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Abstract
Due to the complexity of postmodern markets, firms are developing corporate herit-
age marketing initiatives to engage in consumer research for emotional ties. Due to 
its rising relevance in the literature, several aspects of corporate heritage marketing 
need to be examined in depth, especially within the b2b context. This study explores 
how corporate heritage marketing supports the initiation phase of the buyer–seller 
relationship. The originality of this study relies on the fact that, thus far, no stud-
ies have discussed the connection between corporate heritage marketing and buyer–
seller relationship initiation, a crucial period for the establishment of the business 
relationship, which in turn has been scarcely investigated in the management liter-
ature. The findings suggest that corporate heritage marketing might act as an ini-
tiation contributor for the buyer–seller relationship: it facilitates the first contacts 
between the parties by conveying emotional and rational values that improve seller 
attractiveness, and the first formal agreement after primary interactions by increas-
ing seller trustworthiness. This study contributes to the corporate heritage marketing 
and buyer–seller relationship development literature. Relevant managerial implica-
tions are also provided, suggesting a simplified model for the SMEs for corporate 
heritage marketing management along with advice for buyers.

Keywords Corporate heritage marketing · Relationship initiation · Heritage · 
Relationship

1 Introduction

With the increasing complexity of postmodern markets, where the emotional 
aspects of consumption have become the main research features, firms are 
mindfully valorising their corporate heritage to fulfil customer and stakeholder 
research to anchors that offer certainty in a world of uncertainty (Balmer, 2011; 
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Riviezzo et al., 2021). Corporate heritage marketing (CHM) aims to enhance the 
history of a firm and affirms its uniqueness to create a relational fulcrum with 
stakeholders and customers. The literature recognises the ability of CHM to 
communicate firms’ solidity, authenticity, and credibility (Garofano et al., 2020) 
emotional elements that b2b partners are seeking during the very first stages in 
buyer–seller relationship initiation (Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004).

The conventional view of organizational buying behaviour as a rational process 
has been challenged in recent literature, which highlights the importance of emo-
tions in the b2b context (Andersen & Kumar, 2006; Kemp et  al., 2018; Pandey 
& Mookerjee, 2018). In the early phase of buyer–seller relationship initiation, 
decision makers lack knowledge of the benefits, costs, and future perspective of 
the emerging relationship; consequently, they seek information to make informed 
choices (Aarikka-Stenroos et  al., 2018; Batonda & Perry, 2003; Dwyer et  al., 
1987; Valtakoski, 2015; Wilson, 1995). For this purpose, information gathering 
for nature and scope is relatively broad, and entails both rational and emotional 
elements. As suggested by Ferguson (2009, p. 214), organizational buyers that 
claim “to buy only with their heads, they secretly want to buy with their hearts”.

Managing emotions experienced by potential partners could influence the 
decision-making process, favouring specific behaviours of the counterpart (Kemp 
et al., 2018). In this sense, CHM could represent the strategic choice of an organi-
sation that aims to take into account emotions to favour buyer–seller relationship 
initiation.

Surprisingly, few studies have deepened the relation between CHM and 
buyer–seller relationship initiation so far, even though heritage conveys emotional 
elements useful for building long-term relationships. The present study thus aims to 
answer the following research question:

R.Q.: How does corporate heritage marketing support the buyer–seller relation-
ship initiation?

A single longitudinal case study methodology was adopted (Yin, 2009) in which 
data were analysed using the “RADaR” approach (Watkins, 2017). The case of a 
small Italian winery has been extensively examined since it results an emblematic 
case to explore (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Voronov et al., 2013). The main find-
ings highlight that CHM could be an “initiation contributor” to the buyer–seller 
relationship initiation (Aarikka-Stenroos et  al., 2018), because it improves seller 
attractiveness in the market by conveying both rational and emotional values (trust-
worthiness, familiarity, serenity, and authenticity) that facilitate the first contact 
with the buyer. In addition, after primary interactions, the correct management of 
the CHM mix could increase seller trustworthiness towards buyers, favouring the 
perception of coherence between the narrated CHM values and seller reality, help-
ing the parties to establish the trust scenario that leads to their first formal agree-
ment. This study contributes to the literature by providing a conceptualisation of 
how CHM supports buyer–seller relationship initiation before and after primary 
interactions between the parties. The remainder of this paper is organised as follows: 
the second section presents the literature background, the third section describes 
the adopted methodology, section four presents the main findings and section 
five provides a discussion of the results and the main theoretical and managerial 
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implications. Finally, conclusions, limitations of the study, and possible future 
research directions are provided.

2  Literature review

2.1  Buyer–seller relationship: challenge of initiation

Business relationships are characterised by simultaneous and multiple dyadic and 
network interactions (Håkansson & Snehota, 1989). Given the importance of busi-
ness relationships in the b2b context, researchers have attempted to conceptualise 
their development. Several models describe business relationship development as a 
progression of stages that follows a sequential growth process (Dwyer et al., 1987; 
Ford, 1990; Heide, 1994; Huston & Levinger, 1978; Kanter, 1994; Larson, 1992; 
Levinger, 1980; Wilson, 1995). These models have been criticised because rela-
tionship development is not a linear and inevitable process; instead, it can stop or 
fail at any point (Batonda & Perry, 2003). An alternative view was then developed, 
which considers business relationship development a matter of unpredictable states 
of development (Batonda & Perry, 2003; Ford et al., 1998; Medlin, 2004; Rosson & 
Ford, 1982). The term “state” describes a condition that occurs among all the other 
possible conditions (Batonda & Perry, 2003). According to this notion, buyer–seller 
relationship development as a sequence of linear growth stages is just one of the 
possible development trajectories (Holmen et al., 2005). Other theories on business 
relationship development, such as the joining theories (Thorelli, 1986) and the busi-
ness dancing concept (Wilkinson et al., 2005) contributed to an ongoing dynamic 
debate. Despite the interest in the topic, the buyer–seller relationship initiation has 
rarely been explored (Edvardsson et al., 2008; Holmen et al., 2005; Mandják et al., 
2015; Valtakoski, 2015).

Identifying the exact moment when a business relationship begins in the b2b mar-
ket is challenging, being it characterised by continuous flows of dyadic interactions 
between various actors during different episodes (Edvardsson et al., 2008).

Valtakoski (2015) pointed out that buyer–seller relationship initiation corre-
sponds to the awareness and exploration phase proposed by Dwyer et  al. (1987) 
and the partner selection and purpose definition phases defined by Wilson (1995). 
According to the “ business relationship emerging flow” by Mandják et al. (2015), 
buyer–seller relationship initiation covers the period between a starting situation 
in which potential partners have no previous knowledge of each other, up until the 
building of a relationship mediated by trust at both individual and organisational 
levels.

Aarikka-Stenroos et  al. (2018) divide the initiation process into a pre-initi-
ation phase, where the actors are in search of business partners, and an initiating 
phase, where the parties interact to define the exchange and the conditions of the 
relationship.

Initially, parties that are open to new relations might perceive significant cultural, 
technological, and social distance among them which can affect the continuation of 
the relationship (Tunisini, 2020). Perceived uncertainty could lead the buyer–seller 
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relationship initiation to pause, and even end at any point (Edvardsson et al., 2008). 
Only interactions, trigger events, and third-actors intermediation can break the 
possible deadlock and build the conditions for the parties to build the relationship 
(Aarikka-Stenroos et  al., 2018). Edvardsson et  al. (2008) explain that converter 
forces (timing of specific activities, trust, offering and competence) foster the transi-
tion from one status to another during buyer–seller relationship initiation. Mandják 
et al. (2015) use the notion of trigger events (such as personal reputation, prior rela-
tions, referral at an individual level and network position, attractiveness, goodwill, 
visibility at an organisational level) to explain how the actors involved proceed in 
the relationship initiation.

Aarikka-Stenroos et al. (2018) introduced the concept of “initiation contributors”: 
diverse entities, such as persons, organisations, or things, that act as gate openers 
and facilitate business relationship initiation. The authors identified three major ini-
tiation contributors: contact, artefact, and ritual contributors. As emerged, the main 
challenge for business actors is to proceed further in the initiation process and be 
considered a feasible partner by their counterpart. Wilson (1995) identified trust, 
social bonds, the level of alternatives, mutual goals, performance satisfaction, and 
power as the most important variables involved in the early phase of business rela-
tionship initiation. With reference to trust, Valtakoski (2015) pointed out that sellers 
cannot directly influence buyers’ trust but can use mitigation strategies to improve 
their trustworthiness. Managing these aspects is of paramount importance in the b2b 
context because buyers are also influenced by emotions in their decision-making 
process (Corsaro & Maggioni, 2021; Hedman & Orrensalo, 2018).

Emotions have a significant influence on buyer–seller relationships, especially in 
the initial stages (Zehetner et  al., 2012). In their description of the organisational 
buying behaviour,Webster Jr and Wind (1972) describe the influence of task-related 
and non-task-related variables in purchasing decision. Task-related variables focus 
on the rational aspects of decision making, while non-task-related variables entail 
factors such as personal values, emotions, relationships, and political conditions. 
Emotions can influence both “task-related” and “non-task-related” variables. The 
“integrative buying behaviour” model (Sheth, 1973) highlights the role of individ-
ual’s psyche in the assessment of social, interpersonal, and power dynamics in an 
industrial buying situation. More recently, Lynch and De Chernatony (2004) pointed 
out that organisational buyers value the perception of trust, peace of mind, and 
security when searching for possible partners; sellers must then convey both func-
tional and emotional messages to b2b buyers, as this increases customer attraction 
and retention (Lynch & De Chernatony, 2007). According to Andersen and Kumar 
(2006), emotions and personal chemistry can boost or terminate the relationship. The 
authors suggest that emotions emerge at multiple levels in buyer–seller relationship 
development and influence the perception of the counterpart’s trustworthiness and, 
consequently, the subsequent interactions. Emotions influence behavioural intention 
and decision-making processes, especially in the initial stages of the buyer–seller 
relationship initiation (Zehetner et al., 2012). Kaufmann et al. (2017) suggest a mul-
tiple systems approach that explicates that decision processing modes in purchasing 
involves both rational and intuitive processes, further differentiating the latter into 
experience-based and emotional processing modes. Pandey and Mookerjee (2018) 
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developed a customer experience model for the b2b context, highlighting that sym-
bolic, emotional, and cost values might impact buyers’ purchasing intentions. Fol-
lowing the perspective of Kemp et al. (2018), different emotions are present at all 
stages in the organizational decision-making process, suggesting that some emo-
tions dominate others in relation to the specific decision-making phase (Kemp et al., 
2018). The authors identified emotions such as: interest, excitement, hope, expec-
tation, joy, pride, trust, surprise, fear, anxiety, frustration, regret, and shame. In a 
systematic literature review on the role of emotions in the b2b context, Ribas and De 
Almeida (2021) identified 41 emotions that were grouped into seven key emotions: 
joy, pride, empathy, anger, fear, anxiety, and sadness. The two latter academic con-
tributions recognise that emotions lead to action tendencies among buyers; hence, 
suppliers must strategically manage the emotion buyers experience.

The academic literature has addressed the theme of emotions in the b2b context, 
focusing on salesperson emotion and its effects on organizational buyers (Bagozzi, 
2006), the role of the emotional dimension in brand value (Hutchins & Rodri-
guez, 2018; Kemp et al., 2020), the importance of emotion during critical incidents 
(Vidal, 2014), and for the customer attraction and retention (Lynch & De Cherna-
tony, 2007).

Despite the growing interest in this topic, few studies have analysed the role of 
emotions in b2b interactions and decision-making processes (Andersen & Kumar, 
2006; Kemp et  al., 2018; Pandey & Mookerjee, 2018), which calls for a research 
agenda that focuses on explaining how b2b companies are considering emotions in 
their marketing approach and which strategies are being adopted. Because CHM 
conveys emotions that could be strategically used to influence buyers’ decision-
making processes and because emotions play a primary role during relationship 
initiation stages, there is academic interest in exploring how CHM supports the 
buyer–seller relationship initiation process.

2.2  Corporate heritage marketing: a panoramic view of a new marketing 
management field.

Leading management literature recognises heritage as a strategic resource for com-
municating the uniqueness of a company and generating a sense of belonging to the 
firm (Napolitano et al., 2018). Today, managers use history or heritage for several 
purposes, such as legitimising or delegitimising strategic options (Brunninge, 2009), 
enhancing organizational identity over time (Zundel et al., 2016), promoting a sense 
of authenticity to organizational stakeholders (Smith & Simeone, 2017), commu-
nicating the firm’s reliability (Rowlinson & Hassard, 1993), trust (Balmer, 2011), 
gaining organizational legitimacy within institutional fields (Suddaby, 2016), and 
competitive advantage (Balmer & Burghausen, 2019; Suddaby et al., 2010).

Although heritage can be defined in a number of ways, through material and 
immaterial configurations, it certainly incorporates social meaning, expressing the 
identity of a territory, organisation, or social group (Pearce, 1998). Heritage offers 
the public an anchor that provides certainty in the uncertainty of modern markets 
(Balmer, 2011; Sarup, 2022), creating a relational fulcrum with customers and 
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stakeholders (Napolitano & Riviezzo, 2019). Heritage, in contrast to history, does 
not only refer to the past but also to the present and future, because the past is valu-
able for today and tomorrow’s stakeholders (Urde et al., 2007).

Corporate heritage represents a set of institutional traits of corporate identity that 
have remained perennial (Balmer, 2013). Identity traits that have endured for a mini-
mum of three generations or at least 50 years can be considered corporate heritage 
identities (Balmer, 2011); however, heritage identity traits might also be imagined 
or contrived (Weatherbee & Sears, 2021). Corporate heritage identities involve mul-
tiple role identities: different stakeholders with dissimilar senses of heritage identi-
fication can interpret heritage in different ways (Balmer, 2013). Indeed, heritage is 
subjected to change, transformation, and reinterpretation. This concept is related to 
the relative invariance notion introduced by Balmer (2011) which explains that cor-
porate heritage traits that appear invariant, in reality might have changed to maintain 
the same meaning. In summary, CHM is a strategic choice of a firm that sees its 
organisational history as a means to support value creation activities toward both 
internal and external actors (Misiura, 2006). This is particularly true for family busi-
nesses, the survival of which is determined by historical interactions between the 
family, the company, and its cultural environment (Blombäck & Brunninge, 2013; 
Spielmann et al., 2021). Indeed, family businesses can refer to their history to unfold 
corporate heritage marketing practices in several ways (Blombäck & Brunninge, 
2013): by exploiting their longevity to communicate stability, by tracking their 
records as proof of goodwill, by transferring their core values into their economic 
activities, and by exploiting their history to consolidate corporate identity. Family 
businesses can also build corporate heritage based on their history, business history, 
or a combination of both, allowing them to emphasise their heritage through several 
configurations (Blombäck & Brunninge, 2013).

However, CHM is a strategic and interactive process composed of four main 
phases: auditing, visioning, managing, and controlling (Riviezzo et al. (2021). The 
first stage involves the crucial identification of heritage factors: notably, not all the 
firm’s history becomes heritage. The main heritage themes should be the result of an 
accurate selection of historical events that must be considered appealing to the vari-
ous firm’s stakeholders (Riviezzo et  al., 2021). The visioning phase encompasses 
the definition of the narrative objectives and the target audience for CHM activities. 
More importantly, at this stage, the CHM role is decided within the firm’s overall 
marketing strategy. The managing stage involves the scrutiny of the evidence of the 
past put into practice with the active participation of internal and external actors. In 
this phase, the CHM strategy takes shape by identifying figures responsible for gath-
ering, controlling, preserving, and exploiting heritage assets (Balmer & Burghausen, 
2019; Burghausen & Balmer, 2014, 2015). In this stage, the CHM mix is defined 
based on the strategic choices made previously (Garofano et al., 2020). CHM can 
be narrated through words and images (e.g., companies’ monographies, social net-
works), products, and brands, through places (e.g., museums, archives), celebra-
tions, and relationships. Among the CHM mix tools, brand heritage, a dimension of 
a brand’s identity, plays a prominent role (Urde et al., 2007). The last phase of the 
CHM process is the controlling phase, which consists of the evaluation of the results 
and the planning of appropriate corrective actions according to the target objectives.
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3  Methodology

3.1  Case study

A qualitative and single longitudinal case study methodology of a small winery, 
Alpha, has been considered an effective approach to investigate how CHM sup-
ports buyer–seller relationship initiation. A case study is an appropriate research 
methodology when “how” research questions are posed and the researcher has 
little control over the events examined (Patnaik & Pandey, 2019; Yin, 2009). 
According to Benbasat et  al. (1987), case study research is particularly use-
ful when research and theory are in their early stage as the topic object of this 
study. Since no previous studies on the research theme have been detected, an 
exploratory in-depth longitudinal case study analysed through a grounded theory 
approach has been considered a valuable research methodology for unfolding pro-
cesses, contextual factors, and hidden interactional patterns of the process related 
to CHM in buyer–seller relationship initiation (Aaboen et al., 2012; Eisenhardt, 
1989; Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Voss, 2010). Hence, this study adopts a proces-
sual perspective (Langley, 1999) to discover how events unfold in buyer–seller 
relationship initiation. Since the unit of analysis is to explore how CHM supports 
buyers and sellers during relationship initiation, it is necessary to delimit the case 
study. According to the work of Halinen and Törnroos (2005), the case study has 
been limited through the focal actor perspective as reported in Fig. 1.

Fig. 1  Case study boundaries. Source: Personal elaboration
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3.2  Research setting and case selection

The wine context is an optimal base to study the unexplored issue; indeed, wine 
is produced in the present to be consumed in the future, and wineries are usu-
ally dependent on the identity of their heritage. Moreover, history and heritage 
are relevant constructs for building legitimacy and authenticity in the wine field 
(Beverland, 2005; Pizzichini et  al., 2022; Voronov et  al., 2013). Nonetheless, 
several recent studies have reported that wineries emphasise heritage elements 
related to family history and/or place-related characteristics (Kladou et al., 2020; 
Spielmann et  al., 2021; Weatherbee & Sears, 2021). In addition, small winer-
ies rely on strategic partnerships to overcome their structural issues outside and 
within the supply chain (Temperini et al., 2022); hence, they are keen to develop 
buyer–seller relationships. Once the small winery was considered an optimal case 
study to investigate, criteria to select the small winery through theoretical sam-
pling (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) were established as follows:

• The small winery is in its third generation or has been in the market for over 
50 years, following the third corporate heritage criterion introduced by Balmer 
(2013);

• The small winery must recognise that its CHM plays a prominent role in its 
overall marketing strategy;

• Geographical proximity to the small winery and a good relationship with the 
small winery’s CEO to grant preferential access to data and documents were 
considered additional rationales (Yin, 2009).

The small winery Alpha was selected for the case study because it matches 
all of the above-mentioned criteria. The winery carries out marketing activities 
to valorise its longevity, family history, and core values. As declared by Alpha’s 
CEO:

Fig. 2  A brief history of small winery Alpha. Source: Personal elaboration



529

1 3

Italian Journal of Marketing (2023) 2023:521–543 

Ta
bl

e 
1 

 A
n 

ov
er

vi
ew

 o
f t

he
 in

te
rv

ie
w

s c
on

du
ct

ed
. S

ou
rc

e:
 P

er
so

na
l e

la
bo

ra
tio

n

D
at

e
In

fo
rm

an
t

Fo
rm

 o
f r

ec
or

ds
Le

ng
th

s (
m

in
s)

27
/0

7/
20

21
C

EO
 +

 se
cr

et
ar

y +
 cl

ie
nt

s
N

ot
es

95
31

/0
8/

20
21

C
EO

 o
f A

lp
ha

A
ud

io
8

20
/0

5/
20

22
G

en
er

al
 se

cr
et

ar
y 

of
 It

al
ia

n 
A

ss
oc

ia
tio

n 
of

 S
om

m
el

ie
r f

or
 M

ar
ch

e 
re

gi
on

A
ud

io
 +

 no
te

s
35

24
/0

5/
20

22
Eu

ro
pe

an
 sc

ho
ol

 o
f S

om
m

el
ie

r d
el

eg
at

e 
fo

r M
ar

ch
e 

re
gi

on
A

ud
io

 +
 no

te
s

87
25

/0
5/

20
22

C
EO

 o
f a

 d
ig

ita
l s

er
vi

ce
 p

ro
vi

de
rs

 c
om

pa
ny

 sp
ec

ia
liz

ed
 in

 F
oo

d&
W

in
e 

se
ct

or
A

ud
io

 +
 no

te
s

45
15

/0
6/

20
22

C
EO

 o
f A

lp
ha

A
ud

io
 +

 no
te

s
37

18
/0

7/
20

22
C

EO
 o

f A
lp

ha
A

ud
io

 +
 no

te
s

17
03

/1
1/

20
22

Pa
rti

ci
pa

tio
n,

 d
ire

ct
 o

bs
er

va
tio

n,
 a

nd
 se

m
i-s

tru
ct

ur
ed

 in
te

rv
ie

w
s d

on
e 

du
rin

g 
th

e 
m

ee
tin

g 
of

 
th

e 
en

tre
pr

en
eu

r’s
 a

ss
oc

ia
tio

n 
in

 w
hi

ch
 A

lp
ha

 is
 in

vo
lv

ed
A

ud
io

 +
 no

te
s

58

12
/1

2/
20

22
C

EO
 o

f A
lp

ha
 +

 B
2B

 c
lie

nt
s

A
ud

io
 +

 no
te

s
75

14
/1

2/
20

22
C

EO
 o

f r
es

ta
ur

an
t B

et
a

A
ud

io
 +

 no
te

s
28

15
/1

2/
20

22
C

EO
 o

f r
es

ta
ur

an
t O

m
eg

a
A

ud
io

 +
 no

te
s

15



530 Italian Journal of Marketing (2023) 2023:521–543

1 3

To succeed in the wine context, you should have a recognised brand or 
be present in specific guides or awards. I still do not have a well-known 
brand, and I refuse to participate in guides and awards as I do not think 
that is right to pay to participate or even win prizes. So, since the begin-
ning I decided to bet everything on the history of my family and company to 
enhance my value.

To provide insight, a brief description of Alpha’s commitment to its heritage is 
provided in Fig. 2.

3.3  Data collection

Primary data were obtained through a series of semi-structured interviews with 
the CEO of Alpha, two different restaurant CEOs in a business relationship with 
Alpha (Kvale, 2012), and through direct observations and participation at the 
meeting of the entrepreneur’s association in which Alpha is involved. During this 
meeting, I had the opportunity to interview some b2b participants and listen to 
Alpha’s presentation to prospect buyers. To triangulate the findings, additional 
data were gathered through semi-structured interviews with three wine market 
experts, two sommelier representatives and one CEO of a digital service provider 
specialized in Food&Wine sector (Patton, 2014). Data collection was considered 
complete when multiple sources of evidence converged on the same findings, 
which is an optimal indicator of theoretical saturation (Yin, 2009).

An overview of the interviews carried out is provided in Table 1.

3.4  Data analysis

Data were analysed using the “RADaR” technique (Watkins, 2017). This tech-
nique is a user-friendly way of organising, reducing, and analysing data to obtain 
findings from qualitative research. This is considered a rigorous data analysis 
method because of the systematic strategies employed during each step of the 
analysis. The “RADaR” technique is particularly suitable for managing a small 
number of interviews (less than 15 individual interviews) and for research pro-
jects that adopt a grounded theory approach. The data analysis process was 
articulated in five steps, and coding was performed manually using Microsoft 
Excel as follows. First, I formatted all data transcripts in a similar manner, then 
I transferred the data into an all-inclusive table, in which the columns provided 
information about participants’ responses, codes, notes, and themes. Hence, this 
table includes large segments of text taken from the transcripts. Next, I reviewed 
the table to make notes about the commonalities in the participants’ responses to 
each question. Thirdly, I proceeded to reduce the content of the all-inclusive table 
in a more concise “table 2” concentrating only on the content that was of primary 
interest to answer the research question. To do so, I was aware of the need to 
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maintain a chain of evidence from the case study question to the findings. Hence, 
I removed data that did not help to answer the research question. This process led 
me to move from open to focused codes. To facilitate the process, I have made 
notes on my decisions. In Step 4, I decided which codes to maintain until the end 
of the analysis. Then, I proceeded to reduce the content of “table 2” in a more 
concise “table 3”. Hence, the focused codes became themes. In step 5, I used the 
remaining quotes in “table 3” to support the findings of the present study. Finally, 
in this phase, a draft of the findings was provided to Alpha’s CEO and the two 
restaurant owners to ensure the validity of the findings. In Fig. 3, there is a partial 
exemplification of the data analysis process I have followed.

4  Findings

In the interest of clarity, the following findings are organised by themes.

4.1  Theme 1: authenticity, unicity, and attractiveness before primary interactions

Alpha’s CEO is aware that the wine market has increased in complexity in recent years. 
To succeed in this context, she decided to bet everything on the heritage of her family 
which is totally linked to the firm. Alpha’s heritage has been valorised by several means 
such as products, external communication, site visits, logos, and so on.

I am building Alpha’s brand through the history of my family and company, 
showing everyone the steps, we took to grow. [Alpha’s CEO]

CHM is regarded as a useful marketing strategy also to attract b2b buyers. Indeed, 
CHM activities allow the small winery to present itself with contents that are not 

Fig. 3  Data analysis process adopted. Source: Personal elaboration
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specifically linked with selling aims, leading into the b2b audience a sincere interest 
in listening to the small winery’s corporate heritage.

…The company’s heritage allows me to present myself with less commercial 
content […]. I sense from the people listening to our corporate’s heritage their 
desire to be part of it. [Alpha’s CEO]

Nonetheless, during the interviews, the two sommeliers specifically stated that 
wineries are usually characterised by cultural and historical aspects that are not sec-
ondary; these elements must be enhanced to attract potential partners. This was par-
ticularly evident during a meeting in the entrepreneur’s association in which Alpha 
usually takes part. On that occasion, the CEO had the opportunity to promote a new 
sparkling wine, prepared using the ancestral method. During her presentation in 
front of several possible b2b partners, she talked about her family’s heritage and 
described the history of the ancestral method, starting from its casual discovery. The 
narration was full of historical references and the audience was pleased. The presen-
tation ended with a historical phrase, a way to communicate that is constantly used 
on Alpha’s social media. This narration aroused the interest of the owner of the res-
taurant Beta, who contacted the CEO after the presentation.

I met Vini Valmusone for the first time in this association of entrepreneurs. On 
that day, the CEO of Vini Valmusone had the opportunity to present the com-
pany and one of its new products, a sparkling wine produced with the ances-
tral method, an ancient and natural method. During her presentation, Alpha’s 
CEO made clear reference to her company heritage, which is a good story, 
it struck me […]. Her company heritage leaves me with the ideas of solidity, 
authenticity, and attachment to traditions. [Owner of restaurant Beta]

The notion of “solidity” suggests a need for buyers to count rational elements 
in supplier selection. CHM can communicate solidity enhancing the history of the 
company, tracking and exposing the firm’s records. In this regard, Alpha’s CEO 
stated that the company’s heritage evokes authenticity and interest, making the firm 
more attractive.

… therefore, before there is any contact, corporate heritage allows me to pre-
sent my company as authentic and solid. This makes my company attractive. 
[Alpha’s CEO]

Notably, Alpha’s CEO recounted an event that underscores the importance of 
Alpha’s corporate heritage in attracting b2b partners.

I was very interested in selling my wines to a famous wine bar. My insurer 
knew the owner’s wife, so he agreed to introduce her to my firm. She was will-
ing to try my production. Hence, the insurer gave me her phone number. I tried 
to call her many times, but she always had a ready excuse, so it was impos-
sible for me to make an appointment and illustrate my firm’s heritage. Me and 
my insurer were both inside an entrepreneur association that usually met on 
Thursday mornings to network. During these meetings, entrepreneurs had the 
opportunity to present their company through rotation. When it was my turn, 
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my insurer had the good idea of inviting the owner’s wife. Hence, in this meet-
ing, I had the opportunity to narrate to her our corporate heritage and iconic 
products such as the one we created to honour our great-great-grandfather. 
She fell in love with our history and decided to make an appointment a few 
days after the presentation. The result was a fantastic conversation with the 
owner of this wine bar that is still nowadays one of my clients [Alpha’s CEO]

As emerged from the episode, and according to the thoughts of the owner of the 
restaurant Omega, before any interaction between the parts, CHM increases the 
attractiveness of the small winery attracting the interest of potential buyers.

At first, before actual contact, I have to say that it attracted me a lot and 
prompted me to learn more about the winery [Owner of restaurant Omega]

4.2  Theme 2: CHM conveys empathy, serenity, common roots, and familiarity 
before the primary interactions

The small winery CHM activities also convey emotional elements. Goodwill, seren-
ity, familiarity, and roots were the main values that the interviewees attributed to 
CHM.

Above all, her company history conveys to me serenity, familiarity, and human 
relationships; when she told her story, I imagined her personally bottling her 
wine. This for me is important and attractive, this is what prompted me to con-
tact her then. [Owner of restaurant Beta]

Alpha’s CEO played attention to promoting the goodwill and the roots of her 
company because she is aware that these aspects facilitate the opportunity to interact 
with buyers.

Our corporate heritage enhances the goodwill towards us in the social context 
[…]. Thanks to my family business heritage, I communicate our roots: if some-
one identifies her or himself with this history, it is more likely that he or she 
will contact me. [Alpha’s CEO]

In line with restaurant owners, these emotional elements act as initial parameters 
to evaluate the seller and people behind the business.

For me, corporate’s heritage becomes a means of judging the person and 
determining whether I like that person. [Owner of restaurant Beta]
Alpha’s heritage reminds me of the history of our restaurant. I recognise 
myself in that history; we have common roots. Alpha’s history conveys to me 
love for what it does and trust. [Owner of restaurant Omega]

The owner of restaurant Omega points out that common roots are a means to 
push the buyer to reconsider its business and human journey; this emotional trip 
allows to confront the companies’ history involving elements that evoke love 
for production and trustworthiness towards the seller. This is in line with the 
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concept of “familiarity”, which is expressed by the owner of the restaurant Beta. 
These emotional aspects increase the small winery’s attractiveness and the will-
ingness of the buyers to make contact with the small winery for the first time.

4.3  Theme 3: perceived coherence between CHM communication and small 
winery reality prompts buyers’ trust

During primary interactions, the actors are involved in getting to know each 
other, understanding the counterpart’s needs, and establishing reciprocal trust 
that will probably lead to the first business agreement and, consequently, the 
end of the buyer–seller relationship initiation phase. In this context, a correct 
management of the CHM mix allows buyers to test the trustworthiness of the 
small winery. As explained by restaurant owners, when they perceive coherence 
between corporate heritage marketing communications and the small winery 
reality, this prompts buyers to trust the seller and start the business relationship.

If I perceive the story told in the products and the way the company pre-
sents itself, this prompts me to trust the company and start a business rela-
tionship. [Owner of restaurant Omega]
In choosing the wine, I am not alone; I involve my restaurant staff. To 
choose the wines of the company I took to 4–5 bottles as samples. On a 
subconscious level, I realised that in presenting these bottles to my staff, 
I shared that the products came from a serious company that has been 
involved in the production and marketing of wine since the 1950s. Hence, 
the company heritage told by the CEO impressed me so much that it pushed 
me to introduce this produce in that manner. When we tasted the wines, we 
were satisfied, so this coherence between a quality story and product value 
was the final step for me that allowed this company to gain my trust and 
become my supplier. [Owner of restaurant Beta]

Corporate heritage values must be conveyed by small wineries in their prod-
ucts, and in all aspects related to the winery site, buyers need to feel that corpo-
rate heritage is a leading element of small winery production. Alpha’s CEO is 
aware of these elements and communicates corporate heritage in product pack-
aging, websites, social media, and during visits to winery sites through pictures, 
photos, and salespeople.

I then gain trust when my partners verify that the story I have told them, is 
not just an end in itself; they will find it in the products and during visits to 
the vineyard and cellar [Alpha’s CEO]
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5  Discussion

5.1  Discussion of results

Drawing upon the findings, Fig. 4 conceptualises how CHM supports buyer–seller 
relationship initiation. As pointed out in the management literature, the starting 
point of the buyer–seller relationship initiation is a situation in which the actors do 
not know each other, and no primary interactions have been verified. Both the actors 
are in search of business partners and as suggested by Dwyer et  al. (1987), they 
are involved in “positioning” and “posturing” activities to attract the counterpart. 
This is a difficult phase, especially for the seller that has to make itself preferred by 
the buyer over its competitors. In doing so, the seller attempts to transmit rational 
and emotional elements to the buyer. As emerged from the findings, CHM has the 
potential to convey both rational and emotional aspects that buyers are searching 
for during the initial stages of a buyer–seller relationship, leading the actors to have 
primary interactions. Indeed, CHM can transmit rational element tracking records 
and communicate a long-standing history in the market, which simultaneously 
enhances the solidity of the firm and its authenticity and uniqueness. At the same 
time, CHM conveys emotional elements sharing common roots that evoke a sense 
of familiarity, empathy, and serenity that allows buyers to recognise themselves in 
the seller’s corporate heritage, increasing the seller’s trustworthiness. Owing to the 
adoption of CHM activities, the seller is capable of transmitting both rational and 
emotional elements to the buyer, thereby increasing its attractiveness and facilitating 
the first interaction between the parts. After primary interaction occurs, the parts are 
involved in the establishment of the first exchange and in demarcating the conditions 
that define the emerging business relationship. In this phase, the construction of a 
trust scenario is crucial to let the actors sign the first agreement that enshrines the 
end of the buyer–seller relationship initiation. In this delicate situation, the perceived 

Fig. 4  Framework emerged from the findings. Source: Personal elaboration
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coherence between the values narrated through CHM activities and the seller’s real-
ity leads the buyer to perceive trust in the seller, thus facilitating the achievement of 
the first agreement. In doing so, it is essential for the seller to carefully manage its 
CHM mix to provide coherence between what is transmitted through CHM activities 
and its firm’s reality at every possible touchpoint with potential buyers.

5.2  Theoretical implications

Before interactions between buyer and seller, CHM conveys both rational and emo-
tional elements, increasing seller attractiveness towards buyers facilitating the first 
interaction between the parts. As described in the findings, CHM communicates 
seller solidity, which refers to the ability of the firm to perdure in the market, this 
element meets rational aspects that buyers are searching for during buying decision-
making (Webster Jr & Wind, 1972). CHM conveys solidity through tracking records 
and exposing firm’s longevity confirming the findings of Blombäck and Brunninge 
(2013). CHM improves seller’s trustworthiness, influencing buyers’ cognitive and 
affective trust (Valtakoski, 2015). Specifically, CHM increases both cognitive trust, 
by using rational elements to highlight seller’s stability, continuity, and expertise, 
and affective trust by communicating the seller’s local roots and enhancing the 
seller’s brand heritage identity. Nonetheless, as affirmed by Balmer (2011), trust 
between corporate heritage firms and customers depends on a dynamic equilib-
rium between authenticity and affinity, elements that CHM is capable of transmit-
ting in the b2b context. Indeed, as emerged, CHM conveys authenticity, familiarity, 
roots, and goodwill towards buyers, increasing the seller’s trustworthiness. More-
over, CHM is capable of providing emotional elements such as serenity, interest, 
and empathy which are researched by buyers especially during the buyer–seller rela-
tionship initiation period (Kemp et  al., 2018; Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004). In 
particular, CHM conveying interest, empathy, and reassuring factors leads in buyers 
action tendency towards an urge to deepen seller knowledge and, consequently, the 
first interaction between the actors (Kemp et  al., 2018). Hence, in relation to the 
prior literature, the present study argues that CHM is a strategic choice that sellers 
can use to convey and manage both rational and emotional values towards buyers 
leading in them specific action tendencies.

Once the first interactions have occurred, the perceived coherence between cor-
porate heritage marketing and supplier’s reality concur to increase buyer’s trust, 
facilitating the first agreement between the parties. The correct management of 
the CHM mix is considered an additional seller mitigation strategy that aims to 
improve the seller’s trustworthiness (Mandják et al., 2015; Valtakoski, 2015). Con-
sequently, it is possible to affirm that CHM acts as a “converter force” that helps the 
buyer–seller relationship initiation process to proceed from one status to another in 
line with Edvardsson et al. (2008). Indeed, CHM improves trust which is described 
as a converter force (Edvardsson et al., 2008). Similarly, following the perspective 
of the “business relationship emerging flow” of Mandják et  al. (2015), CHM is a 
trigger to start mutual interaction process and develop trust between the actors at 
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both organizational and individual level because it improves the seller’s attractive-
ness and goodwill in the social context. As a result, according to the contributions 
of Aarikka-Stenroos et al. (2018), CHM acts as an “initiator contributors” trigger-
ing and advancing the buyer–seller relationship initiation process. It is now quite 
evident that CHM influences buyer–seller relationship initiation, but its major role is 
played before interactions have occurred. Indeed, CHM allows the seller to become 
more attractive to buyers, especially before any contact between the parts has been 
verified, which is the main topic of major studies on b2b relationship development 
(Aarikka-Stenroos et  al., 2018; Batonda & Perry, 2003; Dwyer et  al., 1987; Wil-
son, 1995). In the very first moment of buyer–seller relationship initiation, the two 
actors coexist in proximity but do not know each other (Mandják et al., 2015). In 
this phase, for the seller, it is important to increase its attractiveness to be considered 
by the buyers as a potential and feasible partner (Dwyer et al., 1987). Therefore, in 
this context, CHM plays a major role in pushing parts to the first interaction. Mean-
while, after the first interactions have occurred, the parts are involved in defining the 
exchange and building the condition of the emerging relationship; in this scenario, 
CHM only partially concurs to build the trust scenario that facilitates the first for-
mal agreement between the actors (Aarikka-Stenroos et al., 2018). To summarise, in 
relation to previous studies on this topic, the present study adds the following:

• CHM is a converter force (Edvardsson et  al., 2008), a trigger (Mandják et  al., 
2015) and an initiation contributor (Aarikka-Stenroos et al., 2018) to the buyer–
seller relationship initiation.

• CHM is a strategic choice for a firm to create and convey rational and emotional 
values towards buyers leading into them specific action tendencies (Kemp et al., 
2018).

• Before the interaction between the actors, the CHM improves sellers’ attractive-
ness, facilitating the first contact between the parts.

• CHM transmits interest, empathy, and serenity which are the emotional aspects 
that buyers search for during the very first moment of buyer–seller relationship 
initiation (Kemp et al., 2018; Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004).

• CHM improves seller trustworthiness, influencing both cognitive and affective 
trust before the interaction between parts during buyer–seller relationship initia-
tion (Mandják et al., 2015; Valtakoski, 2015).

• After interactions, CHM concurs to build the trust scenario that facilitates the 
first formal agreement between the parts through the correct management of the 
CHM mix to provide evidence of the coherence between CHM activities and 
seller realities.

• In the buyer–seller relationship initiation process, CHM plays a major role before 
primary interactions between the actors.

5.3  Managerial implications

This case study has several practical implications. If properly managed, corpo-
rate heritage marketing could be a trigger for buyer–seller relationship initiation. 
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Exploiting a firm and/or family heritage requires a specific process and cannot 
be reduced to an episodic marketing initiative. As described by Riviezzo et  al. 
(2021), the correct management of heritage implies a specific process that 
is not simple to apply for SMEs, especially for small wineries. Hence, hereaf-
ter is suggested an incremental approach to CHM management for SMEs. First, 
small firms should identify the role of the CHM within their marketing activi-
ties. SMEs should then select heritage elements that they want to share, and that 
could emphasise a firm’s authenticity, solidity, roots, and could be appealing for 
possible partners and firm stakeholders. Small firms must properly manage the 
CHM mix to influence affective and cognitive trust and favour the perception of 
coherence between their realities and the transmitted CHM values: to this pur-
pose, small firms should develop appropriate corporate heritage stewardship and 
a predisposition in the firm’s site spaces dedicated to enhancing the firm and/or 
family heritage. Attention should also be paid to packaging, websites, and social 
media communication. This study thus proposes a sort of simplified CHM pro-
cess for SMEs, suggesting that sellers should carefully consider how to create 
and manage emotions during the relationship initiation period, to lead in poten-
tial buyers specific action tendencies; emotional values might indeed impact buy-
ers more than rational elements, especially in the very first stages of relationship 
initiation. In this context, buyers should carefully verify what is communicated 
through seller CHM initiatives, because heritage traits can be imagined or con-
trived. Hence, buyers should test whether the firm’s heritage is seller value or just 
a commercial initiative.

6  Conclusion, limitation, and future research

This study develops an initial understanding of how CHM supports buyer–seller 
relationship initiation. A longitudinal case study of a small Italian winery was per-
formed. As the unit of analysis involves buyer–seller relationship initiation, the case 
study has been delimited from the focal actor perspective. To guide the data analy-
sis, the “RADaR” approach was chosen, and triangulation of the data was performed 
to validate the findings. The findings support the value-added contributions of this 
study, as summarised below. To answer the research question, how does corporate 
heritage marketing support the buyer–seller relationship initiation?, the present 
study demonstrates that CHM could be an initiation contributor to buyer–seller rela-
tionship initiation: it could lead to the first interactions between the parts, and then 
it is one of the triggers that lead to the first formal agreement. Specifically, CHM 
improves seller attractiveness in the market before contact between the parts has 
been verified by conveying emotional (affinity, serenity, trust) and rational elements 
that buyers are searching for during the very first moment of relationship initiation.

After primary interactions, the correct management of the corporate heritage 
marketing mix is a useful mitigation strategy that contributes to the seller’s trustwor-
thiness when buyers notice coherence between CHM initiatives and the firm’s site 
and production. Moreover, thanks to CHM initiatives, buyers can identify feasible 
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partners perceiving reassuring emotional factors during their partner choices. Prac-
tical implications of the study are also provided; to be precise, a simplified model 
designed for SMEs for the management of CHM is suggested along with advice for 
buyers.

Some limitations of this study must be acknowledged, the most important being 
its qualitative and explorative nature. The study is limited by the examined context 
and the relatively small number of interviews done considering the complexity of 
the phenomenon researched. Further research should consider multiple case study 
methodology to employ in different contexts and design quantitative methodologies 
to discover more on the role of CHM in promoting buyer–seller relationship initia-
tion. In conclusion, corporate heritage marketing has gained consensus in manage-
ment literature and in a real context; hence, this research deserves attention because 
it guides firms to exploit this strategic resource in an innovative way in relationship 
initiation contexts.
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