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1  Aims and scope of the special issue

The measurement, reporting and management of Intangibles and Intellectual Capi-
tal (IC) at a micro, meso and macro level is becoming a focal topic for the theory 
and practice of various disciplines (financial and management accounting, valua-
tion, marketing, organisation behaviour, strategy, non-financial reporting, investor 
relations, human resources, sustainability, etc.) (Guthrie et al. 2012). More recently, 
the debate has been further energized by the Integrated Reporting initiative, whose 
focus on the value creation processes has revealed new research and practical per-
spectives on the complex and multifaceted role of Intangibles and Intellectual Capi-
tal in the management and governance of organizations with respect to internal and 
external actors (de Villiers et al. 2014, 2019 Special Issue of Journal of Intellectual 
Capital).

Whilst it is possible to identify several attempts to define what IC is and how 
organizations should report on it through IC Statements or Integrated Reporting 
(so called “ostensive dimension”) (Edvinsson and Malone 1997; Lev 2001; Sveiby 
1997; WICI 2016), less effort has been made to understand the IC performative 
dimension and its implications for organizations and their context, as well as for 
the theoretical aspects of this subject area (Catasús et al. 2007; Catasús and Gröjer 
2006; Mouritsen 2006). In fact, in order to investigate the external, social, and 
organizational effects of IC Statements and Integrated Reporting, several scholars 
have highlighted the need to abandon the extant “grand theories”, and to adopt a 
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practice-based lens of analysis (Stubbs and Higgins 2014; Churet and Eccles 2014; 
Dumay 2012; Dumay and Garanina 2013; Lodhia 2015; Chiucchi 2013).

Adopting a performative approach in IC research means in the first instance 
investigating—with a bottom-up approach—what IC does and how IC is understood 
and implemented in practice, especially shedding light on what happens in the mul-
tifaceted dimensions of governance and management, where IC is concretely meas-
ured, visualised and dealt with (Dumay 2012, 2014; Guthrie et al. 2012; Mouritsen 
2006; O’Donnell et al. 2006). Yet, the conceptual, multidisciplinary and the wider 
contextual consequences of performing and experimenting Intangibles and IC in 
organizations are also of interest to this approach (Zambon 2016).

Finally, it is important to highlight the relevance that corporate governance has 
on the management, measurement and development of IC. Internal mechanisms 
of corporate governance refer to how organizational structures and procedures can 
direct managerial and board attention and behaviour towards issues of increasing the 
wealth of a firm. In this case, the focus is on how the company governance may be 
supported to take care of Intangibles and IC in all their nuances, by considering the 
criticalities and opportunities associated with their management, by understanding 
how the actors involved in their creation and development process behave and how 
this behaviour can be influenced in order to improve corporate performance. More 
specifically, attention has been directed to the relationships between Intangibles 
and IC performance and board systems, executive compensation models, etc. (Al-
Musali and Ismail 2015; Nicholson and Kiel 2004; Swartz and Firer 2005). External 
mechanisms of corporate governance can be related to the ideas of accountability 
and transparency towards shareholders and stakeholders. The reference here is to 
the above mentioned reporting models, the elements that affect Intangibles and IC 
disclosure and the effects of Intangibles and IC disclosure (Al-Musalli and Ismail 
2012; Cerbioni and Parbonetti 2007; Li et al. 2008; Nicholson and Kiel 2004; Saeed 
et  al. 2014; Williams 2001). By governing these external mechanisms, managers 
may obtain legitimization and try to achieve a positive evaluation of the corporate 
performance by the capital market actors.

This Special Issue aims to explore how Intangibles, Intellectual Capital and 
Integrated Reporting affects the management and governance of organizations and 
users’ behaviours by focusing on the empirics of practice, cases, and experiences.

2  The papers

The Special Issue is grounded on the papers presented at the  13th EIASM Interdis-
ciplinary Workshop on “Intangibles and Intellectual Capital—Value Creation, Inte-
grated Reporting and Governance” held at Università Politecnica delle Marche in 
Ancona (Italy) on 21–22 September 2017 (for details on the conference see: www.
eiasm .org/front offic e/event _annou nceme nt.asp?event _id=1243). This is the 2017 
workshop of the most important continuing series of annual academic events in 
Europe in the above subject area since 2005, and it has nowadays reached a wide-
spread visibility in the scholarly as well as—to some extent—the professional and 
institutional community.

http://www.eiasm.org/frontoffice/event_announcement.asp%3fevent_id%3d1243
http://www.eiasm.org/frontoffice/event_announcement.asp%3fevent_id%3d1243
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All the works published in the present Special Issue have been subject to a 
lengthy double-blind review process and revised quite largely before their accept-
ance for publication.

The papers selected provide insightful views on what is the today’s state-of-the-
art of the research on intangibles and related topics and issues. In detail, four of 
them deal with different aspects of intangibles disclosure, and the other four with 
the identification, management and use of IC and IC reporting. Interestingly to note, 
all the papers have employed qualitative methodologies, such as field studies and 
interviews.

The paper titled “Integrated reporting in action: mobilizing intellectual capital to 
improve management and governance practices” by Francesco Badia, Grazia Dic-
uonzo, Saverio Petruzzelli and Vittorio Dell’Atti (University of Bari) has tried to 
answer two questions about (a) the possibilities for integrated reporting to increase 
the awareness of intellectual capital (IC) to improve management and governance 
practices and, (b) the business conditions that can influence the processes related to 
integrated reporting and therefore, intellectual capital. Three companies that are in 
the ‘integrated journey’ and operate in different industries have been investigated. 
The paper has demonstrated that for all of them the implementation of integrated 
reporting has revealed to be a valuable way through which mobilizing and creating 
awareness of intellectual capital. With reference to the business conditions that can 
influence the understanding of the significance of IC, three have been found of par-
ticular relevance, being the listing on financial markets, the size of the company and 
the ownership structure.

The primary purpose of the paper “A Performative Exploration of the Lifeworlds 
of Human Capital and Financial Capital: An Intellectual Capital Case Vignette” by 
Sandra Brosnan (University College Cork), David O’Donnell (Intellectual Capital 
Research, Limerick) and Philip O’Regan (University of Limerick) is to illustrate 
how one particular relationist/realist ontological approach to performative research, 
with a focus on professionals’ (HR and finance leaders) subjective interpretations 
of intangibles/intellectual capital, may be capable of generating reasonably substan-
tive findings. It results that value orientations towards intangibles/intellectual capital 
are clearly present in the human resource (human capital) profession; what is strik-
ing is their apparent absence in the finance/accounting (financial capital) profession 
as the phenomenon may be perceived by the latter to lack professional accounting 
legitimacy.

The paper “Is There a Need to Implement Integrated Reporting in Healthcare? A 
Performative Case Study” by Caterina Cavicchi, Chiara Oppi and Emidia Vagnoni 
(University of Ferrara) aims to investigate the mechanisms that affect the possible 
development of integrated reporting (IR) practices in the healthcare sector. It dis-
cusses the process of construction, production, and consumption of the management 
commentary in a university hospital. Findings with both the report’s preparers and 
institutional users show that the management commentary is conceived as mainly 
addressing normative requirements, thus resulting in a heavy document stemming 
from the preparers’ silo mentality, with very limited usefulness for its users. Users 
reported that the management commentary could be meaningful if it arose from a 
shared planning process emphasizing the connectivity of the university hospital’s 
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activities with the local stakeholders’ activities. This latter assertion, however, is not 
shared by the organization’s top management.

The paper on “Concepts travelling across disciplinary fields: the case of the busi-
ness model” by Laura Girella (International Integrated Reporting Council), Roberto 
Tizzano (University of Naples “Federico II”) and Elisa Rita Ferrari (Kore University 
of Enna) has examined how the concept of business model has moved across dif-
ferent disciplinary arenas, from the strategy field to the financial and non-financial 
reporting fields, in order to reveal the similarities and differences that characterise 
their attitudes towards the adoption of this concept. The findings support the view 
that the three arenas have reacted to the adoption of this concept differently, even 
though some analogies can be observed. Indeed, both the strategy and the non-finan-
cial reporting fields have found to be quite open and inclusive towards the adoption 
of this concept. On the contrary, the rigid and parochialistic nature of the financial 
reporting, and in general the accounting arena, has led to a “resistance to change” 
behaviour.

In relying on the premise that to date the relevance of specific actors in influenc-
ing the adoption of IC Reports seems to be an overlooked topic, the paper “Guess 
who’s coming to dinner: the case of IC reporting in Italy” by Marco Giuliani and 
Maria Serena Chiucchi (Università Politecnica delle Marche) investigates which are 
the organizational and external actors that can influence the uptake and the fate of an 
IC report and the manners in which they influence these reports. Evidence suggests 
that political, technical, and cultural agents, i.e. the project leaders, the project spon-
sors and the external partners (consultants, researchers, etc.), are not only relevant 
but they must coexist and cooperate over time, despite their different roles. In par-
ticular, the external partner introduces the concept and the technology of IC report, 
the project sponsor results to be the agent that instil the need for change within the 
organization and the project leader operationalize the change.

The work “The management of participatory cultural initiatives: learning from 
the discourse on intellectual capital” by Martin Piber (University of Innsbruck), 
Paola Demartini (University of Rome Three) and Lucia Biondi (University of Rome 
Three) addresses how it is possible through the adoption of an IC lens to understand, 
assess and communicate the impact that Participatory Cultural Initiatives (PCIs) 
have on their stakeholders. In doing so, the investigation focuses on two PCIs in 
Italy: Big City Life, a street art district in Tor Marancia (Rome) and the project of 
Matera as European Capital of Culture 2019. Evidence shows that narratives and 
visualisations play a crucial role by supporting comprehension of the PCIs’ key 
aspects and their interwoven relations. A condition for narratives and visualisations 
to be accepted as legitimation tools is the development of a trust relationship among 
stakeholders.

The research “Integrated reporting and the performativity of intellectual capital” 
by Silvano Corbella, Cristina Florio, Alice Francesca Sproviero and Riccardo Stac-
chezzini (University of Verona) investigates how IC is problematised in the con-
text of integrated reporting. It explores the role of organizational actors in defin-
ing, classifying and valuing IC within the process of preparing an integrated report. 
The analysis reveals that IC definition, classification and valuation stimulate ongo-
ing interaction among various actors. An active role is played by the staff of the 
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department responsible for the IR preparation process, but also by organisational 
actors who are not directly involved in this process and by external actors, such as 
the company’s peers, IIRC representatives and the company’s accounting advisors. 
Some sketches, matrixes and maps inspired by the IIRC Framework were pivotal in 
defining concepts and categories of IC and its connection to value creation, although 
the quantification of IC’s effect on value creation remains disputed.

3  Conclusive remarks

Intangibles, IC and Integrated Reporting in their interactions give rise to a clearly 
vibrant area for scientific research and progress today and tomorrow. The performa-
tive perspective here adopted, in its intertwining with the theoretical realm, provides 
an incredibly rich standpoint from which to look at the concrete effects and issues of 
managing, visualizing and reporting on intangibles in an integrated mode.

Leaving aside an ostensive approach in favour of a performative inquiry permits 
to researchers to give “body and soul” to the concepts of intangibles and intellectual 
capital and their role of drivers of the organizational becoming and growth, which 
should find a natural representation in integrated reporting.

The papers that compose the Special issue provide an acute and widespread illus-
tration of the above conclusion. By highlighting and analysing in variegated and to 
some extent unexpected contexts the practical—and also the problematic—side of 
both concepts, such as that of intellectual capital or business model, and tools, such 
as that of integrated reporting, the papers reveal that these are often referred to or 
used as an outcome of a fad rather than of an understanding of their concrete impacts 
and implications for organizations’ life and governance. Far from being “pasteur-
ized” and neutral, those concepts and tools are infused of and affected by, but also 
condition and influence, organizational and personal values, being embedded in con-
textual dynamics, and they find distinct connotations, usages and interpretations in 
various settings, which can be explored using diversified methodological and even 
philosophical approaches (e.g. Habermasian frames employed in two papers).

Therefore, what emerges from the works here presented appears to give “flesh, 
blood and legs” to theoretical or high-level artifacts that otherwise risk remaining 
some empty and fashionable semantic containers, thus paving the way to future 
promising research avenues.
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