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rest (31%) exclusively for internal aims. None of them produced an IC report only for external aims. Among the 
companies analysed, only three stopped after the first experience whereas thirteen continued to measure and report 
IC for some years. The duration of the experience ranged from a maximum of sixteen years to a minimum of one year, 
at the date of the analysis. 
 
We will develop the analysis of the interviews considering the seven companies that are still measuring and/or 
reporting IC. Since the aim of our research is to understand if, how, and why the IC report and the information on IC 
are used and if, how, and why measuring and reporting practices stabilise, we are interested in understanding the 
experience of those that are still measuring IC. Finally, we will also consider the reasons why the projects were 
abandoned. 
 
Table 2: Companies which are still measuring and/or reporting IC 

Company Stopped producing 

the ICR (Y/N) 

Stopped 

measuring IC (Y/N) 

Initial Aims: 

INT/EXT 

A N N INT/EXT 

B N N INT/EXT 

C N N INT/EXT 

D Y N INT 

E N N INT/EXT 

F Y N INT 

G Y N INT 

 
The seven companies shown in Table 2 are still using an IC report and/or IC information, and their experiences are 
different. There are four companies (A, B, C, and E) which are still measuring and reporting IC, and the IC report is 
closely tied to a supplementary report, the social report in three cases and the quality report in one case. 
 
As for the other three companies, which started the IC measurement and reporting projects exclusively for managerial 
aims, the IC report was eventually abandoned but IC measurement was not. As a matter of fact, in all of these last 
three cases (D, F, and G), where IC was exclusively or predominantly measured to support IC management, after 
ceasing to produce an IC report, some IC measures were included in departmental and/or corporate control tools. 
When asked, those companies provided examples of how some of the IC measures have continued to be produced or 
of how, over the years, other measures referred to specific capitals (e.g. human, relational, etc.) have evolved. 
 

…some of the evolutions I introduced over the last years, especially to control the marketing and sales’ 
activities, such as, for instance, the monitoring of customer ‘engagement’, the customer relationship 
value, […], have been, how can I say…, ‘borrowed’ from the IC project… They are the evolutions of some 
ideas and concepts that emerged during the IC project and of some of the indicators we used there.   

[Company F] 
 
These companies have also used the IC information included in the IC reports to trigger managerial actions. 

 

…information on IC led to creating actual and prospective customer databases. This increased the 
marketing department’s knowledge referred to the market and new actions to acquire customers. For 
instance, in order to improve the customers’ competences in using company products (which were 
technology-based) training courses were provided. As far as ‘major customers’ were concerned, instead, 
activities such as company visits and ad hoc meetings were planned.  

[Company F] 
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These three companies (D, F, and G) share another characteristic: the controller was the project leader (in D and F) or 
was part of the team that had the responsibility of carrying out the project (in G). These actors seem to have a very 
relevant and decisive role in pushing IC measurement forward. Thanks to their participation and close cooperation 
with consultants and researchers in all the steps that characterized the design and implementation of the IC report, 
they acquired the competences needed to technically ‘master’ the system, became able to manage the IC 
measurement system on their own, and to push measurement forward. They seem to have had a role in fostering the 
taking up of IC accounting practices consistent with the company decision-making process that would satisfy 
managers’ information needs. These controllers reported that they have acquired new competences and knowledge 
related to other departments in order to promote and/or carry out some activities useful for IC management (e.g. 
analysis of the quality of the workplace relationships, competitor analysis, etc.). However, they also observed that this 
has caused problems related to the ‘invasion’ of other departments’ responsibilities and that this has sometimes 
impeded the continuation of the projects in the proposed direction (e.g. in company D, some projects for measuring 
relational capital were hindered because the Marketing manager considered them his responsibility). Therefore, in 
these companies where IC has continued to be measured internally and where it also seems to have had an impact on 
actions, the controller appears to manifest the characteristics of a ‘business analyst’ more than those of a ‘bean 
counter’ (Granlund and Malmi, 2002).  
 
In three of the companies that are continuing to measure and report IC, the experience of measuring IC was “dragged” 
by that of social report, thus following in its wake. As a matter of fact, IC is reported as a section of the IC report, and 
this seems to have determined the ‘fate’ of IC reporting. In two cases, although questions specifically referred to the 
IC report and to IC information were asked, the interviewees frequently answered referring to ‘social reporting’ 
instead of to IC reporting, and their comments were referred to social accounting information in general instead of 
only to IC.  
 
With reference to the inclusion of the information on IC in the social report, the interviewee in company B said:  

 
…at the beginning, we prepared a social report with included an intellectual capital section. Intellectual 
capital was something ‘added’ to the social report, also from a physical point of view. In the last few 
years, intellectual capital got integrated into the section in which we talk about human capital […] and in 
the one where we talk about relational capital.. 
 

In these cases (B, E) IC information seems not only to be dragged by social reporting, but also to merge with it.  
 
Something different happened in company C, where IC measures are included in the social report as well, but seem to 
be used by managers and also seem to have an impact on actions.  

 

… even if data is collected by specific departments, it is then shared and discussed  by teams, and it can 
immediately trigger alert signals and actions… 
 

The interviewee in company C also stated that the IC indicators have been used by the marketing department to 
analyse customer satisfaction and also in focus group with employees, with workers’ unions, and with suppliers.  
 
Differently from companies B and E, the project leader in company C was the CFO, whereas in the two other cases it 
was the General Manager (B) and the head of Human Resources (E). Consistently with what we observed for the 
companies that measured IC predominantly for internal aims, the fact that the project leader was the CFO seems to 
have some bearing on the use of IC measuring for managerial aims. 
 
As far as company A is concerned, in the first years an autonomous IC report was produced and it was useful for 
supporting a change in management strategy. After some time, the sponsor of the IC report, the General Manager, 
who was also the project leader and principal user, decided to combine the IC report and the quality report into a 
single document. In this case, the information on IC was deemed essential to report to the Board of Directors and also 
to the public administrations funding the company. 
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The collected evidence also sheds light on the relevance of some key actors in determining the success or the failure 
of an IC project. As outlined above, some studies have analysed the role of the sponsor and of the project leader in the 
introduction and implementation stages of an IC project (Chiucchi, 2013a, Chiucchi, 2013b). This study, due to its 
longitudinal approach, highlights that sponsors and project leaders are crucial in determining the fate of IC projects. 
They are instrumental in making the IC project last over time if they find something useful in it for themselves, i.e. if 
the IC report satisfies their needs. At the same time, the sponsor and the project leader seem to also play a crucial role 
in the project’s failure. The IC project failed when the IC concepts, methods, and tools did not meet the expectations 
of the sponsor and/or of the project leader. This happened for example when the IC project did not produce the 
desired benefits in terms of improvement of the corporate image or of the organizational performance. As the CFO of 
one company said: ‘I carried out the IC project because I imagined that our main shareholder would be interested in 
it… for me it was a way to be more transparent… but I was wrong, as our main shareholder never read the IC report 
and consequently, I abandoned the project’. In all, the IC project failed whenever it was not considered ‘worth the 
trouble’ or when it was considered a ‘private business’, something belonging to and understood by an élite. As a 
consequence, when interest faded or the results did not meet the expectations of this élite group, or when those 
people quit the organization, the project eventually dwindled down to nothing. In some cases, it seems that IC was 
seen as a passing managerial fashion, something that managers ‘had to have’ but without any in-depth knowledge of 
what an IC project is or what it does (Roslender and Fincham, 2001). As a case in point, the sponsor/project leader of 
one company observed that he ‘fell in love’ with the idea of analysing IC, that the IC report was his ‘toy’ for a while, till 
he found ‘a new toy’.  
 
The findings of our study lead us to reflect on the IC ‘lock-in’ phenomenon which occurs when IC is introduced from 
an accounting perspective so that the focus tends to be on measuring rather than on managing (Chaminade and 
Roberts, 2003, Chiucchi and Dumay, 2015). In the cases we examined, IC entered the organization from different 
perspectives (accounting, quality, human resources, external reporting, management accounting, etc.), and while in 
some cases IC got locked into the entry perspective, in a few cases the ‘lock-in’ was avoided and IC acquired, over 
time, a different focus. In other words, while the literature mentioned above is focused on the typical hypothesis of 
lock-in, i.e. the one in the ‘accounting world’ where measuring dominates over managing, the examined cases show 
that IC can also be locked into other ‘worlds’ (quality, social, etc.) depending on its point of entry. The paper also 
sheds light on the role that a CFO/controller, who is the one that usually designs and implements the IC report, may 
play in the un-locking process and in the stabilisation of IC measurement practices. Where the CFO/controller takes a 
traditional approach (bean-counter role) (Granlund and Malmi, 2002) the IC project tends to fail. Instead, whenever 
s/he plays more of a business analyst role (Granlund and Malmi, 2002), the IC project has greater chances of survival 
as s/he is able to make IC interesting and useful for the whole organization; in other words s/he is able to 
operationalize IC and help it evolve from an abstract concept to something concrete. 
 
Another aspect to discuss is the use of the IC report. In the archaeology of IC, the IC report was considered a useful 
tool for understanding the present in order to forecast the future, as IC is considered to be one of the resources that 
drive future organizational performance (Mouritsen and Larsen, 2005, Edvinsson and Malone, 1997, Sveiby, 1997). In 
other words, the focus should be on what will happen and this kind of focus should be found both in the content of 
the IC report and in how the IC report is used. From the analysis it emerges that the IC report is mainly used to ‘have a 
picture’ of the past, to shed light on the activities carried out, and to see the results achieved by the organization or by 
specific areas of the organization itself. For example, the IC report was seen as an opportunity to highlight 
achievements that were not visible in the other company reports (financial report, social report, etc.) such as the ones 
related to reorganization activities, to quality assurance, to developing social relationships, etc. Thus, the IC report 
was a way to ‘make the invisible visible’ but where the ‘invisible’ was not an intangible per se but an intangible related 
to a specific organizational area. This idea also finds support from the fact that in several cases the marketing area did 
not find the IC project particularly interesting as its activity is clearly visible in terms of sales; on the other hand, the 
R&D, the HR, the IT and the Quality departments were often particularly interested in the IC report and in the picture 
it would give of their activity and results. 
 
This last point also leads to reflections on the indicators included in the IC report as it is the whole of the indicators 
that gives a specific perception (a specific picture) of the organization or parts of it. The problems related to the 
indicators seem to be one of the main obstacles to the stabilisation of IC reports and one of the main causes for 
abandoning them. More in depth, the analysis confirms that IC indicators tend to have technical problems as they are 
not self-evident, are ambiguous, time consuming in terms of calculation, and difficult to understand and put in 
relation to one another (Gröjer and Johansson, 2000, Mouritsen, 2009, Mårtensson, 2009, Catasús et al., 2007, 
Cuganesan and Dumay, 2009, Dumay and Cuganesan, 2011, Giuliani and Marasca, 2011). In addition, our study shows 
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that IC indicators tend to be produced by one area in the company (usually by the controller) (i.e. ‘the producer'), with 
reference to another area (for example R&D, HR, IT, marketing, production, etc.) (i.e. ‘the observed') and used by top 
management (i.e. ‘the user’). The existence of these three roles (producer, user, and observed) and the technical 
problems inherent to the process imply that developing IC indicators tends to be seen as a way of controlling specific 
organizational areas which are reluctant to be measured with a tool they do not understand and which do not accept 
being ‘invaded’ by another area. It has to be underlined that this point is not only due to a technical problem but is 
also a cultural issue; the focus is on the quest for the ‘perfect’ or ‘objective’ measure instead of on the organizational 
impact of IC (Chiucchi and Montemari, 2016). In summary, if the rise and potential growth of organizational conflicts is 
recognized in time and the focus is not only on the technical aspects of IC, the IC reporting project is more likely to 
survive over time. 
 
All in all, the fate and the stabilisation of IC reporting practices seem to be determined by aspects related to the IC 
concept’s sensemaking and sensegiving processes, to the interest, satisfaction, and culture of the sponsor and of the 
project leader, and to the technical and organizational issues related to the production of the IC indicators and to their 
backward looking characteristic. 
 
These findings have both theoretical and practical significance. This study contributes to the literature on IC ‘in 
practice’ (Dumay, 2012, Guthrie et al., 2012) as the analysis is developed ‘in vivo’ and not ‘in vitro’. It also sheds light 
on factors determining the fate and stabilisation of IC practices as the results show what happens after IC concepts, 
methods, and tools are introduced within an organization. 
  
The main limitation of this study is that it was not possible to interview all of the companies that have experienced the 
creation of an IC report. Nevertheless, we believe that the investigated cases offer a wide picture of what happens in 
reality. 
 
Taking into consideration the extant literature, future research avenues could consist in the analysis of the roles 
played by the IC sponsor and the IC project leader and of how their personal characteristics can affect IC projects in 
order to contribute to the research regarding the ‘actors’ involved in an IC project (Chiucchi, 2013a, Chiucchi, 2013b, 
Giuliani et al., 2016). Moreover, it could be interesting to delve into whether and how consultants have a role in 
determining the fate of IC projects, as the role of this ‘actor’ has been investigated in other context but not in the IC 
one (Briers and Chua, 2001, Christensen, 2005, Ittner and Larcker, 2002). In addition, further insights could be gained 
by comparing the Italian experience with others that have different characteristics. Finally, as our empirics are mainly 
focused on private organizations and the discourse of IC in the public sector is gaining momentum (Bardy et al., 2016, 
Dumay et al., 2015, Guthrie and Dumay, 2015, Garlatti et al., 2014), it can be interesting to analyse, from a 
longitudinal perspective, the use and the ‘fate’ of IC reports specifically in this context.    
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