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1. Intellectual capital and the current issues

Intellectual capital (IC) has been a popular fashion phenomenon, and worldwide, companies have
made a lot of attempts to disclose intellectual capital information (Bukh, 2003). Findings from previous
studies indicate that the disclosures vary across countries, industries, and firms (Cuozzo et al., 2017,
Catasus and Grdjer, 2003). However, in the extant literature, there are no studies that directly question
companies about their decisions on intellectual capital disclosing practice, the variables that affect it, or
the conditions under which it occurs (Castilla-Polo and Gallardo-Vazquez, 2016). As Abeysekera
(2006) claimed, these studies lack a theoretical basis for the exposition and interpretation of their
findings. Dumay (2014) suggested a manifesto for transformational intellectual capital research which
focuses on explaining why information about intellectual capital is revealed. Aiming at filling that gap,
this paper argues that using social construction lens can help to shed some initial light on that
unaddressed issue.

2. Social construction and its potential in addressing the issue
Social construction — what is it?

According to Knoblauch and Wilke (2016), the term “social construction” entered the discourse
with the publication of the book “The Social Construction of Reality” by Berger and Luckman in 1966.
“Social construction” has become a phrase not only used in the social sciences but far beyond
(Knoblauch and Wilke, 2016). The core idea of social construction, in its broadest sense, is that things
do not emerge by chance, but are all produced from social actions, i.e., actions that we carry out by
interacting with other people. In that case, there are many and various things (if not all) that are socially
constructed; for instance, emotions, knowledge, behaviours and even perceptions which may have been
taken for granted (Knoblauch and Wilke, 2016). Drawing on such a viewpoint, it can be argued that
companies have different disclosing practices since they have different understandings about
intellectual capital. With that said, to discover the reasoning behind the disclosures, it would be
necessary and crucial to explore what the companies really think about intellectual capital, and why so.
And indeed, as Marr and Chatzkel (2004) asserted in their introductory editorial to the special issue “IC
at the crossroads: theory and research”, one of the issues that need addressing is what we mean when
we talk about intellectual capital. This again reinforced the need to investigate how intellectual capital
is actually understood by companies in practice, and more importantly, why so. This also aligns with
the call for further research on how intellectual capital concept works and evolves in practice (Schaper,
2016) in the hope of reducing the large gap between the perceptions in the literature, and reality itself
(Nielsen et al., 2017).

IC scholars have made various attempts to explore how different people think about intellectual
capital. However, their approach to collecting the answers from participants seems not to be effective.
For example, instead of giving research participants chances to express their actual understanding of
intellectual capital freely, researchers have provided them with support. They have also relied on preset
intellectual capital frameworks to guide the participants to offer the answers. This has to some extent
eclipsed the participants’ knowledge, which in turn has hampered the social construction of the research
knowledge. Also, an analysis which only picked up themes did not really address what practitioners
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actually meant when they talked about intellectual capital. In other words, the issue of how intellectual
capital is understood in practice has not yet been thoroughly addressed. (Benevene et al., 2019; Giuliani
and Marasca, 2011; Habersam and Piber, 2003). Secondly, intellectual capital studies have merely
discussed the different understandings of intellectual capital among groups of individuals. They have
not provided any further explanations of the concern over why this happened. They mostly left this
question unanswered, which hampered our knowledge about what’s really behind their thoughts and
practice relating to intellectual capital. Hence this paper aims at suggesting a solution — the social
construction viewpoint.

The use of social construction ideas in accounting

The idea of social construction plays a key role in opening a different horizon in what we know
about accounting. It not only reveals the foundations behind what we have usually taken for granted,
such as financial terms (e.g. profit, assets, and equity) and compliance with the regulations (see Lukka,
1990; Hines, 1991; Mouck, 2004; Vamosi, 2005; Levant and Zimnovitch, 2017), but it also places the
study of accounting within a wider social context for study (Preston, 1986; Nahapiet, 1988; Colignon
and Covaleski, 1988). It also helps the accounting audience understand the rationale of accounting
behaviours and practices (Bisman and Highfield, 2012). For this reason, it is firmly believed that social
construction is the suitable lens to wear to explore the understanding of intellectual capital in practice.

Berger and Luckmann’s social construction viewpoint (1966)

“The Social Construction of Reality” by Berger ad Luckmann was first published in 1966.
However, despite being eclipsed by other versions and theories of social construction for some time, on
its 25th anniversary, the book was addressed as “one of the greatest feats of theoretical synthesis in
American Sociology”, a “milestone of sociology’’ (Abels, 1998, p.87), and “one of the monumental
statements of social theory in the postwar years” (Seidman, 2004, p.81). All were quoted by Knoblauch
and Wilke (2016). Internationally, the book was ranked among the five most seminal texts in sociology
by International Sociological Association. Today, without a doubt, it is still said to be one of the most
popular bestsellers in sociology on an international level. In their book, the author argued that “man is a
social product” (p.79) and there are different types of the world are where the “different” individual is
produced. These are where he starts his internalisation process, in order to become a member of society.

In primary socialisation, the “individual's first world is constructed” (p. 155). This is where a person
first starts the process of becoming a member of society. He is born into an objective social structure
within which he encounters the significant others in charge of his socialisation. He, then, will “take
over” that world, interpret the actions within the world and acquire the knowledge needed to be a
member of the society. The “home world” can exemplify itself as a family setting, a home country
where the person is born, a culture where he has “natural” tradition transmitted to him. These are the
“home world(s)” that are inevitable for individuals. Therefore, no matter how far one may travel from
the “home world”, one’s behaviours, beliefs, attitudes, and actions attached to the original world will
stay instilled. Understanding what and where the home world could be would be of great help when
analysing social construction, because any individual's social construction would start from here. An
expatriate can spend most of their life in another country, but the home culture, and love of home will
stay with them throughout their life as “sedimentation”.

As they argued, in sub-worlds, secondary socialisation exists due to the labour division. Yes, it
might be absent in a society where there is no labour division, but this scenario seems impossible.
Therefore, in this discussion, secondary socialisation is considered to be an integral part of society's
role(s). In this way, each role opens an entrance into a specific segment of the society's total stock of
knowledge. This implies a social distribution of knowledge. A society's stock of knowledge is
structured in terms of what is either generally relevant or relevant only to specific roles.



Moreover, Berger and Luckmann also suggested that all these stages of socialisation are facilitated
by interactions. A person in isolation will have no possibility of developing as a person, nor can she or
he produce a human environment. The human environment is only created when humans stay together.
Also, everyday life's reality is on-goingly reaffirmed in the individual's interactions with others. For
example, learning language would help to illustrate this clearly. How could a child obtain his first
words if he did not hear another saying those? How could he understand what things can be called if no
one talked to him and explained that? Obviously, without interaction, the social construction is
impossible.

In this paper, it is shown that Berger and Luckmann’s arguments can help to answer the questions
about how intellectual capital is understood in practice and how such understandings have been
constructed.

3. Example of a case study adopting social construction viewpoint and what can be unveiled
about intellectual capital

The social construction viewpoint guided the methodology

The ultimate aim of any kind of research is to explore and introduce a quantity of knowledge. In
Berger and Luckmann’s view, this kind of knowledge is also socially constructed. Typically, there can
be considered to be two main approaches to conducting research — with, or without, participants. The
figure below illustrates how the research knowledge in these two types can be constructed.

Participants

Researcher(s)

Research
Knowledge

Figure 1: Social construction of research knowledge in a research study

In research that does not engage with participants, researchers play a key role in constructing the
research knowledge. According to Berger and Luckmann, this construction would occur in the
researchers’ home worlds and sub-worlds via interactions with other individuals. Whereas, in the case
of researchers inviting participants to participate in the research, the knowledge would be co-
constructed by both the researchers and the participants. In the first place, this co-construction also
takes place during interactions between the researchers and their participants. However, besides this co-
construction, the researchers and participants themselves have also undergone their own construction of
knowledge within in their worlds, before sharing their understanding of the interactions.

Drawing on Berger and Luckmann’s argument regarding interactions, in this paper, it is believed
that without interactions with participants, the researcher would not be able to produce any knowledge.
Therefore, the study should engage with participants via face-to-face talks and discussions. These
represent the essential platform for the social construction of research knowledge to take place.



With that said, case study was chosen to conduct a study of intellectual capital. There have been
many calls for the case and field studies in organisations to examine accounting, in particular, in the
contexts in which it operates (Hopwood, 1983; Tomkins and Groves, 1983). Accounting researchers are
encouraged to “enter the field and engage in qualitative research grounded in symbolic interactionism
and ethnomethodology” (Ritson, 2002, p.9). And so far, “field-based qualitative research methods had
to remain the exclusive province of the social constructionist.” (Ritson, 2002, p.10). And indeed, “case
studies” is also mentioned by Chua (1986) as one of the methodologies she listed when she laid out the
interpretive accounting research tradition. Therefore, case study was chosen with the intention of
exploring what people meant when talking about intellectual capital, and the reasoning behind such
ideas,

Taking the social construction lens, it was believed that approaching those who share common
knowledge and experience would yield more potential interviews. The more common “worlds” (home
world and sub-worlds) we share, the easier we could become “friends” from being strangers, and hence
the more likely they would provide helpful information and further contacts. Therefore, Vietnamese
people in the UK were contacted, and indeed a lot of support from the community was received, since
most of the interviews were conducted with them. Since the approach was independent of any preset
intellectual capital framework, the semi-structured interviews allowed the respondents to have more
chances to talk, and their answers were not eclipsed by academic knowledge. During the interviews, the
methodology was also being constructed with attention paid both to the choice of language, and to the
constant adjustments of interview skills.

The social construction viewpoint underpinned the analysis

Regarding the participants’ understanding of intellectual capital, the case study revealed some new
elements and layers of meaning that the extant intellectual capital literature has not covered yet.
“Management style”, “Team spirit/ Harmony”, “Work Ethics” and “Customer feedback” are some
newly uncovered items in this case study. The detailed comparison with the literature also indicates that
intellectual capital literature has not fully covered how people understand intellectual capital and what
people really mean when mentioning some intellectual capital elements.

Items discussed by
interviewees

Findings from case study Similar findings in IC literature

- Mainly referred to as Human Capital with different
indicators (Pedro et al., 2018; Ferenhof et al., 2015)

- Most similar item found in literature “Geographical
diversity” (Corbella et al., 2019)

- More detailed meanings.
People - No consensus in terms of
meanings.

- Mainly placed under different IC dimensions in
various frameworks, such as Customers (Lev, 2001;
Rudez and Mihalic, 2007), Relational (Sillebrant et
al., 2007; Grimaldi et al, 2013), Innovation
(Choong, 2008), Organizational (Tai and Chen,
2009); Structural (Rodov and Leliaert, 2002)

- More detailed meanings.

- No consensus in terms of
meanings. (Some
interviewees even showed
little knowledge of the term.)

Brand name

Motivation policy

Mainly deemed to be of value
in the company (equivalently
to structural capital).

No consensus in terms of
meanings.

Mainly placed under human capital dimension
(Litschka et al., 2006; Tovstiga and Tulugurova,
2009; Halim, 2010).

Most similar item found in literature: “Training and
compensation system” (Lev, 2001)

- Agreed by all interviewees |- Not yet discussed thoroughly in the literature.

Management Style that this is of great value in |- Most similar items found in literature: “Culture”




the company. (Dumay and Roslender, 2013; Benevene et al,
2019), “Organizational culture” (Yi, 2012),
“Corporate Culture” (Zarandi et al., 2012; Cricelli
et al., 2013) or “Administrative practices” (Pedro et
al., 2018), “Culture routines and practices” (Marr et
al.

-, 2004), “Culture” and “Management philosophy”
(Rudez and Mihalig¢, 2007),
“Leadership/Leadership ~ skills” (Abhayawansa,
2014; Grimaldi et al., 2013; Ousama et al., 2011;
Bontis and Fitz-enz, 2002; Mayo, 2000)

- Not yet discussed thoroughly in the literature.
- Most similar items found in literature: “Culture/

Team spirit/ | - Discussed by two out of the | Management Philosophy” (Rudez and Mihalic,

harmony/ support three interviewees 2007); “Group cohesiveness” (Mura and Longo,
2013), “Team’s social interactions” (Hormiga et al.,
2011)

- Mainly used as a measurement of customers’
satisfaction (Ousama et al., 2011; Guthrie et al.,
2006; Bollen et al., 2005)

- Most similar items found in literature: “customer
feedback systems” (Bozbura, 2004)

- Mentioned and  clearly

Customer feedback discussed by a junior staff.

- Not yet mentioned in IC literature.
In wider literature, claimed to be connected with
different IC elements such as competence (Lou et
- Mentioned and clearly | al, 2019; Wang, 2013; Chung-Herrera et al.,
discussed by a junior staff. 2003); work attitude, work commitment, or work
satisfaction (Saks et al., 1996) which are popularly
listed as IC eclements under Human capital
dimension (Ferenhof et al., 2015)

Work ethic

Table 1: Comparisons between what has been found in the case study and what has been revealed in IC literature

In terms of the social construction of such understanding, the study indicated the idea of intellectual
capital can be constructed both through the socialisation stages in the home world and also the temporal
movements within a sub-world. Using Berger and Luckmann’s framework, it was argued that the
cultures, education, the role in the organisation, the experiences and the length of service could lead to
different understandings. Although supported by other work in the social science literature, these
findings have not been excavated at all in the extant intellectual capital literature, which indicates the
role of the social construction lens in this study of intellectual capital.

Besides that, the case study also provides the answers to the question how these social construction
processes take place. Relying on Berger and Luckmann’s framework and the data obtained, the study
presents some striking findings about the way people interact to socially construct their knowledge
which have not been covered in the intellectual capital literature. According to the information gained
from the interviewees, the interactions mainly took place via daily communications, observations and
daily actions. This seems to be the opposite of what has been revealed in the literature, as scholars have
discussed only formal meetings and workshops as the main internal communication channels. In terms
of external communications, the participants also claimed that they had direct interactions with
customers and other people in order to understand some intellectual capital issues. Meanwhile, only

one-way communications, such as reporting or disclosing practices, have been taken into account in the
literature.



Main findings from the case study Similar findings in IC literature

Internal communication channels

Mainly via daily interactions: Similar findings in literature: Construction of IC disclosure

communications, actions, observations. * Formal one-to-one meetings, focus groups meetings,
Board of Directors meetings and budgeting meetings
(Chiucchi, 2013)

* Regular meetings and shared databases (Marr, 2004)

*  Workshops (Shih et al., 2010)

External communication channels

Brochures, leaflets, events, websites, direct Similar findings in literature: IC reporting, IC disclosure
interactions with customers. (one-way communication): annual reports, annual reviews,
interim reports, corporate social responsibility reports,
information  brochures, company websites, specialized
publications (Castilla-Polo and Gallardo-Vazquez, 2016)

Table 2: Comparisons between what has been found in the case study and what has been revealed in IC literature in terms of
interactions in company sub-world
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