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Abstract

Purpose — This paper aims to examine how long-lived firms can further develop through digitalisation in
terms of actions, conditions and effects from a competitiveness perspective.
Design/methodology/approach — This exploratory study follows an inductive approach based on a survey
conducted via interviews undertaken with nine long-lived Italian firms. The dimensions of the model
(command, continuity, community, connection), elaborated by Miller and Le Breton-Miller (2005) in relation to
longevity factors, were chosen to analyse digitalisation’s contribution to these long-lived firms’ development.
Findings — The digitalisation implemented by the analysed firms contributed in a variety of ways: (1) improved
the efficiency and effectiveness of their business processes, (2) enhanced the understanding of customer experience,
(3) supported their craftsmanship and the transmission of the knowledge included in the entrepreneurial path,
(4) increased the awareness of the cultural value of the firms’ heritage and (5) allowed for the development of
cutting-edge design skills by experimenting with content on different digital platforms and devices.

Practical implications — This study suggests managers of long-lived firms develop digital skills that allow
them to interact with the rapid evolution of this context and understand how to effectively implement
digitalisation in their specific firm. From this perspective, it is strategic to establish or strengthen collaborative
network relationships to acquire such necessary skills.

Originality/value — This study provides novel empirical evidence on how long-lived firms are facing the
challenge of digitalisation in terms of actions, conditions and effects to improve their competitiveness and
ensure their survival.

Keywords Long-lived firms, Entrepreneurship, Innovation/tradition relationship, Digital manufacturing,
Craftsmanship, Corporate competitiveness

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction

In the current economic context, long-lived firms are those that have developed at the
global level. This extension to the global scale is evidenced by numerous initiatives that
have proliferated over time, primarily in the form of the establishment of international
groups such as the global “Les Hénokeins”, the London-based “Tercentenarians Club”
(Stadler, 2011), the Japanese “Shinise” (Iwasaki and Kanda, 1996; Krahnke, 2018) and the
Italian “Union of Italian Centenarian Enterprises” (Listri, 2006) and “The Centenarians”
(Napolitano and Marino, 2014).

In the last decade, such firms have significantly increased in number, especially in Japan
and Italy. According to a nationwide Japanese survey (Tokyo Shoko Research, 2009), there
were more than 21,000 firms older than 100 years at the end of September 2009, while in 2019,
Teikoku Data Bank counted over 33,000 businesses in Japan to be over a century old (Lufkin,
2020) — 51.14% growth over the decade. For Italy, the only country in the world to have
established a National Register of Italian Historic Firms, at the end of 2012, the number of
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long-established firms was 2,227; this had increased to 2,555 by 2019 — 14.73% growth over
the seven years. These data are even more significant in light of the economic and financial
crisis that began in 2007 and has affected the whole world, including Japan and Italy.

The fervour around long-lived firms and their increased number has led to growing
interest from scholars from different disciplines in the topic of business longevity, especially
since the late 1990s, such that long-lived firms can be considered an interdisciplinary topic. In
particular, in addition to the initial economic and sociological studies (e.g. Bates, 1990; Briidler
et al, 1992), the published research on business longevity has primarily covered the
disciplines of management (e.g. De Geus, 1997; Miller and Le Breton-Miller, 2005; Reader and
Watkins, 2006; Schildt ef al, 2006; Burgelman and Grove, 2007; Desai et al, 2008; Zellweger
and Sieger, 2012; De Massis et al., 2016; Erdogan et al., 2019) and business history (e.g. Cassis,
1997; Fridenson, 2004; Colli, 2013; Kansikas, 2015; Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2017).

With reference to the management field — the specific subject of this paper — studies are
primarily related to a family business, entrepreneurship and strategy research (Riviezzo et al.,
2015a). More specifically, they focus on the conditions that allow some firms to survive and to
perpetuate their businesses despite facing the multiple crises and challenges that dot the
history of any country over the course of time. In other words, many scholars (Peter and
Waterman, 1982; Collin and Porras, 1994; De Geus, 1997; Foster and Kaplan, 2001; Albrecht,
2003; Ward, 2004; Miller and Le Breton-Miller, 2005; Fahed-Sreid and Djounddourian, 2006;
Marcus, 2006; Stadler, 2007, 2011; Bakr et al, 2009; Riviezzo et al., 2015b; Galadanchi and
Bakar, 2018) have deeply explored business longevity to identify the so-called “longevity
factors” that support the development and the competitiveness of a firm over the long term.

These firms, in fact, have overcome multiple critical issues, such as two industrial
revolutions, two world wars, globalisation and world economic crises in 1929, 1973 and 2007,
by continuing their activities and maintaining competitiveness. A further and overwhelming
challenge that long-lived companies increasingly face in the current competitiveness context
is digitalisation. This topic has been studied from different perspectives, including the
technological standpoint (Liao ef al, 2017), and scholars have highlighted its potential
benefits in terms of cost reduction, productivity, quality, customer satisfaction and even
healthcare and environmental performance (Kolberg and Ziihlke, 2015; Lu, 2017).

In spite of scientific contributions on digitalisation increasing, very few studies analyse
how long-lived firms face this challenge (e.g. Hicks and Hegde, 2005; Sharma and Dixit, 2017;
Erdogan et al, 2019); in particular, there is scant empirical evidence in the management
literature on how digitalisation can contribute to enhancing long-lived firms’ competitiveness
and enable them to continue to survive over time.

For filling this gap, this paper aims to examine the contribution of digitalisation to long-lived
firms’ development. More specifically, it explores how long-lived firms can further develop through
digitalisation in terms of actions, conditions and effects from a competitiveness perspective.

Given the limited literature on business longevity and digitalisation, this study is
explorative in nature. As such, it adopts an inductive approach to examine the specific case of
long-lived Italian enterprises.

This paper is organised as follows. After providing a literature review on business
longevity, especially longevity factors, and the way in which long-established firms face the
challenges of digitalisation, the study method is presented. Following this, the main results
are highlighted and discussed. The paper concludes by proposing theoretical and managerial
implications, as well as limitations and future research directions.

2. Theoretical background

2.1 Business longeuvity factors

Business longevity is characterised by the multidisciplinary nature of the approaches
adopted to study this topic (Napolitano et al, 2015); nevertheless, business history and



management studies are the two predominant streams greatly affecting the theoretical
development of such research (Riviezzo et al, 2015a). This scientific literature is focused
mainly on identifying critical success factors — also known as longevity factors — via which a
firm can build and expand its competitive advantage over time.

Most studies on business longevity over the last three decades have emerged from
management scholars, especially those engaged in a family business, entrepreneurship and
strategic management research (Riviezzo et al., 2015a). Management scholars have adopted
two different approaches to the study and identification of factors supporting firm longevity:
one in which a holistic approach (i.e. seeking to identify all drivers that support the survival
and competitiveness of a firm over the long term) is adopted, and one that focuses on the
evaluation of the influence of a single factor on business development and longevity.

The first category was particularly prevalent at the beginning of research on the topic; more
recent contributions in this vein have aimed to refine what was already published up to the
first decade of the 21st century (ie. Peter and Waterman, 1982; Collin and Porras, 1994;
De Geus, 1997; Collins, 2000; Foster and Kaplan, 2001; Marcus, 2006; Stadler, 2007, 2011). They
comprise mostly contributions published in books, with only the most recent being journal
articles. These studies mainly list factors relating to (1) the characteristics of the family business
and its peculiarities (such as, for example, the relationship between business and family and
the problem of generational change (e.g. Aronoff, 2004; Tapies and Moya, 2012)); (2) the
characteristics of the entrepreneur with reference to his or her role as the leader of the long-
established enterprise (e.g. Zellweger et al., 2012); and (3) the main organisational and strategic
choices capable of strengthening competitiveness over time and ensuring business continuity
(e.g. McDowell et al.,, 2016). Many of these studies have been deepened by considering different
regional and cultural contexts. Several have considered the US context (e.g. Ward, 2004; O’'Hara,
2004; Miller and Le Bretton-Miller, 2005; Bakr ef al, 2009; Densil and Oniel, 2010), while others
have studied family firms in Japan (e.g. Funabashi, 2009; Goto, 2013; Sasaki and Sone, 2015;
Krahnke et al, 2018), Lebanon (e.g. Fahed-Sreih and Djounddourian, 2006), China (e.g. Kim and
Gao, 2013), Spain (e.g. Ferndndez Pérez and Puig, 2007) and Italy (e.g. Buzzavo and Gatti, 2012;
Riviezzo et al., 2015b). This research, although pertaining to the experience of firms located in
very different geographical and socio-cultural contexts, shows the existence of common
elements. In essence, the longevity of family businesses depends on the health of their two
constituent parts — the family and the company. Indeed, the longevity of these firms is closely
connected to the commitment of the family, in two aspects. First, the commitment to building
healthy interpersonal relationships between parents and children, and between siblings and in
general between all members of the basic core of the entrepreneurial activity, such that each is
aware of his or her role in the family and within the company. Second, the commitment to the
continuity of the enterprise: (1) formulating and pursuing a stimulating and engaging mission,
not based on just a desire for profit, but inspired by higher ideals; (2) favouring long-term
relationships and collaboration with staff and business partners; and (3) providing adequate
planning for generational transitions. Table 1 summarises the main results of these studies.

The second category focused on individual factors, has been prevalent during the last two
decades and, in particular, over the last few years. Such work has almost always been
published in the form of journal articles. These articles are mainly focused on the factors that
have proven most critical for firm survival from a managerial point of view, including the
planning of the generational change process (e.g. De Massis ef al,, 2008; Carney et al., 2014,
Jaskiewicz et al., 2016; Parker, 2016; Wiecek-Janka et al, 2016; Houlder and Nandkishore,
2016), or that seem to exert great influence on the continuity and competitive development of
the long-established company (e.g. the ability to combine the drive for innovation and
enhancement of tradition). The most recent and important topic studied by scholars in this
vein is the propensity to innovate of long-lived firms (e.g. De Massis ef al., 2016; Filser et al,
2018; Erdogan et al, 2019). In particular, De Massis ef al (2016) conceptualised a new
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Table 1.
Main publications on
longevity factors

Author(s), year

Longevity factors

Ward (2004)

O’Hara (2004)

Miller and Le Breton-Miller
(2005)

Fahed-Sreih and
Djounddourian (2006)

Bakr et al. (2009)

Funabashi (2009)

The five insights, the major keys to the enduring success of family firms:
(1) We respect the challenge
(2) Family business issues are common and predictable, yet perspectives
on the same issue will be different
(3) Communication is indispensable
(4) Planning is essential to the continuity
(b) Commitment is required of us
The four Ps to reduce or avert friction between family and business:
(1) Policies before the need for them
) Sense of purpose
(3) Process
(4) Parenting

(1) Family unity
(2) A product catering to basic human needs
(3) Primogeniture

4) Role of women

) A commitment to continuing the legacy

) The use of adoption as a means to perpetuate family ownership

(7)  Allowing the business rather than the family to come first

) An obligation to community and customer service

) Conflict arrangement

(10) Plan in writing

(11) System of governance

(1) Command (family-controlled businesses take command by acting as
unfettered stewards rather than servants of shareholders)

2) Continuity (family businesses pursue a lasting and substantive mission,
not a monetary strategy)

B)  Community (family-controlled businesses have a “sticking”, caring
culture, not an internally competitive one. It is very selective, but once
you are in, you are in for life)

4)  Connection (family businesses build connections by securing generous
and longer-term relationships, not one-shot bargains. They are
benevolent, responsive partners)

(1) Proper succession planning

(2) Proper planning for a healthy family relationship

(3) Openness and a liberal attitude towards accepting qualified successors,
whether from within or outside the family

(1) High level of family involvement and commitment
(2) Effective succession process
3) Family firm competitive advantage
(1) Leadership driven by clear values, vision and mission
(2) Long-term viewpoint and strategic approach
)

The importance of people and a human merit system
(4) Customer orientation and building the economy

(5) Socially minded and building the nation

6) Continuous innovation (change) and improvement
(7) Frugality and efficient use of natural resources
) Efforts to embody and generate culture/legacy

product innovation strategy in family firms called innovation through tradition (ITT), and
identified its underlying capabilities of interiorising and reinterpreting past knowledge.
Erdogan et al. (2019) studied how family firms manage the tradition and innovation paradox
that characterises their activity, and identified the new construct of temporal symbiosis as a
firm’s simultaneous adoption of retrospective and perspective approaches to the use of
resources to continue with tradition but also generate innovation.



2.2 Digitalisation in long-lived firms

Over the last five years, the topic of digitalisation, also known as digital transformation
(Emily et al, 2015), has been extensively studied from a managerial perspective, with
particular attention paid to manufacturing industries as the context in which the digital
revolution has had — and continues to have — a significant impact. Terminologies such as
cyber-physical systems, smart factories, the industrial revolution, the Internet of Things,
production systems, manufacturing systems and smart manufacturing are used to refer to
the current development of digitalisation across different manufacturing sectors (Liao
et al,, 2017).

In general, the digitalisation concept refers to a business model driven by “the changes
associated with the application of digital technology in all aspects of human society”
(Stolterman and Fors, 2004, p. 689). The technology usually implemented through
digitalisation, from a corporate perspective, involves the ability to turn existing products
into digital variants, which offer advantages over tangible products. This evolution can
produce benefits in terms of more efficient business processes and flows, and therefore, better
firm performance (Emily et al, 2015).

Over the last two decades, the challenges of digitisation have affected companies of all
sizes (small, medium and large) and all ages (those established in the digital age and those
founded in earlier periods, with the latter category also including long-lived firms).

The managerial literature on digitalisation in these firms has made few contributions.
These studies can be divided into three categories according to the specific object of analysis:
(1) digitalisation in long-lived small businesses, particularly highly innovative ones; (2) the
behaviour of long-lived big companies in the face of the challenge of digitalisation; and (3)
innovation to support the digital transformation process in long-lived firms.

Scholars of long-lived small firms considering the US context have labelled such firms
“serial innovators” (Hicks and Breitzman, 2003; Leigh, 2002; Hicks and Hegde, 2005) and
argued that they are often specialist suppliers in markets for technology. These innovative
firms have survived beyond the entrepreneurial moment yet remain small (Taneja ef al,
2016). Success in technology markets does not come easily and very few small firms survive.
The survivors take advantage of that fact to produce technology likely to be more tradable in
comparison with that of large firms, which is largely destined for in-house use. Compared
with in-house technology, tradable technology is “higher quality, more general purpose, more
broadly based, more basic, and more concentrated in newer generations of technology” (Hicks
and Hegde, 2005, p. 703). Moreover, serial innovator firms are primarily creators of platform
technologies or general-purpose technologies in general (Hicks and Hegde, 2005) and are
prime candidates to develop industry standards, which facilitates the diffusion of their
technologies across borders (Blind, 2001). In other words, markets for technologies help to
explain the presence of “long-lived, highly innovative small firms” —an empirical reality in the
US context — where “small” refers to the number of employees being no greater than 500,
“highly innovative” implies 15 or more USPTO patents registered between 1996 and 2000,
and “long-lived” is defined as a firm surviving beyond the average life of companies in the
sector (be it 25 or 50 or 100 years) (Hicks and Hegde, 2005). Although this last definition may
seem imprecise, this arises because, in the managerial literature and practice, there is no
shared concept of business longevity, although a significant number of scholars define the
prerequisite for longevity as 100 years of business (Rossato, 2013).

Regarding the behaviour of long-lived big companies in the face of the challenge of
digitalisation, Sebastian ef al (2017) focused on those whose success was built in the pre-
digital economy and identified two digital strategies — customer engagement and digitised
solutions — that provide direction for digital transformation. Moreover, they asserted that two
technology-enabled assets are essential for executing those strategies: an operational
backbone and a digital services platform. Under this framework, they described how a long-
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lived big company could combine these elements to navigate digital transformation. In
particular, the study considered the new technologies called SMACIT (social, mobile,
analytics, cloud and the Internet of Things). This acronym includes many digital
technologies, such as artificial intelligence, blockchain, robotics and virtual reality.
SMACIT is intended as shorthand for the entire set of powerful, readily accessible digital
technologies. The study revealed three essential elements for a successful digital
transformation: (1) clear definition of a digital strategy that guides leaders’ efforts to
create new value propositions by combining their companies’ existing capabilities with those
enabled by SMACIT and other digital technologies; (2) an operational backbone as the
technology and business capabilities that ensure the efficiency, scalability, reliability, quality
and predictability of core operations; and (3) a digital services platform as the technology and
business capabilities that facilitate rapid development and implementation of digital
innovations. The most proactive long-lived big companies in this research needed both “an
operational backbone and a digital services platform to deliver the efficiency, reliability,
speed and agility that the competitive environment demands. Although these two assets
support very different business capabilities, they are complementary” (Sebastian et al., 2017,
p. 204).

As regards innovation to support the digital transformation process in long-lived firms,
scholars have tended to define the minimum threshold for company longevity as 100 years of
continuous activity. Sharma and Dixit (2017, p. 1), in particular, analysing key factors for
longevity in a detailed Japanese case study, observed that it is very important for this kind of
firm to be conservative, asserting that “the pressure to exploit newer opportunities and invest
resources to ward off potential threats is high, particularly in the digital era. However, long-
established firms are known to stay true to their core values and principles and usher in large-
scale radical changes very selectively”. These considerations do not mean that long-
established firms must not consider digital transformation, which is affecting not only the
economy but every dimension of life. The real suggestion is that firm survival must be
preserved from any form of impulsive innovation guided by the current market or
technological trends. Regarding the approach to innovation, Erdogan et al (2019, p. 17)
underlined that in some long-lived family firms, “current and new products and processes are
segregated and treated as two different types of offerings”. This behaviour is designed, on the
one hand, to preserve the iconic products that mark the family’s history, and on the other, to
stimulate new product development and the digital impulses in this process. In this way, the
long-lived family firm does not make changes to its iconic products but offers a wide range of
new product lines using advanced technologies. This strategy allows these firms to combine
innovation and tradition and remain competitive.

Given the increasing interest of scholars and practitioners in the topic of digitalisation and
the scant attention paid to the contribution of digitalisation to long-lived firms’ development,
this study examines actions, conditions and effects of digitalisation on long-lived firms’
competitiveness.

3. Research method
This exploratory study followed an inductive approach (Leitch et al., 2010) by performing a
survey via interview undertaken to investigate the contribution of digitalisation to long-lived
firms’ development for the case of Italian firms. Given that this method is considered suitable
“when a fresh perspective is needed” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 549), it was employed to make a
solid contribution to the scant literature on this topic and, at the same time, draw more general
conclusions.

This study adopted a purposive sampling approach, which involved the conscious
selection of a small number of data sources meeting the following criteria: (1) firms that



belong to the National Register of Italian Historic Firms, which includes firms of any legal
form operating in any economic industry, registered on the business register and with
uninterrupted exercise of their activity in the same industry for no less than 100 years;
(2) participation in initiatives promoted by public and private institutions aiming to stimulate
research on the longevity of business, especially regarding firms with an entrepreneurial
culture of over 100 years; (3) Italian-owned firms that have been operating for more than 100
years; (4) firms that have faced at least two generational changes; (5) firms that are facing the
digitalisation challenge; (6) firms that have long been established in national and
international markets, regardless of their size; (7) firms that manufacture entirely in Italy;
and (8) the relevance of the information available in relation to the research objectives.

With reference to the first criterion, the national Register of Italian Historic Firms — the
only measurement tool for long-lived firms in Italy — includes 2,555 firms aged over 100 years
(as of 31 December 2019), which operate across the following industries: commerce (31.62%),
industry (24.46%), services (17.45%), craftsmanship (12.72%), agriculture (9.71%) and
other (4.03%).

With regard to the second criterion, firms that participated in the national short film
competition “Ancient Future” (“Futuro Antico”), promoted in July 2014 by Union of Italian
Centenarian Enterprises, were selected. The “Futuro Antico” competition was selected for the
two following reasons: (1) originality and importance of the project, which aimed to inform
viewers via a short film on the history, cultural heritage, ethics, innovation, work and ability
to adapt to the challenges of the future and the social dimension of long-lived Italian firms
that are expressions of the quality and excellence of Made in Italy, and (2) inclusion of firms
that are sources of stimulation and dissemination of research on an entrepreneurial culture
extending more than 100 years.

Some 20 long-lived firms were identified, and their corporate websites examined in
relation to their history, activities and values in order to verify all eight criteria listed above.
Fifteen firms were identified as eligible targets. Using the tailored design survey method
(Dillman et al., 2009), representatives of the 15 firms were contacted and requested to complete
an email survey, containing a cover letter and a brief questionnaire. The cover letter clearly
indicated the purpose and nature of the study, explained why the respondent’s opinion was
required and provided the respondent with information about his or her right to participate or
withdraw at any time during the research. The questionnaire was aimed at understanding
whether digitalisation is a tool that can contribute to the development of the firm. It was
structured to collect data on the firm (name, location, foundation year, current entrepreneur or
manager and core business) and its relationship with digitalisation (interpretation of the
digitalisation challenge, types of digitalisation investment made and benefits achieved). Of
the 15 firms, one reported that it had sold its core business to another firm and five
communicated that they were not interested in participating in the research because of their
corporate policy, discretion or lack of time. Thus, nine firms replied to the questionnaire.

After the survey was conducted, appointments for semi-structured in-depth interviews
were set up with each respondent to collect detailed and personal opinions and experiences of
the interviewees in line with the purpose of this research. A request was made for key
informants who were available, knowledgeable on the topic of interest and “able to
communicate about it” (Kumar ef al, 1993, p. 1634). Entrepreneurs and top managers of the
nine firms contacted made themselves available for the interview.

Table 2 shows the profiles of the firms examined in this study. Essentially, they had faced
at least three generational changes and operated in sectors including industry (six),
craftsmanship (two) and commerce (one).

On the basis of time and the availability of the interviewees (Flick, 2005), telephone
interviews were conducted. This meant that emotions could not be captured; however, it
decreased the risk of the interviewer affecting the interviewees’ responses (Silverman, 2011).
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Each interview lasted 45-70 min. A semi-structured interview protocol was designed, as
follows.

(1) Introduction:

« brief description of the aims of the research;
« the firm’s history;

« the firm’s mission and core business;

. the firm’s values and corporate management;

« the relevance of digitalisation for the firm.
(2) How the firm is facing the digitalisation challenge:

« What was the role of the family and of the management in the challenge of
digitalisation?

. How did employees accept the challenge of digitalisation?

« Have you faced this challenge in partnership with other stakeholders? Which
stakeholders?

. What initiatives have you promoted and implemented?
« How did you support them?
« What benefits did you achieve through digital investments?

The interviews were audio recorded and later transcribed and checked for accuracy. For
examining the data, content analysis was undertaken via NVivo 11 software. The coding of
themes was inductively carried out (Saldana, 2015) in relation to the study’s purpose to explore
how long-lived firms may further develop from a competitiveness perspective through
digitalisation. The themes that emerged were proposed by means of an analysis model
identified within the longevity factors set out in the family business literature. This study, in
particular, adopted the model elaborated by Miller and Isabel Le Breton-Miller (2005) on
business longevity factors, including the four following dimensions: (1) comumand, referring to
granting senior management considerable decision-making independence; (2) continuity, with
regard to the maintenance of adherence to a farsighted mission; (3) comumunity, in consideration
of the development and unification of company culture with a deep concern for employees at all
levels; and (4) connection, that is, establishing long-lived external relationships with clients and
suppliers. While promoting the idea that all long-lived businesses should have certain common
priorities, this model also recognises, and indeed requires that every firm independently
configure those priorities to best match its selected strategy. This model was utilised for two
reasons: (1) there are multiple models that identify longevity factors for family businesses, but
management scholars do not agree on the identification of an exhaustive and precise model and
(2) these dimensions capture and emphasise the behavioural characteristics and strategic
decisions, digitalisation included, of the long-lived firms investigated in this study.

4. Analysis and discussion of results

4.1 Command

The respondents emphasised that the survival of the firm is strongly linked to the ability of
those who guide it to adequately manage business succession, including timely identification



Number of
generations

Name, location in Italy
(foundation year)

Core business and values

Interviewed

Amarelli — Fabbrica di 11
Liquirizia dal 1731 di

Fortunato Amarelli

Rossano, Cosenza (1731)

Antica Dolceria Bonajuto 6
di Ruta F.
Modica, Ragusa (1880)

Manifattura Orafa Torrini 24
Florence (1369)

Biscotti Gentilini 4
Roma (1890)

World leader in the field of pure licorice
produced and marketed in metal packs;
these have become collector items

The firm has a long history of passion,
culture and tradition. Ancient documents
attest that by around 1500 Ap, the
Amarelli family already marketed the
underground branches of locorice that
still grows abundantly in its latifundia
The Amarelli Museum received the
“Guggenheim Business & Culture
Award” in 2001 and in 2004 the Italian
Post Office recognised it, dedicating it a
stamp issued in 3,500,000 copies

For more than 150 years, the firm has
been producing artisanal chocolate. It also
makes sweets and nougats in the Modica
and Sicilian tradition, mostly of Arab or
Spanish origin

The firm started a revolutionary process
of cultural recovery of ancient Hyblean
recipes and of cold chocolate, a real
gastronomic “fossil” that seemed destined
to disappear

The Bonajuto-Ruta family made the
passion for chocolate a business reality
and is noted by Eurispes (Institute of
Political, Economic and Social Studies) as
among the 100 Italian Excellences,
awarded and recognised internationally
The Antica Manifattura Orafa Torrini, led
by Fabrizio Torrini, operates in the wake
of its origins linked to the history of the
goldsmith Torrini and to that of the
Fabbrica branding that took place in
Florence in 1369

New technological eras have brought
construction and quality improvements,
but the artisan and manufacturing
expression, artistic creativity and the
value of humanity and their traditions
have not been abandoned

In 130 years of activity, the famous biscuit
factory in Rome (Italy) has become a firm
capable of preserving the link with
tradition and craftsmanship. Over time, it
has enriched and diversified its
“workshop of taste” with highly
successful products (dessert biscuits,
rusks, shortbread, panettone and Easter
pizza), tasted for generations and still
loved for their authenticity and
authenticity

CEO, President

Entrepreneur

Entrepreneur

General
manager

(continued)
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Table 2.

Name, location in Italy
(foundation year)

Number of
generations

Core business and values

Interviewed

Cantine Ferrari
Trento (1902)

Fratelli Alinari
Florence (1852)

Keyline-Bianchi Group
Conegliano, Treviso (1770)

Maserati
Modena (1914)

Picchiani e Barlacchi
Florence (1902)

3

Founded in 1902 in Trento by Giulio
Ferrari, it is the leading classic method
winery in Italy. The Lunelli family, who
has been leading it since 1952, controls
every phase of production, from earth to
table, operating with passion and respect
thanks to sustainable mountain
agriculture. Ferrari wine is considered an
ambassador to the world for the Italian art
of living

The oldest firm in the world still operating
in the field of photography and image
communication. The heritage of over five
million photographs documents the
history of Italy and the world from the
mid-1800s to the present day: art, culture,
industry, society and landscape

Keyline is an innovative long-lived firm in
the increasingly competitive global
context of the design and production of
mechanical and electronic keys and
duplicating machines. It is a leader in
high-quality transponder car key
technology. It is Italian: strongly linked to
the culture of the area, faithful to its
origins and the values of strength,
passion and creativity

Car manufacturer operating in the sports
car segment of luxury sedans, present in
over 60 countries, an embodiment of
refinement, elegance and Italian style
around the world

More than 110 years have passed since
the founding of Picchiani and Barlacchi:
over a century of culture and art
materialised in artistic and
commemorative medals, plaques, crests,
trophies and many other objects made to
perfection, which recall indelible events at
the local, national and international levels
The Picchiani and Barlacchi archive
contains over 300,000 coins that
reproduce national and international
history in metal from the early 20th
century to the 2000s

Entrepreneur

General
manager

Entrepreneur

CEO, marketing
manager

Business owners

of the candidate for succession and taking care of his/her training and progressive taking of
responsibility. In the firms interviewed, the role of the family is significant in facing the
challenge of digitalisation. The family members hold positions of command in the
management of the strategic functions of the firm and their involvement is fundamental to
reach full sharing of the entrepreneurial project; in particular, the projects connected to
digitalisation. Each episode of such sharing represents strength and increases the motivation
to continue the “journey together”. The respondents highlighted that the family, from



generation to generation, has favoured innovation, while still respecting tradition, and has
always been the guarantor of corporate culture and values. In the history of the respondents,
the imprint of the founder emerged strongly, whose testimony cannot be deleted because in it
there could be found the values, entrepreneurial spirit, vision, tenacity, passion, desire to
experiment, curiosity and experience passed on to those who subsequently led the firm,
keeping its roots alive. Cantine Ferrari recalled that

The founder passed the passion on to his children,
and pointed out that

Without the strong idealism of the founder and of those who lead the firm, a long-lived firm could not
have been started and could not have survived.

Dreaming means seeing a certain role in society, regardless of what reality seems to
commonly and concretely suggest: “The ideals implicit in a dream eludes simple rationality
and allows you to design the future” (Baccarani and Brunetti, 2004, p. 93).

For this reason, Cantine Ferrari celebrated the launch of a new vintage of the iconic
product of Casa Ferrari, the Giulio Ferrari, by honouring its founder. The firm made an
emotional video and spread it via all of the brand’s online channels. Giulio Ferrari was a
pioneer, who first sensed the extraordinary potential of his land, and spread chardonnay in
Italy. His dream was to create a wine in Trentino capable of competing with the best French
champagne. He promoted the values of a constant search for excellence in every detail, of
control of the production process from “earth to table”, an intimate link with the region and
the consideration that the person is at the centre of the firm.

Allrespondents stated that it is “precious” to celebrate their roots and their history of over
100 years. Observing one’s own history means reflecting on one’s own path and continuing to
evolve, remaining true to oneself (Martino, 2013). The firm’s history includes not only the
successes, the experiences and the knowledge acquired but also the difficulties and defeats.
The history of a firm can also represent a source of inspiration for future strategies (Suddaby
et al, 2010). Understanding the history is, therefore, a powerful tool for modelling and
projecting the vision of the future and influencing the way the firm thinks about the future
(Seaman and Smith, 2012). The growing attention on the knowledge contained in such an
entrepreneurial path and the awareness of the cultural value of this heritage has persuaded
many firms to record their history, giving life to many demanding projects, and this has been
enabled by the potential offered by digitalisation. The narration of business stories is said to
“take a variety of forms including written documents, verbal reports, artwork, spoken words,
pictures, symbols, building and other artefacts” (Phillips et al, 2004, p. 636). For a long-lived
firm, the potential and opportunity to narrate its roots and evolution is vast. All respondents
outlined the history of the firm on their website and through images and videos spread via
their online channels (e.g. Facebook, Youtube and Instagram). Further, some respondents had
set down and celebrated the firm’s history and spread this knowledge among the community
to which they belong and to future generations by establishing a corporate museum and
archive. To tell the truly unique story of the firm, the Amarelli family opened the Giorgio
Amarelli Licorice Museum in the ancient palace where the firm had its headquarters, for
which it received the Guggenheim Business & Culture Award in November 2001.
Engravings, documents, books, vintage photos, but also agricultural tools, everyday
objects and beautiful ancient clothes testify to the life of the family that enhanced the
underground branches of licorice plants that grow spontaneously on the Ionian coast. The
museum is unique in the world, with the CEO stating:

The large space of the original place of production, the ancient ‘Concio’ (proto-industrial plant for
extracting juice from licorice roots), dating back to 1731, perfectly reflects the idea of the passage of
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time between past and present. At its base is the ‘Open Air Museum’ with a truly unique exhibition of
vintage industrial pieces. The smokestack with the initials of Baron Nicola Amarelli’ rises
imposingly from the roof of the Concio. Visitors are accompanied in the knowledge of the licorice
processing, from the sheaves of root ready to be processed, to the modern plants for extraction, to the
ancient cookers where the black licorice paste thickens and the bronze drawing process that gives it
shape and thickness.

Amarelli also supported the digital reproduction of 16 textual, photographic and
iconographic documents provided by the licorice museum.

The respondents highlighted that the presence of the family allowed for a long-term vision
and pursuit of objectives. This is an important element to support decades-long projects and
to pursue quality. In addition, the family has been able to define an adequate corporate
governance system, thanks to which family and business have mutually strengthened each
other, managerial logic has been developed and many valuable human resources have been
attracted by offering opportunities for professional growth and career. The firms interviewed
were also able to build a leadership comprised of an adequate mix of family and non-family
managers developed from within and non-family managers from other firms, with
complementary skills and values consistent with those of the owner family. The vision of
the leadership with respect to the technological challenge is crucial to accepting digitalisation
and promoting a change capable of benefiting the firm’s competitiveness. The firms
interviewed believe that new technologies are needed in the world of craftsmanship. Antica
Dolceria Bonajuto, the oldest chocolate factory in Sicily still in operation and among the oldest
in Italy, led by the Bonajuto family, rooted in the social and cultural local community of
Modica for over 150 years, stated that:

An open mind is needed, which is necessary to evolve. In this world of 3D printers and since we are in
a position to begin to understand what can be done, ideas have exploded in an unconditional way. We
have recently made, unthinkable in the past, a Maxxi brand chocolate, which would be the brand of
the National Museum of the 21st Century Arts in Rome. The 3D printing application allowed us to
make only a hundred specimens, while in the past to make any brand or logo, we had to invest in
10,000—-20,000 moulds. With current technology, on the other hand, you can customise your work, do
things in minimal quantities and at the same time, give much more of your creativity instead of
entrusting it to others.

The actions, conditions and effects of digitalisation for the development of the long-lived
firms analysed in the light of the command dimension are illustrated in Table 3.

The analysis shows the importance of sharing with family members in positions of
command the development opportunities that digitalisation can bring to the firm —
opportunities previously unthinkable. A vision of a long-term perspective and a capacity
to guide change are certainly necessary to improve the competitiveness of the firm. The
participation and commitment of the family to an adequate system of governance, effective
management of business succession and identification of the firm’s leadership are
fundamental in being able to support decades-long development projects and pursue
quality, or rather, as stated by the firms interviewed, to continuously pursue survival.

Confirming the studies conducted on the propensity of long-lived firms to support their
competitive development by combining drive for innovation and enhancement of tradition
(e.g. De Massis et al., 2016; Filser et al., 2018; Erdogan et al., 2019), the respondents pointed out
that they are investing in new technology promoting innovation through tradition.
Specifically, the digital investment offered important support to craftsmanship because
firms began to understand what can be done, ideas exploded in an unconditional way,
internal creativity has been stimulated and work can be more easily customised.

Long-lived firms interviewed are closely linked to their roots and their iconic products are
a symbol of a cultural identity that is also closely linked to that of the region in which they are



Dimension

Actions in favour of
digitalisation

Conditions supporting
digitalisation

Effects of digitalisation

Command

Sharing the challenge of
digitalisation among
family members

Having a leadership vision
with respect to the
technological challenge

Investing in new
technology that promotes
innovation with respect to
tradition

Communication and
celebration of the roots and
over 100 years of history
through digitalisation
(corporate website, video
spreading via brands’
online channels, corporate
museum and archive and
digital reproduction of
documents)

Open mind

Definition of an adequate
corporate governance
system

High level of family
involvement and
commitment

Adequate management of
business succession
Building a leadership
comprised of an adequate
mix of family and non-
family managers from
inside and outside the firm
Keeping firm roots alive
Deep knowledge of
production processes
Evaluation of a gradual
implementation of
digitalisation in business
processes

The intention to safeguard
and valorise the firm’s
memory

@
@
(6]

O

Increase in long-term
vision ability

Promotion of change and
evolvement

Support of decade-long
projects and pursuit of
quality

Guiding a change that is
able to benefit the firm’s
competitiveness

Support of the craftsmanship:

@

beginning to understand
what can be done
explosion of ideas in an
unconditional way
customisation of the work
producing minimal
quantities

stimulating internal
creativity

Transmission of the
knowledge enclosed in the
entrepreneurial path and
increasing awareness of
the cultural value of the
firm’s heritage
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Table 3.

Actions, conditions
and effects of
digitalisation for the
development of long-
lived firms: Command

rooted. In their commitment to communicate and celebrate their long history and to safeguard
corporate memory, the interviewees underlined that digitalisation represents a precious tool.
For example, through corporate websites, videos spread via the brand’s online channels, a
corporate museum and archives and the digital reproduction of their content, the respondents
supported the transmission of the knowledge enclosed in their entrepreneurial path and
increased the awareness of the cultural value of their heritage. The firm’s history was also
valuable in defining, inspiring and legitimising a new corporate brand strategy (Iglesias et al,
2020); knowing and enhancing its own history allows the firm to appreciate the relevance of
the past, and also served as a tool to build corporate identity and guide the organisation’s
vision. Through the communication of their history, many firms described how they
managed to overcome periods of crisis by proving to be strong and resilient organisations,
which created trust in stakeholders (Blomback and Brunninge, 2016). The awareness of the
entrepreneur and management of the value of corporate history is important (Brunetti, 2007);
they should promote processes that help to communicate and enhance corporate assets,
spreading knowledge and making it significant for the cultural context. Management should
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incorporate history to support future strategy (Iglesias et al, 2020); in particular, the
legitimation of the digitalisation strategy is one of the key challenges that managers need to
face because it drives organisational alignment (Yeow et al., 2018).

4.2 Continuity

Long-lived firms remain strongly attached to their forward-looking mission. Those
interviewed stated that their investments in digitalisation are aimed at increasing the
efficiency of firm functions and processes, obtaining very high-quality production,
supporting the brand communication strategy, enhancing the expression of a corporate
style that goes beyond trends, improving the “servicescape” and strengthening and
consolidating their ability to compete nationally and internationally.

With reference to the digitalisation of firm functions and processes, Maserati announced
in September 2019 its plans for innovation in production, electrification and autonomous
driving. The firm entered a period of intense and crucial change with a series of activities that
will totally renew the product range and relaunch the brand. All the new Maserati models will
be developed, engineered and produced entirely in Italy and will adopt hybrid and battery
electric propulsion systems capable of providing both high innovation and high performance,
typical of the brand’s DNA.

Specifically, Maserati made an extraordinary investment in its Giovanni Agnelli Plant
near Turin (Italy), where it produces the largest four-door sports sedan, the Ghibli executive
sedan. This investment consisted of the implementation of an innovative digital technology,
conceived and designed in collaboration with Siemens (the firm). Indeed, Maserati CEO
detailed that:

Maserati has invested in the development of vehicle components with the Siemens NX software, in
the efficient automation of the production plant with the TIA Portal engineering framework, in the
simulation of production processes thanks to the Tecnomatix software that can highlight possible
cost savings, and in the planning, optimisation and simulation of complex processes during the
production phase with the MES Simatic IT software.

At the same time, these investments allowed the firm to respond to the important challenge of
achieving efficient, flexible, personalised, economic and high-quality production, as well as
the challenge of introducing new models to the market at shorter intervals and of controlling a
network of suppliers that is ever more complex because of the increasingly lean production.
As the CEO of Maserati explained:

With Siemens’s product lifecycle management software, Maserati created a ‘digital twin’ that played
a central role in the development of the Ghibli car that was 100% faithful to the original. Data from
real and virtual models were used simultaneously to optimise processes. In this way, Maserati has
reduced costs and also the time for product development (by 30%).

It should be considered that wind tunnel tests are elaborate and expensive and represent an essential
physical process for optimising the aerodynamics of car bodies. The use of a digital twin has made it
possible to inform virtual testing with measured data from a few real-life wind tunnel tests. As
virtual tests are faster and cheaper, the company achieves the advantage of reducing costs and the
opportunity to evaluate further developments.

This technology has allowed Maserati to improve the characteristics and performance of the
car and the understanding of the customer experience in the passenger seat, as the firm can
now “model the design and see what it looks like, model how the door is going to sound, what
the exhaust is going to sound like, what rain sounds like when it hits the roof”.

Thanks to the innovative digitalisation of the production process, the company can create
different models along the same production line, customising the design of each product
according to the customer’s requests.



From the very beginning, technological innovation has been one of the founding
elements of Fratelli Alinari’s mission. Management of the various steps from analogue to
digital, decades-long participation in technological development projects applied to
photography and experimentation with the potential of digital for the enhancement and
dissemination of content have allowed the firm to offer cutting-edge design skills. The
know-how ranges from advanced research systems on a non-semantic basis, to the use of
content on different platforms and devices, to the creation of digital events with multi-
projection and architectural mapping, to 3D technological experiments related to
photography. At the centre of each project, the focus remains on new content that stands
out for its quality and photographic uniqueness. Regarding the firm'’s ability to create high-
quality products through the use of sophisticated digital technologies, the general manager
of Fratelli Alinari underlined that:

Using a specially designed digital camera, the firm manages to make reproductions of the highest
quality, with a 100 megapixel CMOS sensor. The legendary Schneider Kreuznach lenses are able to
guarantee the highest photographic quality in terms of resolution, precision in focusing and
chromatic fidelity. Moreover, through the stiching [sic.] technique, by taking numerous shots
(gigapixels), it is possible to create large images, even starting from small ones. The entire workflow
guarantees maximum quality and productivity thanks to automatic recognition systems such as
edge trimming, geometric alignment, and so on.

In 1970, Amarelli completed a modernisation process that, in 1987, was awarded the gold
medal of the Italian Chemical Society for combining artisan tradition and cutting-edge
technologies. All production cycles are computerised to optimise performance and safety, but
the final phase of juice concentration continues to be entrusted to the experience of the
“licorice master”, a title handed down from father to son. As Amarelli’s CEO said:

The result is a very high-quality, totally natural licorice, without additives or sweeteners, with a
pleasant taste and inimitable flavour, which has made our firm a world leader in the field of pure
licorice.

The investments in digitalisation made by the long-lived firms interviewed included their
brand communication strategy. Biscotti Gentilini developed a social strategy to increase
brand awareness and promote fan involvement thanks to numerous positive comments from
the brand’s passionate fan base, whose active participation increases the curiosity of new
fans. As the general manager stated:

We stimulate user interaction with surveys that compete with their favourite products. These offer
an opportunity to give information about products, their characteristics and how to find them.

Maserati supports its brand via the communication of various special events and initiatives;
for example, by designing the #MaseratiBeat format — a branded entertainment project
between the online and the offline — with the aim of recounting the opening of MaseratiHouse
in Milan and organising #MaseratiMusicExperience, through musical and exclusive events.

As part of the communication campaigns carried out with increasing incisiveness on
social channels, the long-lived firms interviewed expressed a corporate style that goes
beyond trends. Cantine Ferrari highlighted this aspect in a particular way. Regarding the
Ferrari Trento international communication campaign, “The Italian Tag”, with a double
reading — the Italian label (tag) of the Ferrari Trentodoc and a social tag to underline moments
of conviviality — the entrepreneur pointed out that:

The multi-subject campaign told in a contemporary way the joy of living and sharing, also via social
media, the Italian lifestyle and drinking. The product is the protagonist in each glass and becomes
the social enabler of each story. The goal is to target a metropolitan and dynamic consumer target
that creates a thousand other consumption opportunities outside of the classic ones.
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A further digitalisation investment planned by some firms interviewed concerned the
improvement of the servicescape. In this regard, Amarelli’s CEO reported that:

For the licorice museum we have created a digital signage. Three vertical and two horizontal
information totems, one of which is a touch-screen to browse the Amarelli product catalogue.

The actions, conditions and effects of digitalisation for the development of the long-lived
firms analysed with regard to the continuity dimension are presented in Table 4.

In line with the studies conducted in the literature (Hicks and Hegde, 2005; Sebastian ef al.,
2017), the firms analysed for this study pointed out that adequate implementation of
innovative digital methodologies and technologies improve and optimise business processes,
making them more efficient and effective. In addition to changing the management and
organisation of the firm, digitalisation affected the firms’ business model, the way they
operate, and their interactions with stakeholders (Kiel et al, 2016, referring to Kagermann
et al., 2015). This result confirms those of Rachinger ef al (2018), Coupette (2015), Loebbecke
and Picot (2015) and Ernst & Young (2011), who stated that the effect of digitalisation can
present itself in the form of a reconfiguration or extension of established business models.

The respondents had various experiences in the field of digitalisation. For some,
digitalisation represented a necessary and obligatory path to face the incessant competitive
challenges to which they are subjected. Some had digitalised all corporate functions
through all levels of their processes: from the design of product lifecycle management
software and the automation of the production plant to the planning, optimisation and
simulation of processes during the production phase. This is the case, for example, for
Maserati, which experimented in its Giovanni Agnelli Plant with the implementation of
software and an engineering framework developed with the collaboration of a business
partner. Thanks to their investment in digital innovation, the analysed firms could develop
new products characterised by high innovation and performance, reduce their time to
market, increase the customisation of their design and improve their understanding of the
customer experience. These elements of success have also been underlined by previous
studies (Coupette, 2015; Kagermann et al., 2015; Loebbecke and Picot, 2015). They are the
result of a decades-long commitment to technological development projects applied to the
product, as supported, for example, by Fratelli Alinari. They are achievable if the firm
constantly focuses on new content that increases product quality and uniqueness
(Rachinger et al., 2018).

In particular, all respondents projected the development of their social brand
communication strategy, which allowed them to strengthen the relationship with
customers, transmit more information about products and stimulate participation, increase
brand awareness, promote the involvement of the fan, and become an ambassador of the
Italian lifestyle, with the product as the social enabler of each story.

4.3 Comumunity
In some of the firms analysed, digitalisation had a strong impact on job management. The
new digital systems increased the flexibility of employees, enabling them to operate
physically outside of the workplace and at different times. They offered firms the opportunity
to develop their skills and to facilitate customer management by improving the
business offer.

Fratelli Alinari developed its skills in digital restoration, with the general manager
underlining that:

Over the years, our group of experts has gained a profound ability to better evaluate how to retouch
and professionally remove dirt and scratches, how to balance colour, how to restore portions of lost
images, and so on.



Actions in favour of

Conditions supporting

Digitalisation
and business

Dimension digitalisation digitalisation Effects of digitalisation -
- . longevity
Continuity  Digitalisation of firm (1) Forward-looking mission (1) Development of new
functions and processes: (2) Technological innovation products
(1) design of product as a founding element of ~ (2) New models introduced to
lifecycle management the corporate mission the market at shorter
software intervals (reduced time of 633
(2) design and product development)
implementation of an (3) High innovation
engineering framework (4) High performance
(3) implementation of an (5) Possible cost savings
innovative digital (6) Efficient, flexible,
technology personalised, economic,
(4) automation of the high-quality production
production plant (7)  Control of a network of
(5) planning, optimisation suppliers
and simulation of (8) Simultaneous use of real
processes during the and virtual models/testing
production phase 9) Evaluation of further
developments
(10) Understanding of the
customer experience
(11) Customising of the design
of the product
Experimentation with the (1) Management of the (1) Cutting-edge design skills

potential offered by digital
technology to enhance and
disseminate content (i.e. 3D
technological experiments
related to photography):

(1) the use of content on
different platforms and
devices

the creation of digital
events with multi-
projections and
architectural mapping

@

Development of a social
brand communication
strategy:

(1) stimulation of
interaction via surveys
that compete with
favourite products
organisation of special
events (branded
entertainment projects
online and offline)

@

various steps from
analogue to digital
Decade-long
participation in
technological
development projects
applied to the product (i.e.
photography)

At the centre of each
project, the focus remains
on new content that
stands out for its quality
and uniqueness
Numerous positive
comments from the
brand’s passionate fan
base

Expression of a corporate
style that goes beyond
trends

@

6)

@

Increasing brand
awareness

Promotion of fan
involvement

Increasing the curiosity of
new fans

Provide information about
products, their
characteristics and how to
find them

Recounting the opening of
a new firm headquarters
Transmitting in a
contemporary way the joy

Table 4.

Actions, conditions
and effects of
digitalisation for the
development of long-

(continued) lived firms: Continuity




TQM
324

634

Table 4.

Actions in favour of Conditions supporting
Dimension digitalisation digitalisation Effects of digitalisation

of living and sharing the
Italian lifestyle and
drinking
(7)  The product becomes the
social enabler of each story
(8) Catching a metropolitan
and dynamic target
consumer, which creates
consumption opportunities
outside the classic ones
The creation of digital (1) Planning of digital (1) The improvement of the
signage (i.e. information signage servicescape
totems)

Keyline invested in the training and continuous updating of internal digital skills, aiming to
enhance the technological skills that allow them to identify, evaluate, use, share and create
content using information technology and the internet. Specifically, the firm’s attention to
digital transformation has concerned the creation of code and the development of software
systems for artificial intelligence. As the world of technology is constantly evolving, digital
skills are destined to change rapidly over the years (Gonzalez Vazquez et al., 2019; Lee and
Falahat, 2019). In particular, the firm strengthened its design and research offices that apply
digital technologies to the request for security and gave a strong boost to corporate
innovation in the field of new generation duplicators. In fact, as the entrepreneur reported:

Thanks to the research and development department, the firm has created duplicators equipped with
artificial vision systems capable of detecting the key encryption in less than a second. Among these,
a machine, the first in the world, which sequentially performs the decoding and code encryption of
high-security keys. Another important result of the corporate researchers concerns a reader for the
recognition of key profiles and their location on the shelves. This allows specialists and ‘do-it-
yourself centres’ to quickly locate the raw key to be duplicated. Another important novelty, always
the result of the firm'’s internal research skills, is the electronic duplicator for copying, decoding and
encrypting flat, laser and punched keys in a single solution.

Torrini Manifattura Orafa emphasised the craftsmanship of its employees, an expression of
the firm’s ability to blend tradition and innovation in a unique and typical way. The
laboratory, with its original Florentine artisan connotation, entrusted inspiration and art to
its masters of work and supported their updating of new technologies, enabling them to
create models of greater precision and “in step with the times”.

The actions, conditions and effects of digitalisation for the development of the long-lived
firms examined in this paragraph are presented in Table 5.

According to the studies conducted by Arnold et al (2016) and Kiel ef al. (2017), which
highlighted the importance of businesses possessing additional competences and know-how
in order to offer new services or solution packages, respectively, the long-lived firms
interviewed saw as highly relevant the ability to build and create the know-how required to
seize digitalisation opportunities. They stated that they enhanced the technological skills of
their internal community by investing in employees’ training and continuously updating
digital skills without neglecting craftsmanship. Thanks to these competencies, they were able
to evaluate, share and create content using information technology and the internet and to
create products of greater precision, in step with the times and inspired by craftspeople with
valuable artistic abilities.



Actions in favour of Conditions supporting
Dimension  digitalisation digitalisation Effects of digitalisation
Community (1) Implementation of new (1) Attention to digital 1) Flexibility of employees

digital systems for job
management

Training and continuous
updating of internal
digital skills without
neglecting craftsmanship

Creation of code and
development of software
systems for artificial
intelligence
Reinforcement of
resources for the firm’s

transformation

(1) Firm’s ability to blend
tradition and
innovation in a unique
and typical way

(1) A strong boost to
corporate innovation

Development of internal
skills

Simplification of
customer management
Enhancement of
technological skills
allowing the firm to
identify, evaluate, use,
share and create content
using information
technology and the
internet

Creation of products of
greater precision and in
step with the times by
inspired craftsmen with
great artistic ability
Creation of equipment
with artificial vision
systems capable of
rapidly detecting product
copying, decoding and
encryption
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design and research
departments

Table 5.

Actions, conditions
and effects of
digitalisation for the
development of long-
lived firms:
Community

4.4 Connection

Regarding the establishment of long-lived external relationships with clients, suppliers, local
communities, public and private institutions and associations and other regional actors, the
firms interviewed highlighted that many digitalisation projects had been conceived and
developed in collaboration with partners, creating alliances and synergies that have proved
very valuable for competing efficiently and effectively on the global market. In this regard,
Maserati, with a partner, developed Industry 4.0 capabilities at the Giovanni Agnelli Plant.
They changed the way the production robots worked and optimised their positioning on the
production line so they, and human staff, do not make unnecessary movements. Being able to
digitally design the facility also helped because the repositioning of machinery took much
less time, reducing downtime, and later increased throughput of the Ghibli alone threefold. As
stated by Fiat Chrysler Automobiles’ manufacturing engineering and general assembly
project manager, who supervised the installation of the new production lines, “The challenge
was to integrate two new assembly lines into an existing facility.”

To get into the market as quickly as possible, the production experts had to start working
on the new lines while the new Maserati models were still in the design phase. Maserati made
use of Siemens’s digital manufacturing solution for this parallel development of car and
production facilities. Moreover, the manager stated that:

Maserati design engineers rapidly went through different modification scenarios of the new models
over and over again. Accordingly, we had to continuously adjust the production facilities. The
Tecnomatix tools helped us analyse how the changes to the car design affected production, in order
to adapt the facilities and production processes appropriately.
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The partnership also involved suppliers in the supply chain connected to the data stream.
The firm then developed a very important partnership for the management of the brand’s
digital strategy, digital advertising, the production of digital content, the management of
promotional campaigns and analytics services. The goal was to improve the customer
experience across all digital channels, maintaining the elegance and style that distinguish the
brand, increase sales worldwide and extend brand equity internationally. The marketing
manager said:

We are proud of the level of customer experience we offer, but at the same time, we are constantly
striving to improve every interaction with our current and potential customers. A high-quality brand
experience positively transforms our relationships with customers; for this reason, we want to get in
touch with our customers significantly through all possible channels, from the media to after-sales
assistance. Our partner is an actor capable of holistically managing the contact points between
Maserati and its customers, with whom the company aims to create an authentic, continuous,
coherent interaction.

The firm has also established collaborations with influencers of international relevance. In
this regard, the marketing manager underlined two important influencer marketing projects
promoted for the enhancement of the brand:

With Maserati #EscapeFrom TheCity and Maserati #Eastagram projects, travel storytelling has been
developed, from Italy to Eastern Europe, on board new Maserati models, with photo shoots in the most
representative places in each country. For each project, we took care in the selection and involvement of
top international influencers.

Even Biscotti Gentilini involved prominent influencers in its brand communication strategy,
especially the most followed food bloggers, with whom it produced quality photos reported in
the posts on its recipes, stimulating sharing.

The communication concept developed by Cantine Ferrari was also supported by a digital
public relations activity to enhance the brand’s numerous events and partnerships, with
targeted actions and ad hoc content. The firm has also created two influencer marketing
campaigns: #Bollicine Time, refined storytelling for the launch of Perle Bianco culminating in
an exclusively white party at Villa Necchi Campiglio in Milan, and #FerrariFrames of Italy, a
photographic journey that incorporates some of the most popular locations in Italy and aims
at presenting Cantine Ferrari as an ambassador of the Art of Italian Living and the luxury of
Made in Italy.

For respondents, it is also important to participate in initiatives aimed at enhancing the
competences of a region and able to promote social inclusion and cohesion based on a strong
sense of identity. In this regard, the owners of Picchiani and Barlacchi noted that their firm
was selected for its excellence, as handed down for generations, which was to be publicised to
those coming to Italy for the universal exhibition in 2015. Thus, the firm participated in a
project of the Florence Chamber of Commerce aimed at recreating a narrative of the third
millennium, in which Florence could present itself to the world with contemporary language,
entrusting the storytelling not to the frescoes of the churches and domes, but to visual
technology and interactivity with the viewer (https://www.picchianiebarlacchi.it/i_dome-
picchiani-e-barlacchi/).

We are pleased that a projection has been dedicated to us inside the I_Dome, the hi-tech dome
installed in the Courtyard of the Palazzo Vecchio (in Florence) where the story of the city’s know-how
and emblematic places flowed, seen from a new and exciting perspective, an opportunity to get to
know a city capable of combining artisan tradition and digital avant-garde.

Inside the Dome, in fact, visitors were given the feeling of being in another place, without
having moved. Picchiani and Barlacchi said that in order to obtain this effect, six video
cameras filmed simultaneously but separately and from different angles the scenes, from


https://www.picchianiebarlacchi.it/i_dome-picchiani-e-barlacchi/
https://www.picchianiebarlacchi.it/i_dome-picchiani-e-barlacchi/

which an “equirectangular” video was then built. In this video, all scenes were harmonised,
and thanks to eight latest-generation projectors, a 360° video was produced. The viewer
merely had to choose which side to look at to browse through the sights of the city, as if this

was a real exploration.

Actions, conditions and effects of digitalisation for the development of the long-lived firms
analysed with reference to the connection dimension are indicated in Table 6.

The results showed that the conception and the development of digitalisation projects and
Industry 4.0 capabilities, able to increase in efficiency and efficacy the firms’ competitiveness
in the global market, are supported by developing a partner network to source competences

and resources.

Actions in favour of

Conditions supporting

Dimension  digitalisation digitalisation Effects of digitalisation
Connection (1) Conception and (1) Creating alliancesand (1) Increasing in efficiency
development of synergies with highly and efficacy the firm’s
digitalisation projects specialised firms, competitiveness in the
and Industry 4.0 experts, specialists, global market
capabilities with practitioners of the
business partners and in digital world and other
partnership with players
suppliers in the supply
chain
(1) Establishing of (1) Improvement of the
partnerships for the customer experience
management of the (2) Creation of an authentic,
brand’s digital strategy, continuous, coherent
production of digital interaction with the
content, management of customer
promotional campaigns (3) Maintaining of the
and for analytics brand’s style
services (4) Increasing of sales
worldwide
(5) Extending of brand
equity internationally
(1) Selection and (1) Stimulation of sharing
involvement of top (2) Becoming an
international ambassador of Italian
influencers/bloggers living and Made in Italy
(2) Promotion of influencer
marketing projects and
campaigns and
promotion of digital
public relations activities
(1) Collaboration with (1) Keeping the firm’s (1) Increasing of social
initiatives aimed at regional roots alive inclusion and cohesion
creating a narrative on (2) Valuing the based on a strong sense
the competences and relationship with the of identity
areas of excellence of a local community (2) Being recognised as a
local area via (3) Proudly showing a firm of excellence for the

contemporary language,
visual technology and
interactivity with the
viewer

sense of belonging to
the local community

region, handed down
over the generations
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Specifically, interview respondents described their engagement, with increasing intensity, in
collaboration with partners, both internal and external to their sector, which did not compete
with each other.

The partnerships established did not only pertain to the processes of product development
but also the management of the brand’s digital strategy and promotional campaigns. In this
regard, the respondents stated that they selected and involved top international influencers
and bloggers, with whom they promoted digital public relations activities and projects that
stimulated sharing, favoured an authentic, continuous, coherent interaction with customers,
valorised the brand’s style and extended brand equity internationally.

Moreover, the long-lived firms interviewed engaged in the development of close
relationships with the local community and belonged to various associations of local, national
and international relevance, as they were aware of the value that associations have for
affirming and developing ethical business values and pulling together different firms’
experiences. The respondents noted that they were open to dialogue and committed to the
creation of conditions of harmony and accord to support shared actions with various local
actors and associations. They recognised the region for its role as a facilitator/coordinator of
resources and economic activity, with a view to harmonising with the cultural and natural
traditions of the place (Maizza, 2013). All respondents demonstrated a proud sense of
belonging to the local community. From this perspective, the firms analysed considered their
economic development as a goal that would be fully achieved when it is combined with other
factors that relate to the region on which they stand and where they are recognised as a
source of excellence and traditions handed down over the generations: the improvement of
quality of life, the preservation of the beauty of the landscape, the optimisation of available
resources and social growth are aims to share, and, in this regard, digitalisation can offer
valuable support (Afonasova et al, 2019).

5. Implications

This exploratory study provides theoretical and practical implications. In particular, this
research contributes to the theory in the following two ways. First, it combines two research
streams that have, to date, been separated in terms of analysis: digitalisation and business
longevity. Prior research on digitalisation has mainly examined the technological standpoint
(Liao et al, 2017), by reviewing or surveying a specific research topic such as cloud
technologies (Zhan et al,, 2015), integration technologies (Bangemann et al., 2016; Schmidt
et al., 2015), smart factories (Shrouf ef al.,, 2014; Hozdi¢, 2015) and smart manufacturing (Kang
et al., 2016). Scholars have also highlighted its potential benefits in terms of cost reduction,
productivity, quality, customer satisfaction and even in healthcare and environmental
performance (Kolberg and Ziihlke, 2015; Lu, 2017). On the other side, previous longevity
studies have mainly focused on the identification of longevity factors that enable business
continuity and competitiveness (e.g. Collin and Porras, 1994; De Geus, 1997; Miller and Le
Breton-Miller, 2005; Stadler, 2007; Galadanchi and Bakar, 2018). This research contributes to
enriching qualitative studies on digitalisation of long-lived firms in relation to longevity
factors highlighted by Miller and Le Breton-Miller (2005), which include the dimensions of
command, continuity, community and connection. The application of this model suggests
that although all long-lived firms have certain common priorities — such as the challenge of
digitalisation — each designs its own combination of these priorities to allow for the best
outcome from the chosen strategy.

Second, this study extends the general knowledge on the digitalisation of long-lived firms
that has been proposed in the literature (e.g. Hicks and Hegde, 2005; Sebastian et al, 2017;
Sharma and Dixit, 2017; Erdogan ef al., 2019) by highlighting actions, conditions and effects
of digitalisation for the long-lived firms’ development and providing empirical evidence on
how these activities can be carried out by the firms themselves.



From the managerial point of view, this research is also useful for long-lived firms’
managers who want to orient their firms towards development from a competitiveness
perspective. Three practical implications are proposed. First, all long-lived firms are aware
that their competitive advantage is mainly based on the craftsmanship of the product offered,
on the careful attention to detail and on the pursuit of excellence; these potentials cannot be
threatened by the forced pursuit of an unweighted digital innovation. Thus, it is fundamental
to invest in the development of increasingly strong skills at every level, which allows
interaction with the rapid evolution of the context. In fact, it is essential for top and middle
management to be able to understand how digitalisation can be effectively implemented
within a specific long-lived firm. All these firms are fascinated by digitalisation and the
potential it incorporates, but there is no uniform response to this challenge. Some long-lived
firms have a drive towards digitalisation that involves different areas of corporate activity,
while others are more measured in their response. However, all have an aim in common — to
grasp the potential competitive advantage arising from digitalisation to improve overall
competitiveness.

Second, the role of the family, its vision of the digitalisation process for its long-lived firm
and the need for managers to maintain a continuous dialogue with the family are
fundamental aspects of continually redesigning and reconfiguring business processes to
strengthen firm competitiveness.

Third, another important aspect is the ability to strengthen and enhance the network of
relationships of each long-lived firm to synergistically improve the skills that favour an
effective approach to digitalisation, not rushed or driven by imitation, but aware and fruitful
for competitive development.

6. Conclusion, limitations of the study and future research directions

This study explored the contribution of digitalisation to long-lived firms’ development by
providing actions, conditions and effects from a competitiveness perspective. More
specifically, the digitalisation implemented by the analysed firms contributed in different
ways: (1) to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of their business processes, (2) to
enhance the understanding of the customer experience, (3) to support their craftsmanship and
the transmission of the knowledge incorporated in the entrepreneurial path, (4) to increase
awareness of the cultural value of the firms’ heritage, and (5) to develop cutting-edge design
skills by experimenting with content on different digital platforms and devices.

As also argued by previous scholars (Sebastian et al., 2017), the results of this research
highlighted that digitalisation is an important challenge for long-lived firms to increase their
competitive advantage in the globalised marketplace. It is possible to identify digitalisation
choices inherent to the product, production process, corporate communication system and the
methods of cultural heritage development represented by long-lived firms; these can have
strategic relevance and holistically spread their effects.

This study is not free from limitations. Given the qualitative analysis examining long-
lived Italian firms investing in digitalisation to develop their competitiveness, this study
offers a number of suggestions that cannot be generalised because of the subjectivity of the
choice of the sampling, the selection of firms operating in different sectors and the small
number of firms interviewed. Another limitation is the restricted number of informants
included from each analysed firm.

All these limitations could be addressed in future research. In this regard, one interesting
advance is connected to the extension of the analysis to a larger number of long-lived firms
and to those operating in the same sector to better understand differences and similarities
among their approaches, strategies, the intensity of implementation of digital and innovative
technologies, critical issues, opportunities and benefits. Moreover, it is important to interview
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more key informants responsible for digitalisation from each firm to facilitate the
triangulation of data (Jack and Raturi, 2006) and gain more insights into the digitalisation
of business processes. Further, deepening the study of long-lived firms located in regional
contexts other than Italy would allow an evaluation of the effective influence of
environmental background on the strategic orientation to digitalisation. A further
interesting aspect to be explored concerns the ways in which long-lived firms arrive at the
development of digitalisation paths, considering in this regard the importance of being part of
pertinent associations.
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