
Mediating Effects of Intellectual Capital and Corporate Strategy on 
Firms’ Sustainable Value Creation 

Carmem Leal, Carlos Marques and Carla Marques 
Universidade de Trás-os-Montes e Alto Douro, Portugal 
cleal@utad.pt 
cmarques@utad.pt 
smarques@utad.pt 
 
Abstract: Intellectual capital is changing into a momentous issue for a firm's long-term profit and performance within the 
knowledge-based economy as a lot of corporations determine their core competence as invisible assets instead of visible 
assets. Following the work of (Bontis, 1998) intellectual capital is defined as encompassing (a) human capital, (b) structural 
capital, and (c) relational capital. This study expects: (1) testing which dimension is the most influential in terms of 
Organisational Strategy based on theirs top managers’ judgement; (2) determine if the “best” Portuguese firms are investing 
in Intellectual Capital in order to improve their organisational performance. Firms were chosen from a top of 1000 
Portuguese firms, from diverse industries (trading, service, finance, and technology). The originality of the study remains on 
(1) the introduction of Organisational Strategy as a mediator variable and (2) this study was based on the best Portuguese 
firms according to an index of the 1000 top Portuguese firms in 2014. Findings revealed that, top Portuguese managers do 
acknowledge the importance of Intellectual Capital. Besides, the findings confirm that all IC components have a significant 
positive relationship with firms’ Organisational Strategy. These results follow prior studies as Bontis (1998) (Edvinsson & 
Malone, 1997). Some limitations can be presented, (1) the number of respondents which confines the conclusions achieved, 
(2) the questionnaires were answered only by one manager of the managers team may skew the results. In terms of practical 
implications we can underline that managers should always endeavour to find a viable intellectual capital mix or blend that 
can add value to the firm. 
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1. Introduction 
There have been extensive discussions about the new economy and its management. Today firms cannot expect 
to excel managerially if they still applying and thinking according to previous management models. Besides, 
there is also a large consensus about the importance of intangible assets rather than physical assets. Thus, it is 
fundamental that managers identify, quantify and measure the causal impact of intellectual capital (IC) 
resources in order to create an optimal value outcome. The literature indicates knowledge management as a 
way to perform this management to the extent that it addresses the mechanisms by which these resources can 
be controlled and managed (Antonio Lerro, Kianto, Ritala, Spender, & Vanhala, 2014).  
 
So, in that sense, manifestations of the knowledge economy are appearing in many aspects of our economic 
lives, as an example we may point “Europe 2020” Strategy which identifies three priorities, between those three 
“smart growth” comes first and means to develop an economy based on knowledge and innovation. Quoting 
European Comission (2010) smart growth means “strengthening knowledge and innovation as drivers of our 
future growth. This requires improving the quality of our education, strengthening our research performance, 
promoting innovation and knowledge transfer throughout the Union”. It appears to be clear that the paradigm 
shift to knowledge economy has been recognized, however not well understood, since knowledge economy is 
not on the new network communication or in a modern microchip. It is in a human mind (Webber, 1993).  
 
Developing a new knowledge society made arise the interest by the topic of IC (Guthrie, Petty, & Johanson, 
2001), according to these authors, the importance of  IC is highlighted by the emergence of knowledge economy, 
by the transition of interpersonal activities to a network society and by the role that innovation is playing in the 
economic context. 
 
Numerous studies (Chen, Cheng, & Hwang, 2005; Guthrie et al., 2001; Kong, 2007; Petty & Guthrie, 2000; J. Roos, 
Edvinsson, & Roos, 1998) have recognized IC as an important strategic asset for sustainable competitive 
advantage and organization learning process (J. Roos et al., 1998) and as a driver of innovation (Inkinen, 2015; 
Leitner, 2011).  
 
The relationship between IC and firms performance has been studied since early’ 2000s (Abdullah & Sofian, 
2012; Inkinen, 2015), among these publications stand out studies reporting that the linkage between the IC’s 
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dimensions is responsible for increasing business performance (Bontis, 1998; Bontis, Keow, & Richardson, 2000; 
Leitner, 2011).  
 
It is even possible to conclude that IC influences firm performance through combinations and mediations 
(Inkinen, 2015) and it is based on this proposition that this paper is based. The focus of this paper is to determine 
how IC can influence Portuguese firms’ performance, responding to three related research questions: i) does 
intellectual capital influence.  
 
This paper is structured as follows: in the next section some literature on intellectual capital, firms performance 
and strategy will be briefly reviewed; subsequently, and after presenting the research model, the 
methodological procedure adopted will be explained, and the results of its empirical validation described; finally, 
we will present the findings, implications and limitations of this research. 

2. Literature review 

2.1 Intellectual capital and organisational strategy 

Riahi-Belkaoui (2003) states that firms gain superior performance through the acquisition, possession and 
subsequent use of strategic assets – assets that are vital for competitive advantages. This resource based view 
of the firm, including the benefits of both tangible and intangible assets, is gaining acceptance in the strategic 
management literature, following positive results of linkages between firm resources and measures of 
performance (Canibano, Garcia-Ayuso, & Sanchez, 2000). Conforming with Mouritsen (1998) IC is normally 
considered to be a vital strategic asset, further it is becoming widely accepted as a major Organisational strategic 
asset capable of generating sustainable competitive advantage and superior financial performance (Barney, 
1991; Chen et al., 2005; Riahi-Belkaoui, 2003). 
 
An IC appraisal strategy could be designed as the set of economic and managerial decisions and purposes at the 
basis of the assessment of an organisation’s knowledge assets (Riahi-Belkaoui, 2003).  
 
IC is commonly categorised into three core component: human capital, structural capital and relational capital, 
consequently, in this paper, IC consists of a firm’s unique collection of human capital (i.e. employees), structural 
capital (i.e. systems and procedures) and relational capital (i.e. external relationships).  
 
Based on Lee (2010) and Youndt and Snell (2004), we consider that human capital includes key organisational 
features, such as skills, attitudes, experience and motivation, leadership traits and intellectual abilities, such as 
tacit knowledge, creativity, innovation or adaptation. It should be noted that this type of capital is lost when 
employees leave the company (Snell, Morris, & Bohlander, 2015).  
 
According to G. Roos, Pike and Fernstrom (2007) relational capital includes all relationships that the firms has 
such as customers, consumers, intermediaries, suppliers, partners, lenders, etc. That means it is constituted by 
any and all stakeholders that influence the firms’ operations. It also characterises an organisation’s formal and 
informal relations with its external stakeholders and the perceptions that they hold about the organisation, as 
well as the exchange of knowledge between the organisation and its external stakeholders (Bontis, 1998). 
 
Structural Capital as defined by J. Roos et al. (1998) encompasses all those things that remaining in the firm 
when the employees left but that are not included in balance sheet. G. Roos et al. (2007) cite resources such as 
brand, image, reputation, intellectual property, process, systems, information on paper or in data bases, etc. In 
other words, Structural Capital becomes the supportive infrastructure for Human Capital (Kong, 2007). 
 
As stated by Kong (2007) through the combination, utilisation, interaction, alignment, and balancing of the three 
types of IC and as well as managing the knowledge flow between the three components, IC renders the best 
possible value to organisations. 
 
The shape of the arguments presented suggest that each IC’s dimension may influences positively the 
organisational strategy of best Portuguese firms leading to the following hypotheses: 

H1: Human capital influences positively the organisational strategy  

H2: Relational capital influences positively the organisational strategy 
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H3: Structural capital influences positively the organisational strategy 

2.2 Global performance 

Despite studies have addressed only the financial aspects of organizational performance, such as equity, assets, 
or other market-based measures  (Reed, Lubatkin, & Srinivasan, 2006; Youndt & Snell, 2004) and other studies 
have emphasized merely the non-financial aspects of organizational performance, such as innovation (Wu & 
Chen, 2010) in this work both financial and non-financial metrics were used in this study to measure a firm’s 
global performance in order to provide a more realistic and holistic view. 
 
As stated in Inkinen (2015) the inter-relatedness of IC and firm performance has been studied increasingly since 
the early 2000s and according to these studies, IC has a positive impact on firm performance (Bontis, 2001). 
 
Inkinen (2015) concludes that firm performance seems to be largely generated by the interactions of the IC 
dimensions. “The common theme for these findings is that the employees, the organisational supporting 
structures or the established relations possess only little value separately, but establish a strong firm 
performance driver when combined” (Inkinen, 2015, p. 530). This conclusion follow Youndt and Snell (2004) who 
stated that firms with high overall IC are able to achieve significantly better firm performance. 
 
However, in this article we will use a mediator between IC’s dimensions (independent variables) and firms’ 
performance. Following Inkinen (2015, p. 530) “the measurement models incorporate mediator variables 
because of the perceived ambidexterity of the relationship between IC dimensions and firm performance 
outcomes.”  
 
We will use Organisational Strategy as a mediator between IC’s dimensions and firms’ performance. 
 
The shape of the arguments presented suggest that the three IC’s dimension mediated by Organisational 
Strategy may influences positively the best Portuguese firms performance leading to the following hypothesis: 

H4: IC’s dimensions mediated by Organisational Strategy influences positively the firms’ 
performance  

3. Conceptual model  
According to literature review HC, RC and SC have a positive impact in Firms Performance, so our model intends 
to demonstrate that each dimension has a positive and direct impact on Organisational Strategy which impacts 
positively on performance. So we want to demonstrate that the concept of IC will be stronger if they are 
considered a part of Organisational Strategy, it means that it is necessary a medium and long-term planning so 
that the IC dimensions are coordinated with the goals and mission of the firms in order to obtain a better 
performance. 
 
The research model presented in Figure 1, developed to test the four hypotheses mentioned before, is based on 
the work Bontis (1998). Through this model we want to test if Organisational Strategy has a mediating effect on 
Portuguese firms performance caused by the 3 dimensions of IC of Bontis model.  

 

Figure 1: Conceptual model 
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4. Method – population, sample and procedures  
In order to empirically test the model, measurements of Human Capital, Structural Capital, Relational Capital, 
Organisational Strategy, and firms’ performance were obtained from a sample of 109 firms chosen from a 2014’s 
top of 1000 Portuguese firms. 
 
The Bontis (1998) questionnaire was adapted to Portuguese and send by email to respondents who were 
financial managers of these firms. This part of the study took place between April and October of 2014. 
 
The model and the measurements were developed from Bontis (1998) and all indicators were measured on a 
(dis)agreement scale from 1 "strongly disagree" to 5 "strongly agree". A structured equation model was used to 
test the fitness of the proposed model in order to validate the proposed relationships among the identified 
variables and factors. Maximum likelihood estimation from the variance-covariance matrix of the 47 items was 
used to assess: firstly, the measurement model; and, secondly, the structural model of relationships between 
the five latent variables. The sample size, although smaller than usually seen in structural equation modelling, 
can be considered suitable for a model such as this, with only five latent variables, each of which being measured 
by at least three indicators (Hair, Black, Babin, & Anderson, 2013). Considering the proposal of Byrne (2013), this 
sample can be seen as a good fit for the value of RMSEA = 0.622. 
 
The internal reliability of components was analyzed using the Cronbach's alpha. Through the maximum 
likelihood method it was obtained an analysis structural equation model with a view to responding to the 
situations that have been set out. Analyzing the regression coefficients and respective statistical significance, it 
could analyze the relationships contained in the cases. All these procedures were made possible by IBM's 
statistical analysis software (SPSS 22.0 and AMOS). 

 
Figure 2: Standardized coefficients of linear regression models 

Notes: χ2 = 245,152, p < 0,001; n = 104; RMSEA = 0,622.  
 
There is no violation of the normality assumption. No outliers were detected 

Table 1: Regression coefficients not standardized and statistical significance 

 Estimate Standard Error p 

Organisational Strategy <---- Human Capital 0,805 0,084 <0,001 

Organisational Strategy <---- Relational Capital 0,122 0,088 0,165 

Organisational Strategy <---- Structural Capital 0,160 0,079 <0,05 

Firms’ Performance <---- Organisational Strategy 0,404 0,082 <0,001 

As we can see in Table 1, all regression coefficients are statistically significant, except for the coefficient relating 
to the relational capital contribution to predict the organizational strategy. 

Table 2: Cronbach’s Alpha 

Components Itens Cronbach’s Alpha 

Structural Capital 8 0,815 
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Components Itens Cronbach’s Alpha 

Human Capital 14 0,860 

Relational Capital 12 0,871 

Organisational Strategy 5 0,882 

Firms’ Performance 8 0,820 

Table 2 attests that all components have a good internal reliability for the construction of indices, since we have 
Cronbach's alpha values always greater than 0.800. 

5. Results 
The averages of all indicators are quite high, ranging from 3.76 (human capital) to 4.01 (Organisational Strategy). 
Analyzing the means of the latent variables, it is worth noting the extremely high value of relational capital 
perception, managers considering that the relationship with stakeholders is very good. On the other hand, to 
the global model seems to be the weaker linkage to boost firms’ performance.  
 
In terms of hypothesis tested we can confirm the positive and direct influence of Human and Structural Capital 
on Organisational Strategy (H1 and H3) but it was not possible to confirm H2 e.g. the influence of Relational 
Capital on Organisational Strategy although the good results achieve to this dimension (Cronbach’s Alpha of 0,87 
and a quite high average of 3,90). The fourth hypothesis was also proven, so we find a good influence of IC 
dimensions on Firm’s Performance mediated by Organisational Strategy. 
 
These results corroborate previous works (Bontis, 1998, 2001; Bontis et al., 2000; Edvinsson & Malone, 1997; 
Inkinen, 2015; Wu & Chen, 2010) about the importance of human capital to firms’ performance followed by 
structural capital and by relational capital. To these authors seems to be an influence of human capital within 
structures and then in relations with external partners of firms. As Inkinen (2015)  has stated in his study also 
Portuguese firms are able to capitalise on several different IC profiles. 

6. Discussion 
The results found out pointed to that IC strategic resources of these firms may have a positive and quite good 
influence on global (financial and non-financial) firms performance, that is, the managers know the importance 
of these resources and possibly need to be awareness about the importance of others resources than human 
such as structures or relations in order to establish a global amount of strategic resources which well managed 
can boost firms performance.  
 
It was possible to see that respondents know and evaluate very positively the IC dimensions contributions to 
their firms, specifically regarding the possible increment that can be given to the respective performances. The 
most surprising result was undoubtedly the recognition of importance of the combination of items belonging to 
Intellectual Capital, in particular, human and structural capital, with the organizational strategy of firms.  
 
This point highlights the recognition that managers attribute to these intangible assets in the definition of their 
own strategic plans. The very high averages given to human, relational and structural capital show that 
respondents clearly recognize its importance and these results are positive factors that may indicate that those 
companies follow the evolving trends of the knowledge economy. It is clear that was not a coincidence these 
firms belong to the best Portuguese companies in the year 2014. 

7. Conclusions 
This study made a contribution to the literature on IC by presenting a model which uses Organisational Strategy 
as a moderator between IC’s dimensions and Portuguese firms’ performance. In terms of practical implications 
we can underline that in order to boost the wealth of firms in Portugal, managers should always endeavour to 
find a viable intellectual capital mix or blend that can add value to the firm. 
 
The three-dimensional structure gained additional support in this case and the hypothesized defined based on 
research questions were all confirmed. This study corroborates previous studies (Bontis, 1998, 2001; Bontis et 
al., 2000; Edvinsson & Malone, 1997; Inkinen, 2015; Youndt & Snell, 2004) by showing that top firms Portuguese 
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managers do know the existence and the importance of IC in order to create a differential value, improve 
competiveness and boost firms’ global performance. 
It is necessary to report some limitations of this work, firstly the sample size and its constitution (different sectors 
such as technology, services, industry, etc.), secondly the questionnaires were answered by just one manager, 
this fact may skew results achieved, depending on which manager has answered.   
 
Based on these limitations we can suggest to future studies work with only one sector in order to try to better 
comprehend the dynamic of IC in chosen sector. Besides these type of studies may be complemented with some 
interviews to add more information and to support and better understand the results obtained. 
 
Finally we suggest to add a new latent variable such a knowledge management variable as a mediator between 
IC’s dimensions and firms’ performance seeking to achieve better results and to ascertain if Portuguese firms 
are applying knowledge management techniques to take the best performance of their strategic intangible 
resources.  We would like to test some others dimensions of Intellectual Capital such Renewal Capital and 
Entrepreneurial Capital applying Kianto, Hurmelinna-Laukkanen and Ritala, (2010) model in Portuguese firms 
team managers in order to compare to some other countries results. 
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