
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Media release 

 

Zurich, July 2019 

The majority of listed Swiss companies rely on short-term forecasts based 
on clear indicators 

 

• 81% of the largest listed Swiss companies provide a qualitative or quantitative 
guidance of their future business development. 

• About half of them use quantitative future-oriented targets, three quarters 
provide qualitative information. 

• Three-quarters of the companies analysed provide guidance over a one-year 
horizon, taking into account the current market situation and the economic 
environment. 
 

Zurich, July 2019 - The vast majority of the largest listed Swiss companies (SMI Expanded) 
have integrated forward-looking targets into their 2018 annual financial statements in the 
form of financial guidance. There are significant differences in the placement and 
presentation of the guidance, some of which are industry-specific, others company-
specific. 
 
A clear majority of the largest listed Swiss companies included qualitative or quantitative 
guidance in their annual reports for the 2018 financial year, with a majority (55%) providing 
quantitative and qualitative information. In absolute terms, the proportion of companies 
reporting quantitative financial measures was 51%. For qualitative measures, the proportion 
was much higher at 74%. 
  
Martin Meier-Pfister, Partner at IRF, comments: "Reliable forecasts for the future 
development of the company reduce uncertainty and thus the cost of capital. Whether and 
how the companies present a financial outlook depends in particular on the strategic goals, 
the business model and the forecasting reliability in the respective industry. What is 
important in any case, is that companies apply the same concept over several years. They 
should also transparently explain the framework conditions on which the forecasted 
development depends." 
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Sales and operating result as key targets 
In terms of quantitative measures, companies commented by far the most on 
EBIT/EBITA/EBITDA (68%) and sales (61%). Other quantitative targets often reported as part 
of the guidance statements in the annual report include the future level of dividends and 
cash flow (26% each). Earnings or earnings per share (16%) and the expected capital ratio or 
return on equity (11%) were mentioned less frequently. In addition, the majority of 
companies providing guidance used industry-specific indicators for this purpose, such as the 
cost/income ratio or net new money inflow at banks, the combined ratio at insurance 
companies, capital expenditure at industrial companies or the vacancy rate at real estate 
companies.  
 
In terms of internal performance parameters, the development of individual business areas 
or product groups and market benchmarks led the field. In each case, 53% of the companies 
commented and issued guidance on those indicators. Less frequently cited were cost-cutting 
programs and operational efficiency (21%) and geographic positioning (18%). Very few 
companies (5%) issued guidance on the future market position, whereby general statements 
such as "a leading position" or "one of the leading..." were not taken into account in this 
study. 
 
Hardly any medium to long-term forecasts 
This year's survey shows that a large majority of the companies only make short-term 
forecasts for the next 12 months (74%). The proportion of companies that also published 
medium- to long-term targets in their communication of results was much lower. 42% stated 
targets for the time horizon of up to three years, while longer-term targets were given by 
16% of the companies surveyed. There seems to be still a clear discrepancy between the 
expectations of long-term buy-side investors and the short-term use of sell-side models. 
 
In view of the current debates on climate change as well as the vigorous campaigns of both 
active and passive investment funds, it is to be expected that forecasts and objectives on 
environmental factors will increasingly be taken into account in reporting. However, its 
proportion was relatively low at 38%. Social indicators (43%) and quality standards (45%) 
were mentioned roughly as often. 
 
Different approaches to placement and illustration of guidance 
A majority of the companies analyzed that provided financial guidance placed it either in a 
subchapter or paragraph on the outlook for the following fiscal year in the shareholders' 
letter or as part of the strategy discussion.  
Vifor Pharma, for example, took a different approach, with its annual report containing a 
short and clearly illustrated separate chapter entitled "Outlook and Financial Guidance".  
SGS also chose an interesting path, integrating an outlook, including financial KPIs, for each 
business division in the annual review. In Lonza's annual report, the medium-term guidance 
– outlining the objectives for the current strategy period – is combined with the short-term 
outlook for the coming financial year on one page.  
 
SIKA is a prime example for a comprehensive and well-structured presentation of concrete  
targets and their achievement, taking into account various KPIs – including ESG issues. Also 
Swisscom backs the achievement of objectives with clearly defined KPIs as part of the 
strategy discussion. 
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For listed companies, the following questions, among others, arise in connection with the 
aspect of financial guidance in the annual report: 
 

• What additional information is required to place the forward-looking statements in 
a meaningful context and to identify the internal and external conditions and factors 
on which they depend? 

• How can the short-term financial guidance and the mid- to long-term financial 
objectives of the corporate strategy be clearly structured and distinguished from 
each other? 

• How can new non-financial factors relevant to investors, such as social and 
environmental KPIs, be integrated meaningfully into the guidance part of the 
reporting? 

• How can the current status of target achievement be shown in the strategy 
discussion with relevant KPIs or milestones reached? 

• What needs to be done if the framework conditions change abruptly? 
 
 
Method 
In April and May 2019 IRF conducted its sixth study of the financial guidance practices of 
Swiss companies. The study was based on content analysis, drawing on the sections and 
chapters in annual reports and the presentations of 2018 annual results that contained 
information on corporate strategy or outlook for future reporting periods. The 47 companies 
in the SMI Expanded constituted the basis of the study. The SMI Expanded comprises the SMI 
and SMI MID indices and represents the 50 most highly capitalized securities on the Swiss 
stock exchange. 
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Results of the study 
 
Is financial guidance included when reporting full-year results? 
 

81%

51%

74%
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2019

 
 
Four out of five companies surveyed provide financial guidance as part of their annual 
reporting. Qualitative targets are addressed in three quarters (34) of the companies, while a 
good half (24) also provide quantitative information. Somewhat less than half of the 
companies (21) use both. 
 
What financial metrics does the guidance refer to? 
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At 68%, companies most frequently comment on the future development of operating profit 
(EBIT/EBITA/EBITDA) and sales (61%). The level of dividends and cash flows are also popular 
indicators – around a quarter of the companies provide guidance on them. A smaller number 
of companies provide guidance on earnings per share or capital ratio/return on equity. 
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What internal performance parameters were covered by the guidance? 
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Slightly more than half (53% each) of the companies analysed provided guidance on the 
development of individual business areas or product groups as well as on the development 
of the company compared with the market. A good fifth of the companies commented on 
cost-cutting programs and operational efficiency (21%), as well as on geographic positioning 
(18%). Only a small number of companies issued meaningful guidance on their future market 
position. 
 
What general external factors are mentioned in the guidance? 
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The framework conditions are led by the discussion on the current and future market 
situation: 84% of the companies addressed these in the shareholders' letter or in the 
strategy discussion. A majority of the companies (55%) also commented on the economic 
outlook. Concrete currency forecasts, on the other hand, were issued by only a few 
companies (11%). 
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What time frame was given in the guidance? 
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Around three quarters of all companies surveyed provided a guidance for the next 12 
months. More than one third also commented on the company's medium-term 
development. 16% of the companies had a time horizon for the guidance of more than three 
years. 
 

Are the contents of the strategy explained in the strategy discussion? 
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Where information on corporate strategy was part of the reporting, around half of the 
companies (53%) also stated targets and metrics. In contrast, however, just under one-third 
also explained to what extent the targets set had been achieved in the past financial year.  
A good third (34%) also provided concrete KPIs for the targets mentioned. 
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Are non-financial KPIs also defined and addressed in the commentary on strategy or the 
outlook? If so, in what areas? 
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ESG criteria (environmental, social, governance), which are becoming increasingly important 
in corporate reporting, still play a relatively minor role in comparison to the financial 
guidance of companies. In concrete terms, social indicators such as job security or training 
for employees are discussed by 40% of the companies. Despite the strong presence of the 
topic in the public sphere and the vigorous campaigns of both active and passive investment 
funds, around one third of companies (34%) currently use ecological indicators such as 
energy consumption, resource management and emissions. Basic quality criteria and 
standards, on the other hand, are included in the strategy discussion and objectives by 40% 
of the companies.  
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Best Practice examples 
 

 
 
The short chapter "Outlook and Financial Guidance" in Vifor Pharma's annual report. 
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Outlook with Guidance/KPI integrated in the annual review for each business division in the 
annual report of SGS. 
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Combination of medium-term guidance outlining the objectives for the current strategy 
period and the short-term outlook for the coming financial year on one page of the Lonza 
Annual Report. 
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Concise presentation of Swisscom's financial targets with a clear focus on target 
achievement, based on KPIs. 
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Comprehensive and well-structured presentation of concrete corporate and sustainability 
goals, taking into account relevant KPIs in Sika's annual report. 
 
 
 
 
About IRF 
In recent years, IRF has established itself as one of the leading Swiss consulting firms for 
business topics. IRF’s established customer base includes about 30 Swiss and international 
companies. IRF has also made a name for itself in crisis communications and monitoring 
capital market transactions. 
More information at www.irf-reputation.ch 
 
 
Contact:  
Martin Meier-Pfister, Partner, meier-pfister@irf-reputation.ch 
Jan Söntgerath, Consultant, soentgerath@irf-reputation.ch 
+41 43 244 81 44 
www.irf-reputation.ch 
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