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Executive Summary

1

Hamilton Place Strategies (HPS) analyzed quarterly earnings call transcripts of 

U.S. public companies to identify key issues influencing the business community's 

decision making. 

For this report, we analyzed earnings call transcripts of U.S. domiciled companies 

from the first quarter of fiscal year 2017 to the first quarter of fiscal year 2018. 

Key Findings:

• Despite the fact that trade negotiations have dominated the news cycle, 

companies still mentioned tax reform more than any other issue.

– However, mentions of trade increased 43 percent quarter-over-quarter.

• Of companies that did mention trade on earnings calls, tariffs were mentioned 

almost 4 times more than the next most common issue related to trade. 

– Mentions of tariffs on earnings calls have skyrocketed since June of last year.

• China was mentioned significantly more than any other country in earnings calls 

that discussed trade. 

• Very few companies are looking ahead to the midterm elections, and those that 

are discussed midterm elections from a revenue – not a policy – perspective. 
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Trailing Tax Reform And Congress, Q1 Mentions Of 

Trade Jumped 43 Percent Over The Previous Quarter
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As companies continued to assess the 

impact of tax legislation passed last 

year, tax reform was mentioned on the 

highest percent of calls. However, 

trade discussions increased 43 

percent from last quarter.



Over The Past Year, Companies Mentioned Tariffs More 

Than All Other Trade Topics Combined

TRADE – TOPIC BREAKDOWN
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Over The Past Year, Mentions Of Tariffs On Company 

Earnings Calls Have Skyrocketed

TRADE - TARIFFS
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Top Industries:

• Machinery - 70 calls

• Oil, Gas & Consumable Fuels - 59 calls 

• Metals & Mining - 28 calls

• Electrical Equipment - 27 calls

Source: Bloomberg, HPS



On Earnings Calls Mentioning A Trade War, 

Participants Overwhelmingly Mentioned China

TRADE – TRADE WAR
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TRADE – TRADE WAR
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"Look, I don't think we're looking at a major 

trade war here… I think some of that's been 

overplayed. I think what's going on here is we're 

trying to find a path toward fair treatment with 

trade with all countries, including making sure 

the IP is protected and making sure that 

products aren't being dumped back here in the 

United States." 

– Jim Fitterling, COO, DowDuPont

"People worry about a trade war. We are in a 

trade war and have been in it for decades

and now is the time we have to fix it. So, you 

don't fix it with soft response. And I think this 

administration understands that." 

– David Burritt, CEO, United States Steel

"I think my own view is that China and the U.S. 

have this unavoidable mutuality where China only 

wins if the U.S. wins and the U.S. only wins if China 

wins and the world only wins if China and the U.S. 

win. And so I think there's lots of things that bind the 

countries together and I'm actually very optimistic. I 

think history shows us that countries that embrace 

openness and diversity do much, much better 

than the ones that are closed." 

– Tim Cook, CEO, Apple 

Source: Bloomberg

Company Responses To The Administration's Trade 

Policies Varied Widely



Mentions Of Sanctions Have Doubled In Frequency 

Over The Past Year On Company Earnings Calls

TRADE – SANCTIONS
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Industrials, Materials, Consumer Staples, & Consumer 

Discretionary Discussed NAFTA Most Often On Calls 

TRADE – NAFTA

Source: Bloomberg, HPS 8

NAFTA Mentions By Quarter

NAFTA mentions have dropped in Q1 

2018. NAFTA was mentioned almost half 

as frequently on Q1 2018 calls compared 

to the previous quarter. 

• Industrial companies accounted for 

32 percent of calls that discussed 

NAFTA, followed by Materials (13%), 

Consumer Discretionary (13%), and 

Consumer Staples (10%). 

• Several companies remarked that the 

NAFTA negotiations were contributing 

to an already uncertain political 

environment. 
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Trade-Related Mentions Of Brexit Dropped During First 

Quarter Earnings Calls

TRADE – BREXIT

Brexit Mentions By Quarter
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By The Numbers

33%
Of earnings calls that mention the trade 

implications of Brexit, a third of 

companies are in the Financials sector, 

followed by Real Estate (24%) and 

Industrials (19%)

22 firms
Over the past year, only 22 U.S. firms 

have mentioned Brexit in regards to its 

impact on trade

Note: Q1 2018 reflects earnings calls from the first two months of the quarter 



Facebook And Twitter Stood Out Among Technology 

Companies Discussing The Midterm Elections

LOOKING AHEAD – MIDTERM ELECTIONS

Source: Bloomberg, HPS 10

In Q1, companies focused on the 

revenue potential behind midterm 

elections as opposed to politics or 

the elections themselves.

• Only 13 companies discussed the 

midterm elections on earnings calls 

in the past year.

• Only 7 companies discussed 

midterm elections in Q1 earnings 

calls.

• Companies that mentioned midterm 

elections mostly focused on revenue 

opportunities stemming from 

expected increases in advertising 

during this time. 

• Facebook's discussion of the 

midterm elections focused on the 

company's new transparency efforts 

around political advertising.

Companies Discussing Midterm Elections 

Over The Past Year

• Aemetis Inc.

• Terra Tech Corp.

• Meredith Corp.

• Nexstar Media Group Inc.

• CBS Corp.

• MSCI Inc.

• Texas Capital Bancshares Inc.

• Salem Media Group Inc.

• TEGNA Inc.

• RR Donnelley & Sons Co.

• Twitter Inc.

• Facebook Inc.

• HMS Holdings Corp.



LOOKING AHEAD – MIDTERM ELECTIONS

11Source: Bloomberg

Media Companies Expect Midterm Elections To 

Generate Revenue From Q1 Through Q3, Q4 

"Looking beyond the second quarter, we 

expect 2018 to be a very good year for 

advertising driven by midterm elections 

which will benefit our results in the back 

half of the year particularly in the fourth 

quarter."

- Joseph R. Ianniello, CBS Corporation, Q1 

2018 Earnings Call

"2018 is election year, albeit a midterm election 

year, it won't be quite as intense as the 

presidential election year, and it likely will be 

more back-loaded with revenue showing up 

more in Q3, in Q4 which is more typical of a 

midyear election. We normally do well with 

political revenue in midterm elections, not 

quite as well as we do at a hotly contested 

presidential election, but we still do well.  

- Edward G. Atsinger III, Salem Media 

Group, Q4 2017 Earnings Call

"As far as Senate races, there are 35 of them 

being contested. We represent geographies for 

29 of the 35. And, again, approximately half of 

those we see as being fairly contested. So 

we're very – political is building in the second 

quarter. At this point we have more political 

revenue on the books than we finished first 

quarter, and that's after literally a month 

and a week."

- Perry A Sook, Nexstar Media Group, Q1 

2018 Earnings Call



Glossary

GLOSSARY – SECTOR CLASSIFICATIONS

12

• Energy Sector: The Energy Sector comprises companies engaged in exploration & production, 

refining & marketing, and storage & transportation of oil & gas and coal & consumable fuels. It also 

includes companies that offer oil & gas equipment and services. 

• Materials Sector: The Materials Sector includes companies that manufacture chemicals, 

construction materials, glass, paper, forest products and related packaging products, and metals, 

minerals and mining companies, including producers of steel. 

• Industrials Sector: The Industrials Sector includes manufacturers and distributors of capital goods 

such as aerospace & defense, building products, electrical equipment and machinery and 

companies that offer construction & engineering services. It also includes providers of commercial & 

professional services including printing, environmental and facilities services, office services & 

supplies, security & alarm services, human resource & employment services, research & consulting 

services. It also includes companies that provide transportation services. 

• Consumer Discretionary Sector: The Consumer Discretionary Sector encompasses those 

businesses that tend to be the most sensitive to economic cycles. Its manufacturing segment 

includes automotive, household durable goods, leisure equipment and textiles & apparel. The 

services segment includes hotels, restaurants and other leisure facilities, media production and 

services, and consumer retailing and services. 

• Consumer Staples Sector: The Consumer Staples Sector comprises companies whose 

businesses are less sensitive to economic cycles. It includes manufacturers and distributors of food, 

beverages and tobacco and producers of non-durable household goods and personal products. It 

also includes food & drug retailing companies as well as hypermarkets and consumer super centers. 

Source: MSCI GICS® Sector Classification



Glossary Cont.

GLOSSARY – SECTOR CLASSIFICATIONS

Source: MSCI GICS® Sector Classification 13

• Health Care Sector: The Health Care Sector includes health care providers & services, companies 

that manufacture and distribute health care equipment & supplies, and health care technology 

companies. It also includes companies involved in the research, development, production and 

marketing of pharmaceuticals and biotechnology products. 

• Financials Sector: The Financials Sector contains companies involved in banking, thrifts & mortgage 

finance, specialized finance, consumer finance, asset management and custody banks, investment 

banking and brokerage and insurance. It also includes Financial Exchanges & Data and Mortgage 

REITs. 

• Information Technology Sector: The Information Technology Sector comprises companies that offer 

software and information technology services, manufacturers and distributors of technology hardware 

& equipment such as communications equipment, cellular phones, computers & peripherals, electronic 

equipment and related instruments, and semiconductors. 

• Telecommunication Services Sector: The Telecommunication Services Sector contains companies 

that provide communications services primarily through a fixed-line, cellular or wireless, high 

bandwidth and/or fiber optic cable network. 

• Utilities Sector: The Utilities Sector comprises utility companies such as electric, gas and water 

utilities. It also includes independent power producers & energy traders and companies that engage in 

generation and distribution of electricity using renewable sources. 

• Real Estate Sector: The Real Estate Sector contains companies engaged in real estate development 

and operation. It also includes companies offering real estate related services and Equity Real Estate 

Investment Trusts (REITs).


