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CEOs and investment professionals 
often have different perceptions of 
the same issues. This can lead to poor 
communication between companies and 
their investors. In particular, investors 
may not receive the long-term information 
about companies’ value drivers that they 
want.

In our report ‘Redefining business 
success in a changing world,’ we asked 
400 investment professionals the same 
questions we had posed to over 1,400 
CEOs in our 19th Annual Global CEO 
Survey. These questions explored attitudes 
towards growth prospects, threats and 
opportunities, stakeholder expectations 
and the purpose of a company. The results, 
highlighted briefly below, offer insights 
to help strengthen engagement between 
companies and their investors.

In brief, the results were:

•  77% of CEOs and investors see 
technological advances as a top-three 
trend affecting businesses over the next 
five years.

•  72% of CEOs see availability of skills as a 
key threat to business growth, compared 
to 48% of investment professionals.

•  35% of CEOs expressed extreme 
confidence about revenue growth over 
the next three years, compared to 13% of 
investors.

•  41% of CEOs said providers of capital 
have a ‘high’ or ‘very high’ impact 
on strategy. 62% of investment 
professionals thought they should have 
this level of impact.

•  Barriers to responding to stakeholder 
expectations

 –   Just 33% of CEOs saw a conflict 
between stakeholder interests and 
financial performance expectations, 
against 54% of investment 
professionals

 –   Just 17% of CEOs viewed performance 
incentives as misaligned, against 49% 
of investment professionals.

Areas of agreement and 
disagreement
We found many areas of agreement. For 
example, both CEOs and investment 
professionals are under no illusions about 
the challenges that businesses face when 
it comes to technology. Both know that 
tomorrow’s innovation could spell the 
beginning of the end for today’s global 
giant. CEOs and investment professionals 
also share major concerns about the threat 
posed by geopolitical uncertainty. 

But we also found that CEOs and 
investment professionals don’t always 
see the world in the same way. These 
differences of viewpoint highlight the 
areas where CEOs might want to look 
again at their strategic priorities and 
how they communicate these to investors 
and analysts. For example, investment 
professionals appear more pessimistic 
than CEOs about global economic growth 
prospects and company revenue growth 
potential. If CEOs’ greater optimism is 
justified, why aren’t they getting the 
message across more clearly?

There may be some bigger surprises, 
particularly over the strength of the 
investment community’s interest in 
drivers of long-term business performance 
beyond those covered in traditional 
financial statements. Issues of trust, 
company purpose and values are on some 
investment professionals’ radar. For some 
investment professionals, metrics related 
to environmental impacts now appear 
fundamental to their assessment of a 
company’s future value-creation potential, 
as well as their assessment of risks. 
Investment professionals want CEOs to 
‘walk the walk’, not just ‘talk the talk’, when 
it comes to running long-term sustainable 
businesses. 

Better communication could 
address differences of opinion 
between company CEOs and the 
investors that back them.
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Although CEOs may see a case for a 
long-term focus, it seems that many also 
see barriers to its implementation. For 
example, many CEOs seem to think that 
markets will punish companies if they incur 
additional short-term costs by adopting 
new practices that take account of wider 
stakeholder interests, even if they believe 
they could enhance future performance. 
Based on our research, we encourage CEOs 
to think again – they may find a more 
receptive audience than they think.

So what’s going wrong? Why do CEOs and 
investment professionals sometimes fail to 
see eye to eye? There could be a number 
of reasons, but one which we think is 
really important, relates to the quality of 
company communications and the extent 
to which they enable investor and analyst 
understanding of the business and the 
challenges and opportunities it faces. 

Differences in CEOs’ and investment 
professionals’ opinions could be attributed 
to three causes:

•  A reporting gap – companies may not be 
telling investors everything they need to 
know – in the way they need to know it – 
in order to form accurate opinions.

•  An understanding gap – investment 
professionals have the same facts as 
CEOs, but draw different conclusions.

•  A perception gap – investment 
professionals have the facts, but do not 
place the same importance on them. 

Building effective 
communication
As our previous investor research suggests, 
investment professionals tend to be 
naturally sceptical of management ‘spin’. 
This natural scepticism may dampen their 
expectations for the future. However, 
our findings suggest that companies 
could do a better job of explaining why 
their prospects are good and why their 
strategy makes sense. It’s also important 
that companies explain how they are 
addressing current risks and challenges. 
If corporate communication contains only 
good news, investment professionals may 
approach it with caution. But CEOs might 
have sound reasons for their confidence 
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that are not being communicated clearly to 
their investors. If they can find a way to do 
this more effectively, and if their strategies 
are justified, they may be able to align 
investors’ expectations more closely with 
their own.

At the same time, investment professionals 
may need to be more vocal in asking for 
the information they require, in the form 
they value. If they want data on a broader 
range of value drivers and if they want this 
data clearly linked to business strategies 
and risks, they need to make this clear. 
If they value particular key performance 
indicators, they must say so. If they want 
CEOs to give a long-term perspective in 
their annual reports, then they must call 
for it through ongoing engagement. 

Building effective communication is a two-
sided activity. Investment professionals 
have a vital role to play in questioning and 
challenging the information they are given. 
CEOs need to take up the challenge by 
looking hard at what their companies say 
and how they say it. Corporate reporting 
has come a long way in recent years, 
but there’s still plenty of opportunity to 
make it better. It’s probably unrealistic 
to expect CEOs, investors and analysts 
to always share the same priorities or 
interpret information in the same way, 
but meaningful engagement could help to 
increase mutual understanding.

This article is an extract from our report, 
‘Redefining business success in a changing 
world’. 



PwC AWM Insights September 2016  17  

77% of CEOs and investors see technological advances as 
a top-three trend affecting businesses over next five years

72% of CEOs see availability of key skills as a threat to 
business growth compared to 48% of investment professionals

Barriers to responding to stakeholder expectations: What impact do providers 
of capital have on strategy? 
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they have?
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