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Retail shareholders have always been an 
important group for issuers. The growth in 
retail share ownership, including the rise 
of self-managed super funds (SMSFs) and 
the intergenerational transfer of wealth, 
means their support is now more important 
than ever. 

New, digital communication channels 
add a degree of difficulty that was not there 
in the past. As such, more listed companies 
are asking how they should most effectively 
target such a diverse and dispersed group, 
which are the best new tools to use to 
improve engagement and how to measure 
what’s working. 

In our recent retail engagement panel, 
we brought together a range of experts 
with different views on this important 
subject for investor relations teams.

Alexandra Cain, moderator, Listed@ASX: 
Todd, Washington H Soul Pattinson 
is a listed company with a market 
cap in excess of $6 billion. You’re an 
investment company with a portfolio 
of assets and you’re known to be a 
retail stock. Over the past few years 
you’ve increased your shareholder 
base from about 11,000 to 19,000 
shareholders, many of which are retail. 
How have you done that?
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Todd Barlow, CEO, Washington H. Soul 
Pattinson: Through a range of initiatives, 
including better disclosures to the market 
where everything we put out is to educate 
the shareholders. Everybody should be 
able to read our market disclosures and 
understand what they mean. Investors 
don’t need somebody to present the 
information to them. Additionally we talk 
at conferences, we present on television, 
we’re in newspapers and there’s basically 
no invitation we’ll turn down. We try to be 
clear about how to value our company and 
what our investment philosophy is.

Listed@ASX: So, what’s the  
greatest challenge when engaging 
retail shareholders? 

Ian Irvine, founder of Signum 
Consulting and former ASX head of 
customer and business development: 
They like to be considered as owners. 
They’ve invested capital, they want to 

be treated fairly and they want to easily 
understand how the business is doing. The 
way companies communicate has changed. 
They are going above and beyond to tell 
investors about their performance and, if 
there is an issue, bring it out early.

Listed@ASX: How important are new 
digital channels when it comes to 
communicating to retail shareholders?

Julia Lee, equities strategist, Bell 
Direct: You need to look at existing and 
potential retail shareholders. Growth is 
coming from the younger generation, but 
most retail investors are over 55. When 
you’re talking about things like Twitter 
and Facebook, you need to ensure retail 
are actually using those channels. There 
can also be a perception retail investors 
are missing out compared to institutional 
investors in terms of ease of access of 
information. So transparency is also very 
important and that’s slowly improving.

Listed@ASX: do you need two 
strategies, one for the older generation 
and one for younger investors?

Emma Kirk, key account manager, 
listed funds, Magellan: The older people 
are, the more engaged they are about 
their money and where it’s invested. We 
have work to do to engage the younger 
generation to get them interested in 
investing. We need to speak in a language 
millennials understand because the earlier 
you start investing the better off you will be 
down the track.

Todd: Anecdotally, we’re an attractive 
stock for retirees because our dividends 
are consistent and people invest in our 
company for a very long time. But we don’t 
differentiate between a younger and older 
audience. We don’t assume a younger 
audience is less sophisticated than an older 
audience. The problem with social media, 
is it’s difficult to communicate about 
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investments in a meaningful way. Our 
approach to marketing our stock is about 
authenticity. Flashy advertising and PR 
spin doesn’t suit us.

Julia: Old media is about information 
and the newer avenues like Twitter and 
Facebook are about engagement.

Listed@ASX: What’s the best  
way to measure the effectiveness  
of your retail investor  
communication program?

Emma: Measurement is difficult. It’s about 
education and awareness and for us that 
is about grassroots activities like going 
to investor events, engaging with groups 
such as the SMSF Association, ASX and 
the Australian Shareholders Association. 
It’s difficult to say what the payoff is from 
that initially, but we know anecdotally 
that retail investors value the ongoing 
engagement and regular contact.

Ian: I agree. ASX’s education piece 
is crucial. If you’re having common 
discussions with people, that gives  
you some indication of how your  
program is working.

Julia: If your activity isn’t increasing,  
the number of hits to your website  
isn’t rising and interest isn’t being 
generated, then what you’re doing  
is unsuccessful.

Todd: We certainly manage and monitor 
what we’re doing – we went from 11,000 
shareholders to 19,000 shareholders.  
More meaningfully, our stock used  
to be significantly undervalued relative  
to the intrinsic value of our portfolio.  
As our liquidity grew and we were  
added to the index, we attracted more 
shareholders and the discount narrowed. 
So, you can monitor it, but plenty of 
companies can’t do that because they  
don’t have the intrinsic value measure  

we have as an investment company.  
The alternative approach is flying under 
the radar and doing nothing and that’s 
never a good idea. Companies that  
choose not to market their stock can  
expect to be undervalued.

Listed@ASX: What’s the right  
split between online and  
face-to-face communication? 

Ian: Demand for online reflects the 
changing nature of how information is 
consumed. Lots of people don’t live in 
large, capital cities. So being able to access 
a webcast and cast votes online really helps 
engagement. The older generation has 
become very savvy with the internet and is 
used to receiving emails.

Julia: We just did an ASX small cap 
conference and there were 550 people in 
the room and 1200 online and 3000 people 
have watched it back online. 
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Todd: We webcast all our analyst 
meetings. And we use the AGM as an 
opportunity to engage with our retail 
audience. At the AGM our investment 
companies are invited to have a stall 
outside in the auditorium and investors 
turn up two hours beforehand. It gives 
them an opportunity to talk to senior 
management from these companies.  
It also gives those companies an 
opportunity to talk to a new investor 
audience. We have about 20 stalls and 
hundreds of people turn up.

Emma: Investor and adviser events are  
live streamed and we put written and  
pre-recorded content on our website,  
so people can choose to consume 
information when they want and in a  
way most convenient to them. The AGM  
is different – it’s an in-person event only  
at this stage. People in the head stock  
want to hear all that information  
but investors in our funds want  
bite-sized information.

Todd: It’s important for us to act  
ethically and we have a strong reputation 
that we have built up over a hundred 
years. That’s attractive because 
shareholders know they’re not going to 
suffer some huge loss because of some 
unethical act. But at the same time,  
we’re a major investor in a coal company, 
New Hope Corporation, and we don’t  
look at that as being problematic  
from an ESG perspective because  
they rehabilitate their land to the highest 
level. They’re really active in  
the community and environmentally 
conduct themselves in the highest 
manner. So, as an investor, we see New 
Hope as having a high level of corporate 
governance and sustainability.

Julia: From a retail investor perspective, 
we have a filter they can access on our web 
site that shows when directors are buying 
or selling stock, especially before critical 
announcements. That’s a key concern for 
retail investors.

Julia: Some companies use a short, ten-
minute video clip to send to investors after 
a results announcement but they can also 
access more detailed information as well. 

Ian: Many people choose to receive the 
annual report online or not at all, which 
also aligns with ESG commitments. 

Listed@ASX: Do retail investors care 
about ESG?

Todd: They care about how it impacts 
the sustainability or profitability of their 
investments. If you take the Financial 
Services Royal Commission, I suspect 
investors are more concerned about the 
impact on their investment than they are in 
the underlying findings. 

Julia: ESG is part of the investment 
process rather than a particular 
investment class, it’s a slower movement 
within the retail sector compared to 
institutional and global investors.
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Listed@ASX: What’s been the 
response from retail shareholders  
to the Financial Services  
Royal Commission? 

Ian: There’s resentment as to how things 
got so far without anyone being held 
accountable. People are disappointed about 
the behaviour. They’re also upset about the 
results in terms of potential challenges to 
their dividends.

Julia: It’s not just in the financial sector, 
it’s also about areas such as aged care. 
There is increased scrutiny in terms of 
ethical behaviour but also there’s increased 
regulatory risk that stems from that as well.

Emma: At Magellan, we value advice. 
We believe financial planners play a 
major part in people’s lives and help them 
achieve their goals. The hardest thing 
out of the royal commission is that there 
are a number of financial planners and 
people in the industry who are very good 

at what they do, they’re very ethical and 
unfortunately, they’ve been tarred by the 
behaviour of a few. 

Listed@ASX: Do you have a strategy 
to reach the advice community?

Emma: Our retail business was built 
through intermediaries. In the last 
financial year, our distribution team did 
nearly 3000 face-to-face appointments. You 
can’t underestimate the value of having a 
conversation with an adviser.

Todd: We focus more on appealing 
directly to shareholders rather than using 
intermediaries, but there’s quite a few of 
our businesses that do that successfully, 
like Pengana Capital Group is very  
active at targeting advisers and this is 
growing every year. You need to have a 
sales force capable of talking to them and 
if you don’t have that, the better approach 
is to use the media, ASX presentations and 
speaking engagements.

Listed@ASX: What role does traditional 
research play for retail investors now?

Emma: Broker reports used to be sacred. 
But now we have so much information 
available investors want to know what to 
do with it. 

Ian: Retail investors use events like the 
AGM to validate their thinking.

Julia: We run quarterly dinners for our 
frequent traders; often it’s just about 
meeting likeminded people. The buzz isn’t 
so much about meeting us as it is about 
talking to each other and sharing ideas. 

Emma: We have investor evenings in 
Sydney and Melbourne. It’s $25 to come 
along and that money goes to charity. It’s 
an opportunity for people to come and 
hear Hamish Douglass talk about what’s 
happening globally. We also do adviser 
roadshows nationally and in New Zealand 
and about 3,000 people come along. 
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Julia: In terms of targeting retail,  
the older generation comes along at 
lunchtime in the week. We have also  
run an event on a Saturday and almost  
half the room was under 35. So holding  
events outside working hours attracts 
more working people. It sounds logical  
but most company events are in  
business hours.

Emma: The vast majority of our 
demographic is over 55. We need to  
find a way to engage people who  
are still working, where they can  
come and get information and find  
out about different companies and  
how to invest.

Todd: Word of mouth is important. Our 
shareholders are our best advocates. If we 
perform and do all the things that we say 
we’re going to do and do the right thing 
by them, then they’ll go and talk to their 
friends. If we do the right thing, the rest 
will follow.

Emma:  Hamish has an amazing way  
of taking complex information and  
making it simple and digestible. But we 
have 25 investment professionals  
across Magellan and many of the sector 
heads and other portfolio managers  
are equally as good at representing  
the business and the Magellan approach. 
We think it’s really important our  
investors get access to a number of  
people in Magellan because that’s 
representative of our investment  
process; it’s not just one person. It’s  
about making sure investors hear  
different people from our organisation  
all saying the same message.

Todd: It’s important for people to get 
access to decision makers. Rather than 
just hearing a story, they get to test  
the people behind the decisions and  
the performance and make their  
own assessments about the quality  
of the organisation from looking at  
the people at the top. There’s a number of 

Ian: We’ve talked a lot about events but the 
website is really important. It’s where 
investors access share prices, announcements 
and dividend information. They can also 
replay videos. It assists investors to find 
information in the way they want to digest 
it. I also think engaging with the younger 
community can be achieved through the 
older generation. Parents and grandparents 
can start young people investing. Listed 
investment companies are also a way to start 
a younger person on their investment journey. 

Julia: Younger people are engaging 
with their investments a lot earlier. We 
have been involved with a group called 
the University Network of Investment 
Trading, UNIT. These students are already 
interested in investing and trading and 
some of them trade their way through 
university instead of having a job. 

Listed@ASX. How important is it 
to have the CEO as the face of the 
business for retail shareholders? 
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people in the organisation who can  
play that role for us. Our chairman,  
Rob Millner, who is the fourth generation 
of the same family to chair the company, 
is a great asset for us. The longstanding 
family involvement and alignment  
really resonates with retail shareholders. 
He’s known in the markets as a very  
astute investor but also someone  
who’s passionate about protecting  
retail investor rights. 

Listed@ASX: Before we wrap up,  
any final thoughts about the  
best way to communicate with  
retail investors?

 
Ian: In a more complex environment  
for investors and self-managed super  
fund trustees, the role of advice is  
going to become much more important. 
It’s not just about investment advice,  
it’s about structural advice, it’s  
about having an holistic view of a  
portfolio and understanding where  

the various pieces fit and where a 
company could fit into that. So investors 
need to consider how they’re going  
to be advised in the future. Sure,  
there’s a little bit of DIY in it. There’s  
a little bit of validation in it. But as  
things become a little bit more  
complex, you can’t go past a well-versed, 
up-to-date adviser.

Julia: The first thing is to communicate. 
Messaging is becoming a lot more 
tailored;  one generic message is no 
longer appropriate. If you want a targeted 
audience, use platforms like Twitter  
and Facebook. They are quite incredible  
in the way they allow you to target 
investors. Transparency is also key, as 
is pay linked to performance. Gone are 
the days of giving a golden handshake 
without any questions being asked by the 
shareholder group.

Emma: If you want to engage with retail 
investors, it’s not something you do once or 

twice a year. It’s something you have to do 
with consistency. At Magellan, we employ 
an ‘always on’ approach to reaching retail 
investors. That will enable them to eyeball 
you and know who you are and what you 
do and what you stand for and that will 
give them the confidence to invest and 
they know you’re going to be there for  
the long term.

Todd: This is a long-term strategy.  
You build your brand over the long term. 
For us it’s taken more than a hundred 
years, and you need to keep doing 
what you say you’re going to do and 
communicate what you’re about. Our 
shareholders value our dividends and we 
have a stated dividend policy. We’re one 
of only two companies to have increased 
our dividend every year since 2000. That’s 
important to retail shareholders. If you 
approach engagement with the retail 
community in a short-term way, and try 
for a sugar hit approach, it will ultimately 
be counterproductive.
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