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A recent article in Accountancy Ireland looked at corporate reporting on the Internet 

by Irish publicly listed companies (Brennan and Hourigan, 1998). This article 

examines use of the Internet by Irish plcs one year later, and examines the way in 

which investor relations material other than financial reports is being displayed on 

Web sites. 

 

Investor relations 

The function of investor relations is to provide information to help the financial 

community and investing public to evaluate companies. The introduction and growth 

of the Internet in recent years provides an interesting alternative means for the 

voluntary dissemination of information. 

 

Company investor relations activities focus on three principal aims. Firstly, it is in a 

company’s interest to attain and retain the highest share price. By keeping 

shareholders well informed and minimising investor’s surprises – particularly 

negative ones, companies aim to create confidence in their shares in the market. 

Secondly, companies seek to create confidence in the capital market in order to keep 

the cost of loans and debt securities at a minimum. This is also done to ensure 

favourable terms of trade with large suppliers and customers. Thirdly, company 

investor relations activities are likely to be focussed on influencing the composition of 

their shareholder base. Companies might be interested in attracting large institutional 

ownership since this generally provides a ready market for new stock or bond issues. 

Others may seek to widen share ownership and increase the number of private 

investors or seek foreign shareholders. 

 

While the annual report is the core source of information, users of company 

information take reliable information from wherever it is available or accessible 

(Weetman and Beattie 1999). Meetings with management are the primary source of 
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information and explanation after the annual report. These meetings however are not 

accessible to smaller investors creating an inequity in access to information and 

understanding among investors. This could be addressed by exposing a wider 

audience to the substance of these meetings – possibly through the Internet. 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Population and sample 

The population comprises all 99 public companies listed on the Irish Stock Exchange 

as recorded on the daily official list on the 12
th

 July 1999 on the Irish Stock Exchange 

Web site (www.ise.ie).  

 

Data collection 

Survey of Web sites 

The first step in carrying out the study was to find the Web site addresses of the 

sample companies. Brennan and Hourigan (2000) supplied 35 Web site addresses. 

Further addresses were established by searching for company Web sites on the 

Internet either (i) intuitively by attaching the suffix of “.com”, “.ie”, or “.co.uk” to the 

company name or an abbreviation of its name or (ii) using the Web search tool 

Dogpile (www.dogpile.com). Where the Internet searches did not identify the 

company’s Web site, that company was then contacted by e-mail or telephone to find 

out the company’s Web site address or verify that no company site existed.  

 

Content analysis 

Corporate Web sites that were found to be used for investor relations purposes were 

then subject to further in-depth content analysis to establish the type of investor 

relations material present on the site. While certain information / data such as director 

biographies, background shareholder information and performance ratios may be 

included in annual reports, this survey did not examine the contents annual reports on 

Web sites. The information / data was only included in the survey results when it was 

presented on a separate page from the annual report on the Web site. Only the 

contents of financial highlights or summaries, press releases or shareholder 

information sections were examined to locate this information. 
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RESULTS 

Presence of Web sites 

Table 1 shows that 66 (67%) companies had a Web site. Of the 33 (33%) companies 

without a Web site, ten were either oil or mineral exploration companies. During the 

period of this research, at least one third of companies without a Web site were found 

to be in the process of Web site construction. These findings show an 81% increase in 

the percentage of Irish plcs with Web sites since July 1998, when a similar survey 

conducted by Brennan and Hourigan (1998) found that 37% of a sample of 97 listed 

Irish companies had a Web site.  

 

 

Table 1: Internet usage by Irish listed companies 

 

     

   Number %  

 Web sites 66  67   

 No Web sites 33  33   

 Sample 99  100   

       

 

Use for investor relations purposes 

Table 2 looks at the presence of investor relations material on company Web sites. 

The sample was reduced by three sites due to difficulty in accessing these sites. 

Results show that 53 (84%) sites surveyed contained investor relations material while 

ten (16%) did not contain any information aimed at users of investor relations 

material. Of those sites that did not contain investor relations material, two were staff 

recruitment agencies aimed at job seekers and two were real estate agents. 

 

 

Table 2: Presence of investor relations material 

 

     

  Number %  

 Number of Web sites 66  100   

 Web sites not accessible (3)  (5)   

 Sample 63  95   

       

 Investor relations material present 53  84   

 No investor relations material  10  16   

  63  100   
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Background data and financial data 

Only the 53 sites found to contain some form of investor relations material were 

subjected to further content analysis. Table 3 shows the number of Web sites that 

feature background data. The highest-ranking item in this section was company 

background with 51 (96%) sites featuring a description or profile of the company. The 

number of company employees was listed on 17 (32%) sites and directors’ 

biographies featured (separately on web sites (as stated earlier), not part of annual 

reports) on 16 (30%) sites. Only six (11%) sites gave any information on the industry 

in which the company operates.  

 

The most commonly found financial information on company Web sites was the 

financial statements, which were present on 38 (72%) sites. Financial highlights were 

found on 37 (70%) sites. Quarterly results were only found in companies listed on US 

exchanges. The least likely financial information to feature on Irish company Web 

sites was the Form 20-F (applicable only to US listed companies), which appeared on 

5 (9%) sites.  

 

  

Table 3: Presence of background data and financial  

                information  

 

     

  Number %   
 Web sites with investor relations material 53  100   

       

 Industry overview 6  11   

 Company background 51  96   

 Number of employees 32  68   

 Directors’ biographies 30  70   

       

 Annual report - summary or highlights 37  70   

                         - full statements 38  72   

 Preliminary results 22  42   

 Interim results 28  53   

 Quarterly results 7  13   

 Form 20-F 5  9   

       

 

Share prices and background shareholder data 

Table 4 shows that overall, 21 (40%) Web sites featured current share prices. The 

share price was featured in two ways: 7 (13%) sites provided the current share price 

on the company site, while 14 (26%) sites provided one or more links to a third-party 



5 

site featuring current share prices. Time delays ranged from the previous day’s 

closing price to a minimum of 15 minutes delay. The Web site of Tesco plc did not 

feature the current share price, but provided details of a premium rate telephone line, 

which provided the current share price at a cost of 50p/minute.  

 

Table 4 also looks at the background information on company shares and shareholders 

exhibited on company Web sites. The sample was further reduced by one site. This 

was due to difficulty in accessing all pages on the Diageo site which required 

“Shockwave Flash” software which was not available when carrying out the study. 

  

The most commonly featured information was the previous year’s dividend, which 

was on 26 (50%) sites and the previous year’s earnings on 17 (33%) sites. A quarter 

of the sites (25%) featured details of large shareholders. The lowest ranking category 

in this section was market capitalisation, which was found on six (12%) sites. The 

reason for the low incidence is probably due difficulties in calculating market 

capitalisation as it depends on the current share price. In order to ensure that the 

market capitalisation displayed is accurate, company sites need to be updated each 

time share prices change, manually or by, for example, linking to the current share 

price electronically. 
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Table 4: Current share price and background shareholder 

data on Web sites 

 

     

  Number %  

 Web sites with investor relations material 53  100   

 Web site not accessible (1)  (2)   

  52  98   

 Based on sample of 53 Web sites      

 Current share price featured      

 - on site 7  13   

 - through link to another site 14  26   

       

 Based on sample of 52 Web sites      

 Market capitalisation 6  12   

 Number of shares in issue 11  21   

 Number of shareholders 11  21   

 Details of large shareholders 13  25   

 Company book value 16  31   

 Historic share prices 14  27   

 Previous year’s earnings 17  33   

 Previous year’s dividend 26  50   

     

 

Ratios 

Table 5 looks at the presence of ratios on company Web sites. The most common ratio 

given was earnings per share which was on 29 (55%) sites. The least common was the 

Price/Earnings (P/E) ratio, which only appeared on four (8%) sites. As for market 

capitalisation, P/E ratio depends on the current share price and the site would need to 

be updated manually electronically for P/E ratios to be accurate.  

 

 

Table 5: Ratios 

 

     

  Number %  

 Web sites with investor relations material 53  100   

       

 P/E ratio 4  8   

 EPS  29  55   

 ROA 8  15   

 ROE 6  11   

 Gearing ratio 14  26   

       

 

Frequently asked questions (FAQs) 

Three (6%) Web sites (Allied Irish Bank, Norwich Union and Tesco) featured a page 

of FAQs. Interestingly, no questions were found to be common to all three sites. 
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Press releases and presentations 

Table 6 shows that 45 (85%) sites included press releases. While most Web sites 

included all press releases on the same Web page, a small number (e.g. Iona 

Technologies) provided a separate section with just financial press releases.  

 

There was indication whether press releases were included on Web sites at the same 

time they were issued by companies. In the US some firms have been sued for 

selective disclosure by publishing news first on the WWW (Ettredge, Richardson and 

Scholz, 1998). In order to avoid such accusations, Irish companies should ensure that 

any financial information should be disclosed through more traditional channels, 

before or at the same time it is disclosed on Web sites. 

 

Table 6 also shows the number of sites that feature PowerPoint and video 

presentations. Six (11%) sites had PowerPoint presentations. These were difficult to 

view as they were frequently slow to download. A total of 5 (9%) sites offered the 

viewers the option of browsing a Flash version of the Web site. An example of the 

type of presentation offered by these sites include a tour of the mine by Arcon. 

 

 

Table 6: Press releases and PowerPoint /  

                    video presentations 

 

      

  Number %   

 Web sites with investor relations material 53  100   

       

 Press releases on Web sites  45  85   

 PowerPoint presentations 6  5   

 Video presentations 5  9   

       

 

Investor relations contact details and on-line investor services 

Table 7 shows the number of sites that supplied contact details for the investor 

relations department or financial director. Overall 23 (43%) sites supplied contact 

details for the investor relations department or financial director. Of these, 20 (38%) 

provided the names and addresses and /or e-mail addresses, while 19 (36%) supplied a 

direct e-mail link to the relevant department. Most of the sites that did not supply 

contact details provided an e-mail link to the company for general enquiries. 
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Table 7 also lists the presence of a financial calendar and on-line investor information 

order service on company Web sites. Results show that 12 (23%) sites provided a 

financial calendar, while 19 (36%) sites had on-line investor information services – 

mainly to facilitate visitors to the site ordering a printed hardcopy of the annual report 

(e.g. CRH).  

 

Table 7 also shows that seven (13%) company Web sites provided a list of analysts 

that follow the company. Elan, for example, lists the names of 20 analysts, the firms 

they work with and their contact telephone numbers. Four from this list are based in 

Ireland, while the remaining 16 work with US firms. The table also shows that six 

(11%) sites featured the analysts’ reports on the company. Arcon, for example, had a 

page listing five brokers that issued research reports on the company. These reports 

are available on the Web site. 

 

 

Table 7: Presence of contact details for investor enquiries 

 

     

  Number %  

 Web sites with investor relations material 53  100   

       

 Presence of contact details for investor enquiries 23  43   

 Name and address supplied 20  38   

 Direct e-mail link supplied 19  36   

       

 Financial calendar 12  23   

 On-line investor information order service 19  36   

 List of analysts 7  13   

 Broker/analyst reports 6  11   

     

 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Overall this research revealed that an extensive array of Irish company investor relations 

material is available on the Internet. With an 81% increase in the percentage of Irish 

plcs with a Web site in one year, the current level of 67% is quickly catching up with 

their corporate counterparts internationally in establishing company Web sites and using 

them to provide investor relations material. In the future, both of these factors are likely 

to draw Irish private investors more and more to this medium as a source of 

information. This increasing use of the Internet by Irish plcs to display investor relations 

materials also presents them with an opportunity to communicate with and attract 

foreign private investors.  
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This study has also revealed, however, that Irish plcs are not availing of the full 

potential offered by the Internet as an investor relations medium. In order to do so they 

will need to address a number of issues. Traditional investor relations activities were 

aimed almost exclusively at institutional investors. These investors were usually already 

well informed in terms of the industry a company operated in and had no requirement 

for this type of information. The Internet, however, facilitates access to investor 

relations materials for large numbers of private individual investors, who can now use it 

to gain access to information otherwise only available to institutional investors. Investor 

relations activities provided on the Internet should be tailored to this less well-informed 

new audience. Background information on the industry in which a company operates is 

one of the key details that should be provided for this audience.  

 

No Irish plcs featured any investor relations materials now possible using the new 

forms of communication inherent to the Internet technology. Examples include the 

option to download financial information in spreadsheet format, participate on-line in 

company annual general meetings, press and analyst conferences or to take part in 

Internet chat sessions or question and answer sessions with the investor relations 

department or financial director. Elan featured a page offering archived conference 

calls. However, when viewed there were none present. While some of these examples 

may require the use of very sophisticated technology, others (such as the provision of 

information in spreadsheet format) would not be as difficult to achieve. Companies 

should look at the range of new possibilities presented by the Internet when planning 

the investor relations activities provided on their Web sites. 

 

Due to the dynamic nature of the Internet, the results of this survey only represent a 

snapshot of Irish companies’ use of the Internet for investor relations activities. Web 

sites are constantly being created and their information content updated by 

organisations.  
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