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France's CAC 40 companies register billions of euros in profits and dividends in record year
France's largest corporations generated profits of €153.6 billion last year. Dividends, at €67.8 billion, and share buybacks, at €30.1 billion, reached unprecedented highs. 
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To each company their own prize: On Thursday, March 7, French media company Vivendi published the final 2023 results for the multinational companies that make up France's CAC 40 index, celebrating a year of record profits for TotalEnergies, Veolia, Renault, Schneider and Stellantis; fully-booked orders for Schneider and Thales; high margins for Hermès, Renault and L'Oréal. Although luxury group Kering deplored a "difficult year for the group," on the whole, France's champions excelled.
Read more  Subscribers only  Paris Stock Exchange's CAC 40 index topped a record 8,000 points
Taken together, the 38 CAC 40 companies that have published their financial statements in recent weeks – with Alstom and Pernod-Ricard having deferred financial reportin – have posted record net profits: €153.6 billion, compared with €142 billion in 2022, which itself marked an all-time high according to data compiled by fintech company Scalens.
"It took CAC 40 companies more than ten years after the 2008 financial crisis to clear the €100 billion a year mark. The Covid crisis has enabled them to break through this glass ceiling. And since then, they've managed to maintain high profit levels," pointed out Arnaud Girod, the head of economic research and strategy at Kepler Cheuvreux financial service company. So it's hardly surprising that on Thursday, against a backdrop of soaring world stock markets, the CAC 40 index closed above 8,000 points for the first time in its history.
Shareholders will be rubbing their hands in glee. Dividends allocated for 2023 – which will be distributed in 2024 – will cumulatively total €67.8 billion (versus €67.5 billion in 2022). Moreover, these are supplemented by €30.1 billion (€24.6 billion in 2022) in share buybacks, which have become increasingly popular in France despite political condemnation. In the autumn, during discussions on the 2024 finance bill, MPs ranging from Renaissance (Macron's ruling party) and its MoDem allies to La France Insoumise (radical left) and the Parti Socialiste (left), all put forward amendments aimed at taxing dividends or share buybacks.
On the eve of the European elections
On March 22, 2023, during a televised interview at the height of the debate on the French pension reform, President Emmanuel Macron himself denounced the "cynicism at work" in these groups "who make such exceptional revenue that they end up using this money to buy back their own shares," promising the implementation of a contribution so that "workers will be able to benefit" from this money.

As this mechanism never saw the light of day, these record-breaking 2023 figures are bound to rekindle the debate on fairly sharing profits in the midst of the European election campaign. This is all the more likely given that TotalEnergies (€19.3 billion) – the company with the highest profits – was closely followed by a turbo-charged Stellantis (€18.6 billion), led by Carlos Tavares, the highest-paid CEO in the CAC 40, who received €36.5 million in compensation for 2023.
This comes as an important reminder that, as profits soar, every year the composition of Paris' flagship index changes, leaving only the most successful companies in its ranks. Atos, now on the brink of collapse, was included in this leading index until September 2021. In December 2023, payments giant Worldline (who posted a loss of €817 million in 2023) was replaced by Vivendi (€405 million in profits).
Lower volumes for some players
"Inflation, which is still high in 2023, has supported profit levels, so results have been good overall, but not excellent," cautioned Stanislas de Bailliencourt, head of bond management and asset allocation at asset manager Sycomore AM. "Major French companies showed resilience in a subdued economic context," continued Girod, adding that "business remained buoyant in the United States, but slowed down in Europe and China."
While Veolia and Schneider – both boosted by the environmental transition – and Thales – which has been benefitingfrom global rearmament – are posting sustained sales growth, many players are confronted with a drop in volumes, following two years of high inflation that have put a strain on demand. In fast-moving consumer goods, "one of the few sectors that did not benefit from an improvement in margins after the Covid crisis," explained Girod, Carrefour and Danone have lamented a "difficult" environment.
At Saint-Gobain, lower volumes (-5.5%) were offset by price increases (+4.6%), enabling the group to post a record operating margin of 11%, despite a negative context for the European construction industry. Bénédicte Hautefort, co-founder of Scalens, pointed out that "very large companies have succeeded in improving their productivity, thanks to a move to higher-end products and services, and to the deployment of artificial intelligence." She added that "redundancy plans remained limited: 3% of CAC 40 companies announced job cuts, in line with the global trend, that is, the lowest proportion since 2019."
Renault and Stellantis in good shape
What's to come for the future? "We've been waiting two years for a recession in Europe, but it hasn't happened. The economic environment remains very uncertain for 2024, and companies are likely to continue to emphasize cost control in their communications," said Catherine Garrigues, European head of AllianzGI's conviction-based equity management. On March 5, Thales, at its stock market peak, revealed an "adaptation plan" within its space subsidiary Thales Alenia Space, "concerning 1,300 positions, including 1,000 in France." Société Générale, meanwhile, launched a reorganization of its head offices in February 2024, which has been expected to result in around 900 job cuts.
Meanwhile, although it does not rank in the CAC 40, the automotive technology supplier Forvia made its mark in mid-February by revealing its intention to cut its workforce in Europe due to "excess capacity" in its production facilities. Faced with the threat from China, this group, which formed from the merger between France's Faurecia and Germany's Hella, intends to cut 10,000 jobs, representing some 13% of its European workforce.
The restructuring of automotive subcontractors contrasts with the robust health of automakers Renault and Stellantis, although they too face the challenges of electrification. In any case, de Bailliencourt warned, "after a year in which automakers' margins were bolstered, the automotive sector is preparing for a slowdown in demand." Under the leadership of Lucas di Meo, Renault has almost tripled its operating margin over two years.
Relaunching acquisitions
Stellantis, meanwhile, which has just set a new stock market record, has launched a share buyback plan worth up to €3 billion in 2024, after €1.5 billion in 2023. "For companies operating in sectors that are losing ground on the stock market, this is a way of giving money back to shareholders while bolstering the share price," explained Girod. Call center operator Teleperformance, whose shares are in turmoil, is also preparing to buy back shares.
Yet, as the CEO of Thales, Patrice Caine, put it, the well-filled treasuries of the French multinationals are above all aimed at "preparing for the future." By 2023, Veolia will have reaped the rewards of its successful merger with Suez, and Axa will have demonstrated the benefits of its takeover of Bermudan reinsurer XL. Saint-Gobain and Bouygues, for example, have just announced two deals, the first in construction materials in Australia, the second in mobile phone services in France.

