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Abstract 
This study seeks to examine, (1) the effect of ROA, ROE and ROCE on stock return for plantation companies 
listed on the Main Board of Bursa Malaysia, in two distinct economic periods, prior to (2004-2006) and during 
(2007-2008) an economic recession and, (2) the resiliency of the plantation industry in Malaysia. Simple linear 
regression was used in analyzing the data. It was revealed that ROE had the highest explanatory power in 
explaining the variation in stock returns. ROA and ROCE were discovered to have a positive and significant 
relationship to stock returns only during the economic period prior to a recession. It was also discovered that the 
plantation industry in Malaysia is very resilient and is not adversely affected by an economic recession. 

Keywords: accounting earnings, stock returns, plantation 

1. Introduction  
Financial result of a corporation attracts various people in the business world; investors, competitors, authorities, 
etc. Financial statements are analyzed from every possible angle to determine the ‘health’ of the company and 
subsequently, its attractiveness to investors. The main idea behind financial analysis is to determine exactly what 
position the company is in by obtaining key financial values that is an acceptable representation of the situation. 
Keef and Roush (2001) mentioned that the most informative performance financial measures are those that are 
able to reflect the profitability and capital aspect of the organization.  

Agriculture remains an important sector of Malaysia’s economy, contributing 12% to the national GDP and 
providing employment for 16% of the population. The three main crops are rubber, palm oil and cocoa. Based on 
the statistics obtained from the Malaysian Palm Oil Board (MPOB), in 2008 alone, the export for palm-oil and 
other palm-oil related products reached RM65.2 billion (MPOB). And according to the Malaysian Rubber Board 
(MRB), the production of natural rubber reached 1.2 million tonnes in 2007. However, despite of the huge 
importance of agriculture to the Malaysian economy, not a lot of research has been conducted in the plantation 
sector, in terms of the performance of companies in the agriculture industry and how the industry as a whole 
have performed in different economic conditions. 

Given the aforementioned problems related to researches in the superiority of performances measures and its 
relation to the performance of firms in Malaysia’s plantation industry in varying economic climates, this study 
seeks to address two issues. First, look at the impact of traditional accounting earnings (ROA, ROE and ROCE) 
on the stock return of companies in Malaysia’s plantation industry. Second, whether the plantation industry in 
Malaysia is resilient or fragile. 

We formulate and test hypotheses based on the issues stated above. It will seek to determine whether accounting 
earnings have a positive or negative impact on the stock prices of firms in Malaysia’s plantation industry. It also 
aims to discover the resiliency of the plantation industry in Malaysia and whether the industry is highly 
influenced by different economic climates. 

2. Literature Review  
Accounting ratios provides the means for investors to compare the performance of the firm from one year to 
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another, and also between other businesses within the same industry. Accounting ratios basically quantifies the 
business performance of a firm. By making comparisons of the ratios, investors can determine how efficient the 
firm is at utilizing their assets, paying off their debts, generating profits and making better investment decisions. 
From the perspective of the management team of the firm, accounting ratios support in the formulation of their 
business plans.  

Accounting ratios can be classified into 4 distinct groups (profitability, liquidity, activity and leverage), with 
each group giving investor different view of the performance of a firm. Profitability ratios are used to assess how 
well a firm is at generating earnings over a specified period of time, i.e. quarterly or annually. Profitability ratios 
includes return on assets (ROA), return on Equity (ROE), return on capital employed (ROCE), earnings per 
share (EPS), etc.  

Ball and Brown (1968) evaluated the usefulness of existing accounting income numbers from the aspect of their 
information content and timeliness. The evaluation on the usefulness of accounting practices has been assessed 
by accounting theorist to the scope in which the practice agrees with a particular analytic model. The model itself 
may be made up of a few statement or claims, or a well-developed argument. Either way the model are 
constructed, it possesses a particular shortcoming in which it ignores a large amount of information particularly, 
“to which the predictions of the model conform to observed behaviors” (Ball & Brown, 1968). Furthermore, an 
analytical approach of evaluation raises the questions on what is possibility of one knowing that the theory is 
inclusive of all relevant supportable assumptions. Such limitations of a “completely analytical approach” to 
usefulness has been argued to the extent to which “income numbers cannot be defined substantively, that they 
lack “meaning” and are therefore of doubtful utility” (Ball & Brown, 1968). The fact that accountants have to 
deal with new situations as it rises such as consolidations, leases, mergers, research and development, etc, shows 
the extent to which accounting lacks an “all-embracing theoretical framework” (Ball & Brown, 1968), which 
resulted in dissimilarities in accounting practices. It is concluded in this paper that (a) information contained in 
an annual income number is useful and that it is related to the stock prices, (b) valuable information of a 
corporation is largely captured in the income number of the corporation. 

It has been suggested traditional ratio analysis was no longer a useful analytical tool in the academic 
environment due to the “relatively unsophisticated manner in which it has been presented”. Thus, Altman (1968) 
proved to analyze the quality of financial ratios. A set of financial and economic ratios were used from number 
of companies in bankruptcy prediction using multiple discriminant statistical methodology. The data used in the 
paper were that of manufacturing corporations. The motivation behind the paper was to bridge the gap between 
traditional ratio analysis and statistical techniques which have gained enormous popularity among academicians. 
The results obtained were encouraging as it had 94% accuracy in predicting bankruptcy correctly. Furthermore, it 
was found that by tracking the movements of the individual ratios, bankruptcy can be accurately predicted up to 
two years prior to failure. 

Nissim and Penman (1999) outlined a financial statement analysis for use in equity valuation. The analysis is 
looked from the perspective of profitability and also growth. Current ratios are identified via analysis of current 
financial statements. The current ratios are used as predictors of the future ratios that drive equity payoffs. Values 
of documented ratios from period 1963-1996 are used in order to historical benchmarking purposes. The focus of 
the paper was split into two section which are (a) Identifying the ratios that are useful for valuation, (b) 
Documentation of the values of ratios from period 1963-1996. As quoted, “…ratio identification amounts to 
identifying ratios that reflect economic factors that determine – or drive – future residual income so that, by 
forecasting these ratios, the analyst builds a forecast of residual income” (Nissim and Penman, 1999). As 
mentioned earlier, profitability is also analyzed and standard profitability ratios are included in the analysis. 
Documentation of the ratios helps in the classification of financial statement items into “permanent” and 
“transitory”. As for mentioned, documentation is crucial for benchmarking purposes and the historical analysis 
provides such benchmarks. As mentioned, Nissim and Penman has concluded ratios as the drivers of future 
residual earnings, free cash flow and dividends. From the current financial statement, the ratios are seen as a 
source of information to forecast future drivers. 

Ohlson (1995) aimed at developing and analyzing the model of a firm’s value with relation to future earnings, 
book values, and dividends. The model has shown that residual earnings are a variable that influences the value 
of a corporation. The performance measure is defined by “earnings minus a charge for the use of capital as 
measured by beginning-of-period book value multiplied by the cost of capital” (Ohlson, 1995). The model also 
acknowledges information beyond the realm of earnings, book value, and dividends. The additional information 
might be from value-relevant events that can have an impact future expected earnings as opposed to current 
earnings. This signifies that accounting measurement incorporate some value-relevant events only after a time 
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delay. As a whole, the paper provides a benchmark model that can be utilized to conceptualize how value related 
to the variables of earnings, book value, and dividends. The model is able to satisfy number of properties in 
accounting such as, (a) “the theory rest directly on the clean surplus relation”, (b) “the feature that dividends 
reduce book value but leave current earnings unaffected” (Ohlson, 1995). 

Initial tests has shown the strong possibility of predicting markets returns using financial ratios like dividend 
yield, book-to-market and price/earning’s ratios. Lewellen (2002) aimed at providing a new test of market 
predictability with emphasis on four points being, (a) Useful information that can be obtained when predictive 
variable’s auto-correlation is close to the value of 1, (b) The conditional test in this project paper are intuitive in 
nature, (c) Dividend yield have a much stronger forecasting power as compared to book-to-market and 
price/earnings ratio and, (d) The results are largely impacted by the data from the last few years of the study. It is 
concluded that dividend yield is good at predicting returns over data samples of longer periods. Book-to-market 
and price/earnings ratios are more suited at predicting shorter data samples.  

Nichols and Wahlen (2004) used the three theoretical links developed by Beaver (1998) to understand the 
relation between earnings and returns. Beaver (1998) revealed that, (a) the current earnings of the company 
contained useful information for forecasting future earnings, (b) forecasts of future earnings provided important 
inputs in developing dividend expectations, and (c) the present value of expected future dividends determines 
share price. The results of the research was that, (a) annual stock returns are significantly related to the sign of 
the annual earnings, (b) persistence in earnings helped to explain the differences in the connection between stock 
returns and earnings, and (c) share prices are very elastic to the arrival of new information in quarterly earnings.  

Despite of the extensive use of accounting earnings by financial analysts to determine the market value of a 
company, Rappaport (1981) stressed that earnings have a number of shortcomings and went on further to 
conclude that earnings fail to measure changes in the economic value of a firm. The first shortcoming was that 
company had the liberty to employ alternative accounting methods for financial reporting purposes. Because of 
this, management choices on which methods to use had a significant impact on earnings. The second 
shortcoming was that investment requirements, or specifically the investments required to sustain the working 
and fixed capital of a company is not taken into account in an earning’s calculation. The third shortcoming was 
that earnings calculations do not take into account the time value of money. These shortcomings were also 
supported by Ehrbar (1998).  

Traditional accounting measures refer to earnings per share (EPS), return on investment (ROI) and return on 
equity (ROE). Return on investment (ROI) or in a wider scope, the return on assets (ROA) is used as an indicator 
of how well the corporation is using the money that it has relative to its net income. Return on equity (ROE), on 
the other hand, measures a firm’s efficiency at generating profits from every unit of shareholders’ equity and it 
shows how well a company uses investment funds to generate earnings growth. Rappaport has explained that the 
traditional accounting measures such as ROI or ROA and ROE has its shortcomings and has mentioned in his 
book “Creating Shareholder’s Value: A Guide for Managers and Investors” that “Earnings growth over a 
specified period of time is not only unreliably related to calculated increases in shareholder value, but it is 
unreliably related to total shareholder return (dividends plus change in share price)” (Rappaport, 2002). 
Rappaport also added that “With only a small percentage of investments capitalized for accounting purposes, 
ROI’s and ROE’s for knowledge-based companies such as Microsoft cannot be compared meaningfully with 
those of companies investing principally in fixed assets” (Rappaport, 2002). Furthermore, focus on earnings can 
lead to the manipulation of accounting policies for the purpose of earning maximization. 

3. Research Methodology 
Data on the share price of plantation-related companies listed on the main board of the Kuala Lumpur Composite 
Index (KLCI) were obtained directly from Bursa Saham located in Kuala Lumpur. All the companies that are 
selected for analysis consist of Main Board firms only, in periods covering from January 2004, up until 
December 2008.  

The data are split into two distinct periods, pre-recession data (2004-2006), and recession data (2007-2008). 
Apart from selecting only plantation-related companies, the companies were also selected based on the criteria of 
consistency. This basically implies that company that is continuously listed on the Bursa Saham only will be 
included. The rationale behind this is that companies listed for a long period of time can provide better insight 
into the issues being investigated.  

“Clean” data is most desirable but scrubbing it to the point of adversely affecting good analysis will ultimately 
defeats the purpose. As such, only extreme scores or outliers were removed from the sample. Outliers were 
determined using a stem and leaf plot and also a box plot. Based on the criteria listed above, a total of 25 
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companies qualified as sample for this study. 

3.1 Variables and Measures 

The dependant variable for this research will be stock price/returns whereas the independent variables are 
accounting measures return on assets (ROA), return on equity (ROE), and return on capital employed (ROCE). 
Various studies have been conducted in the past that have consistently proven the powerful relationship between 
stock price/returns and accounting measures. We examine the relationship of the aforementioned accounting 
measures with stock return of plantation-related companies. 

3.2 Stock Returns 

The calculation of annual stock returns is the change in share prices in year ‘t’ plus dividend I year ‘t’ divided by 
closing share prices in year t-1. The equation is as follows: 

1

1
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R           (1) 

Where: 

Rit = Return for share ‘i’ in period ‘t’; 

Pit = Price of share ‘i’ in period ‘t’; 

Dit = Dividend of share ‘i’ in period ‘t’; 

Pit-1 = Price of share ‘i’ in period ‘t’. 

3.3 Return on Assets (ROA) 

Return on assets indicates how profitable a company is relative to its total assets. It shows how profitable a 
company’s assets are in generating income to the company. The equation is as follows: 

AssetsTotal

IncomeNet
ROA               (2) 

3.4 Return on Equity (ROE) 

Return on equity is a profitability ratio that indicates how much profit a company is making with the money that 
has been invested by the shareholders. It is also a measure of efficiency of the company in generating earnings 
growth. The equation is as follows: 

EquityrShareholde

TaxAfterIncomeNet
ROE             (3) 

3.5 Return on Capital Employed (ROCE) 

Return on capital employed informs how much profit is earned from the investments that the shareholders have 
made inside the company. It can also be used as a measure of efficiency of the company handling their capital 
investments. The equation is as follows: 

 

sLiabilitieTotalAssetsTotal

TaxInterestbeforeEarn
ROCE


 &              (4) 

3.6 Model Specification 

Based on the results obtained from the correlation analysis, the strong correlation between the accounting ratios 
signifies that it is not suitable to use a multiple regression because the regression would produce high standard 
errors and as such it the determination of the explanatory power of each independent variables are difficult (refer 
to Tables 1&2).  
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ROE  = Net Income after Tax / Shareholder Equity; 

ROCE = Earnings Before Interest and Tax / (Total Assets–Total Liabilities). 

3.6 Research Hypothesis 

The research hypotheses of the study are as follows: 

Hypothesis Ho1: ROA has a positive influence on stock return. 

Hypothesis Ho2: ROE has a positive influence on stock return. 

Hypothesis Ho3: ROCE has a positive influence on stock return. 

4. Result of Analysis 
4.1 Descriptive Statistics of Variables 

During the pre-recession period 2004-2006, stock returns indicated a mean of (M) = 33.79% and standard 
deviation of (SD) = 50.09%. During the recession period 2007-2008, however, reveals a huge improvement in 
the average stocks returns as compared to the pre-recession period, with (M) = 150.78% and (SD) = 133.74%. A 
similar trend can also be observed for the accounting ratios in which there is a substantial improvement in the 
performance of the plantation firms, despite of period of recession, as presented in Table 3 and 4. 

 

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of variables (Pre-Recession, 2004-2006) 

Variables Mean (%) Standard Deviation (%) 
Stock Returns 33.79 50.09 

Return on Assets (ROA) 5.72 3.31 

Return on Equity (ROE) 8.18 4.76 

Return on Capital Employed (ROCE) 9.12 4.95 

 
Table 4. Descriptive statistics of variables (Recession, 2007-2008) 

Variables Mean (%) Standard Deviation (%) 
Stock Returns 150.78 133.74 

Return on Assets (ROA) 10.27 4.34 

Return on Equity (ROE) 14.90 6.35 

Return on Capital Employed (ROCE) 23.67 12.41 

 

The overall descriptive statistics supports the statement that the plantation sector in Malaysia is very resilient and 
companies in the sector are not adversely affected by an economic recession. 

4.2 Correlation Analysis 

Before the research hypotheses were derived, the accounting ratios were tested for multi-collinearity. 
Multi-collinearity occurs in regression when there is a stronger correlation between among the independent 
variables rather than with the dependent variables, in this case the stock return. As one of the purpose of this 
study is not only to determine whether there is a relationship between stock return and the accounting ratios, but 
also the level of explanatory power of each accounting ratios, multi-co linearity must first be addressed in order 
to prevent the inflation of the variances of the parameter estimates, and only then can a the correct conclusions 
be made about the relationships between the stock returns and accounting ratios. 

Table 3 and 4 above shows that there are substantial evidence to prove that there exist a relatively high level of 
correlation between the set of predictors or accounting ratios (i.e., ROA, ROE and ROCE) and stock returns 
during the pre-recession and recession periods. This further supports the utilization of simple linear regression as 
opposed to multiples regression technique for this study. 

4.3 Results of Accounting Measures on Stock Returns 

The multi-collinearity analysis indicates that there is a relatively high level of relations between the variables. 
However, the analyses still have not shown the influence of the accounting measures on stock returns. As such, 
this study will employ the use of simple regression technique in the periods prior to recession (2004-2006) and 
during recession (2007-2008) in order to address the said issues. 
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4.4 Impact of Accounting Measures on Stock Returns (Pre-Recession, 2004-2006) 

From Table 5, the null hypothesis is rejected at the 1% level (p<0.01) for the simple regression analysis between 
ROA and stock returns. With the rejection of the null hypothesis, the positive relationship between ROA and 
stock returns is confirmed with a positive beta (β) = 0.329. It is also shown that the explanatory power (R2) of 
the variable ROA on the variation of stock return. It is discovered that 10.8% of the variance in stock returns is 
explained by the variance in ROA. 

 

Table 5. Impact of accounting measures (ROA, ROE and ROCE) on stock returns prior to recession (2004-2006) 

Predictor Variables 
Regression 
Equation 

Standard Coefficients (β) p-value R2 

Return on Assets (ROA) Ret = β0 + β1ROA + ɛ 0.329 <0.01 0.108 

Return on Equity (ROE) Ret = β0 + β1ROE + ɛ 0.432 <0.01 0.186 

Return on Capital Employed (ROCE) Ret = β0 + β1ROCE + ɛ 0.412 <0.01 0.169 

 

The null hypothesis is also rejected for the simple regression analysis between ROE and stock returns (p<0.01). 
Similar to ROA, ROE also exhibits a positive relationship against stock returns with β = 0.432. ROE explains the 
variance in stock returns more than ROA with a value of 18.6%. 

The null hypothesis is also rejected for the simple regression analysis between ROCE and stock returns (p<0.01). 
A positive relationship is evident between stock returns and ROCE with β = 0.412. It is discovered that 16.9% of 
the variance in stock returns is explained by the variance in ROCE, which is higher than ROA but lower as 
compared to ROE. 

4.5 Impact of Accounting Measures on Stock Returns (Recession, 2004-2006) 

It is discovered, that during the recession period, ROA and ROCE did not have any explanatory power in the 
variation of stock returns with p>0.01 (Table 6). ROE, however, was significant in explaining the variation in 
stock returns. A positive relationship is evident between stock returns and ROE with β = 0.473. It is also evident 
from the analysis that 22.4% of the variance in stock returns is explained by the variance in ROE, which is 
almost a 4% increase from the data obtained during the pre-recession period. 

 

Table 6. Impact of accounting measures (ROA, ROE and ROCE) on stock returns during recession (2007-2008) 

Predictor Variables 
Regression 
Equation 

Standard Coefficients (β) p-value R2 

Return on Assets (ROA) Ret = β0 + β1ROA + ɛ 0.249 >0.01 0.062 

Return on Equity (ROE) Ret = β0 + β1ROE + ɛ 0.473 <0.01 0.224 

Return on Capital Employed (ROCE) Ret = β0 + β1ROCE + ɛ 0.114 >0.01 0.350 

 

Summary of the Results of Hypotheses and Major Findings: 

1) ROE have a positive influence on stock returns during the pre-recession and recession period. 

2) ROA and ROCE have exhibited a positive influence on stock returns only during the pre-recession period. 

3) During the pre-recession period, ROE have the highest explanatory power on the variation of stock returns, 
followed by ROCE. ROA have the least explanatory power on the variation of stock returns. 

5. Discussion 
Ever since the breakthrough studies of Ball and Brown (1968) on the relationships between accounting earnings 
and stock returns, numerous studies have been conducted within the framework of independent variables 
constituting of accounting ratios and stock returns as the dependent variables. Research on the relationships 
between stock returns and accounting earnings thereafter expanded on the ability to forecast future earnings from 
stock movements.  

Analysts evaluate the quality of reported earnings, for example, with the hope of making better forecasts of 
future earnings. However, Lev (1989) in his study concluded that explanatory power of earnings for stock returns 
was low, and as such, the usefulness of earnings published by companies was also low. In another study 
conducted (Penman & Zhang, 1999), it was also concluded that the stock market did not appear to price lower 
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etc, and also an alternative source of fuel in the form of bio-diesel. All in all, the future of palm oil is essentially 
driven due to economic and population growth. 

5.2 Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

The findings from this study suggest that there needs to be shift in the approach of the research. It might be more 
beneficial for future research to focus on the relationship between current accounting earnings to future stock 
returns rather than simply relating accounting earnings to current stock returns. Furthermore, these research 
needs to expand the study beyond that of accounting earnings and book value and involve external sources of 
information as mentioned in the earlier sections, which includes market conditions, macroeconomic factors, 
non-financial information, etc. 

Such research can lead to a better understanding of the underlying motivation behind the variation of stock 
returns and subsequently have a greater impact not only on the scope of accounting research but also on its 
practical implementation by investors and practitioners. 

6. Conclusion 
In general, ROE was found to the best performer as compared to the rest of the performance measures (ROA and 
ROCE) in predicting stock returns. ROE was able to explain the variation in stock return during both economic 
periods. The impact of ROA and ROCE on the variation of stock return, however, was only evident during the 
pre-recession period (2004-2006). During the pre-recession period, all of the performance measure was found to 
have a positive relationship to stock returns. Finally, the descriptive statistics showed that the plantation industry 
in Malaysia is very resilient and not adversely affected by an economic recession.  
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