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INTRODUCTION

The last few decades have been marked by a progressive transition from
an industrial economy to a new knowledge economy in which intangible as-
sets have gradually replaced tangible assets as critical success factors for any
type of organisation. Intangible assets are widely recognized as the beating
heart of intellectual capital (IC), to the point that they can be deemed syno-
nyms. IC is considered a complex and interrelated system of intangible re-
sources mainly related to knowledge assets, competences, capabilities, skills,
technologies, know-how and customer relationships, which — being strategic,
rare, and difficult to imitate or acquire on the market — constitute the main
strategic drivers of the competitive advantage and economic performance of
modern organisations.

Although initially studied in the private sector, IC has progressively
gained importance in the public sector as a context characterized by a high
degree of intangibility concerning its goals, production processes and out-
puts. In this context, universities deserve special attention as they are com-
plex organisations whose main inputs and outputs are intangibles inextrica-
bly intertwined with the knowledge which is produced and diffused through
teaching activities, research and technology transfer. In the last few decades,
several social, economic and political changes — for example, new public
management (NPM), the Bologna Process and third mission emergence —
affecting the university system, pose new accountability and transparency
challenges which makes it necessary to adopt new reporting systems that in-
corporate IC. Accordingly, the debate about the relevance of intellectual cap-
ital disclosure (ICD) in the public sector and, particularly in the university
context, has increased as evidenced by the growing number of empirical
works published in international journals.
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The current accounting systems are inadequate at providing useful infor-
mation about IC. This inadequacy has stimulated a debate among academics
and practitioners about the need to find alternative and innovative forms of
reporting that can adequately meet the expectations that stakeholders have
regarding information on the strategic resources of universities — including
those intangible resources that are commonly recognised as IC — and their
contribution to the value creation process. Accordingly, the IC topic has
gained momentum in the higher education context.

This book aims to contribute to the scientific debate on IC reporting by
critically addressing the ICD issues between the private and public sectors,
paying particular attention to the university domain where the intangible re-
sources dominate the scene, permeating all the dimensions of value creation.

More specifically, the book intends to enrich the recent international de-
bate arising from the fourth stage of IC research, which calls for more studies
that investigate how IC and ICD impact society and the environment while
also engaging stakeholders, focusing the attention on Italian universities, as
Italy is representative of those countries where the wave of NPM has led to
changes in governance, management, performance evaluation and account-
ing systems.

While research articles or books so far have partially focused on either
the private sector or the public sector, this book offers an organic and pro-
gressive overview in four chapters, providing the readers with a clear picture
of the evolution of the main features and peculiarities of IC in both the pri-
vate and public sectors and a discussion of its main issues from an accounting
and reporting standpoint.

Therefore, the volume follows a progressive and modular zoom lens.

This stepwise approach enables readers to enhance their understanding
about the different facets of IC from the private to the public sector and sub-
sequently to comprehend why and how ICD has acquired relevance in the
university context. The final purpose of the book is to provide an innovative
and empirical contribution to the fourth stage of IC research, investigating
an alternative way to convey information about IC and to hold Italian uni-
versity stakeholders accountable: the performance report. This analysis is
pivotal in providing empirical evidence which supports the theoretical con-
siderations and discussions expressed in the book.

The results of the proposed empirical analysis allow the author to contrib-
ute to the scientific debate about ICD relevance by drawing critical conclu-
sions and depicting possible paths which can stimulate university governors,
policy makers, regulators and standard setters to craft adequate strategies to
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develop IC resources and to implement a common project that fosters IC
reporting practices in universities.

Thus, the book has four objectives, one per chapter, that range from the-
ory to practice.

The first objective, explored in the first chapter, is to both offer a detailed
overview of the paths that led to the emergence of IC in the private sector
and describe how IC is a critical factor for successfully creating value and
achieving a competitive advantage. The chapter also provides a comprehen-
sive illustration of the main IC definitions and key components, which con-
tributes to a discussion of the drawbacks that arise from accounting for IC
with traditional financial reports and highlights the need for providing ade-
quate ICD with innovative tools.

The second objective, outlined in the second chapter, is to provide insight
about the relevance of IC in the public sector and to disentangle the links
between IC, accountability and NPM. Accordingly, this chapter provides an
extended overview of how the concept of accountability evolved, including
the main features of NPM, one of the primary theoretical foundations of 1C
in the public sector.

The third objective, pursued in the third chapter, is to shed light on the
relevance of IC to the higher education system, evidencing the need to extend
information provided through the current accounting systems to include rel-
evant information for stakeholders about IC resources. This chapter exam-
ines the social, economic and political changes affecting universities’ struc-
ture, culture, governance and accounting systems, especially in the context
of the Italian university. An overall picture of the European experience with
IC reporting in universities concludes the third section.

The final objective, in the fourth and last chapter, is to provide an empir-
ical analysis that contributes to the international research agenda for ICD. A
content analysis, grounded on a well-established theoretical framework
adapted to the peculiarities of the tool and context examined and enriched by
new items focused on the third mission, is conducted. The development of
this framework represents an important element of novelty which character-
izes this study. In particular, the author considers all the frameworks devel-
oped in the main ICD studies conducted in the university context to derive a
comprehensive list which allows observers to better appreciate how univer-
sities disclose information about IC, taking into account the existing links
between university IC, its performance and the three missions. Being that
this study is contextualised within the fourth stage of IC research, and con-
sidering that previous studies have mostly focused on IC items related to the
first and second missions, the author pays particular attention to the external
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dimension of universities. In doing so, the author adds several items to the
framework in the relational capital category to emphasize the relevance of
the disclosure of those aspects evidencing university engagement within the
ecosystem.

The analysis was conducted on a sample of 59 Italian public universities,
with the aim of detecting the level of ICD provided by the performance report
for the year 2017. The performance report was introduced by D. Lgs. n.
150/2009, which states that it is an accountability tool, which public admin-
istration can use to report both the results obtained during a specific period
and any deviations from the planned objectives to all internal and external
stakeholders. Considering that the performance and results of universities are
fundamentally linked to IC, the performance report can function as a suitable
tool that detects information about IC.

From the results, critical conclusions are drawn about how the promotion
of IC reporting at universities might develop in the future. In particular, the
analysis in the fourth chapter demonstrates that the performance report can
represent a valid — though not exhaustive — alternative tool which enhances
the level of accountability and transparency, which universities can adopt
when communicating about their IC resources to their wide array of stake-
holders. The performance report places greater emphasis on human capital
and relational capital and devotes less attention to structural capital.

Therefore, the book offers new expertise regarding ICD in higher educa-
tion institutions, which can serve as a sound basis for future research and
raise awareness among ltalian public universities about IC reporting and the
latest developments in 1C. Accordingly, it presents significant implications
for different actors and depicts useful strands for future research.

In particular, the book could be useful for academics involved in the on-
going debate on ICD in universities. The book could also serve as both a
benchmark for the current state of ICD research and a source of ideas and
insights for future research. Moreover, the present work provides empirical
evidence that may help Italian public sector practitioners increase their un-
derstanding of how Italian public universities disclose information about I1C
through performance reports. It may also help board members to consider
developing strategies to foster the development of IC resources and to pro-
mote a higher level of ICD. The book may support policy makers and regu-
lators as they consider the usefulness of performance reports in providing an
adequate level of information about IC to stakeholders, reflecting on how
performance reports reveal the links between universities’ IC resources and
performance levels achieved by universities. Moreover, discarding the con-
viction that mandatory IC reporting could be the best solution for boosting
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the dissemination of IC information, the results of this study could be a valid
reference for policy makers, regulators and standard setters as they work to-
gether to develop specific frameworks and guidelines for reporting IC to di-
verse university stakeholders. Finally, the book may function as a guide for
PhD students who would like to approach the problem of IC by providing
them with the necessary information they need to understand the evolution
of this phenomenon — which began in the private sector and extended into
the public sector — and to perform future research.
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