prospects may not be realised. 

Opinions, assumptions, forecasts, projections and estimates are as of the date indicated and are subject to change without prior notice.  Past performance is not indicative of 
comparable future results and no representation or warranty is made regarding future performance.  The value and income of any of the securities or financial instruments 
mentioned in this document can fall as well as rise and an investor may get back less than invested. Future returns are not guaranteed, and a loss of original capital may be 
incurred. Foreign-currency denominated securities and financial instruments are subject to fluctuation in exchange rates that could have a positive or adverse effect on the 
value, price or income of such securities and financial instruments.  

Data, opinions and other information appearing herein may have been obtained from public sources, the Standard Chartered Group makes no representation or warranty as 
to the accuracy or completeness of such information, whether obtained from public sources or otherwise. You are advised to make your own independent judgment (with the 
advice of your professional advisers as necessary) with respect to any matter contained herein and not rely on this document as the basis for making any trading, hedging or 
investment decision. 
While all reasonable care has been taken in preparing this document, the Standard Chartered Group makes no representation or warranty as to its accuracy and 
completeness. The Standard Chartered Group is under no obligation to inform you about the change (whether known or apparent to the Standard Chartered Group) to the 
information in this document.  The Standard Chartered Group expressly disclaims any liability and will not be liable for any loss or damage arising directly or indirectly 
(including special, incidental, consequential, punitive or exemplary damages) from your use of or reliance on this document, howsoever arising, and including any loss, damage 
or expense arising from, but not limited to, any defect, error, imperfection, fault, mistake or inaccuracy with this document, its contents or associated services, or due to any 
unavailability of the document or any part thereof or any contents or associated services. This material is strictly private and confidential and for the use of intended recipients 
only. The contents may not be forwarded, reproduced, redistributed, copied in whole or in part or otherwise made available for any purpose and to any person without the prior 
express consent of the Standard Chartered Group. In any jurisdiction in which distribution to private/retail customers would require registration or licensing of the distributor 
which the distributor does not currently have, this document is intended solely for distribution to professional and institutional investors.   This document does not represent the 
views of every function within the Standard Chartered Group, particularly those of the Global Research function. 

The Standard Chartered Group is not a legal or tax adviser, and is not purporting to provide you with legal or tax advice. If you have any queries as to the legal or tax 
implications of any investment you should seek independent legal and/or tax advice. The Standard Chartered Group, and/or a connected company, may have a position in 
any of the instruments or currencies mentioned in this document. 

Standard Chartered Group makes no representation or warranty as to whether ESG or Sustainability related statements, references or labels used in this document are 
accurate, appropriate, or meet specific classification requirements or standards. The information included in this document may contain forward-looking statements that 
relate to, among other things, ESG or Sustainability related goals, targets, aspirations, strategy, intentions and objectives of the Standard Chartered Group, and actual 
outcomes and results may differ materially from those expressed in, or implied by, any forward-looking statements. Factors that could cause outcomes and results to differ from 
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ability to gather and verify sustainability-related data, legislative and regulatory changes, and other unforeseen events or conditions.
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persons involved in the preparation or issuance of this document, may at any time, to the extent permitted by applicable law and/or regulation, be long or short any securities 
or financial instruments referred to in this document and on the website or have a material interest in any such securities or related investment, or may be the only market 
maker in relation to such investments, or provide, or have provided advice, investment banking or other services, to issuers of such investments.  Within the last three years, the 
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or may expect to receive remuneration for investment banking services from companies mentioned herein.  Accordingly, the Standard Chartered Group may have a conflict of 
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