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Abstract

:

By analysing the case of the International Accounting Standards Board (IASB), this paper aims at assessing the role that political marketing strategies might play to increase the sustainability of private transnational organisations. This paper proposes an integrated conceptual model that draws together political branding theory and political relationship marketing. The proposed model shows how political marketing strategies may help a global standard setter, as well as other private transnational organisations, in achieving higher legitimacy and sustainability in the long-term. By relying upon such a model, an explanatory case study of the IASB is then conducted, providing anecdotal evidence about the IASB’s current political marketing behaviour. By adopting an interdisciplinary interpretative lens, this paper contributes to literature in addressing a theme almost neglected—namely, the role of political marketing strategies in increasing legitimacy and sustainability of transnational organisations, such as global standard setters—notwithstanding the emerging effort made in this direction by private global organisations operating in complex environments, including the IASB. Implications for political marketing theory are also discussed. As to the practical implications, this paper suggests the political marketing strategies and tools that private transnational organisations should adopt to foster their sustainability in the long-term.
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1. Introduction


Recent academic debate has underlined that the concept of legitimacy is central for private transnational organisations. Indeed, transnational organisations often represent only a small part of the stakeholders potentially affected by their rules. Therefore, the lack of a direct ‘through-election’ democratic legitimacy characterizing these bodies questions the authority of their political relevant activities and threatens their long-term growth and sustainability [1,2]. The brief considerations above appear to be particularly appropriate for the International Accounting Standards Board (IASB). The IASB is not only a private and independent standard-setting body, it is also a global organisation not accountable to any domestic democratically legitimated legislative or administrative institutions [3]. The transnational governance of the IASB significantly weakens its legal legitimacy and makes it subject to political influence, particularly in case of environmental turmoil [4]. Indeed, during the global financial crisis, the IASB faced considerable pressure to change the standard-setting agenda, suffering a re-balance of power in favour of political interests in order to preserve its role in Europe [5,6].



Therefore, a deep analysis of the IASB’s legitimacy sources is essential in order to understand the sustainability of the transnational standard setter and its growth opportunities across the world. In this regard, mainly drawing from regulatory theory, the academic literature has long argued on the importance of the IASB governance structure and on the procedures it follows to draw up its standards (i.e., procedural legitimacy). The competence and technical expertise of the IASB members also represent a fundamental factor contributing to the IASB legitimacy (i.e., substantial legitimacy) [7]. Surprisingly, little research attention has been addressed toward the political marketing strategies adopted by the IASB in order to retain and strengthen its procedural and substantial legitimacy. Several contributions deepen the rhetorical techniques adopted by the standard setters in order to persuade stakeholders about the fairness and usefulness of their standards [8,9,10]. However, none of these makes a step forward by considering the rhetorical devices as part of operational tools within a wider strategic marketing process, where ‘consumers’ (i.e., financial statement users) are elevated from being passive recipients of a standard setter’s ideology to playing an interactive role in the production of the accounting standards.



To fill this gap, this paper proposes a conceptual model that indicates how political marketing strategies [11] can be implemented by a private transnational organisation, such as the IASB, to adapt itself to the changes and the demands of the external environment and, in so doing, to increase its substantial and procedural legitimacy as a global standard setter. By conducting an explorative analysis, this paper also presents some anecdotal evidence about the branding marketing strategies and the relationship marketing strategies currently adopted by the IASB, in order to offer a concrete response to the accounting constituents’ specific requests and to increase the effectiveness of its institutional activity. After all, higher attention by the IASB towards marketing competences can be traced to the appointment of Mr Hans Hoogervorst as chairman, who, unlike the previous chair (Sir David Tweedie, IASB chairman until July 2011), was not a trained accountant but a former politician with strong skills in international relations.



The article proceeds as follows. The next section outlines the foundations of the legitimacy of the IASB and the important criticisms recently emerged in this regard, so highlighting the potential interpretative contribution that political marketing research could provide. Section 3 develops a conceptual model for assessing the role of political marketing strategies in increasing the legitimacy and the sustainability of private transnational organisations, such as the IASB. Section 4 presents a case study analysis of the IASB’s political marketing behaviour in the light of our conceptual framework. Section 5 concludes, highlighting the limitations of the study and giving suggestions for theory and practice.




2. The Foundations and Limitations of the IASB Legitimacy


The setting of standards is not a mere technical matter, but is also a process with political consequences [12]. Therefore, the independence of the standard-setting due process and the neutrality of the boards’ technical guidance are constantly exposed to a risk of regulatory capture [13,14,15]. Then, the analysis of the accounting standard setter’s legitimacy sources is crucial to understand the sustainability of the organisation in a complex global environment.



According to Johnson and Solomons [16], the institutional legitimacy of a standard setter is a function of three conditions: (i) sufficient authority condition; (ii) substantive due process condition; and, (iii) procedural due process condition. The sufficient authority requires a clear mandate of authority and competence from legislative or administrative agencies. The substantive due process exists if the standard setter can justify each exercise of its authority and provides adequate rationale for its standards. The procedural due process condition is met when interested parties are given sufficient opportunities to influence the rule-making process [17,18].



As to the first condition (sufficient authority), the IASB has always directed its efforts to gain political support as the world’s standard-setter for financial markets [19,20]. The acknowledgement of the IASC (International Accounting Standards Committee, that is the IASB’s predecessor) as a ‘global accounting standard setter’ by the International Federation of Accountants (IFAC) in 1982 and by the International Organisation of Securities Commission (IOSCO) in 2000 have been fundamental steps in this direction. The U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) decision in 2007 to drop the reconciliation requirements for foreign registrants adopting the International Accounting Standards (IAS/IFRS) also represents an important development in favour of the harmonization process. Yet, a pivotal event in the IASB’s history has been the EU’s endorsement of the IAS/IFRS (Regulation 1606/2002), with a clear mandate to the international standard setter to produce a common set of accounting standards for consolidated financial reporting that encouraged many other countries to take similar measures in the following years [21].



Since its inception, the IASB has also paid great attention to factors enhancing its substantial and procedural legitimacy [22]. Indeed, the credibility of the IASB is strongly correlated—on the one hand—on to the perceived independence, expertise, and capacity of its personnel and on the quality of its results (i.e., substantial, expertise-based, output legitimacy), and—on the other hand—on its ability to involve affected parties in the rule-making process and to assure stakeholders regarding the fairness of the procedure in which inputs are transformed into outputs (i.e., participatory and procedural input legitimacy) [23]. To this end, during the last decades, the IASB has been involved in important technical projects, effective governance reforms and valuable innovations in its standard-setting procedures.



The issue of the ‘Framework for the Preparation and the Presentation of Financial Statements’ in 1989 [24] has certainly played a fundamental role in the IASB’s quest for substantial legitimacy. In fact, apart from the explicit role of setting up the basic concepts for assisting the Board in the development of its accounting standards ([24], p. 77), the development of a Conceptual Framework represents ‘a strategic manoeuvre for providing legitimacy’ ([25], p. 89) and an instrument for ‘rising the moral tone of the profession’ ([26], p. 255) (see also: [27,28]). Hence, the Conceptual Framework is not only a technical tool for the IASB, but is also a way for the standard setter to be better armed to promote its standards and preserve its independence [29].



As to governance reforms, it is noteworthy to remember that in 2001 the IASC transformed itself into a foundation (the IFRS Foundation) and left its operational activity to the IASB. The Foundation finances the IASB and appoints its members, strengthening in this way the independence and the authority of the standard setting body. Moreover, in 2009 a Monitoring Board was also established to oversee the IFRS Foundation and to provide a formal link between the IFRS Foundation Trustees and public authorities, with the intention to ‘replicate—on an international basis—the link between accounting standard-setters and those public authorities that have generally overseen accounting standard-setters’ ([30], p. 9).



Finally, when the IFRS Foundation was formed, the due process requirements ‘built on the principles of transparency, full and fair consultation—considering the perspectives of those affected by IFRSs globally—and accountability’ were also formalized, in order to guarantee a transparent and independent elaboration of the accounting standards and to ensure that all the parties concerned make their voices heard ([31], p. 5). At the moment, the due process steps mandatorily include: (a) debating any proposals in one or more public meetings; (b) exposing for public comment a draft of any proposed new Standard, with minimum comment periods; (c) considering in a timely manner those comment letters received on the proposals; (d) considering whether the proposals should be exposed again; (e) reporting to the Advisory Council on the technical programme, major projects, project proposals and work priorities; (f) ratification of an Interpretation by the IASB. In addition, other steps are not mandatory: (i) publishing a discussion document; (ii) establishing consultative groups; (iii) holding public hearings; (iv) undertaking field work. However, a non-compliance with them would require an explanation (comply or explain step).



As a result of the reforms briefly mentioned above, the IASB has been cited by some as one of the most effective and accountable of the transnational regulatory bodies [32,33].



However, despite the unquestionable political successes, the advanced technical expertise and the dramatic structural and procedural improvements, the IASB’s political, substantial, and procedural legitimacy has been strongly questioned [7,23,34,35].



The transnational private governance of the IASB has often been identified as the main factor limiting the political legitimacy, hence the authority condition of the global standard setter. Indeed, the delegation of rule-making authority to private bodies has a long domestic tradition, particularly with regard to technical standards [36,37]. However, in the case of transnational organisations, the long chains of delegation from the will of the people (as expressed in electoral or other processes of citizen participation) to the transnational body raises concerns over the accountability process and lessens the transparency of the decision-making activity [23,38].



The democratic legitimacy deficit ascribed to the IASB also undermines the substantial legitimacy based on the technical expertise of the global standard setter. In fact, the redistributive effects unquestionably associated with the standard-setting process and the absence of an objectively superior set of standards provoke social implications, questioning the neutrality and the independence of the rule-maker [35]. In other terms, in the absence of substantial political support, the technical expertise risks being interpreted as an instrument to promote accounting professionals’ ideologies in the pursuit of their own interests [34,39].



These considerations explain the considerable efforts that the IASC Foundation has made to improve the due process of the IASB. Indeed, the development of the due process compensates for the lack of formal accountability to an external public principal, especially in a transnational context characterized by the absence of a judicial authority [40,41]. However, the due process is not immune to severe drawbacks that significantly weaken its legitimacy functions. Respondents to the IASB discussion papers and exposure drafts are not a representative sample of the population of financial information users and have not been randomly selected [7]. Moreover, an active participation in the deliberative process requires financial resources and technical competence that considerably narrows the number of participants [41]. Finally, at the end of the due process, the IASB can still make its own choices counter to the majority of the received comments [42]. For this reason, the IASB due process has been compared to ‘a vote on highly technical questions, participation in which must be paid for, and the result of which need not be compulsory applied by those who organise it’ ([7], p. 30).



These questions over the legitimacy of the IASB influence the long-term survival of the international standard setter in its current form and its ability to grow as a global regulatory body. Indeed, as sharply reported by Nobes and Zeff ([43], p. 281), although it is widely believed that IAS/IFRS have already been adopted in many countries, in nearly all cases what the rules require is a form of convergence at a high level of quality with the IAS/IFRS that might also imply some changes to the IAS/IFRS. In the absence of an overall strong legitimacy, the differences in business, accounting, auditing and regulatory cultures might threaten the growth strategy of the IASB and its long-term survival [44].



In such a scenario, the on-going research for political, substantial and procedural legitimacy stresses the importance that a deliberate marketing strategy can play in the overall global standard setter’s business approach. Indeed, in order to overcome the pressures from the external environment (financial turmoil, emergent markets specificities, lobbing from private interests and politicking by public principals), more and various competences are required for the IASB. In particular, some political marketing competences can help the global standard setter in achieving a higher legitimacy and sustainability, as will be discussed in the next paragraph. In fact, even though the translation of commercial marketing theories into the political domain is not straightforward [45,46], many researchers consider political parties as market-driven organisations looking for long-term survival, therefore outlining how marketing literature can contribute in understanding and/or promoting the development of effective political strategies. Hence, by adopting an interdisciplinary interpretative lens, political marketing theories can be useful to explore and explain actual and potential strategies and performance of a specific single-issue organisation, namely a global standard setter—such as the IASB—operating in a global, complex, and political environment.




3. Marketing in a Political Environment


The final aim of marketing strategy is to understand how firms can obtain and sustain a competitive advantage in the long term [47]. This goal is applicable to every kind of organisation that has to operate in a competitive environment where it is necessary to satisfy market needs better than competing organisations do, and to obtain acknowledgment and legitimacy from external stakeholders in an effort to secure long-term survival or superior profitability [48].



With this in place, more recently marketing theoretical frameworks and instruments have been applied to politics with growing sophistication and fervour [49], therefore giving rise to the research discipline of political marketing [50,51,52,53,54,55]. Political marketing is positioned at the interception of political studies and marketing and ‘is about political organisations adapting business-marketing concepts and techniques to help them to achieve their goals’ ([45], p. 692). Hence, although there are important differences between traditional marketing fields and politics, literature has shown that the use of the marketing concepts can provide researchers with a solid theoretical framework to investigate and understand the sustainable competitive advantage in the modern politic domain and the performance differentials between parties [49,56].



As observed, the development of political marketing has been driven by the growing adoption of marketing tools and concepts by political actors: mainly, political parties and candidates, but also governments, single-issue groups and lobbying institutions [46,51,53,56,57]. In this paper, we contend that political marketing theories and interpretative lenses can be useful to explore and explain actual and potential strategies, as well as the performance, of a specific single-issue organisation, namely a standard setter—such as the IASB—operating in a global, competitive, and political environment.



Indeed, notwithstanding the application of marketing concepts to a standard setter rather than to a political organisation—such as a political party—needs adaptations, several important similarities suggest exploiting the political marketing framework to shed light on IASB’s marketing activities and outcomes: firstly, the arguments previously exposed about the globalized and competing environment in which the IASB operates, and the political consequences of its decisions; and, secondly, the analogies existing with regard to the marketing operational tools of the product, promotion, and placement [47]. In this respect, for both political organisations and standard setters, ‘product’ is mainly represented by ideas and programmes; ‘promotion’ by conventional and digital media, public relations or events; and ‘placement’ by local offices and virtual channels (web). Moreover, as for other political parties that offer credence services—as will be discussed in the following—the IASB needs to work on increasing its reputation, and to creating quality and long-time relationships with its market and stakeholders, with the final aim of enhancing the legitimation and sustainability of the institution [57,58].



Hence, on a base of marketing and political marketing theories, we propose a conceptual model, according to which accounting standard setters should also employ and leverage marketing strategies to create value for adopters and to maintain it in the long term. In so doing, the IASB would work to increase its overall legitimacy and sustainability to survive and grow in the long term.



In the following section, we present our conceptual model, explaining its constituting elements and describing why and how they can contribute to the creation of legitimacy and sustainability for a global standard setter.




4. A Political Marketing Model to Enhance Legitimacy and Sustainability of Private Transnational Organisations


In order to contribute to filling the gaps that emerged from the literature review, and to explore the role of political marketing strategies in the long-term sustainability of private transnational organisations such as global standard setters, we integrate the theoretical research streams of:




	
Branding management in the political domain, which has analysed the creation of awareness and image for organisations operating in complex and competitive political environments [59];



	
Political relationship marketing, which has underlined the importance of the long-term trust and commitment-based relationships for creating value and adapting to a changing environment [56].








In detail, our research question is the following: in which ways may political marketing strategies help a global standard setter, as well as other private transnational organisations, in achieving higher legitimacy, so enhancing their sustainability in the long-term?



In order to answer to our research question, we develop a conceptual model (Figure 1), which identifies the key dimensions to be investigated for understanding the role of political marketing strategies for increasing legitimacy and sustainability of transnational organisations such as global standard setters.



The components of our model and their theoretical underpinnings are described below.



4.1. Branding Management in the Political Domain


Recent political marketing literature has suggested that brand is a key driver of performance and competitive advantage for political parties, as it is for other market-driven organisations [49,58,59]. Branding is a process involved in the creation of a bundle of symbolic and linguistic elements, which confer a unique identity to a product concept, and which sum up the value-proposition for the customer. Therefore, brands serve valuable functions, such as promising a quality level, reducing risk, engendering trust, and many others. The value accrued by those, and other benefits, is referred to as brand equity [60].



In line with Keller [60], we argue that the value of a brand is a function of its levels of brand awareness and of brand image. Brand awareness is a means through which consumers become acquainted and familiar with a brand and recognize that brand. By contrast, brand image can be defined as ‘perceptions about a brand as reflected by the brand association held in consumer memory’ ([61], p. 3), which are determined by current marketing policies and by past experiences. Together, they enhance the brand equity, so contributing to the achievement of a competitive advantage and a better performance.



Building a political brand is a very complex activity, since a combination of image, logo, and values can all contribute to a compelling brand narrative [62]. In the context of political marketing, building a political brand awareness is crucial: the choice of parties’ logos and symbols, and the implementation of a consistent communication strategy delivered through paid or unpaid media, generate a higher awareness and a stronger identity of the political party that lead to higher market share [59]. Indeed, as commercial brands, political parties offer so-called credence services [63], based on the promise to deliver at a future point [64]. At the same time, political parties have to create a strong, positive and unique brand image, through the building and communication of functional as well as symbolic and emotive values associated with the brand [49,61]. The symbolic and emotive values, in particular, arise from associations, narratives and cultural values that combine to depict the image of a brand in a consumer’s mind. Indeed, an effective management of brand image is fundamental to reduce the uncertainty that typifies the decisional process of so-called customers/citizens, especially in a context—as it is in politics—characterized by immateriality; that is, by selling mainly promises and values (i.e., service contracts ([65], p. 151)), and not physical products [66].



As a political party, a transnational organisation, such as a global standard setter, also mainly sells service contracts and credence services. There is an implicit value-proposition for standard-adopters, which is connected—and not limited—to the quality, the reliability, the fairness and the efficacy of the accounting framework proposed and to the expected positive benefits (at micro and macro levels) engendered by its adoption. In fact, the issue of a new accounting standard determines uncertainty about its intended and, above all, probable unintended economic consequences that cannot be totally foreseen and evaluated by policy-makers and users. Then, as for a political party, a transnational organisation such as a global standard setter needs to increase its legitimacy, also through the enhancement of its brand equity, working on brand awareness and brand image. To do so, the international accounting standard setter should adopt, in a consistent way, the following marketing tools [61]:



I. Defining and promoting brand elements (name, logo, etc.), in order to favour memorability, distinctiveness, transferability, adaptability and legal protection of the brand.



In this case, the standard setter has to adopt in a consistent way its brand (including colour palette and lettering), logo and formats in its official materials and documents (accounting standards and interpretations, books, conference materials).



II. Building brand functional and symbolic values, mainly through promotional and placement activities.



Functional values are related to usefulness and rational attributes, whereas symbolism adds personality and an emotional sense to the brand. For a global standard setter, the functional utility is delivered mainly through the communication of the technical expertise and professional contents of their accounting standards able to meet expressed or latent rationale needs of actual and potential users.



But in order to increase brand awareness and image, it is also necessary to add value to the brand beyond its functional attribute. Along with the technical characteristics of the accounting standards, the transnational organisation has to convey the idea of the basic values that inform its processes and outputs. That includes, for instance, the vision about the organisation’s own role, about the future of financial markets or about the main factors affecting wealth, efficiency and stability of the organisations and of the economic environment.



It is important to underline, furthermore, that for building symbolic values, in particular, a segmentation strategy would be required [54]. In fact, identifying the clusters in which the whole market can be divided and describing the homogeneous traits, needs, decision-making processes and expectations of members therein represents a fundamental step to create symbolic attributes that make sense for the selected targets.



III. Building a set of secondary associations in order to promote (or change over time) the notoriety and the signification of a brand.



Organizing events and other activities with various public and private institutions can help to add secondary associations to the global standard setter’s brand; in fact, the market would tend to associate with the organisation the functional and symbolic values of the other institutions involved in joint programmes and activities. This could help in meeting specific and contingent goals, or in changing the global standard setter’s brand values during time, according to the evolution of the external environment and to the specific targets’ requests.




4.2. Political Relationship Marketing


During the last decades, relationship marketing has become a main topic of political marketing research [57,67,68,69,70]. Palmatier ([71], p. 5) defines relationship marketing as the ‘process of identifying, developing, maintaining, and terminating relational exchanges with the purpose of enhancing performance’. In particular, literature has shown that political relationship marketing affects the legitimacy and the competitiveness of political actors, therefore influencing the achievement of their final goals [56,72]. Therefore, political parties need to acknowledge the importance of nurturing and developing a variety of relationships as a long-term strategic imperative [73].



In the political domain, the creation of such relationships between citizens and political institutions can be promoted through relationship marketing activities [56].



Therefore, relying on the models of Morgan and Hunt [68], and Henneberg and O’Shaughnessy [56], we examine which are the determinants and the outputs of effective political relationship marketing strategies that can be applied to the context of the accounting standard setters (Figure 1).



The quality of the relationship [71] between the global standard setter and the standard adopters (or other relevant stakeholders) affects the legitimacy of the accounting institution and its performance [56]. Such quality is defined in terms of the level of trust and commitment [68] of the market towards the global standard setter, the goals that such an organisation pursues, the activities that it executes, the values that it embodies and promotes, and the financial markets vision that it wants to put into effect. When the quality of the relationship is high, the legitimation and the reputation of the institution, as well as the value created—as they are perceived by the market—increase, while the perceived risk lowers.



But how is it possible to create trust-based and commitment-based relationships through relationship marketing activities? According to the literature, the main determinants can be:



IV. A co-operative approach.



The relationship management has to be inspired by a long-term and interactive approach in order to nurture and develop a variety of mutually beneficial relationships. Such an approach should aim at producing a win-win situation, where value is maximized by both ‘sellers’ and users, and where the users are no longer be considered as passive actors, but as a part actively involved in the process [53,68,70]. To achieve these goals, a transnational organisation such a global standard setter should develop competencies in political relationship marketing and routinely carry out initiatives in order to create long-term bonds of reciprocity and legitimacy with external stakeholders, and above all with actual and potential users.



V. Shared values and goals.



The creation of trust-based and commitment-based relationships also depends on the capability to share with the market (and, in particular, with the selected targets) a system of common values and goals [58,74]. For this reason, it is important not only to define a coherent set of functional and symbolic attributes (through branding strategies) that fits with the selected targets (both users and other relevant stakeholders), but also to properly and explicitly communicate them. This promotional activity is requested to develop a shared platform of values—as well as of pursued objectives—that represents the common base for mutual comprehension, joint commitment, and for putting efforts towards the same direction.



The elements of the conceptual model are closely related with each other; in fact, they constitute a network of mutual influence both within a particular strategy and also between them.



For instance, on the basis of the discussion above, it is clear that brand image also affects the quality of the relationships in which the global standard setter is embedded. In fact, brand image contributes in defining the perceived reliability of the accounting standard setter, so clearly affecting the antecedents and the outcomes of the marketing relationship strategy.



Moreover, it is important to underline that the promotional activities represent an operational tool and that they can be effectively managed and meaningfully interpreted only if considered as part of a broader and more complex strategic marketing process. Thus, it is not possible to understand the contribution that marketing can give to the legitimacy and sustainability of a transnational organisation such as a global standard setter, by merely analysing these operational tools while overlooking the whole strategy.





5. The Case Study of the IASB


5.1. Methodology


In order to advance our knowledge about the role that political marketing strategies can play to reinforce the legitimacy and the sustainability of a transnational organisation such as a global standard setter, we analysed the case of the IASB.



In particular, we conducted an explanatory single case-study [75], which is useful when the researchers are seeking to answer a research question by trying to explain the presumed causal links in real-life interventions [75], as is the case in our study. Therefore, we analysed the activities implemented by the IASB (the real-life interventions), by interpreting them in the light of our proposed conceptual framework (our presumed causal links).



In detail, we collected and analysed printed and on-line documents and secondary information from the IASB. In particular, we made a content analysis of the 61 public speeches performed by the chairman of the IASB (2011–2016), Mr Hans Hoogervorst, and available on the official website of the organisation. The authors analysed the data content by interpreting and identifying emerging themes in theoretical-relevant terms by following a problem-centred setting [76]. We quoted literally the chairman’s words to reflect the meaning of the observed phenomena in a deeper way. The main final results of the analysis are synthetized in the next section.




5.2. Results


As known, the IASB was established in 2001 and is the standard-setting body of the IFRS Foundation, a private sector, not-for-profit organisation. The mission of the IASB is to develop ‘single set of high quality global accounting standards that provide high quality transparent and comparable information in general purpose financial statements’.



The IASB has always attempted to compensate for its lack of legal legitimacy by enhancing its substantial and procedural legitimacy. However, the increasing complexity of the environment in which the IASB operates makes the legitimacy building process a never-ending struggle, suggesting the IASB also adopts political marketing strategies.



The case study analysis provides interesting insights about the political marketing activities implemented so far by the IASB to strengthen its legitimacy and sustainability. Our main results will be discussed below with reference to the different sections of our conceptual framework.



I. Defining and promoting brand elements (name, logo, etc.), in order to favour memorability, distinctiveness, transferability, adaptability and legal protection of the brand.



Concerning such an issue, an analysis of the current IASB’s physical and digital materials shows a coherent use of its brand elements. Indeed, the IASB’s brand (logo, colour, lettering, formats, etc.) is used in a consistent way in all its official printed and on-line materials and documents.



II. Building brand functional and symbolic values, mainly through promotional and placement activities.



As to this point, the IASB routinely carries out communication and distribution activities that are useful to achieve this goal, such as conferences and workshops, events for IFRS teachers, IFRS implementation sessions and investor-focused IFRS updates.



In addition, the analysis of public speeches given by the chairman of the IASB, Mr Hans Hoogervorst, shows anecdotal evidence about the attempt to give the IASB brand functional and symbolic values and to communicate them, as it can be observed in the extracts below:


‘It is important to understand that the full benefits of using the IFRS-brand can only be enjoyed if you adopt it fully. (…) Most jurisdictions have concluded that the credibility bonus of full adoption of IFRS outweighs the temptation to tinker with the standard to address local problems. (…). Although the office of the IASB is located very close to the Tower of London, my organisation itself is certainly not an ivory tower. We have a dynamic, highly motivated staff recruited from all over the world’ [77].






‘(…) Preceding misconceptions have led to a third persistent myth, namely that IFRSs are only of use to the financial whizz-kids in London and Wall Street. This myth holds that our standards are incompatible with the culture of countries with a strong manufacturing tradition. Again, this is not true. (…) A final myth I want to touch upon is that the IASB is sometimes perceived to be an ivory tower, dominated by Anglo Saxons in far-away London. Indeed, the IASB is not a foreign organisation but a truly international one. (…) We only have one mission: to develop high quality accounting standards that serve our constituents around the world’ [78].






‘Our accountability to the Monitoring Board gives additional assurances that the IASB is not a free-floating ivory tower, which we, of course, never were. At the same time, this multilateral body of securities regulators has reinforced the independence of the IASB from undue lobbying from any single jurisdiction’ [79].







III. Building a set of secondary associations in order to promote (or change during time) the notoriety and the signification of a brand.



Regarding this issue, it is worth mentioning as an example an agreement formalized by the IASB with the International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) in 2013. This agreement was aimed at deepening the cooperation between the two organisations on the IIRC’s work to develop an integrated corporate reporting framework. According to the declarations of the two organisations, the specific objective of the agreement was creating a new corporate reporting language able to better serve businesses and investors, and so contributing to a more sustainable global economy. Therefore, through the co-branding of the two organisations, the IASB tried to attach a secondary association to its brand; creating the conditions for a better language for businesses to communicate with their investors is a way not only to deliver more sustainable value creation and more efficient capital markets, but also a more sustainable global economy.



Other examples of the attempt by the IASB to build a set of secondary order associations with the brand emerge from the following words of the chairman of the IASB:


‘(…) The increasing awareness that environmental and societal restrictions have an impact on long-term value creation is also clear. The Financial Stability Board’s establishment of the Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures is a notable example of this trend. (…) The Board is currently looking at the question of whether we should update our Practice Statement to reflect these new developments. I think we have reason to do so. We are especially well-placed to make sure there is a good fit and connectivity between financial reports and non-financial information, which I believe to be essential to the success of integrated reporting’ [80].







IV. A co-operative approach.



The IASB’s formal due process can be interpreted as an important instrument for an implementation of the co-operative approach. Moreover, in order to strengthen bidirectional relationships, the IASB proposes further engagement activities such as individual meetings with organisations or representative bodies, and live webcasts with interactive question and answer sessions or online surveys. The IASB has also recently introduced a specific channel for dialogue with another stakeholder category, namely the research community, launching the IFRS Research Centre. This initiative is designed to support the establishment of a dedicated research capability that relies on the combination of internal and external intellectual resources.



The words of Mr Hoogervorst seem to support the attention of the IASB towards a co-operative approach with external stakeholders, as the quotations below show:


‘Almost all jurisdictions that adopt our standards experience some challenges with adjusting domestic accounting practices to IFRS. That is to be expected. Often these problems can be resolved, sometimes it is more difficult, such as is the case with the issue of land rights in Indonesia. (…) Chances are that other jurisdictions are also having the same problems, so it is much better that we work together, to fix the problem centrally so that all IFRS adopters can benefit from such improvements. (…). We are open to views from all over the world. We need you, just as much as you need us’ [77].






‘We will continue to strengthen the IASB’s institutional relationships in a way that respects and enhances the independence of the standard-setting process. By that, I mean to deepen our engagement with those around the world who are impacted by our work, and to ensure that they have a sense of ownership and respect for the product that we are developing for investors globally’ [81].






‘We will continue to increase the sense of trust and buy-in among those who have adopted our standards. We will continue to strengthen the institutional relationships between the IASB and Europe, in the same way as we are doing in other parts of the world. That is how we, as an independent standard-setter, must reciprocate your trust’ [82].






‘We are determined to further invest our relationship with investors, to ensure we get more balanced feedback on our proposals than currently is the case. We are especially interested in strengthening our relations with what I would like to call our “end-users”’ [83].







Recently, the IASC Foundation opened an Asia-Oceania regional office (based in Tokyo), one the most interesting markets for the IASB, in order to support greater regional outreach and participation in the IASB’s standard setting process. This could be interpreted as a placement policy intended to get closer to its targets, also through a physical proximity, and eventually to promote an easier and quicker co-operative dialogue.



V. Shared values and goals.



Our anecdotal evidence shows that the IASB seems to acknowledge the importance of the creation of shared values and goals, as it emerges in the following public speeches by Mr Hoogervorst:


‘When I was elected Chair of the IASB, I said that I have investor protection in my DNA. Clearly, the US is in the DNA of the IASB (…). All of us here today—whether we write accounting standards, prepare financial statements, verify the integrity of financial statements or study the numbers to understand the performance of a commercial enterprise—are part of a global effort that underlies free trade and free-flowing capital. The entire IASB take our responsibilities in this endeavour extremely seriously. It is important for investor protection in the US and internationally that the SEC remains at the forefront of determining financial reporting policy. This cannot be done from afar. We need the United States to remain on board. We count on your commitment and you can count on ours’ [84].






‘It is always a pleasure to be here in Washington, because believe it or not, Washington is the birthplace of the IASB’ [85].









6. Conclusions, Limitations and Implications for Theory and Practice


The private transnational governance of the IASB represents the Achilles’ heel of the standard setter exposed to a complex environment, since the absence of political legitimacy undermines its long-term survival and growth. The IASB has always been aware of the need to compensate for its lack of legal legitimacy through its technical expertise (substantial legitimacy) and the implementation of transparent and formal due process (procedural legitimacy). However, with the increasing relevance and influence of the IASB as an emerging global standard setter, substantial and procedural legitimacy should also be reinforced by the leverage of political marketing competencies.



In this scenario, our proposed conceptual political marketing model explains how the adoption of branding strategies and relationship marketing strategies can drive private transnational organisations to higher legitimacy and sustainability. We contend that a transnational organisation such as a global standard setter, including the IASB, should systematically and consistently implement marketing tools in order to increase its brand equity in terms of brand awareness and brand image. At the same time, such organisations have to invest in relationship marketing strategies to enhance the quality of the relationships (in terms of trust and commitment) with users and other external stakeholders, through the creation of shared values and goals and the establishment of a co-operative approach.



This study also presents some limitations that have to be taken into account when evaluating its results. Above all, our empirical analysis only relies on documents and secondary data that are available to the public. To achieve a deeper understanding of this topic, further analysis should also collect data through direct interviews with key informants of the IASB. Moreover, we perform an explanatory case study, which is idiosyncratic in nature; therefore, by adopting our proposed conceptual model, future study should assess the extent to which our results can be extended to other transnational organisations, through the examination of different case studies.



Notwithstanding such limitations, we make a contribution both to theory and practice. This paper draws together political branding theory and political relationship marketing, and incorporates them into a conceptual framework that makes a contribution to understanding how transnational organisations, such as global standard setters, can enhance their legitimacy and sustainability thanks to political marketing strategies. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first attempt to analyse the strategies of transnational organisations by drawing on political marketing literature. We therefore contribute to an interdisciplinary debate that so far has recognized the efforts done by accounting standard setters to increase their legitimacy and sustainability in the long-term, but by adopting other interpretative lenses (technical, juridical, etc.). Instead, we discuss in our paper how, after making the necessary adaptations, several important similarities suggest exploiting the political marketing framework to shed light on such topics.



This paper also makes a contribution to the political marketing literature, since only recent studies have introduced branding theory into the political marketing debate [58]. Moreover, the results of our study can be the basis for future explorative or explicative empirical analysis in this interesting setting of research at the intersection of different disciplines.



Furthermore, the results of our empirical analysis in the case of the IASB highlight the activities implemented by the organisation that can be interpreted in the light of our conceptual model, in so discussing what has been done so far by the organisation to strengthen its legitimacy through political marketing activities. The implications of our models can be useful to suggest political marketing strategies to be implemented in the future in order to increase the legitimacy and the sustainability in the long-term of the IASB, as well as of other private transnational organisations.
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Figure 1. A political marketing model to increase legitimacy and sustainability of private transnational organisations. 
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