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Relational capital and intellectual capital management  
at enterprises in transitional countries: the case of Vietnam

Abstract. The paper aims at investigating current status of relational capital (RC) management as a part of intellectual capital 
management among enterprises of emerging economies given the increasing importance of this intangible asset and very limited 
research in this context. With a sample of 189 enterprises through various sectors in Vietnam, statistical method was employed 
to shed light on how they have been managing their intellectual capital (IC) and, more importantly, five different RC factors, 
including customer relationships, supplier relationships, public relationships, investor relationships and partner relationships. 
The findings witnessed that relational capital is the strength of firms, with customer relationship and supplier relationship being 
top performing factors. Based on the results, several recommendations are proposed to improve the RC management capability 
in transitional countries. RC management should be linked to strategic management, in which RC strategy must emanate from 
and towards achieving the strategic goals of firms. However, RC strategy and its development plan need to be built based on 
a comprehensive analysis of business strategy, competitive strategy, and intellectual capital analysis. There is also a need to 
raise awareness and understanding among managers about RC. Enterprises need to apply many measures to improve RC 
management capacity of managers.
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Управління реляційним та інтелектуальним капіталом на підприємствах 
в умовах економіки, що розвивається: приклад В’єтнаму
Анотація. Статтю присвячено питанням управління реляційним капіталом як складової управління інтелектуальним 
капіталом  на підприємствах у країнах з економікою, що розвивається, з урахуванням ролі цього нематеріального 
активу й малого числа досліджень, що стосуються даного питання. На прикладі 189 підприємств, що відносяться до 
різних секторів в’єтнамської економіки, за допомогою статистичного методу автори статті дають уявлення про те, як 
ці компанії управляють  своїм інтелектуальним  капіталом і п’ятьма факторами, що визначають  реляційний капітал, 
включаючи відносини з клієнтами, постачальниками, громадськістю,  інвесторами  та бізнес-партнерами. Результати 
дослідження показали, що реляційний капітал посилює підприємства і є ключовим фактором у відносинах із клієнтами 
та постачальниками. На підставі  отриманих результатів авторами статті запропоновано рекомендації, що стосуються 
підвищення ефективності управління реляційним капіталом у країнах з економікою, що розвивається.
Ключові слова: інтелектуальний капітал; управління інтелектуальним капіталом; економіка, що розвивається; В’єтнам; 
людський капітал; структурний капітал; реляційний капітал.
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1. Introduction
Intellectual capital is all the knowledge that busines ses 

use to gain competitive advantage [1-2]. Edvinsson [3] de-
fines intellectual capital as the possession of knowledge, 
practical experience, technology, customer relationships 
and occupational skills, which gives a company a competi-
tive edge in the market.

Knowledge is an important factor in creating competi-
tive capabilities for firms. According to knowledge-based 
theories, the difference in performance between enterprises 
is due to the difference in intellectual capital between firms. 
Given the complexity and instability of economic, social and 
cultural conditions, competitiveness of enterprises depends 
on not only conventional material and financial resources but 
also knowledge assets to create sustainable competitive-
ness [1]. In fact, a number of studies have been conducted to 
examine how intellectual capital contributes to business re-
sults and creates value for the company [3].

Due to pressures from intense competition and rapid de-
velopment of information and communication technologies, 
it is imperative for firms to reconsider the origins of competi-
tive advantage and the source of value creation. This has led 
to the emphasis on innovation. Unquestionably, knowledge 
is increasingly playing a particularly important role in the in-
novation process as well as support for enhancing the ca-
pacity for innovation [2; 4].

In emerging economies such as Vietnam, dynamic com-
panies are drivers of growth [5]. In Vietnam, the number of 
companies has significantly increased in recent years and 
many have proven their success. However, even though 
there is a great deal of research carried out about intellec-
tual capital, its constructs and management in the Western 
countries, there is limited research in emerging Asian eco-
nomies that have experienced significant growth in recent 
years. In Vietnam, intellectual, and especially relational, capi-
tal research has not yet received adequate attention.

The authors have accordingly extended the focus on 
the relational capital  as one of the elements responsible for 
value creation in the organisation. In fact, this paper first seeks 
to investigate how firms in Vietnam are managing their rela-
tional capital, which is a very distinctive and important type 
of intellectual capital. Actually, the attitude of managers about 
relational capital and its improvement has a huge impact on 
the importance of its management. Then, recommendations 
are suggested to improve their capabilities in managing this 
very valuable intangible asset so that they can improve their 
positions in international market and to achieve high efficiency 
in the context of greatly integrated economy.

Overall, the major implication of the paper is to advance 
knowledge and practice in the area of relational capital ma-
nagement by focusing upon empirical research and current 
issues in an emerging economy. The deepening of know-
ledge of how enterprises in emerging economies manage 
the relation of their businesses can contribute to the im-
proved effectiveness of their policies.

2. Brief Literature Review
2.1. Intellectual capital and relational capital
In today’s knowledge economy, the most important as-

sets making the companies valuable and competitive are the 
intangible ones. These assets have been defined as intellec-
tual capital since late 1990s [6-7]. Although there  exists a 
variety of definitions for intellectual capital, «knowledge that 
can be converted into value» can be accepted as a compre-
hensive definition [6]. Intellectual capital is the sum of the 
knowledge assets of an organisation and has the most im-
portant contribution to improving the organization’s com-
petitive position through the creation of value for identified 
key stakeholders [8]. Intellectual capital is also defined as 
knowledge generation, knowledge about knowledge and 
how these processes can be leveraged into some form of 
social or economic value.

What constitutes intellectual capital is also varied among 
the authors. Smith and Parr [9] decompose the intangible 
assets to single out four elements: rights, relationships, un-
defined intangibles and intellectual property. Blair and Wall-
man [10] identify ideas, special skills, organisational struc-
tures and capabilities, brand identities, databases and net-
works. Edvinsson [6] and Meritum [11] define intellectual 
capital in terms of human capital, structural and relational 
capital based on the knowledge contained.

Relational capital 
There are many different definitions about relational ca pital 

provided by different researchers. Initially, the emphasis is on 
the relationships with customers and suppliers [3; 6; 12-13]. 
Gradually, concepts such as commercial power, environmen-
tal activities, relationships with internal and external stake-
holders as well as the relationship between the communi-
ty and business agents are also reflected on relational capi-
tal [12; 15-16]. In this study, pursuant to the definition of Bon-
tis [13], relational capital is defined as all resources associa-
ted with external relationships of the business such as custo-
mers, suppliers and R&D partners. Relational capital includes 
a portion of human capital and structural capital that enga-
ges in business relationships with external stakeholders (in-
vestors, creditors, customers, suppliers, competitors, univer-
sities, etc.) along with their perception of the company.

Хоа Т. Т. В.
кандидат экономических наук, доцент, преподаватель, проректор, 
Национальный экономический университет, Ханой, Вьетнам 
Хуонг Л. Т. Л.
кандидат экономических наук, доцент, преподаватель, декан, Школа бизнеса, 
Национальный экономический университет, Ханой, Вьетнам 
Лин Д. Х.
кандидат экономических наук, преподаватель, заместитель заведующего кафедрой, кафедра банковского менеджмента, 
Школа банковского дела и финансов, Национальный экономический университет, Ханой, Вьетнам 
Май Н. Ф.
магистр, преподаватель, Школа бизнеса, Национальный экономический университет, Ханой, Вьетнам
Управление реляционным и интеллектуальным капиталом на предприятиях 
в условиях развивающейся экономики: пример Вьетнама
Аннотация. Статья посвящена вопросам управления реляционным капиталом как составляющей управления 
интеллектуальным капиталом на предприятиях в странах с развивающейся экономикой с учетом усиления роли 
этого нематериального актива и незначительного числа исследований, касающихся данного вопроса. На примере 
189 предприятий, относящихся к разным секторам вьетнамской экономики, при помощи статистического метода 
авторы статьи дают представление о том, как эти компании управляют своим  интеллектуальным капиталом 
и пятью факторами, определяющими реляционный капитал, включая отношения с клиентами, поставщиками, 
общественностью, инвесторами и бизнес-партнерами. Результаты исследования показали, что реляционный капитал 
усиливает предприятия, являясь ключевым фактором в отношениях с клиентами и поставщиками. На основании 
полученных результатов авторами статьи предложены рекомендации, касающиеся повышения эффективности 
управления реляционным капиталом в странах с развивающейся экономикой.
Ключевые слова: интеллектуальный капитал; управление интеллектуальным капиталом; развивающаяся экономика; 
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Fig. 1: Conceptual framework
Source: European ICS Guideline, 2008

However, relational capital is the most 
difficult of the three subcategories of in-
tellectual capital (IC) to develop, since it 
is the most external part to the organisa-
tions’ core. Relational capital is a non-ex-
clusive property of the firm [17]. This im-
plies that it is even more important to con-
sider an approach towards a high aware-
ness of the relational capital of an organi-
sation. After all, relational capital is know-
ledge embedded in relationship most ex-
ternal to the company [18].

2.2. Intellectual capital management and relational 
capital management in Vietnam

Most of the world’s current intellectual capital research 
is conducted with regard to Western countries. More spe-
cifically, intellectual capital research has been generally fo-
cused on the USA, the UK, Scandinavian countries, Austra-
lia, Canada, Austria, Ireland and South Africa [19], as well 
as some Asian countries, such as Malaysia and India [13]. 
In contrast, the research of intellectual capital in Vietnam has 
not yet received adequate attention.

Most works written on the transition of Vietnam toward the 
market economy tend to provide a general picture of econo-
mic development, with little focus on the role of intellectual 
capital in the transition stages.

At the industry level, the role of intellectual capital is 
evident in the development of the service sectors, many 
of which are intellectual capital intensive. The economy is 
divided into three main sectors: agriculture and aquacul-
ture, industry and construction, and trading and services 
(such as retail trade and export services). However, in re-
cent years the trading and services sector has been leading 
the economy. In 2018, 42.5 percent of GPD came from the 
service sector [20]. The growth of the service sector shows 
a remarkable development of the economy from sole re-
liance on traditional factors of production, such as land and 
machinery, towards a combination of tangible and intangi-
ble assets.

Also, it can be said that at the micro level there is a need 
for Vietnamese firms to invest in human capital, structural 
capital and, particularly, relational capital, especially in de-
veloping good personal and social relationships with tra ding 
partners and customers. Indeed, literature indicates that so-
cial relations and networks are strategically important for 
Vietnamese firms given the context of an even more com-
petitive environment resulting from joining the ASEAN Free 
Trade Agreement (AFTA), signing the Bilateral Trade Agree-
ment (BTA) along with the USA and the expected entrance 
into the WTO. This issue highlights the importance of rela-
tional capital for all companies, without which they could 
not hope to succeed in Vietnam.

Therefore, what is needed is a more systematic research 
on the current status of relational capital management in 
 Vietnamese firms and on how Vietnamese mana gers per-
ceive the role of relational capital management because 
perception will precede suitable action. From there, recom-
mendations can be suggested to improve Vietna mese firms’ 
capability in managing and developing relational capital. 
Three research questions have been formulated to guide 
this study:
• How are Vietnamese enterprises managing their relational 

capital?
• Are there any strengths and weaknesses in their relational 

capital management?
• What are solutions to improve their relational capital ma-

nagement?
3. Conceptual framework
This research on the current status of Vietnamese enter-

prises’ IC management is based on the European Commis-
sion guideline, which originally consists of 5 intellectual ca-
pital components of relational capital (Figure 1).

Those IC factors are evaluated by self-assessment, i.e. 
each factor is evaluated with regard to its current existing 
quantity, quality and systematic management. Specifically:

Quantity question:
• Is the quantity/volume of this IC factor (replace appro-

priately) sufficient for achieving our strategic objectives? 
Do we have enough of this IC factor (replace appropriate-
ly) to achieve our goals?

Quality question:
• Is the quality of this IC factor (replace appropriately) suf-

ficient for achieving our strategic objectives? Do we have 
the right factor and is the quality of this factor good enough 
in order to achieve our goals?

Systematic Management question:
• How systematically are we already developing this IC fac-

tor? Are there defined, regular measures and routines to 
care for and improve this factor?

However, as stated in previous sections, given the pur-
pose of this study, the authors are keen on providing de-
tailed discussion about 5 IC factors of relational capital in-
cluding: customer relationships, supplier relationships, 
public relationships, investor relationships and partner re-
lationships.

4. Methodology
4.1. Questionnaire design and survey
The respondents were asked to assess the quality, 

quantity and systematic management of each of the IC 
components on the scale from 0 (absolutely not sufficient) 
to 10 (always/absolutely sufficient). To be specific, the re-
spondents were asked to consider: Are both the quantity 
and the quality of the IC factor sufficient to achieve their 
strategic objectives? Do they have enough of this IC factor 
and is the quality good enough to achieve the goals? Re-
garding systematic management, they answered the ques-
tion: How systematically are they already developing this 
IC factor? 

Based on a convenient sampling method, research team 
selected a sample of 200 firms from the database provided 
by Business School of the National Economics University. 
The questionnaires were sent to high-level or middle-level 
managers in each firm via email and directly in person. The 
questionnaires were anonymous (not including the compa-
ny’s name and the respondent’s name) to ensure that the 
respondents carry out assessments as objectively as pos-
sible. Data collection took place in July, 2018.

4.2. Sample description
At the end of the data collection period, the total number 

of respondents was 189, in which:
Regarding the sizes of the enterprises, 4.5% of the 

sample are micro enterprises (with a total number of 10 em-
ployees or fewer), 25.8% are small enterprises (from 11 to 
50 employees), 33. 7% are medium-sized enterprises (bet-
ween 51 and 300 employees), and 36% are large enterpri-
ses (over 300 employees).

Regarding the business sectors, 42.7% of the enterpri-
ses operate in the manufacturing sector and 57.3%  operate 
in the service sector. In terms of industries, 18.2% said they 
are in finance and banking, 17% in construction, 12.5% in 
commerce, 8% in pharmaceuticals, 8% in counselling and 
training, 6.8% in logistics, 3.4% in textiles and the same per-
centage is for telecommunications. Other industries such as 
paper production, electronics, food processing and waste 
collection account for 2.3%.

In terms of operating time, 18.6% of the enterprises have 
operated for 5 years or less, 19.8% have operated from 5 to 
10 years and 61.6% have operated for over 10 years.
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In terms of the output market, 31.4% of the busi-
nesses operate in regional markets, 51.4% in the na-
tional markets, and 17.1% in international markets.

5. Results
5.1. Quality assessment
Figure 2 presents the average quality score of 

 Vietnam enterprises’ 5 IC factors, including the 5 RC 
factors, namely customer relationship, public relation-
ship, investor relationship, partner relationship, sup-
plier relationship. As can be seen, the quality of these 
five RC factors is valued at around 7 points on the 
scale of 10.

In other words, the quality of relational capital of 
Vietnamese enterprises is generally perceived 
to be fairly good, in which the factors with the 
highest average scores are customer relation-
ship, investor relationship, partner relationship 
and supplier relationship. All of these factors 
received ratings above 7. The one RC factor 
that has the lowest average score is public re-
lationship.

5.2. Quantity assessment
Figure 3 shows that the quantity of RC fac-

tors in Vietnamese firms is generally above the 
average, which means they are not too scarce. 
Among which, the four RC factors with the 
 highest average rating are customer relation-
ship, supplier relationship, partner relationship 
and investor relationship. Interestingly, public 
relationship in Vietnamese firms appears to be 
in short supply in achieving the firms’ strate-
gic goals.

5.3. Systematic management
Systematic management, on the other hand, answers the 

question how systematically Vietnamese firms are ma naging 
their RC factors, or whether they have established routines 
or procedures to care for and develop RC factors.

According to Figure 4, it can be implied that management 
of RC of Vietnamese enterprises is generally good with their 
rating being approximately 7 out of 10.

The three of the RC factors that received the highest 
assessment are customer relationship, supplier relationship 
and investor relationship. Meanwhile, the RC factor with the 
lowest average score is public relationship.

In the manufacturing sector (Figure 5), the three 
IC factors with the highest average rating are cus-
tomer relationship, investor relationship and sup-
plier relationship. On the contrary, public relation-
ship received the lowest rating with regard to Viet-
namese firms.

In terms of service factors (Figure 6), however, it 
is a little bit different with customer relationship re-
ceiving the highest systematic management rating. 
Supplier relationship, partner relationship and inves-
tor relationship are not perceived to be as important 
as in the manufacturing sector with a roughly simi-
lar rating (7.1 and 7.0 respectively). Also, public re-
lationship does not appear to receive enough atten-
tion from Vietnamese firms since it still ranks very 
low compared to other RC factors.

This difference can be explained as follows. First-
ly, the manufacturing sector generally requires large 
investments in factories, machines and equipment, 
which means that developing good relationships 
with investors is very important for firms in the ma-
nufacturing sector. 

In the service sector, employees usually inte ract 
directly with customers and may handle unpreceden-
ted situations, which necessitates their being flexi ble 
and creative in handling those situations. Therefore, 
customer relationship and social skills/competence 
are more important in the service sector than in the 
manufacturing sector. Additio nally, improving opera-
tional efficiency in order to reduce costs is  also a con-
stant pressure in the  service  sector.  Without doubt, 

information technology and  expli cit knowledge enable ser-
vice enterprises achieve this goal. Therefore, given the na-
ture of service sector, it is understandable why Supplier re-
lationship, Partner relationship, and Investor relationship are 
not as important. 

5.4. Strengths and weaknesses of IC management in 
Vietnamese enterprises

The analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of IC ma-
nagement in Vietnamese enterprises is based on the applica-
tion of QQS (quality - quantity - systematic management) as-
sessment. Specifically, the «mean value» aggregates all three 
QQS dimensions (quality, quantity and systematic manage-
ment) into one value. Improvement  potential shows the gap 

Fig. 2: Quality assessment of all IC factors in all sectors
Source: Compiled by the authors based on survey data, 2018

Fig. 4: Systematic management assessment of all IC factors 
in all sectors

Source: Compiled by the authors based on survey data, 2018

Fig. 5: Systematic management assessment 
in manufacturing sector

Source: Compiled by the authors based on survey data, 2018

Fig. 3: Quantity assessment of all IC factors in all sectors
Source: Compiled by the authors based on survey data, 2018



ECONOMICS AND MANAGEMENT OF NATIONAL ECONOMY

55
Hoa, T. T. V., Huong, L. T. L., Linh, D. H., & Mai, N. P. / Economic Annals-XXI (2018), 172(7-8), 51-56

between the mean value and 100%. The  highest mean 
values (low improvement potential) indicate strengths; 
the lowest mean values (high improvement potential) 
indicate weaknesses. In  other words, IC factors with 
low mean values represent weaknesses. Yet they have 
high potential to improve and vice versa. 

In general, quality, quantity and systematic ma-
nagement of all the RC factors are fairly similar, but 
there are significant gaps between their current per-
formance levels and Level 10 (Figure 7). For exam-
ple, public relationship is not high in all the three di-
mensions: quantity, quality and systematic manage-
ment. This shows that Vietnamese enterprises still 
face many challenges in both present and future in 
achie ving their strategic objectives and improving 
their competitiveness.

Among the 5 RC factors, customer relationship 
and supplier relationship have the highest mean va-
lues followed closely by partner relationship and in-
vestor relationship. Meanwhile, the bottom factor is 
public relationship.

Overall, QQS indicates that Vietnamese firms 
have strengths in relational capital, including custo-
mer relationship and supplier relationship, and weak-
nesses in public relationship.

6. Conclusions and Recommendations
6.1. Conclusions
This study explores the concept of relational ca-

pital in the context of Vietnamese enterprises. As ar-
gued, relational capital is part of intellectual capital or 
an intangible value of a company. The knowledge of 
the intangibles of a company has been of increasing 
importance in the last years. In fact, intellectual capital 
in general and relational capital in particular play im-
portant role in creating competitive advantage and business 
success for firms. Specifically regarding relational capital, no 
firm may function efficiently on an isolated island entirely by 
itself in the globalized society of today. Here are some con-
clusions drawn from the research.

Relational capital appears to be the strength of Vietna-
mese firms, especially for those in the manufacturing sec-
tors. Currently, firms have their established routines to 
care for their relational capital. To be specific, among the 
5 RC factors customer relationship and supplier relation-
ship are top performing factors in all the three dimensions: 
quality, quantity and systematic management. On the  other 
hand, public relationship received the lowest assessment 
compared to the requirements of strategic goals. There-
fore, the quantity and quality of public relationship are not 
good enough for  Vietnamese firms to achieve their strategic 
goals. At the same time, they do not have well-built routines 
or procedures to  either care for or develop this particular re-
lational capital.

 Even though RC in general is the strength of Vietna mese 
firms, there is still a significant gap between their current 
performance and the absolute level. This means there is still 
potential to improve these RC factors. 

Results of several empirical researches on Vietnamese 
enterprises show that intellectual capital in general has not 
received sufficient attention from business executives. In or-
der to further enhance competitiveness, Vietnamese enter-
prises need to pay due attention to management of intellec-
tual capital in order to develop and exploit this valuable in-
tangible asset effectively. 

6.2. Recommendations
In order to further enhance Vietnamese firms’ efficiency 

in managing their RC, several recommendations are made 
as follows.

Relational capital should be considered as important 
business resources in achieving strategic goals, there-
fore RC should be managed strategically. RC manage-
ment should be linked to strategic management, in which 
RC strategy must emanate from and towards achieving the 
strategic goals of firms. However, RC strategy and its de-
velopment plan need to be built based on a comprehensive 
ana lysis of business strategy, competitive strategy, and in-
tellectual capital analysis.

There is also a need to raise awareness and understan-
ding among firm managers about RC, as well as its nature, 
role and requirements of RC management. Enterprises need 
to apply many measures to improve RC management ca-
pacity of managers. Organising training courses for busi-
ness managers on RC management for instance is a ne-
cessary step. 

Senior managers need to develop a strong commitment 
to relational capital development, since intellectual capital 
and relational development are highly dependent on the will 
of senior executives. This can be done through formal an-
nouncements or other concrete action plans in practice.

Also, since customer relationship, partner relationship 
and investor relationship are already the strengths of Viet-
namese firms, these factors should be maintained at their 
current level, given firms’ limited resources. On the contrary, 
firms are not doing as well with public relationship; this RC 
should be analysed in detail in case it is important for spe-
cific development measures by indirectly affecting the de-
velopment other factors

Each company should regularly carry out a systematic 
RC analysis so that a checklist of activities can be drawn to 
develop their IC. Based on the checklist, a company should 
know what factors need to be intervened given their limited 
resources.

Fig. 6: Systematic management assessment of all IC factors 
in the service sector

Source: Compiled by the authors based on survey data, 2018

Fig. 7: QQS bar chart
Source: Compiled by the authors based on survey data, 2018
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