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Abstract
Motivation: resources of an enterprise are understood widely and include both tangible 

means as well as immaterial assets. Currently, there is an increasing emphasis on the im-
portance of intangible resources in building the competitive advantage of an enterprise. 

Competitive advantage is identified with the status desired by an enterprise, which oper-
ates in a competitive environment. It can be defined as a disproportion among enterprises, 

which allows one company to compete better than others on the market. The purpose 
of the analysis is usually therefore to determine the sources of competitive advantage. The 

knowledge is particularly important for enterprises operating in the property develop-
ment sector, which is characterized by a considerable volatility resulting from changes 

in the economic situation in the whole construction sector.
Aim: the purpose of the article is to answer the question of what factors are important 

in the process of building a competitive advantage of real-estate developers, in particular, 
what is the role of intangible resources.

Results: conclusions of the analysis made it possible to formulate a summary of intangible 
assets that contribute most to building a competitive advantage of real-estate developers. 
These factors were included in several areas, inter alia: enterprise market, relations, fi-

nances, product, human resources.

Keywords: real-estate developers; residential market; competition; competitive advantage; 
enterprise resources

JEL: L74; M20; R31

ORIGINAL ARTICLE
received 02.01.2018; revised 07.06.2018; accepted 31.12.2018

Citation: Grześ-Bukłaho, J. (2018). Intangible assets as a source of competitiveness of real-estate 
developers. Ekonomia i Prawo. Ecomomics and Law, 17(4): 355–365.

doi:10.12775/EiP.2018.026.

http://www.economicsandlaw.pl
http://doi.org/10.12775/EiP.2018.026


  EKONOMIA I PRAWO. ECONOMICS AND LAW, 17(4): 355–365

356

1. Introduction

Competition is the primary determinant of the change in the functioning of any 
company on the market. It determines changes in the way of production, behav-
iour in the environment; it affects the need to seek modern solutions and their 
verification on the market (Flak & Głóg, 2009, p. 30). The consequence 
of companies competing is therefore an improvement in the quality of goods 
and services they offer, an increase in the quality of service on the market, a de-
velopment of technology they use, and maintenance of good relations with their 
stakeholders.

The mechanism of market competition provides companies with a challenge 
to meet stakeholder expectations while at the same time interacting with com-
petitors. Studies on competitiveness of enterprises indicate an important role 
in sectoral studies; other mechanisms will be applicable in the case of service 
activities, other still in the production or construction.

The subject of the analysis is the specifics of the competitive advantage 
and the conditions of its achievement, with particular emphasis on the develop-
ment industry. The main part of the study was devoted to an attempt to identify 
factors that could contribute to building a competitive advantage, especially in-
tangible assets. The empirical part covers the analysis of factors that may lead 
to the development of a competitive advantage by real estate developers. The 
purpose of this part of the study is to answer the question of what factors are 
crucial in the process of building a competitive advantage of real-estate develop-
ers, especially what the role of intangible assets is.

2. Literature review

2.1. Real-estate developers’ business activities — theoretical aspect

The term ‘developer’ means a natural or legal person who initiates, promotes, 
commences and conducts a real estate project. Its purpose is to develop space, 
build new commercial real estate or transform existing ones by creating new 
property functions (Avril & Roth, 2001, pp. 13–14).

Property development has a significant impact on the boom in many indus-
tries. Its potential is used by manufacturers of construction and finishing ma-
terials, subcontractors, service providers, financial institutions, manufacturers 
of furniture, home appliances and others (Wielgórka, 2012). It is thus a sensi-
tive area that has a potentially significant influence on the economic situation 
of a given country or region (Baran, 2014).

Development activity is complex, including, beyond just the real estate busi-
ness, also adaptation processes related to its specific economic, legal, and inter-
est groups (Kucharska-Stasiak, 2006, p. 229).
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2.2. Intangible assets as a source for competitiveness shaping — 
theoretical aspect

The classical theory of economics sees competition as a fundamental mechanism 
of market economy. Competition is also referred to as rivalry between market 
participants. Traditional concepts of competitiveness assumed that the main fac-
tors of a company’s competitiveness in the market were costs, quality, and then 
differentiation of offers and intensive promotion. It was also recognized that 
economic agents are not willing to cooperate and adopt a confrontational atti-
tude (Leśniewski, 2015, p. 37).

In the 1960s and 1970s, factors such as low cost and production efficiency 
gave a company a competitive advantage (scheme 1). At present, they still re-
main the basis for staying in the market, but they are not sufficient to secure 
a strong competitive position. Today’s winners are characterized not only by 
cost effectiveness and high internationalization, but also by the ability to de-
velop strategies that ensure the continuity of the innovation process. The im-
portance of communication and building relationships with stakeholders, social 
and environmental responsibility towards local communities and global society 
are also underlined.

The importance of intangible assets in building a competitive advantage 
of enterprises is becoming more and more commonly recognized. Taking into 
account the different views of intangible assets, we may observe, for example, 
the classification made by A. Brooking et al. (1998, pp. 115—125), who distin-
guish such assets as: human, market, organizational (infrastructure) and intel-
lectual property.

Various conceptualizations of intangible assets have been developed over 
the years, but the most commonly cited in the relevant literature is the classifi-
cation based on three important components: human capital, structural capital 
and relational capital (see: Bontis (1998, pp. 63–76); Goh (2000, pp. 115–119)). 
Human capital covers all the individual capabilities, knowledge, skills and ex-
perience of employees and managers of the organization (Edvinsson & Malone, 
2001). Structural capital arises from the processes and organizational values, 
reflecting the company’s external and internal focus, and its future development 
(Bontis et al., 2000, pp. 85–100). Relational capital is an ingredient present 
in relations and social networks. It consists of internal social capital and ex-
ternal social capital. It includes, among others., relationships with customers, 
suppliers and competitors, business alliances, brands (Bozzolan et al., 2003, pp. 
543–558; Dzinkowski, 2000, pp. 32–36).

Intangible assets meets the criteria set by J. Barney (1991, pp. 105–106), 
whose opinion is that the resources that would be a source of competitive ad-
vantage for an enterprise, and the creation of effective competitive instruments, 
should be: valuable, unique, difficult to imitate, and impossible to substitute 
with any other resources, and therefore being non-replaceable or difficult to re-
place by other resources.
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Intangible assets creates an invisible business resource that generates visible 
effects. It is connected to the experience and knowledge of employees, customer 
relationships, and the procedures and technologies used in the organization. 
Among theorists and practitioners, there is no consistency in the definitions, 
universal valuation methods, depreciation methods, reporting capabilities in fi-
nancial reports, etc. It is also possible to observe the use of similar terms, such 
as intellectual capital, intangible assets, intangible resources, intangible factors. 
This is due to the fact that the subject of the analysis are phenomena and ele-
ments that are not physical and therefore difficult to describe (Urbanek, 2008, 
pp. 31–32).

When analyzing the subject matter literature, it is difficult to point out 
the difference between intangible assets and intellectual capital. Many authors, 
such as B. Lev (2001), treat intangible assets and intellectual capital inter-
changeably as a non-physical source of business value. Also the classification 
created under the direction of K.E. Sveibye (1997), within the so-called Konrad 
Group, identifies intangible resources with intellectual capital, pointing to these 
three components:

 – competence of employees (education, experience, values and social skills, 
attitude towards the organization);

 – internal structure of an organization (patents, licenses, concepts, processes, 
know-how, trademarks, organizational culture, information technology, 
administrative systems);

 – external organizational structure (relations with customers and suppliers, 
reputation, brand, image, trademarks).
J. Low and P.C. Kalafut (2004, pp. 57–185), based on their own research 

and on other authors, identified twelve major groups of intangible assets, in-
cluding: leadership, strategy execution, communication and disclosure, brand 
value, reputation, networks and alliances, technology and processes, human 
capital, organization and workplace culture, innovation, intellectual capital 
and flexibility. The authors point out that the list compiled by them is longer 
than analogous ones developed by other authors. This is due to the importance 
of all groups, as well as the fact that specific industries are significantly differ-
ent from one another and that the weight of particular intangible assets may be 
different for them.

2.3. Cause and effect relations in competitiveness of enterprises

Competitiveness, as a complex structure, is presented in the relevant literature 
with numerous schemes. The analysis of competitiveness concepts proves that it 
is helpful to build a logical structure that determines competitiveness and the re-
lationships between its components. This author developed a model (scheme 
2) taking into account the following components of the competitiveness of re-
al-estate developers: sources of competitiveness, the resources and competen-
cies of an enterprise, the key resources and competences of an enterprise (key 
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success factors), competitive advantage and competitive position. The model’s 
assumption is that competitiveness means the ability of an enterprise to exist 
and grow on the market, and the pursuit of a competitive advantage.

It is generally accepted that competitive advantage, or competitive abil-
ity, means a better positioning of a company on the market in relation to its 
competitors. At the same time, the pursuit of businesses and their competitors 
to gain competitive advantage is one of the most important forces that contrib-
utes to the development of competition, motivates the agents to an increasing 
intensification of their competitive processes (Leśniewski, 2015, p. 36).

Referring to the resource approach, M. Seifert and A.L. Hadida (2006, p. 
791), explain the essence of competitive advantage in a unique combination 
of resources, competence and abilities. At that, resources constitute a contribu-
tion to the manufacturing process, competence is the combination of employee 
knowledge and machine potential in the process of value creation, while abilities 
are a skillful composition of productive factors that leads to the achievement 
of competitive advantage.

An impact on the functioning of a company comes from its environment, 
in particular the immediate (market) environment. A company in turn also in-
fluences other market players. An enterprise, based on an environmental analy-
sis and formulated objectives, selects its resources and competences. This allows 
for an identification of key resources and competences (key success factors). 
The sources of competitiveness are thus identified with enterprise resources, 
which are its competitive potential. Their formation and management is carried 
out by a company, while the competitive advantage and competitive position are 
the effect expressed respective to the competitors in the market environment. 
Thus, an advantage over competitors is when an enterprise, using its own re-
sources and expertise, is able to deliver a product/service that satisfies the needs 
of potential buyers in a way that is unique enough for the market to choose from 
rather than offerings of its competitors. A competitive advantage means we are 
better than our competitors. According to the presented concept, a company’s 
competitive position results from the competitive advantage achieved (Grześ-
Bukłaho, 2015, pp. 95–97).

In the opinion of this author, achieving a lasting advantage in a competitive 
market is not possible, since it requires a company to be constantly exceeding its 
current status, to constantly seek to strengthen its position on the market. The 
concept of sustainable competitive advantage is increasingly being questioned. 
This is due to the dynamically changing market conditions and the emergence 
of hyper-competition. As a result, a competitive advantage is increasingly pro-
visional (D’Aveni et al., 2010, pp. 1371–1385).

3. Methods

The analysis of secondary sources was verified by empirical studies. The anal-
ysis used a graphic model, developed by the author, to form one’s reputation 
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in the process of building a competitive advantage of real-estate developers. The 
model was created based on the conducted research. The first stage of the survey 
was a questionnaire survey with an aim to assess the reputation of developers. 
The survey was addressed to customers of developer companies and housing co-
operatives who purchased an apartment on the primary market of the Podlaskie 
voivodeship in 2005–2011. The subject of the research conducted by the author 
were apartments in multifamily buildings. The time period chosen was used 
to analyze causal relationships both during the boom times in the construction 
industry and during downturn cycles that occurred during the period analyzed. 
This made it possible to generalize the results of the research. In the feedback 
process, nearly 400 questionnaires were received, 361 of which were question-
naires properly filled and accounted for the analyzed research sample. The sam-
ple selection at this stage of the study was arbitrary on the basis of the knowledge 
of real estate completed for use by developers in the analyzed period.

Stage II was to conduct a study on the essence and importance of reputation 
in the process of shaping a competitive advantage of real-estate developers with 
the method of the experts’ panel. The survey was aimed at selected people asso-
ciated with the real estate development industry, who are experts in their fields. 
A group of 10 experts involved directly or indirectly in the real estate industry 
participated in the panel. Among the experts were representatives of developers 
(2 people), representatives of the media (2 people), real estate owners (1 person), 
bankers/financial analysts (2 people), business people (1 person), architects (de-
signers of housing construction — 1 person), representatives of the academic 
community dealing with construction issues (1 person).

Based on empirical studies conducted among the clients of chosen real-es-
tate developers, as well as within the panel of experts, some factors determin-
ing the reputation of a real-estate development company were determined 
and analyzed. In the first stage, 22 such factors were specified and identified 
under the term of critical factors in building a reputation. Then, an attempt 
was made to limit the number of factors by prioritising them. As a result, 
the factors that strongly affect a company’s reputation include: a company’s 
experience, relations with customer/customer service level, relationships with 
suppliers and subcontractors, quality of workmanship, timely implementation 
and active advertising policy. Based on the expert assessment of the importance 
of the listed factors in building a competitive advantage of real-estate develop-
ers, critical success factors were distinguished. The key factors of success were 
those rated as at least valid, i.e. their arithmetic average was 4.0 and above. 
Such assessment was given to 23 factors out of the 31 analyzed ones. In order 
to ensure the legibility of the built model, an attempt was made to limit the list 
of factors leading to the achievement of a competitive advantage by grouping 
them. Specific assumptions were made at that.

Based on the results of the research, a graphical model of forming a repu-
tation has been developed to allow for a competitive advantage by a developer 
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in a dynamically changing environment. The model has been verified through 
multiple case studies.

4. Results

The research tasks described in Methods were the basis for the construction 
of copyright theoretical model of shaping the reputation in the process of build-
ing a competitive advantage of real-estate developers (scheme 3). The model 
assumes the causal relationship of all the major mechanisms of competitive 
advantage. The model focuses on the most important elements of the target 
(Grześ-Bukłaho, 2015, pp. 236–238).

5. Conclusion

The author’s analysis of secondary materials and empirical studies, based 
on which a graphical reputation model has been developed for the process 
of building a competitive advantage for real-estate developers, show that in-
tangible assets are fundamental to the successful functioning of the market. The 
real estate industry is characterized by considerable variability resulting from 
the boom in the entire construction sector. The impact of developers on the mar-
ket cannot, therefore, be limited solely to current sales stimulation, but should 
be regular and continuous, in order to create a positive and trustworthy reputa-
tion for a company.

The analysis of the factors that contribute to a competitive advantage of re-
al-estate developers allows us to share the views expressed by many authors that 
the assets of intellectual capital are considered to be critical (Barney, 2001, pp. 
643–650; Grant, 2002, pp. 133–48).

Based on the discussion in the article on real-estate developers and the de-
veloped model illustrating the process of building a competitive advantage of re-
al-estate developers, it is important to recognize that relational capital plays 
a key role in the construction industry for the relevant companies and is devel-
oped primarily by them. It can be assumed that relational capital is linked both 
to the need to build good relationships with subcontractors, suppliers, banks, 
media, etc., but also with current and potential customers. The obtained results 
are consistent to a point with the theoreticians’ views on the growing impor-
tance of intangible assets for building a competitive advantage of companies.

In addition, the analysis of the graphical model indicates that the main factors 
of competitive advantage of real-estate developers are also included in the ar-
eas of: company functioning, product, financial and price policy, which results 
from the specificity of the offered product namely an apartment.

Analyzing the competitiveness of real estate developers based on intangi-
ble assets will certainly require a further successive verification by researchers, 
taking into account the changes in the targeted and general environment. It 
also seems right to extend the research into the whole country. A comparison, 
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in particular, of national companies with foreign capital and those operating 
on local markets.
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Appendix

Scheme 1.
The pyramid of competitiveness of enterprises since the 1960s
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Scheme 2.
The competitive model of a real-estate developer
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Scheme 3.
The competitive model of a real-estate developer
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