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This Horizon 2020 GLOBALINTO workshop seeks to discuss the dual nature of intan-
gibles, and what it means for firms and for policy support. On the one hand, firms see 
acquisition and control of intangible assets as essential to gaining competitive ad-
vantage. On the other hand, from a systemic point of view, individual ownership of 
intangible assets can limit the sharing and exchange of intangibles that is indispensable 
for growth, innovation and problem solving for the economy and society as a whole. 

The workshop was opened with a presentation of the conceptual framework outlining 
and exemplifying this dual nature.  This perspective was then applied to the COVID 
vaccination problem, through a panel discussion with invited experts on the relation 
between IPR regulations and COVID vaccination. The aim of the workshop is to distill 
important, more general lessons as to best nurture the power of intangibles for the 
common good, and for the firms that are essential engines for it. 

 

 
Introduction 

Intangibles assets have long been an im-
portant component of the world-wide 
economic systems. Intangible assets 
comprise non-physical and non-finan-
cial resources of the firm that yield long-
term benefits. These include ideas, 

knowledge, aesthetic content, software, 
relationships, brands, organizational 
structures, culture and innovations. 

Firms increasingly owe their value not 
only to the greater sophistication and 
higher productivity of their production 



 

systems, but also to product and process 
innovations, and to assets such as 
brands, reputation, quality, and trained 
personnel (Teece, 2015). Thus far, this 
change is not reflected in policy making, 
which is still geared primarily towards 
supporting the growth of tangible assets 
(Lampel et al., 2020). One of the im-
portant objectives of the GLOBALINTO 
project is to examine and promote the 
role of public policy in the growth of in-
tangibles. 

Any consideration of policy support for 
the build-up and use of intangibles has 
to take into account the dual nature of 
intangibles. On the one hand, firms see 
acquisition and control of intangible as-
sets as essential to gaining competitive 
advantage. On the other hand, from a 
systemic point of view, individual own-
ership of intangible assets can limit the 
sharing and exchange of intangibles that 
is indispensable for growth and innova-
tion for the economy as a whole. 

In some cases, firm and systemic incen-
tives can coincide and be mutually rein-
forcing. This is for example the case for 
collaborations or open platforms, where 
firms see value in sharing and collabo-
rating on the development of key 
knowledge, which each partner can then 
use with other firm specific factors to en-
hance their competitive advantage. 

However, in other cases there is an in-
herent conflict between the goals of pro-
moting firms’s incentives to invest in in-
tangibles and promoting the sharing and 
exchange of new knowledge. Further-
more, there may be important differ-
ences in economic benefits to innovative 
firms and the potential societal benefit.  

This note summarizes the proceedings 
of the GLOBALINTO workshop, “Intan-
gibles as Firm Assets or Industrial Com-
mons: Tensions and Opportunities”. 
GLOBALINTO is a Horizon 2020 
funded project, which seeks to develop 
new measures of intangible assets (non-
physical and non-financial resources) in 
order to analyze the role of knowledge 
production and diffusion for innovation, 
productivity and growth. The purpose of 
the GLOBALINTO project is to review 
and conceptualize work on intan-
gible assets including how they are 
measured, accumulated, and diffused 
and how they generate innovation and 
productivity growth as well as to de-
velop new measures of intangibles. 
The aim is also to analyze potential ex-
planations of the productivity slowdown 
in Europe as well as the role of policy in 
promoting intangibles investment. 

The objective of the workshop was dis-
cuss this dual nature of intangibles, us-
ing Covid-19 vaccines as a case. The 
workshop was opened with a presenta-
tion by Professor Jakob Edler, Professor 
at the Manchester Institute of Innova-
tion Research and Executive Director of 
the Fraunhofer Institute for Systems and 
Innovation Research ISI, who intro-
duced the issue of tensions between in-
dividual firm appropriation and 
knowledge spreading for the common 
good. Thereafter, a panel discuss was 
held on the case of Intellectual Property 
Rights (IPRs) for COVID vaccines, with 
presentation by three experts followed 
by discussion. The panel experts were: 

Prof. Dr. Rainer Walz from Fraunhofer 
Institute for Systems and Innovation Re-
search, Germany 



 

Prof. Sudip Chaudhuri, retired Professor 
from the Indian Institute of Manage-
ment, Calcutta, India 

Dr. Salla Sariola from the Finnish Acad-
emy Research Fellow, University of Hel-
sinki 

 

Intangibles between the firm and 
the system 

Professor Jakob Edler discussed the 
dual nature of intangibles and how this 
can create tensions in policy goals. In-
centives for firms to invest in intangibles 
are very much dependent on their ability 
to appropriate the gains from these in-
vestments. In some cases, intangibles 
have a strong tacit component, making it 
difficult for other firms to copy or capi-
talize on own firm investments. How-
ever, many other intangibles such as 
software are easy to copy and dissemi-
nate, making it difficult for firms to ex-
clude competitors from benefitting from 
own investments. Hence, in these cases, 
greater protection of intangibles in-
creases incentives to invest. At the same 
time, aggregated gains from new 
knowledge creation are dependent on 
the exchange and spreading of new 
knowledge, so new knowledge can be 
utilized and further built upon by other 

firms. Simplified, this essentially creates 
a potential tension between the interests 
of companies (appropriation and protec-
tion of IPRs) and the ‘common good’. 

Covid-19 vaccines exemplify this tension 
between appropriation (incentives for 
future investment in risky R&D, benefits 
via competition, skills/infrastructure as 
bottlenecks) and intangible commons 
(knowledge resulting from public invest-
ments in vaccine and allied technology 
development is the foundation for the 
private vaccine development). How gov-
ernments respond to this tension be-
tween appropriation and the intangibles 
commons has implications for future re-
sponse to societal issues needing a 
speedy reaction.  

Public policies in terms of intangibles 
are extensively geared towards increas-
ing the productivity of the economy by 
increasing the innovative output and ca-
pabilities of the firm but there is no co-
herent policy or institutional framework 
for the development/deployment of in-
tangibles as a category. The following 
policy and further research are recom-
mended based on the work of GLOBAL-
INTO: 

• New institutions, policy coordination 
mechanisms and policy portfolios 
needed to:  

• Better tackle inher-
ent tensions  
• Target the overall 
investment in intangi-
bles for large and small 
actors alike  
• Increase the overall 
societal benefit arising 
from intangibles. 
• Changes required 
to accommodate the 



 

different characteristics of intan-
gible assets 

• Institutional framework linking 
intangibles and the policies for 
growth 
• Political and administrative 

organisations for implement-
ing these policies 

• Policies tackling intangibles’ in-
ter-operability and market crea-
tion  
• Revisit processes underlying 

standards and norm setting 
• Develop new measurements and 

knowledge bases to design, im-
plement and monitor the new 
policy framework 

 

Read more about the significance of pol-
icy, regulatory, and framework condi-
tions for the generation and growth of 
intangible assets here. 

 

Panel presentations and discus-
sion: the case of IPRs for COVID 
vaccines 

 

Prof. Dr. Rainer 
Walz. The idea be-
hind the construct of 
a patent is to allow a 
temporary monop-
oly to support the in-

terest of a company investing resources 
in R&D. In the case of a pandemic, this 
does not apply: long-term incentive of 
patent protection are by far outweighed 
by increased benefit of wide vaccine 
availability just as a large amount of 
public funding is put into the effort. 
Waivers are not a ‘silver bullet’ but we 

can use a discussion about waivers to de-
velop various options in this scenario. 

 

Prof. Sudip 
Chaudhuri There 
are three things to 
take into considera-
tion in this debate: 1) 

what is true for devel-
oped countries may not be 

true for developing countries who are of-
ten net losers in this game, they pay high 
prices for products. 2) The attitude of 
multinational corporations: history is 
important here e.g. as large a corpora-
tion has reasoned that there is low pro-
duction capacity in developing countries 
and waivers of patents is not worthwhile, 
which was invalidated previously by the 
Indian pharmaceutical generics firms 
during the AIDS crisis. Lastly 3) the role 
of industrial policy: IPRs will not solve 
technological barriers; you need a strong 
strategic role of the government. 

 

Dr. Salla Sariola. 
Vaccine availability 
and coverage is much 
higher in high-in-
come countries than 
lower-income coun-

tries mainly because of 
IPRs and how companies draw prices 
and contracts with nations or unions. 
We need a reform to alleviate this prob-
lem. The humanitarian projects put into 
effect, COVAX, is also part of the prob-
lem as it allows the IPR issue to be in the 
background instead of raising reform on 
the agenda. Political pressure is needed. 

 

https://globalinto.eu/public-policy-and-intangibles-a-conceptualisation-and-critical-appraisal-d2-6/https:/globalinto.eu/public-policy-and-intangibles-a-conceptualisation-and-critical-appraisal-d2-6/


 

The discussion following the panel 
presentation centered on the issue of 
IPRs in the health sector. This is not only 
relevant in relation to vaccines but also 
in highly specialized and expensive med-
icines for rare disorders, which the pub-
lic sector cannot justify subsidizing. This 
is both an economic and a societal issue.   

The role of IPRs and growing inequali-
ties was a recurring theme during the 
panel presentations and discussions, 
both in terms of access and development 
of new knowledge and in terms of global 
health inequalities. Professor Sudip 
Chaudhuri argued that international pa-
tenting combined with the growing pres-
ence of large multi-national corpora-
tions tend to channel technological de-
velopment to developed countries and 
hence act as a barrier to technological 
development in developing countries. 
While current policies concerning intel-
lectual property rights may benefit de-
veloped countries, developing countries 
are often net losers both through lack of 
access to new knowledge and due to high 
prices on new products that make them 
unaffordable. In the context of the 
COVID pandemic, Chaudhuri stressed 
the importance of appropriate patent 
and industrial policies in developing 
countries to reduce the dependence on 
developed countries and to enhance 
supplies of vaccines and other medical 
products.  

Dr. Salla Sariola highlighted the signifi-
cant inequalities in vaccine availability 
and coverage, citing recent data that 
shows 79% of the population (fully or 
partly) vaccinated in high income coun-
tries, compared to 13% in low income 
countries. Sariola argued that key fac-

tors behind this unequal access are cur-
rent IPR regulations and national vac-
cine contracts with pharmaceutical com-
panies. 

There are option for waivers in cases of 
national emergencies but the question is 
when can a crisis be considered as such? 
This may come in effect when talking 
about health but what about other issues 
such as energy crises? Another issue is 
where to draw the line between what is 
health (that falls under a waiver) and 
what is not? Finally, what is the ultimate 
radical conclusion in terms of interna-
tional IPR regulation if you open this de-
bate of IPR waivers? The debate is fur-
ther complicated by other intangibles – 
one thing is patents and technology – 
but there is know-how, organizational 
infrastructure and other key aspects. 
Perhaps a broadly defined waiver is 
more harmful than other tools in the 
toolbox; we have to think about the com-
plex relations to other intangibles. 

The trade-off between incentives from 
long-term patent protection and societal 
benefits of broader access to IPRs can 
vary greatly from case to case. Prof. 
Rainer Walz argued that the pandemic 
presents an example where the potential 
societal benefits of wide availability of 
vaccines far outweighs the long-term in-
centives from patent protection.  

There is agreement in the panel that pol-
icy reform is needed to secure equality in 
health but as the debate shows, this is 
not an easy task. Developing countries 
are disadvantaged as they are unable to 
unite and fight the dominance of devel-
oped countries in international coopera-
tion and lack access to markets. This is 
the political reality and a much larger 
problem than IPRs. Both the public and 



 

the private sector are needed in the solu-
tions, and we have to take the economic 
incentives for private actors into ac-
count. Solutions also have to be very 
flexible as innovation sometimes hap-
pens in an unexpected way because 
there are new opportunities. 

The topic of Covid-19 vaccines and 
global health inequality is very useful for 
discussing the strange nature of intangi-
bles and raising interesting issues on 
how national policies and the interna-
tional community can work with this. 
There is no clear conclusion, though, we 
need to think about this much more cre-
atively and to reflect more on the nu-
ances and keep discussing, in the context 
of GLOBALINTO and elsewhere. 
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About the GLOBALINTO project 

GLOBALINTO aims to develop and re-
fine measures of intangibles at the micro 
level and amongst others as part of 
global value chains at the macro level 
and to use these measures to analyse the 
causes of the productivity slowdown and 
how productivity growth can be im-
proved. We will work in co-operation 
with the National Statistical institutes 
towards the goal of integrating improved 
statistics into sustained, official statisti-
cal production. This will also ensure that 
the development of new methods to 
measure intangibles are promptly avail-
able in innovation design and growth 
promoting policies. 

This work will utilize a wide range of 
data sources (including data on firm ac-
tivities, R&D and innovation, ICT, em-
ployee occupations and education, in-
put-outputs, and primary data collection 
from a pilot intangibles survey) to meas-
ure intangibles in both the private and 
public sector. Taking into account the 
difficulties in measuring intangibles at 
the micro level based on existing data, 
GLOBALINTO will also develop and 
conduct a survey of intangible invest-
ments and digitalisation under Covid-
19, with the goal of improving parame-
ters used in measurement of intangibles. 

The Globalinto project for 2019-2022 is 
financed by the European Commis-
sion’s Horizon 2020 programme. Part-
ners are the University of Vaasa (coor-
dinating institute, Finland), Aarhus 
University (AU), University of Ham-
burg, Paris-Saclay University, Statistics 
Norway, National Technical University 
of Athens (NTUA), University of 
Ljubljana, University of Manchester.  



 

More information on the research re-
lated to this policy brief can be found on 
the project website, www.Globalinto.eu 
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