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Annual reports

Don’t mention
the recession…
There is little doubt about the theme that dominates this
year’s round of annual reports. The recession, which many
now describe as the worst for over a century, has transformed
the landscape for UK and global business. As Chris Gibson-Smith,
Chairman of British Land, puts it in the first sentence of his
statement: “What a difference a year makes!”
It’s certainly true the recession has been impossible to
ignore and, to their credit, few companies have tried to do so.
The property, construction and finance sectors were among
the worst affected last year, and the reports of companies in
those sectors almost all make reference to the difficult context
within which they have had to operate. However, they have
all approached it in different ways.
For some the strategy has been to explain that they performed
as well as could be expected. British Land’s Chairman quickly
goes on to point out how he predicted economic turbulence
in his 2007 statement, and to stress that, although asset and
share prices have tumbled, the fundamentals of the business
remain strong.
Others, such as Land Securities, have been keen to put the
current economic woes in a broader historical context, using
images of iconic buildings to represent the company’s growth
since 1944, and describing the events of 2008 as a “market
correction”. The Chairman’s message is vividly conveyed in
a chart which averages out 2008’s losses against 2006’s and
2007’s gains to show clear profitability over three years.
It has been harder for the financial sector to remain so
optimistic. The Chairman of Royal Bank of Scotland, Philip
Hampton, adopts a sombre tone in his statement, expressing
gratitude to the UK government and taxpayer, and highlighting
the parts of the bank’s business that were profitable.
Barclays makes good use of video in its online report. In
well-produced, clearly-focused films the Chairman, Marcus
Agius, highlights the importance of transparency and dialogue,
while Chief Executive John Varley points out that despite all the
difficulties the bank still made profits of over £6bn, and looks
forward to the restoration of dividend payments in 2009.
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Not everyone is suffering so badly, however. Outsourcing firm
Capita talks of the recession as an opportunity: in tougher times,
it says, other companies look for the cost savings that Capita
believes it is well placed to deliver. This argument is given weight
by the report of strong financial performance in 2008.
It appears that even in the financial service sector there have
been winners. Insurance firm Admiral is very upbeat in its 2008
report, talking of the jobs it has created, the market share it has
taken, and the profits it has grown. The Chairman, Alastair Lyons,
also looks ahead to expansion into Spain, Germany, Italy and
the US.
However, it should be wary of looking overseas for significant
growth opportunities in 2009. It is not only the UK economy
that has struggled over the past year; economies in all the
world’s major trading regions – the EU, North America, and
South East Asia – have suffered, and this has been reflected
in reporting from companies in those markets.
From Deutsche Bank describing it as “the most difficult year
our industry has experienced in recent times”, to Citigroup
calling it “significantly more challenging than expected”,
2008 has been tough for the world’s banks and consequently
for the world’s corporates.

Royal Bank of Scotland

Land Securities

Barclays

Capita

British Land
Admiral

Annual reports

Making the narrative
work: linking strategy
to KPIs
Good narrative reporting does what it says on the tin: it tells
a story. It tells the readers who the company is, what it does,
why it does it, what it plans to do, how it will measure success,
and what obstacles it will need to overcome.
Many companies are now ticking off these elements fairly well.
What isn’t always so evident, however, is the linkage between
the various parts of the story. For example, how does risk
management feed into the strategy? Is corporate responsibility
important to the business as a whole?
In this issue of WDW, we take a look at two very important
elements of narrative reporting: strategy and key performance
indicators (KPIs). The coverage of these elements has come
on in leaps and bounds in recent years but relatively few
companies yet manage to link one to the other.
In theory, KPIs should give the reader a report on progress,
ideally linked back to the strategic objectives being outlined.
That said, it’s easy to talk theoretically about that link, but less
easy to find meaningful indicators that a company is willing to
reveal year in, year out… particularly when strategic objectives
evolve over time. Here we look at a range of best practice
approaches in the most recent reports.
Land Securities

Astra Zeneca

3i
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SABMiller

Pearson

BP
National Grid
•

•

•

 i – The private equity group may not be having
3
such a good time of late, but this is another
excellent example of how an annual report can
be used to communicate strategy and KPIs to
stakeholders. It also scores points for including
the key risk factors in each strategic area.
 stra Zeneca – An excellent example of how
A
to link strategy and KPIs from this pharmaceutical
group. In one easy-to-read double-page spread
the report describes the company’s four strategic
priorities, outlines exactly how progress on each
is measured, provides a summary of performance
in each area for 2008, and even sets specific,
measurable objectives for future progress.
 viva – This insurance group’s report is
A
brimming with strategic content for all levels of
the organisation. It also gives a good indication
of how the company is progressing against
its strategic objectives by linking each one
to an appropriate KPI.

•

 P – Strong on KPIs and linked back to the
B
strategy outlined earlier in the report. The oil
giant could make the links between the two
even clearer but is still worth a look.

•

 apita – No stakeholder could read this Report
C
and remain unclear about this outsourcing
company’s strategy. It informs every aspect
of this Report, and underpins the definition
of KPIs and the explanation of risk management.

•

•

L and Securities – This Report includes a one-page
outline of the objectives, metrics and progress
in each area. The format chosen by the real estate
group allows readers to see very easily how all
three are linked.
 ational Grid – After a neat explanation of the
N
organisation’s strategic objectives there is detail
on the chosen KPIs and how these relate to those
objectives. The utility group provides specific
data on KPI measurements and some useful
forward-looking targets.

•

P earson – There is a full five pages on the
media group’s strategy from the Chief Executive,
Marjorie Scardino. The four broad areas
of strategic focus are clear to see and there
is no shortage of detail.

•

S ABMiller – The brewing group tells us it has
“a clear strategic focus” and then goes on to
explain what that strategy is and also how it
measures performance against its objectives.
There is a good balance between accessible
summary and detailed exposition.

•

 orkspace – This smaller-cap commercial
W
property group beats many larger-cap players
with a clear strategy and KPIs which cover
a wide range of financial and non-financial areas.

Corporate responsibility reports

Treating responsibility
responsibly
Corporate responsibility (CR) reporting is changing. The new
reporting requirements introduced in many markets over
the last couple of years mean that environmental, social
and community-focused content must now be covered
at some level in the formal annual report.
This raises the question of how to balance corporate
responsibility reporting in the main report against a separate
document or website. Each approach has its merits but,
whichever a company chooses, it needs to be clear whether
the document in question is the entirety of its CR reporting
or just a part of it. What is always true is that all companies
should cover this content at some level within their main
annual report – even if they are producing a separate
report elsewhere as well.
CR needs to be more than just a department working in
isolation – it needs to be a part of how the organisation
operates on a day-to-day basis. In the same way, the
CR report cannot stand in isolation from the main report.
Even if it is a separate report its content must be strongly
linked to the content of the main report.

Logica

Here we detail some of the best practice we have seen
in the latest reports – whether as part of the annual
or as separate documents or sites in their own right.

Vodafone

Marks & Spencer

Hammerson
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•

 ASF – This Report provides comprehensive
B
analysis of how the chemicals company is creating
value, not only for its shareholders but also for
society as a whole. By integrating its CR reporting
into its main Report it is able to demonstrate,
across every single aspect of its business,
the clear strategic links between responsibility
and success.

•

 ammerson – Striking visuals draw the reader into
H
this Report, and an intelligent approach to layout
makes it easy to follow the detailed information
on how the real estate group identifies the issues
that matter, how it manages their impacts, and
what it plans to achieve in 2009.

•

 ingfisher – A more detailed stand-alone
K
CR Report is available but, as part of its drive
to integrate sustainability within its business,
Kingfisher also includes a good section on CR
within its main Report. This summarises the
company’s key impacts, highlights recent
achievements and outlines future targets.

•

L adbrokes – A clean, appealing look combines
with the neat structure of ‘The Seven Pillars of
Ladbrokes’ CR Strategy’ to make this an engaging
and informative read. The betting and gaming
group links this to its Annual Report in a ‘Sunday
supplement’ type format.

•

L ogica – The printed Report is a summary of the
full detail on the website. This approach allows
readers to access the level of information that
is most useful to them and reduces the amount
of paper and print involved. Crucially, the IT and
business services group avoids any confusion by
making it clear that this is how the information
is split.

•

 arks & Spencer – The retail group’s ‘How We
M
Do Business’ Report makes it very clear that CR
activity is firmly embedded in the company’s
activities. The Company’s ‘Plan A’ provides clear
strategic priorities across every aspect of the
business, and this Report outlines them, describes
performance in each area, and sets specific
targets for the future.

•

 ovo Nordisk – This is a good example of a
N
triple-bottom-line Report, covering financial, social
and environmental performance in one document.
Nowhere in the Report is there any sense that the
Danish healthcare group has merely tacked on
elements of CR – it is abundantly clear throughout
that the business sees social and environmental
responsibility as a key driver of financial success.

•

 odafone – The online version of the mobile
V
telecoms group’s Report lays out its material
very well. There is a clear link to the full Report,
straightforward links to key information, an
opportunity to provide feedback and, finally,
information on awards the company has won
for its sustainability reporting. Few readers
could fail to be impressed.

•

 PP – A statement from Sir Martin Sorrell makes
W
it clear from the outset that this marketing services
group takes its broader responsibilities seriously.
This is followed by swathes of information about
the company’s impacts and its performance in
managing those impacts.

Ladbrokes

Kingfisher

Novo Nordisk

BASF

Online

Making your home
page shine
The quality of corporate websites continues to rise, driven by
increased investment in this area and a growing understanding
of the importance of the medium. This issue we highlight some
of the best corporate website homepages.
In our view, your homepage should be
unique to your company, as opposed
to an adaptation of a generic template.
A well-designed and well-written homepage
should give the visitor an immediate feel
for what makes your company special.
It should drive visitors to the information
you want them to see but, equally,
enable them to find anything that they
are looking for on your site.
Good navigation should ensure that visitors
are never more than three clicks away
from what they want. The homepage
should be welcoming, but never cluttered
– and the layout clear and unfussy.
The best examples avoid gimmicks
such as loud music and overlong Flash
introductions, but many are now making
good use of video. Take a look at these
best practice examples.

Robert Wiseman Dairies

British American Tobacco
BHP Billiton
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Nokia

Pernod Ricard

HSBC

•	BHP Billiton – We like the use of video on
this mining group’s site: a visitor might not get
beyond the homepage, but in these four videos
he or she can quickly grasp the essentials of
what the company does, how it is performing,
and what it plans for the future.
www.bhpbilliton.com

•	HSBC – Function not fashion. Across the top
of the page the banking group has strong
signposting for its main audiences, but, there
are also very clear links to the Annual Report,
to the results announcement and to a video
interview on the results.
www.hsbc.com

•	Pernod Ricard – A good example of how
to introduce brand-level information on a
corporate website. The wine and spirits group
splits the homepage into two: two-thirds for
corporate information, and the rest detailing
the company’s brands.
www.pernod-ricard.com

•	British American Tobacco – The tobacco
group has a clean, simple page that is on-brand,
offers a clear welcome, gives straightforward
directions to results and recent news, and most
unusually of all has been approved by the Plain
English Campaign.
www.bat.com

•	Nokia – This is a well-organised homepage,
with easy-to-navigate sections that draw
the reader in to the mobile telecoms group’s
content. The top-level navigation is split across
two lines of tabs, making it very easy to know
where you are on the site.
www.nokia.com/about-nokia

•	Robert Wiseman Dairies – Good clean layout
and branding. Quite rightly the dairy group gives
prominence to the awards for their website –
these will do much to reassure investors that
this is a company that takes its shareholder
communications seriously.
www.wiseman-dairies.co.uk

Merchant case study

Old Mutual
Corporate reporting suite
Old Mutual is a leading international long-term savings group
in the FTSE 100. It commissioned Merchant to produce
its Annual Report suite in 2009, with a view to move towards
best practice reporting.
The challenge was to simplify the way in which the Group’s organisation was represented,
bring the strategy to life and deliver all of it in a clean and clear design style.
We designed a suite of complementary literature and online work: a printed Annual Report,
Summary Financial Statement and an online Annual Report.

Online report

10 / 11

Front cover

Business review

Online report
A clear, simple design was bolstered
by lots of topic buttons and related links
to aid navigation.
Business review
Each business area was fronted by a senior
management photograph to show the
depth of the management team.
Corporate responsibility and Employees
Reporting pages showing how Old Mutual
introduced diagrams and highlights to
move towards best practice.
Corporate governance
Old Mutual was encouraged to introduce
schematics alongside the text to help
show ‘Governance in action’.

Corporate responsibility

Corporate governance

Employees

We’re hosting
a seminar…
The future of online business communications
•	How are corporate websites evolving?
•	What trends are important for the near future?
•	What online ‘bells and whistles’ are really useful?
And, just as importantly, what’s unnecessary?
• Is social networking really important for businesses?
If so, why?
• How can you manage your company’s reputation online?
3.30-5.30 pm
Thursday, 21 May, 2009
The Lincoln Centre, 18 Lincoln’s Inn Fields, London, WC2A 3ED
Speakers include:
Richard Carpenter, Managing Partner, Merchant
John Evans, Digital Strategist, Merchant
Andy Rivett-Carnac, Client Advisor and Senior Producer, Cantos
RSVP
Hannah Wade-Mills, Merchant
020 7242 1336
hwade-mills@merchant.co.uk

Merchant
16 Lincoln’s Inn Fields
London WC2A 3ED
T: +44 (0)20 7242 1336
E: merchantoffice@merchant.co.uk
www.merchant.co.uk
Associated offices in Beijing, Berlin,
Brussels, Dubai, Frankfurt, Hong Kong,
Johannesburg, Milan, New York,
Paris, San Francisco, Stockholm,
Vienna and Washington D.C.
Every care is taken when compiling the “Who’s doing
what” newsletter. However, we do not accept any
responsibility for errors and omissions or for the
content of any third-party contributions.
© Merchant Group LLP 2009

The paper
“Who’s doing what” is printed on revive 50:50
Offset 100gsm, a recycled paper containing 50%
post-consumer waste and certified as an FSC
mixed-source grade, supplied exclusively by the
Robert Horne Group.

Robert Horne Group, currently the UK’s largest
paper, board and plastics merchant, takes a holistic
approach to sustainability and business impact on
the environment, by educating our stakeholders on
issues ranging from landfill, sustainable procurement
and choosing recycled papers to reducing carbon
emissions, thus helping to reduce climate change.

www.roberthorne.co.uk

Using print to make a statement
The printer of this publication, Park Communications,
is a major player in the specialist corporate printing
sector. The company is also very committed
to being a leader in terms of environmentallyfriendly practices.
Call Richard Fingland at Park on
T: +44 (0)20 7055 6500 to learn more.

Type origination by cont3xt ltd
T: +44 (0)20 7936 7425

With special thanks to our friends at dsicmm Ltd,
providers of specialist personalisation and mailing
services for the financial community.
T: +44 (0)20 7531 8000
Email: sales@dsicmmgroup.co.uk

Further details can be found on our website www.merchant.co.uk
or email Richard Carpenter at rcarpenter@merchant.co.uk

