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THOUGHT LEADERSHIP IN B2B MARKETS:

Influence on Customer Relationship, Brand Advocacy Behavior, and Positive

eWOM Generation

Caio Ferreira', Luiza Berti Viezzer!, Carlos Marcelo Ardigo”, Paulo Sérgio Reinert!, Gustavo
Behling!

University of Vale do Itajai (UNIVALI), Brazil'

Abstract

The advancement of digital and content marketing has transformed the B2B market, enabling
companies to build deeper and more personalized relationships with their customers. This
phenomenon, driven by the growth of digital platforms, has been reshaping interaction and purchasing
strategies. Given this scenario, the present study aims to analyze the effect of thought leadership on
customer relationship performance in B2B markets, as well as on positive eWOM and brand advocacy
behaviors. The methodology adopted was a descriptive quantitative study, using structural equation
modeling (SEM) to test the proposed relationships. The sample consisted of 82 Brazilian companies
operating in the B2B market with a digital presence. The results confirm that thought leadership has a
significant positive impact on customer relationship performance and brand advocacy behavior but
does not exert a direct influence on positive eWOM generation. Additionally, it was observed that
customer relationship performance positively affects both eWOM and brand advocacy.

Keywords: Thought Leadership; Customer Relationship; B2B Market; e-WOM; Brand Advocacy.

1. Introduction

Marketing, whether in traditional or digital media, remains centered on understanding and meeting
customer needs. What changes is the environment in which these strategies are applied. While
traditional marketing still plays an important role, digital marketing has become essential in many
sectors, complementing and, in some cases, surpassing traditional approaches (Kotler & Keller,
2018). In certain contexts, such as Business-to-Business (B2B), it can be even more relevant due to its
ability to establish direct and personalized connections with consumers (Ferreira, 2021).thus,
marketing through digital channels, or more directly digital marketing, encompasses efforts made
through electronic devices, such as websites, social media, and emails, allowing direct interaction with
consumers (American Marketing Association [AMA], 2024). As digital transformation reshapes how

companies operate, the impact of digital marketing expands across all sectors, including Business-to-
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Business (B2B). It is estimated that by 2025, 80% of B2B sales interactions will take place through
digital channels (Forbes, 2023), reflecting a significant transformation in sales processes, making
them faster, more personalized, and efficient—essential for organizational success in a competitive
and complex environment (Itani, Agnihotri, & Dingus, 2017).

In this digital context, content has become a key factor in marketing strategies, especially in B2B
environments. This growth has led to increased research interest over the past decade on digital
marketing in B2B settings (Pandey, Nayal, & Rathore, 2020), including assessments of how digital
content created by marketing professionals impacts online communities and influences purchasing
decisions (Harvey et al., 2021). Content encompasses a variety of formats, such as blog posts, white
papers, live videos, webinars, podcasts, and slide presentations, often available on websites or social
media platforms (Barry & Gironda, 2019).

Within content marketing in B2B markets, Thought Leadership has emerged as a crucial strategy for
companies seeking to stand out and gain a relevant position in their respective markets. This leader—
whether an individual or a company—engages in a content strategy aimed at generating and
disseminating innovative ideas that benefit businesses (Young, 2013).

It represents an organization's or individual’s ability to become a recognized authority in its field,
influencing not only purchasing decisions but also stakeholder perceptions and behaviors (Forbes,
2023). Thought leadership helps address the issue of lack of trust in suppliers by offering content that
demonstrates the company’s expertise, based on credible sources and data, avoiding self-promotion
(Content Marketing Institute [CMI], 2022).

As aresult, thought leadership can not only influence purchasing decisions but also promote desirable
behaviors, such as brand advocacy and positive eWOM. Based on this, the objective of this study is
to analyze the effect of thought leadership on customer relationship performance in B2B markets, as
well as on positive eWOM and brand advocacy behaviors.

Despite its growing importance, the effects of B2B marketing strategies focused on thought leadership

in customer relationships are not widely studied (Magno & Cassia, 2019). Furthermore, existing
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research predominantly examines these relationships in European and North American markets,
leaving a significant gap in understanding how thought leadership is perceived by companies outside
this axis. The originality of this research lies in its specific focus on the Brazilian market, an
environment characterized by cultural, economic, and social particularities that significantly
influence B2B relationship dynamics. As the largest country in Latin America, Brazil presents
economic factors such as regional income disparities and various cultural differences that, together,
shape the behavior of local consumers and businesses (Torres & Dessen, 2008).

To develop this study, a descriptive and quantitative methodology was applied, employing a survey
with managers from Brazilian B2B companies. The analysis utilized structural equation modeling
(SEM). The article is structured into five main sections. Following this introduction, the theoretical
foundation discusses key concepts such as digital and content marketing, as well as thought
leadership, and proposes research hypotheses. The methodology section describes the data collection
and analysis procedures. Next, the results are discussed, testing the proposed hypotheses. Finally, the
study presents the theoretical and managerial implications of the findings, along with limitations and

suggestions for future research.

2. Theoretical Foundation and Research Hypotheses

This section presents the theoretical arguments that underpin this study, as well as the research

hypotheses.

2.1 Digital Marketing and the B2B Market
The internet has opened a vast field of possibilities for businesses and consumers, offering a platform
for deeper interaction and unprecedented personalization (Kotler & Keller, 2018). Additionally, the
development of the smartphone market has led a large portion of people to use the internet intensively,
spending more time on these devices than on others (Faustino, 2019). With mobile accessibility,

increased connectivity, and higher internet speed, marketing has evolved to a new level—digital
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marketing, which consists of applying communication and marketing strategies to promote products
and services through digital channels such as websites, blogs, social media, and mobile applications
(Lashgari et al., 2018; Faustino, 2019).

In organizational or Business-to-Business (B2B) markets, which refer to companies that produce
goods and services used by other businesses in the production of additional goods or services (Kotler
& Keller, 2018), digital marketing also plays a fundamental role. It is primarily used to attract new
customers, maintain long-term relationships, and increase brand recognition (Pandey, Nayal, &
Rathore, 2020), including efforts in social media (Pandey & Gudipudi, 2019).

In the context of direct communication and sales, digital channels stand out as the most dynamic and
fastest-growing, allowing companies to provide personalized information and strengthen
relationships with consumers, thereby increasing the effectiveness of digital marketing strategies
(Kotler & Keller, 2018). However, to capitalize on this opportunity, companies must establish clear
goals for their digital channels, including social media. This involves defining relevant content,
selecting appropriate platforms, structuring channels, determining the role of moderators, and
adopting approaches to information accessibility (Lashgari et al., 2018). Additionally, it is essential
to monitor performance using key performance indicators (KPIs) aligned with marketing and sales
strategies (Pandey, Nayal, & Rathore, 2020).

Content development, related to content marketing and inbound marketing, aims to attract consumers
by providing relevant information and personalized experiences, avoiding intrusive methods. It
focuses on creating value for consumers, thereby facilitating the development of long- term
relationships (Faustino, 2019; Kotler, Kartajaya, & Setiawan, 2017; Halligan & Shah, 2010).
Furthermore, it involves creating and disseminating valuable content that enhances consumers’ lives
and strengthens their identification with the brand (Kotler, Kartajaya, & Setiawan, 2017).

In B2B markets, developing high-quality content tailored to the needs of the target audience is crucial.
Inbound marketing is widely adopted for its efficiency in reaching the target audience while

optimizing resource utilization (Halligan & Shah, 2010). B2B content marketing does not focus on
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direct persuasion but instead invests in media to attract target customers through relevant content,
demonstrating the value of a company’s products or services (Wang et al., 2019). The goal is to drive
traffic to the company’s website or blog, generate leads, increase brand awareness, and reduce
customer acquisition costs (Faustino, 2019).

Additionally, collaborating with influencers who possess specialized knowledge is a valuable strategy
for establishing significant brand differentiation and fostering customer loyalty (Hoyo & Molano,
2020; Hafiz et al., 2024). This can be effectively implemented in B2B markets through a thought
leadership strategy. Magno and Cassia (2019) emphasize that establishing oneself or collaborating
with a thought leader in a specific industry is a strategic move that helps secure a competitive

advantage in the market. This strategy, the central focus of this article, is addressed in the next section.

2.2 Thought Leadership Approach

The impact of digital content created by marketing professionals in B2B markets and its effect on
organizational buyer decisions has garnered academic and professional interest. The role of this
content in guiding buyers seeking best practices and insights across various industries has been widely
observed (Barry & Gironda, 2019).

This approach has established a new domain of influencer marketing in B2B markets, known as
Thought Leadership or Opinion Leadership, defined as an original and inspired thinker who takes
principled positions (Klein, 2020). This leader—whether an individual or an organization—engages
in Thought Leadership by generating and disseminating innovative ideas that benefit businesses
(Young, 2013). It has become an essential practice for business success (Harvey et al., 2021),
including in the development of competitive advantages for organizations (Harvey et al., 2021;
Young, 2013).

In this sense, Thought Leadership represents a form of corporate social capital, which takes time to

accumulate and should be seen as an investment (Magno & Cassia, 2019). It is a fundamental strategic
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tool for the success and evolution of organizations (Young, 2013). However, to establish Thought
Leadership, companies must first identify relevant and useful topics for their audience, which may
include current and potential customers, as well as decision-making unit members within those
organizations. Next, they must develop and implement effective digital content linked to the brand,
adopting a problem-solving approach. This involves demonstrating a willingness to share valuable
contributions that help customers make informed decisions, without necessarily expecting an
immediate return (Magno & Cassia, 2019).

Thought Leadership emerges as an essential, though not central, extension of brand positioning
strategy. Through this approach, companies educate their audience, creating a favorable framework for
product and service acceptance, and preparing the market for new offerings (Meyer,2019). It also
introduces innovative concepts, which can effectively create new markets, positioning the company
as a leader in emerging sectors and shaping industry direction and growth (Young, 2013).

In a multi-sectoral B2B market context, Magno and Cassia (2019) proposed and tested a model to
explain how a company’s Thought Leadership indirectly enhances customer relationship
performance. In this model, the tested relationships included Thought Leadership capability and its
effects on Thought Leadership itself, as well as brand performance. Additionally, they assessed brand
performance and its effect on customer relationship performance, along with the effects of social
media capability on Thought Leadership capability, Thought Leadership itself, and brand
performance. All proposed relationships were positively confirmed, showing that Thought
Leadership enhances brand performance, which, in turn, has positive effects on customer
relationships.

To better understand these relationships, it is important to distinguish Thought Leadership capability
from Thought Leadership itself. Following Barry and Gironda (2017), capability refers to the
competence to exercise leadership, while leadership itself represents the outcome, reflected in the
recognition of a trustworthy authority. Therefore, establishing Thought Leadership requires the ability

to create high-quality, cutting-edge content that can be disseminated on social media to attract
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attention and build customer trust (Magno & Cassia, 2019).
2.2.1 Thought Leadership and Customer Relationship Performance

Customers’ recognition that a supplier exercises Thought Leadership fosters positive brand
associations and attitudes, granting it the status of a trusted brand (Holliman & Rowley, 2014). Since
trust is a crucial foundation for strengthening and maintaining relationships between customers
and suppliers (Bradford, Crant, & Phillips, 2009; Putnam, 2000), a direct relationship between
Thought Leadership and customer relationship performance is suggested.
By executing all the necessary steps toward Thought Leadership in B2B contexts, including the ability
to identify valuable ideas and relevant topics, develop content and specialized knowledge around
those ideas (Tiwary et al., 2021; Taiminen & Ranaweera, 2019), and effectively communicate them
on social media (Neuhaus, Millemann, & Nijssen, 2022), B2B brands can engage customers (Cawsey
& Rowley, 2016), which stimulates the development of business relationships (Hirvonen et al., 2015).
Thus, a company’s digital presence enables customer monitoring and communication, positively
influencing satisfaction (Itani, Agnihotri, & Dingus, 2017) and playing a vital role in the customer
relationship (Lassar, Roy, & Makam, 2016).
Additionally, studies on digital content marketing (Taiminen & Ranaweera, 2019) indicate that B2B
brands with strong market performance in terms of reputation and engagement tend to positively
increase their relationship value—that is, customers’ perception that the brand is meaningful to them
and that a relationship with the brand provides concrete advantages. By offering valuable content that
creates an emotional connection with the user, brands can leave a lasting impression and strengthen
customer engagement with the brand (Hoyo & Molano, 2020). Consequently, companies are
recognizing the strategic importance of social media and are making progress in how they can be
tactically utilized (Islam & Chitran, 2022).

Thus, this study will test the following hypothesis:

H1. Thought Leadership positively influences customer relationship performance.
2.2.2 Thought Leadership and the Behavior of Positive e-WOM Generation and
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Brand Advocacy

Based on the understanding that the ability to create and share relevant and innovative brand content
will foster goodwill from customers (Bourdieu, 1986), it is observed that this may generate a positive
word-of-mouth (e-WOM) effect as well as brand advocacy behavior. Specifically, the perception that
a company is a leading authority and a reference source in its field of expertise positively influences
customer attitudes and their connection with the brand (Barry & Gironda, 2017). Jiménez-Castillo
and Sanchez-Fernandez (2019) also report that the perceived influence power of digital influencers
not only drives engagement but also enhances both the expected value and the behavioral intention
toward recommended brands.
Thus, customers tend to refer primarily to brands that demonstrate a high level of utility, as they
perceive them as capable of interpreting and communicating relevant information (Taiminen &
Ranaweera, 2019). After all, they represent a saturated and skeptical audience that demands truthful
and impartial information (Hoyo & Molano, 2020). Therefore, relevant and valuable brand content for
current and potential customers on digital platforms can strengthen favorable brand engagement
(Hollebeek & Macky, 2019; Salo, 2017).

Considering these arguments, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H2. Thought Leadership directly and positively influences positive e-WOM behavior.

H3. Thought Leadership directly and positively influences brand advocacy behavior.

2.2.3 Customer Relationship Performance and Word-of-Mouth (e-WOM) Behavior
When a high-performance customer relationship is established, word-of-mouth (WOM) behavior can
be observed in the customer’s willingness to recommend their supplier to other clients (Mohan,
Nyadzayo, & Casidy, 2021; Kikumori & Ishii, 2023). This referral, when spontaneous, is defined as
word-of-mouth (WOM) and represents an individual's favorable (or unfavorable) personal
recommendations to others regarding a company and its products or services (Akbari et al., 2022).
In digital environments, electronic word-of-mouth (e-WOM) can occur on web-based review
platforms, such as discussion forums, boycott websites, and news groups, including any positive or
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negative statements made by potential, current, or former customers about a product or company,
accessible to a broad audience of people and institutions through the Internet (Hennig- Thurau et al.,
2004). This phenomenon has undeniable effects on companies’ financial performance (Rosario, Valck,
& Sotgiu, 2019).

According to Gronroos (2004), committed customers have the potential to promote their supplier by
recommending it through word-of-mouth (WOM), which can be further amplified by the Internet as
a medium for electronic word-of-mouth communication (e-WOM) (Gruen et al., 2006). The latter
author also mentions that knowledge exchange influences customer perceptions of product value and
the likelihood of recommending the product.

The accumulation of interactions and the development of relationships over time increase the
likelihood that customers will engage in spontaneous recommendations. These interaction episodes
form sequences that create deeper connections, resulting in greater customer willingness to promote
the company, either through WOM or e-WOM (Gronroos, 2004).

In the digital marketing context, online consumer reviews (OCRs) have become a crucial tool in
purchase decision-making, as consumers increasingly rely on online customer reviews to obtain
product quality insights (Filieri, 2015). Additionally, Sarmiento Guede, Esteban Curiel, and
Antonovica (2018) observe that in B2B contexts, there is strong evidence that relationship quality,
particularly customer commitment, significantly influences positive e-WOM generation.

Considering these arguments, this study proposes the following hypothesis:

H4. Positive customer relationship performance directly influences positive e-WOM generation.

2.2.4 Brand Advocacy Behavior
In addition to word-of-mouth (WOM), brand advocacy for products and services has played a vital role
in marketing (Jillapalli & Wilcox, 2010). It is defined as the extent to which customers actively
recommend or support a specific brand within a product category (Badrinarayanan & Laverie, 2011).

A brand advocate, in turn, is a highly loyal and engaged customer who spontaneously promotes a
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company or product without receiving financial compensation or special incentives. They share
positive experiences and recommend the brand to colleagues, friends, and online communities,
helping to increase the brand’s influence and reach in an authentic and credible manner (Fuggetta,
2012).
Considering the specific characteristics of relationships in B2B markets, Pai et al. (2015) define brand
advocacy as a behavior in which industrial buyers: intend to try new products launched by the brand,
share positive information about the brand with others, and are resilient to negative information.
According to a study by Wilk, Soutar, and Harrigan (2020), consumer brand loyalty and brand
identification are considered predictors of brand advocacy behavior, directly impacting purchase
intention. Furthermore, they identified a strong reciprocal relationship between brand advocacy and
brand loyalty, a finding not reported in previous studies. Since brand loyalty and consumer
identification are behaviors present in customer relationship management discussions, these
arguments lead us to propose the following hypothesis:

HS. Positive customer relationship performance directly influences brand advocacy behavior.

2.2.5 Theoretical Model
Based on the hypotheses and their supporting arguments, Figure 1 presents the theoretical model to

be tested.
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Figure 1: Theoretical Model

Positive e-WOM

Behavior
APeWOM
Thought Customer
Leadership H1 . Relationship
(Authenticity) Performance
TL CRP
Brand Advocacy
Behavior
ABAB

Source: Prepared by the authors (2024).

3. Methodology

The present study is characterized as a descriptive research. Millner, Robinaugh, and Nock (2020)
mention that research of this type is one of the best ways to inform, assess, and advance a part of a
model, focusing on the precise specification of a relationship within a formal theory. Concurrently,
the approach chosen to measure the study's hypotheses is quantitative, as it seeks to analyze data in
search of trends and relationships between variables (Watson, 2015). Aligned with these choices, the

procedure used for data collection was the survey method (Story & Tait, 2019).

Data were collected using convenience and snowball sampling (Rahi, 2017) from Brazilian companies
engaged in B2B (business-to-business) commercial transactions and with a presence in digital
communication channels. To identify these companies, a survey was conducted on LinkedIn, search
engines, and Instagram. Additionally, for the initially identified contacts, respondents were asked to
refer potential participants among their peers who fit the desired profile. A message was sent to the
representatives of all identified companies (490), from which 106 responses were obtained. Data
collection took place over a period of 60 days, between August and September 2024.

An initial analysis was conducted to confirm whether the responding companies had an active social

media profile, with at least one post in the last six months. The choice of the analyzed posting period
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and selected social networks partially followed the indication of Magno and Cassia (2019), who used
LinkedIn and Facebook, in addition to Twitter. In this study, Twitter (now X) was not used due to
issues the platform was experiencing in Brazil during the research period. This led to the inclusion of
Instagram, whose potential for B2B use is evidenced in studies by Yaghtin et al. (2020) and Moseler
and Mork (2021).

Following this analysis, the final sample consisted of 82 valid cases, representing a response rate of
16.7%. Among them, 1.22% indicated that their companies are smaller than their main competitors,
17.07% are in an intermediate position, comparable to other competitors, 63.41% are among the top
three competitors, and 18.29% are market leaders. Regarding the industry sector, 23.17% of
respondents are in the primary sector, related to agriculture, livestock, and extractivism. The majority,
46.34%, operate in the secondary sector, linked to industry, while 26.83% belong to the tertiary sector,
focused on services, and 3.66% to the tertiary sector related to product trade. Geographically, 1.22%
of respondents are located in the North and another 1.22% in the Northeast. In the Southeast, 6.10%
of participants are located, while the vast majority, 91.46%, are in the South. No respondents were
recorded in the Central-West region. Regarding job positions, 37.80% of respondents are marketing
or commercial managers, 45.12% are business owners, and 17.07% hold other positions with
expertise in digital marketing. The research instrument was a questionnaire. In addition to the
questions that allowed the characterization of the participating companies and respondents, its
structure was originally composed of 15 items arranged on a 7-point Likert scale of agreement. These
items form the Thought Leadership (TL) and Customer Relationship Performance (CRP) constructs,
used by Magno and Cassia (2019), comprising three items in each dimension. The four items used in
the scale to measure online word-of-mouth behavior (APeWOM) were adapted from the study by
Gremler and Gwinner (2000), also used by Lacey and Morgan (2008). Finally, the five items used for
the Brand Advocacy Behavior (ABAB) construct are based on the study by Wilk, Soutar, and
Harrigan (2020).

After translating the questionnaire into Brazilian Portuguese (BR), a pre-test was conducted with five
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marketing managers. During this process, there were comments regarding the comprehension of some
statements, which were adjusted and validated through further contact with the participants of this
stage.

Data analysis was performed using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), with the Robust Diagonally
Weighted Least Squares (RDWLS) estimation method, which is suitable for handling categorical data
and non-normal distributions. This approach allows for robust modeling, providing second-order
corrections for the chi-square test, as described by Asparouhov and Muthén (2010), improving
estimation accuracy and adjusting degrees of freedom to ensure greater rigor in evaluating the
proposed hypotheses. Additionally, the analysis was conducted using the JASP software, which offers
an intuitive interface and real-time results, facilitating the execution of statistical tests and their
formatting for scientific publication (Love et al., 2019).

4. Results

Initially, the theoretical model of the proposed relationships was tested to evaluate the fit indices
based on the required criteria for Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). The analysis technique was
chosen due to its ability to test the relationship between observed and latent variables simultaneously,
allowing for a robust assessment of the relationships proposed in the theoretical model. The analysis
was implemented using the Robust Diagonally Weighted Least Squares (RDWLS) estimation
method, which is appropriate for categorical data (DiStefano & Morgan, 2014; Li, 2015).

The fit indices used were: ¥?, ¥*/df, Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI),
Standardized Root Mean Residual (SRMR), and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA). The y*/df ratio should be <5 or, preferably, < 3; CFI and TLI values should be > 0.90 and,
preferably, above 0.95; RMSEA values should be < 0.08 or, preferably, < 0.06, with a confidence
interval (upper bound) < 0.10 (Brown, 2015).

The initial tests from the Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) indicated the need for adjustments and
the exclusion of two items from the Brand Advocacy Behavior (ABAB) construct, which originally

consisted of five items, leaving only three items in the final model. The new Confirmatory Factor
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Analysis (Table 1) indicated that the model achieved satisfactory fit (Bagozzi & Yi, 2012). In detalil,

v (df=59; p>0.111) was equal to 72.503, with a y?/df ratio of 1.23, which is below the cutoff point

of 5 (Brown, 2015). Additionally, the CFI was 0.99, exceeding the suggested threshold of 0.95

(Brown, 2015). Finally, the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) was 0.053 (Brown,

2015) and the Standardized Root Mean Residual (SRMR) was 0.053, both below the recommended

cutoff point of 0.06 (Brown, 2015).

Table 1 - Theoretical Mediation Model

Factor
Loadi
Construct Item Mean SD . oading
Estima Standa
ted rdized
Thought  Based on the content we share on social media, we believe our company is
Leadership recognized by our audience as:
(Authenticity) TL1 - Our company is recognized as a leading
-TL - authority in matters related to our sector 012 1,629 0.932 0.932
(Cronbach's a: T2 - A trustworthy and top-tier voice (among the
093 mostrelovan) P gMe 5378 1561 0959 0.959
McDonald's o:
0.936) TL3 - A reference in our field of expertise 5561 1.572 0.897 0.897
Customer Regarding our company's use of social media, these strategies:
Relationship CRP1 - Have contributed to improving our
Performance - performance in customer satisfaction 5159 1535 0860 0.860
CRP - CRP2 - Have contributed to improving our
(Cronbach's a: performance in maintaining current customers SA7L 15850959 0.959
0'939;' CRP3 - Have contributed to improving our
MC%OSZISS ©: performance in customer relationship development 5.220 1.466 0.970  0.970
Considering word-of-mouth communication, our customers are:
Electronic APc?WOM} - Willing to encourage others to do 5051 1.164 0995 0.995
Word-of-  business with our company
Mouth - APeWOM?2 - Willing to recommend our company
APeWOM - whenever someone seeks their advice 6.024 111 0.990 0.990
(Cronbach's a: ApeWOM4 - Willing to recommend our company
McDonald's 0: spewom3 - Willing to make an effort to
0.955) recommend our company when our type of 6.098 1.084 0981 0.981
products or services come up in conversation
Brand We have customers in our portfolio who are capable of:
ran .
Advocacy ABABI - Defend our brand if people speak 5956 1522 0949  0.949

negatively about it on social media.
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Behavior- ABAB?2 - Show support for our brand on social
ABAB - media if there are negative public discussions 5.195 1.551 0956 0.956
(Cronbach's a: about it

0.952; ABAB3 - Show support for our brand on social
McDonald's : media if there are negative public discussions 5378 1367 0963 0.963
0.954) about it.

Source: Research data (2024).
The table presents the internal reliability coefficients for the TL, CRP, APeWOM, and ABAB

dimensions, using Cronbach’s alpha and McDonald’s omega. For TL, the Cronbach’s coefficient
(0.934) and McDonald’s coefficient (0.936) indicate excellent internal reliability. In the CRP
dimension, the values are also high, with 0.939 (a) and 0.941 (®). The APeWOM dimension
demonstrates even greater reliability, with an alpha of 0.954 and an omega of 0.955. Finally, ABAB
exhibits high consistency, with 0.952 (a)) and 0.954 (). All coefficients reflect excellent reliability of
the items in measuring the constructs.

The results (Table 2 and Figure 2) indicate that the structural model estimation was valid. The ¥?
value (df = 59, p = 0.111) was 72.503, resulting in a y?*/df ratio of 1.23, which is below the
recommended cutoff of 3, as suggested by Kline (2011), indicating a good model fit. Additionally, the
RMSEA and SRMR indices showed values of 0.053, both below the cutoff point of 0.07, according
to Bagozzi and Yi (2012), reinforcing the quality of the model fit. The CFI reached a value of 0.999,
highlighting the model’s robustness, also in line with the criteria established by Bagozzi and Yi
(2012).

The proposed hypotheses were tested, revealing that the relationship between Thought Leadership
(TL) and Customer Relationship Performance (CRP), which corresponds to Hypothesis 1, is positive
and significant (standardized coefficient = 0.427, p < 0.001), indicating a relevant impact of TL on
CRP. However, the relationship between Thought Leadership (TL) and Positive e-WOM Generation
(APeWOM), which pertains to Hypothesis 2, was not confirmed, as it was not significant
(standardized coefficient = 0.120, p = 0.257), suggesting that in this model, Thought Leadership does
not exert a significant influence on Electronic Word-of-Mouth. Regarding the direct effects,

Hypothesis 3 is confirmed, as Thought Leadership (TL) has a positive and significant influence on
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Brand Advocacy Behavior (ABAB) (standardized coefficient = 0.367, p < 0.001).

Table 2 - Structural Model Hypothesis Test Results

Std.
Effects and model fit S.E. coeff. p
H1 TL — CRP 0.394 0.427 <.001
H2 TL — APeWOM 0.128 0.120 0.257
H3 TL — ABAB 0.374 0.367 <.001
H4 CRP — APeWOM 0.388 0.335 <.001
H5 CRP — ABAB 0.331 0.300 <.001
Model fit
x2 72503, df=59, p:0.111
RMSEA 0.053
SRMR 0.053
CFI 0.999
Source: Research data (2024).
Figure 2: Structural Model.
Positive e-
" apewon
TL1 Thought Customer m
Leadership Relationship m
T2 (Authenticity) Performance
— L CRP [ crP3 |

Brand
Advocacy

Behavior
ABAB

Source: Research data (2024).

*Note: p > 0.005..

Customer Relationship Performance (CRP) has a significant and positive effect on Authentic

Positive e-WOM Behavior (APeWOM) (standardized coefficient = 0.335, p < 0.001) and also

significantly and positively affects Authentic Brand Advocacy Behavior (ABAB) (standardized

coefficient = 0.300, p < 0.001). Overall, the results indicate that Thought Leadership (TL) has a
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significant influence on Customer Relationship Performance (CRP) and Authentic Brand Advocacy
Behavior (ABAB) but not directly on Authentic Positive e-WOM Behavior (APeWOM). However,
Customer Relationship Performance (CRP) proved to be an important mediator, positively impacting
both APeWOM and ABAB. This suggests that strengthening customer relationships can be a key

pathway for companies to indirectly benefit from Thought Leadership, especially in the B2B context.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

5.1 Theoretical Implications
Thought Leadership (TL) has been shown to have a positive and significant effect on Customer
Relationship Performance (CRP). This aligns with research suggesting that TL can increase customer
trust and create positive brand associations, strengthening the relationship between customer and
company. The study by Bradford, Crant, & Phillips (2009), conducted in the B2B sector,
demonstrated how these dynamics influence corporate relationship performance. Similarly, Holliman
& Rowley (2014), in their B2C sector research, highlighted that TL can reinforce the brand-consumer
bond, enhancing relationship performance. Magno and Cassia (2019) indicate that Thought
Leadership on social media also helps improve customer relationships in B2B markets, impacting
brand performance. This demonstrates how Thought Leadership strategies on social media can
increase trust and audience engagement.
Additionally, it was found that Thought Leadership has a significant direct impact on Brand Advocacy
Behavior (ABAB). This finding aligns with the research conducted by Wilk, Soutar, and Harrigan
(2020) in other countries, such as the USA, the UK, and France, as well as Jiménez-Castillo and
Sanchez-Fernandez (2019), who report that the more loyal consumers are to a brand, the more likely
they are to defend it on social media if necessary. While these authors did not study this behavior in
B2B markets, it demonstrates that in this context as well, when consumers perceive a brand as an
authority in its sector, it not only increases their loyalty but also motivates them to defend it, as

mentioned by Barry and Gironda (2017). Therefore, Thought Leadership is an important factor in
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fostering brand advocacy in B2B relationships. Thus, our conclusion is not limited to the Brazilian
context but has broader implications, aligning with international findings and reflecting similar
behaviors.

On the other hand, the direct relationship between Thought Leadership and APeWOM was not
significant. This suggests that Customer Relationship Performance (CRP) plays a crucial role in
generating positive recommendations. In other words, this reinforces the idea that Thought
Leadership, to generate APeWOM, must be supported by strong customer relationships, both in B2C
and B2B contexts (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Gronroos, 2004). Mohan, Nyadzayo, and Casidy
(2021) further emphasize that a solid customer relationship stimulates spontaneous recommendations
and public brand advocacy in B2B relationships.

Aligned with this, Kikumori and Ishii (2023) highlight that electronic word-of-mouth (APeWOM)
can either enhance or harm relationship performance, depending on the conditions in which it is
applied. It is important to mention that their research was also conducted in a B2B context,
emphasizing how APeWOM can have opposing effects, with both positive and negative mechanisms
influencing relationship performance between companies. This occurs in both digital platforms and
personal interactions. The influence of Customer Relationship Performance (CRP) on APeWOM and
ABAB was also confirmed in this study. It is observed that in supplier-customer relationships in B2B
markets, this behavior is also activated, reinforcing these findings.

Considering the described results, it is concluded that Thought Leadership has a significant positive
effect on Customer Relationship Performance (CRP), in addition to encouraging customers to become
brand advocates, which is extremely beneficial for companies. Although the research did not identify
a direct relationship between Thought Leadership and electronic word-of- mouth (APeWOM)), it is
crucial to recognize that a strong customer relationship is the foundation for generating positive
recommendations. Customer engagement and satisfaction are essential for them to promote the brand

spontaneously and authentically.
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6. Managerial Implications

The results of this study provide managers with solid evidence of the effectiveness of the Thought
Leadership (TL) strategy in strengthening customer relationships. Thought Leadership plays a crucial
role in building trust, increasing the perception of the company’s authority in the sector. This, in turn,
strengthens the bond between the company and its customers, generating greater loyalty and
engagement (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). Companies that promote Thought Leadership are more
likely to be perceived as trustworthy and respected, which significantly contributes to customer
retention and the construction of a solid reputation (Taiminen & Ranaweera, 2019).

To promote Thought Leadership, companies must first identify relevant and useful topics for their
target audience, which may include both current and potential customers, as well as decision-making
team members within client organizations (Hollebeek & Macky, 2019; Salo, 2017). Subsequently, it
is essential to develop and implement effective digital content, adopting a problem-solving approach
and demonstrating a willingness to share valuable knowledge that helps customers make informed
decisions. While it is important to associate the brand with the shared content, an immediate return
should not be expected. Thought Leadership, like corporate social capital, takes time to build and
should be viewed as a long-term investment (Magno & Cassia, 2019).

Thus, Thought Leadership must be planned as a continuous strategy, which begins with acquiring
essential capabilities and involves the ongoing development and distribution of relevant content. In
general, the pursuit of innovative leadership should be seen as a continuous process of strategic
positioning, both on social media and within the professional circles of the industry in which the
company operates (Young, 2013). By achieving high customer relationship performance (CRP),
positive word-of-mouth (APeWOM) behavior can be observed, reflected in the customer’s

willingness to recommend their supplier to others (Mohan, Nyadzayo, & Casidy, 2021).

7. Limitations and Suggestions for Future Studies

Despite the significant results, this research presents a limitation that should be acknowledged. The
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data collection method used was convenience sampling, which may have limited the
representativeness of the respondents. Non-probabilistic sampling may not adequately reflect the
diversity of companies operating in the B2B context. Additionally, we encountered challenges in
engaging respondents. The survey was sent to 490 companies, but only 82 responses were valid. Even
though the measurement model was confirmed, this low response rate may also affect the
generalization of the results, highlighting another limitation of the study.

Although this study provided significant evidence on the influence of Thought Leadership (TL) on
Brand Advocacy Behavior (ABAB), it is essential to identify opportunities for future research. Given
the rapid advancement of artificial intelligence technologies and their capacity to transform the
consumer experience (Peltier, Dahl, & Schibrowsky, 2023), future studies could investigate how the
implementation of Al tools may amplify or modify the effects of Thought Leadership and Brand

Advocacy Behavior.

Furthermore, conducting a longitudinal study, tracking changes in customer relationship performance
(CRP) and brand advocacy behavior (ABAB) over time, would allow for a deeper understanding of
the evolution of these variables in response to changes in Thought Leadership strategies. Additionally,
future studies could explore a comparison between companies of different sizes and sectors. This
would provide a broader understanding of the effectiveness of Thought Leadership across various
organizational contexts, generating more robust and applicable insights for a wider range of industries
and markets.
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Abstract
The aim of this work is to provide a state-of-the-art review, as of 2025, of the scientific literature on the
relationship between the management of corporate art assets and ESG (Environmental, Social, and
Governance) practices. The focus is on capabilities that integrate business practices for the exploration
and exploitation of art assets within organizations (e.g., corporate art collections or corporate
museums) as a marketing driver for environmental and social sustainability. According to our review
based on a collection of 120 scientific articles, of which
33 were selected for in-depth analysis, the dominant perspectives highlight strategic motivations
(Bargenda, 2020; Behnke, 2007) and philanthropic connections (Hoeken & Ruikes, 2005). The
analysis reveals significant research gaps in the field, including the absence of a widely accepted

definition of “corporate art assets” and the lack of a comprehensive framework for measuring
the sustainability impact of cultural initiatives.

1. Introduction
In recent years, companies across a wide range of sectors — fashion, design, automotive, machineries,
finance, etc. - have demonstrated an increasing interest in investing in art assets, such as corporate

collections, commissioned artworks, and the establishment of corporate museums.

These investments are often positioned as tools for enhancing corporate identity, fostering
stakeholder engagement, and aligning brand narratives with broader cultural and societal values. It’s
well established in scientific literature how art assets - by their nature - offer unique opportunities to
communicate intangible aspects of an organization’s mission, vision, and values, serving as a

marketing tool to bridge between corporate strategy and public perception.

Surprisingly there is still little awareness about the significant impact that art assets could have as
marketing drivers of sustainability — both environmental and social, both among academic
researchers and practitioners. For instance, corporate art collections or museums could serve as
powerful tools to promote environmental consciousness by displaying art that addresses ecological

challenges or by adopting sustainable practices in the management and display of these assets.
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Similarly, art assets have immense potential to foster social sustainability by encouraging cultural

inclusion, preserving local heritage, and supporting artistic communities and / or local values.

In such a context, a critical challenge persists: the lack of specific managerial competencies to oversee
the strategic integration of these art assets within organizations, to fully explore the above-mentioned
potential. Many companies struggle to move beyond the symbolic / reputational use of these
resources, failing to harness their full potential as drivers of innovation and more. Furthermore, the
absence of standardized methodologies for evaluating the tangible and intangible outcomes of
investments in art assets limits — first - the ability of organizations to justify or optimize these

initiatives, and - second — the opportunity to make them as a “strategic factor of success”.

Despite these possibilities, the lack of structured frameworks and metrics to evaluate the contribution
of art assets to sustainability goals has hindered their strategic integration into management practices.
This gap highlights the need for interdisciplinary research and dialogue between the academic world
and industry stakeholders to fully explore and unlock the potential of art assets in driving sustainable

development.

Given this background, the aim of this work is to provide a state-of-the-art review, as of 2025, of the
scientific literature on the relationship between the management of corporate art assets and ESG

(Environmental, Social, and Governance) practices.

The focus is above all on managerial capabilities that integrate practices for the exploration and
exploitation of art assets within organizations (e.g., corporate art collections or corporate museums)
as a marketing driver for environmental and social sustainability. The analysis is based on a in depth

literature review, identified through rigorous selection and classification criteria.

The findings of our study highlight both anticipated outcomes and surprising insights that contribute
to a more nuanced understanding of the subject. On one hand, as expected, the literature underscores
dominant perspectives that emphasize strategic motivations behind investments in art assets, such as
enhancing brand identity, fostering stakeholder engagement, and strengthening corporate image
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(Bargenda, 2020; Behnke, 2007). On the other hand, philanthropic connections emerge as another
central theme, with art-related initiatives often positioned as tools for demonstrating corporate social
responsibility and contributing to broader societal welfare (Hoeken & Ruikes, 2005). These
motivations suggest a dual function of art assets, serving both as a marketing instrument for achieving

business objectives and as a means of fulfilling moral or cultural obligations.

At the same time, our review also reveals significant research gaps that warrant attention. A key issue
is the absence of a widely accepted definition of "corporate art assets," which creates ambiguity in the
scope and boundaries of the field. Without a clear conceptual framework, it becomes challenging to
compare studies, generalize findings, or establish a consistent body of knowledge. Additionally, there
is a notable lack of a comprehensive methodology for assessing and measuring the sustainability
impact of cultural initiatives. While many studies highlight the potential of art assets to contribute to
environmental and social goals, few provide concrete metrics or frameworks for assessing their
effectiveness in this regard. Addressing these gaps is crucial for advancing the field and enabling both
academics and practitioners to unlock the full potential of art assets as marketing drivers of
sustainability.
2. On the concept of “Corporate Art Assets”, and why they are strategic

First, it is essential to establish a clear definition of what we mean by "corporate art assets". Much
research has been devoted to corporate art collections, the motivations for collecting art and their role
as a strategic asset (Bargenda, 2020; Behnke, 2007; Williams & Biggemann, 2023). Motivations
related to Philanthropic practices and art sponsorship have also been explored (Hoeken & Ruikes,

2005; Kottasz et al., 2007; Leclair & Gordon, 2000).

However, in the extant literature, we do not identify a consolidated or widely shared definition. This
lack poses challenges for advancing both academic research and practical applications, as it limits the

ability to create standardized frameworks for analysis or comparison across different contexts.

Corporations began collecting art especially in the 1930s, primarily to decorate company buildings
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when they opened new branches or relocated. In less than fifty years the value of firm’s collections

has grown to as much as $15 million (Yoon & Shin, 2014).

The 1980s saw a remarkable increase in the corporate involvements into contemporary culture,
especially in Great Britain and America during the Thatcher and Regan years, as a direct effect of their
policies aimed at promoting private sponsorship over public funding for the arts (Wu, 2003). During
these years, the number of corporate art collections grew substantially (Wu, 2003), with an increase
of 50% compared to the previous decade (Waxman, 1989). Corporations began to replace the roles
that were once interpreted by public art museums, organising and exhibiting their collections both
domestically and internationally (Wu, 2003). Moreover, they started integrating art galleries within
their corporate spaces or hosted branches of public museums. The involvement in contemporary art
was also expressed through the establishment of contemporary art awards, which allowed corporations
to increase their cultural visibility and influence (Wu, 2003). Many corporate collections have later
evolved into corporate museums (Bonti, 2014). These are also valuable strategic assets that provide

management with an additional marketing tool (Gilodi, 2002).

Differently from corporate art collections, which are tangible asset that companies can anticipate to
increase in their value in a secondary market, art sponsorship and philanthropic practices can bring
to the company intangible benefits such as brand promotion or advertising (Lindenberg &

Oosterlinck, 2011).

According to Williams and Biggemann (2023), research into the motivations for corporate art
collecting started in the 1990s focusing primarily on the impact of corporate art collecting on the
development and maintenance of corporate identity (Williams & Biggemann, 2023). The authors
have provided a comprehensive summary of these motivations, presented in Figures 1 and 2, which
is particularly relevant as it encompasses key studies on corporate art collecting since around the
1990s. Their work builds on the seminal study by Kottasz et al. (2008), which surveyed 181 companies

in nine countries, making it one of the most comprehensive examinations of corporate art collecting
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motivations.

An organization’s corporate identity is composed by its culture and values and can be reflected
visually with symbols such as names, logos and colours schemes (Melewar & Saunders, 1999).
Therefore, the visual identity of a company can be reflected through their corporate art collections
(Kottasz et al., 2008). Empirical evidence on the fact that corporate art collections can be used as a
symbol to project a particular corporate identity was provided by Hoeken & Ruikes (2005) with an
experiment involving 46 participants and 5 banks in the Netherlands. Participants rated artworks that
were identified as “aligned” with a company's identity higher than artworks that were “irrelevant” or
“not aligned” (Hoeken & Ruikes, 2005), thus proving that, like logos and other visual identity tools,
art can be strategic in projecting a particular company's personality and culture. Moreover,

communication has a crucial role in how

organisations want to project and build their image. Everything that a company does, whether it's a
written message, a spoken statement or a visual element is a form of communication that shapes how
a company is perceived. These diverse ways in which a company communicates can be grouped into
marketing communication, corporate communication, signage and the decoration of the work
environment (van Riel, 1995) and corporate art can be integrated into all these aspects (Kottasz et al.,

2008).

In 1990 Martorella’s study, one of the first extensive studies on corporate art collecting, reported that
the main reasons for companies to collect art were to improve public relations and image-making. She
noted that “Most companies agree that if “quality” art is collected, they become identified as “quality”
companies” (Martorella, 1990, p.29). From this study several other authors have contributed to give
empirical support for the idea that corporate art collections play an important role in role in creating,
developing and maintaining corporate identity (Williams & Biggemann, 2023) and enhancing their

marketing communication efforts (Kottasz et al., 2007, 2008).

Kottasz et al. (2008) conducted one of the most extensive studies, surveying 181 companies, 61% of
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which were based in North America and 36% in 8 other countries, and provided strong evidence of
the various motivations for companies to collect art (Kottasz et al., 2008). In terms of importance, the
most highly ranked roles of corporate art collections were associated with external communications
such as image building, impressing clients, communicating and symbolising a company’s core values,
while the role of presenting the company as a cultured organisation was considered less important by
the respondents with a mean score of 2.2 out of 5 (Kottasz et al., 2008). These findings suggest that
corporate art collections are mainly used and perceived by companies as a marketing communication
instrument to project their corporate identity and core values both internally to employees and
externally (Kottasz et al., 2008). The results are in line with a previous case study conducted by
Kottasz et al. a year earlier, in which 14 senior executives of Deutsche Bank (which, as mentioned,
has the world's largest corporate art collection) were interviewed about the motivations for corporate
art collecting and its relevance for the company. The topic most frequently discussed by respondents
across multiple organisational levels, not just marketing managers, was the marketing implications
of the art collection and the use of the collection to develop corporate identity (Kottasz et al., 2007).
Regarding the latter, one senior manager reported that the collection represented how the bank wanted
to be seen. In addition, the collection was seen as a valuable marketing tool with three functions: to
enhance the experience of existing customers, to attract new customers and to impress new graduates

considering a career in the bank (Kottasz et al., 2007).

Focusing more on Europe an important contribution to research in this area was made by Lindenberg
and Oosterlinck (2011). The authors conduct a qualitative study on 10 banks in Belgium and the
results show that in 8 of the 10 banks, interviews with curators or managers of the collection indicated
that the corporate art collection serves as a communication channel to promote a certain corporate
image to clients, employees and to the public (Lindenberg & Oosterlinck, 2011). In addition, the
study by Williams & Biggemann (2023) extends the findings on the motivation for corporate art
collection, by focusing on the content of the collection. They highlight that the content of the

corporate collection can be used strategically to project a certain type of corporate identity (Williams
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& Biggemann, 2023) (in line with Hoeken & Ruikes, (2005)), to differentiate the company from
competitors and to engage stakeholders (Williams & Biggemann, 2023). According to Martorella
(1990), the contents of the corporate art collection of the companies focus of her study were “as
diverse as the management styles and the corporate cultures” (Martorella, 1990 p.49). Furthermore,
one of the Deutsche Bank professionals interviewed by Kottasz et al. (2007) stated that the bank's
support of contemporary art is useful in defining the organisation as “being about new products, new

business, moving forward, young people, creativity and being where it’s at.” (Kottasz et al., 2007).

Williams & Biggemann (2023) conducted five interviews with three Australian organisations and
found that Aboriginal art was used by these companies to communicate their Australian identity. In
particular, the inclusion of Aboriginal art played an important role in differentiating these companies
from competitors when entering international markets (Williams & Biggemann, 2023). This suggests
that the symbolic role of artworks in communicating corporate identity should not be underestimated
and that companies that invest a lot of money in the developing logos and uniforms and less on the
curation of corporate art should be mindful and consider the fact that art is an asset that can be as

significant as other visual identity tool (Hoeken & Ruikes, 2005; Williams & Biggemann, 2023).

A point that has not been discussed so far is that the communication strategy related to a corporate
art collection depends on the company’s motivation for collecting it. In fact, Lindenberg &
Oosterlinck (2011) argue that if a corporate art collection is used as a branding tool to enhance the
corporate image, it will be necessary to make additional investments in promoting and exhibiting the

collection in order to increase the return on their art activities (Lindenberg & Oosterlinck, 2011).

Art is also a financial asset for companies. There are several factors that make it an appealing
investment, including the weak correlation with the equities market, a favourable risk-to-reward ration
and a seemingly unpredictable price appreciation (Mamarbachi et al., 2011). One argument that
strengthens the idea that corporations buy art also for financial purposes is the preference for

contemporary art as opposed to classical art. Martorella, 1990 reports that among all the companies
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surveyed, 70 percent included contemporary art in their collection (Martorella, 1990). Contemporary
art tends to be modestly priced and has great potential for appreciation (Kottasz et al., 2008;
Mamarbachi et al., 2011). Consequently, companies that collect artworks may have purchased it for
this purpose and for the incentives associated with it. In 1951 Neiman Marcus commissioned an
Alexander Calder piece for $2.500 that, 50 years later, was values $175.000. Similarly, A David Smith
sculpture commissioned for the National Bank of Chicago that cost $30.000 and was valued $250.000
in 1990 (Martorella, 1990). In addition, the tax breaks offered to US companies in the 1980s may have
encouraged companies to establish corporate art collections (Wu, 2003). The same was true in France,
where significant tax benefits were offered to companies that purchased and displayed works of art.
In France, the tax law allowed companies to deduct the value of donated works of art from their taxes.
This only applied to donations made within 10 years of the purchase of the artwork and if the artworks
met the quality standards of national museums (Kottasz et al., 2008). But despite these financial
advantages, there is little evidence in the literature that suggests financial investment as a motivation

for developing a collection (Kottasz et al., 2007).

In their study, Lindenberg and Oosterlinck (2011) reported that investment was only mentioned by one
of the professionals from AXA Belgium, who confirmed that the collection served as a financial asset
for the company to diversify its investments. For the other banks part of the study, the acquisition
strategy did not indicate that the company intended to speculate on it. This was also evidenced by the
fact that the works of art were entered in the balance sheet as fixed assets, indicating the intention to
keep them in the long term (Lindenberg & Oosterlinck, 2011). On the same note, Williams and
Biggemann (2023) in their survey of Australian companies report that the professionals perceived the
association of the art collection with its monetary value as conveying negative signals (Williams &
Biggemann, 2023). These findings are consistent with the previous research. Wu (2003) found that
of the 72 North American companies included in his study, none reported that the financial aspect
was important in starting to collect art (Wu, 2003). Kottasz (2008) reports that the motivations for

collecting based on the potential to provide good financial return and attract tax relief were ranked
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the lowest, at 10th place (with a mean score of 2.45 out of 5) and 12th place (with a mean score of

2.15), respectively.

Despite companies rarely admit to purchasing art for financial reasons, this factor cannot be ignored
in practice as financial sustainability remains a priority for any company. From a shareholder’s
perspective, the art owned by a company is just another asset, similar to any other corporate asset, so
whether or not the art contributes to enhancing the firm’s image the main goal is to maximize the
company’s value (Salzmann et al., 2012), Therefore, even if companies prefer not to discuss about art
as a financial asset, they still need to justify these purchases. Justifications such as the benefits to
employees or the local community and the goodwill created by supporting local artists, have generally
been acceptable ways to counterbalance the monetary aspect (Martorella, 1990). In light of what has
previously been discussed it is evident that companies primarily emphasise the role of corporate art
collections primarily as an asset to be used for cultural, social or image- related activities. However,
financial pragmatism must also be taken into account, as both factors are essential but often

understated in official narratives.

To sum up, based on our review and synthesis of prior studies on the subject, we define corporate art
assets as “tangible and intangible artistic and cultural resources owned, commissioned, or curated by
companies - not necessarily operating in a cultural sector -, which are strategically integrated into their
organizational frameworks”. These assets may include, but are not limited to, corporate art collections,
commissioned artworks, cultural initiatives, and corporate museums. Their purpose extends beyond
decorative or symbolic value, serving instead as tools for achieving broader corporate objectives,
such as enhancing brand identity (Bargenda, 2020), fostering stakeholder engagement (Hoeken &
Ruikes, 2005), and promoting environmental and social sustainability (Behnke, 2007), as well as
financial returns. This framework emphasizes the multifaceted nature of corporate art assets, which
function not only as aesthetic elements but also as strategic resources capable of driving innovation,

fostering cultural inclusion, and contributing to sustainable development.
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3. The art of managing art
The management of corporate art assets, particularly in terms of their governance and impact
reporting, is not straightforward. The complexity is sometimes exacerbated by operating in sectors
far removed from the cultural sphere. By contrast, when operating within the cultural domain, there
is often an excessive emphasis on the intrinsic value of the assets themselves, then leads to a kind of
unconscious myopia, overlooking the potential strategic value these assets could bring to the company

as a whole.

According to our literature review, we identify four key management areas for the art asset
management: governance (a), initiative design and operating (b), communication stakeholders

engagement (c), measurement / reporting (d).

First, governance of corporate art assets (a) represents a critical dimension. It requires a clear
allocation of responsibilities, robust oversight mechanisms, and alignment with corporate objectives.
The choice of the governance structure often determines the strategic and operational effectiveness
of these assets. Sometime, art assets are managed through dedicated departments or offices within the
company (e.g., often under the corporate communications or marketing divisions). This internal
governance model facilitates closer integration of the assets with the company's branding and public
relations strategies. However, such structures may face limitations in terms of autonomy and
specialized expertise, which can hinder the full realization of the assets' potential. Alternatively, often
companies establish external foundations to manage their art assets and cultural initiatives. These
foundations, often legally distinct but closely affiliated with the company, offer several advantages.
They provide greater autonomy, enabling a more focused and professional approach to the acquisition,
preservation, and promotion of art, as well as a “sense” of independency from the company’s core
business. Indeed, foundations enhance credibility and public trust, positioning the company as a patron

of the arts while maintaining a degree of separation from commercial activities. For example,
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foundations often facilitate collaborations with cultural institutions and serve as vehicles for
philanthropic initiatives, thus reinforcing the company’s corporate social responsibility (CSR)
objectives. The decision to manage corporate art assets internally or through an external foundation
has significant implications for their governance. While internal structures allow for direct alignment
with corporate goals, external foundations may enable a broader societal impact and greater alignment
with cultural and philanthropic missions. As such, organizations must carefully assess their strategic
priorities, resource availability, and long-term objectives to determine the most effective governance
model for their art assets. Future research could further explore the comparative advantages of these

governance structures and their implications for sustainability and cultural impact.

A second key management practices is — of course — the design and the operating of cultural
initiatives, that is the most frequent argument over our review. At the core of this effort is often the
valorisation of corporate heritage and history, which serves as a foundation for meaningful cultural

programs and initiatives.

So that the process of designing cultural initiatives may begin with a deep understanding of the
organization’s history, values, and legacy. Companies can leverage their heritage to craft narratives
that resonate with internal and external stakeholders. Over time, such initiatives can evolve into larger
projects, including the establishment of corporate museums, which serve as enduring platforms to
share the company’s story with a broader audience. Operationalizing these initiatives requires an
interdisciplinary approach that combines strategic planning with cultural expertise. Companies must
allocate resources to curate and preserve historical artifacts, documents, or art collections while also
developing engaging storytelling frameworks. Partnerships with cultural institutions and experts can
further enhance the credibility and impact of these efforts. In such a context, our literature review
highlights a growing attention on digital applications and solution, such as virtual exhibits or
interactive archives can extend the reach of these initiatives beyond physical boundaries, increasing

accessibility and engagement. Future research should focus on developing frameworks for evaluating
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the impact of corporate heritage initiatives, particularly in sectors where such efforts are less intuitive,

to maximize their strategic value and sustainability.

Our literature review reveals a third key management area for corporate art assets, that is undoubtedly
“communication and stakeholder engagement” (c). It ensures that these cultural resources serve both
organizational objectives and broader societal interests. The strategic use of communication
frameworks enables companies to align their art-related initiatives with the expectations and values
of diverse stakeholders, including employees, customers, investors, and the public. Art assets, such as
corporate collections or museums, possess a unique ability to convey narratives that reflect an
organization's heritage, vision, and commitment to social responsibility. Stakeholder engagement in
this context requires a king of “multidimensional management”. Internally, employees can be
engaged through initiatives that integrate art into the workplace, fostering creativity, collaboration,
and a sense of shared cultural identity. Externally, targeted communication strategies can amplify the
impact of art assets, positioning the company as a cultural leader and enhancing its reputation.
Literature also stresses the fact the effectiveness of communication and engagement efforts depends
on the development of clear metrics to evaluate their impact. Organizations must establish frameworks
to measure how art asset management contributes to key performance indicators, such as brand equity,
employee satisfaction, and social responsibility outcomes. Research in this area could provide
valuable insights into best practices and innovative approaches for maximizing the strategic value of

art assets through stakeholder engagement.

In conclusion of this overview of the most explored managerial practices in literature on corporate art
assets, the fourth area “measurement and reporting” (d) deserves special attention. This domain
emerges as a critical focal point, often emphasized as essential and inherently connected to the other
areas discussed. However, despite its recognized importance, there is a notable lack of studies that
delve into the specifics of how to effectively measure and report on art assets. This is particularly

evident when considering a comprehensive approach that integrates economic-financial,
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environmental, and social sustainability dimensions. Given this significant gap in literature, a
dedicated analysis of this topic is presented in the following section to provide a more in-depth

exploration and practical insights.

4. Art Assets as a marketing driver of sustainability

Environmental and social sustainability is considered one of the megatrends of our time, as it is
closely linked to the difficult task of balancing current levels of consumption with the availability of
a limited number of resources (Derqui, 2020). Due to its relevance and the undeniable effects of
global warming, sustainability is seen as a challenge that must be addressed in a short period of time
and has therefore increasingly gained a place on the corporate agenda (Schrettle et al., 2014).
Sustainability has thus become a ubiquitous issue, affecting all industries and sectors of the economy.
In fact, in recent years there has been a significant increase in studies on topics such as sustainable
development, corporate sustainability and sustainability in general (Meseguer-Sanchez et al., 2021;
Pazienza et al., 2022). Due to this massive proliferation of studies, it is important to clarify that
the terms corporate social responsibility, corporate sustainability and sustainable development are
often used as synonyms (Derqui, 2020), since in recent years the meaning of all these terms has
converged to refer to three main dimensions: environmental, social and economic (Pazienza et al.,
2022). Given this picture, it has therefore become essential to measure the environmental and social
performance of companies, for example in terms of carbon and water footprints. For this purpose,
financial metrics are not sufficient and new metrics need to be developed to measure environmental
and social impacts (Mohrman & Lawler, 2014). Sustainability reporting has been developed with this
aim in mind and has evolved to be more holistic and cover many dimensions (Derqui, 2020). Although
many different reporting frameworks have been developed in recent years, it is still a contemporary
issue and a difficult task where companies have developed their own methodologies to provide

stakeholders with the broadest possible view (Derqui, 2020; Mohrman & Lawler, 2014).
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Several studies highlight the potential of corporate art assets as strategic marketing drivers of
environmental and social sustainability. From an environmental perspective, the contribution of
cultural initiatives and the promotion of art assets by companies could be relevant. First and foremost,
they hold significant educational value. For instance, art initiatives for schools can raise awareness
about environmental challenges by commissioning works that address climate change, biodiversity
loss, or the importance of sustainability. These initiatives can serve as powerful tools for fostering
environmental consciousness among employees, clients, and the broader public. Additionally,
companies can implement sustainable practices in the management of their art assets, such as adopting
eco-friendly materials, minimizing energy use in exhibitions, and promoting digital accessibility to

reduce the carbon footprint associated with physical attendance at cultural events.

However, it is particularly in the field of social sustainability that corporate art assets demonstrate
extraordinary potential, both internally (employees) and externally (e.g. customers and local

community).

Evidence on the fact that workplace design could have a significant impact on productivity and job
satisfaction began to emerge in the mid-1980s (Brill, 1985 as cited in Williams & Biggemann, 2023).
Furthermore, art has been shown to shape behaviours and perceptions, especially when placed in
symbolic spaces like boardrooms (Betts, 2006). In line with this, other stated reasons for companies
to collect art are related to improving the quality of the work environment (Kottasz et al., 2007, 2008;
Wu, 2003) or benefiting employees by providing an aesthetically sophisticated environment that
promotes productivity, intellectual stimulation, and relationship building (Martorella, 1990).
Moreover, as mentioned by many art consultants interviewed by Martorella (1990), art helps to create
a prestigious atmosphere in the workplace, which can help to attract highly qualified employees

(Martorella, 1990).

In the study conducted by Lindenberg & Oosterlinck (2011), eight out of ten of the Belgian financial

institutions included in the study were found to utilise artworks for the purpose of improving the
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workplace environment, promoting a sense of well-being and stimulating the senses. The cultural and
intellectual education of employees was also identified as an important factor in the exhibition of
artworks in the workplace, with the belief that it can foster open- mindedness and creativity. For
example, AXA and National Bank of Belgium specified that they would favour the purchase of
artworks that elicit positive sensations with the aim to create a nice working environment (Lindenberg
& Oosterlinck, 2011). Similarly, in a small-scale study conducted by Hoeken and Kuijpers (2002),
seven Dutch companies that owned corporate art collections were interviewed. In the majority of these
companies, their corporate art collection is utilised with the objective to motivate employees,
provoking them and broadening their horizons. To achieve this, some companies have established a
committee whose aim is to determine which artworks should be purchased (Hoeken & Kuijpers,
2002). Other researchers have observed that companies with corporate art collections offer art lectures
as a form of corporate benefit (Martorella, 1990). It is, however, important to note that not all
employees respond positively to the presence of artworks in the workplace. Wu (2003) revealed that
despite the enthusiasm of senior managers for corporate art collections, some employees felt
indifferent about the artworks at work, while others found certain pieces to be confusing or
confronting (Wu, 2003; Martorella, 1990). Regarding the role of the artworks as confronting,
Williams & Biggemann (2023) indicate that the curators and senior managers of several firms
interviewed considered this aspect of the art to be crucial in stimulating creativity among employees.
Furthermore, in the interviews conducted with two of the three Australian organisations, Aboriginal
art was presented and employed to communicate a specific political stance to employees and partners,
as well as to challenge existing beliefs and reinforce a particular point of view (Williams &
Biggemann, 2023). This approach is consistent with the arguments put forth by Hoeken and Ruikes
(2005) that certain styles of contemporary art can influence workplace dynamics, attitudes, and

behaviours (Hoeken & Ruikes, 2005).

Another reason for corporate art collecting related to the employee and work environment that was

previously mentioned is that it can be a powerful tool for communicating a company’s core values to
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its employees and enhancing the internal communication of the firm (Kottasz et al., 2007, 2008).
According to Williams and Biggemann (2023) all of the respondents indicated that the most important
role of a corporate art collection was to strengthen the identity of the company among its employees.
Thereby, contributing to the firm’s internal culture by creating a unified ethos within the organization
(Kottasz et al., 2008) and symbolizing its values (Williams & Biggemann, 2023). In this regard,
Kottazs et al. (2008), found that companies with strong core values are more likely to utilise their
corporate art collections to symbolize and communicate these values, shaping employee attitudes in
specific directions (Kottasz et al., 2008). Furthermore, corporate art collections also contribute to
corporate hospitality activities and their efforts to improve the work environment for employees

(Kottasz et al., 2008).

Up to now the emphasis has been on the motivations behind corporate art collections in relation to
influencing employees and the work environment. Nevertheless, there is a notable absence of research
examining the impact of artwork in corporate buildings on the experiences and perceptions of
employees and board members in the workplace. The exploratory study conducted by Smiraglia, 2014
aims to fill this gap. The interviews with 19 employees of an Australian organisation indicated five
main ways in which interaction with the presence of art in the workplace had an effect on them. First
of all, the art promoted social interactions, which was the most discussed topics by participants.
Secondly, the participants felt that art enhanced their workplace environment. Thirdly, the art elicited

emotional response, facilitated personal connections and fostered learning (Smiraglia, 2014).

Scientific literature also highlights the relationship between art assets and “corporate social
responsibility”. The latter refers to the idea that businesses have obligations that go beyond the ones
to their owners or shareholders, and that extend to society. In this regards, Hoeken and Ruikes (2005)
state that one of the motivations that leads companies in the development of a corporate art collection
could be attributed to corporate social responsibility and the need of firms to project a positive image
(Hoeken & Ruikes, 2005). In addition to improving the public image of a corporation, art collections

reflect the philanthropic commitment of a firm in several ways: first, by supporting emerging artists in
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finding an audience for their work that they might otherwise struggle to find. Secondly, through
exhibitions or loans to museums, a company provides the public the opportunity to enjoy these
collections (Hoeken & Ruikes, 2005). In doing so, a company demonstrates that it is giving back to
society in a way that doesn’t necessarily involve with direct economic benefits (Kottasz et al., 2008).
For example, Lindenberg and Oosterlinck (2011) report that some financial institutions in Belgium,
such as Cera, the National Bank of Belgium, Fortis, and Ethias, only purchase artworks made by young,
emerging artists from the country to promote national creativity, while companies such as ING and
Deutsche Bank also support emerging artists within and outside the country (Lindenberg &
Oosterlinck, 2011). On the same note, Williams and Biggemann (2023) state that for all three
companies that were the focus of the study, a key motivation for collecting art was philanthropy,

especially supporting emerging artists (Williams & Biggemann, 2023).

The concept of legitimacy, defined as “a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an
entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values,
beliefs, and definitions” (Suchman, 1995, p.574) can be seen to have close ties with the practice of
utilizing corporate art collections as a form of philanthropy. Supporting the arts has traditionally been
viewed as a desirable corporate behaviour, with firms seeking to enhance their legitimacy through
philanthropic activities such as supporting art education programs, museums, sponsoring cultural
events and exhibitions and the utilization of their collections to communicate their fair behaviour and,
as a consequence, increase their public image (Yoon & Shin, 2014). In their study Yoon & Shin
(2014) explore the assumption that comes from the institutional theory, according to which companies
that are actively responding to institutional pressure to support the arts tend to have larger art
collections as opposed to firms that are less active in this regard. Their study confirms this hypothesis,
showing a positive correlation between companies active in support programs and the size of the art
collection (Yoon & Shin, 2014). Similarly, Lindenberg & Oosterlinck (2011) categorize the banks
that demonstrate a strong commitment to society as the “socially responsible”. These organizations

support artists that need financial support by buying their artworks and engage in several social and
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cultural events that involve the transparent collaboration of their artists. For example, companies such
as Cera and Ethias demonstrate their commitment to society through engagement in a range of cultural
activities, including internal exhibitions designed to enhance the visibility of their artists among the

banks' clientele, as well as the creation of art publications.

Through the curation of corporate art collections, firms engage in a sophisticated form of Corporate
social responsibility that goes beyond the mere decoration of their corporate offices. By supporting
artists, lending artworks to museums and public institutions, and actively promoting artistic events,
corporations demonstrate their commitment to societal welfare and cultural enrichment. This
approach contributes to enhancing the public image of the company involved in these activities, whilst
simultaneously solidifying its legitimacy and reputation, positioning them as responsible and
culturally aware entities in the eyes of their stakeholders (Bargenda, 2020; Kottasz et al., 2008). Thus,
corporate art collecting is a strategic marketing tool for companies that want to connect business

objectives with an authentic commitment to social responsibility.

5. Measuring to Govern: A Map of KPIs for Assessing the Impact of Art and Culture

According to our analysis, so far, the scientific literature underscores the critical importance of
measuring the impact of corporate art assets in terms of sustainability / ESG (Environmental, Social,
and Governance) goals. Numerous studies advocate for the integration of art assets into corporate
sustainability strategies, highlighting their potential to drive environmental and social value. However,
a significant gap persists in the practical methodologies for assessing such impacts. While the
theoretical importance of these measurements is well established, there is a striking scarcity of
research offering concrete frameworks or detailed guidance on how to effectively quantify these

phenomena.

Table 1 presents a summary of the few relevant indicators we noticed identified in the literature. These

indicators, while valuable, represent only a fragmented understanding of the broader potential impact,
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underscoring the need for further empirical and conceptual work in this domain.

Table 1. Measuring sustainability impact of art assets: outcomes from a literature review

Sustainability Impacts of Corporate art assets| References KPI(s) KPI
dimension References
Economic Act as a source of Bargenda, 2019; - -
Sustainability competitive advantage by Williams &
creating market Biggemann, 2023;
differentiation Riviezzo et al.,
2022; Kottasz et al.
2008
Attracts new clients Bargenda, 2019; - -
Kottasz et al., 2008
Enhance reputational capital Bargenda, 2019 - -
Improve client retention Kottasz et al., 2008 - -
Help attract highly qualified Martorella, 1990 - -
employees
Potential appreciation in Kottasz et al., 2008 - -
asset value over time
Provide access to tax relief orf Wu, 2003; Kottasz Yearly percentage of| Carloni etal.,
other fiscal incentives for art{ etal., 2008; Carloni et| tax relief due to 2023
related investments al., 2023 investment in
artwork
Generates self-financing income | Carlonietal., 2023 | Total yearly funds | Carlonietal.,
(related to corporate museums) from private actors; | 2023
Total yearly funds
from public and
external initiatives;
Yearly sales from
educational
laboratories and
workshops;
Yearly revenue from
hiring out the
museum locations;
Yearly bookshop
sales;
Yearly ticket sales
Social Sustainability | Provide access to art and culture | Bargenda, 2019; - -
(internal) (e.g., through exhibitions, loans | Hoeken & Ruikes,
to museums) 2005
Strengthen community ties (e.g., | Bargenda, 2019; - -
engaging in cultural events Bonti, 2014.
across the region, organizing
meetings and sporting activities,
and collaborating with collectors,
associations, and both public and
private sponsors)
Enhance employee well- being Bargenda, 2019; - -
Lindenberg &
Oosterlinck, 2011
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Stimulate employee creativity
and social interactions.

Bargenda, 2019;
Martorella, 1990;
Smiraglia, 2014

(related to corporate museums,
e.g., employee individuals from
surrounding region, building
relationship with local supplies;
Attract tourists to the museum
thereby generating economic
benefits for the local population)

Piatkowska, 2014;
Carloni et al., 2023

year; Number of
events per year; The
public’s perceived
impact of the
museum’s
contribution to the
area’s revitalization;
Percentage of local
employees over the
total number of
museum employees

Safeguard and Carloni et al., 2023 | Percentage of Carloni et al.,
Foster Cultural Heritage (related collections digitized; | 2023
to museums)
Percentage of
archive digitized;
Number of restored
collection items
per year;
Number of linear
metres of documents
discarded
from the archive;
Total number of
freed-up square
metres
Social Sustainability | Support emerging artists (e.g., Bargenda, 2019; - -
(external) Purchasing artworks from these | Hoeken & Ruikes,
artists and participating in social | 2005; Williams &
and cultural events that call for | Biggemann, 2023;
the transparent cooperation with | Lindenberg &
them) Oosterlinck, 2011.
Provide educational Lindenberg & - -
opportunities (e.g., cultural and | Oosterlinck, 2011;
intellectual enrichment for Martorella 1990;
employees, or establishing Bonti 2014
collaborative initiatives with
schools and technical institutes)
Promote the enhancement and Bonti, 2014; Number of Out- of- | Carlonietal.,
development of the local territory| Katarzyna region visitors per | 2023

Environmental
Sustainability

No explicit impacts listed

6. Conclusions

This work extensively analysed the scientific literature to outline a state-of-the-art review, as of 2025,

of the scientific literature on the relationship between the management of corporate art assets as a

marketing driver and ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance) practices. This review highlights

several critical research gaps that demand further scholarly attention.
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First, we noticed the lack of a widely accepted definition of "corporate art assets." This absence of a
clear and consistent conceptualization creates ambiguity regarding the scope, characteristics, and
boundaries of the field. As a result, it becomes difficult to achieve comparability across studies,
generalize findings, or build a cohesive and systematic body of knowledge. This definitional gap
not only limits academic discourse but also hampers the practical application of research findings,
as companies lack a standardized framework to guide the integration of art assets into their strategic

objectives.

Second, we revealed a remarkable deficiency of comprehensive scientifically validated
methodologies for assessing and measuring the sustainability impact of cultural initiatives. While
there is widespread acknowledgment in the literature of the potential for art assets to contribute to
environmental and social sustainability goals, empirical studies offering concrete metrics or
actionable frameworks remain sparse. For example, while art initiatives are frequently cited as
fostering environmental awareness or enhancing social cohesion, there is little guidance on how to
quantify these impacts in ways that align with ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance)
reporting standards. This limitation restricts the ability of organizations to evaluate the return on
investment of their cultural initiatives and communicate their contributions effectively to

stakeholders.

Addressing these gaps is essential for advancing both theory and practice in the field. In particular,
the development of managerial practices that integrate corporate art assets with sustainability
initiatives holds the potential to make significant strides in helping managers better understand the
distinction between an organization’s mission and its corporate purpose. While these concepts are
related, they address fundamentally different dimensions of a company’s identity and role in society.
The mission of a company traditionally focuses on its operational goals — what the organization does
and for whom. In contrast, the corporate purpose represents a broader and more innovation-oriented

framework, creating synergies between economic, social and environmental sustainability through
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novel solutions. It defines the company’s reason for existence beyond profit generation, emphasizing
its commitment to creating innovative solution towards a long-term value for all stakeholders,

including employees, customers, communities, and the environment.

By linking corporate art assets to sustainability, managers can gain tools and frameworks to embed a
genuine corporate purpose into their decision-making processes. Art and cultural initiatives can serve
as tangible expressions of a company’s purpose, communicating values such as inclusivity,
innovation, and environmental stewardship in a way that resonates emotionally with stakeholders. By
integrating art assets into sustainability strategies, organizations can operationalize their purpose,
transforming abstract values into concrete actions. This process not only enhances internal alignment
but also provides a strategic advantage in an era where stakeholders increasingly demand authenticity,
accountability, and a clear contribution to the common good. In our view, future research must
dedicate greater attention to this topic, particularly by addressing the gap in empirical studies aimed
at validating new methodologies for managing and measuring the social impact of corporate art assets.
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Abstract

This paper explores the measurement and definition of globalisation, critically assessing its
relevance in contemporary discourse. Globalisation is often defined as the increasing
interconnectedness of nations through economic, political, cultural, and technological exchanges.
However, measuring this phenomenon remains complex due to its multifaceted nature. The study
reviews prominent globalisation indices, including their methodologies and limitations, to
understand how globalisation is quantified. By contextualizing globalisation within measurable
parameters, the study highlights discrepancies in its perceived and actual impact. Key dimensions
include trade flows, and foreign direct investments (FDI). We make use of both secondary data
(judged crude) and primary data (judged biased) in order to identify critical dimensions. While
globalisation may appear to be waning in traditional forms, it persists in new, often underexplored,
dimensions. This nuanced understanding contributes to ongoing debates about the role of
globalisation in shaping the global order and informs future research on its measurement and
conceptualization.

Keywords: globalisation, industry and competitive structure

1. Introduction

Over the last four decades, globalisation has shaped both firm strategies and theoretical development
in business science (Levitt, 1983; Porter, 1986; Ghemawat, 2012). In its wake, a plethora of research
contributions on international marketing and business have flourished and enriched our understanding
of this extremely complex field of study. Whereas the first thirty years of this period were
characterised by euphoric optimism, gloom — spurred by a number of world events (Brexit, military
and trade conflicts, nationalism, COVID 19) - has pervaded the last ten years. Nevertheless,
globalisation has had and still has ramifications on competition, and it is therefore important to further
explore both the phenomenon as such and its consequences on global industry structure and firm

strategy.

Globalisation has indeed been given different conceptualizations. Levitt (1983) suggests that
converging consumption patterns together with freer trade open national markets benefitting

companies that are in a position to exploit scale economies, resulting in a more concentrated industry
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structure with fewer and larger players, inexorably leading to the demise of smaller firms. For
example, standardizing products and marketing allows for an opportunity to create economies of scale
(Wiersema and Bowen, 2008). Large corporations may also see scale economies in research and
development and manufacturing, additionally influencing the degree of internationalization. As noted
by Levitt (1983), the strength of economies of scale will often overshadow the heterogeneities of
local and regional tastes and preferences. Hence, strong economies of scale are an important
determinant of the degree of globality in an industry. Others have adopted a more limited view of
globalisation, focusing on the consumption patterns leading to advantages of standardisation of
marketing (Zou and Cavusgil 2002) or of processes (Keegan 1984) and tuning down the effect on

competitive structure.

Based on Levitt’s (1983) prediction of concentrated competitive structure, and on the emergent
writings on industrial organisation (Scherer, 1990) and strategic groups (Hunt, 1972; Caves and

Porter, 1977), Solberg (2018, p. 9) defines globalisation as

a process where companies in different industries seek to gain large market shares in
international markets, partly by establishing entry barriers (such as economies of scale or
branding) and partly by benefiting from reduced trade barriers or surmounting such barriers,

resulting in global oligopolies in the said industries.

Solberg (1997) introduced the concept of industry globality and hypothesised that global industry
structure had — together with firm resources — an impact both on strategy and on firm performance,
mediated by strategy. Although he uncovered - in a study of 22 Norwegian firms - interesting patterns
of S-C-P (structure-conduct-performance) partly supporting his propositions, it has been difficult to
unambiguously support parts of his framework (Solberg, 1998). Nevertheless, some patterns
“comply” with the predictions posited by Solberg: it has been shown that performance effects of
product standardisation increase with globalisation drivers, such as trade liberalisation, converging

regulatory standards and consumer patterns (Solberg and Durrieu, 2014). They also find that product
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standardisation improves firms’ market position in concentrated industries (Solberg and Durrieu,

2015).

However, the multidimensional character of the concepts in use renders this field of study particularly
sensitive to various definitions. Various attempts have been made to operationalise the concept of
globalisation and (global) industry or competitive structure, and to measure its effect on firm
performance in international markets (Solberg, 1997; Mathyssens and Pauwel, 2001; Burmo and
Heedman, 2014; Solberg and Durrieu, 2014, 2015). These attempts suggest that there are certain
relationships between globalisation drivers, industry structure, strategic thrust, and performance, but

that their strength hinges on the operationalisation of the constructs.

Attempting to capture the nature of competition in global industries, Makhija, Kim and Williamson
(1997, p. 680) define globalisation “as an industry in which a firm’s competitive position in one
country is affected by its position in other countries or vice versa”. Comparing this definition with
that of Porter (1986), we see conceptual similarities when he defines global industries as “linked
domestic industries in which rivals compete ... on a truly worldwide basis” (Porter, 1986, p. 18).
Makhija, Kim and Williamson (1997) aim for a systematic measure of globalisation, allowing to
capture a more complete measurement of the globality of each industry. They argue that capturing the
intra-industry trade along with international linkages for the industry gives a balanced and nuanced

measure.

Sambharya, Rasheed and Contractor (2022) point to several important aspects of capturing the level
of globalisation in an industry. First, competition is multifaceted in highly globalized industries,
meaning that adversaries face off in several countries and regions. Some industries are heavily
concentrated with a few oligopolistic competitors dominating the market, while other industries see
competition varying in size and locations; the degree of globalisation is a continuum, and industries
may have a mix of local and international competitors. Second, products and services are traded across

borders, both as imports and exports. This includes unidirectional exports as well as bidirectional flows
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with competitors situated in different countries. Third, global industries also see investments across
borders in the form of foreign direct investments (FDI). While this is not a necessity for global
competition, there should be a minimal level of investment across borders. Finally, a global industry
is likely to partly consist of companies which optimize their supply chains to deliver value across all
markets. In other words, global industries will display a baseline level of intra-industry linkages (IIT,

c.f. Makhija, Kim and Williamson, 1997).

These factors have consequences on global industry structure that are not fully explored. This paper,
therefore, endeavours to develop an updated operationalisation of both globalisation drivers and
counteracting forces and of global industry structure, in addition to discussing the relationships
between them. We believe that this is important because the industry structure sets the ramifications for
all the players in the industry. In particular, firms based in smaller countries with less opportunities
to achieve economies of scale, need to understand these mechanisms to properly position themselves
in international markets. We also introduce the concept of economic globalisation measured by
secondary data - such as intra-industry trade, level of international trade and foreign direct investments
- in order to compare this definition of globalisation with that of competitive / industry structure and

explore potential linkages between them.

2. Competitive structure and global industry

Industry structure has traditionally been defined as concentration of competitors (Bain, 1956; Scherer,
1990), for example share of total market among the largest firms in an industry (based on
nomenclatures such as SIC or NACE). This measure is readily available in many industries and
should therefore be relatively easy to calculate. Ghemawat (2012) finds that the global concentration
ratio (global share of five largest companies in the industry) in the consumer goods sector generally
is moderate (35%) and has - in spite of globalisation trends - only slightly increased over the decade
between 2000 - 2010. Some notable exemptions are carbonated drinks (75%) and aluminium smelting

(42%).
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However, using this ratio is not without caveats. For instance, what is the relevant catchment area for
the main players in the industry: the local market in Normandie, the French market, the EU, or the
world (or any other geographic area)? Obviously, a firm can totally dominate the market in one region
without being present in other regions. Another problem lies in the definition of the product or service
itself, in that most industries are divided into segments where firms in one segment do not necessarily
compete directly with firms in other segments. Therefore, to properly define the relevant market —
and therefore also the relevant set of competitors is not straight forward. In 1972, Hunt coined the
concept of strategic groups responding to the need to categorise firms in the same industry albeit not
operating with the same set of resources in the same marketing environments with the same strategies.
These groups emerge in the wake of mobility barriers (Caves and Porter, 1977) as idiosyncratic
structural factors such as brand position, relationships, scale economies and so on cement an industry
structure where there is little competition across groups. The main hypothesis is that firms in the same
strategic groups are likely to pursue similar strategies and therefore also achieve more or less the

same performance levels (Porter, 1980).

Whereas mobility barriers restrain transfer from one group to another, entry barriers make access to
a market onerous for new entrants. Solberg (2018) distinguishes between structural and (inter-)
national entry barriers. Structural barriers are those inherent in the industry based on its resource
base, technology, capital requirements etc. They have a direct impact on the formation of strategic
groups but also on the competitive structure, i.e. the number and relative strength of competitors
within each group. International barriers are typically customs tariffs, national regulations, cultural
factors, or economic sanctions that inhibit free flow of goods and services across borders. After
forty years of gradual reduction, these barriers have been reinvigorated in the wake of political shifts
over the last ten years or so (c.f. Brexit, trumpism, political and military conflicts, covid-19) as

discussed above.

CIMaR | 52



Hi Global National
S oligopolies oligopolies or
2 !
3 monopolies
=
g
-
V
~
5 . Fragmented
§ International
3 national
% Lo industries

industries
Lo Hi
National barriers

Figure 1: Structural and (inter)national barriers to entry

Figure 1 illustrates plausible outcomes in terms of industry structure for the different levels of
structural and (inter)national barriers. These combinations give a classification of four groups of

industries:

1) International industries (few structural and few international barriers) where it is
relatively easy to enter the industry inside a country, but easy to export to the country.

Examples would here be woodworking and furniture industries, some branded food.

2)  Global oligopolies (high structural barriers and low national barriers). Aerospace
(Boeing, Airbus), software (Microsoft, Adobe, Oracle, SAP and more, each dominating their

sector(s) of operation), softdrinks (Coca Cola, Pepsi Cola, Sprite etc).

3)  Fragmented national industries - with few structural barriers and many (inter-)national
barriers. In these industries there are few threats of global players entering individual local
markets. Examples are typically hairdressers, handicraft sector, such as carpenters,
electricians, plumbers, dentists but also to a less extent manufacturing industries.

4)  National oligopolies or monopolies (both structural and national barriers are high).

Typical examples are national railway or telecom companies.
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However, these two factors are not dichotomous, and most industries find themselves in “grey areas”
between these four classes. Also, a global industry according to the definition above does not
necessarily have to consist of large players. Due to mobility barriers, most industries consist of
speciality segments — or in our parlance strategic groups — allowing smaller firms to erect structural
entry barriers based on technology, customer relationships, small scale advantages and carve out a
global niche difficult for larger firms to engage in. However, entry barriers are not constant; rather
they are continuously shifting, through technological innovations or changes in national policies by
way of state interventions (through subsidies or erection of trade barriers). A very recent example is
the arrival of DeepSeek challenging ChatGPT's position as a world leader within generative artificial

intelligence.

Albeit theoretically sound, the concept of strategic groups is difficult to operationalise, and it is
therefore difficult to correctly assess the nature of competition. Han et al. (2022) mention three
different methods: characteristics based, cognitive based and news co-citation based (network)
approaches. These have both advantages and disadvantages. For instance, characteristic based
methods use measures of dimensions such as balance sheet, performance, scale, geographic scope, etc.
Whereas the advantages are obvious (easily accessible data through company records), the analysis
hinges on the preconceived idea of what dimensions to incorporate in the set. Also, the
multidimensionality of firm characteristics may render in-between comparison beside the point (Han
et al., 2022). The cognitive perspective was a response to these and other caveats; it was deemed that
managers through their cognitive maps were better able to assess similarities with other firms in the
industry and thereby identify direct competitors (Porac, Thomas and Baden- Fuller, 1989).
Panagiotou (2007) found in a study of British leisure package holiday tours that firms belonging to
the same strategic group consider their group as a reference point in their decision-making process.
Consequently, their strategic choices are calibrated to those of their group's strategic behaviour. He
maintains that individual referencing to critical elements of the competitive environment is better able

to capture its “real” content as compared to industry statistics that are rather general in nature.
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However, such mental models fall prey of incomplete intelligence, and — particularly in the wake of
new technologies and developments in the international business environment — managers may
therefore miss out on critical information (Porac, Thomas and Baden-Fuller, 2011). This point is

exacerbated by the global nature of many industries.

Gulati, Nohria and Zaheer (2000) introduce the network based approach as a reliable method to
identify strategic groups. Han et al. (2022) apply this approach through a news co-mentions
methodology. This methodology records the structural equivalence between players in the industry and
gives consistent results in identifying strategic groups. However, it is limited to news mentions and

therefore to larger firms.

The essence in the present context is not to identify strategic groups within an industry; rather it is to
gauge the structure of the competition of firms from a variety of different industries. For a more
general analysis of competitive structure in any industry we therefore consider the cognitive approach
to be more relevant. It can be applied to large and small firms alike, and it is easy to collect data
through surveys. Some of its limitations — such as biased mental maps - can possibly be alleviated by

developing survey instruments that attack the issue from different angles.

3. Measuring globalisation and global industry structure

Globalisation and, hence, the development of competitive structure within specific industries then
depends on a variety of factors. In their review, Sambharya et al. (2022) mention a number of elements
that either drive or work against globalisation but other factors are not included. For instance,
economic growth seems to be highly correlated with increase in international trade (an indicator of
globalisation). Also price sensitivity across markets — suggesting an interdependent competitive
situation (in contrast to isolated price formation) - should be considered as a measure of globalisation.
Developments in telecom technology - facilitating cross border communication - is a third factor not

included in Sambharya et al. (2022).
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Whereas Sambharya et al. (2022) divide globalisation factors into those driving industries to globalise
and factors that limit globalisation, we suggest grouping them into structural and (inter)national
barriers in accordance with our matrix in figure 1 above. We believe that the strength with which
these factors influence the business environment will vary greatly between each individual industry
sector or more precisely within each strategic group. As argued above, we find it relevant to include
another (than industry structure) and more general measure of globalisation: economic globalisation
as epitomised by intra-industry trade, level of international trade and of foreign direct investments —

see figure 2.

We will measure globalisation drivers and industry structure by combining two different types of
data: secondary data from databases and survey data from businesses in each industry. This means we
will access and combine both objective and subjective data. Whereas survey data will provide highly
specific data which reveals how business leaders assess and perceive globalisation of their industry,

data from databases provide general and precise measures (although often aggregated).

Through factor analysis we aim to identify the drivers and counteracting forces that count the most in
explaining the globality of the industry structure - see figure 2, and thereby also rule out factors that

are irrelevant.

(Inter)national Competitive

barriers structure

Economic

Structural

barriers globalisation

Figure 2: Research model, international and structural barriers influence competitive structure
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The model also indicates a mutual causal relationship between economic and competitive structure, in
that increased interconnectedness in terms of trade and foreign direct investments will shape the
structure of the industry, both in terms of number of players and their locations. We argue that the

arrows can go in both directions.

We have sketched the main indicators to be included in the measurement instruments in the appendix
below.

4. Summary

The present paper revisits the concept of globalisation and its antecedents, in light of the
developments in the international business environment over the last decade. We argue that measures
of globalisation need to be reformulated and suggest a set of measures that can be used. This paper
presents a conceptual framework with suggested operationalisations of the concepts discussed, we
intend to carry out data collection to validate the items. We anticipate that the many items in the
survey instrument will group under other “headlines” compared to the ones they are now classified,
helping us better understand the (de-)globalisation forces that matter. The analysis is therefore
expected to give pointers to researchers as well as managers and policy makers as to what factors
weigh in the formation of global competitive structure. In addition, we argue that industry structure is
a result of globalisation factors. Our conceptual framework therefore predicts that an industry
structure reflecting globality is positively related to economic globalisation. If this holds true, we will
contribute to the understanding of the globalisation process in industries as well as test the validity of
extant frameworks of industry globality.
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Appendix

1 Secondary data measures

Structural barriers

For secondary data, this will be registered as the assessments of the industry in the reports available
from the databases employed. For example, if the report mentions strong brands, economies of scale
in production, economies of scale in R&D or similar, it will be registered as a structural barrier. The
severity of each barrier will be marked from 1-10, and the totality of structural barriers in the
industry will also be marked 1-10. Industries will be assessed by multiple individuals, and the

interrater reliability will be assessed.

International barriers

Tariffs

To analyze the tariffs applied to the relevant industries, we sourced data from the World Trade
Organization (WTO) (http://tariffdata.wto.org/). Two types of tariff measurements were considered:
ad valorem (AV) duties and duty-free rates. Ad valorem duties function as value-added taxes,
calculated based on the value of the commodity. However, tariffs can also be applied in other ways,
beyond value- based calculations. For example, Norway does not impose an AV duty on imported

beer; instead, a specific tax is levied based on the alcohol content of the beverage.

This indicator poses a potential challenge, particularly in the wake of President Trump’s second
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term. However, since we measure historic data, this will not appear in the data collected.

Regulations

The level of shared regulation practices and standards with industries in other countries should
indicate lower national barriers. If the demands placed on the producer or the product are similar

across countries, it should be easier for companies to enter international markets.

Economic globalisation

Intra-industry trade

As defined in Makhija, Kim, and Williamson (1997), intra-industry trade (IIT) is measured the
following way: IIT =1 — abs(X — M)/(X + M) , where X is exports and M is imports. This measure
will generate a number between 0 or 1, where 0 indicates no intra-industry trade and 1 indicating

total intra-industry trade.

Level of international trade

As defined in Makhija, Kim, and Williamson (1997), the level of international trade is measured the
following way: LIT = (X + M)/(P + M — X), where X is exports, M is imports and P is the level of

production.

Foreign direct investments

Different sources offer statistics on FDI, but they are generally fairly crude when it comes to specific

industrial sectors. InvestmentMap (www.investmentmap.org) offer some detail, listing ca 125
different
industry sectors. However, this is still a limited degree of specification compared to concrete

strategic groups.

Competitive structure

To assess market concentration, we collected data on the market shares of the top four companies
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in each industry and summed these figures. The market share percentages for each company were
obtained from industry-specific market reports provided by Statista. Also, the number of

competitors in the industry with a market share above 5% is counted.

2 Survey data

As argued above, we surmise that managers’ perception of their firm’s business environment will
more accurately translate critical factors in their specific strategic group than the unavoidably more
general secondary data mentioned above. We therefore propose to carry out a survey to cover the
main factors in our model in figure 2. In addition, we need to classify the industry sector of each

firm in the survey.

International barriers to entry
Globalised networks
- Our technology and products/services lend themselves easily to be distributed through the net.
Seeking cheaper or better inputs abroad
- Inputs to our production are to a great extent sourced from suppliers in low cost countries
- Critical components in our production are mainly provided by suppliers in our home country
- Freight costs hinder us from sourcing components from virtually anywhere in the world
- The general trend in our industry is to seek suppliers from secure and friendly countries
- Low costs are not the most important factor; security of supply chains is.
Value-to-weight ratio
- Transport costs for our products are negligible

- The value of our products is extremely high compared to the freight costs to international
markets

- The costs of transferring our products to international markets are too high for us to engage in
exports

Tax avoidance
- Tax regimes in selected countries make it easy for players in our industry to compete in
international markets
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- Large MNE:s in our industry are much better positioned to benefit from tax havens around the
world

- Many companies in our industry take advantage of different tax systems in the world to
configure their international value chain

- Technology licensing is heavily used in our industry in order to “optimise” the tax burden
Fragmentation of the world economy
- The development of geopolitics is particularly harmful in our industry, restricting otherwise
promising business opportunities.
- Our international sales are gravely hampered by trade conflicts in the world
- Our international sales are gravely hampered by military conflicts in the world

Risk and asset specificity

Players in our industry are hesitant to invest in otherwise promising markets because of the
risks involved (sanctions, military conflicts, political uncertainty, cultural distance).

- Ifit hadn’t been for all the uncertainties in our business environment we would have invested
much more in business operations around the world.

- We have been forced to abandon investment projects abroad due to the political situation in
the country

- US and/or EU sanctions against specific countries are significantly hindering our international
operations.

Nationalism and protectionism

- We encounter increasing trade barriers (tariffs, import regulations) in many of our key
markets

- Nationalism around the world makes it difficult for us to expand internationally
- Trade wars between USA and other countries (such as China and the EU) are greatly inhibiting
players in our industry to take new international market initiatives

Sensitivity to cultural differences

- The markets we serve are generally very different when it comes to the technical requirements

of our products.
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- The markets we serve are generally very different when it comes to the design of our
products

- We meet the same customer groups with basically the same preferences in all our markets
- Adapting to local tastes and requirements is very costly in our industry

International price levels

- If we lower our price in one local market, our strongest competitors will immediately respond
by lowering their prices in our most important markets.

- The price level for our products is more or less the same across all our markets

- Price competition is very severe in our international markets

- Our markets are generally isolated from one another so that we can freely set our prices in one
market without regard to the price level in other markets.

Currency issues

- The general use of Euros and Dollar in our markets is greatly facilitating our transborder
transactions

- Currency fluctuations make us hesitant to engage in markets outside the Euro or Dollar zone
Global coordination costs
- The complexity of the market situation in our industry makes it onerous to control and follow
up our foreign operations.
Structural barriers to entry
Production scale economies
- In our industry only firms with large production output are competitive.
- Manufacturing technology in our industry allows for small scale operations
- Even small firms in small countries are internationally competitive in our industry sector
- High fixed investments in production in our industry warrant larger outputs and higher sales

compared to other industries.

High-technology overheads
- In order to be competitive firms in our industry need to invest heavily in R&D

- Weneed to access large international markets in order to amortise our initial investments
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In our industry the R&D/Sales ratio is much higher than in other industries

Prevalence of strong international brands
- Only a handful of brands (around six-seven) dominate world markets in our industry
- National brands are generally market leaders in each market where we operate

- We seldom compete with other than local brands in our export markets
- Brand loyalty is more critical than affordable price in our markets

- In our industry local brands are favoured in each local market

Global industry / competitive structure

- Our main competitors operate on a global scale

- Competitors in our industry are few and large

- Customers in our industry are globally oriented

- Customers in our industry are few and large

- Ourindustry consists of many small segments with a variety of small and medium sized players
from many countries

- Akey feature of our industry is the development of large industrial centers located in regions
with specific advantages (low costs, technological competence, R&D culture)

- Strategic alliances across borders is a key feature in our industry

- International mergers and acquisitions are a prominent feature in our industry
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Introduction and purpose

The growing importance of digital channels, particularly social media platforms, in shaping business
relationships has been widely recognized in recent years (Rocha et al., 2023). These tools allow firms
to engage more effectively with various stakeholders, including current customers, prospective
clients, and business partners (Muna et al., 2023; Venkateswaran et al., 2019; Bocconcelli et al., 2017;
Rodriguez et al., 2012).

In this context, the franchising sector emerges as an ideal context to explore the transformative role of
digital tools. Franchising operates as a business model where the franchisor licenses intellectual
property and operational expertise to franchisees in exchange for fees and royalties. Central to the
success of this model is the process of partner selection, which requires careful evaluation of potential
franchisees to ensure alignment with the franchisor’s values, goals, and capabilities (Doherty, 2009;
Rosado-Serrano et al., 2018). Relational factors such as trustworthiness, open communication, and
mutual commitment further contribute to successful partnerships (Das & He, 2006).

While the literature provides comprehensive insights into selection criteria and relationship
management, it does not specifically address how and where partnerships are initiated, particularly in
digital environments such as social media platforms (Ruparel et al., 2023). Research indicates that
social media platforms can significantly transform communication and collaboration between
franchisors and franchisees (Sashi & Brynildsen, 2022). Franchisors use these platforms to enhance
their visibility, monitor consumer sentiment, and respond to market demands (Perrigot et al., 2012;

Webster & Hume, 2019). Professional social media platforms provide franchisors with unique
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opportunities to establish thought leadership, cultivate trust, and expand their networks by connecting

with potential franchisees (Calderon-Monge & Ramirez-Hurtado, 2021).

These platforms enable franchisors to showcase their brand culture, communicate expertise, and
increase transparency throughout the recruitment process (Lopez-Fernandez & Perrigot, 2018). Tools
such as LinkedIn groups, direct messaging, and targeted recruitment campaigns significantly enhance
engagement and facilitate the identification of qualified partners (Ahmed et al., 2022; McCabe, 2017).
Furthermore, franchisors can leverage paid campaigns and event promotion tools to share insights
and success stories, thereby strengthening their position within the franchising community (Goldstein,
2010). These tools enable real-time communication, knowledge sharing, partner selection, and the
creation of international franchise networks (Gorovaia et al., 2023; King, 2016). Additionally, they
allow franchisors to create online communities with their franchisees, disseminate operational
guidelines, and provide ongoing support (Sashi & Brynildsen, 2022; King, 2016). These communities
promote open dialogue, mutual trust, and engagement, thus strengthening relationships within the
franchising network (Kacker & Perrigot, 2016). Moreover, these platforms enable franchisors to
implement targeted recruitment strategies, which diversify and reinforce their international networks
(Panda et al., 2023; Lopez-Fernandez & Perrigot, 2018). Despite these advantages, the adoption and
strategic use of professional social media platforms for partner selection and relationship management
are still underexplored (Girotto et al., 2022; Ruparel et al., 2023), and the potential of professional
platforms like LinkedIn for attracting and managing franchise partners has not been fully recognized
(Girotto et al., 2022; Kacker & Perrigot, 2016). Current studies primarily focus on sectors outside of
franchising, thus leaving a gap in understanding the platform-specific limitations and strategic
barriers in this context (Calderon- Monge & Ramirez-Hurtado, 2022). Addressing these gaps is
critical for optimizing the use of professional social media in franchising, providing both theoretical
insights and practical guidance for managing today’ digital context.

Consequently, this study aims to explore how Italian franchisors use professional social media for
international partner selection and network expansion. It also investigates the strategies employed to
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initiate and manage relationships with potential foreign partners and identifies the challenges
franchisors face in leveraging these platforms. This research also contributes to a deeper

understanding of the digital dynamics shaping modern franchising strategies.

Methodology

In light of the exploratory nature of the study, we chose a multiple case study approach to gather rich,
contextual insights, adhering to the guidelines provided by Eisenhardt (1989), Eisenhardt and
Graebner (2007), and Yin (2018) (Pagell & Wu, 2009). In particular, the study focuses on four Italian
franchisors operating in the food and beverage sector, selected due to the sector’s growing reliance
on franchising and social media for communication and brand engagement (Dossena et al., 2020).
Primary data were collected through semi-structured interviews with export and social media
managers between March and November 2024. The interview protocol covered different themes: (i)
franchisor background; (ii) adoption of professional social media; (iii) use of professional social
media in partner selection; (iv) international network development strategies; (v) challenges and

limitations in using social media; (vi) strategic impact and future plans.
Empirical Analysis and Discussion

The four firms analyzed specialize in different sectors within the food and beverage industry, ranging
from high-quality coffee to artisanal gelato and themed restaurants.

Concerning the adoption of professional social media, Firm A employs a centralized approach to
ensure brand consistency. Firm B primarily uses social media for branding and institutional
communication, emphasizing values such as sustainability and Italian heritage. Franchisee
recruitment is rarely conducted online, relying instead on personal networks. Firm C stands out with
its localized strategies, such as for its market in Saudi Arabia where the content is adapted to respect
cultural sensitivities. It also engages global audiences through partnerships, such as with Netflix, to
enhance its premium brand image and to position itself as a global brand. Firm D adopts a more

reserved approach, using social media as a promotional tool for consumer engagement while
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prioritizing traditional methods like trade shows for franchisee recruitment.

For partner selection, the strategies for franchisee recruitment reveal varying levels of dependence on
social media. Firm A uses LinkedIn for initial candidate screening, assessing professional experience
and compatibility with brand values. However, final decisions rely on comprehensive in-person
evaluations, including financial and legal assessments. Firm B relies on traditional channels and
existing networks to identify experienced and reliable partners, prioritizing long-term relationships
over rapid expansion. Firm C adopts a proactive approach, seeking financially capable partners with
the organizational expertise to manage different international markets. This selectivity ensures
alignment with the company’s premium positioning. Firm D favors trade shows and word-of-mouth
recommendations, using social media as a supplementary tool to attract initial inquiries rather than as
a primary selection channel.

Also the approaches to international network development and expansion strategy vary widely. Firm
A adopts a cautious strategy, leveraging LinkedIn and trade shows to build its presence abroad. Firm
B minimizes the use of social media for international franchising, relying instead on established
relationships to expand its global network. Firm C demonstrates adaptability by customizing content
for culturally specific markets and emphasizing affordable luxury to attract different audiences. Firm
D benefits from franchisee-managed local social profiles, particularly in key markets like South
Korea, ensuring visibility while maintaining central oversight to preserve brand
consistency.Moreover, the case studies highlight challenges in using social media for franchisee
engagement, primarily due to resource constraints, digital illiteracy, and strategic hesitations. Firm A
struggles with engaging franchisees on LinkedIn, where most partners prefer traditional
communication methods such as WhatsApp. Despite centralized content management, the lack of
franchisee participation limits the platform’s potential. Firm B avoids such challenges by prioritizing
direct, personal interactions.

However, this traditional approach risks underutilizing social media’s potential for broader franchisee

alignment and visibility. Firm C mitigates these issues by localizing content and partnering with local

CIMaR | 68



agencies. However, maintaining high standards across a variety of marketplaces and overcoming the
divide between local autonomy and centralized control remains challenging. Firm D faces issues with
sustaining franchisees’ enthusiasm for social media. While initial engagement is high, profiles are
often abandoned, undermining consistent brand visibility across regions.

Looking ahead to future plans, the firms exhibit varying levels of readiness to leverage emerging
digital technologies such as artificial intelligence (Al). Firm A aims to enhance LinkedIn engagement
and visual content creation through Al, addressing its current limitations in franchisee participation.
Firm B plans to use Al to optimize partner selection and streamline international communications,
though this will require a cultural shift within the organization. Firm C integrates Al with CRM
systems to refine partner selection and market data analysis, reinforcing its position as a leader in
digital innovation. Firm D remains cautious, exploring Al for content management but avoiding
significant investments in digital transformation.

Conclusive remarks and implications

This study provides significant contributions to the understanding of the role of professional social
media within the franchising sector, particularly in the Italian food and beverage industry. Firstly,
social media, particularly LinkedIn, has emerged as a valuable preliminary tool for evaluating
potential partners. These platforms allow franchisors to assess candidates’ professional stability and
entrepreneurial capabilities. The cautious approach observed in the analyzed cases reflects the trust
and relationship-building priorities central to franchising partnerships, as noted in previous studies
(Combs et al., 2004). However, while social media complements traditional partner selection
methods, it remains a secondary tool, with final decisions grounded in traditional methodologies
(Brookes and Altinay, 2011).

The findings also advocate for a strategic reevaluation of professional social media’s role in franchise
expansion. An integrated, cross-platform strategy that leverages LinkedIn’s networking strengths
alongside the broader reach of Facebook and Instagram could synergistically enhance franchise
growth. This aligns with Lopez-Fernandez and Perrigot (2018), who noted that such integration
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enhances consistent and transparent communication during recruitment, thereby strengthening trust
in franchisor-franchisee relationships. Furthermore, tailored engagement strategies that incorporate
advanced data analytics enable franchisors to customize interactions and more effectively target
audiences. This approach not only enhances direct engagement but also improves long-term
relationship management with potential franchisees, introducing a new paradigm in the use of social
media for franchise expansion (Girotto et al., 2022; Kacker & Perrigot, 2016). Consistent with
Rodriguez et al. (2012), the findings emphasize the importance of data- driven strategies in
anticipating partner needs and streamlining decision-making processes. Moreover, this study explores
challenges associated with the use of professional social media in franchise development. It highlights
the tension between centralized brand management and localized content adaptation. While platforms
like TikTok, Facebook, Instagram, and LinkedIn facilitate content customization for diverse
demographics, achieving a balance between global consistency and local relevance remains critical.
This challenge reflects Robertson’s (1995) concept of “glocalization” and Hofstede’s (1980)
Theory of Cultural Dimensions, which underscored the importance of respecting local cultural
contexts while maintaining a unified brand identity. As Sashi and Brynildsen (2022) argued, localized
strategies enhance franchisee autonomy while preserving core brand integrity.

Finally, emerging technologies such as Al present promising avenues for franchisors to develop more
adaptive and responsive digital strategies. These technologies facilitate smarter partner
recruitment, content personalization, and market responsiveness, as highlighted by Crupi et al.
(2022). However, successful adoption requires overcoming internal resistance, providing
comprehensive training, and collaborating with external digital agencies (Gorovaia et al., 2023).
Managerially, this work offers actionable recommendations for franchisors seeking to leverage
professional social media for network creation and management. This study underscores the
strategic importance of professional social media platforms in the expansion and management of
franchise networks. By sharing thought leadership content, sharing franchisee success stories, and

highlighting sustainability initiatives, franchisors can build brand trust and credibility to attract well-

CIMaR | 70



aligned candidates. For instance, McDonald’s highlights its sustainability efforts, while Dunkin’
Donuts showcases franchisee achievements to expand their networks. Platforms like LinkedIn
offer tools for targeted recruitment, enabling franchisors to connect with candidates who possess
relevant expertise. Starbucks exemplifies this approach by using LinkedIn to promote its corporate
culture and attract skilled professionals. Beyond recruitment, social media increases engagement
through dedicated groups and pages, as demonstrated by Anytime Fitness’ use of LinkedIn for
nurturing collaboration and resource sharing among its franchisees. Al-powered technologies
further enhance these efforts by personalizing content, analyzing engagement, and refining marketing
campaigns. Domino’s Pizza uses Al to gain insights into customer engagement. However, franchisors
must address challenges related to franchisee digital literacy and cultural sensitivities to fully
capitalize on these benefits. Ensuring brand consistency remains essential. Centralized digital
libraries with customizable templates allow franchisees to adapt content locally while preserving
brand integrity. Structured training programs and mentoring initiatives help bridge gaps between
franchisors and franchisees, ensuring alignment on branding strategies. Collaborations with digital
marketing agencies can optimize resources and enhance the effectiveness of recruitment and
engagement campaigns. By integrating these strategies into their operations, franchisors can fully
harness the potential of professional social media to drive network growth, maintain consistency, and

build resilient franchise systems.

Limitations and Future Research

While this study provides valuable insights, it also has limitations that highlight opportunities for
future research. The focus on the Italian food and beverage sector may limit the generalizability of the
findings. Future studies could explore different industries and smaller franchising businesses to
uncover unique challenges and opportunities. Additionally, the qualitative nature of this research could
be complemented by quantitative studies to validate the findings and explore causal relationships

between social media strategies and franchisor performance metrics. Further research should also
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examine the impact of emerging tools, such as Al and machine learning, on franchising strategies,
especially in enhancing partner recruitment and content localization. Investigating issues like data
security, privacy concerns, and regulatory compliance in global operations could provide franchisors
with clearer guidelines for managing online risks. Lastly, future studies could explore the influence
of training, incentives, and mentorship programs on franchisee engagement with social media
strategies.
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The effects of metaphorical advertising on the consumption of healthy food: A

cross-cultural study

Mauro Capestro !

University of Pavia!
1. Theoretical background
The World Health Organization (2022) has declared obesity a public health issue. In 2022, 25% of
people in the world were living with obesity. Worldwide adult obesity has more than doubled since
1990, and adolescent obesity has quadrupled. Countering this epidemic is critical because excess
weight and obesity are major risk factors for a number of chronic diseases, including diabetes,
cardiovascular problems and cancer (Kelly et al., 2008). Of particular importance in the fight against
obesity are those people that for cultural or contextual reasons show low interest in health issues (e.g.
general health, diet, and natural products) (Zandstra et al., 2001).
Food brands, especially global brand, such as fast-food brands, must identify a value proposition that
will differentiate them from competitors (Tallman et al., 2017). Many food products are similar in
formula, taste, packaging and appearance with the only difference being in the communication. In the
case of healthy food products, just the emphasis on the consumption of a particular product of
excellent quality, affects the consumer’s perspective (Floto-Stammen, 2022). However, people seek
products with features that result in the greatest value and pleasure considering their needs, resources
and cultural habits (Rimal et al., 2001; Vassallo et al., 2016).
Food preferences and consumption are substantially influenced by social and cultural factors and vary
across cultural contexts. For example, people from Western countries use raw leafy vegetables in
salads. In the Eastern countries people prefer to stir fry vegetables. When dining, Eastern countries
people score higher on dimensions of elaboration and celebration of food, whereas people from
Western countries emphasize sensory and health components of food (Wang et al., 2016).

Global food brands should consider both cultural context as well as the kind of product to deliver an
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effective advertising (De Mooij, 2010). Several studies in food advertising have considered the use
of (visual) metaphors (Margariti et al., 2019). Metaphor uses the analogy to relate two items by
implying that, despite their obvious differences in form, they are conceptually similar (Stern, 1990).
Metaphor can be seen as a way to capture consumers’ attention and interest and serves as fascinating
execution signals that stimulate interest in the brand/product and lead to higher levels of processing
(Maclnnis, et al., 1991). According to McQuarrie and Mick, (1996), metaphors require to be close to
the audience. They are used to portray advertising messages in unconventional ways to grab attention
and urge customers to think about the ad’s proposal. They can be abstract or concrete as well as verbal
or visual.

However, to be effective the advertising should consider the cultural context of consumers and of
consumption. Several studies on international advertising have shown that consumers’ reactions to
advertising appeals typically differ depending on the culture, and favourable attitudinal and
behavioural responses are typically elicited by appeals that are compatible with cultural values
(Morris and Waldman, 2011). In the case of food industry, cultural values frequently correlate with
product categories, benefits, or specific product qualities meaning that the same product can acquire
different cultural connotations (De Mooij, 2022; De Mooij and Hofstede, 2011). One of the most
important elements playing a substantial role in influencing the behaviour towards the consumption
of healthy food is the consumer’s level of health consciousness. Consumers who are concerned about
health are likely to buy healthy food products (Nagaraj, 2021). Depending on how actively or
passively they prefer to engage in healthy activities, people may respond differently to health claims
(Pichierri et al., 2021). In this regard, context, which can be defined as the way in which individuals
are affected by information and knowledge, becomes relevant (Piper et al., 2017). In high-context
cultures, the emphasis of advertising is on how intention or meaning can be conveyed through
context; in contrast, in low-context cultures the emphasis is on how intention or meaning is expressed
through explicit verbal messages.

In addition to cultural factors, also experience significantly impacts consumers’ behaviour. Schmitt
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(1999) suggests focussing on sensory, emotional, cognitive, behavioural, and relational values
provided by experience. Values lie both in the object of consumption and the experience of
consumption. Indeed, buyers now demand more than the product's functional aspects. Customers
want products, messages, and marketing initiatives that they can identify with, and that can enrich
their daily lives (Schmitt, 1999). They now purchase brands rather than goods and services (Brakus
et al., 2009). Despite the relevance of healthy food as well as the use of metaphor in the advertising
of food products the effects on consumers' responses (intention to buy, word of mouth, attitude

towards the ad) in diverse cultures has been only narrowly investigated.

2. Methodology

The purpose of this research is to investigate how advertising with the use of a metaphor can affect
consumer behaviour towards healthy food. In doing so, in the present study, other factors have been
considered, specifically, the cultural context, the individual’s perception and predisposition towards
the health topic and the experience that a customer has with the brand.

Cultural factors allow us to understand the extent to which cultural and societal backgrounds
influence consumers’ perception of a brand or product and their interpretation of advertising
messages. This is especially pertinent to our study since food is a culturally bonded good, closely
associated with its nation of origin. Therefore, advertisers can integrate the fundamental
characteristics of a country into advertising campaigns to encourage their customers to buy the
product. Moreover, consumers’ beliefs about healthy behaviours and overall healthiness can influence
them to opt for healthier meals and ingredients as they help them achieve what they consider a state of
well-being. This help to determine if perceptions of healthy habits and intentions to engage in them
vary across nations. Other crucial factors are those linked to the brand. In particular, brand experience
investigates the emotions and feelings evoked from the moment the consumer comes into contact with
the brand or its advertising till the post-purchase phase. A positive brand experience usually leads to

brand loyalty and a reliable and stable relationship with the brand. To reach the research purposes,
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two surveys have been carried out on consumers of two different countries, Bosnia and Italy.
Specifically, the study examines the impact of metaphor in the advertising of healthy food products
on consumers’ behaviours, such as intention to buy, word of mouth, and attitudes towards the ad. To
sum up, the following main research question is to be answered with this study:

RQ: Does metaphorical advertising influence consumers’ buying behaviour differently in two

different cultural contexts?

2.1 Stimuli

In order to analyse the effects of metaphor on healthy food product advertising, four (two for Italian
and two for Bosnian) different versions of the questionnaire were created. In particular, the
advertisement was created using previous McDonald’s ads as inspiration. The advertising aims to
suggest healthier alternatives and persuade customers to adopt a more balanced diet. Both
metaphorical “Hearty, fresh and full of life” (Figure 1) and non-metaphorical “Hearty, fresh and
healthy” claims (Figure 2) underline the freshness and quality of the ingredients used to create the
product. Moreover, the adjective hearty implies abundance both in terms of ingredients and the size
of the bowl. The metaphorical claim refers to a salad full of life. Life is frequently used as a metaphor
in advertising since marketers try to persuade consumers that the products will optimize their lives
and well-being. This is exactly what the advertisement in the present study is designed to do.
Consumers will improve their diet by eating salad and maybe think about gradually adopting a

healthier lifestyle.
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Figure 1: Metaphorical ad used in the present study

HEARTY, FRESH
AND
FULL OF LIFE

Figure 2: Non-metaphorical ad used in the present study

HEARTY, FRESH
AND
HEALTHY

2.2 Samples

The total number of respondents for the Italian versions of the survey is 268 (58% of the sample),
whereas the total number of Bosnian respondents is 197 (42%). Specifically, 131 Italian respondents
answered the metaphorical questionnaire, 137 Italian subjects filled out the non-metaphorical survey.
Instead, for the Bosnian sub-sample, 101 Bosnians completed the metaphorical questionnaire, while

96 Bosnians who answered the non-metaphorical survey. As far as gender is concerned, 73% of the
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respondents to the two Italian surveys overall are women, whereas 27% are men. Similarly, the
percentage of Bosnian women who answered the questionnaire is 63%, while the percentage of male
participants is 37%.

About respondents’ ages, 26% of respondents are between 18 and 24 years old, 25% are between 25
and 34 years old, 21% are between 35 and 44 years old, 20% are between 45 and 54 years old, 7% are
between 55 and 64 years old, and 1% is over 65 years old. The distribution was slightly different in
Bosnia, where the majority of respondents are between 18 and 44 years old. Particularly, 34% are
between 18 and 24 years old, 29% are between 25 and 34 years old, 15% are between 35 and 44 years
old, 9% are between 45 and 54 years old, 11% are between 55 and 64 years old, and 2% is over 65

years old.

3. Main results

Italy is considered to be a high-context culture, whereas Bosnia is seen as a low-context nation.
However, it is essential to mention that both countries are characterized by elements from both low
and high contexts. This distinction is supported by the result derived from the analysis of cultural
context (Figure 3). Italy scored a significantly higher average than Bosnia (3,36 vs 3,06; p <.001).
Another important factor linked to the consumption of healthy food products refers to health
consciousness. Also in this case, a significant statistical difference (Italy = 3,59 vs Bosnia = 3,12; p

<.001) emerged between the two countries for all three constructs (Figure 3).

With regard to the effects of metaphor on the advertising of healthy food products, we have analysed
the two sub-samples distinctly. As Figures 4 and 5 show, metaphor work only for Italian consumers.
Specifically, the Italian sub-sample that filled out the metaphorical advertising show significantly
higher levels of brand experience (2,93 vs 2,68; p < .05), of intention to buy (2,99 vs 2,39; p <.001),
of word of mouth (2,95 vs 2,31; p <.001) and of attitude towards the ad (3,01 vs 2,56; p <.001) respect
the non-metaphorical one. Instead for the Bosnian consumers, we have the opposite results. Non-

metaphorical advertising affects positively brand experience (3,23 vs 3,02; p < .01), of intention to
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buy (3,82 vs 3,17; p <.001), of word of mouth (4,01 vs 3,46; p <.001) and of attitude towards the ad
(3,79 vs 3,45; p < .01)

Figure 3: Cultural context and health consciensioness
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Figure 4: Effects of metaphor on Italian sub-sample

3,5
2.93 2,99 2,95 3,01
3 - 68
’ ,56
2,5 39 31
2
1,5
1
Brand Intention to Word of Attitude
experience * buy *** mouth ***  toward the ad
skeksk

B Metaphor No-metaphor

Note: N=268; Metaphor = 131; Non-metaphor =137; *** p <.001; * p <.05.

CIMaR | 80



Figure 5: Effects of metaphor on Bosnian sub-sample
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4. Discussion and conclusion

The study focused on the analysis of metaphorical advertising in the context of healthy food products.
In particular, the goal f the study was to assess how the use of metaphor in the advertising could affect
consumer behaviour, taking into consideration some relevant factors that global food brand should
consider in their communication strategies. Form one hand, we aimed at assessing the role that
cultural context as well as the willingness towards healthy food consumption, which is related to the
context, could have in affecting the perception of metaphor. Form the other hand we aimed at
assessing if the use of metaphor could affect consumer behaviours and if this effects work for different
kind of people (different culture).

The results suggest that culture is the primary determining factor. The findings indicate that Italy is a
high-context nation whereas Bosnia is a lower-context country. In general, lower-context cultures
value meaning above situational context in communication. The actual meaning of the message is
determined by the content rather than how it is expressed. This means that communication is linear,

more straightforward and literal in Bosnia because people assume that the interlocutor needs to be
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told everything. On the one hand, Italian consumers agree on the fact that people should be able to
read behind the words, which is something that metaphor requires. Moreover, they comply with the
importance and influence of the context on the understanding and interpretation of a given statement.
On the other hand, Bosnians prefer direct and clear communication. In such countries even when
criticism or concerns are raised, remarks are expressed publicly and quite frankly. According to this,
metaphors should be better perceived in high-context cultures because of their figurative component.
Conversely, it may be difficult to employ metaphorical advertising in low-context cultures since they
tend to interpret things literally.

Theoretically, a main contribution of the study regards the literature about the use of verbal metaphor
in advertising stressing how important is culture. In particular, the study enriches literature about the
difference between high and low-context countries (Piper et al., 2017) as well as the literature about
the value of metaphor for healthy food product of certain countries that allows to engage people
(Pichierri et al., 2021).

Practically, the results of the metaphorical survey suggest the use of metaphor as an effective
technique for connecting with and engaging consumers across various cultures and languages. Indeed,
it can be used to influence some types of consumers, but not all of them or all cultures, so it’s
important to understand the market that such advertising is targeting to determine when to use
metaphors and when not to. Metaphorical advertising can raise brand experience and enhance

consumers’ intention to buy and word of mouth.

5. Limits and future research

Certainly, the type of metaphor used in the study is one of its shortcomings. To determine whether
the effects on the consumer are the same or stronger than those reported in the literature, it could be
useful to replicate the research using a visual metaphor as a stimulus. It would be interesting to see
which type influences consumer behaviour the most. Further studies could consider unknown brand

to avoid any prior influence and see how the respondent reacts to the metaphors. Furthermore, the
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results are restricted to the investigation of only one healthy product, namely a bowl of salad, in a
constantly growing market such as fast food; as a result, future research will also need to focus on
other items.
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Abstract

Traditional B2B marketing strategies struggle to meet the evolving demands of Industry 5.0, which
prioritizes human-centricity, sustainability, transparency, and resilience. This study introduces
Transformative Marketing, an Al-driven framework that integrates B2B and B2C strategies, leading
to the emergence of the B2B2C model—a hybrid approach that enhances customer engagement and
value co-creation.

Using a case study of the Italian ceramic sector, this research employs semi-structured interviews and
secondary data analysis to explore how Al and digital platforms enable firms to personalize
marketing, optimize supply chains, and improve transparency. Findings reveal that while digital
transformation presents opportunities, resistance to change, lack of expertise, and regulatory
constraints remain barriers. However, Al-driven marketing strategies can mitigate these challenges,
fostering adaptability and competitiveness.

This study contributes to academic and managerial discourse by proposing Convergent Marketing as
a model for aligning B2B marketing with Industry 5.0 principles. Future research should further
examine AI’s role in industrial marketing and its long-term impact across sectors.

Keywords: B2B marketing, Industry 5.0, Al-driven marketing, B2B2C, digital transformation,
sustainability, supply chain transparency

Introduction

International marketing serves as a transformative force, shaping business and society by driving
sustainable value creation and strategic adaptation. In an era of increasing disruptions—from
technological advancements and geopolitical tensions to heightened environmental awareness and
shifting consumer behavior—companies must rethink their B2B marketing approaches to remain
competitive (Maldonado-Canca et al., 2024; Marc Lim, 2023).

Global needs have shaped industrial paradigm shifts, driving the development of foundational
principles that are achieved through the successful application of disruptive technologies. The era of
Industry 3.0, spanning from the 1970s to the 2000s, marked the emergence of automation alongside
the standardization of processes, consequently augmenting the operational efficiency of supply chain
activities. Industry 4.0, which emerged during the 2010s, capitalized on advancements in

digitalization, the Internet of Things (IoT), and sophisticated data analytics, thereby facilitating
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enhanced transparency, individualized customer experiences, and the optimization of resources
(Grosse et al., 2023). Since the mid-2020s, the Industry 5.0 paradigm has begun to emerge, driven by
the rise of artificial intelligence platforms and anchored primarily on the principles of stakeholder

collaboration, ethical responsibility, and sustainable marketing practices (Grosse et al., 2023).

The industrial landscape is undergoing rapid transformation, driven by economic changes,
globalization, regulatory directives such as the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD),
and accelerating digital developments (He & Zhang, 2022). Companies must cope with increasing
demands for transparency, digitization, and sustainability without losing competitiveness (Pfajfar et
al., 2022). Traditional B2B marketing models, historically focused on operational efficiency and cost
reduction, remain rigidly transactional and process-oriented. However, this approach is inadequate
to address the contemporary challenges of Industry 5.0, which demands a transformative strategy
that extends beyond customer relationships to encompass human-centricity, transparency, and
sustainability—core tenets of the new industrial paradigm (G. & Asokan-Ajitha, 2023).

Traditional B2B marketing strategies, rooted in linear transactional relationships and firm-centric
models, struggle to meet the evolving demands of Industry 5.0. To address these challenges, recent
trends in B2B marketing emphasize interactive and customer-centric strategies, including
gamification, data visualization, and mixed reality (de Jong et al., 2021). This study seeks to fill a
significant research gap by analyzing the limitations of existing B2B marketing strategies in Industry
5.0 and assessing how Al-driven transformative marketing can facilitate a necessary shift towards a
more customer-centric approach (Zolkiewski et al., 2017). The research question guiding this work is:
How can Al-driven B2B marketing strategies converge with B2C approaches, thereby realizing the

Industry 5.0 principles of human-centricity, resilience, transparency, and sustainability?

To address this gap, this study introduces Transformative Marketing, a framework leveraged by Al
and digitalization to enhance industrial marketing strategies. Convergent Marketing emerges as a

natural consequence of this transformation, signifying the intersection of B2B and B2C approaches.
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The Italian ceramic sector is selected as a case study to illustrate how companies in resource-intensive

industries can adapt to digital transformation and sustainability imperatives.

Theoretical Framework

Transformative marketing has emerged as a response to an unstable global environment and the
principles of Industry 4.0, with the COVID-19 pandemic serving as a key moment of disruption. The
recent evolution of B2B marketing has been shaped by these approaches, emphasizing
adaptability and resilience (Marc Lim, 2023). The pandemic accelerated digital transformation and
underscored the limitations of traditional B2B strategies, necessitating a shift toward more flexible and
customer-centric models.

Traditional B2B marketing models, centered on transactional relationships, struggle to meet the
evolving expectations of Industry 5.0. Effective relationship management and high relationship
quality are essential for fostering trust, collaboration, and long-term value co-creation in digitalized
B2B ecosystems (Lasrado et al., 2023). The principles of Industry 5.0—human- centricity,
sustainability, transparency, and resilience—require a more integrated and stakeholder- oriented
approach. Research by Grosse et al. (2023) emphasizes that Industry 5.0 is not just a technological
upgrade from Industry 4.0 but a fundamental shift toward value creation that prioritizes human factors
and system sustainability. Eriksson & Heikkild (2023) further highlight that traditional B2B
marketing often lacks the dynamic capabilities needed for data-driven innovation, which is crucial

for Industry 5.0 compliance.

One of the most significant shifts in B2B marketing is the convergence with B2C strategies, forming
a B2B2C (business-to-business-to-consumer) model. Nath et al. (2019) argue that the traditional
boundaries between B2B and B2C are blurring, particularly in industries influenced by co-creation
content and social media. Strengthening brand attachment and engagement with end users allows
B2B firms to drive higher customer loyalty and create value beyond transactional relationships (Fehl

et al., 2025). Similarly, He & Zhang (2022) propose that digitalized interactive platforms integrate
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B2B and B2C marketing to enhance customer engagement and platform value. Transitioning a B2B
brand into the consumer market requires careful brand positioning and communication strategies to
maintain credibility while appealing to end consumers (Zhou et al., 2021). Traditional B2B marketing
strategies, rooted in transactional relationships, struggle to meet the evolving demands of Industry 5.0.
As businesses adopt more customer-centric models, storytelling and co-creation with stakeholders
play a crucial role in reinforcing brand identity and trust (Bansal & Sisodia, 2024).

The B2B2C model aligns with Industry 5.0 by enhancing human-centricity, prioritizing user
experience and direct engagement with end consumers (Latinovic & Chatterjee, 2024); fostering
sustainability through green B2B marketing strategies that promote eco-innovation and sustainable
business practices (Esangbedo et al., 2024); improving transparency by enabling real-time interaction
and data sharing across the supply chain; and building resilience through the creation of integrated

business ecosystems that mitigate risks and improve service reliability (G. & Asokan- Ajitha, 2023).

Al-driven technologies serve as a catalyst for the B2B-B2C convergence and the realization of
Industry 5.0 principles. The integration of transformative technologies enables businesses to optimize
their marketing strategies, enhance customer engagement, and drive innovation (Shankaranarayana
et al., 2025). The industrial metaverse, by facilitating virtualized business transactions and immersive
digital experiences, further enhances transparency and engagement in B2B marketing (Bamberger et
al., 2025). Maldonado-Canca et al. (2024) discuss how AI adoption in marketing enhances
segmentation, automation, and predictive analytics, significantly improving marketing effectiveness.
However, they also highlight Al aversion as a barrier, particularly among smaller firms, necessitating
strategic interventions such as training and financial incentives. Moreover, Al-driven cognitive
computing is instrumental in reinforcing transparency and ethical standards in digital marketing
(Behera et al., 2022). Al enhances organizational reputation by enabling ethical decision-making and
improving corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives (Lacka et al., 2020). In the B2B2C

context, Al-powered platforms facilitate value co-creation by enabling seamless collaboration
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between suppliers, businesses, and end consumers (Li et al., 2021).

Despite these advancements, two key gaps remain in the academic literature: the absence of structured
frameworks guiding the convergence of B2B and B2C marketing through digital technologies and
the limited exploration of AI’s role in enabling large-scale personalization and seamless customer

journey management in B2B contexts(Chatzipanagiotou et al., 2023; Krings et al., 2021).

Case Study: the Italian Ceramic Sector

This study employs a blended methodology combining qualitative analysis based on semi- structured
interviews, with an abductive research approach of secondary data—including industry reports,
academic studies, and regulatory documents—to examine B2B marketing strategies in the Italian
ceramic sector (Eriksson & Heikkild, 2023; He & Zhang, 2022). This sector is particularly relevant
due to its historically high resource consumption, reliance on traditional manufacturing methods, and
increasing pressures to adopt sustainable and digital business models. By assessing how companies
in this sector have adapted across different industrial revolutions, particularly in response to
increasing digitalization and sustainability imperatives, the research provides an exemplary case of
how B2B firms can evolve their marketing strategies to align with modern industry paradigms

(Esangbedo et al., 2024; Lacka et al., 2020).

Primary data was gathered through semi-structured interviews with marketing and innovation
managers from various stakeholder categories, ensuring an in-depth exploration of key themes related
to marketing transformation and strategic adaptation. Secondary data sources—including industry
reports, academic studies, and regulatory documents—were analyzed to triangulate findings and
contextualize sector-wide challenges.

The Italian ceramic sector, traditionally reliant on industry trade shows and direct client relationships,
is increasingly adopting digital channels to engage stakeholders. Social media platforms provide

opportunities for B2B firms to create value-driven content, improve visibility, and establish stronger
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digital connections with both business partners and end consumers (Cartwright et al., 2021). The
research specifically examines the limitations of current B2B marketing strategies in the ceramic
sector, identifying key barriers that hinder the adoption of Al for marketing personalization and
transparency. It explores how Transformative Marketing can effectively address these industry-
specific challenges by leveraging digitalization and Al-driven insights. Furthermore, the study
evaluates the potential of this approach to serve as a replicable model for other high-consumption
industries undergoing digital transformation, ensuring enhanced engagement, efficiency, and
adaptability in rapidly evolving markets (Behera et al., 2022; Maldonado-Canca et al., 2024).
Results and Discussion

Findings indicate that B2B marketing in the Italian ceramic sector remains largely transactional and
efficiency-driven, despite increasing digital adoption. Al presents a significant opportunity to enable
personalization at scale, engage customers with customized content, and improve transparency and
trust in supply chains through Al-driven analytics and blockchain integration. It also fosters B2B-
B2C convergence by shifting marketing strategies from industry-centric to customer-driven models.
However, several barriers hinder Al adoption, including a lack of digital expertise within traditional
B2B firms, resistance to change, and regulatory and ethical concerns surrounding Al-driven
automation in marketing decision-making. Transformative Marketing can help overcome these
barriers by integrating Al, digitalization, and sustainability, leading to Convergent Marketing as a
more adaptive and customer-centric approach.

Conclusion and Contributions

Convergent Marketing represents a paradigm shift in industrial marketing. The case study
demonstrates how transformative marketing adapts B2B strategies to today’s global demands by
integrating Al and digitalization. This model optimizes supply chains, enhances transparency, builds
trust, and fosters collaboration among stakeholders. The convergence of B2B and B2C marketing
creates a seamless experience for both industrial partners and end consumers, ultimately driving

competitiveness and long-term success. This research introduces Convergent Marketing as a novel
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framework integrating Al, blockchain, and digitalization into industrial marketing. Practitioners must
modernize strategies to remain competitive, leveraging Al-driven personalization to enhance customer
relationships and optimize supply chains. Academically, this study supports transformative marketing
research by structuring Convergent Marketing, suggesting future directions on B2B & B2C

convergence, Al, and digital marketing adaptation.
Research Limitations and Future Research Lines

The study’s qualitative approach limits generalizability. Future research should incorporate
quantitative validation across industries to enhance the applicability of Transformative Marketing.
Additionally, further investigation is needed into AI’s regulatory implications, ethical considerations,
and long-term effects on industrial marketing strategies. Expanding cross-sectoral analysis would
validate the framework’s adaptability in diverse high-consumption industries undergoing digital

transformation.
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The role of ambivalence in international marketing decisions: The case of small and

medium-sized British exporters

Marica Grego'
University of Pavia'

1 Introduction
1.1 Background

Starting from the very first international step, internationalisation theories are not fully equipped to
explain or predict the behaviour of small and medium enterprises (Tan et al., 2018). To identify the
factors that favour or inhibit the decision to export, scholars usually rely on structural factors (such
as firm’s size, age, management system, organisation, R&D and technology) (i.e. Bonaccorsi, 1992),
on the role of obstacles and incentives (see Paul et al., 2017 for a review) and, finally, on managerial
factors (Acedo & Galén, 2011).

Contributions from the latter approach have established that specific cognitive and behavioural
attributes necessary lead to a certain IM decision (Muzychenko & Liesch, 2015). However, cognition
has often been treated as a unidimensional construct, whereas in reality, it encompasses contrasting
elements, evolves over time, and is influenced by uncertainty, conflicting emotions, leading managers

to inconsistencies in decision-making.

1.2 Research gap

The mixture of feelings and beliefs that characterises international marketing (IM) decisions, such
the decision to export, represents a research area that is currently underexplored. We refer to this
phenomenon as ambivalence—a psychological state in which individuals simultaneously hold
opposing orientations toward an object due to conflicting information (Ashforth & Reingen, 2014).
For example, a manager may wish to start a new exporting project because they believe that exports
make a huge contribution to the company’s long-term profit, but they are also aware that exports may

have a negative impact on the company because of the risk associated with international markets.
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We have limited understanding of how managers may react and resolve situations of ambivalence, as
this has rarely been tested in the context of IM decisions. This leaves some questions open such as:
How do managers react to a situation of ambivalence in IM decisions? What strategies do they employ

to reconcile contrasting feelings and beliefs?

1.3  Objective of the study

This study aims to advance understanding of the cognitive foundations of IM decisions by examining
the role of ambivalence. Ambivalence introduces internal cognitive tensions that influence how
managers frame risks, prioritise outcomes, and employ heuristics in internationalisation. By
integrating both cognitive and affective dimensions, this research offers a more comprehensive

framework for explaining and predicting IM decisions.

1.4 Main contribution(s)

This study contributes to IM research by integrating ambivalence as a key cognitive mechanism in
the context of export decisions, highlighting its dual role in both hindering and enhancing decision-
making. Additionally, the study differentiates between two main types of ambivalence (cognitive
ambivalence and cognitive-affective inconsistency), offering new theoretical insights and practical
implications to understand psychological barriers in internationalisation. The findings can be extended
to various IM decisions, involving significant trade-offs, such as adopting transformative marketing

approaches and balancing business, social and environmental outcomes.

2 Theoretical Background
2.1 The concept of ambivalence

The managers’ attitude towards international markets has been mostly conceived along a unique
dimension that may be low or high, pro or con, positive or negative (and all the points in between)
(DeGhetto et al., 2021). However, early research in psychology, marketing and management studies,

have challenged this view highlighting the property of ambivalence (Maio et al., 1996). Ambivalence
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means that attitudes are not always totally positive or negative but can simultaneously encompass both
valences, as decision makers may evaluate an issue as both positive and negative at the same time
(Plambeck & Weber, 2009).

As an example, consider Amazon's entry into the Indian market in 2013. The decision was likely
influenced by ambivalence due to the coexistence of significant opportunities and substantial
challenges. This conflicting situation led Amazon’s managers to a mix of risk-averse behaviour and

bold initiatives challenging the predictive power of traditional theories.

2.2 Types of ambivalence

One of the most investigated types of ambivalence is cognitive ambivalence which is characterized
by a coexistence of positive and negative beliefs about a particular object (Hamby & Russell, 2022).
Beliefs are mental representations or convictions that individuals hold about the consequences of a
specific decision (De Cock et al., 2021). Cognitive ambivalence has been studied in a variety of
decision contexts such as leader-member interaction (Lee et al., 2019), CEOs’ strategic decisions (Bao
et al., 2022), political evaluations (Plambeck & Weber, 2009), sustainability decisions (Sheng et al.,
2023) and consumer research (Roster & Richins, 2009; Turel & Qahri-Saremi, 2023). Marketing and
consumer research show more prolific applications of the concept of ambivalence, from the decision
between online and offline channel (Penz & Hogg, 2011) to the purchase intentions (Aaker et al.,
2008), from the trust and distrust in electronic transactions (Moody et al., 2017) to the impact of
nostalgia and animosity in buying Russian brands (Gineikiene & Diamantopoulos, 2017).

The literature also identifies other sources of conflict that generate ambivalence, though they have
received less attention than cognitive ambivalence. One such example is cognitive-affective
inconsistency (Conner et al., 2021) which remains relatively underexplored concept but represents a

promising area for future research. Cognitive- affective inconsistency relies on the long-standing
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assumption that every decision is driven by affect 'and cognition ?(Ajzen, 2001). These two entities
are under the control of separate and partially independent brain systems; they may influence each
other’s but are in principle independent (Zajonc, 1980). This implies that affective evaluations may,
in some cases, differ from cognitive evaluations (Loewenstein et al., 2001). Compared to
ambivalence, cognitive-affective inconsistency has a slightly broader scope because it captures the
misalignment between cognitive and affective responses, which can weaken the link between attitude

and intention, reducing commitment to action (Conner et al., 2021).
2.3 Ambivalence in international marketing decisions

Ambivalence and inconsistency have received limited attention in the field of IM, particularly in the
context of export decisions. When ambivalence is explored in IM related research, the focus tends to
be on other organizational phenomena rather than IM decisions (Gineikiene & Diamantopoulos,
2017; Yuan et al., 2017).

Therefore, a clear research gap remains in understanding how ambivalence influences IM decisions.
The lack of attention to ambivalence in IM studies is surprising, given the inherently complex and

conflicting nature of the internationalisation process.

3  Hypotheses Development

Traditionally, behavioural research has established a direct relationship between a manager's positive
international attitude and the degree of internationalization of their organization (Acedo & Galan,
2011; DeGhetto et al., 2021). This relationship is consistently supported by well-established
psychological theories (Ajzen, 1991). Therefore, as baseline hypothesis we hypothesize that
managers who have a positive cognitive attitude towards exporting are more likely to express the
intention to internationalize (HO).

The study of ambivalence has produced conflicting results depending on the context and the type of

! The term affect refers to an umbrella concept that identifies “any experience of feeling or emotion, ranging from suffering to
elation, from the simplest to the most complex sensations of feeling” (APA Dictionary of Psychology, last update 19/04/2018).
2 The term cognition refers to “all forms of knowing and awareness, such as perceiving, conceiving, remembering, reasoning,
judging, imagining, and problem solving” (APA Dictionary of Psychology, last update 19/04/2018).
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decision. The first group of studies emphasizes the negative consequences that a conflicting situation
activates in the decision maker’s mind (Ajzen, 2001). Ambivalence decreases the confidence in the
decision maker’s attitude (Jonas et al., 1997), increases the perception of risk (Podoynitsyna et al.,
2012) and reduces the willingness to perform a behaviour or making a certain decision (Russell et al.,
2011). Therefore, a first plausible hypothesis is that ambivalence negatively moderates the
relationship between attitude and export decisions such that for higher levels of ambivalence the
relation attitude-intention becomes weaker (H1).

A concurrent stream of research emphasizes the positive implications of ambivalence on decision
quality because the internal conflict associated with ambivalence produces more awareness and more
refined analytic processes (Plambeck & Weber, 2009). Rather than weakening the attitude-intention
relationship, we also take into consideration the opposite effect that ambivalence may strengthen the
relationship between attitude and export intention (H1b).

Unlike ambivalence, which can sometimes enhance decision-making, cognitive- affective
inconsistency disrupts the attitude-intention relation by generating affective conflict, leading to lower
decision confidence and weaker behavioural intentions Conner et al. (2021). While conflicting beliefs
can be reconciled with extra-cognitive effort, cognitive-affective inconsistency is tightly related to
affective and emotional responses that rise spontaneously and are not mediated by analytical
reasoning (Zajonc, 1980). In the context of export decisions, managers may cognitively recognise the
benefits of exporting but contextually experience negative affect, such as unpleasant feelings and
psychological discomfort with foreign markets, reducing their likelihood of acting on a positive
attitude. Therefore, we hypothesise a (H2) negative moderating effect of cognitive-affective
inconsistency on the attitude-intention relationship, such that higher levels of cognitive-affective

inconsistency weaken the relationship. Figure 1 graphically represents our model.
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Figure 1:Model
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4 Methodology
4.1 Sample

Our model has been testes on a sample of 232 small and medium-sized British manufacturers. The

survey was distributed via email to company directors or export managers.

4.2 Variables

The dependent variable (intention to export) was measured using two approaches: a broad measure
(1= firms that expressed some level of intention to export; O=all the others) and a strict measure (1=
firms with a precise commitment to export; O=all the others). Attitude toward internationalisation was
measured using three items on a 7- point Likert scale, capturing respondents’ overall favourability,
utility, and perceived benefits of exporting. Ambivalence was measured objectively using the method
proposed by Thompson et al. (1995), which quantifies the coexistence of positive and negative
evaluations toward exporting. Cognitive-affective inconsistency was measured using the approach
outlined by Conner et al. (2021), which captures the degree of misalignment between cognitive
evaluations and affective responses toward exporting. Several control variables were included to
account for firm- and individual-level factors that could influence export intention (respondent’s age,
educational attainment, whether the respondent is the firm owner, and previous work experience in
exporting, whether the firm is a regular exporter, the number of foreign operations, whether the firm

is family-owned, age of the firm, and firm size).
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4.3 Estimation and preliminary results

Given the binary nature of the dependent variable, the models are estimated using binary logistic
regression. Preliminary results are outlined in Table 1.

Table 1: Logistic regression models

DV: Intention to export DV: Strong intention to export
Maodel 1 Maodel 2 Model 3 Model 4 Maodel 5 Muodel &
(Intercept) -1.393 3.175 -1.206 -1.491 0.388 -2.458
(1190} (2.241) (1.710) (1.328) (2.033) (1.577)
ATT 4567 4.535%%* 2.059%== 2. R23e*
(0.816) (0.675) (0.607) (0.604)
AMB -.054%*= -0.027
(0.019) (0LO18)
ATTxAMB 0.063** 0.007
(0.031) (0.023)
INC 0.010 0.03
(0.019) (0.021)
ATTxINC -0.013 -0.052 #*=
(0.032) (0.027)
AGE -0.026 -0.011 -0.017 -0.028 -0.006 -0.019
(0.017) (0.025) (0.024) (0.018) (0.021) (0.021)
EDU 0.084 -0.047 -0.059 0.011 -0.063 -0.049
(0.067) (0.099) (0.097) (0.071) (0.080) (0.08)
OWNER 0.306 1.520%* 1. 152%* -0.046 0.040 -0.012
(0.361) (0.638) (0.579) (0.379) (0.439) (0.43)
REG_EXP 2055 === 0.163 0.0491 2. 175%e= 0.904 0.973
(0.383) (0.622) (0.598) (0.567) (0.655) (0.655)
NF( 0.294 -0.092 -0.095 0.137 -0.087 -0.0%6
(0.194) (0.283) (0.277) (0.184) (0.216) (0.204)
FAM_BUS -0.337 -0.830 -0.714 0.076 0.107 0.124
(0.330) (0.513) (0.497) (0.350) (0.400) (0.396)
FIRM_AGE 0.001 0.006 0.014 -0.005 -0.003 -0.003
(0.007) (0.011) (0.011) (0.007) (0.008) (0.007)
SIZE -0.005 0.022 0.007 -0.018 -0.016 -0.017
(0.019) (0.029) (0.027) (0.020) (0.022) (0.022)
EXP WORK 0.153* 0.152 0.159* 0.113 0.033 0.114
(0.074) (0.116) (0.111) (0.074) (0.085) (0.082)
N 232 232 232 232 232 232
Psendo R2 0.360 0.768 0.742 0.224 0.457 0.442

#EEp < 0.001; **p<0.01; *p=<0.05.
Note: Pseudo R2 method Nagelkerke

5 Findings and Discussion

Preliminary findings show that attitude toward exporting (ATT) is a strong predictor of export

intention across all models (p < 0.001), confirming HO and aligning with prior research.
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Ambivalence (AMB) has a significant negative effect on export intention in Model 2 (p < 0.001),
indicating that higher ambivalence reduces the likelihood of expressing a positive intention to export,
supporting the idea that ambivalence acts as a psychological barrier, creating cognitive hesitation and
emotional discomfort. However, its effect is not significant for strong export intention (Model 5),
suggesting that for managers who are firmly committed to exporting, ambivalence has likely already
been resolved or is overridden by other factors (e.g., attitude).

The interaction effect ATT*AMB is positive and significant in Model 3 (p < 0.01), indicating that
ambivalence strengthens the relationship between attitude and export intention. While ambivalence
alone reduces export intention (Model 2), when interacting with a strong positive attitude, it
encourages deeper cognitive engagement and more deliberate decision-making. However, the
interaction is not significant in Model 5, implying that at higher commitment levels ambivalence plays
does not play a moderating role likely because other factors, such as a strong attitude has a strong
biasing effect taking precedence.

Cognitive-affective inconsistency (INC) has no significant direct effect in either Model 3 or Model 6,
suggesting that misalignment between cognitive and affective evaluations does not influence export
intention or commitment to exporting. The interaction effect (ATTXINC) is not significant in Model
3 but becomes significantly negative in Model 6 (p < 0.001), indicating that cognitive-affective
inconsistency weakens the relationship between attitude and strong export intention. Unlike
ambivalence, which can sometimes enhance decision-making, cognitive-affective inconsistency
appears to introduce psychological resistance, preventing managers from acting on their positive
attitudes at higher levels of export commitment. The effect of cognitive-affective inconsistency
(ATTxINC) is more evident in strong export intention (Model 6), suggesting that this misalignment

becomes more salient when the decision is closer to being made.

6 Conclusion, Limitations and Implications

The study examines the role of ambivalence and cognitive-affective inconsistency in forming IM
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decisions. We show that ambivalence weakens export intention but strengthens the attitude-intention
relationship, suggesting that while it can create hesitation, it may also lead to more deliberate
decision-making. In contrast, cognitive- affective inconsistency does not directly influence export
intention or commitment, but it emerges as a key factor that creates misalignment between attitude and
intention. This implies that even when managers hold a positive attitude toward exporting, cognitive-
affective misalignment may prevent their decisions from fully reflecting their attitude, leading to
inconsistent or discontinuous behaviour.

The study's limitations include its cross-sectional design and reliance on self-reported measures.
Additionally, while findings may extend to similar decision contexts, they may not generalize across
different cultural settings. Lastly, the study focuses on intention rather than actual behaviour, though
intention serves as a valid proxy for understanding managerial decision-making processes.

This study has policy, managerial, and theoretical implications. Policymakers can design export
support programs based on a rhetoric that leverages the affective dimension of attitude. Managers
should start recognizing and dealing with internal conflict to successfully direct their action towards
the desired goals. Theoretically, the findings highlight the necessity to reconsider some of the

behavioural assumptions about managers.
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Exploring the interplay between inward and outward internationalization

Simona Amerio’, Birgit Hagen’
Silvateam SpA’, University of Pavia’

Abstract

Research on internationalization of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) has extensively
studied either outward (market related) or inward (supply related) activities. Little emphasis,
however, is put on interlinkages and potential connections between these two sides of international
activity.

Therefore, in our paper we theorize a framework of potential inward-outward connections, their
linkages and their performance outcomes. The framework may assist in designing qualitative,
processual studies that investigate the linkages more in depth. In itself, the framework contributes to
theory with a deeper understanding of non-sequential stages of internationalization. Importantly, it
bears the potential to illustrate and explain patterns not easily explained by traditional models of
internationalization. Additionally, by identifying the potential linking factors, e.g. relationships,
transfer of knowledge, and flows of resources, it also contribute to the resource-based view (RBV)
within the context of international business (Peng, 2001), showing how firms leverage resources
obtained through inward activities to support outward activities and vice-versa.

Keywords: inward internationalization, outward internationalization, market-seeking, resource-
seeking, efficiency-seeking

Inward and outward internationalization: Identifying a missing link

While research on internationalization has extensively studied either outward (market related) or
inward (supply related) activities, there is some recognition of the connections between these
operations and their mutual influence (Karlsen et al., 2003; Korhonen, 1999). Fletcher (2001) and
Jones (1999) for example recognize the importance of a holistic perspective to internationalization
which considers both inward and outward dimensions and their interplay. Fletcher’s (2001) holistic
conceptual framework suggests that firms’ international decision-making is multidimensional, driven

by both inward and outward activities, each reciprocally influencing the other.

Inward-outward connections increase the understanding of firms' internationalization process,
explaining both the progression between different stages of internationalization, and how and why
companies internationalize (Karlsen et al., 2003). Leveraging these connections can be especially

beneficial for SMEs, given their limited resources. International growth allows SMEs to acquire
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complementary resources and competencies (Dimitratos et al., 2016) which enable them to access
new opportunities and improve performance (Pangarkar, 2008; Kabbara & Hagen, 2023) and those
can arise, as we add, from both sourcing and selling sides. Despite their significance in the firms,

connections have received little attention to date.

Inward operations and their implications

Inward international operations not only minimize costs of resource integration (Agndal, 2006), but
also enhance firms’ capabilities (Quélin & Duhamel, 2003) and international knowledge (Hennart et
al., 2021). Negotiating with foreign suppliers expands a company’s international contact network
(Andersen & Christensen, 2005; Bertrand, 2011) providing access to crucial resources, information,
and ideas. Strong relationships with suppliers help SMEs obtain accurate product information, reduce
costs, increase production efficiency, and access new markets and business opportunities (Knudsen
& Servais, 2007). These facilitate the transfer of competencies and knowledge (Child & Rodrigues,
2005; Hétonen, 2009), which combined with international experience, reduce perceived risks and
uncertainties in foreign markets (Korhonen, Luostarinen & Welch, 1996). Acquiring technological,
managerial, and business knowledge enables firms to achieve organizational, process (Szymura- Tyc,
2021) and product innovations (Nieto & Rodriguez, 2011). Inward operations, such as inward foreign
direct investment (FDI), foreign acquisitions, and international joint ventures, increase a firm’s
production and innovation capacity (Liu et al., 2020) by facilitating the transfer of technology and
expertise (Maskell et al., 2007). They also provide opportunities to acquire highly skilled personnel
(Lewin, Massini & Peeters, 2009), physical capital (Emako, Nuru & Menza, 2023) and financial

resources beneficial for future international activities (Child & Rodrigues, 2005).

Outward operations and their implications

On the other hand, many companies pursue outward internationalization to establish a global

presence. Firms expand abroad with market-seeking strategies to capture foreign clients, but also to
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augment capabilities, such as organizational and international market expansion (Tallman & Fladmoe-
Lindquist, 2002). Also, as does inward-internationalization, outward internationalization offers
unique learning opportunities, allowing access to knowledge that is not available otherwise (Love &
Ganotakis, 2013). Foreign market, technological (Salomon & Shaver, 2005) and marketing knowledge
(Golovko, Lopes-Bento & Sofka, 2023; Szymura-Tyc, 2021; Hagen & Zucchella, 2014) are examples
that result from contacts with foreign partners and their network. Manufacturers and technology
providers (Zahra, Ireland & Hitt, 2000), and buyers share information on production technologies and
product specifications (Atkin, Khandelwal & Osman, 2017; Love & Ganotakis, 2013), and customers
who provide insights into their needs and expectations (Salomon and Shaver, 2005; Hagen et al.,
2019). These interactions help firms to develop high-quality products and marketing innovations

(Golovko, Lopes-Bento & Sofka, 2023; Szymura-Tyc, 2021).

Additionally, outward international activities support process and organizational innovations
(Szymura-Tyc, 2021). Exporters, benefiting from larger market access and economies of scale
achieve improved technical efficiency, higher productivity and profitability compared to non-

exporters (Atkin, Khandelwal & Osman, 2017; Bernard et al., 2007).

Bridges for inward-outward connections

Few studies focus on connections between inward and outward international activities and their
linking factors. One of them, as is evidenced in the sections above, is knowledge. Market-knowledge
gained from exporting can positively influence the performance of inward operations (Bertrand, 2011;
Hagen & Zucchella, 2012) and, vice versa, inward internationalisation activities have been found to
assist with market-seeking expansion (Karlsen et al., 2003). Bagheri et al. (2019) find that inward
activities provide technological knowledge, while outward ones facilitate market knowledge (Bagheri
et al., 2019). Their combination enables the implementation and commercialization of technical
solutions (Lichtenthaler, 2009). Inward-outward connections are facilitated by the ability to share and

transfer such knowledge within international networks (Welch et al., 2002). Firms develop
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relationships abroad expanding their contact network through interactions with foreign suppliers,
distributors, buyers, and customers, that can be leveraged to access and transfer resources, increase
business opportunities and support growth and expansion (Bertrand, 2011; Hernandez & Nieto,
2016). Additionally, reputation is important in stimulating potential customers in a new market
(Reuber & Fisher, 2009); as demonstrated by Karlsen et al. (2003), the acknowledgment of a company
by foreign authorities and business partners can serve as an asset in subsequent outward activities.
Financial resources acquired through inward FDI (e.g. funds obtained by state banks and government
agencies) can be leveraged for investments in foreign markets (Child & Rodrigues, 2005). The same
holds for capital gained from outward operations that can be reinvested to support resource-seeking

activities.

Therefore, knowledge, international networks, reputation and financial resource can be considered as
linking factors of international inward-outward connections. However, there is reason to believe that

there may be other linking factors.

Recent work by Brouthers et al. (2022) identifies the resources necessary for foreign entry activities,
including not only knowledge, relations with investors, capital and reputation, but also managerial
assistance, and technical capabilities. Significantly, these resources are outcomes of inward
internationalization, thus potentially linking factors. Resources accessed through either inward or
outward operations can have the potential to further improve the next international activity.
Technologies and technological knowledge acquired during inward activities may be strategically
used to improve operations efficiency and support foreign market penetration. The same holds for
organizational capabilities and innovations gained, which may promote collaboration and sharing
resources across functions, or monitoring and coordinating relationships with suppliers and buyers.
In the light of the existing literature, further research is needed to investigate whether and how inward-
outward connections emerge and to identify the potential linking factors for the interplay between
inward and outward internationalization. To better understand the identified research gap, Figure 1

can be viewed as a guiding conceptual framework for the study.
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Figure 1. Linking factors of inward-outward connection

From a theoretical perspective, our analysis may refine the Uppsala Model (Johanson & Vahlne,
1977) beyond the sequential stages of internationalization. Inward—outward connections can explain
movements from one stage in the internationalization process to another and provide examples of
patterns not easily explained by traditional models such as ‘born global’ (Karlsen et al., 2003).
Additionally, by identifying the potential linking factors as relationships, transfer of knowledge, and
flows of resources, the analysis supports the importance of networks in the process of
internationalization (Coviello & Munro, 1997). It can also contribute to the resource-based view
(RBV) within the context of international business (Peng, 2001), showing how firms leverage

resources obtained through inward activities to support outward activities and vice-versa.

Internal organizational environment

Importantly, as firms undertake international operations, they gain valuable insights from foreign
markets which require them to adapt their systems, processes, and organizational structures. This
often leads to strategic, structural, and human resource changes (Lam & White, 1999; Hagen, Ghauri
& Macovei, 2024).

To fully benefit from international activities, firms must facilitate the transfer of knowledge among
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intra-organizational functions and departments (Bertrand, 2011; Karlsen et al., 2003). Otherwise, the
gained information, knowledge, and network base may risk being retained in respective silos and not
be properly disseminated and documented throughout the company (Karlsen et al., 2003) to the benefit
of inward and outward activities. Knowledge acquired is crucial, but it must be effectively transferred
within the organization to maximize its benefits. Systems to disseminate this knowledge across
different units of the firm are necessary to avoid missed opportunities and to ensure that the firm can

leverage it for future international activities (Welch et al., 2002).

Effective strategic management, informed decision-making and robust internal organization are key
to facilitating inward-outward connections and to leverage on them in business internationalization
(Karlsen et al., 2003; Welch et al., 2002). Therefore, when dealing with inward-outward connections,
it is essential to consider internal company processes since connections may include organizational
changes in structure, personnel, and training (Karlsen et al., 2003). Managerial innovations, such as

new approaches, tasks, and unit structures, influence organizational changes (Fariborz,

& Deepa, 2012) required to manage the increasing volume and complexity of international activities,
thereby demonstrating a company’s commitment to international involvement (Welch & Luostarinen,
1988).Welch and Luostarinen (1988) highlight the importance of organizational capacity in
internationalization, considering changes in organizational structure, personnel, and finance as

indicators of a firm’s level of internationalization.

To further enrich the existing literature, it is crucial to explore more deeply how to facilitate inward-
outward connections and how to change once they occur. Recognizing these internal changes caused
by inward-outward connections will enable managers to make informed strategic decisions (e.g.
restructuring processes, reallocating resources) fostering collaboration among departments,
facilitating knowledge transfer within the organization and enhancing their international
competitiveness. Examining changes within SMEs enriches the theory of organizational change by

highlighting the importance of considering internationalization processes as drivers of change and
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explaining how organizations implement change and undergo transformational processes.

Performance

By successfully managing organizational changes and enabling inward-outward connections, firms
can fully leverage the benefits deriving from those connections. Effective connections offer several
advantages to firms, which would be lost if they are not made (Karlsen et al. 2003). Indeed, anecdotal
evidence shows that they generate greater positive impacts compared to focusing on just one type of

international activity (Bagheri et al., 2019).

Studies on SMEs highlight the role of connections in providing access to complementary knowledge
that increases the opportunities for learning and generates higher turnover growth (Hernandez &
Nieto, 2016), so improved financial performance. Building strong strategic relationships with
suppliers and buyers opens doors to new markets, and expands business opportunities (Knudsen &
Servais, 2007), leading to increased revenue and profitability. As anticipated, international activities,

either inward or outward oriented, allow companies to access technologies, skilled

personnel, and financial resources, that can be used to improve operational efficiency. Leveraging on
information and experience gained from early inward activities can bring advantages in terms of
reduced time needed to establish successful outward operations (Karlsen et al., 2003). As well,
increased knowledge flow increases chances of SMEs of fostering organizational and process
innovation, improving best practices and boosting operational efficiency, or product and marketing
innovation, enhancing product quality resulting in increased number of clients and sales (Idris,

Saridakis & Khan, 2022).

Additionally, inward and outward activities lead to upgraded employees’ capabilities, competences
and expertise that can be used to develop new products or improve existing ones and bring changes in

the business environment (Bagheri et al., 2019).

Conclusion

Based on the very limited evidence to date, we theorize a model of inward-outward connections in
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internationalization, illustrating potential organizational change and performance outcomes.
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The importance of materiality analysis and stakeholder engagement in
determining corporate purpose: A case study from the aviation

industry
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Abstract

The conventional emphasis on shareholder value has given way to a more expansive understanding
of corporate purpose in recent years, encompassing social and environmental responsibilities. A new
approach to management, known as the stakeholder view, prioritises a balance between the interests
of all stakeholders and challenges Friedman’s shareholder-centric model, which places shareholders
at the centre of corporate strategy. Despite growing support for this broader perspective, certain
critics advise that the business’s identity and competitiveness may be weakened by the lack of a clear
purpose, making it more susceptible to pressure from external actors and power groups like top
management. Moreover, the increasing importance of sustainability has made companies need to
incorporate social and environmental goals into their governance, frequently expressed as corporate
purpose. This business purpose is not always explicitly defined, and done so leads to the notion of an
implicit business purpose, which can be inferred from sustainability actions, strategies, and practices.
Using Geasar S.p.A., an operator of an airport management company based in Olbia (Sardinia, Italy),
as a case study, our contribution investigates how materiality analysis and stakeholder interaction
may be used to identify and strengthen the implicit corporate purpose. The case study demonstrates
how the Company, through an implicit statement of purpose, can manifest a solid commitment to
environmental and social sustainability and the improvement of the territory in which it operates. The
analysis reveals how Geasar S.p.A. has integrated the values of social responsibility into corporate
governance and strategies, evolving from a traditional CSR approach to a more sophisticated
ESG model based on a solid corporate purpose actively promoting the economic and social
development of Sardinia through a strong link with the territory.

Keywords: materiality analysis, corporate purpose, aviation industry, stakeholder
engagement

Purpose

This research investigates how an organisation’s implicit business purpose can be identified and
reinforced through materiality analysis and stakeholder engagement practices. While explicit
statements of business purpose are common, many organisations operate with an implicit purpose
reflected in their governance structures and day-to-day practices. The research also tends to exclude
that purpose is confused with mission and vision (Fitzsimmons et al., 2022). In particular, the

following research questions are addressed:
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RQ1: Can the implicit purpose be deduced from the materiality analysis?

RQ2: Is there a link between solid corporate purpose and competitiveness?

Focusing on the Geasar S.p.A case study, this research highlights the importance of materiality
analysis in identifying and aligning business purposes inthe air transport industry, which is currently
under significant pressure to address sustainability and social responsibility.

Methodology

The research adopts a qualitative approach to the single case study. The methodology involves the
analysis of key corporate documents such as Voluntary reporting (since 2018), Materiality Analysis,
Stakeholder Engagement Plan, 2022-2026 Sustainability Plan, and ESG Policy (since 2023). The

analysis was conducted in three main steps:

1. Identification of declared purpose, mission and vision.
2. Stakeholder identification and engagement
3. Materiality analysis

Materiality analysis is the central framework for assessing issues relevant to the Company’s and
stakeholders’ long-term goals. In particular, it helps identify the intersection between what the
Company considers important and what is meaningful to its stakeholders, revealing insights into the
underlying business purpose.

Findings

Identification of declared purpose, mission and vision.

An implicit purpose emerges from the Company documents and public statements of Geasar S.p.A.
Sustainability reports and materiality matrices indicate an orientation towards sustainability,
stakeholder involvement, and responsible governance. The Company seems to be pursuing
sustainable growth, balancing operational efficiency, respect for the environment, and the socio-
economic development of Sardinia (the Italian Region in which Gaesar operates). The mission is
oriented towards the satisfaction of passengers and airlines, while the vision aims at sustainable

development. The evolution from CSR to ESG reflects the integration of these values into governance.
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Stakeholder identification and engagement
Identifying the stakeholders with whom to do the materiality analysis was essential. This was done by

examining their business operations and their regional impact.
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Figure 1. Stakelhoder Identification. Source: Geasar’s Sustainability Report 2023

The Company adopts a structured approach and stakeholder engagement methods to understand and
align with each interest group’s expectations by integrating stakeholder requests into its operational
strategies and reporting. The materiality matrix reflects the importance of the relevant issues for the
Company and its stakeholders; the results are approved by the Board of Directors, demonstrating the

central role of stakeholder involvement in corporate governance and sustainability.

Materiality Analysis

Since 2018, Geasar has conducted materiality analyses to identify relevant economic, social, and
environmental issues that align with GRI standards (International Guidelines for Sustainability
Reporting). The 2023 analysis highlighted crucial issues on governance, the environment, the

economy, and social aspects, as reported in the Sustainability Report.
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The analysis followed three steps:
1. Identification of relevant issues: Topics of interest were identified through consultations
with management and analysis of internal documents (Code of Ethics) and external documents (sector

studies and international best practices).

2. Evaluation of topics: A multi-stakeholder workshop with over 70 participants set priorities,

supplemented by surveys and the CEO’s opinion, using a relevance scale of 1 to 5.

3. Elaboration of the materiality matrix: The results (scores above 3) led to creating a matrix
with 21 key themes oriented towards sustainability, focusing on reducing environmental impact,
ethics, supporting communities, and improving the customer experience.

This commitment to sustainability reflects a corporate purpose oriented towards social and
environmental well-being.

Theoretical Implications
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This study contributes to the literature on corporate purpose by emphasising the concept of implicit
purpose, implied by a company’s objectives and activities but not explicitly expressed. The findings
challenge the traditional view that corporate purpose must be explicitly stated and suggest that
companies may have a powerful and implicit purpose embedded in their governance, sustainability
practices, and stakeholder engagement efforts, as is the case with the Company being analysed. In
addition, our research highlights the role of stakeholder theory in shaping corporate governance.
Businesses prioritising stakeholder expectations in their decision-making processes, such as Geasar
S.p.A., demonstrate that purpose and value creation go beyond shareholders’ interests. This aligns
with the expanding body of research on sustainable capitalism, which holds that a company’s financial
returns and social and environmental benefits are the best indicators of its success (Gartenberg et al.,
2019).

Practical Implications

The results of this study have several practical implications for companies seeking to define or

enhance their corporate purpose:

l. Materiality analysis to define purpose: This tool reveals critical priorities and values
for companies without an explicit purpose, aligning operations with social and environmental goals.

2. Integrating purpose into governance: Governance and leadership structures must align
with implicit or explicit business purpose, promoting sustainability and stakeholder engagement at
all decision-making levels.

3. Communication of purpose: Declaring purpose, even implicit, through sustainability
reports and strategic leadership communications reinforces commitment to social and environmental
goals.

4. Adapting to stakeholder expectations: Adapting business strategies to the evolving
needs of stakeholders and involving them in the materiality process ensures alignment with their

expectations and concerns.
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Originality

Our study identifies implicit business purpose through materiality analysis and stakeholder
engagement, distinguishing itself from approaches favouring explicit statements. The case of Geasar
S.p.A. shows how, under pressure on environmental and social issues, air transport companies can
implicitly define their purpose through sustainable practices and stakeholder involvement. Future
research could also explore the link between financial performance and sustainable guidance,
highlighting a business purpose that evolves towards an inclusive model. The innovative approach is
based on three key aspects:

1. Investigation of implicit purpose: A topic less explored than explicit mission and
vision statements, the implicit purpose is particularly relevant in regulated sectors such as air
transport, where the alignment between operating practices and strategic objectives is not always
formalised and communicated.

2. Materiality analysis: Typically used to define strategic priorities, materiality analysis’s
use to deduce the business purpose opens up new perspectives in an area that is still little studied.

3. Application in the air transport sector: Materiality analysis suggests how this sector
can integrate social and environmental aspects into its strategic objectives by contributing to
business practices and sectoral policies.

Using an innovative approach with consolidated tools significantly contributes to management and
corporate sustainability studies. The study’s evidence underlines the importance of identifying
implicit business purposes through tools such as materiality analysis and stakeholder engagement.
The Company’s commitment is not limited to meeting the needs of

its customers and stakeholders, it actively promotes Sardinia’s economic and social development,
highlighting a solid link with the territory. This implicit purpose is evident in its role as a catalyst for
local tourism, balancing economic growth, environmental protection, and social innovation.

The connection between purpose, mission, and vision is another crucial element that emerged from

the analysis. The strategic consistency resulting from alignment allows the Company to strengthen
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its reputation and competitive advantage, ensuring lasting value for stakeholders. In particular,

adopting ESG practices enhances customer trust and promotes a positive brand image, thus

consolidating Geasar’s position as a central player in responsible tourism development.

These results open up new perspectives for future research, particularly regarding the role of brand
identity and related brand image in sustainability-oriented corporate strategies and the construction of
a lasting relationship with stakeholders with potential benefits on a competitive and financial level
(Gartenberg et al., 2019).
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The evolving literature on R&D internationalization: State of the art and new

challenges.
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Abstract
The internationalization of research and development (R&D) emerged in the 1980s and 1990s as a
topic of growing interest with particular reference to the issue of geographic decentralization of
enterprise laboratories (MNEs). Previously, enterprise R&D had been seen as a limitedly
internationalized activity, being kept mainly in the domestic base of the enterprise. Subsequently,
while some authors emphasized the growing importance of laboratories abroad and an increasing
geographical decentralization of R&D activities, others pointed out that most R&D continued to be
carried out in the country where the firm maintained its domestic base. In the globalization of the
1990s and 2000s, many R&D activities were decentralized to emerging countries where resource cost
conditions were more convenient and where there was greater proximity to manufacturing activities
and for adaptation to newly important outlet markets. This article seeks to take stock of the evolution
of the literature on internationalization of R&D in more recent years (2000 to the present) with
particular reference to the challenges posed by geopolitical tensions and decoupling processes in
recent years. The paper aims to contribute to questions about the prospects and challenges of
internationalization of business R&D in the changing international environment by proposing a
research agenda.
Keywords: International R&D; multinational companies; decoupling; research agenda; literature
review.
Introduction
The internationalization of research and development (R&D) has become a crucial strategy for
multinational enterprises (MNEs) aiming to enhance their innovation capabilities and meet the
demands of global markets. Initially, R&D activities were largely confined to home countries (Patel &
Pavitt, 1991), but they have increasingly expanded abroad. This shift is driven by globalization, the
growing significance of knowledge as a competitive asset, and the opportunity to access advanced
technologies, cost-effective labor, and localized innovation ecosystems. This evolution, supported by
rising global R&D expenditures, reflects a dynamic process influenced by changing economic and
strategic priorities. The literature on R&D internationalization identifies three main evolutionary

phases. In its early stages, the focus was on centralized innovation and local adaptation. Beginning in

the mid-1980s, this approach transitioned to transnational strategies that integrated global resources
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(Papanastassiou, Pearce, & Zanfei, 2020). Since 2000, we have observed a convergence of
disciplines, the rise of data-driven research, and the growing influence of emerging market players
(Vrontis & Christo, 2021). This evolutionary process has shaped the opportunities and challenges
associated with R&D internationalization, which vary across these phases. The benefits of
internationalizing R&D are well-documented, including improved innovation performance, access to
diverse resources, and strengthened competitive positioning (Hsu, Lien, & Chen, 2015). However,
significant challenges remain, such as managing intellectual property, the risks of knowledge
spillovers, and navigating complex regulatory frameworks. In recent years, advancements in artificial
intelligence and digital technologies have further increased the strategic importance of global R&D
networks, adding new layers of complexity to these dynamics (Dachs B. A. et al., 2024). The
advantages and disadvantages of R&D internationalization do not merely counterbalance; they
represent a complex trade-off that requires careful analysis. Effectively navigating this trade-off is
essential for firms aiming to sustain long- term competitive advantages in an increasingly
interconnected world. Through strategic and informed management, companies can maximize the

benefits of international R&D while minimizing its downsides.

This work underscores the need for ongoing exploration of the dynamic interaction between R&D
internationalization and innovation, providing valuable insights into its implications for both
academic research and corporate strategies.

Methodology

A Systematic Literature Review (SLR) was conducted using the Scopus database. SLR represents an
established methodological approach in academic research aimed at conducting a comprehensive and
objective review of existing literature on a specific topic (Cook, 1997) (Tranfield, 2003); furthermore,
(Tranfield, 2003) (Zhang, 2019) highlighted the importance of SLR in providing a solid foundation for
conclusions and recommendations by ensuring objectivity and completeness in collecting and
analyzing evidence.

To address the research questions:
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RQ1: What is the present state of research about the processes of internationalization of corporate
research and development (R&D)?

RQ2: Which potential areas of inquiry merit exploration in future research endeavors?

The search string applied was "R&D Internation*", with the Boolean operator (*) in "Internation"
allowing the inclusion of words with various suffixes (e.g., internationalization, internationalizing).
The search was restricted to articles and reviews written in English and published in peer-reviewed
Jjournals, ensuring high-quality and relevant sources. The searches were limited to the title, keywords,
and abstract fields to focus on studies explicitly related to the research topic. To provide a
comprehensive perspective on the topic and its evolution, no specific chronological limitations were
applied, allowing the inclusion of research spanning various time periods. This approach ensured
a broad understanding of the development of literature on the internationalization of corporate R&D.
Based on our search strategy, we identified a total of 158 articles for further screening and evaluation.
This process laid a strong foundation for analyzing the current state of research and pinpointing
potential future areas of inquiry within the field.

Analysis of literature

This paper is still a work in progress. In this section, we briefly present preliminary results with
descriptive statistics and a thematic analysis that will be further developed.

The analysis reveals a growing interest in various areas related to the internationalization of R&D, as
shown by the results of this research reported in Figure 1 -3.

Figure 1 illustrates the evolution of literature on this topic over the years. We deliberately chose not
to impose a time limit on the analysis, allowing us to highlight the growth of academic interest. The

graph clearly shows that the topic has become increasingly relevant over time.
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Figure 1: The temporal evolution of the 158 papers on the internationalization of R&D,
obtained through the Scopus database.

Figure 2: The pie chart displays the percentage distribution of academic papers on R&D
internationalization from articles published before 2000. and Figure 3 illustrate the percentage
distribution of academic papers and areas of interest related to the internationalization of R&D, based
on articles published before and after the year 2000. The subdivisions highlight a growing interest in
multidisciplinary approaches, indicating an increasing diversification of subject areas connected to
the phenomenon of internationalization in R&D.
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Figure 2: The pie chart displays the percentage distribution of academic papers on R&D
internationalization from articles published before 2000.
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Figure 3: The pie chart illustrates the percentage distribution of academic papers and research areas
concerning the internationalization of R&D based on articles published since 2000.
The literature on the internationalization of R&D has evolved significantly over the years, reflecting
changing trends in global collaboration and innovation. From its early beginnings to today’s diverse
and comprehensive discussions, this evolution demonstrates how researchers and organizations have
adapted to the complexities of an interconnected world.
A first partial literature review
Over the past decades, R&D activities, once thought to be confined to the home countries of firms
(Patel & Pavitt, 1991) have increasingly become a global phenomenon, evolving into a complex
and dynamic process (Dachs B. , 2017) (OECD, 2019); (UNCTAD, 2018). This shift has been
driven by the growing importance of knowledge as a primary source of competitiveness and
innovation, as well as by globalization, which has expanded international economic interactions and
created more intricate divisions of labor. Global data from the OECD and Eurostat reveal a significant
increase in MNEs overseas R&D expenditures, rising from approximately €73 billion in 2003 to
€124 billion in 2017, underscoring the evolution of this phenomenon_(Dachs, B. & Zahradnik, G.,

2022).
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The internationalization of R&D offers numerous benefits, such as access to advanced technological
resources (Papanastassiou & Pearce, 1994), reductions in human capital costs in less developed
countries (Wang, 2018), and improvements in innovation performance (Belderbos, Lokshin, &
Sadowski, 2015) (Hurtado-Torres N. E.-C.-d.-M., 2018). However, it also presents significant
challenges, including intellectual property rights (IPR) management, risks of knowledge spillovers,
and complex policy implications (Cheng & Bolon, 1993). Furthermore, the strategic evolution of
MNEs—marked by the emergence of firms from transitioning and emerging economies—has
rendered traditional R&D internationalization strategies less effective, highlighting the need for
innovative approaches (Williamson, 2014).

For many years, the internationalization of firms' R&D activities was the subject of limited interest
compared to the internationalization of activities related to other functional areas (production, sales and
marketing). As late as the late 1980s, it was still pointed out that multinational companies were oriented
to keep R&D mainly in the domestic base of the enterprise, mainly to maintain control over a strategic
activity for corporate development (Rabino, 1989). Subsequently, while some authors emphasized
the growing importance of overseas laboratories and an increasing geographic decentralization of
R&D activities (Pearce & Papanastassiou, 1999), others pointed out that most R&D continued to be
carried out in the country where the firm maintained its domestic base (Patel & Pavitt, 2000).
Internationalization of R&D has been examined primarily as the geographic decentralization of R&D
laboratories of multinationals, less as the development of internationally relevant capabilities within
laboratories located in the home country, where even the ability to attract researchers from other
countries and the ability to assert themselves on a global scale can be a factor in relevant internationals
(Guercini, 1999). The international development of research and development activities has then
resulted not always as the outcome of deliberate strategies, having been in some cases the effect of
acquisition and merger processes between companies (for example, in the pharmaceutical sector)
without these necessarily being determined by the intent to develop a geographical decentralization

of the activities of research laboratories, on the contrary being these subsequently the subject of
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rationalization and in some cases reduction or closure (Paoli & Guercini, 1997) (Guercini, 2004).

The literature on R&D internationalization can be divided into three main phases (Papanastassiou,
Pearce, & Zanfei, 2020). The first, spanning from the 1970s to the mid-1980s, focuses on the early
study of MNEs as horizontally integrated entities, where innovation occurred in home countries and
was merely adapted in foreign markets (Ronstadt, 1978) (Behrman & Fischer, 1980) (Vernon, 1966).
The second phase, emerging in the mid-1980s, recognizes a shift towards more sophisticated strategies,
described as "heterarchies" (Hedlund, 1986) or "transnational corporations" (Bartlett & Ghoshal,
1989). These strategies emphasize the integration of local resources into global innovation processes.
These strategies integrate local resources into global innovation processes, shifting from home- based
exploiting to asset-seeking and augmenting R&D activities. They align with regional knowledge
accumulation patterns, influencing technological specialization, product life cycles, and R&D
localization, thereby strengthening the innovative capacity of MNEs.

The third phase, post-2000, is characterized by interdisciplinary integration and the inclusion of new
actors and organizational models, particularly those from emerging markets (Papanastassiou, Pearce,
& Zanfei, 2020).

Despite significant progress, the internationalization of R&D remains a complex challenge. While it
is clear that it offers opportunities to enhance firms’ innovation capacities, uncertainties persist
regarding its long-term impacts on corporate innovation (Hurtado-Torres, Aragon-Correa, & Ortiz- de-
Mandojana, 2018) (Michailova & Zhan, 2015). This topic continues to attract the attention of scholars
and practitioners, aiming to deepen understanding of global innovation dynamics and their implications
for corporate strategies.

Conclusions and future research directions

The internationalization of R&D is a strategic element for MNEs, offering significant advantages
such as access to advanced technological resources, cost reduction, and improved innovation
performance. However, the process also involves complex challenges, including intellectual

property rights management and knowledge spillover risks. The phases identified in the literature
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demonstrate an evolution toward increasingly sophisticated models but also highlight the need for
new strategies to address a rapidly transforming competitive landscape. This analysis holds
implications for both academic theory and business practice, suggesting more targeted and flexible
approaches to maximize the benefits of R&D internationalization.

Several key areas warrant deeper investigation and offer exciting potential avenues for research.
These include: (i) the role of emerging technologies: the transformative effects of artificial
intelligence, big data, and digital technologies on the landscape of R&D internationalization must be
examined, as these tools can redefine collaborative efforts globally; (ii) innovative organizational
models: understanding the dynamics of collaboration and competition between global and local R&D
units is crucial; (iii) sustainability: the environmental and social consequences of internationalizing
R&D strategies cannot be overlooked; (iv) sectoral dynamics: it is important to explore how
internationalization processes differ across various sectors, including pharmaceuticals, information
and communication technology, and automotive industries, to cite a few, and this understanding can
inform tailored approaches that enhance competitiveness and performance.
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Interrelations and Synergies Between Sustainable Supply Chain Management

and Transformative Marketing
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The dynamic interplay between Sustainable Supply Chain Management (SSCM) and transformative
marketing is increasingly recognized as a critical driver for sustainable business model
transformation, especially among small and medium-sized enterprises (SME). However, the nuanced
mechanisms and practical synergies connecting these domains - particularly in the context of digital
transformation and regional industrial clusters remain underexplored. This study aims to bridge this
gap by conceptualizing and empirically investigating the interrelations and synergies between SSCM

and transformative marketing, with a specific focus on SME in Vorarlberg, Austria.

The power of integration: Two concepts, one mission

Building on recent advances in business model transformation literature (Carlborg et al. 2021;
Wardhana et al. 2023), this research explores how SME can leverage adaptive organizational
capabilities and learning systems to integrate SSCM and transformative marketing, thereby achieving

both disruptive and incremental transformation.

Sustainable supply chain management: That is where the magic happens.

Supply chain management (SCM) itself is the heartbeat of every organisation managing the
transformation process and adding value to products and services. Optimally managed supply
chains (SC) increase customer benefit and at the same time optimise throughput times and costs,
which helps companies to stand out from their competitors. With sustainable supply chain
management though, environmental and social responsibility is integrated into the entire supply
cycle — from the sourcing to recycling. For SME however, this presents unique challenges

andopportunities compared to larger corporations, such as limited financial and human resources,
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however SME also have the flexibility to adapt quickly to new sustainable practices.

These sustainable practices include measures such as reducing CO» emissions, romoting fair
working conditions and introducing circular economy concepts. The Association for Supply Chain
Management (ASCM) asserts that sustainability is a pivotal factor in transforming supply chains,
emphasising collaboration with partners to optimise environmental and social standards
(Bernardes et al. 2024). This approach seamlessly integrates efficiency gains, cost reductions, and
ecological advantages, making it both sustainable and economically viable. Hence, it leads to
competitive advantage and contributes to the transformation of supply chain practices which is
supported by the World Economic Forum (Adhikari and Chanda 2024) stressing the need of
aligning supply chains with sustainability. Furthermore, in line with other scholars, they discuss
how technological innovations like the integration of blockchain technologies into supply chains
can unlock the untapped potential within existing production capacities to cut CO2 emissions and
use resources more efficiently resulting in increased customer loyalty through transparent
marketing strategies (Difrancesco et al. 2023; Adhikari and Chanda 2024).

Transformative marketing: sustainability as a core value

Transformative marketing focuses on positioning brands in such a way that they not only fulfil
consumer needs over competition but also actively contribute to marketplace changes and future
trends (Kumar 2018 p. 2) such as solving social and ecological challenges. This includes promoting
sustainable consumer behaviour, transparency in supply chains and the integration of environmental
awareness along the entire value chain (VC) (Fischer et al. 2020; Ghosh et al.2021). Digital
technologies play a crucial role in enabling both SSCM and transformative marketing for SME by

providing supply chain visibility, data analytics, and customer engagement.

Case Studies and Practical Examples
At the global level, companies like Patagonia and Unilever have already implemented this
philosophy and linked sustainable business practices with their digital marketing strategies to

attract consumers to sustainable products (Kumar 2018). At the national level, with a high density
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of small and medium-sized enterprises across diverse industries (e.g., clothing, construction, food,
logistics, mechanical engineering) companies like Unverschwendet.at, Karlinger- Racingbikes.at
and Jonboy.at have successfully linked their sustainable supply chain practices with digital
marketing strategies such as social media marketing via platforms such as YouTube or Instagram.
The case of Karlinger-Racingbikes.at, established in 2021, specializes in restoring vintage racing
bicycles and illustrates how SME agility and digital engagement can amplify the impact of SSCM
and transformative marketing, strengthening competitiveness and fostering sustainable consumer
behavior.

Interrelations and Synergies

Supply chain transparency promotes transformative marketing: communication of sustainability
initiatives in the supply chain enables transformative marketing approaches by strengthening
customer loyalty and increasing acceptance of more sustainable, sometimes more expensive
products. Sustainable supply chain management serves as the basis for brand values by supporting
marketing strategies, delivering credible environmental and social values that can be used in brand
communication to promote reputation. As emphasised by Difrancesco et al. (2023), emphasizing
that integrating digital technologies such as blockchain technologies in supply chains not only
builds transparent supply chains, hence supports sustainable processes, it also contributes to
building customer loyalty and leads to a competitive advantage. Furthermore, digitalisation and
data analysis are both areas that benefit from technologies such as Big Data and Artificial
Intelligence (AI) to make processes more efficient and sustainability goals measurable. Analysing
how technologies such as blockchain can help to promote sustainability in supply chains Dubey
et al. (2015) found that integrating sustainable practices with digitally supported supply chain
management strengthens trust and resilience and creates a basis for transformative marketing
strategies. Stroumpoulis and Kopanaki (2022) examined the role of digital transformation in

promoting sustainable supply chains. They developed a conceptual framework showing how
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technologies such as big data analytics and the Internet of Things (IoT) can help companies

achieve sustainability goals and communicate them through strategic marketing.

These works emphasise that sustainable supply chain management enables transformative
marketing strategies to promote sustainability along the value chain, and that technologies,

innovation management and stakeholder engagement play a pivotal role in this context.

Research Approach for SME

The research approach outlined aims to foster knowledge transfer and innovation on the topic area
by building a strong network between the Vorarlberg University of Applied Sciences and their
stakeholders, the mainly small and medium-sized enterprises in Vorarlberg. A mixed methods
research approach combining qualitative and quantitative research methods (Creswell and Plano
Clark 2017, Grant et al. 2023) will provide a comprehensive understanding of the interrelations
between transformative marketing and sustainable supply chain management in small and
medium-sized enterprises, representing the majority of companies in Vorarlberg.Furthermore, it
offers significant theoretical contribution to a discipline adopting mainly quantitative research

approaches.

Qualitative Phase

In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews will be conducted with selected senior
managers from supply chain management and marketing in Vorarlberg’s small and medium-sized
enterprises. This supports the validation of this preliminary literature analysis and the
dissemination of these findings in a business context. Using an interview guideline with open-
ended questions on specific aspects of sustainable supply chain management and transformative
marketing, will help gaining deeper insights into the perceptions, experiences and strategies of

small and medium-sized enterprises. The analysis of the interview transcripts to obtain qualitative
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data using the Gioia method (Gioia et al. 2013) ensures a high level of scholarly rigor in the
qualitative phase using a clear data structure, which further supports the high level of knowledge
gained in this phase. A focus group discussion further refines emergent themes and hypotheses

(Krueger and Casey 2015).

Quantitative Phase

An online survey will deepen the understanding of the qualitative insights, with a random sample
of executives and senior managers from supply chain management and marketing of small and
medium-sized enterprises in Vorarlberg. To validate hypotheses identified in the qualitative phase.
This design aligns with best practices in empirical research and is well-suited to capturing the

complexity of SSCM—marketing interrelations in a real-world SME context (Saunders et al. 2015).

Discussion and Contribution

The findings of this research clearly demonstrate how supply chain transparency supported by
digital technologies (Al blockchain big data) enable sustainable supply chain management, that
is foundational to transformative marketing, strengthening customer loyalty, brand reputation and
stakeholder trust.

This research advances theoretical perspectives at the interface of sustainable supply chain
management and transformative marketing by empirically validating and mediating roles of
adopting business model transformation and provides actionable recommendations for SME
managers and policymakers seeking to embed sustainability across the entire value chain. By
integrating environmental and social responsibility into supply chains, sustainability will
transform companies, emphasising collaboration with partners to optimise environmental and

social standards.

Conclusion

This study offers original, empirically grounded insights into the interrelations between the two
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interdependent concepts sustainable supply chain management and transformative marketing that
together have the power to transform businesses and thereby actively address societal and
environmental issues. To achieve this, transformative marketing needs to rely on a mature
sustainable supply chain management that can implement the requirements of the marketing
strategies. This extended abstract focuses on understanding the interrelationships and synergies
between the two evolving frameworks in a real business context. It also serves as a tool for
dissemination helping small and medium-sized enterprises in Vorarlberg to integrate the two

concepts.
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Abstract

In today’s fast-paced digital landscape, brand ambassadors play a critical role in shaping consumer
perceptions. However, whether ambassadors engage in behavior that conflicts with brand values,
companies can face significant reputational risks. This paper examines crisis response strategies that
international consumer goods companies employ to mitigate reputation damage caused by brand
ambassadors. Through a comparative case study approach, both successful and failed corporate
crisis responses are analyzed, providing a structured examination of key response mechanisms and
their effectiveness in various crisis scenarios. The study synthesizes existing literature on crisis
management, brand ambassadors, and digital reputation strategies. Qualitative expert interviews,
alongside the case study analysis, further contextualize findings by offering additional perspectives
on crisis response strategies and decision-making processes. Expected results will reveal elements
that can help in dealing with crisis as swift communication, transparency, and alignment with
corporate values to restore consumer trust.

This study aims to enhance understanding of brand crisis management by integrating theoretical
insights with real-world applications, serving as a foundation for future research on strategic
corporate responses in the digital age. We contribute to existing literature by offering actionable
insights for companies dealing with brand ambassador crises in an era of heightened digital scrutiny.
Additionally, the research argues the necessity of aligning corporate responses with evolving
consumer expectations, emphasizing ethical responsibility and brand authenticity as key
determinants of crisis resolution success.

Keywords: Brand ambassadors, Crisis management, Reputation management, Digital Age

1. Introduction

Reputation management has become a critical aspect of corporate communication, particularly in
the consumer goods industry where brand image directly influences consumer trust and purchasing
behavior (Coombs, 2019). Brand ambassadors serve as extensions of corporate identity, making
their actions highly consequential for brand reputation (Knoll & Matthes, 2017). Digital platforms
amplify these effects, enabling real-time consumer reactions that can escalate crises rapidly (Veil,
Buehner, & Palenchar, 2011). A failure to address such crises can result in loss of customer trust
and long-term brand damage (Dutta & Pullig, 2011). The increased reliance on digital marketing

has made brand ambassador partnerships a crucial yet risky strategy for companies aiming to
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maintain authenticity and consumer engagement (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Understanding the
mechanisms behind crisis management in this context is essential for developing proactive reputation

protection strategies (Doorley & Garcia, 2020).

Recent crises, such as Nike’s partnership with Colin Kaepernick and Adidas’ termination of its
collaboration with Kanye West, highlight the complexity of balancing corporate social
responsibility, brand values, and financial considerations (Syed, 2022). Research suggests that
companies that effectively manage such crises benefit from stronger brand loyalty, whereas poorly

handled responses can lead to consumer backlash (Dean, 2004).

2. Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

2.1 Crisis Management and Brand Ambassadors

The effectiveness of brand ambassador marketing is well-documented (Knoll & Matthes, 2017), but
its risks remain underexplored. De Veirman et al. (2017) highlights the impact of influencer
credibility on brand attitudes, while Coombs (2019) emphasizes crisis communication strategies

that mitigate reputational harm. Aula and Mantere (2020) argue that digital crisis

response requires transparency and agility. The literature suggests that while brand ambassador crises

are common, comparative studies on crisis resolution strategies are lacking.

Studies in crisis communication (Benoit, 1997; Coombs, 2019) have explored the effectiveness of
different response strategies such as apology, justification, and corrective action. However, limited
research addresses the specific implications of brand ambassador crises, particularly in the consumer
goods sector. While traditional crisis management frameworks provide a foundation, the unique

challenges posed by influencer-driven reputational damage require an adaptation of existing models.

2.2 The Role of Digital Media in Crisis Response

Social media accelerates crisis dynamics, making rapid responses essential (Veil, Buehner, &
Palenchar, 2011). Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) stress the importance of strategic engagement on
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digital platforms. Despite these insights, research lacks a systematic comparison of corporate
approaches to managing ambassador-driven crises. Recent studies indicate that consumer reactions
on social media play a decisive role in determining the effectiveness of crisis responses (Dean, 2004;

Dutta & Pullig, 2011).

Empirical research on social media crises highlights the need for organizations to adopt proactive
engagement strategies, leveraging digital sentiment analysis and real-time monitoring tools. The
emergence of cancel culture has further intensified the potential risks associated with brand
ambassadors, making it imperative for companies to develop crisis preparedness frameworks that
integrate social media analytics.

3. Research Question and Methodology

This study addresses the research question: What strategies are most effective for international
consumer goods companies to manage and mitigate reputational damage caused by brand
ambassadors in the digital age? To address this overarching research question, the study also

explores the following sub-questions:

o What are the specific tactics and policies that international consumer goods companies

implement to address reputational challenges caused by brand ambassadors in the digital age?

e How do speed and transparency in communication influence crisis management effectiveness

and consumer trust restoration?

e What impact does consumer interaction on digital platforms have on the effectiveness of crisis

resolution strategies?

The methodology follows a qualitative approach, integrating case studies and expert interviews.

3.1 Methodological Approach

The paper employs a qualitative methodology to explore corporate strategies for man aging
reputation damage caused by brand ambassadors, combining a comparative case study analysis with
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expert interviews to gain comprehensive insights.

We follow interpretivist paradigm, aiming to gain a deep understanding of the complex social
phenomena associated with reputation damage caused by brand ambassadors. The interpretivist
approach allows for an exploration of both corporate perspectives and consumer reactions,
especially within the digital age, where information spreads quickly and crises are intensely
discussed (Saunders et al., p.143-144). The research adopts an abductive approach, oscillating
between theory and empirical observations. A qualitative mono-methodology is applied, focusing
on the analysis of case studies and expert interviews. This approach enables the development of
hypotheses from concrete case examples while simultaneously providing new insights into the

dynamics of crisis management in cases of reputation damage involving brand ambassadors.

3.2 Case selection

We will select multiple case studies illustrating crises triggered by brand ambassador behavior,
considering both successfully managed and unmanaged cases, acting as counterfactual cases. The
‘failed’ cases strengthen our analysis demonstrating challenges and ineffective strategies, thereby
enhancing comprehension of the factors that differentiate successful from unsuccessful responses.
Cases were selected based on geographic diversity, industry affiliation, and specific handling of the
crises. These variables help to understand the effects of different contexts and approaches within
the homogeneous group of ‘successfully resolved’ crises. By comparing these cases, insights can be
gained into which strategies are effective in different environments and circumstances. The selection
also reflects the timeliness and relevance of the topic and ensures that the research results are
applicable and useful for current and future challenges in crisis management for brand ambassadors.
This methodological approach ensures that the findings and recommendations are based on a solid

and comparable empirical foundation.

3.3 Consumer Goods Sector

Unlike service industries, consumer goods companies rely on tangible products and digital branding.
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Research suggests that brand reputation is particularly vulnerable when ambassador misconduct
conflicts with consumer expectations (Doss, 2011). The nature of the consumer goods industry—
where brand positioning and image drive purchasing decisions—makes reputation crises
particularly challenging to manage. While companies may be tempted to distance themselves from
a scandal-ridden ambassador, evidence suggests that an abrupt termination of partnerships can

sometimes backfire (Syed, 2022).

Consumer goods companies face a unique intersection of product marketing and personal brand
influence, making their reputational crises more visible and impactful compared to other sectors.
The reliance on endorsements, sponsorships, and influencer marketing amplifies the stakes, as
consumer trust is often directly tied to the perceived authenticity of these partnerships. This makes

crisis management a strategic imperative rather than just a reactive necessity.

3.4 Data analysis

The initial phase of the research focuses on a detailed comparative analysis of selected case studies
involving reputational crises triggered by brand ambassadors. The aim of this analysis is to identify
patterns, best practices, and areas for improvement in corporate responses to such crises. According
to Yin (2018), case studies are a valuable method for understanding complex phenomena in their
real-world context, making them particularly suitable for analyzing corporate responses to
reputational crises. Additionally, case study research provides an opportunity for building theory
from real-world cases, which is especially useful in addressing unique or emerging challenges in
crisis management (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). The case studies are chosen based on specific
criteria, including the type of reputational damage, industry diversity, crisis management strategies
used, and the relative success or failure of the corporate responses. These criteria ensure a structured
comparison, allowing for a nuanced understanding of the factors that contribute to effective crisis
management. To systematically compare the case studies, a thematic cross-case analysis is

conducted. Cross-case analysis involves identifying and comparing key themes across multiple
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cases to uncover broader patterns and insights (Yin, 2018). Key themes, such as the speed and
transparency of the response, the tone and content of communication, consumer and media reactions,
and any long-term actions taken, are identified and coded. A comparative analysis matrix is then
created, enabling the examination of data across cases side by side, thereby highlighting similarities,
differences, and recurring patterns. The matrix-based analysis approach is highlighted as an
effective method for drawing generalizable insights from individual cases (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
This thematic coding and matrix comparison approach provides a structured method for deriving
generalizable insights from the individual cases. Following the case study analysis, the research
proceeds to semi-structured expert interviews. These interviews aim to validate and expand upon
the findings from the case studies, gathering in-depth, industry-specific insights on reputation
management strategies. The semi-structured approach allows for flexibility, enabling the interviewer
to adapt questions based on the expert’s responses and to delve deeper into relevant topics as they
arise (Ritschl et al., 2016, p.122). This flexibility promotes a more personal and subjective capture
of expert opinions, contributing to a nuanced understanding of practical challenges and
considerations in man aging brand ambassador-related reputation crises. 8 The objective is to
conduct a sufficient number of expert interviews to reach data saturation, ensuring no further
significant new insights emerge. In qualitative research, reaching data saturation is essential to ensure
comprehensive insights and is often used as a measure of data adequacy (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
While the exact number of interviews cannot be predefined, it will align with the scope of the
research project to maintain representativeness. Both the case study data and the interview responses
will be analyzed using

qualitative content analysis with computer support (Kuckartz, 2018, p.163-200). According to
Mayring (2014) and Kuckartz (2018), qualitative content analysis, which involves systematic coding
and thematization, is particularly suitable for handling large volumes of data. For the case studies,
this involves systematic coding and the use of thematic matrices to identify patterns, while the expert

interviews are analyzed to uncover recurring themes and insights specific to industry practices. The
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tool MAXQDA will be used to facilitate this computer-assisted analysis, ensuring efficient
processing and evaluation of large amounts of text data, and providing deeper insights into complex
dynamics of crisis management. By combining case studies with expert interviews, this study
establishes a solid foundation for identifying effective strategies to mitigate reputation damage and

for offering actionable recommendations to companies facing similar challenges.

4. Discussion and Research Implications

This study aims to contribute to the existing literature on brand crisis management by exploring how
companies navigate crises involving brand ambassadors. While the findings of this research are yet
to be determined, the study will provide insights into the strategic considerations that influence
corporate responses to reputational challenges. A key focus will be understanding how brands
leverage transparency, crisis timing, and digital engagement to mitigate damage. to effectively
mitigate reputational damage. Companies that proactively reinforce their corporate values and
communicate clearly tend to recover from crises more successfully than those that remain silent or
issue delayed responses (Coombs, 2019). Companies that proactively reinforce their corporate
values and communicate clearly tend to recover from crises more successfully than those that remain
silent or issue delayed responses (Coombs, 2019). The Nike-Kaepernick case illustrates how
purpose-driven branding can transform reputational risk into brand loyalty, whereas Pepsi’s failure
with Kendall Jenner’s campaign shows how misaligned crisis responses can lead to consumer

distrust.

The impact of social media in crisis escalation was evident across all cases. Companies that actively
monitored and engaged with consumer sentiment, such as Adidas, managed to retain consumer trust,
whereas those that attempted to ignore backlash suffered prolonged reputational harm (Dutta &

Pullig, 2011).

The research will also examine the unique challenges faced by consumer goods companies,

particularly the heightened scrutiny associated with brand ambassador partnerships. By analyzing
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different case studies, this study aims to identify patterns in crisis communication strategies and
their effectiveness across different brand scenarios, making it imperative for companies to

implement more robust monitoring and engagement strategies.

5. Conclusion

Although the study has not yielded empirical results yet, it wants to offer a comprehensive
framework for understanding how crisis response strategies shape consumer perceptions and brand
resilience. By integrating perspectives from crisis communication theory and digital marketing, this
research aims to highlight best practices in crisis response. Firms that respond promptly,
communicate consistently, and align with their core brand values recover more successfully from

reputational crises than those that delay or issue vague responses.

Brand crises are not just PR challenges; they represent strategic business issues that require
coordinated efforts across corporate communications, marketing, and executive leadership.
Companies must adopt preemptive crisis management strategies, integrating digital monitoring tools
and consumer sentiment analysis to predict and mitigate potential risks associated with brand

ambassadors.
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1. Introduction

Global Value Chains (GVCs) are undergoing profound changes (Zhan, 2021) due to an evolving global
scenario characterized by uncertainty (Casson, 2021), disruptive technologies (Hannibal & Knight,
2018), and the great environmental crisis (Ghauri et al., 2018). Concerning the latter, the direct link
between MNEs’ activities and the deterioration of the global environment (Ghauri et al., 2021; Kolk
& van Tulder, 2010) is now acknowledged and companies are increasingly confronted with the
imperative to adopt sustainable practices (Carmine & De Marchi, 2023) to reduce their
environmental footprint all along the GVC. However, their approach to sustainability is strongly
influenced by their ability to integrate strategies and resources into their business models (Arevalo

et al., 2011) and by the network relationships they are part of (Castaldi et al., 2023).

Recent studies have posed increasing attention toward ongoing GVCs’ trends and dynamics (e.g.
Lee & Gereffi, 2015; Strange & Zucchella, 2017), often taking leading corporations’ perspective
(e.g. Barford & Ahmad, 2023; Burritt et al., 2020; Magnani et al., 2019), while small and medium-
sized companies (SMEs) that compose the extended network of supplying and supporting activities

have been overlooked, with very few articles taking this perspective (e.g. Amal & Rocha Freitag

This study was funded by the European Union - NextGenerationEU, Mission 4, Component 2, in the
framework of the GRINS -Growing Resilient, INclusive and Sustainable project (GRINS PE00000018 — CUP
F13C24000170007). The views and opinions expressed are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily

reflect those of the European Union, nor can the European Union be held responsible for them.
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Filho, 2010; Denicolai et al., 2021; Sinkovics et al., 2021). An additional gap is represented by the
predominance of studies about the suppliers’ side of the GVC, while less has been researched about
the downward side of these chains, particularly how sustainability interplays in the relationship with

international customers and which tensions and paradoxes arise.

This study aims to contribute to International Business (IB) research by answering the following
research question: What are the main trends and dynamics of GVCs? Specifically, our objective is to
investigate GVCs’ evolutionary trends in response to environmental sustainability (ES) pressures

and, by taking an SMEs’ perspective, highlight drivers and barriers to strategies’ adaptation.

To analyze these evolutionary processes, this study adopts a multiple case studies methodology
(Edmondson & McManus, 2007; Sinkovics et al., 2008; Aaboen et al., 2012), chosen in light of the
exploratory nature of this research (Halinen and Tornroos, 2005). Specifically, we conduct an in-
depth longitudinal analysis of four Italian companies operating in the plastic industry, a highly
regulated and socially pressured sector (European Commission, 2018) that is experiencing radical
changes in terms of innovative technologies and organizational configurations in the GVC (Barford
& Ahmad, 2023; Zucchella et al. 2022). Interviews are codified and analyzed using a reflexive

thematic analysis (RTA) approach (Braun & Clarke, 2019; 2021).

Early results show how sustainability is influencing GVC configurations, leading SMEs to adapt
their business model to the evolving context, implementing new technologies, and strengthening
their international positions by establishing key foreign relationships or subsidiaries in key
locations. The next steps of development will provide us with more data to extend our knowledge

of the investigated issue.

2. Theoretical Background

According to Zhan (2021), sustainability endeavors, technological innovations, economic

governance, firm accountability, and resilience restructuring are the five key factors driving GVCs
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transformations. Among these, sustainability stands out as both a driver and an outcome, intricately
interconnected with the other four elements. For instance, technological advancements such as
energy-efficient systems and green technologies not only enable sustainability but are also propelled
by the demand for sustainable solutions (Nizeti¢ et al., 2019). Similarly, economic governance
frameworks are increasingly embedding sustainability metrics, influencing firm accountability, and
fostering resilience strategies (Negri et al., 2021). This feedback loop underscores the centrality of
sustainability as a dynamic element within GVCs, highlighting its role in shaping and being shaped

by technological, economic, and organizational dimensions.

Digital technologies like blockchain, IoT, and Al are lauded as transformative for enhancing
sustainability in GVCs. These technologies facilitate a shift from centralized to decentralized value-
creation activities, emphasizing localized production enabled by automated processes (Bogers et al.,
2016; Kagermann et al., 2013). For SMEs, this decentralization drives specialization and strategic
repositioning through functional upgrading and downgrading (Scuotto et al., 2020). However,
studies caution that such advancements risk widening digital divides, potentially marginalizing

smaller firms and developing economies (Shirazi & Hajli, 2021).

GVCs are undergoing structural shifts driven by changes in production processes, trade networks,
and technological innovations (De Backer & Flaig, 2017). Relational dynamics, including networks,
partnerships, and industrial clusters, have also evolved significantly (Gereffi and Lee, 2016;
Magnani et al., 2019). Sustainability imperatives increasingly focus on integrating marginalized
actors into GVCs to promote equitable development. The evolving value chain emerges as a key
element in driving transformative innovation and change. This evolution also significantly impacts
customer relationships, raising questions about the reasons and mechanisms behind these shifts.
Addressing these dynamics can enrich our understanding of transformative marketing and extend

the conversation on its role within evolving value chains.

Similar tensions are observed within the governance of GVCs (Ryan et al., 2022). Power dynamics
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along the chain have shifted, leading to contention between suppliers, orchestrators, and customers.
Orchestrators, traditionally central in coordinating GVC activities, face challenges as suppliers and
customers implement strategic moves to increase their autonomy and reduce power asymmetries
(Kano, 2018). This has sparked debates over whether GVC governance is becoming more
decentralized and whether this shift enhances or undermines overall value chain efficiency and
sustainability. The debates on how the changes of governance offer a critical lens for understanding
the way GVC stakeholders negotiate control, influence, and responsibility in an era of

transformative change.

Sustainability has often been depicted as a "sweet spot" at the intersection of environmental, social,
and economic objectives. However, there is growing evidence that companies increasingly face
trade-offs between these dimensions rather than synergies. This raises critical questions about how
firms navigate these trade-offs and whether necessary organizational capabilities or governance
structures enable them to manage conflicting objectives effectively. Furthermore, debates persist
regarding which dimensions - environmental, social, or economic - tend to dominate decision-
making processes, particularly under financial or operational constraints. The relationship with
international customers may represent a main field in which these tensions and paradoxes emerge,

inviting scholars to look both upstream and downstream in GVC dynamics research.

3. Methodology

3.1. Research context and method

This paper adopts a multiple case study methodology (Edmondson & McManus, 2007; Sinkovics
etal., 2008; Aaboen et al., 2012). The qualitative approach has been chosen in light of this research’s
exploratory nature (Halinen and T&rnroos, 2005). Specifically, we conduct an in-depth longitudinal

retrospective analysis of four Italian SMEs operating in the plastic industry.

The plastic sector is integral to industries such as packaging, automotive, and construction, making
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its production and consumption patterns vital to GVCs. However, it also faces significant
environmental challenges, including pollution, waste management, and reliance on fossil fuels,
highlighting the need for sustainability and circular economy initiatives. At the same time, the sector
presents opportunities for innovation, with advancements in biodegradable plastics, recycling
technologies, and alternative materials addressing societal and environmental pressures. Moreover,
stringent regulations and international agreements targeting plastic use and waste management drive

organizational adaptation, providing valuable insights into corporate responses to evolving policy.

We aim to catch the transition toward ES in the GVCs, highlighting the key factors that enter into
play. Dyer & Wilkins (1991) justify the small number of cases as it allows for a more accurate
analysis of the entities under investigation. Purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990; 2014; Dubois and
Araujo, 2007) was used to select the cases, relying on authors’ contact networks to engage with
companies in the industry. The adopted selection criteria aim to identify Italian SMEs in the
mentioned sector and operate internationally through direct investments and business networks so
that we can identify and analyze GVCs dynamics from their point of view. These criteria are in line
with the NextGenerationEU research program PE GRINS - Growing Resilient, Inclusive and

Sustainable - by which this study is funded.

Currently, the analysis has focused on two companies operating in the packaging production sector.

Company A is a family-owned business established in Northern Italy in 1965. The core products are
plastic bags for waste collection made from recycled polyethylene, sourced primarily from post-
consumer packaging waste. Thanks to this specialization, the company has always been ahead of its
time in its commitment to ES and circular economy practices, building a robust reputation that is
recognized in its long-standing efforts to minimize environmental impact. Today, the company
remains a family-owned business with a significant international footprint. Its export-to-sales ratio
stands at 80%, with stable markets in France and Germany, alongside newer expansions into

Scandinavian markets, notably Denmark and Finland.
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Company B is a medium-sized family-owned business established in 1969, now led by the founder’s
son, which is a key player in expanded polystyrene (EPS) packaging solutions for household apparel
and furniture but has expanded its capabilities to serve also the pharmaceutical, food, and
construction industries. Company B has developed its technological capabilities to meet large
MNEs’ demand for high-quality and sustainable packaging solutions and increased the sourcing of
materials to provide different combinations of wood, cardboard, and recycled EPS. The company is
highly internationalized, with three production plants and a warehouse in northern Italy, one in the
UK, and another in southwestern Turkey. Inrecent years, due to the evolution of household apparel’s
GVC, the company is preparing to close its local manufacturing plant in the UK, empowering its

presence in Turkey and establishing new assets in Thailand.

3.2 Data collection

At now, primary data have been collected through 2 semi-structured interviews (Aaboen et al., 2012)
for each case study, conducted with key informants involved in the organizations and lasting
between 60 — 90 minutes each. The data collection was conducted through both face-to- face
meetings and video calls. We adopted an interview guide with multiple open-ended questions
(Granot et al., 2012) covering companies’ evolution, internationalization processes, and
sustainability strategies. Each interview has been recorded and then transcribed in English. In both
cases, we triangulated (Patton, 1999) our evidence with secondary data gathered from websites,
corporate sustainability reports, social media activities, and previous research articles. Clarifications

and further details were also requested from some informants.

3.3 Data analysis

Data Analysis adopted the RTA six-phase approach (Braun & Clarke, 2019, 2021; Byrne, 2022),
selected for its flexibility and ability to uncover nuanced insights into complex phenomena.
Currently, the researchers immersed themselves in the data during and after collection, repeatedly

reading the interviews to gain initial insights. Codes were collaboratively and reflexively generated
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from the data, forming the foundational building blocks for themes. In the next steps, initial themes
will be actively developed through iterative engagement with the codes and further refined and
combined to ensure coherence and relevance. Themes will then be renamed and defined to
accurately reflect their essence. Finally, the findings are synthesized into a conceptual model that

integrates the key themes, providing a comprehensive understanding of sustainability within GVCs.
4. Early results
4.1. Location dynamics

The two companies are quite different despite being both e »’ 9

micro-multinationals operating in a B2B context of the plastlce e | O G

industry. Company A reflects the classical SME’s e o o 0

configuration with vertically-integrated production activities e R & »G

LC

. , ..
suppllers and customers. The economy's green transition g, igure 1: Company A network map. Source: Our elaboration.

localized into a single place, embedded into a network of o 0

enabled a significant increase in market opportunities. In addition to the traditional markets such
as France and Germany, Company A is diversifying its market by also entering the Scandinavian
market, again through exports. Although ES does not affect Company A’s location strategy, its GVC
appears like a network of flexible market relationships, both upstream and downstream, with few
strong ties with long-term stakeholders and other weaker ties with occasional customers or suppliers
that take enter for a brief time in the market. e
On the other hand, Company B operates with the “shop-in-
shop” strategy that strategically locates plants close to main e |
customers around the world, minimizing transportation )
costs and providing advantages in supply sourcing. Frome/
this point of view, Company B's location strategy is affected

by external events other than ES as it is chained t o

Figure 2: Company B network map. Source: Our elaboration.
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customers’ location choices. As a matter of fact, Company B is now moving the plants from the UK
to Thailand on the way of household apparel companies that changed their strategies to penetrate

South-east Asian and Chinese markets, also benefiting from less stringent environmental policies.

4.2. Governance dynamics

The interviews also reveal how ES is significantly influencing GVC governance.

Company A was already ahead of its time with its circular business model and today it continues to
improve its product quality to maintain a competitive advantage and compensate for SMEs
traditional weaknesses. In particular, Company A pointed out that the increasing number of
competitors attracted by the fast-growing market has led to a real fight for raw materials, in this case,
industrial packaging waste, resulting in higher prices and, in some cases, even the risk of production
shutdown. For this reason, the company also tries to cultivate its relationships with intermediaries

as well as with long-standing partners, to have a wide range of possibilities to draw on.

Company B has also engaged in multiple sustainability practices in the light of Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) but, as its main suppliers are large petrochemical MNE:s, it also
highlighted the difficulties of adopting sustainable raw materials. Notably, EPS derived from oil is
still much cheaper than present substitute solutions, such as organic plastic or recycled plastic, which
require expensive technologies and production processes. Moreover, the company pointed out that
recycled plastic is not suitable for every packaging solution, like for food products, due to health

standards.

4.3. Control dynamics

From a GVC’s control point of view, both companies highlighted how ES standards are customer-
driven and have evolved from differentiating elements to indispensable prerequisites to enter the
market.

Company A’s customers, mainly public institutions and utilities, require ES standards above the
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average and country-specific product customization. From this point of view, compliance is costly

but leads to continuous quality improvements and impact reduction.

Company B's customers are large multinationals that, on the one hand, - High quality products
- Access to market

show a high commitment to sustainability, but on the other hand, are "
opportunities

very sensitive to supplier prices. This paradox leads MNEs to

outsource ES costs to suppliers. - High costs of
innovation
) ) o - Customer

Therefore, both companies have to adapt their strategies, implement diversification

their ES communication activities, and diversify their customers to Figure 3 Highlighted pros and cons of ES
transition for SMEs. Source: Our elaboration.
reduce dependency an increase power and margins.

5. Preliminary conclusions

The in-depth analysis of the two cases is in progress, as well as the extension of the research area to
new cases. From this preliminary evidence, we can draw some preliminary considerations, which
pave the way for further investigation. Specifically, we can see how the ES transition of GVCs is
mainly customer-driven, often by large MNEs. The SMEs that offer specific services or products
along the supply chain can only adapt to these demands, restructuring their business models and

relationships to meet the new standards and increase their competitiveness.
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Abstract

Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises (SMEs) play a pivotal role in driving economic growth,
innovation, and employment worldwide. We are witnessing an acceleration in the digital
transformation of small and medium-sized enterprises, boosted by advances in artificial intelligence
to remain competitive. In this context, the European commission supports this SMEs sustainable
transformation (European Commission, 2017") with the aim to achieve a climate-neutral, resource-
efficient, and agile digital economy. Indeed, as they have a snowballing contribution to economic
growth, SMEs are widely recognized as significant catalysts for economic development (Raihan et
al., 2023) and transitions. However, sustainable development in their activity is a real challenge for
SMEs, especially considering that SMEs often face unique challenges, such as lack of awareness and
commitment and appropriate skills. In this context, this paper explores how organizational
context encourages employees to make sustainable development commitment, to promote
SMEs sustainable transformation. This research fills a gap in literature by integrating the roles of
digitalization and sustainability in the specific context of SMEs, offering valuable insights for both
academic and practical application in management. The study aims to understand what influence
employee sustainable commitment in the organizational context, identify potential barriers and
facilitators to help SME managers to create a more sustainable working environment.

Keywords: Sustainable HRM, employee green behaviours, SMEs

Literature review

We consider that SMEs need to encourage individuals and groups in SMEs to become aware of the
issue and develop eco-responsible behaviour - behaviour that causes as little damage as possible, or
even benefits the environment (Steg and Vlek, 2009). Based on this employees' behaviour pivotal
role in driving sustainable practices within an organization (Ahmad et al., 2021, Glinska-Newes et
al.,2021), current research intends to study how to increase employees' commitment to sustainability
(Isensee et al., 2020, Brenner and Hartl, 2021). Furthermore, the link between organizational
context and commitment to sustainability has become a central topic in research, particularly

within small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (Osarenkhoe & Fjellstrom, 2021).
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The literature review currently shows first enablers of sustainable digital commitment. To encourage
SME employees to become aware of the issue and develop their eco-responsible behaviour can be
achieved through training, communication or participative commitment (Deltour et al., 2025), or by
mobilising employees who are already committed (Plotnytska et al., 2024). A supportive
organizational culture, coupled with strong leadership and clear strategic goals, plays a pivotal role
in driving employee engagement with sustainability initiatives (Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010,
Isensee, Teuteberg, Griese, & Topi, 2020). In SMEs, where resources may be limited, understanding
how cultural elements influence sustainability decisions is crucial for ensuring the success of
sustainable development goals.
However, embedding sustainability initiatives into the organizational culture and daily
organisational actions is difficult and to a large extent depends on employee awareness and
willingness to engage in sustainability (Glinska-News, 2024, and to "anchor" sustainability though
ecological embeddedness (Roquebert & Gond, 2024, Whiteman and Cooper, 2000).
Considering this literature review, our research aims to fill a gap, intending to deepen our
understanding of sustainable commitment in SMEs.
To do so, this paper addresses 2 research questions:

1. How does the organizational context influence SME employees’ commitment to

sustainability practices?

2. What are the organizational barriers and levers to their responsible digital commitment?

Research methods

Our research methods are grounded on online interviews with employees involved in SMEs
sustainable digitalization, lasting around 90 min per interview, which was conducted in France,
Poland and Sweden in 2024. They included both SME managers and employees for deeper
understanding of the situation. The interview involved 12 respondents in France, 15 in Poland and

3 in Sweden. In France, the 12 interviews were conducted with CEOs and employees from 7 different
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SME:s. In Poland the interviews were conducted. In Sweden 3 interviews were conducted with CEOs
from SMEs. The SMEs studied cover the digital, tourism and industry sectors. The interviews
focused on such groups of questions: the respondent's ecological profile, organizational commitment
factors organizational context, and effects of sustainable development commitment. The data were
transcribed and then analyzed thanks to Nvivo software.

Preliminary findings

The results show that employees' commitment to sustainability in SMEs is highly dependent on
employees’ commitment profile. In particular, most committed CEOs anchor sustainability in their
SMEs strategy, culture, and daily practices. In this context, employees report adopting voluntary
behaviours.

We observe that there are many barriers to responsible digital behaviour in SMEs: tools that are not
adapted, lack of knowledge, pressure to be profitable, customers who are not very acculturated in
particular. However, sustainability has made some organizations more aware of long-term
perspective. They link this to staff policies, awareness of environmental impact and don't let short-
term goals jeopardize the long-term goals. Sustainability is about the staff feeling good, value
relationships with stakeholders such as customers and staff. Sustainability is daily environmental
awareness, continuity in staff and encourage curiosity.

Our research also shows that employees’ commitment to responsible behavior increases if the SMEs
support such behavior and enables the anchoring of this behaviour. In some cases, we also observe
that significant employee engagement is based on their personal commitment to sustainability
principles, even without any efforts from the company. These employees manifest responsible
behavior at work only if the company is characterized by an organization context oriented towards
sustainability. However, if employees are not aware of sustainability importance, the SMEs' efforts
and policies will not be successfully implemented in most cases.

Preliminary conclusion

Drawing on these results, our research highlights how that the SMEs may promote or impair
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employee green behavior, shedding a new light on sustainability commitment research. To develop
employees’ sustainable commitment, the SMEs should develop and implement a sustainable
development promoting organisation culture by encouraging individuals and groups in SMEs to
become aware of the issue and develop eco-responsible behavior. It enriches scientific contributions
to SME sustainable digitalization, by providing an understanding of the dynamics of transformation
and the environment that enables this.

The study has also considerable implications for different groups of stakeholders, including SMEs,
policymakers, managers, and practitioners interested in promoting sustainable development. We
provide public decision-makers and SME managers with proof that employee commitment to
sustainability is an important factor in promoting sustainable practices in organizations. SMEs can
also benefit from the findings of this study by gaining insights into the impact of organizational
context on employee sustainable commitment. Defining the factors that facilitate employee
sustainable development commitment can help managers and practitioners create an enabling

environment for developing sustainability in SMEs.
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Abstract

In an increasingly eco-conscious marketplace where sustainability has become a defining
expectation, the ability of companies to effectively communicate their sustainable practices holds
implications for corporate reputation and consumer trust. Although the relevance of communication
is undisputed, the literature has not yet clarified how consumers react to different types of
sustainability messages. We examine how message framing shapes perceptions of sustainability
campaigns through a quantitative analysis of survey data from over 300 Italian consumers. This
study has practical implications for companies, suggesting reflections on how companies should
effectively frame communication messages in digital channels to highlight their sustainability-
related efforts.

Keywords: sustainability communication; message framing; consumer perceptions; corporate
sustainability reputation; Italy.

1. Introduction

Companies of all sizes and across industries have increasingly embraced sustainable business
practices to meet the ESG requirements, responding to the increased interest of consumers,
stakeholders, policymakers, and communities in products and businesses that serve current
generations’ needs while not harming opportunities for future generations (Beckmann, 2014;
Kyrdoda et al., 2024). Corporate sustainability requires integrating environmental, social, and
governance factors into main corporate strategies and decision-making processes (McKinsey &
Company, 2023). Besides the actions, companies must clearly articulate and effectively
communicate sustainable practices to maintain their competitive advantage and build corporate
trust. This has become particularly relevant after famous greenwashing episodes, such as

accusations against Volkswagen and Walmart, which have contributed to causing a global trust
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crisis towards sustainability initiatives implemented by large and multinational companies (Chen &
Chang, 2013). Greenwashing entails companies developing activities, including communication
solutions, that make people believe that they are doing more to protect the environment than it truly
is. Broken green promises raise consumers' suspicion and skepticism, undermining companies’
credibility and reputation (Keilman & Koch, 2024). Moreover, greenwashing increases green
consumer confusion and perceived risk, negatively affecting green trust (Chen & Chang, 2013).
Consumer skepticism prompts consumers to search for detailed information (Leonidou & Skarmeas,
2017), and consumer confusion might undermine companies’ credibility and efforts toward
sustainability (Lyon & Montgomery, 2015). Sustainability communications imply that firms take
responsibility for their statements, whereas erroneous or misleading communications can have
severe repercussions on the credibility and reputation of the company.

In the Italian context, a landmark 2022 ruling by the Tribunale Ordinario di Gorizia in the case of
Alcantara v. Miko underscored the dangers of greenwashing. The court emphasized that
environmental claims must be clear, reliable, accurate, and supported by scientific evidence (Wired,
2022). This ruling, the first of its kind in Italy, highlights the potential for misleading sustainability
communication to damage consumer trust and competitive fairness, while discouraging genuine
corporate sustainability efforts. This sentence legally acknowledges the importance of prioritizing
transparent, clear, and accurate communication to build trust and reduce skepticism, which enhances
organizational legitimacy and fosters a sense of shared values among stakeholders (Chen, 2010; Hur
et al., 2013). Although the relevance of transparent communication practices to building a robust
reputation is undisputed (Brockhaus et al., 2017; Highhouse et al., 2009), understanding #ow to
communicate sustainability effectively remains a clue for companies engaging in sustainability,
especially considering digital channels.

Sustainable consumption communication currently presents some inconsistencies, mainly due to
the weak conceptualizations of sustainable consumption spread in the literature and a prevalent

focus on message design and transmission, mainly considering mass communication contexts and

CIMaR | 167



specific audience targets (Fischer et al., 2021). When communicating in digital contexts (e.g., social
media), though, social marketing research has widely acknowledged the existence of a framing
effect, meaning that how messages are framed influences consumer behavior and the adoption of
innovative, sustainable products (Anghelcev & Sar, 2014; Levin & Gaeth, 1988; Moon et al., 2016).
Message framing considers specific features that characterize the message, such as positive or
negative, abstract or concrete, and self-focused or others-focused (Florence et al., 2022). Positive
frames include messages that emphasize the positive consequences of sustainable behaviors. In
contrast, negative ones stimulate reflections on potential losses or negative outcomes due to
unsustainable consumer behaviors. Concrete messages explicitly refer to specific contexts, whereas
abstract ones are more ambiguous and generic. Self-focused messages focus on the consequences on
individuals, whereas other-oriented frames stimulate reflections on societal consequences
(Anghelcev & Sar, 2014; Florence et al., 2022). Although frames can include just a single feature or
combine more features together (e.g., positive-concrete; negative-abstract), using two message
frames is more consistently effective in supporting sustainable consumption (Florence et al.,
2022). Building on past studies, our research question is: is there a framing effect when considering
sustainability campaigns? We have developed quantitative analyses on online survey data gathered
from 303 Italian consumers to investigate how message framing influences consumer perceptions,
specifically considering the comparative effectiveness of proactive versus reactive, qualitative
versus quantitative, and social versus environmental frames. Our study thus aims at contributing to
sustainable communication literature, providing initial evidence on the framing effect in sustainable
campaigns, a relevant but under-researched topic so far. Our work discusses preliminary results and
some recommendations for refining corporate communication approaches, fostering trust, and

strengthening corporate reputation in the context of sustainability.

2. Methodology

2.1. Data collection and measures
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We collected data in October - December 2024 through an online platform, recruiting participants
according to specific criteria such as age, gender, and urban or rural residency to ensure a good
sample representation. The survey included Likert-scale items to measure perceptions of message
framing features, such as positive or negative, proactive or reactive, and societal or individual focus,
as well as open-ended responses to capture nuanced opinions. For the purpose of our analysis, we
built different versions of the questionnaire with excerpts. The data collection process enabled us to
collect a final sample of 303 consumers living in Italy.
2.2 Measure

Independent variables refer to specific message frame features, such as positive or negative,
proactive or reactive, and societal or individual focus. Our dependent variable “perceived
effectiveness of the advertising” was based on MacKenzie and Lutz (1989)’s scale, capturing
individuals’ overall evaluation of an advertising campaign. This scale comprehensively assesses the
campaign’s impact on viewers’ attitudes and perceptions. Items include, e.g., the degree to which
consumers find the campaign likable, its ability to evoke positive feelings toward the brand,
perceptions of its design quality, and the extent to which it is seen as visually and conceptually
appealing. In addition, one item measures the campaign's effectiveness in communicating specific
brand values, such as a commitment to sustainability. To assess the reliability of the 5-item
construct, we relied on the CLC estimator, using EFA maximum likelihood and setting weighted
average as the score estimation method (Marzi et al., 2023). The reliability analysis showed
satisfactory values (Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.93; Composite reliability = 0.93, AVE = 0.74). As a
second step, we carried out a two-tailed t-test via Stata/MP 18.0. Participants were ensured
anonymity, with no personally identifiable information collected. All data were stored securely and

analyzed in aggregated form to comply with GDPR and uphold ethical research standards.

2.3 Sample feature
The age distribution ensures representation across generational cohorts, with 49.83% of participants

aged between 18 and 30, 26.40% between 31 and 40, 14.85% between 41 and 50, 6.60% between
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51 and 60, and 2.31% over 60. Regarding gender, males are slightly more than females (62.71 vs
35.31%), while 1.98% prefer not to disclose. Income levels and educational backgrounds vary,
capturing a wide range of economic conditions and educational paths, with participants having less
than a high school diploma to those holding a doctorate degree. Educational attainment is
distributed as follows: 1.98% below high school diploma, 23,76% high school diploma, 15.18%
post-secondary non-tertiary, 32.01% bachelor’s degree, 21.45% master’s degree, 5.61% doctoral
degree. Income levels are well distributed as well: more than 1/3 declare to be far (14.52%),
moderately (12.21%), and slightly below the average (10.56%). 24.42% declare an average income,
while the rest is spread among slightly (14.52%), moderately (17.16%) and far above the average
(0.99%). Regarding marital status, 75.25% of the sample are unmarried, while 16.50% are married,
and a small segment preferred not to disclose (8.25%). 80.53% of respondents live in urban areas,
while 18.81% live in rural areas. We also asked respondents to prioritize sustainability dimensions
to understand their attitudes toward sustainability. Most of them (37%) do not express a clear
preference for one dimension over others, indicating a balanced perspective on sustainability.
Among those who prioritize a specific dimension, 30% emphasize environmental concerns, mainly
climate change and ecological preservation. Economic sustainability follows, with 20% of
consumers viewing it as the most critical area. In comparison, only 13% prioritize the social
dimension. This distribution highlights that in our sample, consumers prioritize environmental
considerations.

2.4 Data analysis

To develop our analyses, we have built different versions of the questionnaire with excerpts. The
framework includes five key determinants, which were systematically varied between the two
versions. To this purpose, we designed distinct excerpts reflecting specific combinations of framing
elements. Each excerpt represented one of the key dimensions within the framework, allowing us
to explore the impact of framing on participant perceptions systematically. We developed separate

excerpts for each dimension—Proactive versus Reactive, Qualitative versus Quantitative, and
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Societal versus Environmental focus. For instance, one excerpt emphasized proactive action,
focusing on future-oriented, anticipatory measures. Another excerpt was qualitative, employing

descriptive and narrative language.

Similarly, individual excerpts addressed societal issues (e.g., community well-being) or
environmental concerns (e.g., ecological preservation). In the contrasting set, excerpts highlighted
reactive measures (responding to existing mandates), quantitative details (using precise metrics),
and ethical rather than moral considerations. Some excerpts addressed societal issues, but a larger
proportion focused on environmental issues. Through this approach, it is possible to disentangle the
effects of each framing element and examine whether it influences consumers’ responses to
sustainability initiatives. For example, a proactive excerpt with an environmental focus describes
forward-looking actions to mitigate ecological impacts, while a reactive excerpt with a societal focus
details compliance with existing requirements to support community welfare. This systematic
variation enables us to analyze the relative effectiveness of different framing strategies and their
alignment with participant priorities.

3. Preliminary results

We ran four two-sample t-tests with unequal variances contrasting qualitative versus quantitative
frames, proactive and reactive frames, social vs individual focus, and social and environmental
issues respectively.

The t-test contrasting qualitative and quantitative frames did not show a significant difference
(difference = -0.065; p-value = 0.562) in assessing the perceived effectiveness of the advertising
between qualitative (n = 141; M = 5.519; SD = 0.964) and quantitative (n = 162; M = 5.454; SD =
0.976) framings. This result suggests that whether companies organize the content with qualitative
or quantitative approaches has no impact on the credibility of the sustainable advertising campaign.
The second analysis contrasting proactive and reactive groups reveals a statistically significant

difference (difference = -0.467; p-value = 0.0005) in assessing the perceived effectiveness of the
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sustainable advertising campaign. Specifically, participants in the proactive group (n = 141; M =
5.520; SD = 1.113) report higher scores than reactive group participants (n = 162; M =5.053; SD
= 1.200). Our findings suggest that whether the message has a proactive frame emphasizing
forward-looking actions to mitigate, e.g., negative ecological impacts, the credibility of the
advertising campaign improves. This result suggests that companies creating messages underlining
actions or initiatives that reduce the environmental impacts could communicate more effectively
than organizing content simply stressing compliance with existing regulations.

Regarding societal and individual focus, the t-test with unequal variances reveals a
statistically significant difference (difference =-0.306; p value = 0.043). Participants exposed to the
societal focus (n = 141; M = 5.250; SD = 1.261) report higher scores than those exposed to the
individual focus (n =162; M = 4.944; SD = 1.360).

Regarding social versus environmental issues, the results of the two-sample t-test with
unequal variances reveal a statistically significant difference (difference = 0.127; p-value = 0.050).
Consumers are more sensitive to social issues (n = 705; M = 5.058; SD = 1.345) compared to
environmental issues (n = 810; M = 5.185; SD = 1.141). Our findings indicate a greater perceived
importance of social concerns among participants, which might stimulate companies to organize

their messages emphasizing the social dimension more than the individual one.

4. Discussion and conclusions

Our analysis suggests that some framing types are more effective than others when communicating
sustainability efforts. In particular, companies should adopt proactive frames communicating
sustainability initiatives that mitigate negative outcomes and emphasize social impacts over
individual benefits to obtain better campaign perceptions. In digital environments, properly framed
narratives emerge to be relevant to influence the credibility of sustainability campaigns, which
could capture consumer attention and help the company in building consumer trust. However,

digital contexts also entail severe challenges, such as information and content overload and the
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spreading of misinformation on websites and digital platforms, which must be addressed to maintain
the clarity and credibility of messages. Both aspects might lead to public distrust and jeopardize the
efficacy of companies’ communication messages. Against this, companies must balance content
quantity and quality while ensuring that digital communications remain clear, accurate, and
compelling. Still, in our view, companies’ communication must more effectively draw from
different disciplines, e.g., environmental science, behavioral psychology, and digital design. For
instance, companies that should organize advertising content stressing how the product contributes
to reducing negative implications for the environment would be better recurring to accurate sources
and data to increase message credibility. Transparent and accurate digital communication mitigates
the risk of reputational damage, meeting a culture of accountability and continuous improvement.
Our study shows consumers' shifting expectations, providing insights to managers on the more
relevant features when framing content on sustainability initiatives. This is particularly relevant as
strategic sustainable communication in digital environments also represents a transformative
opportunity to engage stakeholders, drive collective action, and advance sustainable development.
Moreover, our findings dialogue with studies stressing that communicating sustainability in digital
environments requires integrating approaches to effectively disseminate knowledge, foster public

awareness, and inspire actionable responses (Baskoro et al., 2024; Cardoni et al., 2023).
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Achievements in internationalisation reflect the ability of the firm to overcome the uncertainty
associated with entering new markets and to run the business in the conditions of different
environments, institutions, resources, and levels of competition (Dai et al., 2013; Lumpkin C Dess,
1996). However, in recent periods, significant changes have been observed in business creation,
international expansion and management. Business researchers, as well as practitioners, offer different
explanations and approaches related to both global and local business management (Dai et al., 2013;

Jafari Sadeghi etal., 2019; Schwens et al., 2018).

Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) refers to the processes, practices, and decision-making activities that lead
to a “new entry”. Key variables that reflect EO include a tendency to act autonomously, a readiness for
innovations and taking risks, being aggressive toward competitors, and showing a proactive attitude
towards new opportunities (Kalinic C Brouthers, 2022; Lumpkin C Dess, 1996). All of the above factors -
autonomy, innovativeness, risk-taking, proactivity, and competitive aggressiveness come into present
when a firm engages in a new entry. Existing theories on institutional differences indicate that the
institutional environment affects how firms produce products, manage human resources, and interact
with customers, partners, and the state. In addition, the difference between the institutional context
between the home and foreign countries of the firm greatly influences the internationalisation strategy
(Keig et al., 2019; Slangen C Beugelsdijk, 2010). According to institutional economics, institutions are
categorised into formal and informal institutions that influence economic activity. Therefore, scholars
distinguish between formal and informal institutional distances (Kostova, Beugelsdijk, Scott, Kunst,
Chua, C Van Essen, 2020). In the planned research, we will focus on Formal Institutional Distance (FID),

including the regulatory laws and rules that affect business strategy and international operations (Estrin et

CIMaR | 176



al., 2009; Slangen C Beugelsdijk, 2010). The research project aims to study the influence of formal
institutional distance (FID) and its individual factors on entrepreneurial orientation (EO) and its individual
variables, taking into account the context of the country and organisation in the example of Georgian
SMEs. The proposed research will outline the interaction of formal institutional variables and determinants
of entrepreneurial orientation within the context of different business environments from the West, where
country and organisational characteristics, as well as new entry performance on an international level, will
be considered. Formal institutional factors across various contexts will be identified, and
accordingly, the leading combination of entrepreneurial orientation variables, which act differently in
diverse contexts, will be highlighted. In this way, we can contribute to the challenge of contextualising
entrepreneurship, specifically regarding the identification of “theories of context” (Whetten, 2009, p. 36),
a topic that is less frequently researched in post-Soviet countries. Our research will enable us to
understand and analyse the effects that multiple contexts have on entrepreneurship, using Georgian
SME:s as an example. Based on the above, we can determine which formal institutional factors are
universal—those that exert a uniform effect on new international entry—and which are based on the
country and organisational context, influencing international entrepreneurial performance. Therefore, we
anticipate identifying latent variables derived from the context of organisations and transition

economy countries that are significant for both entrepreneurial orientation and new entry.

In addition, the research will be conducted on the example of SMEs, which have both scientific and
practical value. Formal regulations, norms, beliefs, or practices differ between countries and
organisational cultures, so different contexts can be used to encourage international entrepreneurship
(Gehman et al., 2022). The latter is particularly noteworthy when studying the international activities of
small and medium enterprises (SMEs) since they have few managerial and financial resources, and at
the same time, the internationalisation of SMEs is greatly influenced by seemingly insignificant but
specific institutional characteristics, which in the future will determine their entrepreneurial orientation (EO)
atthe international level (Anderson et al., 2006; Jafari Sadeghi et al., 2019). Developed small and medium

enterprises make a significant contribution to the country’s economic growth. SMEs employ around

CIMaR | 177



100 million people, account for more than half of Europe’s GDP and play a key role in adding value to
every sector of the economy. However, unlike the developed countries, the share of SMEs in GDP in
Georgia is small (19%), which proves that small and medium-sized entrepreneurship still does not
play a significant role in the Georgian economy. Given the country’s small market (3.7 million
inhabitants), international business expansion and factors influencing this process are extremely
important research topics. It should be noted that Georgia is a post-Soviet country that gained
independence in 1991. Forming a Soviet economic system with market-based principles is very
difficult in terms of economic, political, and cultural aspects. Over the last 20 years, Georgia has
undergone significant socio-economic reforms to improve the overall business environment and
attract foreign direct investment. However, this has not been done to the extent that would have contributed
to the country's long-term economic growth and sustainable development. At the same time, it is
essential to develop and diversify the country's export opportunities against the background of
geopolitical tensions in the region and unstable trade partners. The results of the planned research project
will highlight the formal institutional factors that are the main impediments to international entry
performance. In addition, the research project highlights a research question on important trading
partners from developed countries, the in-depth analysis of which will enable us to assess how Georgian
SME:s discover international opportunities in more developed countries, as well as aside from meeting
product market standards, which formal institutional differences hinder the international entry
performance. The research results will help develop and implement the research results in Georgia,

which will expand the country's export opportunities in the long run.

“This work was supported by Shota Rustaveli National Science Foundation of Georgia (SRNSFG)

[grant number FR-23-1148]".

CIMaR | 178



Sustainable international business and transparency: Transformative

international Marketing and the fight against corruption

Sergio Ernesto Valentini', Antonella Zucchella’

Transparency International Italia, Italy'; University of Pavia, Italy’

Abstract

Corruption is a systemic challenge with profound economic and societal consequences. This paper
explores the transformative role of international marketing in combating corruption and fostering
transparent business practices. While corruption has traditionally been examined through legal and
policy lenses, its intersection with international marketing remains underexplored. By analyzing
corruption as both a business risk and an ethical dilemma, this study highlights how international
marketing strategies can either perpetuate or mitigate corrupt practices. The Italian experience
serves as a case study, demonstrating that while the country is often perceived as highly corrupt, its
legal frameworks offer valuable lessons for global anti-corruption efforts.

The research also examines corruption’s impact on firm competitiveness, governance, and corporate
reputation, emphasizing the dual role of marketing in either enabling or preventing unethical
behaviors. Certain industries—such as pharmaceuticals, defense, and public procurement—are
particularly vulnerable, requiring targeted interventions. Additionally, digitalization and
geopolitical shifts further complicate corruption detection and enforcement.

By integrating interdisciplinary perspectives from business ethics, compliance, and sustainability,
this paper underscores the need for a paradigm shift in international marketing. Addressing
corruption proactively enhances corporate integrity, improves market competitiveness, and
contributes to a more equitable global business environment.

Keywords: Corruption, SDGs Millennium Goals, International Marketing, Compliance, Crisis
Management

Introduction

International marketing operates at the nexus of global business strategies, societal impacts, and
ethical imperatives. However, scandals and allegations of whitewashing have eroded public trust,
calling for a fundamental transformation of marketing practices. This paper examines the
transformative role of international marketing in addressing corruption—an often- overlooked but
pervasive challenge with profound implications for societal and economic outcomes. The
transformative nature of international marketing involves defining its contribution to making

international business sustainable, from the point of view of fair and transparent business practices
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across borders. Combating corruption must become a central focus for sustainable marketing
strategies, highlighting its interdisciplinary nature and its inclusion as a critical agenda item in global
forums like the G7 and G20. The Italian experience in this topic is peculiar, as Italy is often
considered as a highly corrupted context, yet its legislation and practices are a model for many
countries, but this is seldom recognized by international comparisons and passed on to companies as

a strategic competitiveness tool.

This contributions rests on the very scarce academic literature about the topic, since most
contributions pertain to legal studies and not to international business/marketing, and on the data

collected by the most reputable international independent organization, Transparency International.

The aim is to provide a picture of the problem worldwide, in order to achieve a deeper understanding
f the geography of the corruption phenomenon, beyond stereotyped perceptions, and to outline the
transformative role of international marketing in addressing the problem and contributing to fairer
business practices and better societies.

Corruption in the Global Context: Gaps and Challenges

Corruption remains a systemic issue with far-reaching consequences. The United Nations’
Millennium Development Goals (SDGs), while comprehensive, lack a specific target to eliminate
corruption, mirroring the omission in the United Nations Global Compact during Kofi Annan’s
tenure. Recent OECD efforts to advocate for a Zero Corruption Target, as a possible 18th SDG,
highlight the growing recognition of corruption’s impact. Yet, corruption’s extraterritorial nature
complicates enforcement, with multinational companies facing legal and reputational risks across
jurisdictions. Corruption benefits both the corruptor and the corrupted and it is difficult to break this

pact.

A review of studies about corruption and international business (Bahoo, Alon & Paltrinieri, 2020)
found 137 articles published in the period 1992-2019, mostly focused on the legislative framework.

In recommending a stronger enforcement of regulations, they also address firm-level issues,
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concluding that “Firms must also consider corruption when formulating strategies to increase
operational efficiency and performance.” The Authors also discuss how “corruption challenges
some key assumptions of existing theories of management. Scholars need to test and expand these
existing theories by considering corruption as an important issue in international business.” (ibid.

p.324). A study by Chen, Ding & Kim (2010) in analysing political connectedness in its links to
corruption in MNEs, found that “political connections exacerbate the information asymmetry
between investors and managers, and also that anti-corruption measures can curb the adverse effect
of political connections on the corporate information environment. These findings bear the practical
implication that MNEs must consider political issues when making resource allocation decisions.”
(ibid, p. 1505).

The firm-level issues deserve particular attention both from researchers and practitioners.

A particularly challenging aspect of corruption lies within companies themselves, where

departments focused on eradicating corruption often coexist with those that perpetuate it. For

instance, compliance and legal divisions may work tirelessly to ensure adherence to anti-corruption

policies, while certain managers or salespeople -hence the direct link to international marketing-

engage in corrupt practices to secure contracts or other benefits.

This duality within organizations underscores the complexity of addressing corruption effectively.
International marketing practice is thus at the forefront in dealing with corruption. The function and
its key decision makers have direct contacts with international customers, they are subject to high
pressures to sell and are rewarded proportionately to the volume of foreign business deals closed. In
some cases, firms deliberately look for markets characterized by high corruption, in order to
maximize sales, particularly in some industries. An empirical study by Chandler analysed three
exporting countries (France, Japan, and the US), and found that that “the successes of French and
Japanese exporters in international markets are in part determined by the levels of corruption in

target countries.” (Chandler & Graham, 2010, p.251).

At the same time, fairness in international business provides a very relevant contribution to
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corporate reputation, which is a key intangible asset. The international marketing function is thus
sometimes thorn between conflicting objectives, as well in potential conflict with the compliance
function. Some industries are disproportionately affected by corruption, such as pharmaceuticals,
defense, infrastructures building &amp; construction, and public procurement, but these are also
strategic sectors for countries and sometimes the illegal actions of MNEs are ignored by
governments. These sectors often involve high-stakes negotiations and substantial financial flows,
creating fertile ground for unethical practices.

The lack of a universally accepted framework to measure corruption exacerbates the issue. Current
tools, such as Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index (CPI), rely on subjective
perceptions, which can reflect cognitive biases and cultural stereotypes. There is no common
yardstick and it is highly unlikely there will ever be one, since there are conflicting interests among
countries and trade blocks. For example, Southern Europe and the Balkans are often rated lower
than Northern Europe and Anglo-Saxon countries.

Nevertheless, Italy’s advanced legislation and recognized best practices in combating organized
crime is set as an example at international level (like what happens with organized crime, regions

forced to confront corruption directly can develop superior mechanisms for addressing it).

The digitization of business practices and the rise of the service economy have created new avenues
for corruption to remain concealed. Electronic evidence can be faked and destroyed,
cryptocurrencies like Bitcoin and other digital assets facilitate anonymous transactions, making it

increasingly challenging to detect and trace corrupt activities.

These technological advancements, while offering efficiencies in some business activities, have also
introduced complexities in monitoring and enforcing anti-corruption measures by authorities.
Interdisciplinary Dimensions of Corruption

In dealing with corruption issue, international business and marketing managers need to understand

its multidisciplinary nature, which is at roots of the complexity of this issue.
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1. Legal and Compliance Frameworks

Compliance departments face increasing demands to adhere to a “spaghetti bowl” of regulations
across countries. Upcoming EU directives and the OECD Anti-Bribery Convention (still not ratified
by some countries) underscore the legal complexities for multinational corporations and

international marketers that are tasked with different rules from country to country.

2. Geopolitical and Geo-Economic Perspectives

State-backed enterprises — especially in non-democratic countries — often exploit corruption as a
competitive tool, blurring the lines between economic and political interests. Agreements within G7
(a recent initiative taken at the Apulia G7 in Italy following Italian efforts) and G20 forums aim to
harmonize anti-corruption measures, but disparities persist. Non-market strategy of multinational
firms often muddle through the development of relationships with foreign governments and their
institutions and the risk of corruption. Discuss how (Shridokar et al, 2024) “MNEs are often forced

to engage in unethical nonmarket strategies in institutionally fragile contexts.” Suggesting that

international business should aim at achieving ““a sustainable balance between organizational goals

and societal welfare”.

3. Governance and Law Enforcement

Effective governance and robust internal enforcement mechanisms are crucial to addressing
corruption. This requires international cooperation and innovative strategies to detect and prevent
corrupt practices, to the ultimate benefit of companies themselves to shield them from risks of on
compliance. Penalties for companies corrupting — or even not possessing sufficient prevention
procedures and mechanisms — may even provoke a company’s bankruptcy or forbid them from

working with public contracting authorities.

4. Business Ethics and Sustainability

Ethical marketing practices align with societal expectations, enhancing trust and long-term viability.
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Companies embracing sustainability principles are better positioned to navigate the complexities of
global markets. While business ethics courses abound, there is no formal anti corruption training in
business schools and executive education.

The Hidden Costs and Competitive Dynamics of Corruption

Corruption is a crime that both the corrupter and the corrupted benefit from, leaving society and
law-abiding companies as the primary victims. The society bears most of the negative
consequences. Responsible companies face a double penalty—higher operational costs and
competitive disadvantages. Multinational enterprises (MNEs), more so than small and medium
sized enterprises (SMEs), often leverage ethical commitments as a marketing tool. State-owned
enterprises, in particular, may use their adherence to anti-corruption norms to bolster international

reputation, although this practice can sometimes mask underlying issues.

International Marketing Transformation and Transformative International Marketing

The transformation of international marketing necessitates addressing the tension between
economic outcomes and societal responsibilities. Companies must shift from short-term profit
maximization to long-term value creation, integrating ethical considerations into their marketing
strategies. This shift aligns with emerging trends, such as incorporating sustainable development
strategies in their activities, tackling the new challenge of the emergence of friendshoring and
nearshoring, and the rise of benefit corporations that prioritize social and environmental goals
alongside financial performance.

Possible avenues for Sustainable Value Creation in international business could be the

following:

1. Restoring Trust

Transparency and accountability are vital for maintaining and rebuilding trust. The bad example of

greenwashing, where companies have created an environment with so little credibility to make it
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necessary for countries and trading blocs to legislate against marketing distortion of environmental
efforts (both in the US and in the EU).

2. Unmasking Corruption

Companies benefit from exposing corruption within their ranks, fostering a culture of integrity and
compliance. Internal whistleblowing is often unreliable, as hierarchical positions make it hard for
whistleblowers to signal unfair practices carried out by their managers; external whistleblowing,
however, is not yet customary in companies procedures.

3. Enhancing Competitiveness

Intangible assets, such as ethical reputation and talent attraction, are critical for sustaining
competitive advantage. Ethical practices contribute to long-term survival and market differentiation,
attract talent and Gen Z workers, much more attentive to societal issues than their preceding

generations.

Conclusion

Addressing corruption is essential for aligning international marketing practices with societal goals
and economic sustainability. By fostering ethical practices, embracing transparency, and
championing sustainability, businesses can create lasting value, enhance their global standing, and
contribute to a more equitable and trustworthy marketplace. The imperative for transformation is
clear: companies that ignore these issues risk reputational damage, financial instability, and
potential extinction. Conversely, those that proactively tackle corruption and align with societal

expectations will secure their place in a rapidly evolving global economy.
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1. Introduction

In today's rapidly changing global economy, businesses face the dual challenge of adapting to market
shifts while contributing to the broader goal of sustainable development. Technological
advancements and environmental sustainability are reshaping marketing strategies as companies
adapt to global megatrends (Minina, 2023). Traditional marketing models, which primarily focus on
economic gain, are being replaced by transformative marketing strategies that integrate social,
environmental, and economic objectives (Hossain & Marinova, 2013). These strategies are emerging
as critical tools for firms that wish to remain competitive while also addressing societal challenges,

particularly in the context of sustainability.

Indonesia provides a compelling context for studying transformative marketing. As a country rich in
natural resources, including vast geothermal energy reserves, Indonesia has the potential to become
a global leader in renewable energy. Geothermal energy presents a significant opportunity for
developing countries to enhance energy security and promote sustainable economic growth while
reducing reliance on fossil fuels (Koerniawati et al., 2023; Naqash & Farooq, 2024). With one of the
world's largest geothermal energy potentials, Indonesia's efforts to harness this resource align with
global goals for reducing carbon emissions and transitioning to cleaner energy sources. Alongside its
growing domestic market, Indonesia is undergoing a significant transformation, driven in part by
younger generations—such as Gen Z and Gen Alpha—who are increasingly selecting

environmentally friendly products driven by factors like price, brand, convenience, quality, and
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perceived environmental impact (Sudirjo, Padila, & Auliya, 2024). This demand is presenting
opportunities for small enterprises, which play a pivotal role in the Indonesian economy, to integrate

sustainability into their operations.

At the same time, Indonesia’s position in global value chains, particularly its relationships with China
and Italy, offers an interesting lens through which to explore how cross-border collaborations can
enhance sustainable practices. China's investments in renewable energy in Indonesia, including
geothermal projects, demonstrate the potential for large-scale collaboration in advancing
sustainability goals. Similarly, Italy’s expertise in sustainable technologies and innovative solutions
provides opportunities for knowledge exchange and technology transfer that can accelerate
Indonesia’s renewable energy transition, especially in the geothermal sector. These partnerships
highlight the critical role of international collaboration in leveraging transformative marketing to

bridge business goals with societal and environmental needs.

This study explores the intersection of transformative marketing and global value chains, specifically
focusing on how Indonesia, China, and Italy can collaborate to create sustainable value. The research

seeks to answer two main questions:

1. How can Indonesia, China, and Italy work together through transformative marketing to
create sustainable value?
2. How do local factors, such as culture, technology, and institutions, affect transformative

marketing in these countries?

To explore the formation of geothermal GVC and the unique characteristics of various geographic
locations, this study adopts a qualitative approach. Data collection will involve leveraging personal
networks and the ITPC (Indonesian Chamber in Milan) to identify Italian and Indonesian geothermal
companies aligned with the research objectives. Then we plan to adopt semi-structured interviews

for the data collection. The Gioia method (Gioia et al., 2012) will guide data analysis, progressing
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from open coding to 1st- and 2nd-order themes and culminating in the development of a structured
framework (Kraus et al., 2022). The contribution of this study lies in its potential to fill a gap in
existing research, which has largely overlooked the unique interplay between the sustainability
challenges and opportunities in Indonesia, China, and Italy. By combining insights from stakeholder
theory and value chain theory, the study will offer practical insights for businesses and policymakers
on how to design and implement effective transformative marketing strategies that can balance
economic growth with environmental and social responsibilities. Geothermal energy serves as a focal
point in this research, illustrating how natural resource management and international partnerships

can drive transformative outcomes in global value chains.

2. Theoretical Background

This study is grounded in two key theories: stakeholder theory and value chain theory, both of

which are central to understanding sustainable business practices and marketing strategies.

Stakeholder Theory

Introduced by Freeman in 1984, stakeholder theory posits that businesses must consider the interests
of all stakeholders—not just shareholders—when making decisions (Laplume, Sonpar, & Litz, 2008).
In recent years, this theory has evolved to incorporate sustainability, emphasizing the need for
companies to balance profitability with social and environmental responsibilities (Bansal, Garg, &
Singh, 2023). For developing countries like Indonesia, this theory highlights the importance
of collaboration between businesses, governments, and local communities to achieve shared
sustainability goals (Munir et al., 2022). This is especially important in sectors such as renewable

energy, where local engagement is key to driving meaningful change.

Value Chain Theory
Porter’s value chain theory (1985) focuses on how businesses create value at each step of their

operations, from sourcing raw materials to delivering products. The theory has been adapted in
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sustainability research to explore how companies can integrate environmental and social
considerations into their value chains (Mcphee, 2014). For instance, companies can reduce their
environmental footprint by using renewable energy or sourcing materials responsibly. This theory
emphasizes the importance of global collaboration in building sustainable value chains, particularly
between developed and developing countries. Recent studies highlight the need for better integration
of value chains between the global North and South to enhance economic and social sustainability
(Acquaye et al., 2023). In this study, value chain theory will be used to examine how Indonesia can

leverage its global relationships with China and Italy to foster sustainable practices.

Transformative Marketing

Transformative marketing is the flexible and strategic use of marketing tools (like ideas, strategies,
programs, actions, and measurements) to respond effectively to major changes and challenges (such
as market trends, events, or external factors) (Lim, 2023). Unlike conventional models that focus
solely on driving sales and profit, transformative marketing emphasizes the role of marketing as a
driver of societal change and sustainable development (Hossain & Marinova, 2013). Transformative
marketing can help businesses align their goals with broader societal needs by addressing global
challenges like environmental degradation (Dekhili et al., 2023). For instance, promoting renewable
energy solutions like geothermal energy through marketing not only supports environmental
sustainability but also enhances consumer trust and engagement in markets increasingly driven by

ethical considerations.

Transformative marketing serves as a critical framework for examining cross-border
collaboration between Indonesia, China, and Italy, aligning business goals with societal needs to build
sustainable global value chains. By leveraging Indonesia’s natural resources, China’s renewable
energy investments, and Italy’s expertise in sustainable technologies, transformative marketing
fosters shared value creation. Supporting stakeholder theory, it emphasizes balancing diverse

interests, while value chain theory highlights integrating sustainability at every stage, driving
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economic growth and meaningful societal impact.

3. Methodology

a. Research context

Geothermal energy, recognized as a renewable and environmentally friendly resource, has emerged
as a key component in achieving sustainable energy goals. According to the BCG report (2024), low-
enthalpy geothermal could play an important role in the decarbonization of global energy systems,
provided it can be made commercially viable in more locations. The 600 GW of estimated geothermal

resources globally is almost equivalent to one-third of the current global coal-fired capacity today.

Indonesia, home to one of the world’s largest geothermal reserves, offers significant potential for
sustainable energy development. Indonesia is also acting actively within the GVC to leverage its
geothermal advantages in order to promote sustainability initiatives. For example, Indonesia’s
Pertamina is exploring combining geothermal and carbon sequestration wells to reduce drilling
expenses and create new potential sources of revenue (BCG, 2022). However, its utilization has been
limited by infrastructural challenges and technological gaps. Conversely, China’s robust
technological capabilities and Italy’s advanced expertise in geothermal energy are expected to

provide complementary resources to support Indonesia's energy initiatives.

b. Method

Given the exploratory nature of this study, a qualitative approach will be adopted to examine the
formation of geothermal GVCs and the distinctive characteristics of various geographic locations

along the value chain.

For data collection, we plan to leverage personal networks in Indonesia, and China and connections
through the ITPC (Indonesian Chamber in Milan) to engage with Italian, Chinese, and Indonesian
companies in the geothermal sector. This will help us identify firms aligned with the research
objectives.
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The primary investigation will involve semi-structured interviews, designed to balance predefined
questions with open-ended discussions. This method facilitates the extraction of in-depth insights
while ensuring comparability across interviews (Campbell et al., 2013). The flexibility of this
approach allows participants to provide novel insights for further exploration while enabling the
identification of common themes. Secondary data from company websites, social media, and existing

research will also be used to triangulate findings (Patton, 1999).

Post-data collection, the analysis will utilize the Gioia method (Gioia et al., 2012), a structured
framework for inductive concept development in qualitative research. This involves three analytical
levels: first, open coding to group related concepts into categories, yielding 1st-order themes based
on informants’ quotes. These themes are then refined into 2nd-order themes linked to theoretical
constructs. Finally, themes are organized into overarching categories, forming the research’s data

structure and supporting the development of a comprehensive framework.

4. Next steps

To ensure the research aligns with the research objectives and provides insights into the intersection
of transformative marketing, global value chains (GVCs), and geothermal energy collaboration
between Indonesia, China, and Italy, the next steps will focus on four critical areas: refining the
research framework, expanding data collection, analyzing preliminary findings, and enhancing

stakeholder engagement.

Based on the initial literature review, we will define key concepts that emerged from interviews
talking about such as organizational sustainability practices and policy incentives that influence
geothermal energy initiatives in the three countries. That is fundamental to establish criteria for
comparing the roles of Indonesia, China, and Italy in geothermal GVCs, focusing on their respective
strengths, challenges, and contributions to sustainable value creation. Given the qualitative nature of
this research, we are going to strengthen the Use of networks such as ITPC and Indonesian geothermal

companies to map stakeholders across the three countries and map their GVC structures. After
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scheduling and conducting semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders, key topics will emerge
to explore the drivers of transformative marketing, the dynamics of cross-border collaboration, and
the barriers to integrating sustainability into GVCs. together with the Collection of reports, trade
data, and policy documents from international organizations, we are going to contextualize and
triangulate findings from primary data. If feasible, organize visits to geothermal energy sites in
Indonesia and relevant facilities in China and Italy to observe operational practices and conduct on-
site interviews. Compare findings from Indonesia, China, and Italy to understand cross-cultural and
institutional differences in geothermal energy marketing strategies. We will further develop case
studies highlighting successful geothermal collaborations and their impact on sustainability goals.

These case studies will serve as illustrative examples of transformative marketing practices.
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Market Perceptions and Innovation Trends in the Coffee Machines and

Grinders Industry: A Cross-Market Analysis

Alessio Travasi', Fabio Musso’

Universita degli Studi di Urbino Carlo Bo, Italy’

Introduction

The Country-of-Origin Effect (COE) has long been recognized as a crucial factor shaping consumer
perceptions and purchasing behaviour in international markets. In the coffee equipment industry,
including both coffee machines and grinders, Italian brands have built a strong reputation by
leveraging a unique combination of heritage, craftsmanship, and technological excellence.
However, in an increasingly competitive global landscape — where countries like Germany, the
United Kingdom, and the United States also play a dominant role in product innovation and
engineering — technological expertise is no longer an exclusive advantage of Italian manufacturers.
The present research aims to assess the extent to which Italian companies still retain a competitive
edge in this field and how much of their historical advantage has now been disseminated among
companies from other countries, including those mentioned above.

This study empirically examines the impact of the Country-of-Origin Effect (COE) on
consumer decision-making in both professional and home-use coffee machine markets, with a
specific focus on brand equity, consumer ethnocentrism, and competitive differentiation. Through
semi-structured interviews with key industry stakeholders and a subsequent thematic analysis, the
research seeks to identify the strategic levers that Italian brands can leverage to strengthen their
market leadership. In particular, the study explores three core dimensions: 1) the influence of COE
on consumer perceptions; ii) competitive brand positioning in a globalized market; and iii) the role
of product innovation in sustaining long-term differentiation.

Furthermore, this study explores how value co-creation through collaborations between coffee
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machine producers and specialty coffee suppliers can strengthen brand positioning and foster

product innovation. The findings will provide critical insights into how companies can balance

tradition and innovation to sustain a competitive advantage in the evolving global marketplace.
The results aims to provide valuable insights into consumer preferences and industry trends,

assisting manufacturers in making strategic decisions.

Theoretical Background

The concept of the Country-of-Origin Effect (COE) has been extensively studied in international
marketing and consumer behaviour research (Schooler, 1965; Nagashima, 1970; Bilkey and Nes,
1982; Johansson et al., 1985; Han, 1989; Peterson and Jolibert, 1995; Heslop et al., 1998, Verlegh
and Steenkamp, 1999; Usunier, 2006; Merabet, 2020; Tam et al., 2024). The COE is a concept that
refers to the impact that a nation’s manufacturing environment has on consumer perceptions and
purchasing decisions. (Bilkey and Nes, 1982; Han, 1989; Peterson and Jolibert, 1995; Verlegh and
Steenkamp, 1999). Various studies suggest that products from certain countries carry a reputation
for quality, innovation, or prestige, which significantly influences buyer preferences (Nagashima,
1970; Bilkey and Nes, 1982; Papadopoulos and Heslop, 2014; Roth and Romeo, 1992; Verlegh and
Steenkamp, 1999; Pharr, 2005; Merabet, 2020; Tam et al., 2024). COE is a multi-dimensional
construct encompassing cognitive, affective, and normative components. The cognitive aspect
relates to consumer knowledge and beliefs about a country’s production capabilities (Verlegh and
Steenkamp, 1999), while the affective dimension pertains to emotional attachment or aversion
toward a country’s products (Han, 1989). The normative component involves sociocultural
expectations and perceived responsibilities in purchasing behaviour (Heslop et al., 1998).

In the context of the coffee machines and grinders industry, the “Made in Italy” label is widely
associated with high-quality manufacturing, technological excellence, and aesthetically appealing
design (Caiazza, 2016; Poltronieri and Rossi, 2016; Freitas et al., 2024). Italy has a longstanding

heritage in coffee culture, being home to some of the most renowned espresso and coffee machine
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brands globally. This historical and cultural association fosters strong consumer trust, reinforcing
brand equity (Lanfranchi et al., 2016). The Italian label does not merely signify geographic origin
but also communicates craftsmanship, tradition, and innovation (Freitas et al., 2024). Companies
strategically integrate “Made in Italy” into their marketing to enhance product differentiation and
brand positioning in competitive international markets (Caiazza, 2016; Poltronieri and Rossi, 2016;
Piancazzo et al., 2024).

A significant body of research explores how country-of-origin perceptions affect brand equity.
According to the Brand Equity Model theorised by Keller (2013), factors such as brand awareness,
brand associations, perceived quality, and brand loyalty contribute to a company’s overall market
positioning. In the case of Italian coffee machines, brand equity is reinforced by historical reputation,
customer trust, and product performance (Dearing, 2007; Dube and Dube, 2023; Sestino and
Amatulli, 2023). However, challenges arise when competing against brands from other leading
manufacturing nations such as Germany, the UK, and the US, which are also known for engineering
excellence and technological innovation. Italian brands must continuously innovate while
maintaining the heritage-driven premium identity that differentiates them in the global marketplace.

Another key theoretical perspective is consumer ethnocentrism. The Consumer Ethnocentrism
Scale (CETSCALE) proposed by Shimp and Sharma (1987), suggests that some consumers prefer
domestically produced goods over foreign alternatives due to perceived economic or cultural
loyalty. In contrast, cosmopolitan consumers tend to prioritize performance, design, and innovation
regardless of origin (Makrides et al., 2022; Samuel and Haozhen, 2024). The present study
investigates how these perspectives influence purchasing behaviours in the coffee equipment sector,
distinguishing between professional users (e.g., coffee shops, restaurants) and home consumers.

Moreover, competitive brand positioning plays a critical role in shaping market success. The
Resource-Based View (RBV) of the firm posits that sustainable competitive advantage arises from
unique internal resources, such as superior product design, R&D capabilities, and strong brand

image (Wernerfelt, 1984; Barney, 1991; Grant, 1991). The RBV framework underscores the
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importance of valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable (VRIN) resources that allow firms to
maintain a long-term advantage over competitors (Barney, 1991; Grant, 1991). Italian coffee
machine manufacturers excel in leveraging design expertise, technological innovation, and artisanal
craftsmanship as key differentiators (Cappetta et al., 2006; Verganti, 2009). These resources,
coupled with strong intellectual property rights and extensive supplier networks, contribute to
market dominance (Becattini, 2002). However, sustaining this advantage requires continuous
investment in product development, customer experience, and sustainability initiatives (Verganti,
2009).

Finally, the importance of strategic collaborations between coffee machine producers and
coffee suppliers is explored within the framework of value co-creation. The Service-Dominant Logic
(S-D Logic) theory, proposed by Vargo and Lusch (2004), highlights how value is co- created
through interactions between firms and consumers. Successful collaborations between Italian coffee
machine brands and specialty coffee producers can enhance brand reputation, create synergies in
marketing efforts, and drive product innovation (Caiazza, 2016; Poltronieri and Rossi, 2016;

Piancazzo et al., 2024).

Methodology

Data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews (Kallio et al., 2016), a method
particularly suited to the exploration of complex issues in depth and the obtaining of detailed
information on specific areas of interest, while maintaining flexibility to adapt to respondents’
answers. This type of interview permits the examination of a range of elements pertaining to the
structure of corporations. It strikes a balance between the rigidity of a predefined set of questions
and the flexibility to pursue emerging themes during the course of the interview (Adams, 2015). The
interviews are designed to gather insights into perceptions of the “Made in Italy” brand, competitive
brand positioning, and product innovation trends. The questions are categorized based on priority

levels to ensure a focused analysis of key themes.
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The interviews, which lasted between 60 and 90 minutes on average, were recorded with the
consent of the interviewees and subsequently transcribed. Furthermore, the data was augmented
with secondary sources. This approach allowed for triangulation of the data and ensured the
robustness of the conclusions (Bowen, 2009). The utilisation of secondary sources served to enhance
the data collected through the interviews, offering a more comprehensive context and corroborating
the information provided by the participants.

The data were subjected to thematic analysis in accordance with the guidelines set forth by
Braun and Clarke (2006). This method was selected for its capacity to facilitate an in-depth
examination of the qualitative data, enabling the identification of central themes and recurring
patterns. Thematic analysis was conducted in accordance with a six-stage process.

In the initial stage of the process, the research team familiarised themselves with the data set
by undertaking repeated readings of the interview transcripts in order to gain a comprehensive
understanding of the content. In the initial phase, preliminary reflections were recorded in order to
identify potential themes that might emerge.

Subsequently, the data was subjected to a systematic coding process, wherein the respondents’
responses were segmented into discrete conceptual units and assigned codes based on the
identification of recurrent themes, including those pertaining to the distribution of activities, brand

visibility strategies, and collaboration networks.

In the third phase, the codes were organised into broader themes, with similar concepts
grouped together. In the fourth stage, the identified themes were validated to ensure that they were
consistent and distinct from each other. This process enabled the refinement of the themes, thereby
enhancing their representativeness with respect to the data collected. In the fifth stage, the themes
were defined and named in greater detail, thus ensuring an accurate description of their content and
meaning in relation to the research questions.

In the sixth phase, a final report was produced which linked the themes that emerged to the
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research questions and provided an interpretation of the location dynamics of fashion luxury
companies. NVivo software was employed to facilitate the entire coding and thematic analysis
process, thereby ensuring systematic data management and the timely identification of key themes
(Zamawe, 2015). The utilisation of NVivo facilitated the organisation and coding of the data obtained
from the interviews and secondary sources in an efficient manner, thereby enabling the identification
of the relationships between the various themes that emerged from the analysis. This approach
facilitated an in-depth examination of the interrelationship between the location of companies and
their operations within the luxury fashion industry, enabling the identification of recurring patterns

(Edhlund and McDougall, 2019).

Results

The research findings provide valuable insights into the strategic role of branding, competitive
differentiation and technological innovation in the coffee machine and grinder industry. The results
confirm that the Country-of-Origin Effect (COE) plays a pivotal role in shaping consumer
perceptions and purchasing decisions, particularly in markets where heritage, craftsmanship and
product reliability are key differentiators. Italian coffee machine manufacturers benefit from a strong
brand reputation, with the “Made in Italy” label perceived as a mark of quality, innovation and
design excellence. Nevertheless, the study also demonstrates that the COE alone is not sufficient
to ensure sustained market leadership. Indeed, competing brands from Germany, the UK and the US
have successfully used engineering precision and technological advances to attract global
consumers.

In terms of consumer segmentation, the analysis highlights a clear distinction between
ethnocentric and cosmopolitan consumers. Ethnocentric consumers exhibit a predilection for
domestic products, associating Italian coffee machines with cultural authenticity and craftsmanship.
Conversely, cosmopolitan consumers prioritise performance, innovation and design, irrespective of

the product’s provenance. This dual consumer profile underscores the need for Italian brands to
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adopt diversified marketing strategies that balance traditional brand heritage with modern
technological enhancements.

An examination of competitive brand positioning reveals that Italian manufacturers have
achieved a successful integration of COE-driven branding with resource-based strategic advantages,
including high-end design expertise, substantial R&D investment, and robust supplier networks.
Nevertheless, challenges persist in maintaining a premium identity while adapting to evolving
market trends, particularly in emerging markets where price sensitivity and digital engagement are
becoming increasingly salient.

The role of product innovation in maintaining long-term competitiveness is further
emphasised. It is evident that companies that successfully embrace digital transformation, artificial
intelligence and sustainability-oriented product design not only improve operational efficiency but
also strengthen their brand equity. The strategic collaborations that have been forged between Italian
coffee machine brands and speciality coffee producers are of particular significance in this regard,
serving as a primary catalyst for value co-creation. These synergies have been shown to enhance
market positioning and consumer engagement.

In conclusion, the findings suggest that a dynamic balance between tradition and innovation
is essential for Italian coffee machine manufacturers to consolidate their global leadership. It is
evident that companies which effectively leverage COE, invest in continuous product development
and engage in strategic partnerships are better positioned to navigate the evolving competitive

landscape and maintain a dominant presence in both domestic and international markets.
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Does Beer consumption Culture differ between countries? A comparative study
of Why, When, Where, and How much Beer is consumed in England, Poland,
Germany, and China
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Abstract

As venturing into international markets has become a necessity rather than a luxury for many
companies nowadays, a question is whether companies should standardize or adapt their marketing
strategies when targeting foreign markets. While previous research investigated why and how much
alcohol in general people consumed in a specific country, little was said about the effect culture may
have on Why, When, Where, and How much “Beer” specifically Is consumed in different countries.
Explanatory variables were used to investigate Beer consumption habits in England, Poland,
Germany, and China, and Factor- ‘Analysis was performed to reduce the number of dimensions to
four factors. To scrutinize the impact of the consumer's background on these constructs, Structural
Equations Modelling (SEM) was conducted, and it revealed that the Consumer's background had a
significant Impact on each of these four constructs. Finally, Discriminant-Analysis classified the
variables in descending order of their power to differentiate between consumers’ Beer consumption
habits in each country. The paper concludes that companies must tailor their marketing strategies to
foreign markets, as Beer consumption habits could differ significantly from one country to another.

Humane Entrepreneurship and International Competitiveness: A Multiple Case

Study Analysis

Maria Rosita Cagm'nal, Maria Chiarvesio', Fatima Dhabi', Andrea Moretti’, Raffaella Tabacco’,
Martina Tomasetig!
University of Udine, Italy’
Abstract

In a rapidly evolving global landscape, businesses are increasingly expected to integrate ethical,
sustainable, and human-centric values into their operations. This study explores the influence of
Humane Entrepreneurship (HumEnt) on international competitiveness, focusing on its three
foundational pillars — entrepreneurial orientation (EO), sustainability orientation (SO), and human
resource orientation (HRO). Through a qualitative multiple-case study of five Italian manufacturing
firms, the current research examines how these principles enhance firms’ global market positioning
while addressing societal and environmental challenges. The findings suggest that firms embracing
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HumEnt principles not only achieve competitive differentiation through innovation and sustainability
but also build stronger relationships with stakeholders, fostering trust and loyalty in international
markets. While adhering to ethical and sustainable practices presents challenges, such as increased
operational costs, the integration of HumEnt enhances long-term competitiveness by driving
innovation, reducing risks, and aligning with global demands for responsible business conduct. The
paper contributes to the existing literature by addressing the gap in understanding the intersection of
HumEnt and international competitiveness. From a managerial perspective, the study offers
actionable insights into leveraging HumEnt as a strategic tool for fostering international success.

Driving Sustainable Value Creation in International SMEs: the impact of

transformative Marketing

Miguel Torres', Diala Kabbara®, Bruno Barreto de Goés®
University of Kent, UK!; University of Pavia, Italy’; University of New Haven, USA’
Abstract

This paper develops a conceptual framework for better understanding the role of transformative
marketing (TM) in driving sustainable value creation within internationalising small and medium
enterprises (SMEs). The study explores how digital transformation, evolving consumer behaviour,
and managerial strategies drive transformative marketing adoption by integrating exogenous and
endogenous factors. We examine the interplay between external market forces and internal
organisational capabilities, highlighting SMEs' need to adopt innovative, ethical, and customer-
centric marketing strategies. Transformative marketing enables SMEs to enhance their international
competitiveness while addressing social and environmental challenges. Our study also identifies key
challenges, including resource constraints, technological adaptation, and market uncertainties, that
SMEs must address to implement transformative marketing effectively. The proposed framework
serves as a foundation for future studies, offering insights for academia and practice.

Social and technological drivers in transformative advertising: Exploring

individual and collective impacts of femvertising campaigns

Michela Matarazzo!, Charles Hofacker’, Simone Guercini®, Silvia Ranfagni®, Surat Teerakapibal®
Guglielmo Marconi University, Italy'; FSU College of Business, Florida®; University of Florence,
Italyj; Thammasat Business School, Thailand?

Abstract
This research examined how an ad campaign invoking sustainability and femvertising, and utilizing

celebrity endorsements, played out on the social media platform X (Twitter) through user generated
comments. Utilizing a hierarchical Bayes model on a database of over 100,000 posts, the study
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scrutinized viewer feedback to the “Prada Paradoxe” campaign with Emma Watson to understand the
positive and negative consumer resonances with the campaign. We explored a conceptual model for
the impact of both technological and social factors on viewer engagement and sentiment. Results
revealed that smartphones play a subtle role, with brand name systems like iOS being connected to
users expressing more positive emotions. Perversely, the number of followers of a user was connected
to negative sentiment. Overall our goal was to provide insights beneficial for international marketers
aiming to shape genuine connections and resonate authentically with global audiences.

Quantification of Cultural Practices: An Empirical Experiment with Generative

Artificial Intelligence

Wolfgang Messner'
University of South Carolina, United States of America’
Abstract

Culture is often viewed as a value system that shapes cultural practices. Frameworks like Hofstede
and GLOBE identify and quantify various cultural dimensions; however, these rely on surveys that
are criticized for limited country coverage, lack of psychometric robustness, small sample sizes, and
cultural biases. This article presents an empirical experiment designed to quantify cultural practices
across 216 countries and territories by prompting large language models using a zero-shot learning
strategy. This approach enables subnational and segment-specific analyses, equipping researchers
with powerful tools for deeper cultural insights.

Purpose in internationalization: Towards a broader perspective
Susan Freeman', Simone Guercini’, Mikael Hilmersson®, Matilde Milanesi’, Andrea Runfola4
"University of South Australia’; University of Florence, Italy’; University of Gothenburg, Sweden’;
University of Perugia, Italy’
Abstract

Companies are increasingly urged or required to expand their focus beyond profitability, creating
value by addressing pressing societal challenges. This broader perspective extends to business
internationalization, where expansion efforts are driven by greater purposes beyond mere growth and
profit. This conceptual paper aims to spark a discussion on the purposes behind firm
internationalization and examines the connection between internationalization and purpose. Given
current geopolitical tensions, trends of deglobalization and decoupling, and rising concerns about
sustainability, companies face significant challenges and complexities when seeking to
internationalize while pursuing objectives beyond growth and profitability.
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Scaling Process of Digital Firm: An International Marketing Perspective.
Margherita Milotta', Giuseppe Pirrone’, Birgit Hagen’
University of Milan, Italy'; University of Pavia, Italy’

Abstract

This study explores (international marketing) strategies of digital platform-based scaleups focusing
on critical factors that drive successful international scaling. Utilizing a longitudinal multiple case
study design, we analyze two Western companies in the tourism and digital payment sectors, tracing
their growth from 2006 to 2023, to understand how (marketing) strategies affect and influence
international scaling. Our findings underscore the importance of identifying global unmet needs, the
adoption of a hybrid strategy of global replication with local responsiveness, and the leverage of
partnerships for rapid and sustainable growth. Strategic agility—rapidly responding to and
anticipating market demands—emerges as critical for scaling. Finally, drawing on Ansoff’s (1965)
product-market matrix, we argue that it is important to adopt circumcentric growth, employing
different combinations of growth strategy over time, to pursue and sustain international scaling. Our
study also highlights tensions in international marketing strategies, suggesting avenues for future
research. We contribute to the nascent literature on international scaling by detailing the unique
processes and strategies that facilitate this challenging yet rewarding endeavor. Furthermore, we
enhance international marketing literature by demonstrating how established paradigms can be
adapted to the context of international scaleups.

The Influence of Country-of-Origin and Sustainability Cues on Willingness-to-
Pay: Conceptual Model and Empirical Test

Chiara Scrimieri', Adamantios Diamantopoulos’, Michela Matarazzo®, Alberto Pastore’
Sapienza University of Rome, Italy'; University of Vienna, Austria’; Marconi University of Rome,
Italy’

Abstract

The influence of country-of-origin (COO) and sustainability cues on consumers’ willingness to-pay
(WTP) for branded products has not been fully elucidated in international marketing literature, with
extant findings painting a contradictory picture. Drawing on cue utilization theory, signaling theory,
and attribution theory, we develop and test a conceptual model for understanding how WTP for a
brand is affected by COO and sustainability cues. We find that these cues have both direct and indirect
effects (through consumer perceptions of product sustainability) on WTP and that they should be
considered in conjunction when developing brand strategies.
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A co-creational perspective of corporate heritage branding in international

markets: the case of Amaro Montenegro

Federica Sacco’, Giovanna Magnani', Antonella Zucchella’
University of Pavia, Italy’
Abstract

Corporate heritage brands face unique challenges when managing their identity across diverse
international markets, where cultural differences significantly influence the perception of their history
and values. This study examines how the international reach of a heritage brand, using Amaro
Montenegro as a case, impacts its brand heritage stewardship and co-creation processes. By focusing
on the brand's marketing activities in both its home market, Italy, and a foreign market, the U.S.A.,
the research explores how cultural differences—especially in perceptions of time and symbolic
meaning—shape the communication of heritage. Through a longitudinal, exploratory case study,
combining primary interviews and secondary social media data, the study aims at revealing how a
brand's heritage can be adapted to resonate with local cultural contexts while maintaining its core
values. Findings will shed light on the delicate balance between safeguarding long-term brand equity
and responding to global consumer demands, providing valuable insights for managing heritage in
international markets.

From Scandals to Sustainability: Redefining International Marketing in the
Fight Against Corruption

Sergio Ernesto Valentini', Antonella Zucchella’

Transparency International Italia, Italy'; University of Pavia, Italy’

Abstract

The interplay between international marketing, societal outcomes, and economic objectives is
increasingly critical in a world grappling with sustainable development and ethical business
practices. While international marketing strives to restore trust amid rising scandals and accusations
of whitewashing, systemic corruption remains a major challenge, undermining both business
credibility and societal well-being. Despite its pervasive impact, corruption is insufficiently
addressed in literature. Current metrics are questioned or insufficient (Transparency's CPI and Bribe
Payers Index, Eurispes, etc).. Remarkably, the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) omits a specific target to combat corruption! Nevertheless, the topic of corruption is high on
the agenda of all the major international fora (G7, G20, UN, OECD, OCSE) and ranks high in
government priorities and strategies: Xi Jinping reiterated China’s commitment to eradicating
corruption in January 2025, while Donald Trump issued on February 10", 2025 a controversial
executive order to review and suspend the US enforcement of the OECD Convention against bribery
and corruption on the ground it hinder US companies ability to compete globallly). Recent
governmental and business efforts, such as discussions within the OECD and inclusion in G7 and
G20 agendas, the inclusion of anti corruption policiess in governance activities etc, underscore its
urgency. This paper explores the interdisciplinary dimensions of corruption, spanning legal,
managerial, geopolitical, and ethical perspectives, and highlights its implications for international
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marketing as companies use corruption as a competitive tool. The analysis emphasizes the need for
compliance awareness raising and information in international marketing activities practices aligning
with societal expectations, foster sustainable value creation, and address tensions between economic
gains and societal responsibilities. Training in theory on why companies and management do not
comply with the law is available but seldom taught at university or in companies, if not ignored
altogether. By actively combating corruption and fostering ethical practices, companies can enhance
their longevity, attract talent, and maintain competitiveness in a globalized economy.

Cooperation between business, institutions, academia and NGOs is still lacking but can lead to
substantial improvements in this field.

Improving the Support Continuum for Firms Going Global

Sophie Veilleux!
Laval University, Canada
Abstract

Business accelerators and incubators support the growth of businesses, but a lack of knowledge
remains regarding their contribution to the performance of these businesses in the international
market. This study explores the best practices in providing support for the development of knowledge
and skills to foster the success of firms on the international scene. It combines a review of the recent
literature and a qualitative study involving 17 case studies of Canadian business accelerators and
incubators. The support practices are thus presented in detail and sequenced based on the knowledge
and skills they can help develop: training, coaching, networking, financial support and events. The
impact of these practices on the speed, intensity and diversification of the internationalization process
is represented in an integrative conceptual framework.
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