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Abstract  
This paper investigates the theoretical relationships among Integrated Reporting (IR) and the theory of the firm. 
The review of the integrated reporting literature is focused on the Business Administration perspective. The paper 
aims to understand what is the possible innovations which can be grasped about the theory of the firm 
underpinning IR.  A qualitative research is carried out on the basis of three different phases: the search for 
relevant key words, the content analysis applied to Network Italian Business Reporting (NIBR) Guidelines for 
SMEs in Italy, and finally an in-depth interview to an expert belonging to NIBR committee. The results show 
that the idea underpinning the integrated reporting (IR) seems to underline the value of other capitals rather than 
financial one that are considered only according to their contribution to the company's wealth. Nevertheless, the 
empirical research of this paper as well the most recent Business Administration literature review showed that 
despite all the premises the results are still quite disappointing. This paper contributes to both literature and 
practice by offering an in-depth analysis of the link between the theoretical aspects of business theory, the 
current evolutionary trends in accounting (expressed by IR) and their application in the real world. The results of 
this paper can offer interesting insights to scholars and accounting professional bodies who must lead 
accountability strategies and tools. 
Keywords: theory of the firm, integrated reporting, business administration, NIBR Guidelines for SMEs 
1. Introduction 
The issue of some stimuli about new concept of the firm underpinning the integrated reporting is particularly 
relevant in the European context and in Italy. Following the transposition of the European directive 
(2014/95/EU), Italian Legislative decree 254/2016 requires listed companies, banks and insurance companies of 
certain size to draw up a non-financial statement, containing additional information on the environment, society, 
workforce, respect for human rights, active and passive anti-corruption measures. Non financial information 
have to disclose in addition to the traditional annual statements (La Torre, Sabelfeld, Blomkvist, Tarquinio, & 
Dumay, 2018; Monciardini & Conaldi, 2019; Campra, Esposito, & Lombardi, 2020). One of the tools that 
companies can use to comply with legal requirements is integrated reporting (IR) on which there is an extensive 
literature (Flower, 2015; Brown & Dillard, 2014; Rowbottom & Locke, 2016).  
This paper shifts away from the studies on the theory of the firm to verify whether a different theory of the firm 
emerges from new reporting method (Sorci, 2006; Paternostro, 2012; Pollifroni, 2017). Our approach adopts the 
point of view of Business Administration (Italian Economia aziendale). It follows that Accounting Theories and 
the Theories of the Firm on which the former are based, strictly following the Business Economics approach, 
influence not only the notion of what the firm is, with its objectives, its operations and its relationships with 
stakeholders, but also the appraisal of its results (financial and non-financial) as well as the representation of the 
latter in the reporting system. 
In the field of company reporting the most recent streams of research propose a critical approach to the 
mainstream business theory and its vision of the firm. Indeed, the firm that emerges from these studies resembles 
a tool designed to produce wealth and development for the community as a whole, with an idea of the firm that is 
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far beyond the assumptions both of the shareholder theory, and the stakeholder theory. In particular, IR above all 
in certain aspects (Eccles & Krzus, 2010; Busco, Frigo, Quattrone, & Riccaboni, 2013; Mio, 2016; Dumay & 
Zambon, 2016), emerges as the product of a new and complex approach (Lai, 2004; Paternostro, 2012; Rusconi, 
2019) to the study of firms, designed to portray their ability to create “global value”. Knowledge of this complex 
and “integrated” value enables a better understanding of a company’s future perspectives (Mouritsen, Bukh & 
Marr, 2005) through a more complete and truthful disclosure (Veltri, Bronzetti, & Sicoli, 2011; Dumay & 
Zambon, 2016).  
Indeed, despite widespread acknowledgement of the invaluable corpus of knowledge of the Business 
Administration in the field of the theory of the firm, the Economics approach had influenced the ways and 
aspects of corporate performance that have to be disclosed (Magistro, 1989; Ferraris Franceschi, 1998). This is 
essentially due to the reason that Business Administration, in its systemic vision of the firm (Amaduzzi, 1969), 
has accepted and incorporated the important contributions on the behaviour and strategies of firms offered by 
managerial theories formulated by Economists. In this way, not only has the area of study also where Economics 
and Business Administration meet widened, but shared survey methods are also increasingly used (Ferraris 
Franceschi, 1998; Baldarelli, Del Baldo, & Vignini, 2019). Thus the work aims to answer to the research 
question:  

“Could the theory of the firm, that is underlined by IR, open to innovation by way of the Business 
Administration perspective?” 

To comply the paper aim an in-depth analysis of the link between the theoretical aspects of business theory, the 
current evolutionary trends in accounting (expressed by IR) and their application in the real world will be carried 
out. The findings show that the accounting framework designed for the SMEs, to draw up the IR, does not seem 
to make a real contribution to a new business theory.  
This paper can contribute to existing studies through a careful evaluation of the contribution that the introduction 
both of new variables and a greater degree of complexity in the reporting system can bring knowledge of the 
operations of companies. The results of this paper can offer interesting insights to scholars and accounting 
professional bodies who must lead accountability strategies and tools. 
The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 reviews the theoretical background to the main issues. Section 3 
points out the research methodology and the results from empirical research. Finally, section 4 sets out the 
conclusions and implications, along with the limitations. 
2. Literature Review: Integrated Reporting and the Theory of the Firm in Dialogue  
2.1. The Theory of the Firm “Underpinning” to Integrated Reporting  
The most recent streams of research in non-financial reporting, focusing attention on new tools to communicate 
the value creation process (such as the social report, the sustainability report, the intangible report and the 
integrated report), also take a different stance and lend themselves to a critique of mainstream theory, as the 
result of a new and complex approach to the study of companies (Lai, 2004; Paternostro, 2012; Pollifroni, 2017).  
Since 2010, with the launch of the pilot programme by IIRC (International Integrated Reporting Council), the 
foundations of the development of the IR guiding principles have been laid (IIRC, 2013). The voluntary 
implementation of this reporting model, aimed at providing a “holistic” representation of financial and 
non-financial performance, has attracted the interest of the scientific, institutional and managerial worlds and 
fuelled a lively debate that impassions accounting scholars. This debate intensified with the introduction of the 
European Parliament directive (EU, 2014), transposed in Italy with Italian Legislative decree n. 254 of 30 
December 2016 (La Torre et al., 2019; Dumay, La Torre & Farneti, 2019) (Note 1). 
The integrated reporting process presupposes a new management and governance approach summed up in the 
concept of integrated thinking (Dumay & Dai, 2016). Alexander and Blum (2016), subscribing to drawing from 
the Complex Systems Theory approach, clearly state that the IIRC Framework is of little value in promoting 
sustainability and encouraging a theory of the firm that diverges from the traditional one (based on the 
neoclassical model), because of regulatory capture. They are convinced that a broader framework is needed in 
order to consider “the complex set of systems and sub-systems involved in the multi-capital, 
multi-measurement-unit, multi-stakeholder, and multi-motivated content of the sustainability issue” (Alexander 
& Blum, 2016, p. 241).  
Embracing the idea that each type of reporting is associated with a particular theory of the firm, in the rest of this 
section shall be considered the different perspectives adopted in literature in order to verify the existence (or lack) 
of links between the theoretical framework on which the integrated report is grounded and critical review of 
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Accounting. The related academic literature does in fact draw on a number of frameworks (Speziale, 2018; 
Camilleri, 2018) and, principally, on the stakeholder theory, the institutional theory and the legitimacy theory, 
used to understand the institutional drivers of integrated reporting, company-level antecedents, the 
advantages/benefits and criticalities of implementation (De Villiers, Venter & Hsiao, 2017; Dumay, Bernardi, 
Guthrie & Demartini, 2016; Perego, Kennedy & Whiteman, 2016; Velte & Stawinoga, 2017). 
Among the different theoretical approaches, Parker (2005) identifies two main groups of theories: “augmentation” 
and “heartland theories”. The first group (Stakeholder theory, Economic Agency theories, Decision-usefulness 
theories, Legitimacy theory, Accountability theory) deals with non-financial reporting (including social and 
environmental accountability - SEA) as an addendum to conventional accounting. The second group focuses 
instead on the role of information in the relationships between the organisation and society (Political Economy 
Accounting Theory, Deep Green Ecological Perspectives, Eco-feminist Approach, Communitarian-based 
Theories).  
The reflections presented below focus therefore on three of the most popular theories in order to identify the 
“missing links”, starting from that which made it possible “to go beyond” the capitalistic theory of the firm 
(Shareholder Theory), seriously undermined by the global financial crisis, corporate scandals and a loss of faith 
in companies, which have been called upon to show greater responsibility and transparency and a more 
stakeholder-inclusive corporate governance approach. 
The stakeholder approach (Freeman & Reed, 1983; Freeman, 1984; Donaldson & Preston, 1995; Freeman, 
Harrison, Wicks, Parmar & De Colle, 2010) is in general the most widely used approach in studies that explain 
the development of non-financial and multidimensional reporting (social, environmental and integrated), which 
broadens the perspective within which corporate strategies are formulated to include all those who, in various 
capacities, have an interest in the corporate activity (Signori & Rusconi, 2009; Rusconi, 2019; Pollifroni, 2012, 
2017), prompting managers to provide greater disclosure on programmes and activities and to pursue a dialogue 
with stakeholders (Roberts, 1992) to meet their expectations (Deegan, 2002; Gray, Kouhy & Lavers, 1995) and 
balance conflicting requirements (Chapman, Cooper & Miller, 2009). 
Donaldson and Preston (1995) identify three contrasting aspects in the use of the stakeholder theory, used to: 
describe and explain corporate characteristics and behaviour (descriptive stakeholder theory); explore the 
connections (or gaps) between stakeholder management and the achievement of objectives (instrumental 
stakeholder theory); or affirm that the interested parties must first of all be treated as people, whose rights must 
be respected – normative stakeholder theory (Evan & Freeman, 1988). It follows that it is (only) in the latter of 
the three accepted meanings that the choice of integrated reporting rests on an “expanded”, different conception 
of the firm, called upon to generate economic, but also social, environmental and ethical wealth, following moral 
guidelines for governance and administration.  
In this regard, Flower’s critique (2015) strikes us as relevant, as it underlines how the concept of integrated 
reporting set out in the IIRC Framework is based on the instrumental stakeholder theory, and therefore consistent 
with the capitalistic theory of the firm, which views interested parties as a mean to maximize shareholder value. 
In fact, it “uses stakeholder concerns and expectations” to increase profitability and market shares: in the event 
of any conflict of interest, the information needs of capital providers and investors take priority.  
Flower (2015, p. 1) asserts that the IIRC has abandoned its “original” goal: “the IIRC’s principal objective was 
the promotion of sustainability accounting, whereas later in the Framework the IIRC has abandoned this goal” 
and he traces the causes of this “decoupling”/abandonment to the IIRC governing council, an organism 
dominated by the accountancy profession and by multinational enterprises that seem determined to control 
initiatives with the potential to undermine the capitalistic theory of the firm and/or threaten/chip away at their 
established position in the field of corporate reporting. It is in such circumstances that the previously mentioned 
phenomenon of ‘regulatory capture’ emerges. Furthermore, while the aim of integrated reporting is to increase 
disclosure regarding the value creation process, the concept itself is open to several interpretations (Flower, 
2015): it can be intended as “value to investors”, “value to stakeholders”, “value to society” and “value to 
present and future generations” (sustainability).  
Although it lists six different types of capital, the IR Framework focuses predominantly on “value to investors”, 
while the other capitals (for example, the quality of the workforce or the value of customer relations) are valued 
on the basis of their contribution to the firm’s profit-making activities. Raising further criticism, Thomson (2015) 
argues that although integrated reporting and thinking may produce some positive social and environmental 
changes, they do not lead to any substantive redistribution of power (which remains economic and financial) 
with a consequent shift towards real sustainability. These assumptions are shared by Stubbs and Higgins (2015) 
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who argue that precedence is given to creating financial value and furthering the interests of managers and 
practitioners, following a weak sustainability paradigm. 
Tweedie and Martinov-Bennie (2015, p. 49) offer further reflections that cast a shadow over the chasm between 
the main body of theory that forms the basis of IR and a new vision of the firm. The scholars claim that the IR 
Framework is double-edged from a sustainability perspective, as it favours the following aspects: “(i) 
communication over holding organisations accountable; (ii) organisational over social sustainability and (iii) 
providers of financial capital over other stakeholders”. Integrated reporting therefore concentrates on the 
information needs of capital providers (Brown & Dillard, 2014) and does not guarantee corporate responsibility 
towards stakeholders (Rowbottom & Locke, 2016; Adams, 2015; Van Bommel, 2014), nor does it incentivise a 
conscious capitalism model (Smith, 2016; Simpson, Fischer & Rhode, 2013). 
A partial response to such criticism comes from Haller and van Staden (2014) who identify the “value-added 
statement” as a tool for reporting the firm’s ability to produce and distribute value to stakeholders and to 
contribute to the national economy (Maunders, 1985). In Italian Business Administration literature, the 
theoretical foundations of this proposal were laid by a female scholar, Gabrovec Mei (1984), one of the pioneers 
of social accounting (Baldarelli & Del Baldo, 2018).  
Lastly, it should be noted that studies which adopt the institutional theory (Jensen & Berg 2012), sometimes used 
together with the stakeholder theory or the legitimacy theory. The first of these studies considers the choice of 
integrated reporting a function of multiple external factors (a country-level system, including the country’s value 
system) and internal factors (or firm-specific factors, including ownership concentration, size, the level of 
corporate responsibility). Nevertheless, empirical research offers conflicting results, and the same applies to 
studies based on the Legitimacy Theory (Parker, 2005). 
2.2. The Theory of the Firm Following the Business Administration Italian Tradition: Some Notes 
Studies regarding ‘theories of the firm’, held dear by Business Administration, include important contributions 
that are continually reviewed and analysed, also at international level (Mattessich, 2013; Viganò, 2013). It is 
impossible here to list them all and, without any claim to exhaustiveness, this paper shall limit itself to 
mentioning those that are deemed most relevant for the purposes of this research, leaving more comprehensive 
studies to deal with the epistemological treatment of Italian Business Administration from Zappa until now.  
In this subsection, the analysis starts from Gino Zappa, because he is the figure who, in Italy, must be credited 
with the founding statute of Business Administration in the shape of his renowned work “New trends in 
accounting studies” (1927). Despite the prevailing use of the English terms Business Economics or Business 
Administration as a translation for Italian label “Economia Aziendale”, neither of the two fully conveys the 
meaning of the discipline founded by Gino Zappa, a problem tackled in philological and conceptual debate 
(Viganò, 2013; Canziani, 2013; Guarini, Magli & Nobolo, 2013). This paper shall limit itself to referencing a 
few passages which seem useful for the purpose of this study.  
Business Administration aims to study the “azienda” (firm / company / business / enterprise are the common 
words to translate the noun “azienda” in the international context and literature). The label “azienda” is a 
concept, an economic reality, a system of parts and people, operations and functions. It is different from firm or 
other terms such as company, corporation, undertaking. It includes both profit and non-profit organisations, and 
non-business and governmental entities (Viganò, 2013). Business Administration investigates the firm from an 
economic point of view, carried out from the internal perspective not from the market point of view like 
microeconomics (Capaldo, 2010). Viganò underlines that “It implies that all fields of study about the firm, such 
as accounting, management, organisations, marketing, finance, and so on, are strictly interconnected (…) They 
are considered simply as specializations within an autonomous science” (Viganò, 2013,p. 423). 
Zappa proposes a so-called ‘institutional’ vision of the firm, conceived as an “economic institution destined to 
last” (Zappa, 1957). The firm is a system; it represented as an autonomous, real, and living organism that consist 
of elements, things and people, interact with one another (Viganò, 2013). Of great interest for the purpose of this 
study, is the scholar’s thinking with regard to the objectives pursued by the firm, particular objectives which 
“must always be balanced and integrated by the necessary pursuit of greater goals embraced by the community 
within which the firm operates: these goals tend to describe themselves as pertaining to the common good 
(Zappa, 1962, p. 714).  
Continuing this stream of study, in accordance with authoritative doctrine (Lai, 2004), it seems that Zappa has a 
multi-stakeholder vision of the firm when he views income as the firm’s capacity to remunerate shareholder, and 
at the same time a ‘summary’ of all other remunerations which, in the form of costs, are attributed to inputs used. 
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That which remains can be shared to equity, since the ‘value produced’ has already covered the ‘value used’ 
represented by all other remunerations (for labour, for debt capital, to suppliers of goods and services, to the 
state). Going further, it could be also included among values used those costs sustained by the company to 
reduce corporate environmental impact, that is to say costs for activities not strictly related to production, but 
connected to the wellbeing of personnel, such as activities forming part of the company’s welfare programme.  
It seems that this approach corresponds to the vision of the firm as a “community of interests” (Ardemani, 1968) 
and to Onida’s thinking when he points out that to prosper i.e. to operate cost-effectively, the firm must strive not 
only to maximise profit, but also to ensure the “realisation of simultaneous maximums concerning salaries, 
dividends and self-financing” (Onida, 1968, p. 91). The firm therefore becomes a “centre of interests” (Onida, 
1968) and it is this vision, albeit with a few differences, that it can be found in Masini (1977, 1988), Airoldi, 
Brunetti, Coda (Airoldi, Brunetti, & Coda, 1994) and Capaldo (2013), to name only a few scholars of the Italian 
Academic tradition. In particular, it seems that in addition to aspects of social economics, Onida also includes 
explicitly ethical references in his studies (Onida, 1939:3). In the same line of thought, Masini sees the firm as an 
economic-social institution (Masini, 1977), occupying an intermediate level between civil societies and the civil 
consortium and, in his work “Lavoro e Risparmio” (translation Labour and Saving) (Masini, 1988), he develops 
a theory steeped in respect for values. 
A multi-stakeholder vision of the firm is also offered by Cattaneo, who stresses that the performance of company 
activities is conditioned by the pursuit of the interests of those who work for the firm and those who appropriate 
the net results, but also by the pursuit of the interests of client companies and suppliers (Cattaneo, 1975). Should 
not be overlooked criticisms levelled at institutional theory by economic doctrine. Criticisms that are resolved by 
conferring upon the governing body the obligation and at the same time the privilege of a reductio ad unum 
process in relation to its own interests and those of all the stakeholders (Matacena, 1984; Rusconi, 1988; Lai, 
2004). For Amaduzzi, the study of the firm must not stop simply at “double-entry book keeping”, because behind 
accounting data are facts or economic phenomena that must be interpreted and without which the accounting 
results would have only a nominal function, which could lead to distortions and errors (Amaduzzi, 1969). It 
seems that despite his relevant contribution to the theory of the firm, it is neoclassical theory that remains at the 
forefront of Amaduzzi’s mind. 
In his definition of the firm, D’Ippolito, another illustrious pupil of Zappa, talks about “objectives” and 
“company subjects”, developing the so-called systems theory of the firm and within the latter, the subjective 
aspect and therefore the involvement of the person (D’Ippolito, 1963). Coda (1988) clarifies the different 
dimensions of finalism with regard to the firm, namely the achievement of financial-economic and competitive 
results, plus consensus and cohesion with regard to suppliers. A “good” firm devotes equal strength and foresight 
to the simultaneous pursuit of all three dimensions, while a “bad” firm focuses exclusively on achieving one of 
the three dimensions, leading eventually to its own collapse. Giannessi also makes a significant contribution to 
literature on theories of the firm, with a concept of “value” that was relatively new in its day, introducing the 
concept of “relational value”, namely value determined in relation to the reference context, destined to rearrange 
each phenomenon in the spatial and temporal order to which it belongs (Giannessi, 1990:279-280).  
Lastly, the contributions by Gabrovec Mei, Marchini and Ferraris Franceschi offer further and significant stimuli 
to review the theories of the firm. They were some of the first female scholars to make original contributions to 
Business Administration, proposing innovative ideas in their revision of the male-oriented mainstream theory 
(Baldarelli, Del Baldo, 2018). Gabrovec Mei, in particular, clearly outlines the shift from a confrontational 
business model to a supportive model which, she believes, brings about a transition from a “culture of conflict to 
one of consensus” (Gabrovec Mei, 1997, p.562 and 565).  
3. Research Methodology and Results  
To comply with the paper aim a qualitative research method is applied (Patton, 2002). According to the relevant 
literature (Dumay, 2010; Jönsson & Lukka, 2006) the analysis carried out considered various and progressive 
steps.  
The first one concerns the choice of the selected keywords grounded on the relevant literature review. Secondly, 
the frequency of the keywords is measured on the NIBR-Network Italian Business Reporting- Integrated 
Reporting for SMEs- Implementation Guidance (2018) to deduct the novelties regarding the theory of the firm, 
that aforementioned guidelines suggest in voluntary implementation of IR (Flower, 2015). Finally, the results are 
supported by an in-depth interview to a member that took part to the committee that drew up the Guidelines. The 
interview questions and length were defined following main literature (Bovens, 2007; Dumay, 2010), and the 
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interview protocol was formed to mitigate the researchers bias. Thus the “right’’ person in the organisation has 
been selected as an informant (Huber & Power, 1985). 
The second step of research is based on content analysis, “a technique for gathering data that consists of 
codifying qualitative information in anecdotal and literary form into categories in order to derive quantitative 
scales of varying levels of complexity” (Abbott & Monsen, 1979, p. 504; Guthrie & Abeysekera, 2006). The 
frequency of these keywords was measured inside of the NIBR Guidelines for SMES.  
The relevance of the latter to this paper aim is due to two reasons. One the one hand, the Italian economic system 
is mainly based on SMES as evidenced by the data of the national statistics body: “the small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs), which distinguish the structure of our production system, dominate the scenario of local 
economies producing at least 80% of the added value in 4 municipalities out of 5” (ISTAT, 2019 p. 6). One the 
other hand, the recommendations are very important, because will be used by the SMEs to prepare their 
Integrated Reporting (IR). NIBR Guidelines had a 3 years gestation before the final enactment and the third step 
of research has the objective to understand the strategic orientation and motivations, that underlined the entire 
process of making IR guidelines for SMEs (Bebbington et al, 2017). 
Figures 1and 2 and Table 1 show some relevant data to support the Authors’ decision to focus on SMEs. Every 
data have been extracted from ISTAT (Official Italian National Institute of Statistics). The last data available are 
related to year 2017.  

 

Figure 1. Number of Italian enterprise divided for size class 
Source. Extrated data by the Authors from Istat data base 14 April 2020 

 
Table 1. Size class and number of Italian enterprises 

 Micro Small Medium Big 
Size class (per number of workers) 0-9 10-49 50-249 250 and more 
Number of enterprises operating 4,179,818 191,004 22,906 3,895 

 
Figure 2. Percentage composition of Italian production context 
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Furthermore, the analysis referring to SMEs is relevant because the latter are the backbone not only of the Italian 
economy but also of the European one, where they represent 99% of all businesses. Over the past five years, 
European SMEs as a whole have given around 85% of new jobs and provided two thirds of total private sector 
employment, as EU data show (EC, 2020). Thus the European Commission considers SMEs pivotal in ensuring 
economic growth, innovation, job creation, and social integration in the EU (EC, 2020). 
The interviews had been started on January 2020 and ended on March 2020. They involved six open questions 
showed in the Table 2.  
 
Table 2. Main questions 
No. Questions 
1 What keywords do you think can be associated to describe the process of implementation of the IR? 
2 What keywords would you associate with the preparation of the statutory financial statements? 
3 Has the implementation of the IR led to certain changes in the company behaviour? 
4 Which changes has been detected? (e.g. KPIs, KRIs, surrounding environment, number or intensity of the relationship with internal 

and external stakeholder) 
5 Do you think that the female role has influenced the choice and speed of the integrated reporting implementation process? 

6 
The label "business model" is part of the old theoretical framework and is one of the pillars that keep it anchored to the old view of the 
business. Do you think the "integrated business model" could be associated with a new business theory? 

 
The interviews lasted on average 45 minutes each. The details of them are summarize in the Table 3. 
To avoid researchers’ bias and decrease the subjectiveness of data analysis, the answers were transcribed and 
then investigated by the four authors separately (Dumay, 2010). Afterwards, the personal interpretations were 
blended and the discussion of the results presented.  

 
Table 3. Interview details 
Role of the interviewee  Date of the interview  
Associate Professor and Member of NIBR Committee  January 2020 
 February 2020 
 March 2020 
 
3.1 The Results of Empirical Research  
The literature review showed various and relevant keywords. The keywords are divided in two areas referable 
respectively to the traditional and new theory of the firm. The first group includes i) profitability, ii) financial, iii) 
shareholders, iv) investors, v) capital/s, vi) contract/s/ual, vii) business/es, while the second one involves i) skills, 
ii) social, iii) stakeholder/s, iv) responsibility, v) relation/s/ship/s, vi) community/es, vii) people. Some of these 
keywords are the opposite in the two areas.  
The content analysis allowed to measure the frequency of the keywords into the NIBR Guideline as showed into 
the Figure 3.  
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Figure 3. Frequency of old and new keywords  

 
Before to express a comment, it will be considered not so relevant the histogram referred to Capital/s, because it 
can be considered along with the new words inside of the IR. Moreover, the traditional keywords create a 
frequency that is evident from the Figure 3. The frequency of the new terms into the NIBR Guideline is not very 
high, but are represented relevant keywords such as social, stakeholder and relationships. 
As underlined before, to give an empirical support to the key words drew out of literature review, an in-depth 
interview to a member of NBRI was carried out. The interview results show that the process of IR 
implementation will be inspired by various stimuli. According to the NIBR Committee Member:  

“[T]he implementation process of IR can be summarize through some key words such as integration, 
business model, communication, users, stakeholders, integrated thinking, SMEs, entrepreneur, 
multi-dimensionality”. Focusing on the consistency between the keywords suggested by the literature review and those that led the 

implementation of the Guidelines process, some suggestions are derived from the second question of the 
interview scheme. The Guidelines seem consistent with the results of the literature review. The interviewee tells: 

“[I]n my opinion the traditional key words underpinning to the financial statement are financial reporting, 
financial / economic performance and investors”. 

Focusing on the matter it can be considered that there is a certain coherence between literature and stimuli that 
led to the elaboration of the guidelines. The IR implementing has stimulated various changes in companies.  

“[W]ith reference to the companies that participated in the working table, we have noticed some changes 
such as the reassessment of the circulation of the wealth within and outside the company, a rethink of both 
the business model and the way it is shared and communicated externally”. 

Furthermore the implementation of the IR aims to push companies to highlight some KPIs, KRIs that were not 
previously monitored (e.g. human resources-training hours, gender activities). As regards the set of indicators 
suggested to the SMEs, which are the most rooted companies in the territory, the guidelines do not define a rigid 
list, but propose an grid open. The interviewee says: 

“[T]he Guidelines suggest some KPIs, and underline the importance of the disclosure indicators more closely 
connected to the territory” 

No major changes were noted in relation to the stakeholders represented in the IR. The SMES guidelines place 
great emphasis on the financial aspects so the main stakeholders are banks, lenders, tax authorities. There is no 
great space for the others.  

“[E]ven if the IR aims to exploit various types of capital, the emphasis on the financial aspects also remains 
in the guidelines. (...) The SMEs participating in the working table have pushed for a broader representation 
of their value and said: “We are beautiful companies, we must look for a tool that also shows other assets 
such as the intangibles ones (e.g. patents)”. 
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In the process of implementing the IR, the contribution of women has been decisive in at least a couple of 
situations. There was a very constructive contribution from two female practitioners because they showed a 
strong sensitivity in emphasizing non-financial capital. The interviewee points out: 

“[I]n one case, the sensitivity of an external consultant and a CFO was successful (man and woman) because 
they emphasized the integrated vision of the business model underpinning the IR. (...) We have done 
everything to spread the IR by placing a lot of emphasis on non-financial capital, but the intervention has so 
far been partial”. 

The word "business model" could be linked to the old theoretical framework. One of the most important aspects 
to investigate in order to respect the paper aim is whether the integrated model could introduce a new business 
theory. 

“[T]he business model is the main aspect of IR. Companies are required to describe it, but it does not 
necessarily become an instrument of change even if it is an opportunity to rethink and deepen the business 
model. The idea is that it becomes an important element that companies are considering for the listing on the 
stock exchange”. 

From the last answers a contradiction is drawn because the IR focus seems to be only on the traditional 
representation. This assertion requires further researches to be confirmed or not. 
4. Discussion and Conclusion 
The insights that derive from this study of the theoretical framework of IR and after the empirical analysis are 
that no strong signals emerge that encourage a truly different, new (holistic and integrated) conception of the 
firm. This conclusion answers to the research question: “Could the theory of the firm, that is underlined by IR, 
open to innovation by way of the Business Administration perspective?” 
Contractual theories (Speziale, 2018), ascribable to neoclassical theories (agency theory, shareholder theory, 
instrumental and normative stakeholder theory), “justify” the goal of maximisation of short-term profit and user 
(shareholder) interests, undermining the ability of innovative corporate communication tools like IR to go 
beyond a weak sustainability paradigm that puts financial stakeholders first (Alexander & Blum, 2016, Brown & 
Dillard, 2014, Flower, 2015, Reuter & Messner, 2015; Stubbs & Higgins, 2015; Tweedie & Martinov-Bennie, 
2015).  
But a few encouraging signals, albeit weak ones, ought to be acknowledged. In other words, it seems to us that 
there is now an acceptance of the actual concept of integrated reporting (consider that the very term “integrated 
report” was unheard of in Accounting until the start of the century) and widespread awareness of the need to 
redefine the notion of value and its distribution. However, in general, it can be noted that the idea underpinning 
integrated reporting appears to underline the value of other “capitals” that are considered only according to their 
contribution to the wealth of the firms. Contrary to this conclusion, encouraging signs have come from this paper 
thanks to the content analysis which has shown a fair interest in concepts that underlie a new vision of business 
action, as shown in Tab. 4.  
 
Table 4. New and old keywords representative of the theory of the firm 
Old key words underpinning the 

financial statement 
Frequency in  

NIBR Guidelines 
New key words  

underpinning the IR 
Frequency in  

NIBR Guidelines 
profitability 1 skills 8 

financial 6 social 26 

shareholders 4 stakeholder/s, 51 

investors 5 responsibility 4 

capital/s 156 relation/s/ship/s 48 

contract/s/ual 6 community/es 9 

business/es 129 people 8 

 
In this context, significant progress towards an effective change in the theory of the firm might be made if the 
systemic view, so dear to the Italian Business Administration tradition (which considers the firm a 
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socio-economic institution destined to last, construed firstly as a community of people).  
Only in this way IR can be a genuine tool for sustainability reporting that can reconcile the different logics of 
valuation or orders of worth.  
In this way, it can help integrate the change heralded by the new frontiers of reporting, of which the integrated 
report is both an expression and a synthesis. In other words, it is not so much that a “new” theory of the firm is to 
be drawn from integrated reporting, but that a “new” theory of the firm must form the basis of the integrated 
report. Otherwise, far from being a tool for representing “integral value” (Sorci, 2006), it will amount to nothing 
more than “greenwashing” (Mahoney, Thorne, Cecil & La Gore, 2013). 
Focusing on Italy, consideration needs to be given to a significant criticism, precisely whether, and in the event 
how, the subject dealt with in this paper is present in prevailing research literature and what effects might ensue 
from a review of the theory of the firm underpinning integrated reporting.  
According the literature review, in Italy the theoretical construct of Business Administration presented some 
elements that can be defined a review of mainstream theory, through the introduction of further elements of 
analysis in addition to traditional ones (Onida, 1968; Viganò, 2013; Canziani, 2013). Nevertheless, the empirical 
research of this paper as well the most recent Business Administration literature review showed that despite all 
the premises the results are still quite disappointing. 
On the one hand, the guidelines that SMEs will follow to draw up the IR on a voluntary basis, do not seem to 
make a real contribution to the designs of a new business theory. On the other hand, in recent years there has 
been the development of a process that has led Business Administration to “narrow” its field of inquiry and base 
the latter on methods, for example mathematical or statistical, which have already been harshly criticised in other 
disciplines.  
This paper contributes to the existing literature by offering an in-depth analysis of the link between theoretical 
aspects of business theory, current evolutionary trends and their application in the real world. The results of the 
paper can offer interesting insights to scholars and accounting professional bodies that must lead accountability 
strategies and tools. The limitations of this work are that the latter focused only on NIBR Guidelines for SMES 
and some research cases are required.  
Further steps of the research will be to compare the implementation of the NIBR Guidelines in different 
countries and extend the empirical phase by providing a longitudinal study.  
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Note  
Note 1. Implementation of Directive 2014/95/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 22 October 2014 
amending Directive 2013/34/EU as regards disclosure of non-financial information. 
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