
From obligation to opportunity 
How companies can transform corporate reporting into an asset



“Mystification is simple; clarity  
is the hardest thing of all.” 
  —Julian Barnes, award-winning author
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Digital Age investors need better information  
than they’re getting
Corporate reporting should provide  
investors and other stakeholders with  
clear, concise, and reliable information  
with which to make informed decisions.  
But in a fast-changing world, companies  
are falling far short of this obligation. 

The traditional corporate reporting model  
has barely changed since its introduction  
in the early 1930s. Its relevance is declining 
fast: 30 years ago, financial statements 
provided 50 percent of the information 
stakeholders needed to make decisions. 
Today, some estimate that it’s only  
9 percent1. 

In an internet-connected world of 24/7  
media, stakeholders expect to have the  
information they want, when they want it,  
and in a form that’s relevant and easily 
usable. Yet companies pour enormous 
time and energy into delivering more of the 
same: ever-longer reporting overflowing 
with disclosures and explanatory notes 
while failing to actually inform. It’s no 
wonder stakeholders now rely far more on 
other corporate messaging and external 
perspectives to make investment decisions.

Today’s corporate reporting may satisfy 
regulators, but it doesn’t fully meet 

the demands of investors and other 
stakeholders. At Deloitte, we believe 
corporate reporting needs to change.  
And we think the investor relations and 
finance functions, together, have a big role  
to play in making that happen.

 

1Baruch Lev, Feng Gu, The End of Accounting and the Path Forward for Investors and Managers ( John Wiley & Sons, 2016)

The reporting 
framework is over  
80 years old

Annual financial statements 
provide less than 10% of 
information, based on estimates 
from Feng Gu and Baruch Lev.

Numbers at-a-glance

880

80+
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The investor relations and finance functions can 
transform reporting into a true business asset
Companies often seem to develop and 
deliver financial reports, earnings forecasts, 
and analyst calls to meet others’ needs: 
to comply with regulatory requirements, 
populate analysts’ valuation models, or 
satisfy the Street. This reporting doesn’t 
always align with the story companies  
want to tell, and that leaves them at the 
mercy of analysts’ and market observers’ 
own interpretations and opinions.  

If investor relations teams worked more 
closely with finance teams to play a bigger 
role in influencing corporate reporting— 
from what goes in to how it’s delivered—

companies could better control the 
story told in the market. By consistently 
reinforcing investor relations' 
communication strategy across all 
channels (including regulatory reporting, 
the management discussion and analysis 
(MD&A), investor packages, the letter 
to shareholders, the website, and social 
media feeds), companies have a prime 
opportunity to turn corporate reporting 
from an obligation to an asset.

Yet many investor relations teams  
believe shaping reporting isn’t something 
they can achieve—certainly not with the  

limited resources available to them. 
We disagree. We think investor relations 
can realize this important opportunity by 
defining their own reporting model and 
working hand in hand with the finance 
team. This would enable companies to: 

Do a better  
job of telling  
their story

Define the 
organization’s own 
value-creation model

Reduce the need  
to produce multiple 
reports for multiple 
stakeholders

Deliver reporting  
that doesn’t  
drown readers  
in unnecessary detail
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Reforming corporate reporting:  
key factors to address

Rising focus on performance and  
value-creation reporting 
Investors and other stakeholders are  
increasingly interested in how a company  
does business, from values to ethics and 
transparency to reputation management. 
The current company-centric approach to 
reporting focuses on strategy and long-
term outcomes, with the board mostly 
considering and evaluating performance 
and future prospects in the context of 
the organization’s purpose, strategy, and 
business model—not how that business  
is conducted.

Less interest in audited financial data, 
more in unaudited key performance 
indicators (KPIs)
Investors and companies are increasingly 
using unaudited data in their decision-
making, from user numbers and Net 
Promoter Score to production figures and 
more. Yet it’s not always clear where such 
information comes from, what controls  
are in place to support it, or what story  
it tells about the company.

Sustainability reporting 
Stakeholders want to know which 
environmental and social risks or issues 
are most material to the organization and 
how those issues are being managed. They 
also want to know how well the company is 
performing with regard to each issue. 

Any good corporate reporting model should communicate a clear, concise, and consistent story about how an organization manages 
its resources to create value over time. But numerous factors make it hard to do that. To improve the corporate reporting model, the 
following issues must be resolved: 
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Regulatory reform 
New accounting standards, 
evolving disclosure regulations, 
and emerging guidance regarding 
non-GAAP measures have 
brought greater complexity (and 
length) to companies’ reporting. 
Investor relations teams will be 
challenged to cut through this 
complexity, separate the wheat 
from the chaff, and tell the story 
that needs telling.

Executive compensation 
disclosure
Discussing executive 
compensation fundamentally 
changed after 2008’s global 
financial crisis. Now media 
observers, analysts, and 
investors alike expect to see 
executive salaries explained—
and justified.

Social media 
For more than a decade, 
organizations have used 
Facebook and Twitter to share 
information with customers, 
journalists, and investors  
around the world. Yet they 
continually fail to exploit social 
media platforms’ potential for 
corporate reporting.

Shifting attention spans
While corporate reporting has 
grown longer, more detailed,  
and more complex, investors 
and other stakeholders have less 
time and attention than ever. 
A 2018 research report from 
the software company Prezi 
discovered that the fire-hose 
of content we face each day 
is forcing us to become more 
selective about what we devote 
our attention to.2 How we are 
drawn to information is changing; 
how we engage stakeholders 
needs to change, too.

2Prezi, The 2018 State of Attention Report (2018)
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Corporate reporting isn’t set in stone

Tell your story in simple, 
clear language  

The sheer volume and complexity of the 
data, disclosures, and explanatory notes 
contained in today’s corporate reporting 
can leave readers dizzy after just a few 
pages in print or online. Sure, certain 
information has to be delivered, but that 
doesn’t mean you need to be boring 
and impenetrable. Get to the point with 
clear, plain language. Use infographics 
and other techniques—even video—to 
illustrate data points and reinforce 
your tale. 

Focus on the long term 

 
Explain—or show—how short-term 
results align with long-term strategy and 
the company’s overall vision. Provide 
context for new non-GAAP measures 
and KPIs, and illustrate how those 
compare with industry norms. Focusing 
your storytelling on the long term can 
downplay media hype and diminish 
short-term volatility.

 

Take an omnichannel 
approach  

Today’s trading environment moves  
at light speed. Investors of all kinds  
rely on digital media feeds to keep  
up with business developments  
and make decisions. Don’t rely on news 
releases and PDFs to tell your story. 
Capitalize on channels such as LinkedIn, 
Facebook, and Twitter, to get your story 
to stakeholders.  

It’s more immediate, more direct,  
and it enables Investor Relations  
to control the narrative instead of 
handing control to external media, 
analysts, and market pundits. 

Tell the same story across 
all channels  
 
Ensure your investor relations 
communications strategy and  
messaging is consistent across all  
channels—including corporate  
reports—to repeat and reinforce your 
organization’s story and maximize 
its impact.

A lot of people—investor relations professionals included—think traditional corporate reporting formats are mandatory.  
Companies have been preparing and delivering the same information in the same ways for decades, after all.  

In fact, companies have quite a bit of flexibility in how they prepare their corporate reports. True, there are requirements that must be met—
but the standards themselves are actually rather different than how they’re commonly interpreted. That gives investor relations professionals 
the room they need to challenge long-held assumptions, be innovative, and tell their company’s story in new, more effective ways.
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Storytelling vs. assurance:  
getting the balance right
Of course, the drive to tell more effective 
stories has to be balanced against the 
need to present the company’s financial 
and other information accurately. Investor 
relations teams will need to work with with 
the finance, accounting, and legal teams to 
strike the right balance between simplicity 
and creativity on the one hand and 
accuracy and compliance on the other. 

This is especially true when increasingly 
common non-GAAP measures are 
involved. Investor relations teams need 
to work with their finance and accounting 
counterparts to ensure controls are in place 
to reliably produce non-GAAP metrics that 
have as much integrity as GAAP metrics 

and are clear and useful to investors 
and stakeholders.

Of course, bridging the gap between 
investor relations and finance—not 
to mention accounting, legal, risk 
management, and others—won’t be easy. 
Investor relations professionals want to 
tell a clear, compelling story that engages 
investors, stakeholders, and the media, 
among others. Meanwhile, their colleagues 
in the other functions want to ensure 
complete compliance with regulatory 
requirements and manage a wide range of 
real or potential risks, legal and otherwise. 
For them, protective disclosure, not clarity, 
is often the more important objective. 

“Alternative measures—such as non-

GAAP metrics and KPIs—that were once 

used sparingly, now appear in a host of 

documents and situations, including road 

shows, analyst meetings, and quarterly 

earnings calls…and companies are 

responding by providing more. However, 

uncertainty about the quality and veracity 

of the information may be contributing to 

a poor information environment.” 

 — Commissioner Kara M. Stein,  

Securities Exchange Commission3

 3Commissioner Kara M. Stein, Remarks to the Council of Institutional Investors, October 23, 2018      
   https://www.sec.gov/news/speech/speech-stein-102318, accessed on March 13, 2019
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The perceived penalties for non-
compliance or not disclosing all risks, no 
matter how minor, are seen as being much 
worse than delivering a report that people 
struggle to get value from.

To bring these two sides together, investor 
relations teams should work with finance 
and others to refocus reporting on 
what truly matters. That means meeting 
regulatory disclosure requirements, 
naturally, but it also means emphasizing 
the most significant material risks rather 
than simply providing an exhaustive list 
of any and all potential risks. It means 

eliminating repetitive boilerplate text from 
the MD&A. It means using more graphics 
and less text. It means plainer writing 
and substantial editing. It could mean 
releasing information in different ways and 
at different times than before, to put the 
company’s story directly into stakeholders’ 
hands and pre-empt the short-termism 
that plagues markets today.

Change is hard, especially in an area 
that in some ways hasn’t changed 
much in over 80 years. But change  
is possible. And companies can  
make it happen. 
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Seizing the opportunity 
These Canadian companies are using new approaches to corporate reporting

Parkland embraces simplicity and visuals  
Parkland Fuel Corporation’s 2017 year-end report 
used graphics to illustrate KPIs, delivered key facts 
and figures in an easy-to-digest “at a glance” format, 
and provided a straightforward review of how the 
performance and events of the past four quarters 
aligned with its business strategy.

PSP Investments keeps it concise to put its 
achievements front and centre  
PSP Investments’ 2018 annual report used 
storytelling, photography, and graphics to highlight 
its people and global investment capabilities and 
accomplishments. Clear and succinct language makes 
the report easy to read, even in the description of 
corporate achievements and objectives.

Learn more Learn more

https://www.parkland.ca/en/investors/financial-reports-schedules/
https://www.investpsp.com/media/filer_public/documents/PSP-2018-annual-report-en.pdf
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It’s time to tell your company’s story your way

Stuck in the 1930s? Is your organization’s 
annual report an impenetrable slog? Are 
your messages aligned? Who’s telling your 
company’s story to the market: you, or 
outside analysts and pundits over whom 
you have no control?

At Deloitte, we think it’s time corporate 
reporting changed to reflect today’s world 
and the needs of today’s stakeholders. 
Investor relations professionals are ideally 
positioned to play an important role in 
making this happen. 

They should feel encouraged to 
challenge long-held assumptions about 
what corporate reporting needs to 
communicate—and how. It’s time to 
join forces with finance, accounting, and 
company leadership to tell your company’s 
story in a way that’s clearer, more 
compelling, more consistent, and more 
useful to stakeholders than  
ever before. 
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The answers to these questions can help start a constructive dialogue with others across the organization,  
and launch the journey towards clearer, better corporate reporting—and a story you control.

Do the performance metrics in 
your reports explicitly disclose 
how KPIs and non-GAAP metrics 
are determined—and how they 
align with the organization's 
business strategy and long-term 
value drivers?   
There’s been explosive growth in 
the amount of KPIs and non-GAAP 
metrics featured in corporate 
reporting in recent years. Are yours 
useful and informative, or are they  
just getting in the way of a good story?

Do your annual and quarterly 
reports, MD&A, and other 
communications clearly  
articulate the company’s  
long-term vision and strategy?   
Are you telling stakeholders where 
the business is going, why, and 
how? If not, how are they to know 
if you’re on the right track? 

Look at your current reporting. 
What’s the text-to-visuals ratio?   
Chances are it’s pretty text-heavy. 
In a world of ever-increasing time 
pressures and ever-shrinking 
attention spans, people need 
information delivered in ways that 
are shorter, easier to understand, 
and faster to digest. How can you 
use visuals, infographics, video,  
and more to tell your story?

What do stakeholders say  
about your report’s length  
or complexity?   
Is it too long? Too difficult to 
understand? Do they struggle  
to find the information  
they need?

Want to make traditional corporate reporting an asset?  
Ask these questions and use them to identify areas for change
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Deloitte research and thought leadership  
Is more less? Exploring a new world of corporate reporting

The state of corporate reporting has been on our mind for a while. We've spoken about it with board members, report preparers, 
regulators and standard setters, and accounting professionals across Canada. We asked them what information they used, what they 
valued—and what reporting would look like if we wiped the slate clean and started over. Their ideas and perspectives are explored in 
our four-part series, Is more less? Exploring a new world of corporate reporting.

Defining the problem 
We look at the various 
reasons corporate 
reporting has  
become very long  
and overwhelmingly  
complex.

Quick fixes  
We look at how to improve 
existing reporting models  
by prioritizing information 
more effectively, using plain 
language, and capitalizing 
on technology.

Looking to the future  
We propose fundamental  
changes to the way 
companies measure and 
communicate how they’re 
creating value in an era of  
rapid business change. 

Raising the game  
We explore how the 
accounting and audit 
profession can elevate 
their role to become an 
agent for change and help 
move the needle toward 
a modernized, reimagined 
reporting model.

http://www.deloitte.ca/corporatereporting
http://www.deloitte.ca/corporatereporting
http://www.deloitte.ca/corporatereporting
http://www.deloitte.ca/corporatereporting
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www.deloitte.ca

Deloitte provides audit & assurance, consulting, financial advisory, risk advisory, tax and related services to public and private clients spanning multiple industries. Deloitte serves four out of five Fortune Global 500® companies 
through a globally connected network of member firms in more than 150 countries and territories bringing world-class capabilities, insights and service to address clients’ most complex business challenges. To learn more about how 
Deloitte’s approximately 264,000 professionals—9,400 of whom are based in Canada—make an impact that matters, please connect with us on LinkedIn, Twitter or Facebook.
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