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INTRODUCTION
• A now  rather shared analysis: a new productive 

paradigm is emerging:
- farewell to mass production of  standardized goods… 

- ... from the Information and Communication Techni-

ques and the New Economy...

- ... to the Knowledge Based Economy and the 

Learning Society

• It is not well captured by conventional theories a
nd old statistical tools:
- technical change is endogenous...

- ...hence Intangible Capital (IC) has become more im

portant than tangible capital.



SYNOPSIS OF THE 

PRESENTATION

• Why has the concept of IC emerged (I)?
• Is it robust and easy to measure (II)?
• Does IC intensity explain diverging national 

macroeconomic performance (III)?
• Is not finance a part of IC with destabilizing  

consequences (IV)?
• Finally what have we learnt (V)?



I. WHY HAS THE CONCEPT 

OF INTANGIBLE CAPITAL 

EMERGED?

1.A necessary complement for accountants in 

order to capture the value of  a firm: 

goodwill.  

(1) HC+SC+RC = IC = MV-BV



• The taxonomy comprises three categories of intan
gibles:

– Human capital is “the knowledge, skills, experiences 
and abilities of people” (EC 2001:10); it is what leaves 
a firm when its employees go home. 

– Structural capital is “the knowledge that stays within t
he firm at the end of the working day” (Ibid:11). Struct
ural capital may reside in computer databases and ad
ministrative systems, as well as models, patents and co
ncepts (Sveiby 1997:11), some of which may be owned 
and traded by the firm as legally defined property 

(Edvinsson and Malone 1997:11). 



2. Reconciling  of  stock market value with 

book value:

Intangible capital= Market value- book value.  

- Relational capital comprises “all resources linked to 
the external relationships of  the firm, with customers, 
suppliers or partners” (EC 2001:11). Examples of  
relational capital offered by Meritum were image, 
customer loyalty, links with suppliers, commercial 
power, and negotiating capacity.



Figure 1 Relative goodwill and book value from 1983 to 2011 (indexed at 

2011 book value = 100; totals for all listed non-financial corporations in 

France, Germany, the UK, and US; compiled using quarterly accounting 

and exchange-rate (data from Thomson-Reuters)



3. Intangible capital seen by 

macroeconomists: 

• In search for the sources of  growth and 
stock market valuation

(2) q = sL • ℓ + sK • k + a

with q, ℓ , k rate of growth of output,

labour, tangible capital

sL , sK respective weight of labour and capital

a = residual / contribution of technical

change, generally a > 0



(3) q = sL • ℓ + sK • k + sR • r + b

with r rate of growth of intangible capital

sR weight of intangible capital

b = new residual / contribution of 

technical change

with the hypothesis that b a and possibly b is near 0

(4) National Intangible Capital = Stock market value – va

lue of tangible capital



• Possibly a new evaluation of  GDP taking 

into account the extra value created by 

intangible capital



1. The time dimension: the more challenging 

difficulty

II - ARE INTANGIBLE CAPITAL ME

ASURES RELEVANT? 





2. Perfect competition for substitutable factors 

of  production: a second cornerstone of  

capital measurement

3. The intricacy of  capital measurement and 

the profit rate: Cambridge UK was right 

after all



4. How to measure the volume of  capital: 

quality, price and volume are mixed in the 

valuation of  capital

5.  How to aggregate investment of  various 

vintage into a single measure: no 

satisfactory solution has been found

6. All these difficulties are exacerbated when 

macroeconomists try to include intangible 

capital in their analyses



Source: Corrado Carol, Ha

skel Jonathan, Jona-Lassim

o Julia, and Massimiliano 

Lommi (2012)  Intangible c

apital an growth in advanc

ed economies: Measureme

nt Methods and Comparati

ve results, July.



7. From private accounting to growth 

accounting: common and converging 

obstacles in the measure of  intangible 

capital. 



Table 2 –

Measuring 

Intangible 

Assets and 

Total Factor 

Productivity 

Similar  

Issues



III. DOES IC INTENSITY EXPLAIN 

DIVERGING NATIONAL 

MACROECONOMIC 

PERFORMANCE ?

1.  The shift from typical mass production to an olig

opolistic competition along quality, product diffe

rentiation and innovation.



Figure 2 – From standardized goods mass-production to the oligopolistic / monop

olistic rents fo contemporary capitalism



Figure 3 – Intangible investment and GDP per capita (2001-04)



2. ICT and Knowledge Based Economies are 

no more built upon typical productive 

investment but upon immaterial and 

relational capital 

- The US are leading 

- Northern Europe is following

- Southern Europe is lagging



Figure 3 – Tangible vs intangible GDP shares: 1995-2009

(Average value)



Table 3 – Intangible investment in the market sector in Germany, France, Italy, 

Spain, UK and US (percent of  GDP 2006)



Table 4 – Average annual change in labour productivity in the market sector and co

ntribution of  tangible and intangible capital deepening , labour quality and MFP g

rowth, 1995-2006.



3. Contemporary finance: capture of  profit by 

innovation, leverage and leonine contracts. 

B – Total financial assets / GDP

(1948-2007)

A – Profits  appropriated by the financial 

sectors / GDP (1948-2007)

Figure 4 – Two indexes of  the capture of  profit and wealth 

by finance



IV. THE INABILITY TO 

RIGOROUSLY MEASURE 

INTANGIBLE CAPITAL TRIGGERS 

HIGH FINANCIAL VOLATILITY 

AND MAKES FINANCIAL CRISIS 

MORE FREQUENT AND SEVERE

1. Stock market might deliver a fluctuation   

around fundamental values of  financial as

sets only when the uncertainty is limited



Figure 5 – When uncertainty increases, stock market does not converge anymore 

towards fundamental value

Source: André Orléan (1990)



2. Most of  intangible investments are typically 

uncertain, much more than routine 

production via equipment goods.

3.Intangible capital is largely driving stock 

market capitalisation that alternates large 

and lasting sub-estimations with over 

estimations



Figure 1 Relative goodwill and book value from 1983 to 2011 (indexed at 

2011 book value = 100; totals for all listed non-financial corporations in 

France, Germany, the UK, and US; compiled using quarterly accounting 

and exchange-rate data from Thomson-Reuters)



Figure 6 – Intangible investment and market capitalization (2001-04)



Figure 7 – Growth of  Assets of  Four Sectors in the United States (March 1954 = 1) 

(Log scale) (source: Federal Reserve, Flow of  Funds, 1954-2009)



• The mystery of  intangible capital and 
financial fragility seem largely correlated

Figure 8 – From a reputedly major innovation to mimicry leading to financial frag

ility



CONCLUSION
C1 - The concept of  Intangible Capital has 

been coined in order to capture  some of  
the novelties of  contemporary 
capitalism, based upon innovation, 
knowledge and learning. 

C2 - Killing three birds with the same bullet:
IC at the crossing of  goodwill private  

accounting, financial theory about 
market efficiency and growth 

accounting.



Figure 9 – Intangible capital, Achilles Heel of  accounting, finance and macroeco

nomics



C3 - A rather fuzzy concept: from a laundry 
list to a pure tautology. 

.



C4 - A first cut analysis about the different 
national trajectories of  mature 
economies and their mastering of  new 
productive paradigms. 

- The US versus Germany

- Nordic economies versus Southern Europe

- The French configuration: not so easy to 

interpret

C4 - The need for a new theorizing of  capital 
and capitalism: 
- scarcity and physical productivity…

... or power and appropriation?



Table 5 – Understanding stock market and growth: two approaches
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