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Spring is upon us and, among other things, such as blossoming 
trees and hayfever, it means that the prime annual general meeting 
(AGM) season is coming up. Under normal circumstances, asset 
managers would be gearing up to cast an inordinate amount 
of votes as shareholders of hundreds of companies, all within 
a very short timeframe. Under Covid-19-induced lockdown 
circumstances, asset managers are trying to establish which AGMs 
are actually still going ahead and, if some do, whether they will 
be able to attend them. There is increasing talk of “virtual” AGMs 
as the solution to the problems posed by current restrictions 
that prevent shareholders from both travelling to and attending 
meetings. We recognise that virtual AGMs are going to be a 
necessity under this year’s exceptional circumstances. But we do 
not see this as a permanent change in the way AGMs are held.
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The state of (analogue) play
Various jurisdictions, such as Germany and Australia, are either 
drafting or implementing changes to regulations to allow for 
virtual AGMs, and there are already calls for a permanent change 
to the AGM format. 

To put everything in context, it is important to first remind 
ourselves what AGMs are for. From a purely technical point 
of view, AGMs are for companies to get approval from their 
shareholders on a number of issues, such as to approve the 
annual accounts, elect company directors, approve directors’ 
pay package, etc. But, beyond the technicalities, the AGM is a 
forum where any shareholder, no matter where they come from 
and how many shares they own, can meet the managers of the 
company face to face, in person, and ask them questions. 

The share ownership profile of companies (at least in the UK) 
has shifted in the last couple of decades from many small 
holdings spread across a large number of individual investors 
to larger holdings among a relatively smaller number of 
institutional investors (including asset managers). In light of 
this shift, the reality at AGMs nowadays is that they are mostly 
attended by the small number of individual investors that still 

remain while the larger institutional shareholders are more 
likely to have filed their vote with their proxy advisor in advance 
of the AGM as well as to have met company executives in 
person during the year, particularly if there were any concerns 
they wished to raise. This is, after all, part of their stewardship 
responsibilities as company owners – but it also means that 
they are less likely to attend the AGM.

Low AGM attendance and significant technological advances 
have already made people ask the question of whether physical 
AGMs are actually still needed. The Investment Association in the 
UK issued a position statement on this as far back as 2017. So 
the current lockdown situation is not the first time we are having 
the debate on virtual AGMs. But it is the first time that companies 
may be left with no choice.

Desperate times call for virtual measures
Even without any Covid-19 complications, having an AGM is 
expensive. At the very least, companies need to hire a venue, 
arrange for catering and possibly make travel arrangements 
for board members. Companies have every reason to minimise 
unnecessary cost and holding a virtual AGM may seem to make 
economical sense anyway.

https://www.noerr.com/en/newsroom/news/corona-crisis-as-a-legal-challenge-for-the-annual-general-meeting-2020
https://asic.gov.au/about-asic/news-centre/find-a-media-release/2020-releases/20-068mr-guidelines-for-meeting-upcoming-agm-and-financial-reporting-requirements/
https://ivis.co.uk/media/13561/Virtual-Only-AGMs-IA-position-statement-December-2017.pdf


Regulation in the UK1 requires that companies hold the AGM 
within six months from the end of their accounting period. For 
many companies, this is the end of the calendar year which is 
why a large number of AGMs take place in the second quarter of 
each year (April-June). According to recent guidance produced 
jointly by the Chartered Governance Institute and a number 
of other organisations, the lockdown measures mean that 
companies are now faced with a number of options: 

1 Hold the AGM (if the notice to hold it has been issued) and 
adapt the way it is done, for example by changing the venue, 
heightening safety measures, establishing an online Q&A 
session, live streaming the AGM etc.; 

2 Delay convening the AGM, if the notice to hold it has  
not been issued;

3 Postpone the AGM, if the company laws (the “articles of 
association”) allow it;

4 Adjourn the AGM (which is another type of postponing);

5 Conduct a hybrid AGM, which is a combination of physical  
and virtual AGM, if the company laws allow it

So effectively companies have two options: either find a way to 
delay holding the AGM or use technology to have a more virtual 
AGM. Delaying remains subject to the limit of six months from 
accounting year-end so it would only result in a large number 
of AGMs towards the end of June. Having a virtual AGM, which 
is allowed by UK law as long as the company’s own “articles of 
association” permit it, means use of technology that potentially 
has not been used before. Going virtual-only, which is what is 
being discussed in some countries, is the quasi-nuclear option.

1The Companies Act 2006. The six-month limit holds despite the additional measures 
taken recently by UK regulators, which provide some relief to companies.

Companies with later accounting year-ends such as end of March, 
obviously have more time to think about this and plan accordingly. 
But for those who have to decide now, there is an endless list of 
things to consider and things that could go wrong. 

 – Are all legal questions answered?

 – Should a number of different venues be booked in case  
some remain closed?

 – Could there be a shortage of available venues?

 – Is the necessary technology available, implemented and  
user-friendly?

 – Can all shareholders access online tools?

 – What is the contingency plan if not all shareholders can  
access online tools or are cut off during the AGM? 

 – Are shareholder questions going to be vetted and if so, by 
whom and based on what criteria?

The devil really is in the detail. 

Companies in the UK and worldwide will decide themselves what 
is the best course of action under the circumstances, considering 
what is allowed by law. But this goes for this year. The big question 
is what happens after that. Are governments going to change 
domestic law to allow for virtual-only AGMs? Will companies use 
the opportunity this year and introduce changes in their own rules 
that allow them to have virtual-only AGMs in the future? What kind 
of precedent is being set and how viable will it be to go “back to 
normal” once Covid-19 is no longer a restraining factor? 
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https://www.icsa.org.uk/assets/files/pdfs/guidance/agms-and-impact-of-covid-19-web.pdf
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/46/contents
https://www.fca.org.uk/news/statements/joint-statement-fca-frc-pra


Not a virtual shareholder
Schroders as a shareholder of other companies recognises that 
these are times of extreme circumstances, that companies may 
come under considerable stress both financially and operationally. 
Maintaining some semblance of “business-as-usual” is no easy 
task. Technicalities around AGMs may seem like a secondary 
issue. Looking at the real health risks, they certainly are. But, as 
a company which itself is trying to navigate these extraordinary 
times, looking after the money we manage on behalf of clients 
remains the number one priority. And holding our investee 
companies to account is one of the most important tools we have 
at our disposal to achieve this. 

It is our view that shareholders should show flexibility during 
these exceptional times and companies should be allowed to hold 
virtual AGMs. But we see this as a one-off occurrence and not as a 
permanent change in the way AGMs are held.

We recognise that technology can be cost-efficient and actually 
facilitate access to shareholders that cannot attend in person. 
Virtual can complement but should not replace real access. 
Physical AGMs are necessary for company accountability for 
four reasons outlined in the figure below.

Escalation 
A physical AGM practically provides a platform for all shareholders to raise questions or concerns and, generally make 
any statement in public. This type of public statement is a way to escalate an engagement with a company. Even though 
it is not a tool that Schroders often uses, we believe it should continue being available to all types of shareholders.

A virtual-only AGM where questions and comments can be moderated may reduce the amount of unfiltered remarks 
that are recorded in public thus blunting this escalation tool.

Shareholder collaboration
A physical AGM allows investors to identify the views of other investors attending the same AGM and register 
agreement or even disagreement. We do not think that this would translate well, if at all, in a virtual-only AGM where 
shareholders are effectively isolated from each other. This may make it much easier for companies to push back 
against or even dismiss what may appear to be singled-out concerns.

Shareholder democracy 
As a shareholder, we have both the capacity and the resources to meet company executives and their board in 
person throughout the year. This is the case for other large institutional investors as well. But, beyond the large 
institutions, it is very hard (if not impossible) for smaller shareholders to have this type of meeting and get access 
to company executives outside the AGM. The AGM is the only time when a company and all of its board is accessible 
and accountable to every shareholder. 
It is not enough for us if only Schroders and other major shareholders are able to access a company and cast votes. 
Every single investor should be treated equally and be able to raise a question at a point in time when companies 
cannot hide behind technology.

Understanding company culture
Company culture comes from the top and it is an important, albeit intangible, factor for company success (and therefore, 
client value). There is a lot to be inferred from having a company’s executives and board in the same room and seeing 
how they present themselves and the company. More importantly, there are insights to be gained from seeing how these 
executives react when confronted with challenging questions or uncomfortable facts.
A virtual-only AGM that allows for questions to be vetted - or gives enough time to moderate the first reaction - may 
communicate a very different culture than the real one, particularly for shareholders who do not have access to 
company executives outside the AGM. 

The case for ‘old-school’ AGMs
It is true that large institutional investors, including asset 
managers like Schroders, do not usually attend AGMs. This is 
because they have the chance to hold companies to account 
outside the AGM and have the systems in place to cast their votes 
in advance of the AGM. It is also true that AGMs are nowadays 
mostly attended by small, individual shareholders whose voting is 
less likely to affect the outcome. 

As the low (by historical standards) shareholder attendance may 
well go down to zero due to the Covid-19 restrictions, companies  

will look to technology and regulatory response to allow virtual-only 
AGMs. This is certainly the case for this year’s AGMs but could set a 
precedent and serve as a paradigm for future years as well.

We appreciate this year’s extreme circumstances and believe a 
flexible approach that allows virtual meetings can be taken. We 
do not see this as a permanent change as we consider physical 
AGMs to be critical for all shareholders’ ability to hold companies 
to account. Being in the room and seeing company executives in 
person, allows even the smallest shareholder to have a voice even if 
they don’t actually say anything.

Why physical AGMs are important
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Important Information
The views and opinions contained herein are those of the authors 
as at the date of publication and are subject to change due to 
market and other conditions. Such views and opinions may 
not necessarily represent those expressed or reflected in other 
Schroders communications, strategies or funds. 

This document is intended to be for information purposes only. 
The material is not intended as an offer or solicitation for the 
purchase or sale of any financial instrument or security or to  
adopt any investment strategy. The information provided is 
not intended to constitute investment advice, an investment 
recommendation or investment research and does not take into 
account specific circumstances of any recipient. The material is  
not intended to provide, and should not be relied on for, 
accounting, legal or tax advice. 

Information herein is believed to be reliable but Schroders  
does not represent or warrant its completeness or accuracy. No 
responsibility or liability is accepted by Schroders, its officers, 
employees or agents for errors of fact or opinion or for any 
loss arising from use of all or any part of the information in 
this document. No reliance should be placed on the views and 
information in the document when taking individual investment 
and/or strategic decisions. Schroders has no obligation to notify 
any recipient should any information contained herein changes or 
subsequently becomes inaccurate. Unless otherwise authorised by 
Schroders, any reproduction of all or part of the information in this 
document is prohibited. 

Any data contained in this document has been obtained 
from sources we consider to be reliable. Schroders has not 
independently verified or validated such data and it should 
be independently verified before further publication or use. 
Schroders does not represent or warrant the accuracy or 
completeness of any such data. 

All investing involves risk including the possible loss of principal.

Third party data are owned or licensed by the data provider and 
may not be reproduced or extracted and used for any other 
purpose without the data provider’s consent. Third party data are 
provided without any warranties of any kind. The data provider 
and issuer of the document shall have no liability in connection 
with the third party data. www.schroders.com contains additional 
disclaimers which apply to the third party data.

Past performance is not a guide to future performance and may 
not be repeated. The value of investments and the income from 
them may go down as well as up and investors may not get back 
the amounts originally invested. Exchange rate changes may 
cause the value of any overseas investments to rise or fall. This 
document may contain “forward-looking” information, such as 
forecasts or projections. Please note that any such information 
is not a guarantee of any future performance and there is no 
assurance that any forecast or projection will be realised. 

European Union/European Economic Area: Issued by  
Schroder Investment Management Limited,1 London Wall 
Place, London, EC2Y 5AU. Registered Number 1893220 England. 
Authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority.

Note to Readers in Australia: Issued by Schroder Investment 
Management Australia Limited, Level 20, Angel Place, 123 Pitt 
Street, Sydney NSW 2000 Australia. ABN 22 000 443 274, AFSL 
226473. 

Note to Readers in Canada: Schroder Investment Management 
North America Inc., 7 Bryant Park, New York, NY 10018-3706. 
NRD Number 12130. Registered as a Portfolio Manager with the 
Ontario Securities Commission, Alberta Securities Commission, the 
British Columbia Securities Commission, the Manitoba Securities 
Commission, the Nova Scotia Securities Commission,  
the Saskatchewan Securities Commission and the (Quebec) 
Autorite des Marches Financiers. 

Note to Readers in Hong Kong: Schroder Investment 
Management (Hong Kong) Limited, Level 33, Two Pacific Place 88 
Queensway, Hong Kong. Central Entity Number (CE No.) ACJ591. 
Regulated by the Securities and Futures Commission. 

Note to Readers in Indonesia: PT Schroder Investment 
Management Indonesia, Indonesia Stock Exchange Building 
Tower 1, 30th Floor, Jalan Jend. Sudirman Kav 52-53 Jakarta 
12190 Indonesia. Registered / Company Number by Bapepam 
Chairman’s Decree No: KEP-04/PM/MI/1997 dated April 25, 1997 
on the investment management activities and Regulated by 
Otoritas Jasa Keuangan (“OJK”), formerly the Capital Market and 
Financial Institution Supervisory Agency (“Bapepam dan LK”).

Note to Readers in Japan: Schroder Investment Management 
(Japan) Limited, 21st Floor, Marunouchi Trust Tower Main, 1-8-
3 Marunouchi, Chiyoda-Ku, Tokyo 100- 0005, Japan. Registered 
as a Financial Instruments Business Operator regulated by the 
Financial Services Agency of Japan. Kanto Local Finance Bureau 
(FIBO) No. 90. 

Note to Readers in People’s Republic of China: Schroder 
Investment Management (Shanghai) Co., Ltd., RM1101 11/F 
Shanghai IFC Phase (HSBC Building) 8 Century Avenue, Pudong, 
Shanghai, China, AMAC registration NO. P1066560. Regulated by 
Asset Management Association of China. 

Note to Readers in Singapore: Schroder Investment 
Management (Singapore) Ltd, 138 Market Street #23-01, 
CapitaGreen, Singapore 048946. Company Registration No. 
199201080H. Regulated by the Monetary Authority of Singapore. 

Note to Readers in South Korea: Schroders Korea Limited,  
26th Floor, 136, Sejong-daero, (Taepyeongno 1-ga, Seoul Finance 
Center), Jung-gu, Seoul 100-768, South Korea. Registered and 
regulated by Financial Supervisory Service of Korea. 

Note to Readers in Switzerland: Schroder Investment Management 
(Switzerland) AG, Central 2, CH-8001 Zürich, Postfach 1820, CH-8021 
Zürich, Switzerland. Enterprise identification number (UID) CHE-
101.447.114, reference number CH02039235704. Authorised and 
regulated by the Swiss Financial Market Supervisory Authority (FINMA). 

Note to Readers in Taiwan: Schroder Investment Management 
(Taiwan) Limited, 9F, 108, Sec.5, Hsin-Yi Road, Hsin-YI District, Taipei 
11047 Taiwan, R.O.C. Registered as a Securities Investment Trust 
Enterprise regulated by the Securities and Futures Bureau, Financial 
Supervisory Commission, R.O.C. 

Note to Readers in the United Arab Emirates: Schroder Investment 
Management Limited, 1st Floor, Gate Village Six, Dubai International 
Financial Centre, PO Box 506612 Dubai, United Arab Emirates. 
Registered Number 1893220 England. Authorised and regulated by 
the Financial Conduct Authority. 
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