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Abstract 
The growing economic importance of intangible resources has intensified debate over whether 
existing accounting standards, particularly IAS 38, provide decision-useful information to capital 
market users. While much of this debate concerns whether more intangible assets should be 
recognised in the balance sheet, less is known about how sophisticated users actually interpret and 
incorporate intangible-related accounting information in valuation practice. This study addresses this 
issue by examining how Nordic sell-side equity analysts evaluate and use intangible-related 
accounting information, and what their practices reveal about the conditions under which such 
information becomes decision-useful.​
​ Based on eight semi-structured interviews, the study draws on Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) 
framework of users’ institutional logic to analyse the dimensions through which analysts evaluate the 
decision-usefulness of intangible-related accounting information. The findings show that analysts do 
not primarily use intangible-related accounting information as formally reported balance sheet 
amounts. Instead, they translate such information into forward-looking valuation categories, including 
cash flow, reinvestment needs, return on capital, acquisition capacity, and management credibility. 
Recognised intangible assets are rarely analysed as standalone values, while reported accounting 
numbers are often adjusted before being incorporated into valuation work, particularly in relation to 
amortisation of acquired intangible assets and goodwill. The findings further show that concerns about 
management credibility and reporting incentives have a pervasive effect on analysts’ assessments, 
shaping how they evaluate the decision-usefulness of intangible-related accounting information.​
​ The study contributes to the literature on intangible asset reporting in two ways. First, it 
extends Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) framework by showing that decision-usefulness is shaped by 
the interaction between dimensions rather than by any single dimension in isolation. Second, it shows 
that the central issue is not only a recognition gap, but a translation gap between information 
produced through accounting standards and the form in which that information becomes usable in 
analysts’ valuation work. This suggests that reforms to IAS 38 should not be evaluated solely in terms 
of broader recognition, but also in terms of whether intangible-related accounting information can be 
interpreted, trusted, compared, adjusted, and incorporated into users’ decision processes. 
 
Keywords: intangible assets; IAS 38; sell-side equity analysts; decision-usefulness; financial 
reporting; accounting information 
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1. Introduction 

For decades, financial reporting has provided regulated accounting information to reflect a firm’s 
financial position and performance. Standard setters have provided a framework for firms to recognise 
resources as assets, ensuring that financial information remains relevant for decision-making and 
provides a faithful representation of economic reality (IASB, 2018). Despite the growing importance 
of intangible resources for firm growth and value creation (Haskel & Westlake, 2018), many of these 
resources remain unrecognised as assets within the traditional accounting framework. In response to 
these concerns, the IASB launched a review project on IAS 38 Intangible Assets in 2024. The project 
aims to improve the usefulness of information provided about such items in financial statements and 
to update the standard to better reflect newer types of intangible assets (IFRS Foundation, 2025).​
​ In this context, understanding the consequences of different accounting solutions for 
intangible assets requires attention to multiple perspectives, as the debate often revolves around 
trade-offs between capitalisation and expensing. Lev and Gu (2016) argue that the limited recognition 
of increasingly important intangible resources has contributed to a widening gap between book values 
and market values, raising concerns about the declining usefulness of accounting information. 
Furthermore, Lev (2018) argues that financial reporting has lost its relevance due to a misalignment 
with the traditional matching principle. While related revenues and costs should ideally be recognised 
in the same period to reflect their economic connection, current standards require firms to expense 
most investments in intangible resources immediately, despite their potential to generate future 
revenue. Lev (2019) maintains that the current accounting framework results in many value-creating 
intangible assets remaining off-balance sheet, and he calls for reforms that would allow capitalisation 
to better reflect these resources in financial reporting.  

On the other hand, Skinner (2008) and Penman (2009) argue that recognising more intangible 
assets risks undermining the stewardship role of accounting and introducing speculation and 
subjectivity into reported asset values. This concern has been further developed in more recent work, 
which argues that uncertainty is central to the accounting treatment of intangible assets because it 
affects both balance sheet recognition and income statement matching, making the issue one of 
accounting design rather than a simple choice between capitalisation and expensing (Barker et al., 
2020; Barker et al., 2022; Penman, 2023).  

 In this sense, the debate is not only about whether current reporting is deficient, but also 
about what kind of reporting would actually improve decision-usefulness. This shifts attention from 
accounting treatment in itself to how users interpret, adjust, and rely on intangible-related accounting 
information in practice. The lack of consensus also extends beyond academia, as Appleton et al. 
(2023) document substantial diversity in views among national standard setters regarding how 
intangible assets should be reflected in financial reporting. Furthermore, recent evidence suggests 
widespread dissatisfaction among users regarding the accounting for intangible assets (Peters & 
Winters, 2025; Zambon et al., 2023; Zambon et al., 2025). Thus, any effort to improve intangible 
reporting requires closer attention to how users actually interpret and use accounting information in 
practice. Prior research suggests that standard setters often rely on constructed understandings of 
users’ needs (Young, 2006), and that a disconnect may arise between standard setters’ assumptions 
about useful information and how users actually assess and use accounting information, both in 
financial reporting more broadly (Georgiou, 2018) and in the IAS 38 context specifically (Mazzi et 

1 



 

al., 2022).​
​ Given this tension between standard setters and users, we focus on financial analysts, who are 
particularly relevant as sophisticated users of accounting information and have long been recognised 
as an important user group in accounting research (Bradshaw, 2011; Brown et al., 2015; Healy & 
Palepu, 2001; Schipper, 1991). This focus also addresses a gap in the literature, as research explicitly 
calls for more studies examining whether and how financial analysts process information about 
intangible assets (Jeny & Moldovan, 2022). To contribute to the literature and the ongoing debate 
concerning the revision of IAS 38, this study examines how sell-side equity analysts engage with 
accounting information on intangible assets in practice. More specifically, we use semi-structured 
interviews to explore how they use and integrate such information into their professional 
decision-making processes. To analyse these practices, we draw on Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) 
framework of users’ institutional logic, which enables us to interpret the underlying dimensions 
through which analysts assess the decision-usefulness of accounting information. By applying the 
framework to intangible assets, the study also responds to Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) call for 
further research that applies and refines their framework in other standard-setting contexts. 
Accordingly, the purpose of this study is to examine the gap between intangible-related accounting 
information as produced through formal accounting standards and the form in which such information 
becomes decision-useful in analysts’ practices. To fulfil this purpose, the following research question 
is formulated: 

-​ How do sell-side equity analysts interpret and incorporate intangible-related accounting 
information in their valuation practices, and what do these practices reveal about the 
conditions under which such information becomes decision-useful? 

2. Literature review 
This literature review outlines the theoretical foundation of the study. It first reviews prior research on 
analyst information processing and shows why intangible-related accounting information presents 
particular challenges in this context, thereby motivating the study’s focus on the gap between 
information produced under formal accounting standards and the form in which such information 
becomes usable in analysts’ valuation practices. It then presents Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) 
framework of users’ institutional logic regarding accounting information, which informs both the 
methodological design of the study and the theoretical interpretation of the findings. 

2.1 Analyst information processing and challenges in intangible asset reporting 

A central objective of financial reporting in capital markets is to reduce information asymmetry and 
facilitate information processing (Healy & Palepu, 2001). Within this setting, analysts play a critical 
role by acting as information intermediaries between firms and investors, collecting, interpreting, and 
packaging information into decision-useful outputs (Bradshaw, 2011). At the same time, markets 
cannot be perfectly informationally efficient because acquiring and processing information is costly; 
otherwise, there would be no incentives to become informed (Grossman & Stiglitz, 1980). Consistent 
with this view, Easley and O’Hara (2004) show that required returns are affected by the properties of 
information, specifically whether it is public or private. Prior studies indicate that analysts combine 
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public data with privately acquired information, for instance through interactions with corporate 
management (e.g., Brown et al., 2015). Guay et al. (2016) further show that when financial statements 
become more complex and harder to process, firms tend to increase voluntary disclosures to mitigate 
the associated deterioration in the information environment. Related to this, Beyer et al. (2010) show 
that a large share of accounting-related information reflected in market prices is associated with 
voluntary management guidance and analyst forecasts, while mandatory disclosures explain a much 
smaller share. Collectively, these studies suggest that analysts do not merely receive accounting 
information, but actively process and transform it for use in practice while facing meaningful 
information-processing costs when bridging information asymmetries (Blankespoor et al., 2020). 

This challenge becomes particularly pronounced in relation to intangible assets, because they 
are often key value drivers (Lev, 2001) yet simultaneously associated with high information 
complexity (Gu & Wang, 2005) and difficult to observe, measure, and compare, which can create 
friction in analysts’ information processing. Reflecting this more demanding information 
environment, analyst effort is higher in firms with greater intangible exposure and analyst coverage is 
higher among firms with relatively greater levels of intangible assets (Barth et al., 2001). This friction 
is further reflected in evidence that higher levels of reported balance-sheet intangible assets are 
associated with greater analyst herding (Segara et al., 2023). Furthermore, research shows that firms 
with higher levels of intangible assets are more likely to emphasise alternative disclosure channels 
(Gelb, 2002) and exhibit lower analyst consensus (Barron et al., 2002), indicating a greater private 
information component. More broadly, the growing share of intangible-intensive firms has been 
associated with weaker matching and lower earnings relevance over time (Srivastava, 2014), while 
more recent evidence suggests that the value relevance of accounting information has not disappeared 
but rather evolved beyond traditional earnings toward a broader set of accounting-related items, 
particularly those related to intangible assets, growth opportunities, and alternative performance 
measures (Barth et al., 2023). Related evidence further suggests that capitalising internally generated 
intangible assets can improve matching, increase earnings persistence, reduce earnings volatility, and 
strengthen the usefulness of earnings for investment decisions (Rajgopal et al., 2025).​
​ A further complication is that research on accounting standard setting suggests not only that 
actual users often participate only to a limited extent in standard-setting processes (Durocher et al., 
2007), but also that users’ information needs and decision processes are frequently assumed rather 
than empirically examined (Young, 2006). Georgiou (2018) describes a dissonance whereby standard 
setters tend to emphasise the valuation role of fair value, while users emphasise underlying 
performance and perceive fair values as subject to management manipulation and therefore adjust 
reported numbers in their assessments. In the context of IAS 38, this misalignment appears as a 
dissonant translation, where the standard’s intentions do not always match how users perceive the 
signal value and reliability of the resulting accounting information (Mazzi et al., 2022). Prior evidence 
indicates that views on intangible reporting vary systematically across stakeholder groups and that 
users frequently complement financial statements with alternative information sources (Cascino et al., 
2016; Zambon et al., 2025), further underscoring the importance of understanding users’ actual 
information needs and what makes accounting information decision-useful to them. 
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2.2 Users’ institutional logic as a framework for analysing decision-usefulness 

To investigate the potential gap between the information on intangible assets produced through formal 
accounting standards and the information actually consumed by analysts, we draw on Durocher and 
Fortin’s (2021) framework of users’ institutional logic. Durocher and Fortin (2021) build on 
institutional logics theory, where logics are understood as beliefs, assumptions, values, and rules that 
shape how actors interpret and evaluate social reality. Applied to financial reporting and based on 
their analysis of analysts’ comment letters in the lease accounting context, they define financial 
statement users’ institutional logic as users’ expressed fundamental views and beliefs about 
accounting information. We adopt this understanding and apply it to sell-side analysts’ engagement 
with intangible-related accounting information. This allows us to examine not only what information 
analysts use, but also the logic through which they determine whether such information is 
decision-useful. The framework is particularly well suited to our purpose because it shifts attention 
from the standard setter’s representation of accounting information to the user’s own evaluative logic. 
Durocher and Fortin (2021) identify ten dimensions through which users assess the 
decision-usefulness of accounting information: economics and substance, due process, measurement, 
readiness and relevance for use, conceptual foundations, clarity, presentation and disclosure, 
cost-benefit issues, comparability and consistency, and financial statement manipulation. However, 
for the purposes of this study, not all ten dimensions are equally central. While all ten dimensions are 
conceptually relevant, this study focuses on six of them, which are displayed below. These six 
dimensions were selected because they both resonate with the qualitative characteristics of useful 
financial information outlined in the IASB Conceptual Framework (IFRS Foundation, 2018) and align 
with the study’s purpose of examining the conditions under which intangible-related accounting 
information becomes decision-useful in analysts’ valuation practices.  

The economics and substance dimension captures users’ preference for accounting 
information that reflects the underlying economics and substance of transactions, including “real” 
assets and liabilities and faithful representation of performance and risk. Cascino et al. (2016) report 
that users tend to view income statement items as more relevant and more faithfully represented than 
balance sheet items, and they express scepticism about more subjective balance sheet figures such as 
intangible assets. Gu et al. (2023) further suggest that reported performance can be materially 
influenced by the accounting treatment of intangible investments, as the immediate expensing of 
internally generated intangibles may cause reported earnings and losses to reflect accounting 
treatment rather than underlying business performance.  

The readiness and relevance for use dimension emphasise users’ demand for information that 
is ready to use in analysis with minimal adjustments, and their tendency to prefer recognition over 
disclosure given their reliance on databases and standardised metrics. Bradshaw and Sloan (2002) 
document a growing shift from GAAP to “street earnings”, typically excluding selected charges, that 
increasingly drives market reactions and is emphasised in firms’ communications, and Barker and 
Imam (2008) similarly report that sell-side analysts routinely adjust reported earnings to core 
measures and combine accounting with non-accounting information, implying that reported numbers 
are often not sufficiently ready to use without further adjustments.  

The presentation and disclosure dimension highlight that users care about how items are 
presented and explained, using disclosures to understand assumptions, disaggregate figures, and make 
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their own analytical adjustments. Consistent with this, Hope (2003) shows that more extensive 
disclosure and stronger enforcement of accounting standards are associated with higher analyst 
forecast accuracy, while Hirshleifer and Teoh (2003) argue that users’ limited attention and processing 
capacity make salience and placement important for how information is incorporated. More 
specifically, Merkley (2014) finds that narrative research and development (R&D) disclosure 
supplements the financial statements and is associated with higher analyst forecast accuracy, lower 
forecast dispersion, and lower information asymmetry. Similarly, Kim and Nikolaev (2024) show that 
the contextualisation of accounting numbers makes them more informative in shaping analysts’ 
beliefs, especially when the underlying numeric data are less reliable. In an IAS 38 context, Chen et 
al. (2017) further show that the capitalisation of development costs under IFRS is associated with 
more forward-looking voluntary R&D disclosure, and that this disclosure is value-relevant beyond the 
recognised asset itself. Anderson et al. (2025) further show that classification itself can shape 
professional users’ interpretations, particularly in the case of intangible assets, where the grouping of 
items within financial statement categories may affect perceptions of both the category and other 
assets within it.​
​ The measurement dimension highlights that users care about how numbers are constructed 
and therefore scrutinise assumptions, inputs, and estimation uncertainty behind reported amounts. 
Consistent with this, Gassen and Schwedler (2010) find that users view mark-to-market fair values as 
more decision-useful than mark-to-model fair values, a distinction that is particularly relevant for 
intangible assets where measurement is often model-based and depends on unobservable inputs and 
assumptions. Similarly, Georgiou et al. (2021) show that equity analysts often find fair values difficult 
to interpret and reproduce, especially when they rely on unobservable inputs, making their usefulness 
highly dependent on accompanying disclosures and verification. 

The comparability and consistency dimension reflect users’ strong preference for standards 
that enable comparisons across firms and over time, and that promote consistent and symmetric 
reporting for similar transactions. Comparability can be facilitated when firms apply a common set of 
accounting standards with consistent recognition and measurement requirements, but Barth (2013) 
emphasises that such uniformity is not sufficient to ensure comparability in practice because 
comparability also depends on how the standards are applied. Both empirical evidence (Ibrahim et al., 
2025) and user feedback (Peters & Winters, 2025) suggest that current intangible reporting still 
delivers weak comparability across firms, especially between those that build intangible assets 
internally and those that acquire them through business combinations. Furthermore, Durocher and 
Gendron (2011) show that sophisticated users often acknowledge comparability problems after IFRS 
adoption, yet tend to rationalise these gaps in ways that preserve the comparability ideal rather than 
fundamentally challenging it. 

The financial statement manipulation dimension captures users’ concern that standards should 
limit discretion and reduce opportunities for biased reporting through transaction structuring or 
accounting choices. Healy and Wahlen (1999) argue that while financial reporting requires managerial 
judgment to communicate underlying performance, such judgment also creates opportunities for 
earnings management when reporting methods, estimates, or disclosures no longer faithfully reflect 
the firm’s underlying economics. Related to this, Dichev et al. (2013) report CFO survey evidence that 
earnings management is used for opportunistic reporting and can distort perceptions of underlying 
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performance, while Yu (2008) finds evidence consistent with higher analyst coverage being associated 
with less earnings management, suggesting that external scrutiny can constrain such behaviour. 
Similarly, McVay (2006) shows that managers can opportunistically shift recurring expenses from 
core expenses to special items in order to overstate core earnings without affecting bottom-line 
earnings. In the context of intangible assets, Dinh et al. (2016) further show that discretionary R&D 
capitalisation under IFRS can serve either as a signal of future economic benefits or as opportunistic 
earnings management, with benchmark-beating incentives strongly associated with both the decision 
to capitalise and the amount capitalised. ​
​ Taken together, these six dimensions are understood in this study as an interpretive lens rather 
than as a fixed coding scheme or a checklist of independent criteria. The framework is used to make 
sense of the conditions under which intangible-related accounting information becomes 
decision-useful in practice, while allowing for the possibility that several dimensions may be relevant 
to the same analytical situation. Decision-usefulness is not treated as a property that any single 
dimension can establish on its own, but as something that may emerge from how different dimensions 
relate to one another in users’ practical engagement with accounting information. This understanding 
shapes how the framework is applied in the analysis that follows. 

3. Method 

This section presents the methodological foundation of the study. It describes the qualitative and 
abductive research approach, the design of the empirical investigation, the sampling of respondents, 
and the procedures used for data collection and analysis. The section also addresses ethical 
considerations and the measures taken to ensure the trustworthiness of the study. 

3.1 Research approach 

This study adopts a qualitative research approach to examine how sell-side equity analysts interpret, 
evaluate, and use intangible-related accounting information in their professional practice. A 
qualitative approach was considered appropriate because the study seeks to develop a deeper 
understanding of how analysts work with such information in practice, rather than to measure or 
quantify predefined variables (McGrath et al., 2019; Tomaszewski et al., 2020). Consistent with this 
research orientation, the study follows an abductive approach, involving an iterative movement 
between empirical observations and theoretical interpretation. Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) 
framework of users’ institutional logic, which captures users’ fundamental views about accounting 
information, serves as a theoretical lens and informs the construction of the interview guide, the 
development of themes, and the subsequent analysis. Prior literature highlights a limited 
understanding of how financial analysts process and use information on intangible assets in practice 
(Jeny & Moldovan, 2022). This gap motivates an exploratory research design focused on analysts’ 
actual practices rather than prescribed accounting treatments. The study is also particularly relevant in 
the context of ongoing discussions about the revision of IAS 38, where a deeper understanding of 
users’ information needs and practices is essential. 
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3.2 Research design 

This study is based on eight semi-structured interviews with sell-side equity analysts. Semi-structured 
interviews were chosen because they offer a balance between consistency and flexibility, enabling 
in-depth exploration of participants’ perspectives while maintaining sufficient comparability across 
interviews (Kvale, 2007). Given the study’s focus on how analysts interpret, evaluate, and use 
intangible-related accounting information, this design was considered well suited to capturing their 
reasoning and practical engagement in this context. The interviews were conducted by both authors 
via Zoom between 27 February and 27 March 2026. Each interview lasted approximately 25–40 
minutes and was recorded and transcribed with participants’ consent. As all respondents were native 
Swedish speakers, the interviews were conducted in Swedish to allow for more precise and nuanced 
responses, and all coding and analysis were subsequently carried out using the original Swedish 
transcripts. For reporting purposes, quotations presented in the findings and analysis section were 
translated from Swedish into English. To ensure consistency and accuracy of meaning, each author 
independently reviewed the translated quotations before comparing and refining them, in line with 
recommendations by Yunus et al. (2022). Google Translate was used as a tool in the translation 
process, after which the translations were manually reviewed and refined by the authors. This is 
consistent with recent discussions of machine translation as a useful but limited aid that requires 
human revision to ensure grammatical accuracy and naturalness (Syahadah & Kembaren, 2024). The 
overall research design is presented in Figure 1, which provides a visual overview of how the 
interview guide, data preparation, and thematic analysis were informed by six dimensions from 
Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) framework of users’ institutional logic. 

Figure 1. Overview of the research design. 

 
Note. The figure shows how the six dimensions of Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) framework informed the research design.​
* Stage 1b is adapted from Hayes’ (2025) “Thematic Coding” stage and renamed “Cluster exploration” to avoid confusion 
with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) formal coding phase. 

An interview guide was used to provide structure and consistency across the interviews, while 
still allowing flexibility for follow-up questions that could explore respondents’ answers in greater 
depth. The six focused dimensions of Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) framework of users’ institutional 
logic guided the development of the interview guide by informing open-ended questions about 
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analysts’ general valuation process, their use of financial statements, their adjustments to reported 
accounting numbers, their reliance on qualitative information, and their assessment of intangible 
assets (see Appendix A). By utilising open-ended questions, we maintained an open approach, 
allowing respondents to express their views in their own terms. Although the interview guide was 
structured around six predefined dimensions, we remained open to the possibility that other 
dimensions of the framework, beyond those initially emphasised, could emerge from respondents’ 
responses. During the interviews, one author typically initiated the questioning,  while both authors 
actively participated as the interviews progressed by asking follow-up questions and probing 
emerging insights. The purpose was not to ask respondents directly about the framework’s 
dimensions, but to recast the selected dimensions into open-ended interview questions capable of 
eliciting empirically grounded descriptions of analysts’ practices that were directly relevant to the 
research question. ​
​ Before proceeding to the thematic analysis, the transcripts were manually checked against the 
recordings to ensure a high level of accuracy. Each author reviewed the transcripts to correct any 
transcription errors. All names of analysts, employers, and the firms covered by the respondents were 
removed to ensure anonymity and reduce the risk of potentially sensitive information being disclosed 
to any external party.​
​ Following the interviews and the subsequent preparation of the transcripts, we employed 
thematic analysis to identify and interpret recurring patterns across the empirical material from our 
eight interviews. This thematic analysis followed the approach outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006): 
(1) familiarising ourselves with the data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4) 
reviewing the themes, (5) defining and naming the themes, and (6) producing the report. The analysis 
focused primarily on the explicit semantic content of respondents’ descriptions of their analytical 
practices and use of accounting information. At the same time, the broader analytical process was 
abductive, in that it involved an iterative movement between data-driven exploration and theoretical 
interpretation. Theoretical reflection in relation to Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) framework was 
introduced during phase (1), but became more explicit in phases (4)–(6), when the developing themes 
were refined and interpreted in relation to their framework of users’ institutional logic. 

In this study, phase (1) familiarising ourselves with the data was supported by large language 
model (LLM) tools. Although some research rejects the use of LLMs in qualitative research (Jowsey 
et al., 2025), we considered them useful in the exploratory familiarisation phase, as recent research 
suggests that LLMs can enable researchers to interact with textual material and explore emerging 
patterns in a more dynamic way (Hayes, 2025; Jiang et al., 2021; Schroeder et al., 2025). To structure 
phase (1) more explicitly, we divided familiarisation into substages (1a)–(1e), adapting the stages 
proposed by Hayes (2025). Each substage involved a separate prompt applied across the LLMs (see 
Appendix B). 

Substage (1a) basic orientation. The aim of the first substage was to become familiar with the 
data by developing an overall understanding of the content across the interviews. All transcripts were 
uploaded in their original language to the LLMs using the same prompts. The LLMs used were 
NotebookLM, ChatGPT, and Google Gemini. NotebookLM was especially useful for exploring the 
empirical material because it could generate visualisations, such as mind maps of the material without 
additional prompting. ​
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​ Substage (1b) cluster exploration. The aim of the second substage was to deepen our 
familiarisation with the data by exploring recurring topics and developing exploratory clusters 
grounded in the empirical material. This substage also involved the generation of a proposed 
codebook to better understand the possible structure of the empirical material. However, this proposed 
codebook was not directly applied in the later coding, but formed part of the broader set of 
exploratory outputs that informed the manual coding conducted in the subsequent manual coding 
phases.​
​ Substage (1c) comparative analysis. The aim of the third substage was to further familiarise 
ourselves with the data by comparing how respondents with different professional experience and 
sector coverage described analytical practices related to using intangible-related accounting 
information. By prompting the LLMs to compare patterns across the empirical material, we were able 
to identify some sector variation, whereas professional experience did not appear to be associated with 
any clear patterns.​
​ Substage (1d) relating theory to the data. The aim of the fourth substage was to become 
familiar with how the empirical material could be connected to and interpreted through the 
dimensions of Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) theoretical framework. At this stage, the dimensions were 
included in the prompts used in each of the LLMs. This served as an “intellectual catalyst” (Hayes, 
2025), helping us reflect on how the empirical material could be understood in relation to the 
framework’s dimensions. However, because coding and theme development had not yet begun, this 
theoretical reflection remained exploratory and reflexive at this stage rather than being formally 
operationalised.​
​ Substage (1e) internal dynamics and outlier analysis. The aim of the final substage was to 
familiarise ourselves with tensions, contradictions, and outlier positions in how respondents described 
their use and interpretation of intangible-related accounting information. Using the LLMs, we 
explored discrepancies between respondents’ stated views on accounting information and their 
described analytical practices, while also identifying outlier cases and internal contradictions in the 
empirical material.​
​ Across substages (1a)–(1e), the LLM-supported familiarisation helped us develop an initial 
orientation to recurring patterns in how respondents described their use of intangible-related 
accounting information. The LLMs’ outputs were not treated as themes in Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 
formal sense, but as exploratory clusters and points of orientation that informed the subsequent 
manual analysis. The detailed coding, category development, and theme construction were conducted 
manually in NVivo during phases (2)–(5). After completing substages (1a)–(1e), which together 
structured Braun and Clarke’s (2006) initial phase of (1) familiarising ourselves with the data, we 
proceeded to the next phases of the thematic analysis, (2) generating initial codes and (3) searching 
for themes in the transcripts. These two phases were conducted in NVivo, a widely used software 
package for qualitative data analysis that enables the systematic organisation of codes. One author 
conducted the initial coding in NVivo, after which both authors worked iteratively with the interview 
transcripts to review, discuss, and refine the emerging codes. As the coding progressed, related codes 
were grouped into broader categories, and these categories were then used to develop potential 
themes. In developing the candidate themes, we combined insights from the manual coding and 
category development with the exploratory outputs from the LLM-supported cluster exploration in 
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substage (1b). This process resulted in five candidate themes: analysts’ information process, analysts’ 
valuation work, analysts’ use of intangible-related accounting information, adjustment practices 
related to intangible assets, and conditions shaping the decision-usefulness of intangible-related 
accounting information. ​
​ In phase (4) reviewing the themes, the categories from the manual coding process and the five 
candidate themes were revisited in relation to both the interview transcripts and Durocher and Fortin’s 
(2021) framework. This phase involved assessing whether the candidate themes coherently captured 
the empirical patterns identified in the transcripts and whether the underlying categories could be 
meaningfully interpreted through the framework’s dimensions. The authors also revisited the 
exploratory reflections generated in substage (1d) as a supplementary source of analytical inspiration, 
while the formal refinement of themes remained grounded in the interview transcripts and the authors’ 
analytical judgement. During this review, the first two candidate themes—analysts’ information 
process and analysts’ valuation work—were merged because they captured closely related aspects of 
analysts’ broader analytical process. This process resulted in four revised themes, which were 
subsequently defined and named in phase (5).​
​ In phase (5), defining and naming the themes, the final four themes were defined and named. 
Each theme consisted of underlying categories that captured more granular patterns within the 
empirical material, resulting in 15 categories distributed across four themes, as shown in Table 1. The 
first theme, the analytical process, captures how analysts approach their valuation work overall, 
including information gathering, communication with management, and the structure of their 
analytical focus. The second theme, analysts’ use of intangible-related accounting information, 
captures analysts’ limited direct use of recognised intangible assets, their indirect use of 
intangible-related information through business-model and valuation categories, and their 
consideration of unrecognised intangible resources. The third theme, adjustment practices related to 
intangible assets, captures how analysts adjust reported accounting numbers before incorporating 
them into valuation work, including adjustments related to acquired intangible assets, goodwill, 
purchase price allocation, and traceability problems following IFRS 16 implementation. The fourth 
theme, conditions shaping the decision-usefulness of intangible-related accounting information, 
captures the conditions under which intangible-related accounting information becomes usable in 
practice, including measurement uncertainty and reliability, comparability concerns, presentation and 
interpretability, and credibility in management and reporting. The interpretive mapping to Durocher 
and Fortin’s (2021) framework was conducted at the level of the underlying categories rather than at 
the level of the themes themselves, since the categories were sufficiently specific to be related to 
particular dimensions of decision-usefulness, whereas the themes provided the broader analytical 
structure within which those mappings were situated.​
​ In phase (6), producing the report, the findings and analysis were written up as a structured 
analytical account of the patterns identified in the data. The four themes and their underlying 
categories also provided the structure for the findings and analysis, while the selected quotations were 
used to support and illustrate the analytical patterns identified in the interview material. The findings 
were then interpreted through Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) six dimensions as a theoretical lens for 
understanding the decision-usefulness of intangible-related accounting information in analysts’ 
valuation work. 
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Table 1. Themes, underlying categories, and coded references per analyst in NVivo. 

 
Note. This table summarises the final coding structure and shows the number of coded references for each underlying 
category across the eight analysts. Coded references refer to the number of text segments coded in NVivo and should not be 
interpreted as a direct measure of the relative importance of each theme or category. 

3.3 Sampling and respondents 
We used a purposive sampling strategy, with elements of snowball sampling. The aim was not 
statistical representativeness, but analytical depth and relevance to the research question. Initially, we 
contacted twenty analysts at major Nordic investment banks and brokerage firms by email using a 
standardised recruitment message (see Appendix C), but only eleven responded. Of the eleven initial 
respondents, three did not follow up after their first reply, resulting in a final sample of eight analysts. 
Prior to conducting the interviews, we ensured that each respondent covered firms with significant 
intangible assets by reviewing publicly available online information on the firms they covered, 
thereby strengthening the empirical relevance of the sample to the study’s focus on intangible-related 
accounting information. Since participation was voluntary, the sample may overrepresent analysts 
with a particular interest in accounting issues or intangible assets. The Nordic setting was chosen 
because it provides a suitable empirical context for this study, since the firms covered by the analysts 
operate under a common IFRS framework, including IAS 38. This ensured that the respondents 
worked within broadly similar accounting standards when analysing intangible assets, allowing for 
more consistent interpretation across cases. Furthermore, the Nordic setting is particularly relevant 
because countries such as Sweden exhibit some of the highest levels of intangible investment intensity 
globally (WIPO, 2025).​
​ Sell-side equity analysts were selected as the primary respondents because they represent 
sophisticated users of financial reporting who are directly engaged in firm valuation and investment 
decision-making and play a key role as information intermediaries in capital markets. This 
intermediary role aligns closely with the objective of the IASB to provide decision-useful information 
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to investors, making equity analysts a particularly relevant lens through which to examine the 
potential gap between reported accounting information and its use in practice. Compared to other user 
groups, such as credit analysts, whose primary focus may lie on downside risk and repayment 
capacity, equity analysts are explicitly concerned with assessing future earnings potential and value 
creation. This makes them particularly relevant for our setting, where intangible assets are central 
drivers of firm value but may be only partially recognised in financial statements. Furthermore, their 
work requires them to actively supplement reported accounting numbers with alternative information 
sources to form forward-looking valuation judgements. The final sample consists of eight analysts 
with varying levels of experience and sector coverage, providing insights into the thought processes 
and practical methods used when analysing intangible assets across different industries. The 
respondents represented both major Nordic investment banks and independent brokerage firms. Their 
professional experience ranged from two to more than ten years, and the sample included analysts 
covering sectors such as technology, industrials, and construction (see Appendix D). 

3.4 Ethical considerations 
This study was conducted in accordance with established principles of research ethics and data 
protection. Prior to each interview, participants were informed about the background and purpose of 
the study. Verbal consent was obtained from all respondents, including explicit permission to record 
and transcribe the interviews for analytical purposes. Following data collection, all interviews were 
transcribed in full. The authors then manually reviewed each transcript to ensure thorough 
anonymisation. This process involved removing any identifying information, including the names of 
analysts, employers, and the firms they covered. As a result, the remaining data contained only limited 
contextual information, such as years of professional experience and sector coverage, which could not 
reasonably be used to identify individual participants. A follow-up email was sent to participants to 
explain the processing of anonymised transcripts, including the use of LLMs, and to offer them the 
opportunity to review quoted material or withdraw their data from the study (see Appendix E). No 
participants chose to withdraw.​
​ Before processing the data using LLMs, we took additional precautions to protect 
participants’ confidentiality. As the LLMs used in this study (ChatGPT, Google Gemini, and 
NotebookLM) were provided by organisations based outside the European Economic Area (EEA), the 
processing of anonymised transcripts involved a potential transfer of data to third countries. This risk 
was mitigated in three stages. First, strict anonymisation procedures were applied prior to upload. 
Second, prior to uploading any transcripts, all data retention and model training settings were disabled 
for ChatGPT and Google Gemini on 2 April 2026. NotebookLM did not use uploaded data for model 
training by default (Google, n.d.). Third, all prompts and outputs were deleted to ensure that no 
transcripts or related information remained on any external platform. The uploaded materials were 
removed on 27 April 2026, after we had completed the analysis. Personal data were handled in 
accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), with informed consent (Article 
6(1)(a)) as the lawful basis for processing. The study does not fall under the Swedish Ethical Review 
Act (SFS 2003:460), but was conducted in line with the Swedish Research Council’s guidelines for 
good research practice (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017) and the University of Gothenburg’s ethical standards. 
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3.5 Trustworthiness 
To ensure the quality and rigour of the study, we drew on the framework of trustworthiness proposed 
by Lincoln and Guba (1985), which encompasses credibility, transferability, dependability, and 
confirmability.  

Credibility was addressed through several measures. First, the analysis was based on eight 
semi-structured interviews with sell-side equity analysts, allowing for in-depth insights into 
professional practices. Both authors were actively involved in the coding process. One author 
conducted the initial coding in NVivo, after which both authors iteratively reviewed and discussed the 
coding in relation to the interview transcripts until agreement was reached. This process reduced 
individual bias and strengthened the credibility of the findings. In addition, the LLM-supported 
familiarisation was used as a supplementary analytical resource to support exploration and reflexive 
comparison (Ahmed et al., 2025). Although multiple LLMs were used, these models were not treated 
as methodologically independent, as they rely on overlapping training data and similar underlying 
architectures (Hayes, 2025). To address these limitations, all LLM-generated outputs were critically 
evaluated against the original interview transcripts. The transcripts remained the primary source of 
analysis, and all analytical decisions were ultimately made by the researchers. 

Transferability was supported by detailing the Nordic empirical context and the respondents’ 
professional backgrounds. As all participants operated within an IFRS reporting environment, the 
findings may be transferable to similar contexts where analysts engage with intangible-related 
accounting information under comparable institutional settings.​
​ Dependability was supported through a transparent and systematic research process. All 
interviews were conducted using a semi-structured interview guide, supporting both consistency and 
flexibility across interviews. An audit trail was maintained throughout the study to document key 
methodological decisions, revisions to coding, the prompts and outputs generated during the 
LLM-supported familiarisation, and the development and refinement of categories and themes over 
time. In addition, both authors continuously recorded analytical notes to capture emerging reflections, 
interpretive considerations, and coding rationales, thereby strengthening the traceability and 
consistency of the analytical process. 

Confirmability was addressed by grounding all analytical decisions in the empirical material. 
The interview transcripts served as the primary source of analysis, and all coding decisions were 
traceable through the audit trail. Where differences in interpretation emerged between the authors, 
these were resolved through discussion and by revisiting the original transcripts. Furthermore, 
reflexivity was an important component of the analytical process. As master’s students in accounting 
at the University of Gothenburg and with prior exposure to literature structured around Durocher and 
Fortin’s (2021) framework, we were aware of the potential influence of pre-existing theoretical 
assumptions on data interpretation. Because the interview guide had already been informed by 
Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) framework, the empirical material was not entirely independent of 
theory. The use of LLMs was therefore intended to broaden analytical reflection and comparison, 
rather than to eliminate researcher bias or substitute for researcher judgement. At the same time, the 
models were not treated as neutral, since they carry their own biases derived from training data.​
​ Regarding sample adequacy, saturation was monitored iteratively throughout the interview 
process, consistent with established approaches (Guest et al., 2006). In this study, code saturation 
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appeared to occur around the sixth interview, as no new codes emerged beyond this point. Subsequent 
interviews primarily reinforced existing analytical patterns rather than introducing new categories. 
Following the distinction proposed by Hennink et al. (2017) between code saturation and meaning 
saturation, we do not claim full thematic or meaning saturation, as additional interviews may have 
generated further nuances and deeper interpretive insights. Nevertheless, the final sample of eight 
respondents was considered sufficient to identify recurring analytical practices relevant to the research 
objectives. 
 
4. Findings and analysis 

This section presents the empirical findings from eight semi-structured interviews with sell-side 
equity analysts. The first four sections are organised around the themes and underlying categories 
from the coding structure presented in Table 1. Since the underlying categories are analysed through 
six dimensions of Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) framework—economics and substance, readiness and 
relevance for use, presentation and disclosure, measurement, comparability and consistency, and 
financial statement manipulation—Table 2 shows how these categories were analytically connected to 
the framework’s dimensions. The final section synthesises these findings by showing how the 
dimensions interacted in practice and by discussing what this implies for understanding the gap 
between information produced by accounting standards and analysts’ practical use of 
intangible-related accounting information in the context of ongoing IAS 38 reform. 

Table 2. Themes, underlying categories, and connected framework dimensions. 

 
Note. This table summarises how the underlying categories were connected to the six dimensions of Durocher and Fortin’s 
(2021) framework used in the analysis. E&S = economics and substance; R&R = readiness and relevance for use; P&D = 
presentation and disclosure; M = measurement; C&C = comparability and consistency; FSM = financial statement 
manipulation.  
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4.1 The analytical process 

A first central finding is that analysts described their work as a gradual, iterative, and forward-looking 
process. All eight analysts described financial reporting as an important information source, but firm 
analysis also involved other inputs, including management interaction, market expectations, peer 
comparisons, and valuation models. The initial phase typically involves combining annual reports, 
investor presentations, industry information, management meetings, and model building to develop an 
understanding of the firm, its strategy, and its value creation. Analyst 1 emphasised that this 
understanding can take considerable time to build, while Analyst 2 described the process as involving 
both modelling and a continuous reassessment of what the firm has previously communicated and 
delivered. Analyst 5 described financial reporting as the most important source of information, mainly 
updated through quarterly reports, whereas Analyst 6 explained that financial information is often first 
obtained through third-party data providers and then supplemented with company reports when more 
detail is needed. More specifically, valuation was generally described as involving combinations of 
discounted cash flow models, peer multiples, historical multiples, and qualitative judgement. Analyst 
7 also described using an automatic risk premium model with around 60 qualitative and quantitative 
questions, including factors such as management experience and credibility, recurring revenue, 
competitive advantages, growth, net debt, and working capital.​
​ All eight analysts also described their work as oriented toward forward-looking valuation 
judgements. Analyst 5 described the work as focused more on future development than on historical 
performance, while Analyst 2 emphasised the importance of identifying what could differentiate the 
analyst’s view from the market’s view. Analyst 1 described the work as “a guessing game based on 
historical data, what management says, and some form of market data”, while Analyst 3 noted that 
market values depend on expectations. Analyst 2 explained that the work often concerns short-term 
triggers over the coming six to twelve months and emphasised the importance of identifying what is 
not already reflected in consensus, since information that everyone already knows is likely to be 
priced in. Analyst 5 described a related tension, stating that other analysts’ views are not necessarily 
known in detail, but that analysts often end up around consensus because they work with similar 
information. Analyst 8 explained that consensus is considered after the analyst has formed a valuation, 
not in order to copy competitors’ target prices, but to understand market expectations and potential 
market reactions. ​
​ At the same time, three analysts also pointed to limits in the information process, a concern 
that has also been highlighted in prior research on information-processing constraints and reporting 
complexity (Blankespoor et al., 2020; Guay et al., 2016; Hirshleifer & Teoh, 2003). Analyst 3 
emphasised the risk of disregarding available data when becoming too convinced of one’s own view, 
while also noting that increased regulation and reporting obligations have made banks’ financial 
reporting more difficult to understand and interpret. Analyst 2 noted that quarterly reports contain 
only limited information and that analysts can only handle a certain amount of information, while 
Analyst 5 described how AI and digital search tools have improved the ability to retrieve information 
from company reports and data. This suggests that new digital tools may help reduce some practical 
processing frictions, even if they do not eliminate the underlying limitations of the accounting 
information itself.​
​ Furthermore, across all interviews, management interaction through meetings or conference 
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calls was described as an important part of the analytical process, supplementing reported figures with 
a deeper understanding of the company’s strategy, value creation, capital allocation, and management 
quality. Analysts 7 and 8 described preparing questions and meeting management as part of 
developing a deeper understanding of the company. In acquisition-oriented contexts, such meetings 
may also involve questions about acquisition criteria, as described by Analyst 6, while Analyst 4 
stated that management’s own description of the company can sometimes be more valuable than 
relying only on reported numbers. This is consistent with Brown et al. (2015), who show that direct 
interaction with management forms an important part of analysts’ information-gathering process and 
is used to supplement reported figures with qualitative and interpretive insight. In addition, all eight 
analysts described management credibility as a central part of their analytical process, while four 
emphasised that credibility is built over time through historical communication and delivery against 
prior expectations. Analysts 1 and 2 noted that understanding management requires time and that 
track record affects trust, while Analyst 8 explained that firms that consistently deliver on their 
communication receive greater trust and that the market eventually ignores firms that repeatedly fail 
to meet communicated expectations. This also relates to the dimension of financial statement 
manipulation, as analysts’ emphasis on management credibility suggests that reported information 
was not simply taken at face value, but was also assessed in light of whether managerial incentives 
and discretion could affect how that information was produced and communicated. ​
​ This forward-looking analytical process also shaped how analysts used different parts of 
financial reporting in valuation work. Rather than relying on book values, analysts described valuation 
as oriented primarily toward earnings, cash flow, and future development. Analyst 2 stated that “no 
one looks at price-to-book in the firms I cover, and it is not discussed at all”. Analyst 5 similarly 
explained that book value is not used in valuation and that whether book value is higher or lower than 
market value is not a central focus. For Analyst 5, the difference between book value and market 
value is not necessarily a failure of accounting, since accounting is mostly backward-looking while 
market valuation is forward-looking. Instead, analysts’ recurring valuation focus was more closely 
tied to earnings and cash flow measures. Analyst 8 argued that in the capitalisation versus expensing 
debate, what ultimately matters is cash flow, and if intangible investments are capitalised, analysts 
simply need to adjust more in order to arrive at cash flow. Analyst 6 similarly emphasised that “in the 
end, the cash flow statement is what matters, and that is what people will ultimately focus on”. 
Echoing prior research (e.g., Barker et al., 2020; Barker et al., 2022; Penman, 2023), this suggests that 
the issue is not primarily whether intangible assets are capitalised or expensed, but whether the 
accounting treatment produces information that helps analysts assess future cash flows, performance, 
and uncertainty. 
​ Although the balance sheet was often described as less central than the income statement and 
cash flow statement, analysts also described specific contexts where balance sheet information 
becomes relevant. Analyst 7 stated that the main balance sheet items considered in the software sector 
are cash, interest-bearing debt, and working capital, while Analyst 5 explained that among industrials, 
the balance sheet is mainly used to assess capital employed, how much capital is tied up in generating 
cash flow, and what is required for growth. Balance sheet information was also described as relevant 
for acquisition-driven firms, where it can help analysts understand past capital allocation and future 
acquisition capacity. Analyst 2 emphasised the importance of analysing cash generation and 
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acquisition capacity for serial acquirers, focusing on whether the company can continue making 
acquisitions and generate enough cash internally to support its acquisition strategy. Additionally, 
Analyst 4 made a distinction between normal situations and problem situations, explaining that 
analysts may not need to look much at the balance sheet when there is no problem or distress, but that 
it receives much more attention if a company faces financial problems or if a specific accounting issue 
becomes important. 

4.2 Analysts’ use of intangible-related accounting information 

This selective use of the balance sheet in valuation work also shaped how analysts approached 
recognised intangible assets. A second central finding is that intangible assets rarely entered analysis 
as standalone recognised values. All interviewees stated explicitly that they spend little or no time 
analysing recognised intangible assets. Analyst 2 explained that “the number of times I go into an 
annual report, or for that matter a quarterly report, to look specifically at intangible assets is zero”. 
The same analyst stated that brands and similar intangible assets disclosed in the notes have no value 
for the analysis, although intangible assets may be included in the valuation model without being what 
drives value creation in practice. Analyst 8 similarly stated that very little time is spent on intangible 
assets, and Analyst 7 argued that analysing intangible assets in the balance sheet is entirely 
uninteresting in that analyst’s work. The analyst also argued that certain recognised intangible assets, 
such as software, may have limited standalone value if they are not used, cannot be sold, or have no 
active market. Analyst 1 similarly stated that intangible assets are not assigned a separate value of 
their own, although this may differ in patent-driven sectors such as biotech, where intangible assets 
may be more directly value relevant. This concern aligns closely with the dimension of economics and 
substance, since it questions whether the recognised intangible asset reflects an economically 
meaningful resource. It is also consistent with Cascino et al. (2016), who report that users tend to view 
income statement information as more relevant than balance sheet information and are more sceptical 
of subjective balance sheet items such as intangibles.​
​ Although recognised intangible assets are rarely analysed directly, Analyst 4 explained that 
valuation is based on recurring investment needs, where the key issue is not whether investments 
relate to tangible assets in a factory or intangible assets in a game developer, but how much money 
must be invested and tied up in order to generate growth. Analyst 6 emphasised growth and return on 
capital, while Analyst 8 focused on reinvestment rates and return on capital, in both cases regardless 
of asset type. Furthermore, in acquisition-driven firms, intangible assets and goodwill were discussed 
in relation to capital allocation, acquisition capacity, and return on capital. Analyst 2 explained that for 
serial acquirers it is important to analyse whether the company can continue making acquisitions, for 
example by looking at the cash position, self-generated cash flows, and goodwill-adjusted return on 
invested capital. Analyst 6 noted that goodwill affects return measures and that the market 
increasingly cares when goodwill growth weighs on returns, especially when goodwill-heavy firms 
perform poorly. Analyst 8 argued that if a company reinvests most of its capital through acquisitions, 
then cash flows are effectively being used to generate goodwill, meaning that goodwill should be 
included in the capital base when assessing return on capital. Analyst 3 explained that banks often use 
tangible equity in calculations related to market valuation and return on capital, with recognised 
intangible assets typically excluded in order to derive tangible capital. At the same time, the analyst 
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noted that such exclusions can be misleading, since banks often acquire other firms at a premium to 
book equity, suggesting the existence of economically relevant intangible value that is not separately 
recognised on the balance sheet. This pattern suggests that analysts assess intangible-related 
information less through its formal recognition than through its implications for reinvestment, return 
on capital, and the underlying economics of the business. Thus, in our findings, the 
decision-usefulness of intangible-related accounting information appears to depend less on whether it 
is recognised than on whether it can be used indirectly in analysts’ practical valuation work. This 
relates to the dimension of presentation and disclosure, and suggests that qualitative disclosure may 
be particularly valuable when recognised amounts are not decision-useful on a standalone basis, 
consistent with prior research showing that contextual, narrative, and forward-looking disclosure can 
supplement financial statements and improve the interpretation of accounting numbers (Chen et al., 
2017; Kim & Nikolaev, 2024; Merkley, 2014).​
​ Additionally, in service-oriented businesses, intangible resources were often associated with 
human capital and organisational capabilities rather than recognised assets. Analyst 1 explained that in 
consulting firms, the key asset is often the people, and that indicators such as employee satisfaction 
and utilisation may be relevant for identifying trends. However, Analyst 1 emphasised that such 
measures are difficult to compare across firms and difficult to assign an economic value to, while 
Analyst 4 questioned whether such resources are sufficiently reliable to be treated as recognised 
assets. Analyst 7 similarly referred to employee-related measures such as employee net promoter 
score (eNPS) in consulting firms, but stated that this information does not enter the analysis directly. 
These views from service-oriented businesses align with the dimensions of economics and substance, 
measurement, and comparability and consistency, since the underlying resources may be 
economically meaningful while remaining unrecognised because they are difficult to measure reliably, 
assign an economic value to, and compare across firms in practice. Taken together, this helps explain 
why some of the most important intangible resources within firms may remain outside direct 
analytical use, not because they lack economic significance, but because they are firm-specific 
resources that are difficult to measure reliably and convert into comparable valuation inputs. 

4.3 Adjustment practices related to intangible assets 

A third central finding is that reported accounting numbers are often treated as inputs that analysts 
adjust before using them in valuation. All analysts described various forms of adjustment work, 
particularly in relation to the income statement. Both Analyst 1 and Analyst 2 stated that the balance 
sheet is almost never adjusted, while the income statement is adjusted extensively in order to get as 
close as possible to a cash proxy. Analyst 5 explained that adjustments are not primarily about a lack 
of trust, but about getting closer to the underlying business performance. However, Analyst 7 stated 
that “in an ideal world, reporting would be designed in line with analysts’ preferences, without the 
need for adjustments, but I do not think that is realistic”. Instead, the analyst noted that adjustments 
are a regular part of analysts’ work, which must be justified as part of the working process. This also 
aligns closely with the dimension of readiness and relevance for use, since the reported numbers were 
often not perceived as sufficiently ready to use without further adjustment. It is also consistent with 
prior research showing that sell-side analysts routinely adjust reported earnings to more 
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decision-useful performance measures rather than relying on reported numbers as ready-made 
valuation inputs (Barker & Imam, 2008; Bradshaw & Sloan, 2002). 

One of the most striking findings concerns the different treatment of economically similar 
investments depending on their accounting form. Analyst 4 explained that amortisation of acquired 
technology may be adjusted away by analysts, whereas similar internally developed technology may 
be expensed without the same type of adjustment. The analyst further described this as an imbalance 
and acknowledged that it could represent “a systematic issue in how analysts treat these items”. 
Analyst 7 provided a related example, noting that two consulting or software firms may look 
operationally similar while having very different income statements and balance sheets depending on 
whether one has grown through acquisitions and the other through hiring or internal development. 
Consistent with this, six of the analysts described it as common practice to adjust for amortisation of 
acquired intangible assets. Analyst 4 explained that this is an established industry practice because 
these assets have already been paid for through the acquisition price, and analysts do not want to 
penalise earnings again through amortisation. This creates an accounting asymmetry, in the sense that 
economically similar intangible investments are reflected differently in the financial statements 
depending on whether they arise through acquisition or internal development. This asymmetry also 
appears to carry over into analysts’ valuation work, where such investments are incorporated 
differently depending on how they enter the financial statements. This is also in line with Ibrahim et 
al. (2025), who show that acquired and internally generated intangible assets continue to be 
recognised and disclosed differently across acquisitive and non-acquisitive firms. This relates closely 
to the dimension of comparability and consistency, since similar underlying investments were not 
treated in a consistent or symmetric manner, thereby making them less comparable in analysts’ 
practical use of accounting information. In this respect, the findings also support Barth’s (2013) 
observation that comparability is not ensured simply by the existence of common standards, but also 
depends on how standards are applied and how information is interpreted in practice.​
​ The treatment of goodwill in valuation work revealed a clear disagreement among the seven 
analysts who discussed the issue. Analysts 2, 4, and 6 described goodwill as something that is often 
adjusted away, particularly when it is old and no longer considered relevant for understanding current 
growth, cash flow, or operating performance. Analyst 7 took this further, arguing that all goodwill is 
irrelevant, while also reasoning that the current treatment of goodwill may be reasonable because 
systematic goodwill amortisation would place a heavy burden on acquisitive firms’ income 
statements. In contrast, Analyst 8 took the opposite view, arguing that goodwill should not be adjusted 
away in acquisition-driven firms that continuously deploy cash to generate it. This disagreement also 
reflects the dimension of economics and substance, since it centres on whether goodwill continues to 
represent something economically meaningful once the original acquisition context becomes less 
relevant for assessing current performance and future value creation. In this sense, the 
decision-usefulness of older goodwill appeared to decline when analysts could no longer relate it to 
current operating performance and future cash flow in their valuation work. ​
​ Furthermore, PPA was pointed out by five analysts, although its analytical relevance was 
described in different ways. Analyst 8 stated that there is little value in PPA information and that the 
split between goodwill and identifiable intangible assets in acquisitions is not examined, while 
Analyst 7 similarly argued that analysing that allocation is entirely uninteresting in that analyst’s 
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work. By contrast, Analyst 2 found PPA information relevant and highlighted a timing mismatch 
between acquisition announcements and subsequent quarterly reporting, noting that PPA information 
may only become available later, when the market can see how much of the purchase price was 
allocated to amortising identifiable intangible assets and how much became goodwill. This suggests 
that PPA information may be of limited decision-usefulness at the time when analysts first need to 
assess the economics of an acquisition, because they do not yet know how much of the purchase price 
will be allocated to identifiable intangible assets and how much will become goodwill, while the 
relevant accounting detail only becomes available after the market has already begun to price the 
transaction. This relates to the dimension of readiness and relevance for use, since the information 
was not always available at the point when analysts needed it for valuation purposes. However, this 
timing issue also reflects a practical constraint, as producing a reliable PPA may require time, 
judgement, and information that is not fully available immediately when the acquisition is announced. 

Additionally, four analysts referred to the implementation of IFRS 16 Leases in 2019 as an 
example of accounting information that is often adjusted despite having been introduced to improve 
reporting quality. Analysts 4 and 7 described IFRS 16 as something that is almost always adjusted 
away, but also explained that the income statement effect can be difficult to reverse because leasing 
costs are spread across several line items in the income statement and are not always sufficiently 
traceable. Although this example does not relate directly to intangible assets, it is still relevant to the 
dimension of presentation and disclosure, particularly when considering the reform design of IAS 38, 
since it shows how accounting information may lose decision-usefulness when its effects are difficult 
for users to identify and trace in practice. 

4.4 Conditions shaping the decision-usefulness of intangible-related accounting information 

The indirect use of intangible assets and adjustment practices described in the previous sections 
suggest that recognition alone is not sufficient to make intangible-related accounting information 
decision-useful. Although the findings in Sections 4.1–4.3 show that analysts emphasised both the 
underlying economics of the business and the extent to which accounting information could be 
translated into their valuation work, this analytical focus remained even when intangible-related 
information was formally recognised. Rather, a fourth central finding is that the decision-usefulness of 
intangible-related accounting information was conditional on whether analysts could measure it with 
sufficient discipline, compare it across firms, understand clearly what the reported amounts 
represented, and trust the reporting behind them. In practice, the dimensions did not appear to operate 
in isolation, but in relation to one another, with measurement, comparability and consistency, 
presentation and disclosure, and financial statement manipulation shaping whether intangible-related 
accounting information could be treated as decision-useful.​
​ The condition of measurement was especially visible in analysts’ discussions of uncertainty 
and verification. Analyst 1 argued that “if an asset is to be recorded on the balance sheet, it must be 
possible to justify and value it”. A more practical expression of this concern appeared in Analyst 7’s 
argument that recording software at development cost rests on a weak proxy for economic value, since 
the amount capitalised says nothing about the software’s actual value or its ability to generate 
earnings. Analyst 4 similarly noted that a balance sheet with many intangible assets is not necessarily 
problematic, but that it involves greater uncertainty about what the reported amounts actually consist 
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of. The same analyst illustrated this concern by referring to a recent accounting discussion 
surrounding a Swedish listed firm, where the capitalisation of selling commissions may improve the 
matching of revenues and costs, but where the reported asset value depends on subjective assumptions 
about customer retention and amortisation periods, making the measurement basis more uncertain and 
more difficult to verify. Analyst 3 expressed a related concern in relation to banks’ software 
investments, noting that banks have increasingly moved from capitalising such investments to 
expensing them, and arguing that it becomes questionable to capitalise and amortise these investments 
when technological development is fast-moving and future value is highly uncertain. Analyst 4 further 
explained that the greater subjectivity and uncertainty surrounding intangible assets makes subsequent 
write-downs more common, which in turn reinforces doubts about the stability and reliability of the 
reported amounts. These views suggest that economic relevance alone was not sufficient if the 
reported amount was regarded as too subjective, too uncertain, or too weakly linked to observable 
economic outcomes. In this respect, measurement became decisive for whether intangible-related 
accounting information could be treated as decision-useful and thereby support the dimensions of 
economics and substance. This is consistent with prior research suggesting that users are cautious 
toward accounting numbers that rely heavily on unobservable inputs and subjective assumptions 
(Gassen & Schwedler, 2010; Georgiou et al., 2021).​
​ The condition of comparability and consistency was especially visible in the earlier finding 
that acquired and internally generated intangible investments were not always treated symmetrically 
in analysts’ practical use of accounting information, which in turn raised concerns about whether 
similar underlying investments could be treated comparably across firms. This also aligns with 
Analyst 1, who argued that the value of an asset must be comparable and capable of being measured 
in the same way across firms. As discussed in Section 4.3, Analyst 4 described it as a systematic issue 
that amortisation of acquired technology may be adjusted away, whereas similar internally developed 
technology may remain expensed. Analyst 7 similarly noted that two operationally similar consulting 
or software firms may appear very different in the financial statements depending on whether growth 
has occurred through acquisitions or internal development. Relatedly, Analyst 7 also argued that 
capitalisation can make comparability difficult when firms capitalise to different degrees, while 
Analyst 6 similarly pointed to the underlying subjectivity of such judgements, noting that some firms 
may capitalise too much in order to ease pressure on the income statement, whereas others may 
capitalise too little. Here, concerns about measurement did not remain confined to measurement 
uncertainty alone, but spilled over into comparability and consistency. In this respect, 
decision-usefulness depended not only on how measurement concerns regarding reported amounts 
support economics and substance, but also on whether economically similar firms could be compared 
meaningfully when capitalisation practices differed, and thereby support readiness and relevance for 
use.​
​ The condition of presentation and disclosure was especially visible in analysts’ concerns 
about whether intangible-related accounting information was explained clearly enough to be 
interpreted in context. Most directly, Analyst 4 emphasised that aggregation of intangible assets 
without sufficient explanation makes it difficult to understand what the reported amounts actually 
consist of, for example when customer relationships are included within broader intangible asset 
categories. This also resonates with the analysts’ reflections on IFRS 16, where accounting 
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information lost decision-usefulness when its effects were spread across several line items and were 
not sufficiently traceable, thereby underscoring that presentation and disclosure matter not only for 
what standards produce, but also for whether that information becomes meaningfully usable in 
practice. These concerns are also consistent with Anderson et al. (2025), who show that classification 
in financial statements can affect professional users’ interpretations, particularly for intangible assets. 
However, unlike measurement and comparability and consistency, which more directly appeared to 
support other dimensions of decision-usefulness, presentation and disclosure seemed to play a more 
ambivalent role. On the one hand, presentation and disclosure supported economics and substance by 
helping analysts understand what recognised intangible-related amounts represented and how they 
related to the underlying business. On the other hand, the findings also point to a contradiction in 
relation to readiness and relevance for use. Within Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) framework, 
recognised amounts may appear more aligned with readiness and relevance for use than expensed 
items supplemented by disclosure, particularly given users’ reliance on databases and standardised 
metrics. Yet the findings in Section 4.3 show that amortisation of capitalised intangible assets was still 
often adjusted in practice by analysts, which runs counter to the dimension of readiness and relevance 
for use and suggests that expensing with disclosure can be more in line with this dimension.​
​ Beyond the conditions of measurement, comparability and consistency, and presentation and 
disclosure, analysts also highlighted the importance of financial statement manipulation, which in our 
findings was expressed through concerns about credibility in management and reporting, particularly 
in settings where value is difficult to observe and accounting discretion is greater. This is consistent 
with Healy and Wahlen (1999), who argue that financial reporting necessarily involves managerial 
judgment, but that such judgment can also be used in ways that weaken the link between reported 
amounts and underlying economics. The analysts discussed this in relation to firms with many 
intangible assets, high growth, or significant acquisition activity. Analyst 4 stated that in business 
models where intangible assets arise or are central to the business, analysts need to be more alert, 
because there is greater room for unusual accounting treatments. A related concern appeared in 
analysts’ views on capitalisation. Analyst 7 argued that such assets should generally be expensed, with 
additional disclosure instead, because capitalisation can create opportunities for earnings 
management. Analyst 6 took a somewhat more permissive position, stating that capitalisation can be 
acceptable as long as it is transparent, while also acknowledging the possibility of selective 
capitalisation to influence earnings. This concern is also reflected in Dinh et al. (2016), who show that 
discretionary R&D capitalisation under IFRS can serve not only as a signal of future economic 
benefits, but also as opportunistic earnings management. Analyst 5 stated that “trust in management is 
very important, especially in firms with substantial intangible assets”. Analyst 8 pointed to a potential 
issue when management bonus schemes are tied to earnings measures, since management may have 
incentives to write down intangible assets in one period in order to improve reported performance in 
the following period. In this context, Analyst 4 mentioned that a company acquiring another company 
could ask the target to write down or reduce the visibility of identifiable assets before completion in 
order to create more goodwill, which would not be amortised and therefore would not affect future 
earnings in the same way. The same analyst further argued that if one cannot trust management, one 
cannot trust the accounting, because accounting contains substantial flexibility, and that “for firms 
with the same business model and the same accounting, but with a management team that is less 
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trustworthy, there are plenty of ways to make costs disappear and manipulate the numbers so that 
performance looks better than it really is”. This suggests that financial statement manipulation 
concerns may become not only a measurement issue, as managerial discretion can shape how reported 
amounts are constructed, but also a comparability and consistency issue, since economically similar 
firms may no longer appear comparable in practice. It also points to a broader concern that financial 
statement manipulation may spill over into presentation and disclosure, as classification choices may 
both be used opportunistically for earnings management (McVay, 2006) and thereby shape 
sophisticated users’ interpretations of intangible assets (Anderson et al., 2025). At the same time, 
Analyst 5 acknowledged that analysts are aware that firms may use accruals, inventory revaluations, 
or other accounting choices to make results look better, which is consistent with Dichev et al. (2013), 
who show that earnings management can be used opportunistically to distort perceptions of 
underlying performance. However, Analyst 5 also emphasised that analysts are not forensic 
accountants and do not primarily search for fraud, while Analyst 7 stated that analysts are generally 
very well informed about the firms they follow. Both analysts nevertheless suggested that there is 
usually no particular reason to question firms’ reporting, and that reported amounts are generally 
assumed to be correct and subject to auditor oversight. Analysts’ views on auditors, however, were 
not uniform. Three analysts described trust in auditors as fairly high and assumed that auditors 
generally have control over the reporting, whereas Analyst 2 expressed strong scepticism toward 
auditors, arguing that they are paid regardless of the outcome and describing goodwill impairment 
testing as unreliable, thereby also pointing to a measurement concern related to the subjectivity and 
verifiability of such estimates. In relation to this, Analyst 1 noted that analysts can go wrong when a 
company has poor accounting, and that it becomes particularly difficult when firms make many 
self-defined adjustments that are not industry standard or when the analyst begins to distrust the 
reporting. Analyst 4 further stated that once confidence begins to fail, it becomes difficult to trust 
what the company says about its reporting, and that concrete signs of fraud or irregularities can 
quickly destroy trust. In this context, financial statement manipulation, expressed through concerns 
about credibility in management and reporting, stands out as the most pervasive of the supporting 
conditions, because it affected several dimensions of decision-usefulness at once. Most directly, it 
supported economics and substance, as decision-useful accounting information depended on whether 
analysts believed that it credibly reflected the underlying economics rather than managerial 
incentives. It also affected readiness and relevance for use, because information that was distrusted 
could not be used straightforwardly in valuation work, and it intensified concerns about measurement 
whenever reported amounts depended on assumptions and estimates that analysts did not fully trust. 
Furthermore, such financial statement manipulation concerns could also become a comparability and 
consistency issue, since economically similar firms may appear less comparable when the credibility 
of management and reporting differs across cases, and they may also spill over into presentation and 
disclosure when managerial discretion in classification affects the interpretability of financial 
statements. 

4.5 Synthesis: From interacting dimensions to a translation gap and implications for IAS 38 

Taken together, these findings extend Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) framework by showing that the 
dimensions did not operate as fully separate dimensions in analysts’ practical use of intangible-related 
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accounting information. Rather, as shown in Figure 2, they interacted in ways that shaped when such 
information could be treated as decision-useful in practice. In our findings, economics and substance 
and readiness and relevance for use appeared to function as the core practical dimensions, as analysts 
consistently evaluated intangible-related accounting information in terms of whether it reflected the 
underlying economics of the business and whether it could be incorporated into valuation work 
without excessive difficulty. The other four dimensions—measurement, comparability and 
consistency, presentation and disclosure, and financial statement manipulation—operated as 
supporting conditions, shaping whether these core dimensions could be realised in practice. 
Measurement was especially important for whether accounting information could meaningfully 
support economics and substance, while comparability and consistency shaped whether information 
could support readiness and relevance for use by allowing analysts to compare economically similar 
firms and investments across cases. Presentation and disclosure also supported economics and 
substance by helping analysts understand what reported amounts represented, but appeared more 
ambivalent in relation to readiness and relevance for use, since more recognition did not necessarily 
make the information more ready to use without adjustment. Finally, financial statement 
manipulation, most clearly reflected in concerns about management credibility and reporting 
incentives, appeared to be the most pervasive of the supporting conditions because it affected several 
other dimensions at once. Although these interactions do not indicate any relative strength or 
frequency, the findings suggest that financial statement manipulation concerns most broadly influence 
analysts’ valuation practices.  

Figure 2. Interaction between dimensions shaping the decision-usefulness of intangible-related accounting information. 

 
Note. The figure illustrates how the six dimensions of Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) framework interacted in the empirical 
material. The figure distinguishes between the two core practical dimensions, which shaped analysts’ overall assessment of 
decision-usefulness, and four supporting dimensions, which influenced whether these core dimensions could be realised in 
practice. Arrows indicate analytically identified relationships between dimensions in analysts’ descriptions of 
intangible-related accounting information. The dashed arrow indicates the observed tension between presentation and 
disclosure and readiness and relevance for use, where more recognition or disclosure did not necessarily make the 
information more ready to use. The interactions shown do not indicate relative strength or frequency. 

Furthermore, analysing these findings through the dimensions identified by Durocher and 
Fortin (2021) also helps clarify the gap between intangible-related accounting information as 
produced through formal accounting standards and the form in which that information becomes 
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decision-useful in analysts’ valuation work. The findings suggest that this gap is more accurately 
understood as a translation gap. Intangible-related accounting information rarely appeared to become 
decision-useful in the form in which it was formally reported. Instead, analysts described how such 
information had to be interpreted, adjusted, supplemented, and reformulated before it could be 
incorporated into valuation work. In this sense, the findings indicate that the practical distance 
between information produced through accounting standards and the form in which that information 
becomes usable in analysts’ valuation work does not arise only because some intangible resources 
remain unrecognised, but also because even recognised information may fail to become 
decision-useful unless it can be translated into the analytical categories through which analysts assess 
value. More specifically, the findings point to four features of analyst practice that are especially 
relevant to how intangible-related accounting information is translated from formally reported 
information into decision-useful valuation inputs. First, analysts are fundamentally forward-looking 
and evaluate accounting information primarily in terms of future performance, cash flow, and 
uncertainty rather than historical asset values. Second, analysts use the balance sheet selectively and, 
rather than relying on reported intangible amounts as a main basis for valuation, interpret 
intangible-related accounting information indirectly through reinvestment, return on capital, and the 
underlying economics of the business. Third, analysts’ practices reveal an asymmetry in treatment, 
whereby amortisation of acquired intangible assets is often adjusted away, while economically similar 
internally generated intangible investments typically remain expensed. Fourth, their use of such 
information depends on whether it is measurable, comparable, clearly presented, and credible enough 
to be incorporated into valuation work. The implication is not that accounting standards should simply 
mirror analysts’ models, since accounting standards serve multiple purposes and user groups. Rather, 
the implication is that standard setters, particularly in the ongoing reform of IAS 38, would benefit 
from a more grounded understanding of how sophisticated users actually translate intangible-related 
accounting information in practice. 

5. Conclusion 

This study sought to examine how sell-side equity analysts interpret and incorporate intangible-related 
accounting information in their valuation practices, and what these practices reveal about the 
conditions under which such information becomes decision-useful. Based on eight semi-structured 
interviews with Nordic sell-side equity analysts, the findings show that analysts do not primarily use 
intangible-related accounting information in the form in which it is formally reported. Instead, they 
interpret, adjust, and incorporate such information into forward-looking valuation work through 
categories such as cash flow, reinvestment needs, return on capital, acquisition capacity, and 
management credibility. In this sense, intangible-related accounting information becomes 
decision-useful only when it can be translated into valuation-relevant inputs that are economically 
meaningful, sufficiently reliable, comparable, clearly interpretable, and credible. ​
​ The study makes two main contributions. First, it extends Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) 
framework by showing that the decision-usefulness of intangible-related accounting information is 
shaped by the interaction between dimensions, rather than by any one dimension in isolation. In 
particular, the findings suggest that economics and substance and readiness and relevance for use 
function as core practical dimensions in analysts’ valuation work, while measurement, comparability 
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and consistency, presentation and disclosure, and financial statement manipulation operate as 
supporting conditions that shape whether these core dimensions can be realised in practice. Financial 
statement manipulation emerged as a particularly prominent concern in analysts’ practical 
assessments, as concerns about management credibility and reporting incentives affected several other 
dimensions at once. Second, the study suggests that the central problem in intangible-related reporting 
is not adequately captured as a mere recognition gap, but is better understood as a translation gap 
between information produced through accounting standards and the form in which that information 
becomes usable in analysts’ valuation work. More specifically, this reframes the issue from the 
absence of recognised intangible assets to the practical conditions under which intangible-related 
accounting information can be transformed into decision-useful analytical inputs. This contribution is 
important because it shifts attention from whether intangible assets should be recognised in isolation 
to whether the information produced by accounting standards can be interpreted, trusted, adjusted, and 
incorporated into users’ actual decision processes. 

This reframing also has implications for the ongoing reform of IAS 38. While the debate is 
traditionally framed in terms of recognition versus expensing, the findings suggest that broader 
recognition alone is unlikely to ensure decision-usefulness. What matters is whether intangible-related 
accounting information is produced in a form that sophisticated users can meaningfully translate and 
use in practice. For standard setters, this implies that reforms to intangible asset reporting should not 
only consider recognition criteria, but also how recognised amounts, disclosures, classifications, and 
measurement assumptions support users’ ability to understand the underlying economics, compare 
firms, assess reliability, and incorporate the information into valuation work. In this respect, the study 
points to the need for standard-setting debates to be informed by a more grounded understanding of 
how users actually engage with intangible-related accounting information in practice. ​
​ At the same time, the study should be interpreted in light of certain limitations. The empirical 
material consists of eight sell-side equity analysts in a Nordic setting, which provides depth but limits 
broader generalisability. Moreover, the study examines analysts’ stated practices through interviews 
rather than observing valuation work directly, which means that the findings capture how analysts 
describe and reflect on their use of intangible-related accounting information rather than every step of 
their modelling practices. Future research could therefore complement interview-based evidence with 
analyses of analysts’ actual research reports, valuation models, or other written outputs to examine 
how intangible-related accounting information is incorporated in practice. The study also focuses on 
sell-side equity analysts, whose work is shaped by their role as public information intermediaries and 
by the commercial and communicative context in which sell-side research is produced. Therefore, the 
findings may not fully capture how other users, such as buy-side analysts or credit analysts, interpret 
and use intangible-related accounting information in more internal or differently incentivised decision 
settings. Future research could therefore examine whether similar translation patterns appear among 
other user groups, such as credit analysts, buy-side analysts, or institutional investors, or across other 
institutional and industry settings. Further studies could also investigate how specific reporting 
alternatives under IAS 38, including broader recognition, enhanced disclosure, or more disaggregated 
presentation of intangible-related information, affect how users interpret and incorporate such 
information in practice.  
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Appendix 

Appendix A. Interview guide mapped to Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) framework 
Table A1. Interview guide mapped to Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) framework of users’ institutional logic. 

 
Note. Four dimensions from Durocher and Fortin’s (2021) framework—due process, conceptual foundations, clarity, and 
cost-benefit issues—were not included as predefined interview topics. While these dimensions were considered conceptually 
relevant, they were less directly aligned with the study’s focus on analysts’ practical use of intangible-related accounting 
information in valuation work. The interview guide therefore focused on the six dimensions most closely related to the 
study’s purpose and research question, while remaining open to the possibility that other dimensions could emerge from 
respondents’ answers. 

Appendix B. LLM-supported familiarisation prompts 

Table B1. Prompts used in each LLM-supported familiarisation substage. 

 
Note. The substages were adapted from Hayes (2025) and used to support Braun and Clarke’s (2006) first phase of 
familiarising ourselves with the data. ​
* Substage 1b was renamed from Hayes’ “Thematic Coding” to “Cluster exploration” to avoid confusion with Braun and 
Clarke’s formal coding phase. 

 
 

32 



 

Appendix C. Initial recruitment email to analysts 

The following standardised email was used when contacting potential respondents. Identifying details 
have been removed. The original email was in Swedish but has been translated and lightly edited for 
readability.​
 
“Dear [Respondent], 
I hope all is well with you. My name is Adam, and I am currently in the final semester of the master’s 
programme in accounting at the University of Gothenburg. I am writing my master’s thesis together 
with my classmate Niklas. We would like to ask whether it would be possible for us to arrange an 
interview with you. Broadly speaking, the interview would concern how analysts use and interpret 
financial reporting in practice, with a particular focus on intangible assets and whether, and how, such 
information shapes your analysis. I understand that you have a busy schedule. The interview is 
expected to take approximately 30–45 minutes, and we can conduct it via Zoom or Teams. The 
interview will be conducted anonymously. Would this work for you? If so, could I get back to you 
after the winter break, week 9, when things may be somewhat calmer, so that we can look at possible 
dates then? 
 
Background to the study - Read if interested. ​
An increasing share of firm value today can be based on intangible resources, such as human capital, 
customer relationships, and similar assets. At the same time, large parts of these resources are not 
recognised under current accounting standards, which means that central value drivers are often 
absent from financial reports. Against this background, the IASB, which is responsible for IFRS, 
initiated an extensive project in 2024,  mainly continuing during 2025, to review the standard for 
intangible assets, IAS 38. The project is grounded in a growing debate about whether the current 
regulatory framework fairly reflects how firms actually create value. This has made the need for 
empirical research in this area both significant and highly timely. In our study, we start from the view 
that it is particularly important to consider the perspectives of actors who use financial reporting in 
practice, increasingly deal with intangible resources in analysis and valuation, and are directly or 
indirectly affected by changes in accounting standards. Our approach is therefore to gather 
experiences and perspectives from analysts in order to better understand what information about 
intangible assets is currently used in analytical work, how current accounting is perceived, and which 
types of intangible information are considered most value-relevant. We believe that these insights can 
contribute valuable knowledge to the ongoing discussion and to further research in the area. ​
All the best, ​
Adam and Niklas“ 
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Appendix D. Overview of interviewed analysts  

Table D1. Overview of interviewed analysts. 

 
Note. Respondents are anonymised. Sector descriptions are presented at an aggregated level to reduce the risk of 
identification. 

Appendix E. Follow-up email regarding use of anonymised data 

The following follow-up email was sent to participants after anonymisation to inform them about the 
processing of the interview material, including the use of LLMs, and to provide an opportunity to 
review quoted material or withdraw participation. Identifying details have been removed. The original 
email was in Swedish but has been translated and lightly edited for readability. 

“Dear [Respondent], 
I hope all is well with you. First, we would like to thank you again for participating in our interview. It 
has been very helpful for our thesis, which is now entering its final stage. We are writing to inform 
you about how the interview material has been processed. After the interview, the transcript was 
manually reviewed and anonymised. This means that we removed names of analysts, employers, and 
specific companies discussed during the interview. In the next step of the analysis, the anonymised 
transcripts were uploaded to LLM-supported tools in order to help us explore the material and identify 
potential patterns and themes across the interviews. Before doing this, we changed the settings where 
possible so that the material would not be used to train the LLM-models. The LLM-supported tools 
were only used as support in an early exploratory stage of the analysis. They did not replace our own 
analysis, and all final interpretations, coding decisions, and conclusions were made by us. After this 
stage was completed, all uploaded material, prompts, and outputs were deleted from the platforms 
used. The thesis has not been published or shared publicly at this stage. The only people who have 
access to the material are us as authors, our supervisor, our opponents, and the examiner. Any 
quotations used in the thesis are anonymised. If you would like to review any quoted material from 
your interview, or if you have any concerns regarding how the interview material has been used, 
please feel free to contact us. 
All the best, ​
Adam and Niklas“ 
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