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Imagine there’s no countries
It isn’t hard to do
Nothing to kill or die for
and no religion, too
Imagine all the people
Livin’ life in peace
You may say I’m a dreamer
But I’m not the only one
I hope someday you’ll join us
And the world will be as one
(John Lennon)
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Guest Editorial: Knowledge and trust in data-rich
business environments

Giuseppe Bertoli
Sandro Castaldo
Paola Cillo
Gabriele Troilo
Gianmario Verona
Guest Editorial: Knowledge
and trust in data-rich
business environments

Giuseppe Bertoli - Sandro Castaldo - Paola Cillo
Gabriele Troilo - Gianmario Verona
Sinergie Italian Journal of Management has been at the forefront of
the academic debate regarding the role of intangible resources in the value
creation processes of firms and other stakeholders for a long time. The
Journal systematically collected the studies of those Italian management
scholars whose interests were associated with the international research
tradition that was rooted in the resource-based view of the firm and then
evolved within the broad theoretical frameworks of dynamic capabilities
and the knowledge-based view of organizations. The Special Issues n. 29 in
1992 and n. 51 in 2000 are two bright examples of such a contribution. For
this reason, we felt honored to be invited to serve as Guest Editors for this
Special Issue, which has the main goal to provide further evidence of the
liveliness and relevance of such a research tradition in 2022.
There is also a personal reason that makes such a feeling even stronger:
we Guest Editors have been introduced and guided in our research on the
intangible resources of the firm by our common mentor, our maestro Salvio
Vicari. We accepted the invitation by Sinergie as a way to celebrate Salvio
Vicari’s outstanding scholarly career in the year of his retirement.
Salvio Vicari has contributed to the academic debate on intangible
resources since the very beginning and with many studies that marked
the evolution of such a debate as milestones. Two of them are the essay
Risorse aziendali e valore, included in the 1992 Special Issue, and the Guest
Editorial of the 2000 issue. In these studies - where he detailed some of
the theses that had been advanced in his most distinctive and insightful
theoretical work, L’impresa vivente, published in 1991 - Vicari underlined
that a firm could only function if it is able to generate and activate new
knowledge. He also advanced that part of such knowledge resides in a firm’s
cognitive schemes, whereas other parts reside in the cognitive schemes of
external actors (customers, suppliers, partners etc.) that require trust to be
activated. Therefore, knowledge and trust are the fundamental resources
for the functioning of a firm, and for its evolution and survival.
With the aim to nurture the research stream on intangible resources
and to celebrate Salvio Vicari, we, in collaboration with Sinergie’s Editorial
Team, have decided to devote this Special Issue to knowledge and trust
in today’s business environments, which are characterized by the huge
availability of data and a variety of data-related technologies.
In the call for papers, we stated that the goal of this Special Issue is to
investigate how knowledge and trust can be developed, employed, diffused,
and protected in business ecosystems, where data are the main asset for
several actors. We are proud to present six high-quality papers from
scholars affiliated to various Italian universities who have investigated these
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topics from different theoretical perspectives and by means of different
methodological approaches. They represent an interesting combination of
theoretical essays, research reviews and empirical studies. In addition, some
of them focus on firms, some on consumers, and others on researchers
who, like other actors today, need to find their way in the abundance of
data and methodologies. In the following lines, we will briefly introduce
each of them.
The Special Issue is introduced by Enzo Rullani’s paper titled The new
economy of complexity: sense and challenges of the incoming digital transition.
This essay represents a new and further step in Rullani’s investigation of
the evolution of business environments determined by technological
advancements. The object of his analysis consists in the paradigmatic shift
that organizations and individuals are experiencing due to the dramatic
impact of digital technologies in the endeavour towards a new system of
working and living. The thesis that is advanced in this essay is that the
most relevant change of digital transition is the assignment of a new role to
complexity, namely the combination of variety, variability, interdependence
and indeterminacy. Rullani opines that digital technology provides users
with global communication networks and flexible machines that work at a
low cost and quickly, on demand. These two factors create the conditions
for a radical change in relation to industrial modernity that organizations
and individuals have experienced in the past. With the advent of digital
modernity, new levers of value are becoming relevant: these include
the offer of customized varieties, on-demand responses to novelties,
increasingly extensive and interdependent supply chains, exploratory
processes projected towards the new and the possible. These will also be
the factors, Rullani concludes, that are destined to change the role of labor,
and are called upon to provide a contribution of creative intelligence in the
expansion and management of emerging complexity.
In Knowledge Search and Learning in Sustainability Practices, Nilanjana
Dutt reviews past research on how organizations solve problems of
environmental sustainability. Referring to a relevant topic in knowledge
management and organizational learning research traditions, Dutt is
interested in understanding if and how organizations can learn to improve
their performance whilst searching for ways to resolve issues involving the
natural environment. Another important matter consists in analysing the
factors upon which the rate and extent of their learning and performance
improvement are contingent. The review studies the links between search
activities as they apply to problem solving and sustainable outcomes.
Overall, the review suggests one mode of resolving environmental
problems: searching narrowly to resolve routine operational problems
while experimenting and adding breadth to search activities over time.
The combination of a focused search in any single time period with
experimentation via breadth over time periods balances the need for
operational efficiency with learning to yield the greatest improvements in
environmental performance.
In their paper From data to data: an overview toward qualitative data
research reproducibility, Federica Izzo and Alessandra Storlazzi suggest
that new methodological approaches and massive amounts of collectible

data call for the definition of the state of the art of qualitative research in
marketing and management studies. In their study, a total of 87 papers
that were published from 2017 to 2021 in 10 high-ranked international
marketing and management journals were collected and analysed, with the
aim to provide an overview of qualitative research through the most recent
literature and to detect patterns and shared practices. More specifically, Izzo
and Storlazzi focus on specific issues like the used data types and sources,
the application of analysis techniques, and the sharing of data, in order to
re-interpret them in terms of specific importance to qualitative research.
Francesca Negri and Marco Ieva integrate different research streams
related to privacy, service recovery and crisis communication management
in their study The interplay between privacy failure, recovery and crisis
communication management: an integrative review and research agenda.
They aim to systematize and summarize existing knowledge on recovery
after a privacy failure, as well as to develop an agenda for future research.
In their study, they provide a literature review that assesses and synthesizes
prior research integrating multiple research streams and proposing a
new theoretical framework and research agenda. Their findings reveal
that scholars of privacy, service recovery and crisis communication
management have adopted multiple theoretical lenses and methodological
approaches. Such a fragmentation of theories and approaches in different
research streams reveals the need for a comprehensive overview of the
growing complexity of the phenomenon. Negri and Ieva conclude their
study by providing a synoptic framework of key variables explaining how
consumers react to service recovery after privacy failure.
In their paper The drivers of the intention to cruise during the Covid-19
pandemic: the role of the willingness to share personal information, Giorgia
Profumo and Lara Penco start from evidence that the recent Covid-19
crisis has increased consumers’ need or obligation to share personal data
with companies, and investigate if such phenomenon impacts on their
intention to buy. Their empirical study in the cruise industry investigates
the mediating role of the willingness to share personal information in the
relation between the intention to go on a cruise and different antecedents
based on a sample of 661 Italian cruisers. Their findings show that, during
the current Covid-19 scenario, the intention to go on a cruise was primarily
affected by familiarity and reputation. Another interesting result is that
the willingness to share highly sensitive information mediates the relation
between trust in the personnel, familiarity, corporate reputation and the
intention to go on a cruise.
Finally, Fabio Cassia and Francesca Magno, in their study Data-driven
use of cross-border e-commerce platforms and export performance: The
mediating role of foreign market knowledge acquisition, underline that crossborder e-commerce is gaining popularity as a foreign market entry mode.
More specifically, many small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)
choose to rely on digital e-commerce platforms (or marketplaces) that
provide them with inexpensive and rapid access to a large base of potential
foreign customers. However, the few available studies on this topic have
implicitly assumed that SMEs embrace this channel with the sole intent
of increasing their export sales (i.e., to exploit existing opportunities).

Giuseppe Bertoli
Sandro Castaldo
Paola Cillo
Gabriele Troilo
Gianmario Verona
Guest Editorial: Knowledge
and trust in data-rich
business environments
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They argue that SMEs can also implement a data-driven approach that
uses cross-border e-commerce platforms as inexpensive tools to acquire
foreign market knowledge by leveraging the large volume of data that
is available on these digital platforms. Cassia and Magno propose a
conceptual model in which a firm’s exploration-driven use of cross-border
e-commerce platforms enhances foreign market knowledge acquisition,
which improves both the overall export performance of the firm and the
exploitation of foreign opportunities through e-commerce. The model
was tested on a sample of 110 Italian exporters belonging to the food and
beverage industry. Their findings highlight that the exploration-driven use
of cross-border e-commerce platforms has a positive relationship with the
export performance of firms. Moreover, the results demonstrate that this
effect is fully mediated by the level of foreign market knowledge (about
customers, competitors, market conditions, business laws and regulations)
that is acquired through the use of cross-border e-commerce platforms.
At the end of this presentation of the Special Issue, as guest editors we
would like to take this opportunity to thank the authors who contributed to
making this issue interesting and insightful, the Journal Editorial Team for
the opportunity they gave us to select such interesting studies, the Editor
in chief and the Co-Editor in chief, Prof. Marta Ugolini and Prof. Alberto
Pastore, for their guidance during the various steps of the review process
and, last but not least, Laura Ciarmela and Ada Rossi for their continuous
support in the making of the issue.
Finally, we would like to wholeheartedly thank Salvio Vicari once
more for his mentorship, friendship, and indisputable contribution to our
growth as scholars and as human beings.
Academic or professional position and contacts
Giuseppe Bertoli
Full Professor of Management
University of Brescia - Italy
e-mail: giuseppe.bertoli@unibs.it
Sandro Castaldo
Full Professor of Marketing
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e-mail: sandro.castaldo@unibocconi.it
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The new economy of complexity: the sense and
challenges of the incoming digital transition

Invited papers

Enzo Rullani

Abstract
Framing of the research: The transition that pushes forward the massive use
of digital technologies is leading businesses, communities and people towards a new
paradigm, that is, towards a new (coherent) system of working and living. But, if we
look at the many breaks and the many innovations that emerge, day by day, in the
present, it is difficult to anticipate the meaning and challenges of the future paradigm.
Purpose of the paper: The thesis set out in this paper is that the most relevant
change of digital transition is the assignment of a new role to complexity: variety,
variability, interdependence and indeterminacy cease to be critical factors to be
compressed by any means, and become an increasingly important source of economic
value, along new evolutionary paths.
Methodology: This is a perspective paper that presents the author’s assessment of
evidence in the business and social environment
Results: Digital technology supports this transformation by providing users with
global communication networks and flexible machines that work at low cost and
quickly, on demand. These two conditions are the premise for a radical change with
respect to industrial modernity that we have known in the past.
With the advent of the digital modernity, four levers of value are becoming relevant:
the offer of customized varieties, on-demand responses to novelties, increasingly
extensive and interdependent supply chains, exploratory processes projected towards
the new and the possible. These will also be the factors destined to change the role of
labour, called upon to provide a contribution of creative intelligence in the expansion
and management of emerging complexity. Three different, yet interconnected,
evolutionary paths emerge: digital neo-Fordism promoted by the propagation of
standards, the re-personalization of the world, the exploration of the new and the
possible.
Research limitations: Different observable business and social phenomena could
collide with the viewpoint proposed in this paper.
Managerial implications: From this paper, managers and decision makers who
are searching for ways of using knowledge to generate value can gain an original
viewpoint on the new role assigned to complexity and reflect on the emerging value
drivers identified as results of the study.
Originality of the paper: This is a conceptual paper that provides new insights
that advance our understanding of value drivers induced by digital transition.
Key words: digital transition; complexity; generated value; growing risks
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1. The backbone of early modernity: the downward compromise
between science and complexity
The ongoing digital transition is changing the experience of all of
us and, in particular, that of companies in search of new ways of using
knowledge to generate value. In the current business landscape, there are
many emerging changes that are often gathered in a rather confused way:
on the one hand, digital networks, which provide communication and
interaction skills on a global scale, introduce new protagonists, who, in the
past, were hardly reachable or even unreachable due to distance. On the
other hand, the material processes of manufacturing goods and producing
services move away from the typical standards of mass production thanks
to the use of automatisms and learning algorithms that allow firms to
manage a range of coded variants at a low cost.
In both cases, the resulting effect consists in a net increase in
complexity, i.e., in the variety, variability (over time), interdependence and
indeterminacy that characterize products, processes, relationships and
meanings in new business models. Nevertheless, this growth in complexity
does not receive the right amount of attention in the literature and public
opinion. In truth, the supply’s greater capacity to adapt to demand and its
variants today is becoming a formidable source of value because it allows
demand to develop expectations and meanings that are not bound to
consolidated standards, thus proposing new solutions that are suitable for
different contexts and situations (De Toni and Rullani, 2018).
As a result, digital transition is travelling along a radically new
trajectory, compared to the forms of production that have been expressed
by modernity over the two centuries that have elapsed since the industrial
revolution of the late eighteenth century. Since then in fact, modern
society has begun to systematically use science as a productive force and
materialize it in machines. This entails two fundamental advantages: the
advantage of being able to exploit natural energy (coal or oil) instead of
the physical energy of man or animals; and, above all, the advantage of
being able to create value by leveraging the zero cost of the reproduction of
knowledge once it is codified in the form of technology and incorporated
into a machine or a replicable procedure.
Under these conditions, in fact, any re-use of abstract knowledge
deriving from science and technology generates an additional value, that
may be more or less relevant, at no (cognitive) cost. By multiplying the
uses that replicate this kind of knowledge, it becomes possible to obtain
an economic surplus (in value), that is proportionate to the achieved
propagation of its uses.
Throughout the course of early modernity, from the industrial
revolution to the present day, the process of replicating products and
processes in the abstract form required by science and the technology has
progressed at great speed. However, it has come into conflict with the high
complexity of the natural environment and social ecosystems (people,
communities, states) that are produced by the evolution of the real world
(Rullani and Rullani, 2018).

To obtain the advantages of the zero-cost replication of reproducible
knowledge applied to the different problems and contexts of the economy,
modernity has had to drastically reduce the complexity that is admitted in
the social environment and in production processes, by standardizing and
programming products and operations in function of the (rigid) machines
to be used. In every sector and in every enterprise, the variety of previous
artisanal or agricoltural products and processes has been reduced to the
standard and codified for the efficient use of the chosen machines and
technologies. The variability of products and processes has been fixed in
programs over time in order to be maintained as constant as possible.
The interdependence of each firm with other activities or actors has been
reduced to a minimum, thus creating strictly delimited and controlled
supply chains. Similarly, the uncertainty linked to unpredictable events has
been traced back to adaptation or innovation flows that were planned in
advance.

Enzo Rullani
The new economy of
complexity: the sense and
challenges of the incoming
digital transition

2. Understanding the transition: the de-construction of old assets and
the contemporary re-construction of new ones
In the history of industrialization, it is possible to recognize different
stages ex post facto, each of which is characterized by the - partly
spontaneous and partly consciously designed - construction of a coherent
system of rules, behaviors, meanings, and targeted resources. In other
words, it does not consist in a disordered set of elements, but rather in
a paradigm with a coherent logic in order to connect different elements
within an efficient and sustainable order (Rullani 2019).
When a paradigm that has been inherited from the past loses its
internal coherence, and therefore its efficiency in value generation due to
disruptive innovations that have taken place over the years, a period of
transition begins. During such transition, new solutions are experimented:
it is up to the intelligence of the subjects at stake and their ability to share a
feasible future project to better manage the state of disorder that is typical
of transition in order to give shape to a new, and different, system of
coherences. By doing so, they pass from one paradigm to another.
Transition processes are therefore characterized not only by the many
changes they bring about, but also by the shared search for a new systemic
order that is aligned with the incoming technological potential and capable
of making the planned future efficient and sustainable together. This is
necessary in overcoming contingent conflicts of interest among the various
parties.
Companies are also part of this existence on the brink of transition,
which requires not only its systemic contribution (of efficiency,
organization, routine) but also its vital, creative intelligence (Vicari 1991).
In fact, subjectivities play a fundamental role in every transition because
it is up to them to consciously introduce designed innovations in the
consolidated systemic framework. Transition, in fact, must not only deconstruct the existing order, but also propose a vision of the future and
coherence that allows the creation of a new order.
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This is the logic of systemic evolution that I tried to outline with Salvo
Vicari at a delicate moment during the transition from Fordism to another
paradigm, at the end of the last century (Rullani and Vicari 1999). In this
sense, the system should not be seen as a construction that is fitted to
the stability of the existing order, and therefore necessarily hostile to its
transformation, in order to re-invent its own self-reference and historical
identity. In truth, the direction of change is not towards pure contingent
disorder, but rather that of a meaningful transition from one systemic
order to another. In other words, transition is a worksite where innovations
take shape by triggering divergent processes: the de-construction of old
assets, on the one hand, and re-construction of new ones, on the other.
A suitable reference to transition and the role of subjects in it, which
is crucial in the current digital revolution of the world and business, is not
obvious at all. In fact, during the twentieth century, the logic of systemic
stability, which was adverse to any important transition, was strongly
represented in the classical systems theory, which was also widespread in
managerial literature. In fact, this theory represented the internal logic of
the large managerial enterprise, which had become the reference paradigm
of economic and social thought in the 1900-1970 period (Galbraith 1967)
in a rather profound way. This representation of things was based on the
hypothesis that industrial modernity had found a stable self-referred
center of gravity, presided over by large systems (big corporations and
nation states), in the order expressed by Fordism. Consequently, little space
was given to the possibilities of evolution, that is, to innovations that could
lead beyond the simple adaptation of the status quo ante. The admitted
dynamics were mostly adaptive, rather than really evolutionary, and
referring to the slow consolidation of ecologies that was produced by caseby-case adaptations (Kauffmann 1993, Nelson and Winter 1982, Saviotti
and Metcalfe 1991).
In truth, as we wrote in the Introduction to Sistemi ed evoluzione nel
management “When the Fordist organization loosens, we realize that
the spaces for freedom and experimentation are much greater. They do
not depend as much on the conditions’ ‘(structural) objective’, but on the
ability to induce, innovate, and take risks. Entrepreneurship and business
strategies are rediscovered as constitutive variables that are able to set social
interaction in motion, thus overturning the structuralist assumption:
structures are no longer an a priori, but rather the result of a process”
(Rullani and Vicari, 1999, our translation).
In this process, technological innovations or emerging changes in the
natural and social environment are not enough to activate the transition
and lead it to a positive outcome (with the creation of a new system of
coherences). Disruptive technologies can deconstruct the previous order
by bringing the old system to the “edge of chaos”, that is, a condition of
instability that sets the search for possible innovation in motion. However,
this spontaneous process admits the possibility of falling into a condition
of dissipative inertia that is devoid of coherence and a highly conflictual
situation (Rullani, 2020a). In order to escape it and re-construct a coherent
order in the form of a new system of rules and behaviors, it is necessary
to field the creative intelligence of the subjects who act in companies and

social life. Subjective intelligence, with its capacity of planning the possible
future and sharing the changes to be made, is necessary to overcome the
obstacles that are encountered along the path from time to time. Above all,
it is necessary to manage emerging conflicts by transforming them into
reasonable and shared syntheses that are oriented towards the construction
of novelty.
However, systemic inertia counts even in the transformations that are
oriented by subjects with a project. Indeed, it is not possible to initiate
a transition to novelty without taking defensive behaviors, emerging
obstacles and additional costs into account. But it is also true that when
the existing system shows its failures, the sacrifices and constraints that are
imposed by the previous order also become evident.
This is what happened to the industrial system that emerged from early
modernity with its forced compression of complexity. Indeed, it was not easy
to standardize life forms and consumption in line with the needs of mass
replicative production, thus finding an acceptable compromise between
the abstract nature of basic knowledge (science and technology) and the
differentiated nature of uses and applied knowledge.
On these grounds, various methods have been experimented to achieve
an efficient systemic coherence between science and complexity, thus
giving rise to a succession of very different paradigms. Early modernity
(analogue, pre-digital), which marks history from the industrial revolution
of the late 1700s to the year 2000, has in fact resulted in a range of
systems characterized by very different levels of complexity and required
different mediators in the relationship between science and the application
environment.
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3. The mediators of analogical modernity
Three reproducible mediators took shape course of early modernity
(see Rullani, 2010; 2020b; 2021):
a) the machine, which incorporated the abstract knowledge of technology
that derived from science and was applied by the inventor-entrepreneurs
of mercantile capitalism, representing the paradigm that emerged from
the industrial revolution during the 19th century;
b) the organization, which structured reproducible processes and
production procedures within the Fordist paradigm that was hegemonic
during the 1900-1970 period;
c) the territory, which organized reproducibility by mobilizing widespread
intelligence within local proximity circuits in the years 1970-2000.
Initially, the basic mediator was represented by the rigid machine
(agricultural or industrial) that was developed in the course of the first
industrial revolution, and was propagated in different sectors and
places during the century of mercantile capitalism (the 19th century) by
multiplying its re-uses.
The modern machine was designed and built using the finest
technological knowledge, thus giving shape to a reproducible tool with
zero cognitive costs that incorporated useful knowledge. In this manner, it
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became possible to activate the multiplier of value, which was obtained by
increasing the number of machines produced and the number of products
that each of them was able to process. The factory, that is the environment
in which the machine is inserted, had to be an orderly, low-complexity
place, where there were no unplanned events or links. The users of the
supply chain and the final consumers had to adapt to the standard product
thus obtained. They were not obligated, but almost always chose to do so
in order to take advantage of the most convenient prices of the standard
products that were offered by the industry as opposed to the cost of nonstandard products that were obtainable from pre-industrial artisans or
traditional farmers.
Nevertheless, the mechanized production of mercantile capitalism
in the 1800s suffered from a basic drawback: the rigidity of the machines
that were employed. Rigidity prevented firms from adapting to demand
or changing market situations. As a result, it significantly limited the
propagation of the knowledge that was incorporated into the machine and
made it necessary to concentrate mechanization only in certain operations.
Consequently, most of the operations that were required by the supply
chain were positioned upstream or downstream of the processing phase
entrusted to modern technology.
This limit was partially removed, in the early 1900s, with the advent
of Fordism, the paradigm which fielded a new mediator between science
and complexity, i.e., the organization managed by large companies. This
consists in a capacity for programming and commanding an ex ante
fixed line of chain processes, and therefore a line of machines that could
sequence many specialized operations until a finished product, such as a
car or a suit, is obtained. It was a disruptive change that drastically reduced
the cost of finished products but it required a strong capacity of control
on business operations and the external market (suppliers, intermediaries
and final consumers). This condition favored the development of large and
very large companies, focused on economies of scale (from replication)
that could be obtained both by means of a well organized use of machines
and the direct management of administrative and service operations.
In this case, the rigidity of the technological apparatus was planned by
the power of command over the production organization, which reduced
variety (to standards), variability (to programs), and interdependence (to
control).Moreover, with its own power of influence, it attempted to better
manage the emerging complexity in the external environment that was not
directly controlled.
However, the priority that was assigned to the compression of the
admitted complexity severely limited the application field of the Fordist
synthesis between science and complexity. In fact, the proper functioning
of this system came to depend on the creation of a strong control system in
order to stabilize the environmental variance and regulate the behavior of
the various actors involved.
In the 1970s however, it became clear that this compromise between
science and complexity was creating giants with feet of clay. In fact, the
efficiency of the system was greatly reduced, due to the rigidity of the
programs in place, every time the behaviors of the uncontrolled subjects

ended up creating important systemic instabilities. Suffice it to remember
the explosion of conflict in work relationships, the exponential increase in
the cost of oil, the wild devaluation of the dollar, the invasion of the Western
market by Japanese competitors outside the dominant oligopolistic circuit,
etc.
Then a third mediator between science and complexity had to be
deployed in response to the growing demand for flexibility. This pressure of
facts promoted the growth of territorial ecologies, such as Italian industrial
districts or Japanese lean production chains.
In these systems, flexible forms of production could be created,
leveraging on he consolidated relationships of proximity ecologies. They
exploited an alternative resource to top-down control that was typical of
large Fordist companies: If customers and suppliers in the local supply
chain know and trust each other, the programs can be varied without great
costs by relying on the adaptability and re-invention capabilities of the
many players in the local supply chain.
In this manner, it was possible to create productions that exploited
the abstract knowledge that was incorporated in modern technologies
and machines, and, at the same time, that admitted a certain degree of
variance, interdependence and uncertainty. The complexity to be faced
was “naturally” reduced by the barrier of distance, which encompasses the
circuit of local relationships, thus separating it from the variants outside,
in the rest of the world. Typically, in an industrial district, the knowledge
of production processes circulated and was replicated internally. The
proximity circuit was opened only downstream when products and
services were exported to external customers.
In summary, the evolution of modernity, and that of corresponding
business models, has established itself over time - in the pre-digital world
- by managing the conflict between the abstract nature of science and the
polyvalent nature of environmental complexity. For this purpose, different
mediators and compromises were experimented in order to compress the
complexity present in production and consumption processes. However,
these solutions sacrificed a whole range of needs and possibilities to the logic
of industrial standardization and significantly marginalized the intelligence
of the men involved. This first took place in the sphere of production, with
the deployment of workers and employees who were called to carry out
only pre-programmed operations with an executive contribution. The
same influence was exercised on the sphere of consumption and social life:
indeed, the conditioning power of large organizations drastically reduced
the active capacity of users in the fields of inventive solutions and shared
sense-making.
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4. Second modernity: during the digital transition, complexity
becomes a source of value
Since 2000, the three mediators that characterized the management
of complexity during early modernity (rigid machines, programmed
organization, proximity circuits) gradually lose ground. The incoming
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digital transition brought forth new technological and production solutions
based on the development of digital automatisms. Thanks to algorithms
and data that enabled producers to manage coded (or codifiable) variances
at a low cost, the handicap of rigidity is being overcome.
In today’s economy, there are three new elements that intervene in the
management of the relationship between science and complexity:
1) No more rigid machines, but flexible machines (robots, self-regulated
lines, multifunction devices) and flexible services, which allow one to
pass from standardization to a certain level of variety and variability
with limited costs and in real time. Production no longer needs to be
planned well in advance, but can be carried out on demand;
2) No more commands from above, in closed vertical pyramids, but
great use of extended supply chains and network relationships, in which
individual nodes can interact to feed self-organization processes in
response to codifiable problems relating to adaptation or expansion;
3) No more closed proximity circuits, but platforms and media that allow
one to communicate and interact remotely, giving access - for a series of
activities - to an ubiquitous space that surpasses the barrier of distance.
Digital networks allow everyone to interact with the variety, variability,
interdependence, and indeterminacy that are present in the global
world.
Thanks to these three levers, the value generated by the application
of abstract science is taking off, in a series of applications, towards ever
greater multipliers. In fact, it involves the replication of owned cognitive
bases in a series of contexts, uses, and functions that previously remained
excluded from the industrial world due to their excessive complexity.
The exponential growth of the value that is generated by certain digital
innovations has enabled successful businesses and enterprises to emerge
with a speed that has never been seen before. The strength of this trend
rests on the expansion of the complexity that was previously left “free”
(i.e., not used by the industrial system) and which today, in contrast, it
is possible to try to make manageable by exploiting the value that users
(people, communities, institutions) attribute to previously unacceptable
variants, relationships and explorations of novelty.
The digital transition therefore relies on new mediators (automatisms
governed by data and learning algorithms) that change the sense of
modernity. In an increasingly extensive series of productive and social
functions, one can now observe the increasingly clear transition from first
to second modernity. Such change is clear and relevant: from one form
of modernity, in which complexity is antagonistic to the use of science in
production, value generation shifts to a form of complementarity, in which
great possibilities open up to use the replication of abstract knowledge in
a complex environment, once this is made digitally governable at low costs
and in real time.
But it is not a one-size-fits-all process, as it often seems to those who
think that the transition from old to new can be easy and visible. In truth,
every day changes of different signs, which, at first glance, are difficult to
trace back to a unitary trajectory, may be observed.

Meanwhile, it is easy to notice the triumph of standards, to which all
users end up adhering sooner or later, in a series of services: it is now
possible to use the algorithms of Google, Facebook, LinkedIn, Windows,
Amazon etc., regardless of previous skills and differences.
Alongside this trend - which promises the birth of a world aimed at
impersonal and widespread standards - there are also opposing experiences
in which producers and consumers re-personalize their activities, thus
giving space to individual ideas and preferences, or promoting collective
meanings shared by sense communities. For instance, it is possible to hunt
for particular information and relationships on Google that previously
would have been too expensive or time-consuming to search. It has
become easy to choose niche products that would have never been found
in stores close to home and have become accessible to meet the different
needs of customers on Amazon. Whoever, today, is continuously invited to
establish relationships with new people and professionals on Facebook and
LinkedIn, following preferences that were difficult to specify and practice
in the past because of the limitations of the pre-digital environment.
Therefore, a multipurpose transformation that is difficult to represent
is to be faced. All of us are part of a trajectory that certainly takes us away
from the previous environment, but we do not know which direction to
take.

Enzo Rullani
The new economy of
complexity: the sense and
challenges of the incoming
digital transition

5. Three drivers to create value by increasing complexity
The fundamental breakthrough due to the current transition, as
previously mentioned, lies in the new relationship that digital automatisms
- supported by learning algorithms and data-rich environment - are
creating between science and complexity. This is the end of a history that is
based on the artificial compression of variety, variability, interdependence
and indeterminacy in the production processes that use abstract science.
The creative flexibility of new digital mediators makes it possible to
maintain the replicability of abstract knowledge (with all of its advantages)
in conditions of application that can vary from case to case, from moment
to moment, from person to person (De Toni and Rullani, 2018).
As a result, the generation of value is no longer limited to the compression
of costs that is obtained thanks to the reproduction of a few standardized
products, processes or services, but it is now due to the exploration of a
new field of action: the creation of value is achieved by adapting knowledge
and technology to a potential demand that admits great variety, recurring
variability (over time), strong interdependence among everyone, and a
high degree of uncertainty. In this manner, the user is able to use modern
technology to respond to personal needs and expectations, which differ
from case to case and change over time. Furthermore, he or she can initiate
important processes of sharing knowledge and meanings, and design
visions with other protagonists of the digital transition, thus creating new
types of utilities through individual and collective sense-making.
However, this process can be pushed forward by several drivers,
which are very different from one another but united by the function they
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perform in the current transition: increasing complexity at low or zero
costs and using digital automatisms in order to extract value from growing
variety, variability, interdependence and indeterminacy.Accordingly, there
are three fundamental drivers that are changing our way of living and
working by enabling the complexity that had previously been banned from
production and consumption processes (Rullani and Rullani, 2018):
1) the global propagation of standards that are achieved by breaking down
the distance barrier and creating a global infosphere in which to insert
infinite (local) points selected for their diversity (Floridi, 2014);
2) the re-personalization of the world of production and consumption by
putting the self-referenced - and therefore differentiated - identity of
single people and single companies, with their ability to elaborate and
share projects, meanings, and visions, at the center. All these ideas are
not dictated only by technology, but rather are born from the history
and experience of every person;
3) the exploration of novelty by working on the “edge of chaos”, that is, in
highly indeterminate situations in which, however, digital technology
makes it possible to represent and experiment reliably at a low cost.
As can be seen, these are drivers that move in very different and
somewhat contradictory directions. Nevertheless, they coexist in the
transition underway, and therefore must be addressed with methods that
can make them compatible and, if possible, synergic.
The new entrepreneurship that is required by the ongoing transition
is characterized by its ability to move in the three directions mentioned
above, thus processing the problems it faces in order to make the most
of the capabilities of each subject through the growth of complexity. In
some cases, it may be more effective, in terms of results, to use the global
propagation of standards by extending the field of action from local to
global, and vice versa.
In other cases, however, it may be best to resort to customized products,
processes and meanings in order to derive value from the many potential
or emerging differences that are present in the world of users. In the end,
the strategy of adapting to differences or promoting them is not enough
when those who offer and those who demand understand the existence
of a potential of value that goes beyond what already exists. It is therefore
a matter of investing in novelty. In this perspective, producers and users
may explore possibilities that have not been tested yet but which are full
of promise for the future on an individual and collective scale, possibly in
forms that bring out both the creativity of supply and the capabilities of
demand.
The directions marked by the three drivers mentioned above have very
different effects on human work. The propagation of standards that are
replicated by digital automatisms requires a limited use of work, and in
particular that of blue collar and office work. The same happens for tertiary
work in commercial and relationship functions. In this sense, digitization
destroys jobs because the new skilled jobs that are necessary to produce
robots or digital algorithms, cannot numerically compensate for the merely
executional jobs that are lost because these tasks are now performed by
the new machines. However, things change upon looking at the effects

produced by the second (personalization) and the third driver (exploration
of novelty): they initiate two trajectories of evolution in which the growth
of complexity can be only partially delegated to digital automatisms
because il requires the creative, fiduciary and empathic intervention of
human intelligence. It will be necessary to increase the quality and number
of people who must be involved to manage such an increase in complexity
and give sense to the new activities. It is only by considering the evolution
of the digital transition as a whole that it becomes possible to understand
the intertwining of these divergent and ultimately complementary trends.
The three drivers should therefore not be trivially juxtaposed as
opposing ideologies linked to different ways of understanding digital
transformation In contrast, they must be used in an integrated way by
exploiting the specialized skills of each driver to provide effective answers
to the problems to be faced. These problems can be solved in part by
propagating known standards, in part by adapting solutions to differences,
and in part by evading pre-existent solutions to look at the vast range of
new possibilities connected with the emerging technological potential. The
world is changing and new technologies have to deal with new problems,
such as health, environmental sustainability, and the emerging meanings
that are assigned to life and work.
In other words, it is a matter - in every business sector, but also in every
consumption lifestyle - of using the present time as a “construction site” in
which the assets that are inherited from the past lose their coherence and
value but are used to set up a new building, in order to synergistically use
the different capabilities of the three drivers.
This is what needs to be done if, starting from the transition, one
wants to shape a new paradigm, that is, a coherent system that integrates
new technology with all the aspects of producing and living. For this
purpose, the materials deriving from the de-construction of the past,
which accumulate in the construction site of the present, must be used
to progressively set up a three-story building. In it, each floor is entrusted
to the action of one driver that selects the problems that are closest to its
abilities without conflicting with the other two drivers.
In short, it is necessary to fully understand the specificity of the complex
innovations carried out by each of the three drivers of digitization in order
to highlight the contradictions and complementarities that are possible in
the evolutionary paths undertaken by each firm or community.
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6. First trajectory: digital neo-Fordism promoted by the propagation
of standards
The propagation of digital standards takes advantage of the zero - or
near zero - replication cost of coded knowledge (algorithms, data, and
devices that embed them). This is the most visible manifestation of today’s
way of living and doing business: the value of ideas, products or services
is based on the number of likes, accesses to websites, followers, sales, and
volumes. In other words, it is based on the multiplicative replication of
software and hyper-standardized devices (such as smartphones, computers,
smart TVs etc.).
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Such multiplication brings the economies of scale linked to the sales
volumes of each product, which were typical of Fordism, to the digital
world. Many elements of the old paradigm are remediated in a new form
that is associated with the growing complexity to be managed in today’s
glo-cal space.
The emerging paradigm is rather a highly complex form of digital neoFordism. This consist in a system that, like classic Fordism, still rewards the
protagonists with greater weight and power and engages them in the global
spread of each successful product. However, the propagation driver does
not exclude small niche producers who, thanks to the digital network, can
significantly broaden their search for new customers in the global space
by concentrating on segments that are specialized in particular products
or processes.
The propagation of the standards therefore recalls elements of the
Fordist paradigm but it clearly distances itself from it due to two basic
characteristics:
a) the growth of complexity, which in any case must be promoted and
managed to serve an increasingly broad and differentiated potential
market, instead of being compressed a priori;
b) the new cycle of value that is associated with the use of the three
drivers, starting from the global propagation of standards. Indeed,
digital transition gives increasing weight to intangible assets, such as
knowledge, digital codes and algorithms, human capital, reputation,
brand, trust in the system of relationships, and - in general - the
meaning that is assigned to products and services that can arouse
empathy and sharing. This dematerialization makes it impossible
to pursue the classic ideal of Fordism, i.e. the stability of techniques,
competitive hierarchies and financial evaluation. As a matter of fact,
the value of the immaterial assets is systematically dependent on a
trajectory of instability that continuously alters the value assigned by
the markets to competing products.
Continuous changes in business models ensue.
First of all, complexity grows, as has been previously mentioned,
because the barrier of distance falls, thus eliminating its “protective”
filter effect with respect to external complexity. In contrast, today’s digital
network gives access to outer space, hence allowing fast and effective longdistance relationships. Consequently, it allows each company to enhance
its standard products by dramatically expanding its range of potential
customers even if they are distributed all over the world and belong to
different market segments.
Furthermore, as companies find themselves operating in a datarich environment, great opportunities open up for the active practice of
marketing. Indeed, large and small producers can profile the preferences
of individual customers (or selected groups) by using the personalized
information to develop a new type of communication since profiling
makes it possible to adhere to the (supposed) preferences of each customer.
By doing so, business marketing can sell more and better (with prices that
are also modulated on the type of customers it targets). It can also affect
many of the preferences of current or potential consumers.

Finally, the global propagation of the most efficient digital standards
feeds the formation of increasingly extended value chains (GVC) with
multiform production lines. The single contributions to the chain can
be thus recombined from time to time to exploit the differences between
places within a glo-cal logic. This is a logic that Fordism could not adopt
in the past because it was bound to the idea of direct control (maximum
vertical integration of the chain) and to the symbiosis with each national
State capitalism.
Therefore, the propagation of standards entails a net increase in the
complexity at all levels to be managed both for the companies and for the
people involved. Once the barrier of distance has fallen, all subjects have to
go in search of new suppliers, customers, intermediaries, researchers, and
institutions with which to establish relationships on a large scale. This sets
the solutions that have been chosen by each in motion and mobilizes the
value chains.
Secondly, in order to assess the complexity that companies have to
manage throughout the digital transition, it is necessary to take the new
cycle of value that - as mentioned - is associated with digital-mediated
production into account.
The value that markets assign to a business idea or a company is in fact
conditioned by a structural instability due to the dynamics of competition
in the intangible field. The value of knowledge, relationships and products
is in fact made unstable by the lack of a protection net which, in the case of
material production, was guaranteed by the cost of reproduction: a cost that
was, as a rule, not too different from the current cost production. In order
to guarantee the continuity of production, the price of a material product,
which is mainly obtained from material assets, cannot, in the long run,
fall below its cost of reproduction. However, this condition of long-term
stability is not guaranteed for products and intangible assets, which - if well
coded - have a zero (or almost zero) reproduction cost.
In the presence of a low or zero cost of reproduction, it is inevitable
that - over time - the market will be populated by competitors committed
to achieving high sales volumes by reducing sales prices. The process can
thus go on until the price drops close to zero, thus reducing the value that
is “achieved” by the producers and transferring the entire surplus to the
end user. This downward cycle is observable, in the ongoing transition,
whenever the propagation of the standards of success reaches its climax
and then triggers the reverse. In digital economy, a new cycle of value of an
exponential type must be faced (Ismail 2014): business trajectories rise and
fall rapidly, determining, at the same time, great successes and great falls.
In the course of the growth of a new successful product, in fact, the
price remains high enough to provide the innovator with a large margin
for each sold unit, thus generating an added value that grows in proportion
to the volume of replicated uses of the coded knowledge. This triggers a
process of exponential growth in the volumes, turnover, profits and value
of the companies that achieve the greatest multipliers. In the first phase
of the competitive dynamic, the transition brings out some “champions”
who quickly become dominators of the market and of the used digital
interaction networks.
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Nevertheless, this initial boom, which is associated with the exponential
growth rate of winning competitors, is only the first step in the process
of the re-invention of assets that is triggered by the digital transition. In
fact, it is inevitable that the standardized product is copied or imitated by
other competitors in a short period of time, thus becoming trivialized as its
price falls towards the cost of reproduction (zero or almost zero). The cycle
of decreasing turnover, profits, and business value that is associated with
this second step can also be of an exponential type, that is, it can proceed
rapidly and with increasing speed. At the end of the cycle, the value that
is generated by innovations is transferred to the users, thus reducing the
advantage of producers and of leaders in particular.
In order not to lose the market position they have achieved, competitive
leaders are forced to go beyond business models centered on the
propagation of standards and search for new versions of the product within
a logic of continuous renewal. However, it also becomes necessary to find
other ways of generating value by moving on to exploiting the potential of
variety (second driver) or exploring complexity (third driver).
7. Second trajectory: the re-personalization of the world
As stated above, the propagation of standards is only the first driver
of value generation through the growth of complexity associated with
the digital transition. Alongside it, new technologies open the door to
advanced forms of post-Fordism as a result of two fundamental changes in
production systems:
1) the digital transition makes a new flexibility of machines and procedures
available, allowing a sufficient range of variants to be managed (at a low
cost and in real time), provided that they can be coded;
2) the digital transition creates and disseminates enabling capacities,
allowing small producers and demand subjects (industrial users,
consumers, communities of sense) to learn complexity and selforganization.
The two transformations add up in changing the relationship between
supply and demand at the root. On the one hand, supply consists in learning
how convenient it is to generate value according to the personalized needs
of demand; on the other hand, demand becomes capable of defending
and rewarding one’s own differentiated identity by enhancing the history,
practical experience, and the trust relationships of each subject This is the
new process that shapes the emerging visions of the future.
In every field, the evaluative and operational intelligence of users (and
small producers) enables:
- the self-production of knowledge, goods and services in fields that
previously depended 100% on supply;
- the experimentation and development of new ideas and needs that
previously could not find a way to emerge. Today they can make
demand active and enterprising, even in the search and evaluation of
the most suitable offer on the market.
In this case, the growth of complexity passes through the repersonalization of the technology applications by using flexibility to
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respond to different needs and requirements, case by case. It is this
differences that create the added value that is integrated into the price and
therefore distributed partly to the producer and partly to the consumer.
Therefore, this is to be attributed to a post-Fordism logic that introduces
many new protagonists and rewards their ability to relate and share.
Many sectors can benefit from great opportunities for growth
by learning to manage the complexity that is associated with the repersonalization of the products and services that are offered. In the fields of
fashion, furniture, mobility, food, tourism, e-commerce, etc. the flexibility
of the offer, supported by digital automatisms, can become a formidable
lever for the creation of additional value. In all these fields, supply chains
are lengthening and diversifying, by leveraging on a fast logistics that
work on demand, responding to the division of labor that emerges in the
various supply chains from time to time. Alongside the algorithms that
control movements and distribute tasks, it becomes necessary to employ
many people (the so-called riders) who manage the delivery processes
throughout the territory: in fact, streets and towns design an environment
that is hardly or not codable. However, the added value created for users thanks to on-demand production - is enough to compensate for the higher
logistic costs.
Customized production generates value by adhering to the specificities
of each user and interacting with his or her ideas and sensitivity. The result
is that the admitted variance increases, to the extent that it can be encoded
or codable. The communication and decision-making processes, mediated
by digital automatisms, thus create interdependence between supply and
demand, and require a trust basis to develop in order to share the rules of
relationship and valuable meanings.
But even in this case, the value of the services that are provided to the
customer and that of the companies operating in this business are unstable:
the interaction codes can in fact be copied or imitated, and therefore tend in the absence of novelties - to be replicated, with decreasing prices, as the
variety that is supplied to single customers becomes an obvious, trivialized
service over time.
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8. Third trajectory: the exploration of novelties and possibilities
As the horizon marked by the first two drivers (propagation of standards
and re-personalization) widens, both producers and consumers discover
how big and attractive the hitherto unexplored but full of previously
unimaginable promises of value and growth world of the possible can
be. On the other hand, real-time access to a very wide range of cognitive
standards and low-cost materials, together with the use of flexible solutions,
make the shaping and experimenting of new ideas easier and faster.
With the support of digital automatisms and human creativity, the world
of production and consumption enter that area of complexity in which
uncertainty grows significantly, both in a positive sense (the promises of a
possible future) and negative (the threats of inadequacy and failure). The
rational calculation of advantages and disadvantages is no longer enough
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to guide the basic strategic choices of people and firms. To move forward
in a sphere of action that is still not very predictable, it is necessary to
leverage the initiative of those who believe in their capabilities and have
plans or dreams for a possible future.
In this manner, the subjectivity of people and companies is rediscovered,
thus positioning their power of ideation and practical experimentation
at the center of the scene. It is also possible to discover the decisive
contribution that sense communities can make to these activities: a sense
community is a group of people (and companies) who trustfully accept to
work together on a shared project, thus giving value to the meaning that
each person assigns to his or her own activity.
Furthermore, the conception and research of novelty, alongside the
practical experimentation of the solutions that are found, is a task that
employs a lot of qualified work and stimulates the development of a
new type of activities, at the service of the quality of life, of curiosity in
discovering the world, of sharing meaning, of the search for healthy and
interesting ways of living.
But even in this case, there are many obstacles to overcome in view of
the construction of the new paradigm. In fact, throughout the processes
of exploring novelty, not everyone is in the same conditions. The people
who are embedded in the pre-existing system will prefer to resist novelty,
perceiving it as threatening. Others will prefer to stay “by the window”,
waiting to see what emerges day by day.
A minority will probably be the ones to believe in a certain vision of the
possible future and choose to take the three necessary steps to try to make
it happen:
- sharing a project with others, in order to have the minimum scale
required for the conception and experimentation of new ideas;
- investing the personal or corporate resources that are required by the
innovation process while assuming the necessary risks;
- creating a network of relationships with partners on a trust basis,
in order to collaborate and allow an equitable sharing of profits or
losses resulting from the realization of the shared project. This is the
condition for making the sharing of ideas and activities in the supply
chain sustainable over time.
Digital transition, as can be understood from these critical aspects, is
an uphill path: it must, in fact, deal not only with the progressive growth
of the levels of complexity to be managed, but also with the increased risk
that is associated with the investments that are necessary to innovate in
conditions of high uncertainty by exploring the possible future. In order
to prevent the growth of risk to block investments in the most interesting
fields of innovation, there is only one possible remedy: sharing the most
demanding projects to be carried out, the investments that are required and
the risks that need to be faced.
It is by no means an easy program for Italian capitalism, which is based
on personal or familiar forms of widespread entrepreneurship. However, it
remains a necessary program in the endeavor to avoid losing ground in the
path of evolution towards the new digital paradigm.

References
DE TONI A.F., RULLANI E. (2018) (eds.), Uomini 4.0: ritorno al futuro. Creare
valore esplorando la complessità, Angeli, Milan.
FLORIDI L. (2014), “The fourth revolution. How the infosphere is reshaping
human reality”, Oxford University Press, Oxford (UK), it. trad. La quarta
rivoluzione. Come l’infosfera sta trasformando il mondo, Cortina editore,
Milano, 2014
GALBRAITH J.K. (1967), “The New Industrial State”, Boston (Mass.), Houghton
Mifflin, it. trad. Il nuovo stato industriale, Einaudi, Turin, 1968
ISMAIL S. (with Michael S. Malone and Yuri van Geest) (2014), “Exponential
Organizations. Why new organizations are ten times better, faster, and
cheaper than yours (and what do about it)”, ExO Partners LLC, it. trad.
Exponential Organizations. Il futuro del business mondiale, Marsilio, Venice,
2015.
KAUFFMANN S. (1993), The Origins of Order: Self-Organization and Selection in
the Evolution, Oxfrod University Press, New York.
NELSON R.R., WINTER S.G. (1982), An Evolutionary Theory of Economic Change,
Cambridge (Mass.), Harvard University Press.
RULLANI E. (2019), “Dalla modernità analogica alla modernità digitale: il nuovo
ruolo della conoscenza”, Paradoxa, 2 April/June, pp. 49-72.
RULLANI E. (2010), Modernità sostenibile. Idee, filiere e servizi per uscire dalla crisi,
Marsilio Editore, Venice.
RULLANI E. (2020a), “Tra ordine e caos: mediatori cognitivi e generazione del
valore”, in: Angelini et al., In equilibrio dinamico all’orlo del caos, AIADS,
Angeli, Milan, pp. 132-168.
RULLANI E. (2020b), “L’impatto dell’innovazione tecnologica sulle imprese e sul
lavoro: nuove sfide e spazi di azione”, in: AAVV, Italia 2030. Proposte per lo
sviluppo, La Nave di Teseo, Milan, pp. 113-138
RULLANI E. (2021), “Lavoro in transizione: trasformazioni delle imprese e nuove
forme di lavoro”, in: AAVV, Dalla prima alla quarta rivoluzione industriale,
Storia delle relazioni industriali dei metalmeccanici, RCS Open Lab, Milan,
pp. 147-249.
RULLANI F., RULLANI E. (2018), Dentro la rivoluzione digitale. Per una nuova
cultura dell’impresa e del management, Giappichelli, Turin.
RULLANI E., VICARI S. (1999) (eds.), Sistemi ed evoluzione nel management, Etas
Libri, Milan.
SAVIOTTI P.P., METCALFE J.S. (1991), Evolutionary Theories of Economic and
Technological Change, Harwood Academic, Chur.
VICARI S. (1991), L’impresa vivente. Itinerario per una diversa concezione, Etas
Libri, Milan.

Enzo Rullani
The new economy of
complexity: the sense and
challenges of the incoming
digital transition

sinergie

italian journal of management

ISSN print 0393-5108
ISSN online 2785-549X
DOI 10.7433/s117.2022.02
pp. 17-33

Academic or professional position and contacts
Enzo Rullani
Senior Researcher of the Department of Management, University Ca’ Foscari (Venice). He
worked at the Universities of Venice, Milan (Bocconi and San Raffaele), Verona, Udine, MIT
(visiting professor).
e-mail: enzo.rullani@gmail.com

33

Knowledge search and learning in sustainability
practices

Invited papers

Nilanjana Dutt
Abstract
Framing of the research: How do organizations solve problems of environmental
sustainability? As organizations search for ways to resolve issues involving the natural
environment, they can learn to improve their performance. The rate and extent of
their learning and performance improvement are contingent on several factors.
Purpose of the paper: This review studies the links between search activities as
they apply to problem solving, and sustainable outcomes. Its goal is to examine the
existing research on this topic and better clarify the role that business organizations
play in creating and solving problems that affect the natural environment.
Methodology: This is a literature review of management and strategy papers on
the topic of search activities in the context of sustainability.
Results: Overall, the review suggests one mode of resolving environmental
problems: searching narrowly to resolve routine operational problems while
experimenting and adding breadth to search activities over time. The combination of
a focused search in any one time period with experimentation via breadth over time
periods balances the need for operational efficiency with learning to yield the greatest
improvements in environmental performance.
Research limitations: As this is a literature review, it does include any novel
empirical research.
Managerial implications: The findings inform managers about when to expand
search breadth versus when to search more narrowly. As this review focuses on
environmental issues, the results are also valuable for policymakers.
Originality of the paper: This literature review of search activities in the context
of sustainability integrates findings across multiple papers to highlight common
implications for research, policy, and practice.
Key words: search; learning; sustainability; problems; environmental; performance

1. Introduction
How do organizations search to solve problems with relevant
consequences for the natural environment (Ashford and Heaton, 1983;
Berchicci et al., 2019; Caner et al., 2017; Dutt, 2013; Dutt and Mitchell,
2020)? And what role do knowledge creation activities play in enabling
these search activities (Dutt and Lawrence, 2021; Katila, 2002; Katila and
Ahuja, 2002; von Krogh, 1998; Lampert and Semadeni, 2010; Nonaka et al.,
2006; Rosenkopf and Nerkar, 2001; Williams, 2007)? Grand environmental
challenges are prevalent across different geographies and industries (George
et al., 2016). As management scholars, we need to better understand the role
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that business organizations play in creating and resolving these problems.
Moreover, while there is substantial research on how organizations search
and solve problems, only a subset of this research links organizations’
choices and activities to issues of environmental sustainability. Thus, the
goal of this review is to examine the existing research on this topic and
better clarify the role that business organizations play in creating and
solving problems that affect the natural environment (Dutt and Mitchell,
2020; King, 2007; Lyon et al., 2018).
Empirical research on environmental issues suggests that win-win
solutions are rare (Dutt and Lawrence, 2021; King and Lenox, 2000; Lyneis
and Sterman, 2016). Instead, organizations must make tradeoffs between
investing resources to gain the knowledge needed to solve environmental
problems and balancing their costs. In turn, some reductions in financial
performance may be necessary for firms to improve sustainable outcomes
(Bocken and Geradts, 2020; Busch et al., 2020; Christ et al., 2017). Because
these types of actions taken by firms directly influence the natural world,
it is vital to study business organizations’ activities in environmentally
relevant contexts. To understand the types of tradeoffs necessary for
business organizations to address environmental sustainability issues, we
examine studies across two contexts.
2. Toxic waste studies
We start by examining a series of studies on the toxic waste
management activities of manufacturing facilities. Since 1987, the United
States (U.S.) Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has been tracking
the waste management and disposal activities of the vast majority of U.S.
manufacturing facilities in a database called the Toxics Release Inventory
(TRI) (EPA, 1996, 2011; King, 1995). While reporting all activities to the
TRI is mandatory, the goal has been to push facilities to track, document,
and disclose their waste management activities (Karkkainen, 2000;
Neumann, 1998; Patten, 1998; Stockwell et al., 1993). This information has
been used to help facilities improve waste management and develop best
practices. Toxic waste has a high financial and regulatory cost in the U.S.
In turn, a combination of regulatory and cost-based pressures has induced
manufacturing facilities to reduce their toxic waste output. Over the last
twenty years, toxic waste output in the U.S. has reduced substantially.
It is possible that some of this output is a function of firms shifting
manufacturing outside the U.S. (the data in this study is limited to the U.S.)
(Berry, Kaul, and Lee, 2021; Li and Zhou, 2017). Some additional changes
can be attributed to improvements in technology (Karimi Takalo et al.,
2021; Kemp, 2000; Schiederig et al., 2012). Yet, the persistent heterogeneity
in waste reduction, even when comparing facilities in the same industry
treating waste generated from the same toxic chemical, suggests that
at least some portion of the improvement is attributable to deliberate
choices to reduce waste. I will focus on several studies that clarify the
search and learning activities that underly the observed improvement in
environmental performance.
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Andrew A. King has produced a mountain of research on this topic,
beginning with his dissertation and continuing in follow-up work with
coauthors (Berchicci and King, 2007; King, 1995, 1999; King and Toffel,
2007; King and Lenox, 2001a). Dutt and King (2014) explores whether
different types of waste reduction activities reduce waste differently and, if
so, why. Facilities can either use end-of-pipe (EOP) techniques to reduce
toxic waste or dispose of waste without intervention. The study found that
facilities using EOP techniques report an initial growth in waste followed
by persistent reduction. By receiving regular feedback about their actions’
outcomes, these facilities appeared to be improving relative to matched
facilities not using EOP techniques.
This finding supports learning theories about the benefits of codification
and feedback (Adler and Clark, 1991; Di Stefano et al., 2016; Edmondson
et al., 2003; Pisano, 1996; Zollo and Winter, 2002). While this result is
relatively straightforward from the perspective of management research,
it contradicts prior wisdom about EOP techniques impeding waste
reduction. Policymakers have argued that by allowing facilities to fix their
mistakes, EOP techniques indirectly promote waste formation. Instead,
for the average facility, the learning benefits outweigh incentive problems
and using EOP treatment associates with reduced waste. The disposal
and creation of toxic waste is costly for firms, and reducing its output is
thus beneficial to their financial performance. Relatedly, toxic waste is an
undesirable byproduct in general for society. Regulators would therefore
also like to see firms reduce its output. Given these aligned incentives, it
is not surprising that organizations want to reduce waste and find ways to
do so.
Yet, there is heterogeneity in how much different facilities are
able to reduce waste. A fundamental choice that facilities have in this
context is between continuing ongoing waste reduction techniques and
experimenting with new techniques, in any given year. Continuing with
ongoing techniques, either those that have been used to manage the
focal chemical or those that have been used to manage another chemical
in the facility can help improve their efficiency, making waste reduction
more successful. On the other hand, experimenting with a new technique
requires the facility to learn something new. In the process of learning
how to use this new technique, there may be some inefficiencies in waste
reduction. However, over time, we would expect more learning to result
from a strategy that values experimentation over efficiency some of the
time (Bandura, 1965; Dutt and Lawrence, 2021; Leiponen and Helfat,
2010a; Payne et al., 1988).
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3. Learning, breadth, and operational performance
These findings support the idea that long-term learning requires
some experimentation (Rockart and Dutt, 2015; Rockart and Wilson,
2019; Stan and Vermeulen, 2012). While experimenting with new waste
reduction techniques is associated with a slight increase in waste output
in the following year, over time these facilities perform better with regards
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to waste reduction. Specifically, these facilities are on a steeper waste
reduction trajectory, while controlling for all fixed factors at the facilitychemical level. These effects also hold for facilities experimenting with
new techniques for other chemicals within the facility. Thus, while adding
new knowledge to the facility’s knowledge stock incurs a cost in terms of
increasing waste in the following year, over time, this new knowledge helps
the facility reduce waste to a much greater extent.
A fundamental contribution of this paper is to carefully measure the
breadth of waste reduction in any year. While the context of this study
is generalizable to manufacturing facilities and other similar operations
settings, the basic findings resonate with other contexts that consider how
knowledge search influences sustainable outcomes. Fundamentally, the
breadth of search influences organizational performance differently over
time. A narrower search is associated with better operational performance
metrics in the short term. On the other hand, greater breadth appears to
be critical to knowledge generation and learning and is associated with
better waste management outcomes in the longer term. These results
clarify which approaches are beneficial for organizations based on their
level of experience, as well as these strategies’ implications for the natural
environment.
A related study (Berchicci et al., 2019) explores the benefits of different
numbers of waste reduction activities. The EPA touts one set of activitiesthose designed to reduce waste at the source-as the ideal way to manage
waste. These source reduction activities push facilities to use cleaner input
materials and refine their waste management processes such that the
entire production process is improved (De Young et al., 1993; Lober, 1996;
Popkin, 1989). While this method has clear advantages, the reality is that
facilities need an extensive understanding of waste management before
such improvements at the source can be implemented. In turn, while a large
number of facilities implement these interventions, the share of facilities
implementing source reduction activities is only about ten percent of the
sample (Berchicci et al., 2019).
In order to implement these source reduction activities, facilities collect
suggestions from employees, managers, suppliers, vendors, and others
before choosing to implement new practices. On average, Berchicci et al.,
(2019) show that facilities using techniques to reduce waste at the source
performed better, i.e., reduced waste by a greater amount over time relative
to a control sample of facilities that do not reduce waste at the source.
However, it is worth recognizing the limits to a causal interpretation of
this result.
There is a substantial selection effect underlying the facilities that
choose to search across different knowledge sources and implement source
reduction activities. The matching techniques used in this analysis rely on
observable differences across facilities. Thus, to the extent that underlying
differences in preferences are not captured by observable differences, the
control sample may not be very reliable. Theoretically the EPA may be
correct in that assuming source reduction activities are the best way to
reduce waste (De Young et al., 1993; Lober, 1996; Popkin, 1989). However,
empirically it is difficult to assess how much waste reduction arises from

source reduction activities versus other unobserved differences between
the two samples of facilities.
The first-order finding in this research is that searching through
knowledge sources to reduce waste at the source appears to be beneficial
for waste reduction. Specifically, this paper asks the question: How much
of the heterogeneity in waste reduction is explained by additional variation
in search for source reduction? A baseline expectation in the technological
search literature is that using a higher number of knowledge sources
benefits search outcomes (Foss et al., 2013; Laursen, 2012; Leiponen and
Helfat, 2010a, 2010b; Leonard-Barton, 1995). Facilities can use between
one and eight knowledge sources to identify techniques to reduce waste. A
greater number of knowledge sources (higher search breadth) is especially
beneficial when organizations are developing new knowledge. However, in
operational contexts, where organizations are improving ongoing activities
rather than generating new knowledge, the net benefits of breadth are less
clear. This is because the costs of search are substantial. This study revealed
that using more than one knowledge source in one year is associated with
a performance reduction. In other words, engaging in source reduction
appears to aid waste reduction. However, using multiple knowledge sources
in source reduction seems to be as costly as using none. Furthermore,
facilities focusing on a single source in one year and changing the source
across years appear to reduce the most waste. These findings illustrate the
benefits of a focused waste reduction strategy that adds breadth over time:
This is the approach that allows facilities to reduce waste to the greatest
extent (Berchicci et al., 2019).
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4. Tradeoffs for sustainability
By and large, these studies focus on outlining and quantifying the
tradeoffs inherent to search in the context of sustainability. Much of this
research is contrary to a stream of management that has focused instead on
the presence of win-win opportunities for sustainability (Ahuja and Hart,
1996; Elkington, 1994; Porter and van der Linde, 1995). While these winwin opportunities may exist, a search strategy that focuses on a narrow
set of solutions may not be in the best interest of either individual firms
that aim to improve their sustainable capabilities or the policymakers
that would like to reduce dependence on non-renewable technologies, for
instance. A more wholistic search strategy that recognizes the presence
several types of solutions to sustainability challenges is more realistic (Dutt
and Joseph, 2019; Hoffmann et al., 2009; MacDuffie, 1995). The acceptance
of tradeoffs is more likely to encourage firms to make changes and accept
some short-term reductions in performance (Bocken and Geradts, 2020;
Christ et al., 2017; Kleindorfer et al., 2005).
A better understanding of tradeoffs will also enable analysts and
investors to recognize that short-term drops or a leveling off in performance
is not a sign of a weak company but rather of a firm that can see the value
of long-term investments. Recent work focusing on the time horizon of
investment is essential to understanding the unique types of challenges
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that arise in settings relevant to understanding sustainable outcomes
(Ortiz-de-Mandojana and Bansal, 2016; Slawinski and Bansal, 2012; Wang
and Bansal, 2012).
In terms of the types of knowledge generating activities that are relevant
for sustainability, it is important to consider the role of operational problems
(Bromiley and Rau, 2016; King and Lenox, 2001b; Kleindorfer et al., 2005;
Vivero, 2002). These routine, ongoing issues such as disruptions on the
product line are commonplace not only in business organizations but a
wide range of organizations such as hospitals, and manufacturing facilities.
When it comes to triggering organizational learning for sustainability, their
frequent appearance creates ongoing learning opportunities. Additionally,
the consequences of not addressing these problems can be particularly
adverse for the natural environment. In the case of toxic waste reduction,
the most viable way for production facilities to solve operational problems
is to focus their search within a specific period, seeking knowledge from
a narrow range of sources. As they gain waste management experience,
facilities can expand their breadth of knowledge by searching a broader
set of sources to continue learning over a longer time period. Given the
comprehensive nature of the sample, these findings are likely to be relevant
when considering other settings with routine operational problems. The
relevant managerial takeaway here is to balance the old with the new:
focused search within a time period-with increasing breadth by trying
new techniques over time. Organizations should balance the need for new
knowledge while exploiting what they already know and aim to improve
sustainable outcomes slowly.
These findings have implications for theory and practice. First, the study
illustrated that the magnitude and scope of learning benefits are substantial
in operational contexts. Second, it showed how a focused problem-solving
approach appears to reduce waste to the greatest extent. This finding
holds whether considering activities at the source of production or after
the waste has been produced. Last, this study showed how experienced
organizations continue to improve their operational performance. When
it comes to environmental issues, we might have expected organizations
to settle for the low-hanging fruit and then stagnate. In contrast, we found
that experienced organizations continue to improve, and learning plays a
significant role in this improvement.
For practitioners and policymakers, this research highlights the benefits
of structural interventions that aid learning. The EPA’s TRI program is just
such an intervention and appears to have meaningfully supported learning.
By documenting and codifying toxic waste output and all search activities,
the EPA has created an ecosystem where facilities can learn.
5. Renewable electricity
To understand the extent to which these findings might translate to
a different setting, I examine a series of papers on firms’ search activities
in the renewable electricity niche of the U.S. Electricity industry. The U.S.
Electricity industry predominantly comprises large, publicly listed firms
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(e.g., Duke Energy) that generate and distribute electricity but typically do
not develop the technology needed to do so themselves. The operational
and business side of this industry-for instance, retail prices-is largely
regulated by state governments (except for 16 states that are deregulated).
Yet R&D activities are regulated by the federal government (Costello, 2016),
to which firms report detailed accounts of their R&D spending. Such R&D
spending activities include both internal investments and investments in
external partnerships, including with universities and non-profits. This is
an important setting to examine because the choices of utilities firms have
a consequential impact on carbon output and climate change. While this
industry is polluting, it is also heavily regulated. Thus, the government may
be able to push firms to make choices that are beneficial for the natural
environment.
Recently, state governments have passed policy mandates to push
electric utility firms to adopt new technologies and services. One such set of
policies is Renewable Portfolio Standards (RPSs), which require increases
in renewable electricity output. RPSs were rolled out across 29 states from
2000 to 2010 (Carley, 2009; Fabrizio, 2012; Fremeth and Marcus, 2011;
Lyon and Yin, 2010; Wiser et al., 2007). Although RPSs are broadly similar
across states-requiring firms to derive some share of the total electricity
they provide from solar, geothermal, biomass, wind, and/or hydro sources
by a future date (Carley et al., 2018). For instance, Michigan adopted RPSs
in 2008 and required firms operating in the state to provide 15% renewable
electricity by 2015. Comparatively, Hawaii adopted RPSs in 2001, setting a
target of 10% renewables by 2010, increasing to 30% by 2020 and 100% by
20451.
Renewable electricity capacity was low in general in 2000s when
RPSs were first rolled out. However, some firms had willingly invested
in and generated electricity using renewable technologies before RPSs.
In interviews, some of these renewable-investing firms mentioned the
value of renewable electricity as representing a new market niche and a
growth opportunity (Dutt, 2013). Most suggested their choice to invest in
renewables pre-RPS was driven by cost effectiveness. For instance, firms in
locations proximate to a major river tended to generate hydroelectricity.
This pattern suggests that firms have different existing renewable capabilities
when facing RPSs. While the electricity industry is largely regulated at the
state level, some aspects can be regulated at the federal level. In particular,
there have been several failed attempts at passing a federal RPS. Although
the federal law did not pass, they indicated to firms the general importance
of this new niche, which could push firms to start searching for knowledge
about these new technologies. Thus, there are regulatory pressures at both
the federal and state-level that can influence firms’ search activities in the
renewable electricity niche.
To understand whether these regulations might drive heterogeneity in
search, Dutt and Mitchell (2020) distinguishes between these two problem
sources. They argue that the state RPSs represent a new problem that is
proximate to the firm, and the federal attempts, represent a remote problem.
The paper argues that the distance from the problem may influence how
1
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firms respond to each problem. On the one hand, firms should understand
better problems arising from proximate sources, as they may be familiar
with the source. They may also expect to be able to communicate with the
local problem source and influence it. On the other hand, remote problem
sources are likely to be perceived as more challenging; the problems posed
by them may be more likely to push firms to search. Thus, problems raised
by proximate sources should appear easier to manage relative to similar
problems raised by remote sources.
Examining whether and how the source of the problem relates to the
breadth of a firm’s search activities allows us to assess whether firms respond
to similar problems in different ways based on the problem source. The
results suggest that a firm’s search breadth depends on the problem source.
Remote problems have a stronger impact on search, but this action is
moderated by technological capabilities, in this case the ability to generate
renewable electricity. This result uncovers an important factor driving
heterogeneity in search that can allow managers and practitioners to direct
firm actions more effectively. Moreover, it suggests that policymakers
should consider accounting for experience when designing environmental
policies.
These differences in technical expertise and relevant capabilities appear
critical to search activities in new niches. This have been illustrated in
several studies of new market entry across a range of industries (Agarwal
and Helfat, 2009; Agarwal et al., 2017; Chen et al., 2012; Furr and
Kapoor, 2018; Helfat and Lieberman, 2002; Holbrook et al., 2000; Moeen,
2017) as well in the development of markets for technology (Arora and
Gambardella, 1994, 2010). The question remains: Do such capabilities also
apply in contexts of environmental significance? A recent paper examines
external search for technological and regulatory knowledge by firms in the
electricity industry (Dutt and Cunningham, 2020). Similar to other work
on this setting (Carley et al., 2018; Fremeth and Marcus, 2011; Lyon and
Yin, 2010), it uses variation in the RPSs as a trigger for external search. The
results suggest that indeed, firms with technical expertise in the form of
renewable capabilities tend to search more externally. These firms are more
responsive to the law even though they already possess some capabilities to
meet the requirements of the mandates. While these firms are searching for
technological knowledge, they are also searching for knowledge about the
policies and regulatory changes. This suggests that their experience also
influences search breadth positively. While less capable firms eventually
start searching, they start much later than the capable firms and search
more narrowly with regards to the types of knowledge they seek.
This result is particularly consequential to understanding how to
push firms towards sustainable outcomes. A naïve view on regulatory
effectiveness might suggest that the mere presence of a regulation may
be sufficient to push firms to change their behaviors. The reality is that
designing regulations that can effectively change firm behavior is both
difficult and costly (Acemoglu and Finkelstein, 2008; Blind, 2016). When
successful, regulations can push firms to engage in behavior that improves
consumer and societal outcomes while raising the standard across the
industry. For instance, in the pharmaceutical industry, a regulatory change

proposed by Ridley, Grabowski, and Moe (2006) led to the passage of a law
designed to push firms to create drugs for orphan diseases and increased
related drug approvals (Gans and Ridley, 2013).
However, such regulatory success doesn’t come about easily. While RPSs
have been instrumental in changing the costs and benefits of renewable
generation, they have not been uniformly successful. Energy policy
research has shown that the stringency or the strictness of the regulation is
an essential predictor of firms actually changing their behavior. Important
research done by Carley and coauthors (Carley et al., 2018; Carley and
Miller, 2012) shows that regulatory stringency, which measures the
strictness of the RPS regulation in terms of both the size of the change
required and the time until compliance is the best measure of regulatory
effectiveness in this setting. This measure starts by measuring the gap
between the target and existing renewable base at the state level, with a
larger gap being more stringent. Accounting for the existing installed base
is important for measuring stringency (Wiser et al., 2007). For example,
while California’s RPSs originally targeted 20% renewable electricity, its
installed base at the time already exceeded 20%. Thus, while the target was
higher than in several other states, the regulation was less stringent than
for a state with a lower installed base. The second dimension of regulatory
stringency is time to achieve compliance. A date that is more proximate is
more stringent as it forces firms to more quickly invest in new technology.
Some research has examined these two dimensions of stringency (the gap
between target and installed base (Lyon and Yin, 2010; Yin and Powers,
2010) and time to compliance (Dutt and Joseph, 2019)) separately.
However, considering these factors jointly using Carley et al. (2018)’s state
of the art regulatory stringency measure provides a more comprehensive
understanding of when and how firms might change their behaviours in
this context.
The second factor to consider is heterogeneity in firms’ expertise, i.e.,
their capabilities (Arora and Gambardella, 1994; Berchicci et al., 2012;
Capron and Mitchell, 1998; Helfat et al., 2007; Helfat and Lieberman,
2002; Moeen, 2017; Rockart and Dutt, 2015). Building upon prior work
that has shown capable firms to be more proactive in responding to new
challenges, we would expect that when it comes to sustainability-related
challenges, capable firms would be the first responders. While these firms
have some baseline knowledge, they also have more to gain from gaining
additional expertise with this new niche (Arora et al., 2018). In response
to these regulations, all firms acquired some external knowledge through
research and development (R&D) investments in outside businesses and
institutions (Costello, 2016). A few firms also invested in internal R&D.
Furthermore, while all firms searched for knowledge about regulations,
policies, and other “non-market” activities, only experienced firms
acquired technological knowledge. However, capable firms acquired
substantially more external knowledge, were quicker to respond to the
regulatory change, and searched across a wider range of knowledge sources
(Dutt and Cunningham, 2020).
These findings highlight several noteworthy trends. First, in a
regulated, non-technologically innovative context, firms are more likely
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to gain external than internal knowledge. Second, the extent to which a
firm seeks external knowledge reflects its prior technological capabilities.
Given the important role that capabilities play in building the ecosystem in
new industries and niches, management scholars and policymakers should
account for these differences in how they design new regulations.
6. Conclusions
In general, across both settings, we observe the entwined roles of
experience and search breadth in relating to learning in contexts of
environmental sustainability. Experienced firms can solve problems and
search a broader range of knowledge sources; they also appear to respond to
problem sources distinctly. These findings can guide managers in deciding
when to pursue breadth. Experienced organizations may not incur high
costs from pursuing high breadth. Still, managers of inexperienced
organizations should gain experience before expanding their range of search
activities. For policymakers, these findings suggest the possible benefits of
designing distinct policies for experienced and inexperienced firms as well
as in acknowledging that the source of the problem may trigger different
search actions. Ultimately, recognizing that firms of different experience
levels encounter varying costs and benefits to search breadth should help
bring about environmentally sustainable changes more effectively.
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Abstract
Frame of the research: New methodological approaches and massive amounts of
collectible data call for the definition of the state of the art of qualitative research in
marketing and management studies.
Purpose of the paper: We provide an overview of qualitative research in the most
recent literature in order to detect patterns and shared practices. Our results provide
insight to researchers approaching qualitative data analysis.
Methodology: A total of 87 papers, published from 2017 to 2021 in 10 high-ranked
international marketing and management journals were collected and analyzed.
Information on the sub-components of our analysis was coded, summarized, and reelaborated to better highlight the research findings.
Results: Following an ideal data flow, our study focuses on specific issues about
the data types and sources that were used, the application of analysis techniques, and
the sharing of data, thus re-interpreting them in terms of their specific importance to
qualitative research.
Research limitations: A major limitation lies in the fact that papers from some
top journals were not reviewed. Moreover, some main topics in qualitative research,
e.g. research questions, methodologies, and procedures, were deliberately overlooked,
as we hope to analyze them in further studies.
Practical implications: We offer input to scholars as we introduce some useful
automated and online tools for data collection, analysis, and sharing in qualitative
research. The information we produced is of the utmost usefulness for researchers who
want to open their study perspective by using less investigated data.
Originality of the study: We raise some challenging questions on the possibility of
a synthetic and parsimonious approach to qualitative research and leave scholars with
an open question on the evolution of qualitative studies in future research.
Key words: qualitative data analysis; data availability; data analysis techniques

1. Introduction
The ongoing discussion on the methodologies applied in qualitative
research, and on its rigor, validity, and generalization, can be examined from
a data-driven perspective. By definition, quantitative analysis incorporates
a higher level of accuracy because it deals with numerical data and
consolidated, shared analysis techniques. In some ways, the quantitative
research method is contained within the analysis and the researcher’s
subjectivity is restricted, but not eliminated, by data. Conversely, qualitative
data analysis, due to its undefinable nature, is still suffering from a lack of
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shared methodologies and community-accepted practices on the surface
(Corbetta 2014). The massive availability of data of diverse and different
nature, type, and format has led the scientific community toward more
complex research approaches involving work on qualitative along with, or
as an alternative to, quantitative data.
One of the most widely accepted definitions of qualitative research is
provided by Wolcott (1994), who identifies it through the three steps of
data description, analysis, and interpretation. Wolcott’s research phases
can be reinterpreted along a data work continuum, where analysis is a
step torward total adherence to the information provided by data and
is preparatory for the formulation of a construct or final theory based
on data. Nevertheless, it is challenging to give a general definition of
qualitative analysis, as this type of work is strongly bound to its research
context, as well as to the data. For this reason, Gibson and Brown (2009)
prefer to define contextualized analysis as a qualitative research procedure
that relates data with conceptual problems in the context of social science
and that can trigger different methodological approaches. “The focus on
data type is largely a distraction from the more important distinction of
inductive versus deductive forms of inquiry (Eisenhardt and Graebner,
2007)” (Nowell and Albrecht, 2019, p. 4).
Qualitative research lays its foundation on three modes of logical
reasoning: deduction, which is the formulation of hypotheses that are
later tested on data; induction, which is the building of a general theory
from particular observations; abduction, which is reasoning toward
meaning that explains exceptions in the data with plausible explanations
(Given, 2008). The distinction among modes of reasoning in qualitative
research is not definitive, as induction may result from a previous
deductive approach, while abduction uses both deductive and inductive
methods to build and demonstrate theories (Saetre and Van De Ven,
2021). Grounded Theory (GT) initially asserts that theory emerges from
data, and considers the researcher a reflexive scientific observer (Glaser
et al., 1967). Constructivist grounded theory assumes that the researcher
participates in generating data and theories (Timonen et al., 2018). The
most recent developments in GT include the alignment of the GT method,
which involves a combination of induction, deduction, and abduction
in order to gain conceptual clarity about phenomena (Reichertz, 2010;
Timonen et al., 2018). Nevertheless, some scholars agree that “abduction,
rather than induction, should be the guiding principle of empirically
based theory construction”, (Timmermans, 2012, p. 167). Abduction is
a generative process of new ideas based on the researcher’s hunches and
creativity (Saetre and Van De Ven, 2021), where theory neither presides
over nor derives from data; rather, research hypotheses and evidence go
hand in hand with data to develop a new theory or to expand an existing
one (Conaty, 2021). The logical nature of abductive reasoning answers the
needs of management scholars against the variability and anomalies typical
of a rapidly changing social and organizational context (Saetre and Van De
Ven, 2021). Moreover, this approach has proven to be more suitable than
others in facing the challenges of the qualitative analysis of multiple and
numerous data produced within the infosphere.

The constant connectivity that characterizes our lives allows a
continuous interaction of virtual and physical environments (Bresciani et
al., 2021) and the production of onlife information, narratives, contents,
and communities (Floridi, 2017) that participate in the delineation of socalled Big data. A classical, yet not conclusive, definition of big data is “the
datasets that could not be perceived, acquired, managed, and processed by
traditional IT and software/hardware tools within a tolerable time”, (Chen
et al., 2014, p. 173). This data is described through the 4Vs model, whose
elements are: the great Volume of available information; the Variety of
data types and formats; the Velocity in data generation, acquisition, and
management; the Value extracted from the information collected (Chen et
al., 2014; AGCOM, 2020). Volume and variety of accessible data present the
researchers with “questions [...] about the accessibility, ethics, and utility of
big data”, (Mills, 2018). This entails the decision on the quality and scale of
information that is needed to understand a phenomenon of interest or to
demonstrate a theoretical construct, namely which data has value within
the research context. Indeed, “each type of data and how it was collected
has different strengths and weaknesses in relation to the research questions
and analysis techniques” (Given, 2008). On the other hand, the richness of
information can lead to new and comprehensive theoretical developments
if researchers are willing to open to the complexity of data and employ
their creativity in the data analysis. Moreover, variety is an added value not
only as an input but also as a research output, as it carries a perspective in
the information that is beyond neutrality. Within an abductive perspective,
data availability can trigger a virtuous circle where more information
generates more theories, together with new data that can provide hunches
and ideas for further research in marketing and management. This scenario,
where new methodological approaches and massive amounts of collectible
data meet, calls for the definition of the state of the art of marketing and
management studies.
This work places itself within the ongoing discussion on qualitative
research as a convincing option to quantitative research in business,
management, and accounting. Data availability and technical progress
provide substantive challenges and opportunities in marketing and
management studies (Grewal et al., 2021; Dźwigoł, 2019 and 2020). We
provide an overview of qualitative data research through the most recent
literature in order to detect patterns and shared practices from a datadriven perspective. Our results provide insight to researchers approaching
qualitative data analysis. Starting from the 87 papers that were collected
and analyzed, we report data collection methodologies (data source; the
number of samples collected; collection time span), the use of dictionaries
(dictionary type; name for standardized and previously used dictionaries;
validation method), software applied to the analysis of data, and availability
and storage of collected data (see Paper supplementary materials). The
information we produced is of the utmost usefulness for researchers who
want to open their study perspective by using less investigated data.
Findings show an intensive use of data, which is mainly textual and
analyzed through dictionaries, together with a trend toward data sharing
practices in a research reproducibility logic. We collected papers published
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in a 5-year time span from high-ranked journals in marketing and
management. Following an ideal data flow, our study focuses on specific
issues pertaining to the data types and sources that were used, the application
of data analysis techniques such as dictionaries and Computer Assisted
Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS), the sharing of acquired
or resulting data, and re-interprets these in terms of specific importance
to research. We also present some automated and online instruments that
can support qualitative data research. The rest of the paper is organized as
follows: section 2 is about tools and methodologies; section 3 describes the
topics of the study in the considered literature; theoretical contributions,
limitations, and further studies are presented in section 4.
2. Methodology
In order to provide an overview of qualitative research through recent
literature, papers were selected from the highest-ranked international
journals in 2020 according to the Scimago Journal & Country Rank1. A total
of 10 journals were shortlisted in the subject area Business, Management,
and Accounting and in the Marketing category. The selected ordering
criterion was the SCImago Journal Rank (SJR) indicator, described on
the Scimago web portal as “a measure of journal’s impact, influence or
prestige. It expresses the average number of weighted citations received in
the selected year by the documents published in the journal in the three
previous years”2 and developed by Guerrero-Botea and Moya-Anegónb
(2012). The list was last consulted on 21 October 2021. This is the full list
of selected journals, ordered according to the Scimago Journal & Country
Rank:
1. Journal of Consumer Research - Oxford University Press
2. Journal of Marketing - American Marketing Association
3. Journal of Marketing Research - American Marketing Association
4. Marketing Science - INFORMS
5. Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science - Springer
6. Journal of Consumer Psychology - John Wiley & Sons
7. Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory - Oxford
University Press
8. Journal of Supply Chain Management - Wiley-Blackwell
9. International Journal of Research in Marketing - Elsevier
10. Journal of World Business - Elsevier
A time span of five years (2017 - 2021) was decided on a priori to
focus our efforts on the latest qualitative studies and to limit the amount
of research material to analyze. Papers from the selected timeframe were
searched in the Google Scholar database by using the advanced research
function to find the string “qualitative analysis” in the titles, abstracts,
and keywords of each selected journal. In some cases, the publisher was
also added to strenghten the correspondence of the results. However, a
visual double-check the collocation of a paper into the journal of interest
1
2
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was also needed. We considered all papers regardless of the nationality of
the studies and authors’ affiliation. The Google Scholar database was last
consulted on 7 November 2021. A total of 87 papers were collected and the
full list of references per journal is displayed in Table 1.
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Tab. 1: Full list of collected papers
Journal
International Journal of Research
in Marketing
Journal of Consumer Psychology

Papers
Gerrath and Usrey (2021); Deng (2021)

Consiglio et al. (2018); Mukhopadhyay et al. (2020);
Teeny et al. (2020)
Journal of Consumer Research
Humphreys and Wang (2018); Netemeyer et al.
(2018); Liu et al. (2019); Bellezza and Berger (2020);
Coskuner-Balli (2020); Melumad and Pham (2020);
Borghini et al. (2021); Dinnin et al. (2021); Mimoun
(2021); Wieser et al. (2021)
Journal of Marketing
Nam (2017); Johnson and Matthes (2018); Colm et al.
(2019); Molner et al. (2019); Chapman (2020); Singh
et al. (2020)
Journal of Marketing Research
Van Den Bulte et al. (2018); Fournier and Eckhardt
(2019); Zyung et al. (2020)
Journal of Public Administration
Destler (2017); Ulibarri and Scott (2017); Nowell and
Research and Theory
Albrecht (2018); Whetsell et al. (2020); Lavee (2021);
Buntaine et al. (2021); Barnes (2021); Woodhouse et
al. (2021)
Journal of Supply Chain
Brito and Miguel (2017); Stolze et al. (2018); Hardy et
Management
al. (2020); Marques et al. (2020); Carter et al. (2021);
De Vries et al. (2021); Krause and Pullman (2021)
Journal of the Academy of
Guo et al. (2017); Homburg et al. (2017); Malshe and
Marketing Science
Friend (2018); Zhang et al. (2018); Hamilton and Price
(2019); Arunachalam et al. (2020); Gupta (2020);
Nenonen et al. (2020); Pedada (2020); Ahearne et al.
(2021); Keller et al. (2021); Peterson et al. (2021)
Journal of World Business
Borda et al. (2017); Mbalyohere et al. (2017);
Peltokorpi and Yamao (2017); Buchanan and Marques
(2018); Gaur and Kumar (2018); He et al.(2018); Khan
et al. (2018); Mullner and Puck (2018); Nielsen and
Raswant (2018); Santangelo (2018); Teagarden et al.
(2018); Tupper et al. (2018); Yakovleva and VazquezBrust (2018); Yang and Sonmez (2018); Zeng et
al. (2018); Gamso and Nelson (2019); Lunnan and
McGaughey (2019); Makela et al. (2019); Dau et
al. (2020); De Beule et al. (2020); McWilliam et al.
(2020); Outila et al. (2020); Xing et al. (2020); Barnard
and Mamabolo (2021); Buciuni and Pisano (2021);
Chakravarty et al. (2021); Elo et al.(2021); Kafouros
et al. (2021); Knoerich and Vitting (2021); Martin et
al. (2021); Nyamrund and Freeman (2021); Pasquali
(2021); Tolstoy et al. (2021); Zao et al.(2021)
Marketing Science
Liu et al. (2018); Timoshenko et al. (2019)
						
Source: our elaboration

Numerical data allows the detection of publication patterns among
the journals. Fig.1 shows an evident discrepancy within our sample on the
percentage of papers that deal with qualitative research in each journal.
Most of the qualitative studies were found in Journal of World Business
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(34 papers), followed by Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science
(12 papers), Journal of Consumer Research (10 papers), Journal of Public
Administration Research and Theory (8 papers), Journal of Supply Chain
Management (7 papers), Journal of Marketing (6 papers), Journal of
Consumer Psychology and Journal of Marketing Research (3 papers each),
Marketing Science and International Journal of Research in Marketing (2
papers each).
Fig. 1: Papers on QA research per journal
Source: our elaboration
International Journal of
Research in Marketing
2%
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2%

Journal of Consumer
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4%
Journal of Consumer
Research
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Journal of World
Business
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8%

Journal of the Academy
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14%

Anyway, the overall number of published papers per year demonstrates
a seesawing yet growing interest in, and application of, qualitative analysis
in consumer research, with 27 papers in 2021, 20 papers in 2020, 9 papers
in 2019, 22 papers in 2018, and 9 papers in 2017. The pattern of qualitative
research papers per year is shown in Fig. 2.
Fig. 2: Papers on QA research per year
Source: our elaboration
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After an exploratory inspection of our research material, we formulated
the coding scheme displayed in the Paper supplementary materials.
Information on the type and quantity of data that was gathered with the
data sources and collection time spans, along with the dictionaries and
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automated qualitative analysis software that were used and the acquired
or resulting data that was made available for future research was coded in
Google Sheets, summarized, and re-elaborated to better highlight research
findings. The coding phase consisted of three steps: in the first step, all the
journal papers were collected and numerical data, together with abstracts
and keywords, were stored; in the second step, each paper was read and
analyzed individually to detect our topics of interest; finally, all data was
thematically aggregated to show differences, similarities, and patterns
in the literature. The whole process was carried out manually by the two
authors.
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3. Findings and discussion
The purpose of this review is to map qualitative data analysis in
marketing and management research from a data-driven perspective. The
acquired literature is extensive enough to provide a thorough overview
of the various sub-components that constitute the focus of our analysis.
Our research path follows an ideal flow of the data from its acquisition,
to its analysis techniques, and finally to a resulting sharable output that
can provide material for further research. Along this itinerary, we also
point out some useful automated and online tools to enhance qualitative
research. The introduced research path is mapped in Fig. 3.

• Survey, interview, text, User
Generated Content (focus group,
consumer panel, oral reviews on
Amazon, autobiographic surveys)
• Experimental acquisition (in store
videos, recruited influencers,
speeches, experimental scenarios,
partecipant observations, data from
partecipants on MTurk)
• Media, tv, radio (articles, review
blogs, product reviews, audio
transcripts, records of meeting
attendance and meeting minutes)
• Institutional/Business data (archival
data and documents, paper of top
journals, case studies, field notes,
panels, email data)

Data
Source
Data
Processing

Output
Data

• Appendix to paper
• Online platforms for
scientific research
(Harvard Dataverse, Open
Science Framework)
• Other digital repositories

Fig. 3: Our data-driven research path
Source: our elaboration

3.1 Data type and source
The review of recent literature disclosed a highly articulated scenario:
the majority of the papers leveraged variate data sources and a multilevel
data collection methodology. Against the general criticism of a lack of rigor
in qualitative analysis, the data collection methodologies are accurately
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described in their variety of data, sources, and the acquisition procedure.
The concept of qualitative data and its comparison to quantitative data
is actually opaque. The definition of qualitative data as all the information
that cannot be numerically coded and statistically analyzed is not always
verified. Indeed, the two kinds of data are not mutually exclusive in the
research, as “it is common for quantitative research to produce some
qualitative data [...] and for qualitative research to generate data that can
be described numerically and analysed statistically” (Gibson and Brown,
2009, pp. 8-9). Moreover, nonnumerical data can be analyzed statistically,
if it is re-coded in a numerical scale (e.g. a Likert scale to rate verbal
statements) (Given, 2008). In addition to traditional offline sources of
qualitative data such as surveys/interviews, letters, reports, diaries, field
notes for verbal data and pictures, maps, print advertisements, diagrams,
art, or films for nonverbal data, sources from the digital world, in the form
of content creation and sharing platforms, forums for consumers, and
social media, need to be considered. In this scenario, text-based data is a
central object in social and consumer research. Moreover “researchers can
combine the analysis of big data patterns with interviews, focus groups,
and ethnographic observations of online users to make the connections
between large data trends, and rich complementary data from individual
users or cases” (Mills, 2017, p. 598).
As confirmed in the literature and consulted manuals, most qualitative
research works with textual data. The importance of text is underlined
in Humphrey’s work, where a roadmap for automated text analysis is
proposed along with a focus on research questions that lend to text analysis
(Humphreys and Wang, 2018). Except in cases when data retrieval is not
considered (Humphreys and Wang, 2018, Mukhopadhyay et al., 2020), and
in a single case in which text and numerical data are derived from in-store
video recordings (Zhang et al., 2018), the totality of our sample of papers
gather text as the main type of data. In some cases, text and numerical data
are combined in mixed analysis methodologies. The origin of numerical
data can be either from the text itself, using word count, occurrences, and
other techniques (Peltokorpi and Yamao, 2017; Nielsen and Raswant, 2018;
Zeng et al., 2018) or interviews with a Likert scale response (Guo et al.,
2017; Zyung et al., 2020; De Vries et al., 2021; Martin et al., 2021), or from
unconnected data sources, such as institutional databases, firms’ internal
reports, and statistics (e.g. Borda et al., 2017; Martin et al., 2021; Santangelo,
2018; Tupper et al., 2018; Gamso and Nelson, 2019; Pasquali, 2021; Zao,
2021). With the exception of literature reviews, editorials, commentaries,
and methodological overviews (e.g. Zao, 2021; Chakravarty et al., 2021;
Elo, 2021; Kafouros et al., 2021; Dau et al., 2020; Gaur and Kumar, 2018;
Nielsen and Raswant, 2018; Zeng et al., 2018; Teagarden et al., 2018;
Hamilton and Price, 2019; Ahearne et al., 2021; Chapman, 2020; Hardy et
al., 2020; Carter et al., 2021; Humphreys and Wang, 2018; Mukhopadhyay
et al., 2020), interviews, questionnaires, and surveys are the most used
methodologies to collect data (62% of our sample). This primary source of
data is integrated with different data sources, which are either secondary
or on the same level, to collect more text data (e.g. Knoerich and Vitting,
2021; Buciuni and Pisano, 2021; Nyamrund and Freeman, 2021; Xing et

al., 2020; Lunnan and McGaughey, 2019; Khan et al., 2018; Yakovleva and
Vazquez-Brust, 2018; Mullner and Puck, 2018; Mbalyohere et al., 2017;
Peterson et al., 2021; Colm et al., 2020; Molner et al., 2019; Krause and
Pullman, 2021; Borghini et al., 2021; Wieser et al., 2021) or numerical data
(Martin et al., 2021; Zao, 2021; Santangelo, 2018; Tupper et al., 2018; Borda
et al., 2017; Singh et al., 2020; Nam et al., 2017). Other textual data sources
include, but are not limited to, institutional, business, or internal databases,
archival data, media (tv, radio, books, websites, newspapers), and online
(social media, online platforms) sources. A pattern of the data sources that
were used in our sample is mapped in Fig. 4.
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Fig. 4: Data sources in qualitative research
Source: our elaboration

In some longitudinal studies, archival data may cover a very long time
span, e.g. in McWilliam et al. (2020), the collected data covered a 32-year
period of time, 31 years in Coskuner-Balli (2020), 30 years in Yang and
Sonmez (2018) and Mimoun (2021), 27 years in Zeng et al. (2018), just
to cite the most impressive. The data recollection process itself can take
more rounds or longer periods to be completed or to fulfill research
requirements. This especially happens in experimental studies, e.g. for the
experiment in Bellezza and Berger (2020), participants were recruited from
2015 to 2019. As far as experiments are concerned, information is only
partially acquired from an existing source, while the primary data emerges
during experimental studies (Gupta, 2020; Melumad and Pham, 2020; Van
Den Bulte et al., 2018; Consiglio et al., 2018; Teeny et al., 2020). In some
studies, and mainly those published in the Journal of Consumer Research,
some automated instruments and online platforms, such as Amazon
MTurk (Melumad and Pham, 2020; Coskuner-Balli, 2020), Qualtrics or
Delicious (Nam, 2017; Borghini et al., 2021; Deng, 2021; Woodhouse et
al., 2021), and web scraping techniques (Borghini et al., 2021), were used
for data recollection. In Bellezza and Berger’s phenomenon-based research
on the relationships between low and high status (2020), all the previously
mentioned instruments were applied to data recollection.
This overview of data collection procedures in the recent literature,
far from being exhaustive, serves as an example of how the scientific
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community applies different strategies to face the challenges of data volume
and variety. Indeed, this trend proves the willingness of researchers to
reinforce qualitative analysis studies with more data and to generate more
comprehensive theory through the aggregation of data from different
sources. Despite their careful attention and detailed description of data
collection methodologies, lengthy and complicated retrieval processes
make research reproducibility difficult to obtain. The delineation of
shared practices and the use of automated tools could partially reduce
such limitations, notwithstanding the highly contextualized nature of
qualitative research.
3.2 Research techniques
Following our ideal data flow, this overview focuses on two techniques
in qualitative research, namely the categorization (or coding) phase, with
the dictionaries adopted in this process, and the use of CAQDAS for
textual analysis. We also provide a brief description of some interesting
tools for data analysis that were found in the considered literature.
As pointed out by Grodal et al. (2021), the coding phase is essential
for qualitative analysis and preliminary to theoretical and empirical
studies applying both top-down and bottom-up approaches. Coding data
into categories helps researchers make sense of the variety of retrieved
information. Such a process informs theory testing and building, thus
organizing data into a certain level of parsimony and consensuality
(Corley and Gioia, 2011). This can be seen in the most recent literature in
marketing and management as, regardless of the logical reasoning applied,
almost the entire selected sample (75.8%) claims to use categorization at
least as a first-level analysis. Some exceptions where categorization is not
applied, or not declared, are represented by literature reviews (Teagarden
et al., 2018; Hamilton and Price, 2019; Ahearne et al., 2021; Carter et al.,
2021), methodological overviews (Humphreys and Wang, 2018; Hardy et
al., 2020; Borghini et al., 2021; Nowell and Albrecht, 2018), one editorial
(Mukhopadhyay et al., 2020), and some theory building (De Vries et al.,
2021; Liu et al., 2019 and 2018) and experimental studies (Bellezza and
Berger, 2020; Van Den Bulte et al., 2018; Buntaine et al., 2021; Woodhouse
et al., 2021). As information is grouped in categories, categories are
likewise organized into dictionaries. Fig. 5 shows the distribution of the
dictionaries that were applied to categorization in our sample and divided
into standardized dictionaries, dictionaries used in previous studies,
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approaches with multiple levels of categorization.
Fig. 5: Distribution of dictionaries
Source: our elaboration

Scholars emphasize the importance of carefully building or selecting
a reference dictionary. Dictionaries that are created by authors contain
categories emerging from data, making them more compliant towards
the context, methodology, and purpose of the study, while “generic
dictionaries may perform poorly in a given domain” (Chapman, 2020, p.
84). Dictionaries that are retrieved from previous work can contribute to
placing a study within a specific branch of research acknowledged by the
scientific community. In both cases, to guarantee methodological rigor and
scientific validity, the process leading to the choice, merging and removal
of categories should be, and usually is, accurately described (Grodal et
al., 2021) and validated (Humphreys and Wang, 2018). An alternative or
concurrent approach to obtain methodological rigor consists in using a
standardized list of categories. Against Chapman’s reluctance (Chapman,
2020), standardized dictionaries cover different domains and, in general, it
is advisable to use an available, tested, and scientifically approved dictionary
when it fits the dataset and the goals of the research. Nevertheless, a
standardized dictionary was used only in 9.2% of our sample.
From the substantial list of standardized dictionaries provided in
Humphreys and Wang (2018), only the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count
(LIWC) (Pennebaker, 2015) dictionary was used in our sample (CoskunerBalli, 2020; Singh et al., 2020; Dinnin et al., 2021; Mimoun, 2021). LIWC
is a general dictionary that includes approximately 90 categories (divided
into summary language variables, general descriptor categories, standard
linguistic dimensions, word categories tapping into psychological
constructs, personal concern categories, informal language markers, and
punctuation categories) and 6,400 English words (it is also available in
languages other than English). It can be easily applied in the analysis of
massive textual data through a software that is commercially distributed
on the LIWC website3.
3

https://liwc.wpengine.com/
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In spite of the difficulties in collecting, managing, analyzing, and
interpreting growing amounts of data, the use of automated tools in
qualitative research studies is still relatively scarce. Only 22.7% of the
analyzed literature leveraged a CAQDAS, even though this kind of
automatic tool, in most cases, was specifically developed for human
scientists and does not need programming skills. In the section of the New
York University Libraries’ website that is dedicated to Qualitative Data
Analysis, a list of, and comparison between, CAQDAS is provided4. Within
this 7-item list, NVivo was by far the most used in our sample (used in 12
papers), followed by QDAMiner, Atlas.ti, Dedoose and Leximancer. The
usage of automated analysis tools is summarized in Table 2.
Tab. 2: Automated analysis tools used
Software
NVivo

QDAMiner
Atlas.ti
Single-used CAQDAS
Other text analysis tools or ML
SEM and statistics

Papers
Mbalyohere et al. (2017), Ulibarri and Scott (2017),
Gaur and Kumar (2018), Johnson and Matthes (2018),
Malshe and Friend (2018), Yakovleva and Vazquez-Brust
(2018), Liu et al. (2019), Marques et al. (2020), Nenonen
et al. (2020), Barnes (2021), Knoerich and Vitting (2021),
Krause and Pullman (2021), Nyamrund and Freeman
(2021), Tolstoy et al. (2021)
Buchanan and Marques (2018), Stolze et al. (2018),
Arunachalam et al. (2020)
Lunnan and McGaughey (2019), Outila et al. (2020),
Lavee (2021)
Bellezza and Berger (2020), Coskuner-Balli (2020)
Nam (2017), Peltokorpi and Yamao (2017), Chapman
(2020), Melumad and Pham (2020), Singh et al. (2020),
Martin et al. (2021)
Peltokorpi and Yamao (2017), Singh et al. (2020),
Whetsell et al. (2020), Deng (2021), Woodhouse et al.
(2021), Martin et al. (2021)

Source: our elaboration

NVivo5 is an acronym for Nud+IstVivo (Non-numerical Unstructured
Data*Indexing, Searching, and Theorizing Vivo) and is a CAQDAS that
was first developed at Trobe University in 1981 by Tom and Lyn Richards
and then promoted by Qualitative Software Research (QSR) (Coppola,
2011). The latest version of NVivo (released in March 2020) does not have
an identification number, but follows NVivo 12 and is downloadable for
Windows and Mac. The advantages of working with NVivo include, but are
not limited to, data management (working with large datasets and different
data types in a more organized way, storing and retrieving data among
team members and projects), remote team collaboration, and visualization
tools for findings and results (Wiltshier, 2011). Moreover, NVivo provides
an open coding platform to define multilevel categories and build
connections among categories linked through nodes. Such an analysis
structure allows the researcher or research team to maintain a central,
4
5
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home/

decisional position while fully exploiting the power of computation: “As
NVivo allows researchers to work with a wide variety of data, and adopt
whatever methodology best suits their research question, it is advocated
that it is the researcher who determines the results found, rather than the
software used” (Wiltshier, 2011). Being particularly suitable to the open,
axial, and selective coding steps, the use of NVivo is often associated with
the Grounded Theory methodology, as found in Mbalyohere et al. (2017),
Johnson and Matthes (2018), Nenonen et al. (2020), Krause and Pullman
(2021).
Beyond analysis, within a small part of our sample that leveraged a
digital instrument to collect data and manage research projects, the before
mentioned Mechanical Turk (MTurk)6 by Amazon is the most commonly
used tool (Netemeyer et al., 2019; Dinnin et al., 2021; Humphreys and Wang,
2018; Consiglio et al., 2018; Gerrath and Usrey, 2021; Borghini et al., 2021;
Timoshenko et al., 2019). It is a marketplace platform where researchers
can hire temporary workers to virtually conduct jobs of different entities, as
well as involve sample participants who are willing to answer digital surveys
in exchange for a small payment. The advantages of this instrument lay
in the possibilities it offers for the management of project tasks and roles,
remote work, and data retrieval process in a centered virtual environment.
Over the years, technology has been contributing to effectively
empower research potential. Indeed, the ones described, as well as other
similar tools, can effectively help to keep track of the research path and
data, build unexpected theoretical constructs, boost the reproducibility of
a scientific work, and, finally, fix some methodological standards for future
research. Automated and online research instruments are slowly spreading
in marketing and management studies, but awareness of their existence
and potential is increasing, probably encouraged by the challenges of
skyrocketing data availability.
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3.3 Open data
The last step of our overview considered the life cycle of data after it
has been analyzed in qualitative research. Data is a valuable asset whose
informative potential should not end within an individual research project,
but rather be shared and reused in an open way. In this perspective, 25
papers (28.4%) from our sample partially or fully share their collected and/
or analyzed data. This percentage, although promising, is still far from
being satisfactory. In most of the studies (18 out of 25), data was shared as
an appendix to the paper. In the same way, McWilliam et al. (2020) share
the coding scheme that had been developed in the paper, rather than their
own data. Barnes (2021), instead, claims to be willing to share data upon
request, as the private nature of some of the information prevents it from
being publicly disclosed. A summary of the data sharing options that were
adopted is provided in Table 3.

6

https://www.mturk.com/
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Data availability
Appendix to paper

Papers
Nam (2017), He et al.(2018), Mullner and Puck (2018), Van Den
Bulte et al. (2018), Colm et al. (2019), Fournier and Eckhardt
(2019), Gamso and Nelson (2019), Molner et al. (2019),
Timoshenko et al. (2019), Marques et al. (2020), McWilliam et
al. (2020), Nenonen et al. (2020), Singh et al. (2020), Whetsell
et al. (2020), Zyung et al. (2020), Chakravarty et al. (2021), De
Vries et al. (2020), Elo et al.(2021), Gerrath and Usrey (2021)
Online platforms for Melumad and Pham (2020), Buntaine et al., (2021), Woodhouse
scientific research
et al. (2021), Mimoun (2021), Wieser et al. (2021)
Other digital repositories Bellezza and Berger (2020), Dinnin et al. (2021)

Vol. 40, Issue 1, 2022

Source: our elaboration

In this study, we highlight the use of online platforms for the storage
and sharing of data deriving from scientific research, as we consider these
systems to actively contribute to the common good of knowledge.
The Harvard Dataverse7 (used in Buntaine et al., 2021 and Woodhouse
et al., 2021, both published in the Journal of Public Administration Research
and Theory) is a free repository where researchers who are connected or
unrelated to the community of the University of Harvard, can archive
and share their own data or explore and customize available datasets
uploaded by other scholars. A DOI reference identifies all published
data in order to obtain academic credit through citations. To date, it
collects over 129,700 datasets for 14 subjects (Social Sciences, Arts and
Humanities, Earth and Environmental Sciences, Medicine, Health and
Life Sciences, Law, Agricultural Sciences, Computer and Information
Science, Physics, Engineering, Astronomy and Astrophysics, Business and
Management, Chemistry, Mathematical Sciences, Other). In the Business
and Management section, 1,050 datasets have been freely available for
download since 2007.
The Open Science Framework8 (used in Melumad and Pham, 2020
and Mimoun, 2021, both published in the Journal of Consumer Research)
is a full-service platform for research projects management. It offers the
necessary tools to coordinate collaborators and jobs, track work progresses,
and upload, store, and share all the paper preprints, datasets, and all
files that are linked to a study. Data is stored within a project folder, so a
researcher needs to search for an author’s paper or project name to freely
access and download it. Every file that is uploaded in the project folder is
identified with a persistent URL for citing and sharing.
In some fields, access to data is still burdensome, time-consuming,
and costly for the scholarly community. Thanks to the availability of
information, the constant need to engage with the reality of firms and
customers, and the increase in methodological and technical awareness,
it is our opinion that marketing and management research is developing
into what Sawyer would refer to as a data-rich field (2008). Without losing
ourselves in the depths of big data, we can certify that if all the studies we
7
8
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encountered in our review had shared their relatively small, acquired and/
or resulting datasets in the same place, we would have had a remarkable
dataset that would have been available at no further cost, in accordance
with the philosophy of the Open Data Movement (Kitchin, 2014). Indeed,
open access to research data could become a requirement in some research
realities in the future, just as it is now in the field of public administration.
Reusable data does not come at no cost: policies on data ethics, format
definition, and the validation of datasets are needed in order to assure that
their use outside the original research context remains meaningful and free
of bias (Mills, 2017). Although more data does not necessarily entail better
data, retrieving, aggregating, and customizing used datasets can generate
new, unexpected value.
To the best of our knowledge, there is no institution in the Italian
marketing and management research community that provides storage
power and guarantees fairness in data management and sharing. While
waiting for an agreement in relation to open data within the scientific
community, our contribution to this specific matter can be found in the see
Paper supplementary materials, where all the data that was collected for
our study is organized and reported.
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4. Conclusions and further research
In the present study, we followed a data-driven perspective to provide
an overview of data types and sources, analysis techniques, and data sharing
in qualitative research. Against the general perception of a lack of rigor,
the observations on the recent literature prove that there has been a great
evolution in qualitative research in terms of data collection methodologies
and scientific approach.
Findings show that almost all of the analyzed papers dealt with textual
data. The accurate description of data collection methodologies that was
found in most papers demonstrates an attempt towards scientific rigor
and, in some cases, motivates the need for fixed procedures. As previously
discussed and illustrated in Fig. 5, some shared procedures, such as the use
of standardized and previously validated dictionaries and the application
of software for data analysis, have already been applied in text analysis.
Nevertheless, research reproducibility still seems to be a distant goal, due
to the highly contextualized character of qualitative research.
We raised some challenging questions concerning the possibility of a
synthetic and parsimonious approach to qualitative research where volume,
variety, velocity, and value of data can be channeled to build original and
compelling theories. The use of automated and online tools can encourage
reproducibility. For this reason, we offered scholars helpful advice by
introducing some useful instruments for qualitative research. A wider use
of automated and online tools in data collection, analysis, and sharing can
empower research potential and boost the consolidation of sharable and
replicable practices.
This does not imply renouncing the human factor, which is an added
value to qualitative research, but rather finding a balance between the
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automatism of online tools and the creative role of the researcher. The
suggested strategies are sourced from publications in high-ranked
international journals in business, management, and accounting, and
this is useful knowledge for researchers who want to approach qualitative
analysis. Finally, we detected the urge to plan a data life cycle through the
promotion of instruments and practices for sharing and reusing data at
a national scientific community level. This matter definitely becomes
significant in the current research context, which ispromoted and
supported, for example, by scientific associations such as the Italian Society
of Management (SIMA).
A major limitation of the present work is that papers from some top
journals were not reviewed. More time and a larger research team would
allow us to include other journals in the fields of business, management,
and accounting, both by selecting different parameters (e.g. the H index)
on Scimago, or by referring to other databases (Jstor, Web of Science).
A different selection of business, management, and accounting journals,
based on their topics of interests and sectors (e.g. retailing, services), would
also provide some interesting insight on the use of a qualitative approach.
Moreover, certain main topics in qualitative research were deliberately
overlooked, as we hope to analyze them in the future. Indeed, studies on
this subject could involve an exploration of research questions, analysis
methodologies, and procedures, perhaps by extending our list of journals.
Further research could also focus on journals that explicitly ask for
contributions on qualitative research in their aims and scope, as in the
case of the Journal of World Business that, as reported in the methodology
section, published the most papers on qualitative research over the last 5
years. Furthermore, by extending the list of sourced journals, qualitative
studies could be selected and aggregated according to the authors’
affiliation and nationality in order to map qualitative research also from a
geographical perspective.
More complete documentation can contribute to accurately outlining
qualitative studies and opening a discussion on data, its characteristics, and
its use in marketing and management research. In fact, “Data has long been
the fuel that has powered academic marketing research” (Grewal et al.,
2021, p. 1028). Previously, quantitative analysis was the preferred method
in marketing and management studies, and numerical data was collected
and analyzed to prove a priori theoretical constructs. The paradigm is
currently shifting from theory to data: the analysis of data can deepen the
meaning and usefulness of available information that is either gathered as
individual data or aggregated, as in the case of big data. Volume, variety,
velocity, and value, along with the properties conveyed by the modality of
data (Grewal et al., 2021) seem to stem from a parsimonious and rigorous
approach and to easily open up to creativity, which is the moving power of
certain qualitative research methodologies like abduction (Saetre and Van
De Ven, 2021).
In light of the above discussion, our opinion is that qualitative research
is currently experiencing a dichotomy: on the one hand, the multipurpose
nature of qualitative studies and the very nature and modality of data
encourage the creative process of researchers’ work. On the other hand,

the methodologies and techniques described in this study demonstrate the
need to promote a scientific approach towards qualitative research through
rigor, parsimony, and reproducibility. This leaves scholars with an open
question on which of these two trends will prevail in future research.
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Abstract
Purpose of the paper: To integrate different research streams related to privacy,
service recovery and crisis communication management in order to systematize and
summarize the existing knowledge on recovery after a privacy failure. It also aims to
develop an agenda for future research.
Methodology: An integrative literature review assesses and synthesizes previous
literature, integrating multiple research streams and proposing a new theoretical
framework and research agenda. We identify articles of potential interest in three
online databases using keywords, and select those relating to privacy and privacy
failure, crisis communication management and service recovery after privacy failure
across multiple industries.
Findings: Reviewing literature streams on privacy, service recovery and crisis
communication management reveals that multiple theories and approaches have
been used to focus on this topic. The most widely used are Justice Theory, Attribution
Theory and Situational Crisis Communication Theory. The fragmentation of theories
and approaches in different research streams reveals the need for a comprehensive
overview of the growing complexity of the phenomenon. Key variables explaining
how consumers react to service recovery after privacy failure are identified and
summarized in a framework.
Research limits: Because the number of publications is rising rapidly, quantitative
insights require methodologies such as a systematic literature review or a metaanalysis.
Practical implications: Findings have implications and offer directions for future
academic research.
Originality of the paper: This is the first paper that attempts to integrate different
research streams in service recovery from privacy failure to develop a theoretical
overview on the topic and to attract academic attention on the interplay between
privacy failure, recovery and crisis communication management.
Key words: privacy; privacy failure; service recovery; service crisis recovery; crisis
communication; data breach; integrative literature review

1. Introduction
Today, digital technologies have created a business environment
richer in data than ever before: companies can collect customer data in a
variety of ways, and across different online and offline touchpoints. This
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data can be used across the different levels of the value chain to achieve
a sustainable competitive advantage based on detailed knowledge of
evolving customer needs. This is a great opportunity for companies, but
it brings heavy responsibilities, as the large amount of data needs to be
collected, owned and managed with great care and in full compliance
with international laws. In fact, however, privacy failures such as data
breaches are reported by the media every day. The European General
Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) defines a data breach as a breach of
security leading to the accidental or unlawful destruction, loss, alteration,
unauthorized disclosure of, or access to, personal data transmitted, stored
or otherwise processed. The number of severe data breaches has increased
by 66% since 2017 (Clusit, 2021). Covid-19 has also dramatically affected
data security: in 2020 the number of cyber-attacks reached an all-time high
with 1,871 severe attacks, impacting on many aspects of society, politics,
economics and geopolitics. These figures have pushed companies and
public organizations to acquire knowledge and tools to avoid cyber-attacks
in order to reduce the huge costs and the negative consequences related to
data breaches. The Ponemon Institute estimates the average cost of a data
breach rose to 4.24 million U.S. dollars in 2021, while the average cost of
each stolen datum is 180 U.S. dollars, a figure that has almost doubled
in the last decade. The average time that companies take to identify and
address a cyber threat is almost 287 days, which indicates that substantial
resources are required.
Apart from the economic aspect, data breaches can also harm the
reputation of companies and public organizations. When a data breach
occurs, the data of users and customers are exposed to unauthorized
entities and individuals, and to the risk of being sold on the dark web
or being used for future data breaches or cybersecurity attacks. It is
thus essential for companies and public organizations to manage service
recovery activities efficiently after a data breach. Announcements of
data breaches, for example, need to be carefully worded to avoid giving
misleading information and advice. In some cases, announcements should
identify procedures for customers to find out whether their data was
involved in the breach and how future risk can be prevented. Companies
should also evaluate possible monetary and non-monetary compensation
for those customers involved.
The August 2021 cyber-attack at the health database of the Lazio
Region in Italy reveals the complexity of service recovery after a privacy
failure. After the breach, public administration offices and employees,
the partnering company and local politicians all blamed one another and
denied all responsibility, which increased uncertainty about what had
actually happened and about steps to be taken. This caused an overall
decrease in trust in Public Administration. According to a 2020 GfK
Sinottica® survey in Italy, consumers are worried about privacy issues: over
80% of Internet users are concerned about the protection of their online
privacy and two respondents out of three state that they are not happy
about providing their data on websites. In general, Italians also express
mistrust towards all institutional and commercial entities that process
sensitive data online, even though more than four Italians out of five are

registered on at least one social network. In fact, consumers, firms, and
governments are all currently trying to find a balance between benefits and
privacy concerns (Krafft et al., 2021).
Academic research has also investigated service recovery after privacy
failure. As the topic is related to the different concepts of privacy, service
recovery and crisis communication management, existing studies belong
to different fields, such as information management, services marketing
and corporate communication. Academic contributions adopt a variety of
theoretical frameworks from different research areas, and the challenge is
to reach a comprehensive theoretical view of service recovery after privacy
failure. While there are numerous studies reviewing previous research
on service recovery, to our knowledge no study has focused on critically
reviewing existing literature on service recovery after a privacy failure. The
present research thus posits two main research questions:
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RQ1. What are the theoretical underpinnings of service recovery after privacy
failure?
RQ2. What are the main research directions to address opportunities and
issues in service recovery after privacy failure?
To answer these questions, we develop an integrative literature review.
This type of literature review is used in order to integrate multiple research
streams (e.g., Kim et al. 2010). It examines the literature and the main ideas
relating to a topic and is suitable for integrating knowledge with reference
to both emerging and mature issues under study (Torraco, 2005; Snyder,
2019). In this case, it is appropriate for integrating current academic
knowledge on the three key issues of privacy, service recovery, and crisis
communication management.
The goals of this integrative review are threefold. First, we aim
to identify the streams of literature on privacy, service recovery and
crisis communication management which can contribute to a better
understanding of recovery after a privacy failure. Second, we aim to
systematize and integrate existing knowledge on recovery after a privacy
failure into a comprehensive research framework. Third, we aim to identify
future research opportunities in this area by developing a future research
agenda.
The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 describes the methodology
used and Section 3 defines main concepts and outlines the theoretical
underpinnings of privacy, service recovery and crisis communication
management literature. Section 3 also reports the main findings related
to literature on service recovery after privacy failure and provides a
comprehensive overview of literature in the field. Section 4 provides a
discussion of results and presents a future research agenda based on the
literature review. Finally, conclusions are drawn in Section 5.
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2. Methodology
This study presents an integrative literature review. As highlighted by
Snyder (2019, p. 336): “the data analysis part of an integrative or critical
review is not particularly developed according to a specific standard
(Whittemore and Knafl, 2005)”. Although there is no specific standard,
the general aim of a data analysis in an integrative review is to critically
analyze and examine the literature and the main ideas relating to a topic.
The integrative literature review in fact allows researchers to follow a
creative process in collecting data and analyzing the relevant literature
(Kastanakis et al. 2022).
We followed three steps in developing this literature review. First,
we searched for papers published and available up to late 2021 in three
online databases: Web of Knowledge, Scopus and Scholar. We used the
following keywords, or a combination of them, to search the title, abstract,
and keywords of the articles: “service recovery”, “privacy”, “privacy
failure”, “data breach”, “privacy violation”, “privacy breach”, “information
breach” “cyber security incident”, “service crisis recovery”, and “crisis
communication management”. In addition, we also searched references of
studies that we recognized as relevant and informative with respect to the
present review, as in Van Vaerenbergh and Orsingher (2016). The search
was conducted in mid-2021.
Second, we reviewed the studies and selected those relating to privacy
and privacy failure, crisis communication management and service
recovery after privacy failure across multiple industries. An article was
deemed appropriate if published in English in a peer-reviewed academic
journal, and conference proceedings were thus excluded. The selection
was made taking account of the aim of our study: our goal was not to
include every study published on the topic but to integrate perspectives
and insights from different fields (Snyder, 2019). We excluded articles in
which service recovery or crisis communication were completely unrelated
to privacy and privacy failure, and articles about legal issues and technical
or technological aspects of data breach. This process rendered a sample
of 244 articles featured in the main marketing, business, communication
and information technology journals: Journal of the Academy of
Marketing Science, Journal of Marketing, Journal of Service Research,
Journal of Business Research, European Management Journal, Journal of
Communication Management, Communication Quarterly, and Journal of
Management Information Systems and Computers in Human Behavior.
Third, we analyzed the actual literature and performed a critical
synthesis. We extracted definitions, major theories, key variables and
characteristics, research findings and related theoretical implications, and
grouped them according to the main topic and perspective, which was
either consumer or company oriented. We then identified main theories
and findings and relationships between different bodies of literature
in relationship to recovery from a privacy failure, and placed them in a
comprehensive framework. This process allowed us to pinpoint the specific
theoretical underpinnings of the topic and to generate new research
directions. Table 1 summarizes the steps described above.

Tab. 1: Methodology
Stage
Literature Search

Literature
selection

evaluation

Literature
analysis
critical synthesis
		

Activities
Conducting a keyword
search using multiple online
databases to identify studies
exploring the topic of service
recovery after a privacy
failure
and Checking the relevance of
the papers and removing offtopic articles or articles that
do not fulfill the selection
criteria
and Integrating existing theories
and
perspectives
with
findings obtained by the
literature analysis

Output
Initial pool of papers for the
topic under study
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List of relevant papers for the
literature review

Development of a framework
and
future
research
directions

The following section provides a summary of the existing literature
and major theories relating to the three key areas in service recovery from
privacy failure: privacy and privacy failure, service recovery and crisis
communication management. The section first offers some definitions to
frame the topic, then discusses selected theories as a preliminary result of
the integrative review, and lastly outlines a theoretical framework.
3. Literature background and results
3.1 Definitions
Before analyzing the relationships between Privacy, Failure and
Recovery, it is important to see how those concepts are defined and discussed
by previous streams of literature, in order to create a common ground for
discussion. Firstly, thinking about privacy failure, it is important to define
and frame the concept of privacy. It is in fact a very old concept (Hazarika
et al., 2018) and varies widely depending on the setting and environmental
factors (Kumar and Reinartz, 2018). In their influential article, “The Right
of Privacy”, Warren and Brandeis (1890, p. 193) introduced a fundamental
principle stating that “the individual shall have full protection in person
and in property”. Today, customer privacy can be defined as the power
of individuals to personally control information about themselves, and
involves collection, storage, use and release of personal information (Stone
et al., 1983). Most definitions of privacy were originally related to the
offline world and were very close to the concept of “informational privacy”,
which is in fact only one type of privacy. Other types include physical and
psychological privacy, etc. (Ginosar and Ariel, 2017).
Martin and Murphy (2017) note that various theoretical perspectives
across different fields of literature, e.g., marketing, psychology, and
information management, have been used to research the role of privacy
in society. One of the most recent and widely used definitions considers
privacy as a claim to appropriate flows of personal information within
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distinctive social contexts (Nissenbaum, 2010). Privacy can also be defined
as “a social contract - a mutually beneficial agreement within a community
about sharing and using information - [which] suggests that respecting
privacy entails understanding the implicit privacy norms about what,
why, and to whom information is shared within specific relationship or
community” (Martin, 2018, p. 105). Literature on Permission Marketing,
also called Invitational Marketing, is also related to the topic of “social
contract”. This focuses on how and why consumers provide companies and
marketers with “permission” to send them certain types of promotional
messages (Godin, 1999), which improves the effectiveness of targeting
strategies. Here, it has been noted that consumer interest is positively
influenced by message relevance and monetary benefits, and negatively
influenced by modification costs, message processing costs and privacy
costs (Krishnamurthy, 2001). More recently, Krafft et al. (2017) develop
a comprehensive framework distinguishing between drivers related to
benefit-related factors and cost-benefit factors, which covers privacy
among other issues. They find that the strong negative influence of privacy
concerns on the probability of granting permission can be decreased by
two benefit-related factors, i.e., message content with entertainment value
or personal relevance for the consumer. Permission Marketing deals with
tactics for approaching customers as well as solutions to privacy concerns
(Kumar et al., 2014).
Two main topics are widely discussed in terms of Privacy and
Marketing: the privacy paradox and privacy calculus. The privacy paradox
is that people state they are concerned about their privacy, but act as if they
were not (Taddicken, 2014; Ginosar and Ariel, 2017; Kumar and Reinartz,
2018; Gerber et al., 2018). Privacy calculus on the other hand is the idea
that privacy behavior is determined by a rational tradeoff between privacy
concerns, or perceived risks, and expected benefits (Laufer and Wolfe,
1977; Ginosar and Ariel, 2017; Krasnova and Veltri, 2010).
The idea of universal individual privacy is a modern concept primarily
associated with Western culture, where an individual may voluntarily share
personal information to gain benefit or reward. Most countries give citizens
rights to privacy in their constitutions or legislation. Studying privacy
means not only looking at consumer perceptions and misperceptions,
but also international regulations (e.g., the EU General Data Protection
Regulation [GDPR]) local regulations, (e.g., the California Consumer
Privacy Act [CCPA]) and a myriad of paradoxes (Martin and Murphy
2017), in a constantly changing technological scenario.
Respecting privacy means (Martin, 2018 p. 103) “respecting the norms
of what information is gathered, how information is used, and with whom
information is shared; violating privacy means violating those information
norms”. Hence, privacy violating behavior is a conduct which violates the
rules about how information should be gathered and for what purpose,
within a context, and such behavior can impact trust in a company or
in a touchpoint (Martin, 2018). Violations of privacy expectations are
difficult to measure and highly contextual, but are infrequently described
in previous literature on trust. Martin (2018) finds that companies that
violate privacy expectations are penalized twice, because “violations

impact trust directly and diminish the importance of trust factors such as
integrity and ability on trust” (Martin 2018, p. 104).
Companies can violate customer privacy in at least three ways: first, by
not respecting the rules about the type of information collected; second,
by using information in ways it wasn’t intended for; and third, by failing to
control access to the information (Martin, 2018). Violations of consumer
trust and information privacy can result in privacy failure, (Malhotra and
Malhotra, 2011; Bansal and Zahedi, 2015; Choi et al., 2016; Hazarika et al.,
2018) which is considered a particular kind of service failure. Service failure
can be defined as a temporary or permanent interruption of the customer’s
regular service experience (Van Vaerenbergh and Orsingher, 2016; Van
Vaerenbergh et al., 2019). In response to a service failure, organizations are
required to plan a set of proactive and reactive actions (Gronroos, 1994) for
“service recovery” (Zeithaml et al., 2006; Singh and Crisafulli, 2016). With
the increasing risk of privacy violations, companies are now required to
design and implement structured and effective recovery measures in order
to avoid harming their relationship with their customers. One of the main
recommendations of service recovery literature is that companies should
apologize for service failure (Sengupta et al., 2018), but little is known
on how consumers react to company recovery efforts following a privacy
failure.
Service failures are defined as situations where customers are dissatisfied
because their perception of the service that they received is worse than
their expectation or zone of tolerance (Bell and Zemke, 1987). A service
failure can be also conceptualized as a service performance that falls below
a customer’s expectations (Hess et al., 2007). Several studies attempt to
define all the different types of service failure (e.g., Bell and Zemker, 1987;
Smith et al., 1999). Two types of service failure are identified by Smith et
al. (1999): outcome and process failure. In outcome failure, the consumer
does not receive the outcome expected from the company: the company
does not comply with the basic service promise which is the core element
of the service (Yang and Mattila, 2012). In process failure, the delivery of
the service itself is somehow flawed: the service provider does not offer the
service in a way that is consistent with customer expectations (Yang and
Mattila, 2012).
Recent studies in the field of services call for service failure to be
considered as a deviation from the regular customer journey, which
leads to the start of a new journey in service recovery which includes a
pre-recovery, a recovery and a post-recovery phase (Van Vaerenbergh et
al. 2019). When service failure occurs, customers expect companies to
respond as quickly and effectively as possible (Babin et al. 2021; Hogreve
et al., 2017). Service recovery involves the actions that a service provider
adopts to deal with a service failure in response to customer complaints
(Grönross, 1988; van Vaerenbergh and Orsingher, 2016).
Service recovery is defined by Michel et al. (2009, p. 253) as “the
integrative actions a company takes to re-establish customer satisfaction
and loyalty after a service failure (customer recovery), to ensure that failure
incidents encourage learning and process improvement (process recovery)
and to train and reward employees for this purpose (employee recovery)”.
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Service recovery involves more than twenty different types of action (Van
Vaerenbergh et al. 2019), including (monetary) compensation, facilitation,
apology, empathy, justification, and excuse, etc. Recovery actions are
usually classified into two major groups: tangible and psychological
(Miller et al., 2000). Tangible recovery involves material compensation
offered to consumers to reduce dissatisfaction related to the service failure.
Psychological recovery refers to the intangible activities undertaken to
address the service failure (Van Vaerenbergh et al. 2019).
The concept of service recovery is also related to the concept of crisis
communication management: both areas employ communication activities
and corrective actions whose consequences can affect the reputation of the
company (Smith, 2005). Crisis can be defined as an unexpected event that
creates uncertainty and threat, and which endangers the image, identity or
reputation of an individual or company (Devlin, 2006). Coombs defines
crisis management as “a set of factors designed to combat crises and to
lessen the actual damages inflicted (…) and [which] seeks to prevent or
lessen the negative outcomes of a crisis and thereby protect the organization,
stakeholders, and/or industry from damage” (Coombs, 2015, p. 5). The
main difference between service recovery and crisis communication
management is in the target: service recovery is largely oriented towards
customers, especially those who have experienced the service failure,
while crisis communication management strategies are aimed at a wider
set of targets, including the media, the public, no-profit associations and
shareholders (Manika et al., 2017; Elliott et al., 2005). Moreover, service
recovery actions focus more on rebuilding the relationship with a given
customer or a group of customers, while crisis communications aim at
minimizing reputational harm (Coombs and Holladay, 2008). Despite
these differences, data breach can be usefully investigated from a crisis
communication management perspective, as data breach can also impact
negatively on an organization’s reputation with the general public, media
and shareholders. No organization is immune from the risk of being hit
by a crisis, wherever it operates and whatever its products or services,
however vigilant it may be. What really makes the difference is how crisis
is handled, and a critical aspect is communication. Communication
management has three successive phases: pre-crisis, crisis and post-crisis
(Coombs, 2007). Coombs (2015) argues that communication is crucial
for crisis management because it collects information, processes it into
knowledge, and shares the information with others. The role of crisis
management in determining reputational damages after data breaches is
also underlined by Kuipers and Schonheit (2021), who show how different
communication and recovery strategies mean that comparable data breach
crises do not always have the same impact.
3.2 Results: Theoretical underpinnings of service recovery and crisis
communication management
Service recovery has the potential to significantly influence customer
behavior. Previous studies find that effective service recovery can positively
impact overall satisfaction, repurchase intentions, and word-of-mouth
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intentions (van Vaerenbergh and Orsingher, 2016). In terms of impact,
there can also be “service recovery paradox” (McCollough and Bharadwaj,
1992): customer satisfaction after effective service recovery can sometimes
be higher than before the service failure. Magnini et al. (2007) show that
the service recovery paradox is more likely under certain circumstances:
when the failure is not perceived as severe, if it is the first failure with the
firm experienced by the customer, and if it is perceived as temporary and
not under the full control of the firm. Service recovery actions can have a
huge impact on customer behavior, so it is important to identify the key
theoretical mechanisms that explain customer response to service recovery.
Different theories that have been used to investigate how customers
respond to service recovery actions include Justice Theory, Fairness theory,
Attribution theory, Cognitive dissonance theory and Reciprocity Theory.
In the present review, we focus on Justice Theory and Attribution Theory,
which have been most widely used to explain how consumers respond.
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Justice Theory. Rooted in Social Exchange Theory, Justice Theory is
widely used as a theoretical framework to explain how customers evaluate
service recovery efforts and how customer satisfaction is formed (Van
Vaerenbergh and Orsingher, 2016; Kau and Loh, 2006). Perceived justice has
been identified as a key driver of customer satisfaction and post-purchase
intentions in service recovery situations (del Río-Lanza et al., 2009). Tax et
al. (1998) highlight that perceived justice is a multi-dimensional construct,
with three dimensions:
- distributive justice, which is related to the outcome of the recovery
efforts undertaken by the service provider;
- procedural justice, which involves process control, decision control,
accessibility, timing/speed and flexibility of the procedures employed
by the service provider in achieving the recovery outcome;
- interactional justice, which is focused on the interpersonal exchange
that occurs during the service recovery process, thus involving the
communication elements that are part of the recovery.
Good management of the three dimensions has been found to positively
impact customer satisfaction with the service recovery, et also impacts
other outcomes such as trust, word of mouth and customer loyalty (e.g.,
Schoefer and Ennew, 2005; Jung and Seock, 2017).
Attribution Theory. This theory provides and explanation for how
individuals attribute responsibility for events, especially negative events
(Kelley, 1973), and can be a helpful theoretical framework for factors that
drive customer perception of a company’s recovery efforts following a
service failure. If customers believe that a company had full control over
the cause of a service failure, they will have a greater desire to complain
and a lower repurchase intention (Folkes et al. 1987). The theory proposes
three dimensions of causal attribution (Weiner, 1986; Nguyen and McCollKennedy, 2003): locus, controllability, and stability. Locus involves the
location of the cause of problems or negative events. Controllability is
the extent to which the problem could have been controlled. Finally,
stability means the duration of the problem, and whether it is temporary
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or permanent. The attribution of responsibilities has been found to affect
people’s emotions and behaviors (Coombs and Holladay, 1996): if the
service provider is thought to be responsible for a failure, negative feelings
and behavior might arise, with negative consequences in terms of customer
satisfaction (Belanche et al., 2020).
In Crisis Communication literature, different theories have been used
to explain crisis situations, including Situational Crisis Communication
Theory, Rhetorical Arena Theory and Image Restoration Theory. Below we
focus on the first two.
Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT). Situational Crisis
Communication Theory (SCCT) is the primary theoretical framework
used to research crisis communication (Avery et al. 2010; Fediuk et al.,
2010; Ma and Zhan, 2016). SCCT enables researchers to examine how
attribution of responsibility affects an organization’s reputation (Coombs
and Holladay, 2001), and suggests that the organization should match its
response strategies to the responsibility attributed in order to mitigate the
reputational risk to the organization in crisis (Coombs, 2004; Coombs and
Holladay, 2002).
Schwarz (2012) suggests the use of Kelley’s covariation principle
(Attribution Theory) in order to investigate “if and how stakeholders covary
organizations with crisis causes and how this affects their perceptions of
organizational responsibility and reputation” (p. 174). In this experimental
study, three informational dimensions, consensus, distinctiveness, and
consistency, are theorized in order to forecast the likelihood of stakeholders
attributing blame for crisis to the organization, the entity or circumstances,
and to evaluate the impact of these attributions on company reputation.
Much of the Crisis Communication literature draws on Attribution
Theory, which, as noted above, theorizes about how individuals attribute
unexpected and negative events to certain causes. These attributions
of responsibility can raise negative emotions and reactions (Weiner,
1986). Situational Crisis Communication Theory claims that the more
responsibility stakeholders attribute to an organization for a crisis, the
greater their negative perceptions (Coombs, 2007; Coombs and Holladay,
2002; Bundy et al., 2017). Much experimental research confirms this
assumption (Coombs and Holladay, 2006; Dean, 2004), and several
management studies have drawn from the theories of Attribution Theory
and SCCT to consider the role of crisis attributions (e.g., Bundy and Pfarrer,
2015; Lange and Washburn, 2012; Mishina et al., 2012; Withers et al.,
2012). It should be also highlighted that “attributions” can be “a negotiated
feature of crisis management, and, therefore, subject to social influence”
(Bundy and Pfarrer, 2015, p. 352), which means that an organization’s
response strategy plays a key role in the attributions of responsibility
(Bundy et al., 2017).
Rhetorical Arena Theory (RAT). In social sciences, the term “arena” is
used by Anselm Strauss (1978) to refer to spaces where issues of concern are
debated and negotiated. Frandsen and Johansen (2010, 2016) subsequently
apply the concept of the arena to the study of crisis communication and
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develop the Rhetorical Arena Theory (RAT) to address the problem of
communicative complexity, which characterizes many crisis situations.
Rhetorical Arena Theory (RAT) assumes that numerous voices interact and
communicate inside a “rhetorical arena” to co-manage a crisis discussion,
and its key assumption is that these different voices “co-construct” the
rhetorical crisis situation. This implies that responsibility for crisis response
strategy lies not with a single organization but rather in the “patterns of
interaction” (Frandsen and Johansen, 2017, p. 148) between various voices.
In this multi-vocal approach, the “rhetorical arena” is the place where
different actors and stakeholders, including other corporations, political
actors, activists, experts, and the media, talk to and about each other
(Frandsen and Johansen, 2010).
In a more recent study, attempting to replace the organization-centric
view of traditional Rhetorical Arena Theory, Raupp (2019) applies and
extends RAT of crisis communication with a network analysis. Yang and
Taylor (2015, p. 111) and Raupp (2019, p. 1) note that approaching public
relations and crisis communication from a social network perspective
“means shifting the attention from dyads to networks that are based on
multiple and diverse relationships”. This corresponds precisely to the idea of
RAT: the network influences crisis management at all stages of the process.
Table 2 summarizes the theories presented above and classifies them
by topic.
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Tab. 2: Theories and topics synoptic
Topic
Service Recovery

Theory
Justice Theory

Rationale
• Perceived justice is identified as a key cognitive
driver of subsequent customer satisfaction and
post-purchase intentions in service recovery
situations
• Explains how customers evaluate service recovery
efforts and how customer satisfaction develops
• Three main components: distributive, procedural
and interactional justice
Attribution
• People make attributions for responsibility for
Theory
events, particularly when the events are negative
• Categorizes factors driving customer perception
of a company’s recovery efforts following service
failure
Crisis
Situational
• Shows how attribution of responsibility affects an
Communication Crisis
organization’s reputation
Management
Communication • The organization matches its response strategies
Theory
to the attributions of responsibility in order to
lower reputational risk
Rhetorical
• Numerous actors and voices interact inside a
Arena Theory
“rhetorical arena” in order to co-manage crisis
• Key assumption - different voices “co-construct”
the rhetorical crisis situation. Responsibility for
response strategies lies in “patterns of interaction”
rather than the organization
								
Source: Authors’ elaborations
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3.3 Results: Service Recovery from Privacy Failure
As noted above, “any breach of customer information privacy can be
considered a service failure potentially leading to an erosion of customer’s
perception of service quality” (Malhotra and Malhotra, 2011, p. 45).
Privacy failures occur whenever the privacy of consumer information
is violated, and previous studies have focused on the effect of recovery
strategies for consumers and for firms. Below the studies are grouped into
these two types.
At consumer level, studies focus on the impact of recovery strategies
on customer attitudes such as trust, behavioural intentions like repurchase intention, and actual purchase behaviour i.e., changes in
customer spending. At firm level, they focus on the impact of data breach
announcements and related recovery strategies on corporate reputation, on
shareholder value and on net present value loss and financial returns. The
most widely used theoretical frameworks are Justice Theory, Attribution
Theory and Situational Crisis Communication Theory.
Choi et al. (2016) use Justice Theory as a framework to explain how
customer beliefs develop with regard to recovery actions undertaken by
companies. They look at how consumer perceptions in terms of procedural,
distributive and interactional justice influence cognitive and emotional
psychological responses, perception of breach and violation. They also
look at behavioral consequences, such as word of mouth and likelihood
of switching. Considering data breach as breaking a psychological
contract of obligations between the company and the customer, they link
Justice Theory with Social Exchange Theory. Choi et al. (2016) find that
distributive justice has positive effects on both cognitive and emotional
evaluations, while procedural justice affects cognitive evaluations (i.e.,
perception of breach) and interactional justice determines emotional
evaluations (i.e., feelings of violation). They also find that cognitive and
emotional responses to service recovery influence both word of mouth and
intention to switch.
Hazarika et al. (2018) also use Justice Theory in their investigation
of how service recovery after a violation of a privacy policy affects
satisfaction. They find that perceived distributive justice, followed by
procedural justice, is the most important dimension in driving satisfaction
with the recovery and can impact on trust, perceived risk and repurchase
intention. Organization Justice Theory has also been used in conjunction
with Attribution Theory and Social Exchange Theory to investigate
the process through which trust is affected by privacy breaches et also
restored by means of service recovery actions (Bansal and Zahedi, 2015).
Specifically, Bansal and Zahedi (2015) view the different dimensions of
Organizational Justice Theory through the lens of Attribution Theory as
causal attributions of the data breach event that negatively affect employee
performance evaluation. They also highlight that a privacy violation is
a violation of a social contract between the company and the consumer.
This violation leads to a fall in consumer trust, which is subjective and
depends on several factors such as the perceived seriousness and the type
of the violation. Bansal and Zahedi (2015) also find that of three main

recovery strategies, apology, no response and denial, apology appears to be
the superior strategy in many circumstances. The success of the strategy of
denial appears to depend on the extent to which consumers express privacy
concerns, but it appears preferable to the option of offering no response.
Attribution Theory is also emphasized as a key theoretical framework
by Wan and Zhang (2014) and Janakiraman et al. (2018), who use it to
investigate how consumers make causal inferences on why the privacy
violation occurred, attribute responsibility and perceive subsequent
company recovery efforts. Wan and Zhang (2014) find that consumers
will undertake a causal analysis of a data breach event to identify causal
factors and predict the likelihood that it will re-occur. This causal analysis
shapes how consumers perceive future company actions and their future
engagement with the company. Wan and Zhang (2014) also identify
several key variables possibly influencing how consumers perceive service
recovery efforts. Culture, for instance, is reported to be a key variable in
conflict resolution as it supplies norms for how conflict situations should
be addressed. This is also consistent with findings by Sengupta et al. (2018)
that cultural differences matter in consumer reactions to service recovery
efforts. In addition to culture, political ideology is another key variable:
Chan and Palmeiera (2021) find that apologies are less credible and effective
for more politically conservative consumers. Janakiraman et al. (2018)
state that when a data breach is announced, three states of responsibility
can be attributed to the company: victim, when the firm is considered
to have almost no responsibility; accidental, when the accident is seen
as unintended and intentional, when the firm is considered to have full
responsibility. A company affected by a data breach is more likely to be seen
as a victim. Janakiraman et al. (2018) find that data breach announcements
negatively impact customer spending, with customers migrating from the
channel where the breach occurred. But the negative impact appears to be
weaker for loyal customers who tend to support the company during crises.
Chen et al. (2019) use Situational Communication to explain how crisis
response strategies and communication resources can be critical to reduce
potential negative effects on consumer attitudes towards a hotel when a
privacy failure occurs. They highlight the role of the information source
in affecting customer response. Personal involvement of the consumer in
the breach, in other words, whether the consumer is a direct victim of the
breach, does not affect the attribution of responsibility to the hotel. But
if the consumer hears news of the data breach from a source that is not
the company, perception of company responsibility increases dramatically,
and there is a fall in trust and re-patronage intention. When the company
informs consumers directly about the privacy violation, negative effects are
softened.

Francesca Negri
Marco Ieva
The interplay between
privacy failure, recovery
and crisis communication
management: an integrative
review and research agenda

Studies at company level focus on response strategies and their effect on
company performance. Some of these compare communication strategies
and compensation efforts to ascertain which are more effective in reducing
potential losses for the company involved in a data breach or privacy failure.
Data breaches have been found to have significant impact on market value
(Malhotra and Malhotra 2011), and thus require appropriate recovery
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strategies. Analyzing the data breach involving the U.S. retailer Target,
Kashmiri et al. (2017) find that it had a contagion effect on the whole retail
sector; an overall negative effect on the shareholder value of other retailers.
Rasoulian et al. (2017) focus on the impact of different data breach
recovery strategies on firm performance using Justice Theory and Resourcebased Theory. They analyze the impact of compensation (a tangible
benefit offered to stakeholders) versus a process improvement (actions
undertaken to avoid future privacy failures) versus an apology (a message
through which the company accepts its responsibility for the failure and
shows regret) on firm-idiosyncratic risk, using daily stock returns data.
Their findings show that compensation and process improvement can
reduce firm-idiosyncratic risk, while apology tends to increase risk. As
noted above, apology plays a positive role for consumers, and this latter
finding indicates that recovery strategies can have contrasting effects at
customer and company levels.
Gwebu et al. (2018) draw up a taxonomy of response strategies to a
privacy failure on the basis of Attribution Theory and Cognitive Dissonance
Theory. Strategies are as follows: accommodative (including apology and
remedial actions), moderate (including ingratiation and justification),
defensive (including denial and excuse) and image renewal (including
correction, stakeholder and value commitment). They show that corporate
reputation is an important asset in mitigating the negative effect of a data
breach announcement. They also find that defensive or accommodative
strategies do not have any effects on financial returns, while moderate and
image renewal strategies are effective in reducing the negative financial
impact of the data breach. This is true for companies with a previously
low reputation. Response strategies appear to be less important for
companies with a high reputation; the high reputation already protects
them from substantial financial losses. Confente et al. (2019) focus on the
relationship between data breaches and corporate reputation by collecting
user-generated content on social media. They analyze the impact of the
negative event on the five dimensions of corporate reputation: customer
orientation, perceived quality, employer, corporate performance, and
social responsibility. They find that the five dimensions change in response
to the data breach, and that the extent of change depends on whether the
data breach is intentional or unintentional and internal or external.
Figure 1 gives an overview of the different aspects of service recovery
from privacy failure according to literature reviewed above. It selects
key variables and classifies them as follows: outcomes at consumer level,
outcomes at company level and potentially influencing factors in terms of
consumers, context, companies and privacy failures. The following section
discusses these findings and develops an agenda for future research. As
highlighted in Figure 1, when a privacy failure occurs, the company usually
attempts to address the issue by implementing service recovery strategies
impacting at customer and / or company level. Consumer perception of
recovery strategies can be seen in terms of different dimensions of justice
and consumer response can be seen in terms of attitude and behavior.
Companies for their part can be affected economically and financially;
their reputation can be damaged and they can perceive the need for

organizational change. The impact of service recovery from privacy
failure is potentially influenced by factors including the type of privacy
failure, individual consumer characteristics, company characteristics and
contextual characteristics.
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Fig. 1: An overview of findings on recovery after a privacy failure
Privacy Failure

Company recovery strategies:
(e.g. apology, denial, no response, promise, substantive
actions, compensation)

OUTCOMES AT THE CUSTOMER
LEVEL
Justice Perceptions of
recovery efforts:
Distributive
Procedural,
Interactional

Attitudinal responses to
service recovery:
Perceived Breach
Feelings of violation
Perceived seriousness of
violation
Satisfaction with the recovery
Trust towards the company
Perceived risk

Behavioural consequences:
Word of Mouth
Likelihood of switching
Willingness to share information
Repatronage intention
Purchase behaviour

Characteristics of the privacy
failure as potential influencing
factors:
Type of violation
Type of data
Magnitude of violation
Probability of future violation
Evidence
Deception
Timing
Information source

Consumer characteristics as
potential influencing factors:
Age
Gender
Privacy concern
Perceived risk
Prior online experience
Familiarity
Prior trust
Prior willingness to share
information
Personal involvement
Length and nature of past
relationship
Customer Loyalty
Political ideology

Contextual characteristics
Privacy policy regulations
Culture
Digital divide
Media

Company characteristics as
potential influencing factors:
Company size
Industry
IT Capabalities
Marketing Capabilities
Prior economic performance
Prior corporate reputation
Financial leverage
Commitment to Corporate
Social Responsibility

OUTCOMES AT THE
COMPANY LEVEL
Economic/financial
outcomes:
Firm-idiosyncratic risk
Cumulative abnormal stock
returns
Shareholder value
Sales

Corporate reputation:
Customer orientation
Perceived quality
Employer
Corporate performance

Organizational changes:
Organizational learning
Organizational alignment
Data security assessment

Source: Authors’ elaborations

4. Discussion and research agenda
As well as presenting new conceptual frameworks, one of the most
important aims of an Integrative Literature Review is to put forward a
new Research Agenda (Torraco, 2005; Reynders et al. 2020). The research
agenda presented in Table 3 was drafted by grouping questions on the basis
of key stakeholders in service recovery from privacy failure and in crisis
communication. Common key issues were collected and highlighted by
matching these three research streams, and are briefly summarized below.
Consumers. Service recovery is itself likely to fail after a privacy failure
if the company is not able to address consumer concerns about the safety
of their personal data. Where recovery fails, it is important to ask whether
consumer trust might decline not only in the company involved in the
event, but also in other organizations which collected customer data. A
service recovery failure might also have an impact on future channel choice
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and thus might affect the customer journey. Current studies investigate
the short-term effect of recovery strategies, but it is also important to
ask whether service recovery can have a long-term impact on consumer
willingness to share information with companies and other parties. This
question is particularly important given that data is today often the basis
for the development of data-enhanced innovations and collaborative
business networks. Companies are currently able to collect multiple types
of data, ranging from personal to financial information, and including
voice recordings, images, locations and many more. Despite this growing
variety of data, no study to date has investigated whether the type of data
collected plays a role in the impact of different response strategies on
customer cognitive and emotional responses to privacy failure.
Consumers are increasingly aware of privacy failures occurring in
different organizations. However, it is not clear whether the economic
value of shared data or the potential consequences of data breaches are
widely understood, even in cases where consumers are informed of a
privacy violation. This lack of knowledge may affect the effectiveness of
different recovery and prevention strategies
Companies. Service recovery from a privacy failure might require
companies to re-think their organizational structure in order to better
develop a privacy recovery policy, and deploy or improve prevention
strategies. Research is required into identify the most effective
organizational approach for different situations.
It is also important to research how different company partners could
be aligned to develop a coordinated service recovery strategy which will
not fail. Service recovery can also influence employee perception and
satisfaction with the company, and research is also required into the
impact of different service recovery strategies on employee performance.
Context. Existing privacy regulations tend to give little guidance on
how organizations should implement service recovery for customers and
users. Because privacy failure has a negative impact on consumer trust,
it is important to ask how companies and governments can cooperate to
align and improve service recovery actions in order to increase this trust,
and consumer willingness to share information. And given that data
breach also occurs in public institutions, as in the case of the Lazio Region
described above, it is very important to identify key drivers of government
response to data breach.

Tab. 3: Research agenda
Topic/ research Future research questions in a data rich-business scenario
stream

Main References

Consumers

• What is the significance for consumers of data breach
incidents and related service recovery strategies?
• Are consumers aware of the value of their data?
• Can customers act as co-creators of online service
recovery?
• Does previous experience with data breaches influence
how consumers perceive recovery strategies and data
breach messages in the future?

Singh and Crisafulli (2016)
Gwebu et al. (2018)
Chen and Jay (2019)
Valentini et al. (2020)
Wang et al. (2022)

Consumers

• What is the long-term impact of service recovery from
privacy failure on consumers’ general willingness to
share information?
• Will customers re-analyze the trade-off between risks
and benefits of sharing personal information?
• How do different generations react to a service recovery
experience?

Martin (2018)
Babin et al. (2021)
Chen and Jai (2021)
Ameen et al. (2022)

Consumers

• How are customer relationships and loyalty affected by
data breach incidents?
• How is the Service Recovery Journey changing?
• What is the impact on the customer journey? In the
case of a service recovery failure after a privacy failure,
can consumer dissatisfaction with the recovery involve
consumer trust in other companies? Does consumer
decision-making and behavior change in the light of
cyber crises?

Lemon and Verhoef (2016)
Van Vaerenbergh et al. (2019)
Chen and Jay (2019)
Krafft et al. (2021)

Consumers

• What is the role of type of data in influencing customer
reaction to a service recovery following a privacy failure?
How will consumers react to data breaches and related
recovery efforts that involve innovative devices such as
vocal assistants, and/or to different data breaches?

Manika et al. (2017)
Janakiraman et al. (2018)
Labrecque et al. (2021)
Vimalkumar et al. (2021)

Companies

• How can companies increase the effectiveness of their Martin and Murphy (2017)
recovery strategies by focusing on prevention of data Lobschat et al. (2021)
breaches?
• Which approaches and model can be useful to build a
robust understanding of how individuals, organizations
and society behave digitally (ir)responsibly?
• Can ethics and sustainability point to new “data-less”
business models?

Companies

• What kind of organizational (re)structuring and Bundy et al. (2017)
capabilities could be deployed in organizations to Sengupta et al. (2018)
be able to prevent data breaches, to manage service Kuipers and Schonheit (2021)
recovery and to learn from the past?
• Should companies rely on external partners for
managing service recovery from privacy failure?

Companies

• In offering a seamless/personalized customer centric Lemon and Verhoef (2016)
experience, how can companies manage the increasing Palmatier and Martin (2019)
amount and sharing of customer information across the Krafft et al. (2021)
value chain?
• Can coordination/partnership across an increasing
number of channel partners (manufactures, retailers,
channel intermediaries, stakeholders) be achieved to
manage service recovery following a privacy failure?
• How can communication strategies be aligned after data
breaches?
• How can companies increase the effectiveness of their
recovery strategies by focusing on prevention of data
breaches?

Companies

• What is impact of service recovery strategies on Lobschat et al. (2021)
employee satisfaction, performance and advocacy?

Context

• How can privacy regulations be pre-empted? How can Palmatier and Martin (2019)
organizations develop long-lasting partnerships with Brough and Martin (2021)
GAFA (Google, Amazon, Facebook and Apple) to
prevent and manage data breaches?
• Are government institutions ready to deploy effective
response strategies when a privacy failure occurs?
• How has Covid-19 impacted on the issue of privacy and
service recovery?
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5. Conclusions
Privacy failure is a violation of a psychological contract between
consumers and companies and should be considered as an important
form of service failure. Today, it is becoming increasingly frequent
and severe. Companies, however, still need to collect and manage the
increasing amount of data produced at almost every interaction between
customers and touchpoints, and service recovery plays a key role in every
organization. Our study shows that service recovery from privacy failure
is a complex phenomenon and is addressed by several research streams.
As it is integrative, this review shows that service recovery from privacy
failure is linked to privacy, service recovery and crisis communication
management. A comprehensive perspective is essential to study the
phenomenon, as different factors and related theories all come into play.
Factors include consumer privacy concerns, consumer response to service
recovery actions, different crisis communication strategies, and service
recovery impact at both customer and company level.
With reference to RQ1, the review finds that the main theories used
to understand service recovery from privacy failure are Justice Theory,
Attribution Theory and Situational Crisis Communication Theory.
The topic has in fact been examined mainly from the perspective of
service recovery. Privacy failure has been identified as service failure,
but researchers and practitioners should not take for granted that same
theories and procedures can be applied as in a standard service recovery
situation. Consumers make psychological responses to both violation of
privacy and recovery, and the pattern of attribution of responsibilities can
significantly affect consumer trust in the organization, its partners as well
as other companies. Privacy violation can also harm reputation and thus
shareholder value. This implies that multiple theories related to privacy
and crisis communication management are useful in identifying consumer
reaction to service recovery after a privacy failure.
The review reveals different variables which can impact on how
consumers and stakeholders evaluate data breach, information and
announcements about data breach, and related service recovery efforts.
Reviewing multiple studies shows the necessity of researching both
customer and company levels when assessing the effect of service recovery
strategies. It should not be taken for granted that a strategy effective for
consumers is also effective for investors or other stakeholders.
With reference to RQ2, the review identifies several research
opportunities which deserve further attention. The research agenda is
drawn up by grouping questions on the basis of the key stakeholders in
service recovery from privacy failure (Table 3). The topic requires further
attention from marketing research; it is clear that the type of recovery
from a data breach has important consequences as far as marketing
strategies and consumer behavior are concerned. The interplay between
privacy failure, recovery and crisis communication management is the
key to a comprehensive academic analysis of the topic. Research from this
perspective would provide managers with insights on the most effective
recovery strategies for retaining consumer trust and avoiding loss of
corporate reputation.
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Abstract
Purpose of the paper: The recent Covid-19 crisis has increased consumers’ need/
obligation to share personal data with companies, which may have an impact on the
intention to buy. Our study explores this issue focusing on the cruise industry, where
we investigate the mediating role of the willingness to share personal information in
the relation between the intention to cruise and different antecedents.
Methodology: We performed a PLS-SEM applied to a sample of 661 Italian
cruisers.
Results: We found that, during the current Covid-19 scenario, the intention to
cruise is primarily affected by familiarity and reputation. The willingness to share
highly sensitive information mediates the relation between trust in the personnel,
familiarity, corporate reputation and the intention to cruise.
Research limitations: The main limitation is related to the focus on Italian
respondents. Secondly, the data collection method was Internet-based and one-shot,
while an experimental methodology and/or a longitudinal exploration could provide
more robust results.
Practical implications: This study provides some managerial implications
aimed at reinforcing the positive attitude of potential consumers to share personal
information.
Originality of the paper: To the best of our knowledge, this is the first specific
study aimed at investigating the relationship between the willingness to share personal
information and the intention to buy in the cruise industry, examining the role of
several antecedents such as multilayer trust, familiarity, corporate reputation and
health risk perception.
Key words: intention to cruise; willingness to share personal information; trust;
reputation; Covid-19

1. Introduction
Cruise tourism is one of the most susceptible industries to crises and
disasters (Tarlow et al., 2012). In recent years, in fact, several critical events
have affected the cruise industry, attracting global media attention (Mileski
et al., 2014): the last one is related to the Covid-19 pandemic.
In the current pandemic, cruise ships became the worst scenario
within the global tourism, since a cruise ship is an optimal field for
infectious diseases: the environment is closed, the contacts between
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cruisers (coming from many countries) are very high and the crew is often
transferred between ships (Gössling et al., 2020). That’s why the CDC (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention) director issued a No Sail Order for cruise ships effective
from March 14, 2020, which started a long period of cessation of activities
for the cruise industry.
The first cruise ship to set sail after the pandemic on August 16, 2020,
was MSC Grandiosa, in Italy. During the 2020 summer, cruise lines created
“bubble” holidays, imposing swabs for all passengers before departure
and creating bubbles on the mainland to avoid contagions, but with the
increase of contagions during the late autumn and winter of 2020, cruises
were stopped again and the companies were forced to postpone the
scheduled departures.
In Italy, thanks to the vaccination campaign, cruises restarted in March
2021, before other countries. The security protocols applied by the cruise
lines are, however, severe. In fact, in order to ensure the safety of passengers
and crew, passengers are asked for a Covid-19 vaccine certification
or proof of a negative antigenic test made 48 hours before boarding (if
they do not possess a vaccine certificate). Moreover, all the guests must
have a Covid-19 test before boarding, followed by others mid-cruise.
Notwithstanding the vaccine certification is not mandatory, the vaccine
passport allows for a significant improvement in the cruise experience
(e.g. excursions). International companies, such as Royal Caribbean
International and Norwegian Cruise Line, stated that guests must have
completed the vaccination course at least 14 days before joining a cruise,
so the green pass resulting from a test or healing is not enough. An antigen
test at boarding is also requested by both companies for vaccinated people
and people are asked to declare their medical state and their previous
contacts, together with their medical symptoms.
The sector’s plans of recovery have been postponed to after the autumn
2021, because the virus variant Omicron has also spread quickly in Europe
and the winter schedule has changed. In the Italian market, the ships have
continued to operate in the Mediterranean, in the United Arab Emirates
(Expo Dubai) and in Saudi Arabia, albeit with a modified itinerary due to
the impossibility of visiting Egypt and Jordan. The decision of the US has
been even more severe: the US CDC has raised the alert level from 3 to 4,
recommending to avoid cruises despite the vaccination requirement for
boarding. However, cruise companies are waiting to overcome the current
impasse of a couple of months, hoping that Omicron will actually evolve
into the form of a “simple flu” for those who added the booster (third dose)
to the vaccination cycle. For the summer 2022, no changes in scheduling
have been announced and cruise companies are oriented to a full recovery.
For instance, in Italy, 5.98 million passengers are expected to be handled
in Italian ports during 2022 (+ 118% on 2021) (Italian Cruise Day, 2021).
This confidence in the future is also demonstrated by the confirmation of
the industrial investment plans in new ships.
However, the recovery of the cruise industry is strictly connected to
the observance of strict procedures and protocols, whose implementation
requires, among others, the traceability of information related to health and

personal contacts of cruisers. Hence, in this new post-Covid-19 scenario,
cruisers are asked to provide a bundle of personal information in order
to participate in the cruise experience. The recent Covid-19 crisis seems
in this sense to have overturned the information flow: together with the
information released by cruise companies related to security management
issues, the need/obligation to share data with companies also emerged
from the consumer side. The sharing of info is not only ex ante, but also
during the holiday in order to create “bubbles” and participate in onshore
and offshore activities.
The release of information from the consumer side has, however,
stressed the importance of personal data privacy and of consumers’
willingness to share personal health information. In some cases, sharing
personal data can threaten one’s privacy, especially in the case of personal
health data. Despite the privacy concerns, some consumers still choose
to disclose their sensitive information, particularly when they perceive
tangible benefits of information exchange (Zaheer and Trkman, 2017).
In this case, the benefit is the possibility to cruise again. Therefore, the
willingness to share personal data may be an important factor that could
influence the intention to take a cruise in the future.
Crisis literature has already highlighted that consumer intention to
take a cruise may be affected by different factors (Penco et al., 2019), such
as familiarity, social motivation, loyalty (Petrick et al., 2012), corporate
reputation, corporate responsibility (Penco et al., 2019) or trust (Castaldo
et al., 2021). The Covid-19 pandemic seems, however, to have stressed the
importance of another factor: the willingness to share personal information.
Therefore, taking the current Covid-19 situation into account, this
study aims to answer the following questions: Which factors have a greater
influence on the intention to cruise in this pandemic period? Is consumers’
willingness to share personal information in this pandemic period influencing
the intention to cruise?
In this vein, based on crisis management and marketing literature,
the present paper tries to investigate how a critical event could influence
consumer intention to take a cruise in the future and, in particular, whether
there are specific variables (multilevel trust, prior corporate reputation,
health risk and familiarity) that may influence the likelihood of such an
event to impact consumer intention to cruise. Moreover, considering the
increasing importance of personal data sharing, the paper is also aimed at
analysing the mediating role of consumers’ willingness to share information
between such variables and the intention to cruise. Despite the emerging
importance of this topic, we are aware of no previous studies focusing on
how, in a critical event, the willingness to share information may affect
consumers’ intention to buy.
This empirical research is based on the development of a structured
questionnaire submitted to an online panel of cruisers, completed by
some personal interviews with expert cruisers, in order to understand the
validity of the constructs used in the study. Overall, 661 cruiser opinions
have been used to test the research hypotheses. In seeking to focus on the
aforementioned issues, the present study contributes to extant academic
literature in several ways. The study adds empirical evidence to previous
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literature on crisis and management literature, focusing on some factors
that may affect the likelihood of a critical event to influence the intention
to cruise - multilayer trust, previous corporate reputation, familiarity and
health risk - together with the mediating role of consumers’ willingness
to share personal information. Secondly, it advances tourism management
literature by exploring the impact of a peculiar aspect of the Covid-19 crisis
- the necessity to release personal health information - on the intention to
cruise.
The study also presents several managerial implications. It highlights
and analyses the factors that cruise line managers should consider when
dealing with the willingness to share information, which in turn may have
an impact on consumers’ intention to take a cruise in the future. Moreover,
it highlights the role of corporate reputation management and multilayer
trust in dealing with such negative situations.
The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. The second section
addresses the extant literature on the factors that may influence the
intention to cruise during the current pandemic, providing the theoretical
framework and developing the research hypotheses. Section 3 explains
the research design and method. Section 4 describes the major empirical
findings and discusses the outcomes. Section 5 presents the conclusions,
together with academic and practical implications.
2. Literature review
The Covid-19 pandemic has deeply impacted the cruise industry,
affecting millions of passengers and people employed directly or indirectly
in the industry. After several cruise ships presented confirmed Covid-19
cases onboard, and after the many deaths on the Diamond Princess cruise
ship moored in Yokohama Bay (Mallapaty, 2020), the industry remained
blocked for many months. This was mainly due to the closed environment
and numerous interactions between cruisers and crew members that led
to crowding problems and the difficulty in maintaining social distancing,
which in turn increased the level of health risk.
Given the pandemic’s devastating impact on the cruise industry, it is
important to understand the factors that may have an influence on the
intention to take a cruise in the future. The Covid-19 pandemic is not the
first shock event that has impacted the industry: attention towards risky
events has in fact become an imperative (Mileski et al., 2014), as they could
reduce cruisers’intention to take a cruise in the future.
In this context, crisis management literature has already highlighted that
consumer intention to take a cruise after or during a crisis may be affected
by different factors, such as personal emotions such as anger, empathy
and sadness (Penco et al., 2019), familiarity, social motivations (Hung and
Petrick, 2011), loyalty (Petrick et al., 2012), corporate reputation, and selfconfidence (Valencia and Crouch, 2008). In the Covid-19 scenario, health
risk perceptions and trust in the cruise company have also been reported
as important drivers of intention to cruise (Castaldo et al., 2021). Another
factor is connected to the fear of contracting Covid-19 (Radic et al., 2021).
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Cruise scholarship has devoted considerable attention to examining
such drivers, also in the Covid-19 era; however, there is a notable paucity of
research on the role of the willingness to share information in influencing
the intention to take a cruise. Because in the restart of the operations the
need to share health personal data with cruise companies has emerged
from the consumer side, it is critical to also include among the drivers the
willingness to share information.
The study of all these factors allows cruise operators to better adapt
their communication strategies and contribute to the implementation of
risk management plans on cruise ships (Le and Arcodia, 2018). On the
cruise companies’ side, in fact, the Covid-19 pandemic has led to the
development of risk management policies and measures for guaranteeing
the sustainability of cruise tourism. The main risk management measures
include the port country’s epidemic prevention capacity, the analysis of the
potential disease transmission, the design and construction of cruise ships,
and characteristics of cruise tourism activities (Li et al., 2021).
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2.1 Trust
Trust is a complex and multilayer concept that intervenes at different
levels: (1) the individual level, such as trust inclination (Martin, 2018);
(2) the company level, such as trust in the retailer (Aguirre et al., 2015);
trust in the community of sellers (Pavlou and Gefen, 2004); trust in the
intermediary (Gefen and Pavlou, 2012), or trust in third parties (McCole
et al., 2010); as well as (3) at the societal level, such as trust in the Internet
(Belanche et al., 2014); general institutional trust (Kehr et al., 2015) or
country-specific trust (Grosso et al., 2020). Trust owns a crucial role in
situations characterized by uncertainty where risk dominates. In these
contexts, trust plays an essential role in absorbing risk and, consequently,
minimizing the level of uncertainty (Luhman, 1979; Mishra, 1996).
Trust is a mitigating force capable of generating certainty even in
situations characterized by risk. Trust can therefore contain the level of risk
that the uncertainty associated with a given situation raises: it is an attitude
that allows making a decision under a risk condition (Luhman, 1979).
Specifically, trust implies replacing an external risk that may be difficult to
manage (such as the health risk linked to Covid-19) with a relational risk,
which is more intellectually manageable.
There is much evidence on the positive relationship between trust and
behavioural intentions (Singh and Sirdeshmukh, 2000). Specifically, the
researchers found that the role of trust is fundamental in service sectors,
such as tourism and, above all, in the world of cruises (Forgas-Coll et al.,
2014; Wu et al., 2018). Trust makes it possible to contain the perceived
risk in these sectors and to stimulate consumers’ purchasing intentions
(Castaldo, 2007; Castaldo et al., 2021; Laroche et al., 2004); consequently,
trust is a determining component in the preservation of the relationship
between the company and customers.
We, therefore, considered the trust construct as one of the elements that
can lead consumers to contain the perception of risk and vulnerability that
the Covid-19 pandemic has brought with it.
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More specifically, following a multidimensional concept of trust, we
assume that the level of trust addressed to a specific cruise company, to its
personnel, and to the cruise industry as a whole, can play an active role in
“absorbing” the perceived risks deriving from potential crowding situations
and the desire for greater health safety, thus supporting consumers’
intention to cruise again.
H1a: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, consumers’ trust in the
cruise industry enhances the intention to cruise
H1b: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, consumers’ trust in the
cruise company enhances the intention to cruise
H1c: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, consumers’ trust in the
personnel of the cruise company enhances the intention to cruise
2.2 Familiarity
In general terms, familiarity refers to previous experience that creates a
relatively stable cognitive structure and carries the expectation of possible
situations and results in subsequent contact with someone or the use of
something (Chen et al., 2019; Kaptein et al., 2013). Familiarity is a concept
referring to one’s previous associations, connections, and knowledge,
which is closely related to trust (Komiak and Benbasat, 2006). Familiarity,
allowing customers to accumulate knowledge and experience, reduces the
uncertainty of expectation through the increased understanding of what
has happened in the past (Luhmann 1979).
The familiarity construct (Alba and Hutchinson, 1987) has already been
explored in the marketing domain (Graeff, 2007; Lin, 2013). In particular,
familiarity is considered a driver that affects consumers’ decision-making
processes (e.g. Ha and Perks, 2005; Komiak and Benbasat, 2006; Milman
and Pizam, 1995).
In particular, the literature has explored the relationship between
familiarity and behavioural intention, finding that familiarity with a
brand creates a positive attitude toward the brand itself. It reinforces the
behavioural intentions (i.e. repurchase and word-of-mouth intentions),
especially if the perception of the product/service performance is high
(Söderlund, 2002). In other words, the more familiar consumers are with
a specific brand, the more they tend to develop positive attitudes toward
that brand.
Only limited studies have addressed the impact of familiarity in the
tourism and hospitality domain (Park et al., 2019) and they analysed, in
particular, the familiarity with a destination (Fridgen, 1987; Hahm and
Severt, 2018; Milman and Pizam, 1995). In cruise tourism, Milman and
Pizam (1995) suggested that travel experience is linked to familiarity so
that when familiarity increases, customer expertise tends to increase as
well. During a crisis in particular, familiarity with a well-known brand is
presumed to have positive effects in terms of the reduction of uncertainty
(Ryschka et al., 2016) and a strong brand reduces adverse public
perceptions. The role of familiarity in the Covid-19 pandemic has been
studied in terms of impact on intention to cruise (Castaldo et al., 2021;
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Roth-Cohen and Lahav, 2021): in crisis situations, high levels of familiarity
with the cruise experience or a certain brand help decrease the perception
of risk, enhancing a positive attitude toward cruises and, consequently, the
intention to cruise.
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H2: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, consumers’ familiarity with
cruises enhances the intention to cruise
2.3 Reputation
Corporate reputation can be defined as an overall evaluation of an
organization made by consumers (and stakeholders in general), related
to the extent to which they see the firm as “good” or “bad” (Laufer and
Coombs, 2006). Reputation has been shown to influence consumers’
reactions to critical events: in particular, like trust and familiarity, it has
been found to reduce their uncertainty (Walsh et al., 2009).
Siomkos and Kurzbard (1994) specifically found that consumers’
intention to purchase after a product harm crisis increased if the corporate
reputation was good. Siomkos (1999) confirmed these findings by showing
that when a company affected by a critical event has a good corporate
reputation and its response strategies towards its consumers are positively
perceived, the negative impact on consumers’ purchase intentions
decreases.
In the cruise industry, Penco et al. (2019) reported that a prior good
reputation is a factor that mitigates critical events’ negative effect on future
decisions to cruise by preserving consumers’ conﬁdence in the company
and its products/services (Souiden and Pons, 2009).
A positive prior corporate reputation will probably lower the feelings of
anger, increasing sympathy towards the company (Cleeren et al., 2008; Jin
et al., 2010). Coombs and Holladay’s (2012) study of the Costa Concordia
crisis demonstrated that faith holders’ postings on Facebook supporting the
initial crisis response from Carnival Cruise Line and expressing sympathy
for the victims helped the company to recover faster from the reputational
threat.
Customers with better perceptions of corporate reputation are therefore
more likely to have favourable behavioural intentions, which can mitigate
a critical event’s effect (Penco et al., 2019). We assume that a cruise line’s
previous positive reputation will help sustain consumers’ positive attitude
towards undertaking a cruise, even during the Covid-19 period (Castaldo
et al., 2021). Such reputation will probably lower the feeling of uncertainty
due to the current situation. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:
H3: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, a previous positive corporate
reputation enhances the intention to cruise
2.4 Perceived health risk
In the last few years, the increasing number of outbreaks of infectious
diseases, such as Ebola, bird flu, Sars, and Covid-19, has stressed the
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importance of safety and security, especially in the tourism and hospitality
domain. Now more and more tourists consider safety as one of the most
important drivers of the complex travel decision-making process (Kozak et
al., 2007; Liu et al., 2016; 2017), which may change tourists’ risk perception.
Risk perceptions refer to the overall amount of uncertainty perceived
by consumers about a specific purchase (Holland et al., 2021). Risk has in
fact been found to be a situation-specific and multifaceted construct (Le
and Arcodia, 2018), which creates negative emotions related to anxiety,
insecurity, and fear about the consequences of a purchase decision.
There is a higher level of risk associated with travel products and services
due to their intangibility, high cost, and complex decision-making. This
concept therefore presents a deterring impact on the intention to travel to
locations that are perceived risky (Henthorne et al., 2013; Jonas et al., 2011;
Kozak et al., 2007;). In the context of cruise travel, in fact, passengers’ risk
perceptions have been reported to affect their intention to travel, in terms
of hesitations to take cruises or cancellation of bookings (Bowen et al.,
2014).
Health problems, in particular, are one of the major risks in the tourism
industry (Mizrachi and Fuchs, 2016): health risks in travel are wide and
cover issues from sickness due to unfamiliar foreign food or hygiene
problems, respiratory diseases, stressing consequences associated with
cruising, to viral diseases and global pandemics (Liu et al., 2016; Liu and
Pennington-Gray, 2016; Mizrachi and Fuchs, 2016), such as the Covid-19
pandemic.
Notwithstanding their centrality in tourist risk perceptions, not a
wide literature has focused on health-related risks, especially in the cruise
industry, but following the recent studies related to the Covid-19 pandemic
(Castaldo et al., 2021; Holland et al., 2021), we expect a negative impact
of such risk on the intention to travel. Thus, the following hypothesis is
proposed:
H4: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, perceived health risk
diminishes the intention to cruise
2.5 The willingness to share personal information
Consumer data has been found to be a crucial resource for companies
(Pallant et al., 2022) since it may lead to a range of insights and market
intelligence activities in order to gain a competitive advantage (Plangger
and Montecchi, 2020). Yet accessing this data increasingly requires
consumers to willingly participate in data exchange, even if citizens seem
increasingly concerned about their personal privacy (Phelps et al., 2001).
Privacy relates to consumers’ ability to “control the use, release, collection,
storage, and access to their personal data” (Plangger and Montecchi, 2020,
p. 33).
The recognition of the role of data for companies operating in business
to consumer (BtoC) markets and the importance consumers put on
privacy have increased the interest of scholars, who started to focus on the
relationship between consumer data and the value companies can extract
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from this data, but also on consumer willingness to share data with firms
(Aiello et al., 2020; Markos et al., 2017).
An individual’s decision to disclose information is commonly
considered a rational choice made by weighing the costs, concerns, and
benefits of disclosure (Keith et al., 2013), known as “privacy calculus” (Beke
et al., 2021; Culnan and Armstrong, 1999; Dinev and Hart, 2006; Kehr
et al., 2015). While privacy calculus is crucial to consider, it is however
important to state that consumers may not be consistent regarding their
data privacy behaviours. Sometimes, the high level of consumer privacy
concern appears to have little impact on consumers’ shopping behaviours
(Phelps et al., 2001). Most consumers are in fact willing to give up some of
their privacy to participate in a consumer society. They can voluntarily give
away personal data by posting details of their private life on social networks
or using online shopping websites, which include profiling functions.
This problem has been explored by the privacy-paradox literature,
which describes the dichotomy of information privacy attitude and actual
information privacy behaviour, which sometimes can be very different
(Lee and Cranage, 2011). This dichotomy has been exacerbated by the
emergence of digital technologies, and in particular by the mobile phone,
which is able to capture personal information more closely (Sutanto et al.,
2013).
The problem of privacy paradox has been studied in the tourism
domain (Lee and Cranage, 2011), but also in health care (Zhu et al., 2021),
whose services have been made available on mobile platforms, and it can
also be relevant in the Covid-19 scenario (Ameen et al., 2022).
After the long stop of operating activities, the restart of the cruise
industry has been based on severe protocols, which ask consumers to
share personal health information with the cruise companies. The present
pandemic has, in this way, overturned the flow of information during a
crisis: usually, companies hit by a crisis share the essential information
with stakeholders in order to overcome the crisis itself; in this case, instead,
the flow of information is bidirectional, with consumers having to share
personal data in order to cruise again.
Consumers are therefore asked to share their personal and health
information (e.g. health status, living habits, or phone numbers), together
with information on the recent contacts (who have I met?) in order to
utilize cruise services.
Although consumers want to utilize cruise services again, they are often
reluctant to disclose personal information, or at least seek to reveal as little
information as possible.
The willingness to share information may, in particular, have a
mediating role in the relationship between the intention to cruise and its
drivers, especially multilevel trust, corporate reputation, familiarity, and
perceived health risk.
Several contributions have demonstrated that people tend to share
personal information if the level of trust is high (Grosso et al., 2020) and if
the company has a good reputation (Broutsou et al. 2012; Leon et al., 2013).
Moreover, consumers’ willingness to provide personal information largely
depends on the strength of their familiarity with the company. The effect
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of familiarity on the intention to share information has been extensively
studied with reference to e-commerce and social commerce (Nepomuceno
et al., 2014). The development of an ongoing, trusting relationship, with an
understanding of people’s needs, concerns, and shared responsibility, has a
positive influence on information-sharing behaviours (Yang and Maxwell,
2011). In addition, familiarity and trust may reduce the perception of risk in
communication, mediating the impact of changes in policies’ monetization
options on whether people would like to reveal information (Gerlach et al.,
2015). The online interrelation built upon personal reputation is crucial for
encouraging successful knowledge sharing (Hung et al., 2011). Corporate
reputation, establishing trust and developing meaningful relationships with
consumers, could work to reduce consumer anxiety and increase consumer
likelihood of sharing their personal information with companies.
Recently, several articles have also explored the willingness to share
health information (Kim et al., 2017) or information during a health crisis
(Belle et al., 2021). In the Covid-19 pandemic case, if consumers present a
high perceived health risk, they should be more willing to share personal
health information, as this action will increase their perceived safety.
Although on the basis of our knowledge research on the effects of
willingness to share information on the intention to cruise does not exist,
we propose that customers who manifest trust and familiarity (Leppäniemi
et al., 2017; Verma et al., 2016) and perceive a high corporate reputation and
a high health risk, are likely to be more willing to share information with
the company in order to concretize their intention to cruise in the future.
In particular, consumers may be sensitive to different types of information,
with medical information being as the most sensitive (Grosso et al., 2020);
we therefore divided the released information into low-sensitivity and
high-sensitivity, in order to understand whether the mediating effect of
the willingness to share personal information is related to the different
categories of data. Hence, the following hypotheses are proposed:
H5a: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, consumers’ trust in the
cruise industry enhances the willingness to share high-sensitivity information
H5b: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, consumers’ trust in the
cruise company enhances the willingness to share high-sensitivity information
H5c: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, consumers’ trust in the
personnel of the cruise company enhances the willingness to share highsensitivity information
H6: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, consumers’ familiarity with
cruises enhances the willingness to share high-sensitivity information
H7: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, a previous positive corporate
reputation enhances the willingness to share high-sensitivity information
H8: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, perceived health risk
enhances the willingness to share high-sensitivity information
H9a: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, consumers’ trust in the
cruise industry enhances the willingness to share low-sensitivity information
H9b: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, consumers’ trust in the
cruise company enhances the willingness to share low-sensitivity information
H9c: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, consumers’ trust in the
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personnel of the cruise company enhances the willingness to share lowsensitivity information
H10: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, consumers’ familiarity
with cruises enhances the willingness to share low-sensitivity information
H11: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, a previous positive corporate
reputation enhances the willingness to share low-sensitivity information
H12: During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, perceived health risk
enhances the willingness to share low-sensitivity information
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Regarding the mediating role of the informative issue, we instead
hypothesize:
H13 During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, the willingness to share highsensitivity information mediates the relationship between the antecedents
(multilayer trust, reputation, familiarity, risk) and the intention to cruise.
H14 During a health crisis, such as Covid-19, the willingness to share
low-sensitivity information mediates the relationship between the antecedents
(multilayer trust, reputation, familiarity, risk) and the intention to cruise.
Fig. 1: Theoretical framework

Trust industry

Willingness to share
low-sensitivity data

Trust company
Trust personnel

Intention

Familiarity

Control
variables

Reputation
Risk

Willingness to share
high-sensitivity data

Source: Authors’ elaboration

3. Methodology
The empirical research focuses on the Italian cruise market, which
represents an ideal empirical field for investigations. First of all, Italy was
the first country in the European Union to register more than 30,000
coronavirus-related deaths and was the first country in Europe to impose
a lockdown when coronavirus cases began to surface in northern regions
in February 2020. Moreover, an Italian cruise ship, MSC Grandiosa, was
the first cruise ship to set sail after the pandemic on August 16, 2020 and,
during the 2020 summer, the Mediterranean region saw the presence of
cruise lines that created “bubble” holidays. With the increase of contagions
during the late autumn and winter, the cruise activities were blocked, but
thanks to the vaccination campaign, cruises in Italy restarted in March
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2021, before other countries.
In the US, for example, cruise lines decided to postpone the departure
to 1 June 2021 in order to guarantee the respect of the Conditional
Sailing Order, including travel tests that demonstrate the possibility of
guaranteeing safety and hygiene for passengers. The CDC recommends,
however, that travellers are fully vaccinated against Covid-19 prior to
travelling on a cruise ship.
3.1 The research instrument: the questionnaire
The study was primarily carried out through the elaboration of a
structured questionnaire. Several steps were followed to enhance the
validity of the measurements. First, the inquiries in the questionnaire
were designed and adapted using previous studies (e.g. Jin et al., 2010;
Hung and Petrick, 2011). Second, a panel of industry experts checked
the questionnaire to determine its validity. This step was particularly
important in order to understand whether the variables used in the
study would indeed be able to influence consumers’ intention to cruise
also in the present pandemic period. Third, the revised version of the
questionnaire was pretested to guarantee content validity, readability and
user-friendliness. We performed a pilot test among 15 cruisers contacted
through emails. When asked to comment on the questionnaire in terms
of its clarity, readability and friendliness, the respondents declared that it
fits positively to the aforementioned topics; thus, no amendments in terms
of rewording of items were required at this stage. The final questionnaire
was then structured into two main sections. The first section aims to
investigate the cruising matter during the Covid-19 era. The first question
explores whether the pandemic would influence the future decision to take
a cruise, which represents our outcome variable. All the other questions
(trust, familiarity, reputation, health risk perception, willingness to share
information) are measured on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = “totally
disagree” to 7 = “totally agree”). The second section focuses on respondents’
socio-demographic factors and behaviour, providing the control variables
for the model.
In order to better explore the factors that might impact on the
willingness to share information and on the intention to cruise, we
complete the quantitative study with a qualitative focus, performing seven
personal interviews with expert cruisers. Interviewees were recruited
through referral by friends and academicians. The average duration of the
seven interviews was about 30 minutes. The sample of the qualitative study,
albeit small, helped us to understand the validity of the used constructs.
3.2 Data collection and profile of the respondents
The final version of the questionnaire was published online via Google
Forms and shared through an online panel organized by a professional
company. Overall, 661 individuals participated in the survey, which
constituted our final sample. To avoid cross-cultural bias, the empirical
survey was focused only on Italy. Table 1 provides the major socio-
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demographic and behavioural dimensions of the sample. The respondents
were predominantly women (56.58%). The average age group comprised
middle-aged people (35-49 years, 46.9%); 66.87% of them were married
and 50.53% held a high school degree. About 53% of respondents have
taken more cruises in their lives. Twenty-one per cent of them have taken
a cruise during the Covid-19 era.
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Tab. 1: Demographics of respondents
Gender (GEN)

n

%

Marital Status (MARI)

n

%

Male

286

43.27%

Single

83

12.56%

Female

374

56.58%

I live together with my partner

119

18.00%

1

0.15%

Married

442

66.87%

661

100.00%

Separated/Divorced

29

4.39%

Widowed

6

0.91%

2

0.30%

661

100.00%

Non-disclosed
Total
Age (AGE)
18-24

6

0.91%

Not disclosed

25-34

80

12.10%

Total

35-49

310

46.90%

Education (EDU)

50-64

209

31.62%

PostgraduatePhD/Postdoc

101

15.28%

>64

55

8.32%

Bachelor/Master

182

27.53%

Not disclosed

1

0.15%

High School

334

50.53%

661

100.00%

Primary School

44

6.66%

<25.000 EUR

184

27.84%

Total

661

100.00%

25.000-50,000 EUR

275

41.60%

Past experiences (CRUISER)

50.000-75,000 EUR

82

12.41%

1 previous
cruisers)

312

47.20%

>75.000€ EUR

41

6.20%

Repeaters

Not disclosed

79

11,95%

2 previous cruises

166

25.11%

Total

661

100.00%

3 previous cruises

71

10.74%

4 previous cruises

48

7.26%

5 previous cruises

22

3.33%
4.24%

Total
Income (INC)

Employment (EMP)

cruise

(new

Entrepreneur/selfemployed

97

14.67%

Employee

316

47.81%

between 6 and 10 cruises

28

Teacher/professor

28

4.24%

More than 10 cruises

14

2.12%

Health-care profession

7

1.06%

Total

661

100.00%

Workman

50

7.56%

Cruise experience during the COVID era

Student

12

1.82%

None

498

75.34%

Retired/housekeeper/
unemployed

151

22.84%

None, but 1 cruise booked

24

3.63%

Total
661
100.00%
			

Yes, 1

23

3.48%

Yes, more than 1

116

17.55%

Total

661

100.00%

Source: Authors’ elaboration

3.3 The measures
The constructs in the questionnaire were operationalized by adapting
previous multi-item scales. We adapted the measurement items related to
the intention to cruise from previous cruise studies (Hung and Petrick,
2011). We operationalized the willingness to share information on the
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basis of the studies of Grosso et al. (2020) and Premazzi et al. (2010). The
health risk perception was created by taking previous literature focused
on tourism during a pandemic period into account (Castaldo et al., 2021;
Novelli et al., 2018), while we used the items that Bart et al. (2005) and
Guenzi et al. (2009) adopted to measure the multilayer trust construct.
The same procedure was followed with familiarity. Table 2 gathers the
measurement items
Tab. 2: Theoretical constructs
Antecedents
TRUSTIND

TRUSTCOM

TRUSTPER

FAM

REP

RISK

Mediators
WILLOW

Theoretical Constructs

Bart et al., 2005

Bart et al., 2005

Bart et al., 2005

Graeff. 2007;
Nepomuceno et al., 2014

Siomkos and Kurzbard
1994

Premazzi et al., 2010;
Grosso et al., 2020

Measurement items

TRUSTIND1

I trust the cruise industry

TRUSTIND2

Customers can trust the cruise industry

TRUSTIND3

My cruise company keeps its promises

TRUSTIND4

My cruise company has my best interests at heart

TRUSTIND5

My cruise company is trustworthy

TRUSTCOM1

I trust my cruise company

TRUSTCOM2

Customers can trust my cruise company

TRUSTCOM3

My cruise company keeps its promises

TRUSTCOM4

My cruise company has my best interests at heart

TRUSTCOM5

My cruise company is trustworthy

TRUSTPER1

I trust my cruise company personnel

TRUSTPER2

My cruise company personnel keep its promises

TRUSTPER3

my cruise company personnel have my best interests at heart

TRUSTPER4

My cruise company personnel are trustworthy

FAM1
FAM2
FAM3

I am well informed about cruises
In comparison to my friends and acquaintances. my level of expertise about cruises is higher
My level of familiarity and knowledge about cruises is high

REP1

The reputation of the cruise company is high

REP2

The reputation of the cruise company is comforting during the Covid-19

Novelli et al., 2018;
RISK1
Lee et al., 2012; Cahyanto
RISK2
et al., 2016
RISK3
RISK4
RISK5

WILHIGH

Outcome
INT

Code

It is dangerous to take a cruise right now because of Covid-19
Because of Covid-19. cruises should be avoided right now
People around me seem to refrain from going on a cruise right now because of Covid-19
Covid-19 is more dangerous than other pandemics (e.g. N1-H1. SARS)
I am afraid because Covid-19 is a very frightening disease

WILLOW1

I am willing to share my demographic data with my cruise company

WILLOW2

I am willing to share my lifestyle data with my cruise company

WILLOW3

I am willing to share my media usage data with my cruise company

WILHIGH1

I am willing to share my identification data with my cruise company

Premazzi et al., 2010

WILHIGH2

I am willing to share my medical data with my cruise company

Grosso et al., 2020

WILHIGH3

I am willing to share my financial data with my cruise company

WILHIGH4

I am willing to share my location-based data with my cruise company

INT1
INT2
INT3
INT4

I intend to go on a cruise as soon as possible
I'll say positive things about cruising to other people
I’ll recommend cruising to other people
I’ll encourage friends and relatives to go on a cruise.

Hung and Petrick, 2011

Source: Authors’ elaboration

4. Results and discussion
Partial least squares structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM) was
applied to test the hypotheses, by using the R software packages ‘PLSPM’
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(Sanchez et al., 2017). All the constructs are reflective. Therefore, the
validation of the reflective constructs was carried out by testing the
convergent validity, discriminating validity, internal consistency, and
composite reliability (see tables 3 and 4). The convergent validity was
tested by calculating the average variance extracted (AVE) index for
each construct. The minimum value was equal to 0.742, higher than the
tolerance threshold of 0.500. Therefore, the authors found confirmation
for convergence validity. The discriminant validity of reflective constructs
was tested by cross-loadings (Farrell, 2010). Also in this case, the authors
found confirmation for discriminant validity by obtaining values exceeding
0.817 correlation for each item. The internal consistency was verified by
considering Cronbach’s alpha index. The authors found high values, above
0.910, for all the constructs (Nunnally, 1978). This result confirms the
adequacy of the items used to form each construct.
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Tab. 3: Cross loadings
Code
Antecedents

Mediators

Dependent

TRUSTIND

TRUSTCOM

TRUSTPER FAM

REP

TRUSTIND1

0.95

0.85

0.77 0.70

0.74

RISK WILLOW WILHIGH
0.21

0.66

0.57 0.62

INT

TRUSTIND2

0.96

0.87

0.78 0.71

0.76

0.23

0.66

0.57 0.62

TRUSTIND3

0.95

0.86

0.79 0.71

0.74

0.25

0.65

0.58 0.60

TRUSTIND4

0.95

0.86

0.80 0.70

0.73

0.26

0.64

0.59 0.61

TRUSTIND5

0.96

0.87

0.80 0.71

0.75

0.26

0.66

0.57 0.61

TRUSTCOM1

0.86

0.96

0.86 0.71

0.82

0.30

0.68

0.58 0.63

TRUSTCOM2

0.87

0.97

0.87 0.72

0.84

0.29

0.69

0.59 0.64

TRUSTCOM3

0.88

0.96

0.87 0.72

0.82

0.30

0.67

0.58 0.63

TRUSTCOM4

0.86

0.95

0.86 0.72

0.82

0.28

0.70

0.62 0.65

TRUSTCOM5

0.87

0.96

0.88 0.71

0.84

0.30

0.67

0.59 0.63

TRUSTPER1

0.79

0.87

0.96 0.67

0.83

0.32

0.70

0.61 0.60

TRUSTPER2

0.80

0.87

0.97 0.67

0.84

0.29

0.71

0.63 0.63

TRUSTPER3

0.81

0.88

0.97 0.66

0.84

0.32

0.71

0.63 0.61

TRUSTPER4

0.80

0.87

0.97 0.66

0.83

0.31

0.71

0.62 0.60

FAM1

0.72

0.72

0.67 0.95

0.66

0.27

0.65

0.60 0.58

FAM2

0.71

0.72

0.67 0.97

0.65

0.27

0.65

0.59 0.58

FAM3

0.71

0.71

0.65 0.97

0.64

0.28

0.64

0.60 0.59

REP1

0.74

0.83

0.83 0.64

0.95

0.31

0.69

0.57 0.62

REP2

0.75

0.83

0.82 0.65

0.96

0.26

0.70

0.63 0.68

RISK1

0.24

0.28

0.29 0.26

0.27

0.89

0.29

0.29 0.23

RISK2

0.35

0.40

0.40 0.34

0.37

0.87

0.36

0.30 0.27

RISK3

0.12

0.17

0.19 0.16

0.16

0.88

0.19

0.20 0.07

RISK4

0.05

0.08

0.10 0.13

0.09

0.82

0.14

0.19 0.03

RISK5

0.17

0.22

0.23 0.22

0.23

0.84

0.25

0.23 0.14

WILLOW1

0.69

0.71

0.73 0.67

0.71

0.31

0.95

0.82 0.59

WILLOW2

0.66

0.69

0.71 0.65

0.71

0.30

0.98

0.88 0.61

WILLOW3

0.61

0.63

0.65 0.61

0.66

0.30

0.94

0.89 0.58

WILHIGH1

0.65

0.66

0.67 0.64

0.66

0.26

0.89

0.90 0.58

WILHIGH2

0.59

0.60

0.63 0.58

0.61

0.29

0.86

0.94 0.55

WILHIGH3

0.39

0.41

0.43 0.46

0.42

0.23

0.67

0.86 0.46

WILHIGH4

0.52

0.53

0.55 0.55

0.55

0.29

0.82

0.94 0.53

INT1

0.50

0.51

0.47 0.57

0.55

0.14

0.54

0.56 0.86

INT2

0.64

0.67

0.64 0.58

0.68

0.24

0.60

0.53 0.93

INT3

0.63

0.64

0.62 0.54

0.64

0.21

0.57

0.52 0.95

INT4

0.58

0.60

0.58 0.55

0.62

0.17

0.56

0.55 0.95

Source: Authors’ elaboration

Table 4 provides correlation values between constructs and informs
about Cronbach’s alpha, AVE, DG rho, and communality.
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Tab. 4: Correlation values. Cronbach’s alpha, AVE, DG rho and communality of each
reflective construct

Vol. 40, Issue 1, 2022

TRUSTIND TRUSTCOM TRUSTPER FAM
TRUSTIND

REP

RISK

WILLOW WILHIGH

INT

1

TRUSTCOM

0.904

1

TRUSTPER

0.828

0.904

1

FAM

0.741

0.745

0.686

REP

0.779

0.863

0.861 0.675

1

RISK

0.255

0.305

0.32 0.285

0.294

1

WILLOW

0.686

0.712

0.732 0.672

0.722

0.316

1

WILHIGH

0.604

0.619

0.642 0.618

0.628

0.296

0.901

1

INT

0.641

0.662

0.631 0.607

0.679

0.207

0.619

0.587

1

Cronbach’s alpha

0.960

0.979

0.975 0.977

0.910

0.919

0.954

0.931

0.940

AVE

0.926

0.923

0.910 0.937

0.917

0.748

0.917

0.829

0.848

DG rho

0.974

0.984

0.981 0.983

0.957

0.939

0.971

0.951

0.957

Communality

0.926

0.923

0.910 0.937

0.917

0.748

0.917

0.829

0.848

1

Source: Authors’ elaboration

At first, the authors run a model to test the possible effects of control
variables on the dependent variable (INT). They were entered as a single
block in the first step. Despite cruise experience (β=0.150. t-value=3.761)
and marital status (β=0.118. t-value=2.950), which present an effect on the
intention to cruise, the other control variables do not show any significant
relationship.
Secondly, the authors built a model to test the system of relationships
of the core constructs in the theoretical framework. This model presents
antecedents (TRUSTIND, TRUSTCOM, TRUSTPER, FAM, REP, RISK),
mediators (WILLOW and WILHIGH), and the intention to cruise as an
outcome (INT). The goodness-of-fit index confirms the reliability of the
model since it is equal to 0.691.
PLS-PM reveals the existence of a significant and positive influence of
FAM (β=0.259. t=6.827), TRUSTPER (β=0.312. t=5.065), REP (β=0.281.
t=5.387) and RISK (β=0.070. t=2.706) on the mediator WILLOW. This
independent variable shows a R^2 equal to 0.614, explaining 61.4% of
the variance. Concerning the second mediator, the model highlights that
one more time, FAM (β=0.298. t=6.839), TRUSTPER (β=0.300. t=4.231),
REP (β=0.226. t=3.771) and RISK (β=0.080. t=2.686) positively affect the
willingness to share high-sensitivity data (WILLHIGH). This independent
variable presents a R^2 equal to 0.490 (49.0% of explained variance).
Therefore, it seems that the independent variables significantly affect
with a similar intensity the willingness to share personal information,
independently, whether low or high sensitivity.
In both cases, TRUSTIND and TRUSTCOM do not impact the
willingness to share information. With regard to the significance of the
relationships between INT and the other constructs, we distinguish
antecedents (direct relationship between antecedents and intention) from
mediators. Among the former, FAM (β=0.144. t=3.309) and REP (β=0.360.
t=6.135) show a significant and positive impact on INT. With regard to
the latter, only the willingness to share high-sensitivity data WILHIGH
(β=0.199. t=3.190) leads to an increasing of INT. Overall, intention to
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cruise explains 53.2% of the variance. It is interesting that the direct impact
of REP on INT is higher than the impact of the mediator (willingness to
share high-sensitivity data).
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Tab. 5: PLS-PM results
Relationships

Estimate

Standarderror

t-value

p-value

H

0.133

0.065

2.038

0.042

H1a not confirmed

TRUSTCOM → INT

0.084

0.088

0.948

0.343

H1b not confirmed

TRUSTPER → INT

-0.085

0.069

-1.223

0.222

H1c not confirmed

FAM → INT

0.144**

0.043

3.309

0.001

H2 confirmed

REP → INT

0.360***

0.059

6.135

0.000

H3 confirmed

RISK → INT

-0.032

0.029

-1.129

0.259

H4 not confirmed

TRUSTIND → WILLOW

0.125

0.059

2.123

0.034

H5a not confirmed

TRUSTCOM → WILLOW

-0.139

0.080

-1.746

0.081

H5b not confirmed

TRUSTPER → WILLOW

0.312***

0.062

5.065

0.000

H5c confirmed

FAM → WILLOW

0.259***

0.038

6.827

0.000

H6 confirmed

REP → WILLOW

0.281***

0.052

5.387

0.000

H7 confirmed

0.070*

0.026

2.706

0.007

H8 confirmed

0.127

0.068

1.884

0.060

H9a not confirmed
H9b not confirmed

TRUSTIND →INT

RISK → WILLOW
TRUSTIND → WILHIGH
TRUSTCOM → WILHIGH

-0.208

0.092

-2.273

0.023

TRUSTPER → WILHIGH

0.300***

0.071

4.231

0.000

H9c confirmed

FAM → WILHIGH

0.298***

0.044

6.839

0.000

H10 confirmed

REP → WILHIGH

0.226***

0.060

3.771

0.000

H11 confirmed

0.080*

0.030

2.686

0.007

H12 confirmed

0.005

0.072

0.068

0.946

H13 not confirmed

RISK → WILHIGH
WILLOW → INT

WILHIGH → INT
0.199**
0.062
3.190
0.001
H14 confirmed
					 		
*** p-value < 0.001; ** p-value < 0.005; * p-value < 0.01
TRUSTIND=trust industry, FAM=familiarity, TRUSTCOM=trust company, TRUSTPER=personal
trust, REP=reputation, RISK=risk, INT=intention, WILLOW=willingness to share low-sensitivity data,
WILHIGH=willingness to share high-sensitivity data.

Source: Authors’ elaboration

The results highlight the important role of corporate reputation and
familiarity in the decision-making process of cruisers in the Covid-19 era.
Familiarity positively affects the intention to cruise (H2 is then supported).
If consumers are familiar with cruises, they will probably know the cruise
environment and the companies, and the fact that they will take care of the
health of passengers, leading them to discount or minimize the negative
impact of a critical event (Cleeren et al., 2008) such as the Covid-19
pandemic.
From the personal interviews it emerged that those who are familiar
with cruises usually belong to communities to whom they can refer if
they want to know something important regarding the decision-making
process (“…I already knew what I could expect from the cruise package in
the Covid-19 period and how the health protocols looked like. I was happy”).
As already found in previous studies (Castaldo et al., 2021), a positive
prior corporate reputation positively impacts the intention to take a cruise
in the future, supporting H3. In particular, it seems to reduce the risk
perception, supporting consumers’ confidence in a cruise company and its
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services. This result has been confirmed by the personal interviews: “…the
reputation of XXX is high, so I think that I will cruise next spring with XXX.
I know that XXX respects the protocols…Now this profile is a prerequisite of
the cruise company reputation”.
In contrast, none of the three levels of the trust concept seem to
influence consumers’ intention to cruise in the future (H1a, b, c are not
supported). This result does not follow previous studies on this issue,
which have found trust, especially in the company, as a positive important
predictor of the intention to cruise (Castaldo et al., 2021; Laroche et al.,
2004). Since trust is triggered by risk, being a mitigating force capable
of generating certainty in risky situations, the present situation of the
pandemic, after the massive vaccination campaign, is probably considered
less risky than before. This reason could also explain the non-significance
of the relation between the perceived health risk and the intention to
cruise, even with the correct negative sign (H4 is not supported) and
this also emerged during the personal interviews (“Now cruises are less
risky than other types of vacations!”). This result is, in fact, not coherent
with previous literature, which reported a negative relation between the
perception of risk and the intention to take a cruise (Castaldo et al., 2021;
Holland et al., 2021). During the studies made in the first period of the
pandemic, the risk related to the possibility of being quarantined in a cabin
for the duration of the trip, or the cruise being terminated should there
be an outbreak on that ship or region the cruise is visiting, together with
the fear of catching Covid-19, added uncertainty to the decision to cruise,
thus reducing the intention to do so. In the present period in which the
vaccination campaigns have increased in most countries, this perceived
risk has probably become lower.
This aspect has been confirmed by the personal interviews. The massive
vaccination campaigns around the world, together with the information
collected from the companies and other cruisers, seem to have diminished
the perception of health risk (“We are vaccinated with the booster, so we
weren’t worried. On the cruise the sanitary controls were heavy, but we felt
safe, even if we lost the entertainment spirit of the cruise”).
As regards the mediating role of the willingness to share information,
trust in the personnel of the cruise company has a positive influence on
consumers’ willingness to share low- and high-sensitivity information
(H5c and H9c are supported). As the personnel are in charge of handling
all the information, if consumers trust them, they are more willing to
disclose personal data. Trust in the cruise industry and trust in the cruise
company do not present such influence, probably because the industry and
the company as a whole are not perceived as those who collect and process
the personal information (H5a, b and H9a, b are not supported).
Familiarity and corporate reputation also present a positive relationship
with consumers’ willingness to share both low- and high-sensitivity
information (H6, H7, H10 and H11 are accepted). It seems that the more
consumers are familiar with the cruise environment and the more they
consider the reputation of the cruise company, the more they rely on the
procedures for handling the information and the privacy matters that are
related to it. Also, the level of perceived risk seems to positively influence,

even at a lower level, the willingness to share information. Consumers
that are more sensitive to health risks are willing to share their personal
information if the use of that information is related to the protection of
their health (H8 and H12 are accepted).
Finally, we found a significant positive impact of the willingness to share
high-sensitivity information on the intention to cruise (H14 is supported),
which is necessary to support the hypothesis regarding the indirect
impact of the antecedents, trust in the personnel, familiarity, corporate
reputation and perceived health risk, on the intention to cruise by means
of the willingness to share personal information. We, instead, failed to find
the mediating role of the willingness to share low sensitivity information
(H13 is not supported). In the Covid-19 era, the role of high-sensitivity
information, such as medical data, seems far more important than other
types of information. From the personal interviews it emerged that cruisers
are more than willing to share their health data, as it is considered an
obliged action that keeps the entire the cruise environment safe (“…I was
happy to release my health information, as I knew that it was important for
the health of all the other passengers”).
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5. Conclusions
This study scrutinizes the impact of multilayer trust, corporate
reputation, familiarity and risk perception on the intention to cruise.
Moreover, considering that during the Covid-19 era the participation
in a cruise trip is strictly connected to the willingness to share personal
information, this study explores whether the willingness to share low- and
high-sensitivity information has a mediating role between such antecedents
and the intention to cruise.
This study provides theoretical and practical implications. In terms
of theoretical implications, this study overcomes several research gaps.
Firstly, pandemic events (e.g. SARS, bird flu, Ebola) have been studied
in crisis management and tourism literature, but there is only a rather
limited specific focus on the cruise industry (Liu and Pennington-Gray,
2017; Mileski, et al., 2014), especially regarding the analysis of such events’
consequences for consumers and companies (Castaldo et al. 2021; LiuLastres et al., 2019). From an academic perspective, the study also expands
tourism management studies by analysing the antecedents of the future
cruise decisions during the pandemic era and the mediating role of the
willingness to share information. Our contribution reinforces the role of a
cruise line’s reputation during a crisis and underlines that the construct is a
useful tool for decreasing a critical event’s negative pressure on the intention
to cruise (Castaldo et al., 2021; Coombs and Holladay, 2002; Penco et al.,
2019; Siomkos and Kurzbard, 1994). Moreover, the study enriches tourism
management literature focused on cruisers’ familiarity, which seems to
reinforce the intention to cruise in the Covid-19 era (Castaldo et al., 2021).
The multilayer trust, on the other hand, has no significant impact on the
intention to cruise, such as the health risk perception (since the cruise is
now considered one of the safest forms of holiday).
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The original point is that the present analysis contributes to the
theoretical understanding of the informative issues during the Covid-19 era.
To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study aimed at understanding
the relationship between the willingness to share information and future
intentions to cruise during a crisis. During the Covid-19 pandemic,
the results demonstrate that the willingness to share highly sensitive
information mediates the relation between different factors, corporate
reputation, familiarity, perceived health risk and trust in the personnel,
and the intention to cruise. Of great interest is that trust in the personnel is
the most powerful factor influencing the willingness to share information,
demonstrating how the relevance of the personnel-consumer relationship
can reduce the barriers to disclosing personal information.
Moreover, this research has significant managerial implications. It
is well known that intention to cruise is the first driver for the recovery
after a critical event (Penco et al., 2019; Soular and Petrick, 2016) and this
study helps managers understand Covid-19’s impact on cruisers’ intention
to cruise by, for example, enabling cruise line managers to minimize this
impact on their companies. As cruising is associated with the problem of
sharing information, which is considered the only way to access several
services and amenities, our results may be used for understanding what are
the factors that may impact on such willingness.
In particular, the attitude to disclose information depends on the
company’s reputation and trust in the personnel, together with familiarity.
Thus, cruise lines need to invest in communication aimed at enhancing
their reputation which positively impacts on the willingness to share
information and on intention to cruise.
Considering that the personnel is responsible for implementing a
number of health and safety procedures in order to reduce the chances
of Covid-19 spreading on a ship, it is important to gain the consumers’
trust and to invest in the consumer-personnel relationship from a service
management perspective.
Despite the importance of the empirical results and practical
implications, this study presents some inherent limitations that might be
challenged in future research. Firstly, the empirical study focused only
on Italian respondents. While the Italian market has been an important
experimentation field for the Covid-19 measures, further studies are
needed to extend the sample of cruisers by including participants from
other countries.
Secondly, the data collection method was Internet-based and oneshot. Future studies should include a longitudinal observation, aimed
at investigating the cruisers’ attitude towards the disclosure of personal
information and cruise intention along with the evolution of the sanitary
data about the infections. Data collected for this study illustrate people’s
attitude towards the willingness to share information and intention to
cruise during the present Covid-19 outbreak, without any comparison with
previous scenarios without pandemic situations. Experimental research
could help enhance the research’s validity, stimulating the comparison of
different situations. Finally, this study focused only on the demand side and
does not analyse corporate communication’s role in shaping consumers’

attitude towards the willingness to share personal information and the
intention to cruise.
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Abstract
Frame of the research: Cross-border e-commerce is gaining popularity as a
foreign market entry mode. Specifically, many small- and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) choose to rely on digital e-commerce platforms (or marketplaces) that provide
them with inexpensive and rapid access to a large base of potential foreign customers.
The few studies available on this topic have implicitly assumed that SMEs embrace
this channel with the sole intent of increasing export sales (i.e., to exploit existing
opportunities). This study argues that SMEs can also implement a data-driven
approach that uses cross-border e-commerce platforms as inexpensive tools to acquire
foreign market knowledge by leveraging the large volume of data available on these
digital platforms.
Purpose of the paper: This work proposes and tests a model in which a firm’s
exploration-driven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms enhances foreign
market knowledge acquisition, which improves both the overall export performance
of the firm and the exploitation of foreign opportunities through e-commerce.
Methodology: Partial least squares structural equation modeling was used to
estimate the proposed model. Data for analysis were collected from a sample of 110
Italian exporters belonging to the food and beverage industry.
Results: The findings highlighted that the exploration-driven use of cross-border
e-commerce platforms had a positive relationship with the export performance of
firms. The results also implied that this effect was fully mediated by the level of foreign
market knowledge (about customers, competitors, market conditions, business laws
and regulations) acquired through the use of cross-border e-commerce platforms.
Research limitations: Only exporters belonging to a specific industry were
considered in the empirical analysis. Thus, caution is recommended when generalizing
these results.
Practical implications: The findings encourage export managers to embrace
cross-border e-commerce platforms for both sales and market research purposes by
deploying a data-driven approach to cross-border e-commerce platforms.
Originality of the study: To the authors’ knowledge, this is the first study
providing empirical evidence about the effects of using a data-driven approach to
cross-border e-commerce platforms.
Key words: foreign market knowledge; platforms; data-driven approach; cross-border
e-commerce; export management; export performance.
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1. Introduction
The use of cross-border e-commerce as a foreign market entry mode
is gaining momentum among exporters (Hånell et al., 2020; Tolstoy et
al., 2021). The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development
estimated that business-to-consumer cross-border e-commerce accounted
for USD 440 billion in 2019 (UNCTAD, 2021). Specifically, many smalland medium-sized exporters are captivated by cross-border e-commerce
through digital e-commerce platforms or marketplaces (e.g., Amazon,
eBay, and Eataly) (Matarazzo et al., 2020a; Qi et al., 2020). Such platforms
give exporters inexpensive and rapid access to a large base of potential
foreign customers and support the exportation process by providing
multiple services, such as international logistics and electronic payment
services (Qi et al., 2020). Moreover, they provide access to a large amount
of data about customers’ attitudes and purchasing behaviors (Gnizy, 2019).
Despite the relevance of this phenomenon, the few studies that have
examined the use of cross-border e-commerce platforms have implicitly
assumed that small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) embrace this
channel with the sole intent of increasing export sales without considering
the benefits of big data on foreign customers and markets being available
(Chen et al., 2020).
Given the limited effort required to begin exporting through digital
e-commerce platforms, SMEs can also use them as an inexpensive
tool to collect foreign market knowledge, including the development
of qualitative and quantitative understandings of the demand for their
products (Goldman et al., 2021). In other words, SMEs can opt for a datadriven approach to cross-border e-commerce platforms and use such
platforms to exploit existing opportunities (i.e., increasing sales), explore
foreign markets, and gain foreign market knowledge to improve export
strategies (Samiee, 2020). Interestingly, recent work about e-commerce
firms has suggested that an optimal balance between market knowledge
exploration and exploitation is key to organizational learning and overall
success (Andrews and Smits, 2021). Specifically, research about e-tailers
has assessed that the interaction between exploitation and organizational
learning positively affects firm performance (Dhir and Dhir, 2018).
However, the extant research has not studied the effects of the exploitationand exploration-driven uses of cross-border e-commerce platforms on
export performance.
The present work addresses the aforementioned gap by proposing and
testing a model in which a firm’s exploration-driven use of cross-border
e-commerce platforms enhances foreign market knowledge acquisition,
which improves both the overall export performance of the firm and the
exploitation of foreign opportunities through e-commerce. The model
was tested using a sample of Italian small- and medium-sized exporters.
Over the last few years, the number of Italian SMEs adopting crossborder e-commerce has been growing (Bertoli, 2017). This trend has been
fostered by specific policies of the Italian Trade Agency (i.e., the Italian
Trade Promotion Organization), which has signed agreements with 32
e-commerce platforms in 31 countries to facilitate access to cross-border

e-commerce by Italian SMEs (Italian Trade Agency, 2021). In this study,
we specifically considered exporters from the food and beverage industry
(the second most important business-to-consumer industry for Italian
cross-border e-commerce (Italian Trade Agency, 2021)), which have added
this new entry mode (i.e., cross-border e-commerce platforms) to their
traditional offline entry modes that were largely based on relationships
with importers and distributors.
Therefore, this study offers new insights about foreign market
knowledge acquisition through a data-driven approach to cross-border
e-commerce platforms. The international business and marketing literature
has widely shown that the outcomes of the internationalization process of
a firm largely depend on the firm’s ability to accumulate foreign market
knowledge and use it to inform market strategies (Fletcher et al., 2013).
However, even the most recent studies about digital technologies and
foreign market knowledge (Ghauri et al., 2021), despite having introduced
the idea of “international digital platform orientation” to collect customer
data (Akter et al., 2021), have yet to empirically examine the effects of the
data-driven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms to gain foreign
market knowledge and its effects on export performance.
The results of this study also provide export managers with practical
evidence about the different purposes that cross-border e-commerce
platform use may serve, specifically regarding the collection of knowledge,
while highlighting the effects on the overall export performance.
Specifically, the findings of this research urge export managers to approach
this entry mode not only as an additional channel to increase sales but also
as a data-driven opportunity to gain and strengthen their foreign market
knowledge.
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2. Theoretical background and research hypotheses
2.1 Theoretical background
Foreign market knowledge acquisition has received strong consideration
in international business and international marketing theories to explain
the outcomes of the internationalization process of firms. However, while
the conceptual explanations of foreign market knowledge acquisition have
evolved over time, the role of cross-border e-commerce platforms has
not yet been considered. The early conceptualizations developed by the
Uppsala School emphasized the role of experiential knowledge, which is
the knowledge that is gradually obtained only through personal experience
in managing foreign operations (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977; Johanson
and Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975). On the contrary, subsequent studies found
that early and rapidly internationalizing firms that were driven by their
entrepreneurial orientation quickly accumulated foreign market knowledge
by accessing relationships networks (Casillas et al., 2015; Cavusgil and
Knight, 2015; Oviatt and McDougall, 1994; Zhou, 2007). More recent
research has highlighted the role of new digital technologies in enabling
firms to easily acquire foreign market knowledge, such as by interacting with
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online communities through social media (Ghauri et al., 2021; Katsikeas et
al., 2020). As a result, the new internet-based communication technologies
“enable businesses to identify and exploit market opportunities faster and
across wider geographic areas than was previously possible” (Watson IV et
al., 2018, p. 43). Specifically, recent research about data-rich environments
in international business has suggested that digital platforms enable firms
to collect a large amount of customers’ transactional data and proposed
that “data-driven digital platform orientation” in international marketing
can enhance the international performance of a firm (Akter et al., 2021).
Nonetheless, even these contemporary studies have yet to empirically
evaluate the effects of using cross-border e-commerce platforms for
exploration purposes to gain foreign market knowledge.
The few available works on cross-border e-commerce have considered it
as an entry mode only for exploitation but not for exploration purposes (Chen
et al., 2020). According to the debate on ambidexterity in the international
business domain, firms must combine exploration and exploitation
endeavors to successfully operate in international markets (Zhou et al.,
2020). The formation and exploitation of opportunities across borders are
also at the core of international entrepreneurship, which represents a key
field in the current international business literature (Zucchella, 2021). The
exploration-exploitation perspective can be applied to multiple domains
(Voss and Voss, 2013). In this paper, we focus on the market domain,
which includes the exploration of new market/customer knowledge and
the exploitation of existing market/customer knowledge (Voss and Voss,
2013). Hence, the concept of exploitation indicates the tendency of firms
to capitalize on their existing resources and capabilities (Christofi et al.,
2021) to capture value from existing foreign market/customer knowledge
(Zhou et al., 2020). The concept of exploration encompasses firms’ efforts
to innovate their existing resources and capabilities (Christofi et al., 2021)
and specifically to identify new opportunities to create value through new
foreign market/customer knowledge (Zhou et al., 2020).
Available studies on cross-border e-commerce have explicitly or
implicitly considered cross-border e-commerce as an entry mode added by
exporters to their existing offline entry modes (mainly through importers
and distributors) to boost the exploitation of sales opportunities in foreign
markets (Cassia and Magno, 2021; Elia et al., 2021). This view is also
consistent with the arguments brought forward by Samiee (2020), who
suggested that current exporters are more likely to benefit from this export
model to expand their export sales. Current definitions of cross-border
e-commerce focus on the exploitation of sales opportunities in foreign
markets. For example, according to an official study by the European
Commission, “the term ‘cross-border e-commerce’ defines international
online trade. It entails the sale or purchase of products on the internet
across national borders” (European Commission, 2019).
Consistent with the cited prior works, this study only considered firms
that adopted cross-border e-commerce as an additional entry mode to
their existing offline entry modes. However, contrary to the cited work,
we embraced a data-driven view of cross-border e-commerce platforms
(Akter et al., 2021) and suggest that this may serve not only to boost sales

(exploitation) but also as a tool to enhance foreign market knowledge
(exploration) to improve exporters’ overall export strategies. On this point
research about data-driven contexts has shown that data-driven knowledge
can provide higher benefits to traditional firms than to pure online and
technological firms, because it enables their managers to take decisions
based on evidence instead of intuition (Ferraris et al., 2019).
Cross-border e-commerce platforms (e.g., Amazon, JD.com, and
Alibaba) have dramatically reduced the investment required to start
cross-border e-commerce when compared to exporters establishing
their own e-commerce websites. Such platforms facilitate transactions
between exporters and foreign customers in multiple ways by reducing
exporters’ costs of searching for customers and by increasing customers’
trust in exporters’ products and reliability (Qi et al., 2020). Additionally,
beyond providing access to a large base of potential customers, the most
established platforms provide multiple services such as international
logistics (including warehousing and rapid deliveries) and electronic
payment services, which make cross-border e-commerce easily accessible
to SMEs (Wang et al., 2020).
Furthermore, cross-border e-commerce platforms enable more
efficient information flows among the actors involved, so that “through
communication with customers […] companies can obtain targeted,
content-specific and valuable market information” (Wang et al., 2020,
p. 74). Market knowledge is further strengthened by product reviews,
recommendations posted by customers on the platforms, and the real-time
analytics that platforms make available to exporters. For example, through
its Seller Central (an online dashboard), Amazon provides merchants
with multiple analytics and reports to evaluate their performance, which
includes data on product views, the products most frequently purchased
on the same day that Amazon customers viewed (but did not purchase) the
merchants’ products, and demographics reports on merchants’ customers1.
Therefore, the use of cross-border e-commerce platforms can provide
exporters not only with sales opportunities but also with easy access to big
data about the market and customers’ attitudes and purchase behaviors,
which can enhance export strategies (Akter et al., 2021). Available research
specifically addressing data-driven environments corroborates this view,
as it has highlighted that data-driven knowledge can positively affect firm
performance by improving the quality of managerial decisions (Ferraris et
al., 2019; Lestari et al., 2020).
By drawing on these arguments, the present paper suggests a model
(Figure 1) in which the motivations for using cross-border e-commerce
platforms are distinguished between exploration purposes (“Explorationdriven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms”) and exploitation
purposes (“Exploitation-driven use of cross-border e-commerce
platforms”). Additionally, the model suggests that the explorationdriven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms has a positive effect
1
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Some of these analytics are only available in some markets. A detailed
description of the mentioned metrics and all of the other metrics and reports
made available to merchants can be found at the website https://sellercentral.
amazon.com/.
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on the overall export performance of the firm and that this effect is fully
mediated by foreign market knowledge acquisition (H1, H2, and H3).
Moreover, foreign market knowledge acquisition positively influences
the exploitation-driven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms (H4).
Finally, the exploitation-driven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms
has a non-linear (inverted U-shaped) effect on the overall export
performance of the firm (H5). Hereafter, the hypotheses are presented in
detail.
Fig. 1: Model and hypotheses
Exploration-driven
use of cross-border
e-commerce platforms
H3
H1

Foreign market
knowledge
acquisition

H3
H2

Export
performance*

H4

Exploitation-driven
use of cross-border
e-commerce platforms

H5

Direct effect
Quadratic effect
Indirect effect

*Control variables: firm size (number of employees); international experience of the firm
(number of years).
Source: Authors’ elaboration.

2.2 Research hypotheses
As argued by Samiee (2020), it is self-evident that when firms gain
experience in selling internationally via the internet, they also collect
greater knowledge about host markets. However, the rationale behind our
model is more specific since we considered the extent to which an exporter
intentionally deploys a data-driven approach to cross-border e-commerce
platforms from the beginning while also using these platforms as a way
to collect foreign market knowledge (i.e., “exploration-driven use of
cross-border e-commerce platforms” in the model). Thus, we focused on
a deliberate orientation to data-driven knowledge management (Chen
et al., 2022). Specifically, following the established conceptualizations,
in this paper foreign market knowledge is defined as the business
knowledge “pertaining to customers, competitors and market conditions
in particular foreign markets” (Zhou, 2007, p. 282). Due to the low
cost and effort involved in accessing foreign markets when using crossborder e-commerce platforms, as well as the large amount of data about
customers that such platforms make available (Gnizy, 2019), exporters can
(also) use this entry mode as an inexpensive alternative to other market
research techniques in order to identify new opportunities (i.e., new
appealing segments or markets). Therefore, we posit that the more intense
the exporters’ exploration-driven attitude, the stronger their acquisition of
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foreign market knowledge from the data, information, and reports available
through e-commerce platforms. In summary, we hypothesized that that:
H1. The exploration-driven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms has
a positive effect on foreign market knowledge acquisition.
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A number of studies have provided rich evidence of the effects of
knowledge acquisition on the international performance of a firm (Zahoor
and Al-Tabbaa, 2021). This work considers a specific type of performanceexport performance-that has been examined from multiple perspectives
encompassing financial and strategic evaluations as well as exporters’
satisfaction (Madsen and Moen, 2018; Stoian et al., 2011; Zou et al.,
1998). In this study, we adopted the financial perspective and followed
the well-established EXPERF scale, which considers exporters’ evaluation
of their export venture sales, profitability, and growth (Zou et al., 1998).
Prior research has extensively demonstrated the existence of positive
relationships between the foreign market knowledge acquired by a firm and
its export performance (Haahti et al., 2005; Sousa et al., 2008). Therefore,
we hypothesized that:
H2. Foreign market knowledge acquisition has a positive effect on export
performance.
To gain a comprehensive understanding of the effect of the explorationdriven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms on export performance,
the model hypothesized the existence of an indirect relationship mediated
by foreign market knowledge acquisition (Figure 1). In other words, this
study suggests that the exploration-driven use of cross-border e-commerce
platforms has a positive effect on foreign market knowledge acquisition (as
posited in H1) and, in turn, foreign market knowledge acquisition has a
positive effect on export performance (as posited by H2). However, we claim
that the exploration-driven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms
does not directly affect export performance. The few available studies
hypothesizing the direct effects of exploration on export performance
have reported mixed findings. For example, while Yan et al. (2021) found a
positive effect, while Lisboa et al. (2013) registered a weak negative effect.
Interestingly, to explain the (unexpected) negative relationships, Lisboa et
al. (2013, p. 225) argued that exploration “requires significant cash flow” and
thus negatively impacts export performance. The generalizability of these
findings to cross-border e-commerce through platforms is questionable
because-as previously mentioned-exporters incur relatively low costs
to access these platforms and the big data available through them. More
importantly, we argue that the mixed and unexpected findings regarding
the direct relationship between exploration and export performance is
explained by the fact that the systematic influence of the mediator (i.e.,
foreign market knowledge acquisition) has not been accounted for (Hair et
al., 2017). Therefore, by also drawing on the direct effects presented in H1
and H2, we hypothesized that:
H3. The exploration-driven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms has
a positive effect on export performance and this effect is fully mediated by
foreign market knowledge acquisition.
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The acquisition of foreign market knowledge provides firms with
awareness about new opportunities (e.g., new segments and/or new
markets) that can be exploited through cross-border e-commerce (Lisboa
et al., 2013). Moreover, it provides valuable inputs for innovating marketing
strategies that better fit customers in the target foreign markets, which
could improve the exploitation of existing opportunities (Hånell et al.,
2020). For example, Zhao (2018) argued that data-driven knowledge can
support companies involved in cross-border e-commerce to adapt their
pricing strategy dynamically. In other words, the exploration-driven use of
cross-border e-commerce platforms can provide new knowledge that can
be exploited (Yan et al., 2021). Hence, we hypothesized that:
H4. Foreign market knowledge acquisition is positively related to the
exploitation-driven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms.
Prior research has argued that the relationship between export market
exploitation and export performance is a nonlinear one because the returns
on working with the same knowledge become diminishing (Lisboa et al.,
2013). Starting from this point, more specific arguments can be developed
to explain the effect of the exploitation-driven use of cross-border
e-commerce platforms on the export performance of a firm. Sinkovics et al.
(2013) argued that exporters may incur in the so-called “virtuality trap” if
they excessively rely on online internationalization since online interactions
make it difficult to fully appreciate the complexities of foreign markets.
Moreover, if exporters focus too much on cross-border e-commerce and
overlook the need for a physical presence, their performance in foreign
markets will decline (Sinkovics et al., 2013). Samiee (2020, pp. 429-430)
specifically noted that “for tangible and particularly time-sensitive goods
such as food items2, local market presence is essential. As the volumes of
internet-based transaction for the tangible product grows, so does the need
for host-market or regional infrastructures”. However, since such hostmarket infrastructure is usually built on relationships with importers and
distributors, the heavy adoption of cross-border e-commerce may create
multi-channel conflicts that result in partners’ decreasing commitment and
performance (Watson IV et al., 2018). Additional arguments indicate that
as the volume of cross-border e-commerce increases, the complexity of this
entry mode also increases due to logistical issues (e.g., managing a large
number of small orders and their shipping) and the variety of duty regimes
and tax laws (Cassia and Magno, 2021; Elia et al., 2021). In summary,
“e-commerce platforms do not remove all information asymmetries
related to cross-border transactions” (Hånell et al., 2020, p. 527). Based on
this argument, we expect that the relationship between the exploitationdriven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms and export performance
will have an inverted U-shape. This implies that the exploitation-driven
use of cross-border e-commerce platforms will positively impact export
performance until a certain point, beyond which each further increase in
the exploitation-driven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms will
decrease export performance. Therefore, we hypothesized that:
2
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The empirical study presented in the next sections of this paper was specifically
focused on the food and beverage industry.

H5. There is an inverted U-shaped relationship between exploitationdriven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms and export performance.
As shown in Figure 1, the model also included two control variablesi.e., firm size and international experience-that can influence the export
performance of a firm and have also been used as control variables in
studies linking exploration and exploitation to performance (Voss and
Voss, 2013).
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3. Methods
The study adopted a cross-sectional approach by collecting data from
a sample of Italian exporters that satisfied the following inclusion criteria:
(1) being SMEs (up to 250 employees); (2) having adopted cross-border
e-commerce through platforms in addition to other traditional entry modes
(e.g., relationships with offline distributors); (3) autonomously managing
cross-border e-commerce (i.e., we excluded cases of indirect export modes);
(4) belonging to the food and beverage industry. In particular, we selected
this industry because it provided access to a sufficiently large number of
firms that adopted cross-border e-commerce through platforms. Moreover,
it represents the second largest industry contributing to Italian crossborder e-commerce and is also the fastest-growing industry in this regard
(Italian Trade Agency, 2021). Overall, Italian food is highly appreciated in
foreign markets, where it is purchased not merely for functional purposes
but for the hedonic and cultural values it conveys and as an expression of
the “Italian way of life” (Bertoli, 2016, p. 4).
The link to an online questionnaire was sent to a list of 426 firms
obtained by inspecting three popular cross-border e-commerce platforms
(Amazon.com, Eataly.com, and Alibaba.com). After two reminders, 121
questionnaires were returned. After checking that respondents met the
inclusion criteria, 11 questionnaires were excluded because they either
did not autonomously manage cross-border e-commerce (10 cases) or
they were not SMEs (1 case). Therefore, the final sample size was 110
firms, which met the sample requirement to run the partial least squares
structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) for our model. This method
requires the sample to be 10 times larger than the largest number either
of formative indicators used to measure one constructs or of the structural
paths directed at a particular construct (Hair et al., 2017).
The questionnaire consisted of questions about firm demographics
(including firm size and the years of international experience of the firm,
which were then included in the model estimation as control variables)
and multiple-item measures of the constructs included in the model. An
overview of firm demographics is provided in Table 1. In addition to crossborder e-commerce, importers and distributors are the most frequently
adopted offline entry modes. For 59.09% of the respondents, cross-border
e-commerce accounted for less than 10% of the total export sales.
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Tab. 1: Firm demographics
Variable
Number of employees
1–10
11–50
51–250
International experience of the firm (number of years)
<5
6–10
11–15
16–20
21–30
30+
International presence (number of countries)
1
2–5
6–10
11–20
20+
Entry modes
Cross-border e-commerce platforms*
Importers
Distributors
Brokers or foreign buyers
Trading companies
Export consortia
Other modes

Frequency (n = 110)
53
36
21
18
16
13
13
29
21
4
37
25
13
31
110
80
73
14
11
11
27

		
*In some cases, firms have also implemented their own e-commerce websites.
Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Measures of the four constructs included in the model were drawn
from prior research and adapted to fit cross-border e-commerce. The
complete list of items is shown in Table 2. Specifically, the explorationand exploitation-driven uses of cross-border e-commerce platforms were
measured by four and three items, respectively, that were adapted from
Lisboa et al. (2013). These two scales assessed the extent to which a firm
used cross-border e-commerce platforms to perform market exploration
and exploitation activities (1 = no extent; 5 = great extent). Foreign market
knowledge acquisition was measured based on four items from Zahoorand
Al-Tabbaa (2021) to register the level of foreign market knowledge (i.e.,
about customers, competitors, market conditions, business laws, and
regulations) acquired from using cross-border e-commerce platforms (1 =
very little; 5 = extensive). Export performance was measured by the three
items of the EXPERF scale, which assesses exporters’ evaluations of their
export ventures’ financial performance in terms of sales, profitability, and
growth (1= strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). PLS-SEM with SmartPLS
3 was used for data analysis. This method is different from covariancebased structural equation modeling (CB-SEM) due to its characteristics
(i.e., a nonparametric method that makes no distributional assumptions)
and primary purpose (Hair et al., 2017; Hair et al., 2020). It is particularly
suitable for prediction-oriented evaluations of research models (Hair et
al., 2019; Shmueli et al., 2019). For this reason, PLS-SEM was chosen for
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this empirical analysis, which intended to assess both the in-sample and
out-of-sample predictive power of the model. Moreover, this method has
frequently been applied in studies within the international business field
(Magnani and Zucchella, 2020).
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4. Results
4.1 Assessment of the measurement models
Consistent with the original scales, the four constructs were modeled
as reflective. Hence, their evaluation covered indicator loadings, internal
consistency reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity
(Hair et al., 2017). All indicator loadings (Table 2) were greater than 0.708
(except for one loading, which was equal to 0.655), indicating that indicator
reliability had been met (Hair et al., 2019). Moreover, for all constructs, the
values of composite reliability, Cronbach’s alpha, and exact reliability ρA
were all greater than 0.70 (Table 3). Hence, internal consistency reliability
was assessed (Dijkstra and Henseler, 2015; Hair et al., 2019). Convergent
validity was also confirmed because the values of the average variance
extracted (AVE) were greater than the value of 0.50 for all constructs (Hair
et al., 2019) (Table 3). Additionally, the square root of each construct’s
AVE was greater than its highest correlation with any other construct, thus
meeting the Fornell-Larcker criterion (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Finally,
all heterotrait-monotrait ratios of the correlations (HTMT) were below
the cutoff of 0.85 and significantly different from 1 (Henseler et al., 2015).
Hence, discriminant validity was assessed (Hair et al., 2019).
Tab. 2: Measurement scales
Construct

Exploration-driven
use of cross-border
e-commerce platforms
(Lisboa et al., 2013)

Exploitation-driven
use of cross-border
e-commerce platforms
(Lisboa et al., 2013)

Foreign market
knowledge acquisition
(Zahoor and AlTabbaa, 2021)

Item

Mean

Standard
deviation

Kurtosis

Skewness

Outer
loading

Assess the potential of new markets

3.336

1.208

-0.909

-0.017

0.934

Identify prospective customer segments

3.273

1.264

-0.905

-0.201

0.889

Collect customer feedback and data

3.518

1.277

-0.820

-0.413

0.888

Assess the competitiveness of your product

3.327

1.222

-0.759

-0.167

0.944

Increase sales in your export markets

3.782

1.253

-0.541

-0.758

0.828

Reach new customers in your export markets

3.664

1.281

-0.688

-0.634

0.829

Improve sales efficiency in your export markets

3.509

1.299

-1.086

-0.361

0.917

Customer needs

3.973

1.004

0.648

-0.982

0.655

Competitors

3.927

1.015

0.030

-0.803

0.711

Market conditions

3.682

0.914

-0.050

-0.263

0.852

Business laws and regulations

3.400

1.200

-0.530

-0.465

0.833

has been very profitable

3.636

0.760

-0.164

-0.284

0.817

has generated a high level of sales

3.564

0.977

-0.431

-0.270

0.912

has achieved rapid growth

3.536

1.006

-0.082

-0.698

0.853

To what extent does your firm use cross-border
e-commerce platforms toa:

To what extent does your firm use cross-border
e-commerce platforms toa:

Please indicate the level of foreign market
knowledge acquired from using cross-border
e-commerce platforms in relation tob:

This export venturec:
Export performance
(Zou et al., 1998)
a

1 = no extent; 5 = great extent; b 1 = very little; 5 = extensive; c 1= strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree.

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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Tab. 3: Reliability and validity statistics
Latent variable

Cronb ach’s
alpha

rho_A

Composite
reliability

0.934

0.949

0.953

Average
variance
extracted (AVE)
0.835

0.828

0.923

0.894

0.738

0.768

0.796

0.850

0.589

0.826

0.834

0.896

0.743

Exploration-driven use of crossborder e-commerce platforms
Exploitation-driven use of crossborder e-commerce platforms
Foreign
market
knowledge
acquisition
Export performance

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

4.2 Structural model assessment
The significance and relevance of the structural model relationships
were assessed using the bootstrapping routine (with 5,000 subsamples,
bias-corrected and accelerated bootstrap, two-tailed test). The results of
the estimation are presented in Table 4. Before analyzing the structural
relationships, we checked the values of the inner variance inflation factor
(VIF) and assessed that they were below the threshold of 5 (highest value:
1.352). Therefore, we confirmed the absence of collinearity and thus
proceeded with the analysis of the structural model relationships (Hair et
al., 2017).
Tab. 4: Model estimates
HP

Effects

Path
t values
coefficients

H1

Exploration-driven use of cross-border
e-commerce platforms → Foreign market
knowledge acquisition
Foreign market knowledge acquisition →
Export performance
Foreign market knowledge acquisition →
Exploitation-driven use of cross-border
e-commerce platforms
(Exploitation-driven use of cross-border
e-commerce platforms)2 → Export performance
Exploitation-driven use of cross-border
e-commerce platforms → Export performance
Specific indirect effect
Exploration-driven use of cross-border
e-commerce platforms → Foreign market
knowledge acquisition → Export performance
Control variables’ effects

0.540

7.882**

95%
confidence
intervals
[0.402, 0.670]

0.421

5.505**

[0.262, 0.558]

0.413

4.556**

[0.243, 0.597]

-0.235

2.410*

[-0.438, -0.056]

0.006

0.067

[-0.179, 0.204]

0.227

4.006**

[0.123, 0.340]

International experience → Export performance 0.145
Firm size → Export performance
0.302

2.169*
4.653**

[-0.001, 0.260]
[0.177, 0.435]

H2
H4
H5
H5

H3

-

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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The findings indicated that the exploration-driven use of cross-border
e-commerce platforms was positively related to foreign market knowledge
acquisition (β = 0.540, p < 0.01), which positively influenced export
performance (β = 0.421, p < 0.01). Therefore, H1 and H2 were supported.
Additionally, the specific indirect effect linking the exploration-driven use
of cross-border e-commerce platforms to export performance through
foreign market knowledge acquisition was significant and positive (β =
0.227, p < 0.01). To further assess the mediating role of foreign market
knowledge acquisition, we re-estimated the model by adding a direct
effect between the exploration-driven use of cross-border e-commerce
platforms and export performance. The analysis confirmed that this direct
effect was nonsignificant. Therefore, H3 (indicating that the explorationdriven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms had a positive effect
on export performance and that this effect was fully mediated by foreign
market knowledge acquisition) was supported. Moreover, foreign market
knowledge acquisition was positively related to the exploitation-driven use
of cross-border e-commerce platforms (β = 0.413, p < 0.01), which provided
support for H4. Moreover, the analysis highlighted that the exploitationdriven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms and export performance
were linked by a significant and negative quadratic relationship (β = -0.235,
p < 0.05), while the linear relationship between the two variables was
nonsignificant (β = 0.006, p > 0.10). Hence, H5 was supported, thereby
confirming that there was an inverted U-shaped relationship between
the exploitation-driven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms and
export performance. Finally, the effects of the two control variables were
both significant, thereby confirming that firms with more international
experience (β = 0.145, p < 0.05) and a larger size (β = 0.302, p < 0.01)
enjoyed higher export performance.
The in-sample and out-of-sample predictive power were then evaluated.
The value of the coefficient of determination R2 for the target construct
“export performance” was equal to 0.448. Then, the blindfolding procedure
with an omission distance of 7 was run. This procedure obtained a Q2 value
for export performance that was greater than 0 (Q2=0.279). Therefore,
both the in-sample and out-of-sample predictive power of the model were
satisfactory (Hair et al., 2019).
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5. Discussion
5.1 Theoretical implications
The present study contributed to advancing the current understanding
of cross-border e-commerce in multiple ways by adopting a data-driven
perspective. First, the findings demonstrate the beneficial effects that
exporters can enjoy if they intend to use cross-border e-commerce platforms
not only as tools to boost sales but also as sources of valuable data to
enhance foreign market knowledge. Therefore, this research complements
the prevailing view, which emphasizes the role of cross-border e-commerce
platforms as enablers of easy and rapid access to foreign markets while
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overlooking their value as data-rich environments that can enhance a firm’s
market knowledge (Chen et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020). Hence, this work
extends existing knowledge of the positive effects on firm performance
arising from an appropriate balance of exploration and exploitation, as
highlighted in the available literature on ambidexterity (He and Wong,
2004). Specifically, this analysis demonstrates the generalizability of prior
findings related to ambidexterity in e-commerce firms (Andrews and
Smits, 2021; Dhir and Dhir, 2018) to the case of cross-border e-commerce
by providing specific arguments about knowledge accumulation and
application from the international business literature (Ghauri et al., 2021).
In other words, this study confirms that the contribution of e-commerce
platforms to the internationalization of firms goes well beyond simply
selling products abroad (Samiee, 2020).
Furthermore, the findings of this study provide the first empirical
evidence to substantiate recent arguments suggesting that the appropriate
use of data-driven digital platforms can improve the international
performance of a firm (Akter et al., 2021; Gnizy, 2019). More specifically,
the results of this research give support to the proposition developed by
Akter et al. (2021, p. 936), who argued that “Big data-driven digital platform
orientation in international marketing enhances sustained international
growth/performance.” Our study not only proves the existence of such an
effect but also explains the underlying mechanisms by drawing on a stream
of studies related to ambidexterity in international business (Lisboa et al.,
2013). Moreover, the present study contributes to enriching the ongoing
debate about the positive relationship between a firm’s big data orientation
and its performance (Ferraris et al., 2019). Our research indicates that
firms that intentionally use information obtained from their cross-border
operations to enhance their foreign market knowledge can obtain higher
performance.
From a broader perspective, this research offers new insights into the
ongoing debate on the digital transformation of SMEs and its effects on
their internationalization strategies (Matarazzo et al., 2020b). Several
studies have noted that SMEs are embracing new digital technologies,
including e-commerce, to expand their international reach (Ghauri et al.,
2021; Matarazzo et al., 2020a). This work emphasizes that the different
approaches with which the firms implement these new technologies
have a strong influence on their performance. Specifically, exporters can
experience greater benefits when they adopt a data-driven approach to
cross-border e-commerce and use it to both explore and exploit foreign
market opportunities. Moreover, this study provides support to prior
research noting that “companies that were born digital […] are already
using big data […]. But the potential to gain competitive advantage may be
even greater for other companies” (Ferraris et al., 2019, p. 1923). This work
demonstrates the beneficial effects experienced by traditional exporters
belonging to a mature industry (e.g., food and beverage) adopting a datadriven approach (Matarazzo et al., 2020a).
Moreover, the findings of this study confirm the well-established role
of foreign market knowledge in explaining the export performance of
firms (Denicolai et al., 2014). Additionally, they indicate how a data-driven

approach to cross-border e-commerce platforms may offer rich and updated
inputs that can be used to continually update knowledge. Therefore, these
data-rich environments can represent a valuable opportunity for SMEs to
continuously innovate their knowledge and capabilities to sustain their
competitive advantage in foreign markets (Moretta Tartaglione, 2018).
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5.2 Managerial implications
From a managerial perspective, the findings encourage SMEs’ export
managers to embrace cross-border e-commerce through platforms for both
sales and market research purposes by deploying a data-driven approach to
cross-border e-commerce platforms. Many SMEs tend to consider crossborder e-commerce as simply an additional foreign market entry mode
to increase foreign sales. In particular, the present study demonstrates
how the new data-driven approach can be beneficial for exporters
belonging to mature industries (e.g., food and beverage). Notably, rich and
updated market knowledge obtained through cross-border e-commerce
operations can improve the quality of managerial decisions. Rich evidence
demonstrates that the international marketing decisions adopted by many
SMEs are often based on intuition without the support of market analyses,
which are perceived as too expensive and time-consuming. However,
this approach often results in poor export performance (Bertoli and
Valdani, 2018). Hence, using cross-border e-commerce with a data-driven
orientation can represent an opportunity to solve this problem by enabling
exporters to access unexpensive and updated knowledge, thereby reducing
the risk of failure in a foreign market.
Notably, the transition to a data-driven perspective may be slowed by the
cultural change required (Troilo et al., 2017). Moreover, to gain actionable
insights, SMEs must develop specific knowledge management capabilities
to correctly acquire and analyze the data obtained from cross-border
e-commerce. For exporting SMEs, this transition may be facilitated by
cooperation with a temporary export manager (TEM) or, more specifically,
a digital temporary export manager (D-TEM). Through such time-limited
cooperation, export SMEs can acquire specific knowledge and capabilities,
as well as a proper method, to approach cross-border e-commerce for both
exploration and exploitation purposes.
However, the findings of this study not only demonstrate the benefits
of a data-driven approach but also the risks of not adopting one. When
cross-border e-commerce platforms are excessively used for exploitation
purposes alone, the returns on performance decrease after a certain
point—as shown by the inverted U-shaped relationships between the
exploitation-driven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms and export
performance. As documented in the existing international marketing
literature (Sinkovics et al., 2013), when exporters excessively rely on online
transactions without considering continuous foreign market learning, they
often experience the “virtuality trap,” which negatively affects their overall
performance. These findings also suggest multiple opportunities that
involve multi-channel strategies. For example, exporters may use a datadriven approach to cross-border e-commerce platforms to collect evidence
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6. Conclusions
Cross-border e-commerce platforms have opened up new opportunities
for SMEs interested in developing their presence in foreign markets.
However, the relatively few studies on this topic have largely addressed
cross-border e-commerce platforms as mere sales channels and not as
data-rich environments. By adopting a data-driven approach, this study
has shown that exporters can leverage the large volume of data made
available by and through digital platforms to expand their foreign market
knowledge and improve their export performance. As a result, this work
highlighted the need to approach cross-border e-commerce for both market
knowledge exploration and opportunity exploration purposes. Overall, by
building on existing literature related to cross-border e-commerce (Cassia
and Magno, 2021; Elia et al., 2021) and ambidexterity (Andrews and Smits,
2021; Lisboa et al., 2013), this work contributes to advancing the nascent
stream of studies on data-driven approaches in international marketing
strategies (Akter et al., 2021).
Nonetheless, several limitations should be considered when interpreting
the results of this study. First, the empirical analysis relied on a sample of
firms belonging to only one industry (i.e., the food and beverage industry)
in one country. Some specific features of this context—such as the need to
convey the intangible value of these products (offline) and their traditional
methods of production (Mainolfi and Marino, 2020)—may have influenced
some of the results, including the relationships between the exploitationdriven use of cross-border e-commerce and export performance. In
foreign markets, Italian food is typically purchased for its cultural and
hedonic value by customers aiming to experience the “Italian way of life”
through the consumption of Italian food (Bertoli, 2016). Thus, future
research should consider firms from multiple countries and industries to
corroborate our findings. Specifically, cross-country and cross-cultural
studies may enrich our understanding of the phenomenon, thereby making
it possible to detect the potential existence of a “cultural effect.” Moreover,
all of the firms considered in this study added e-commerce to their existing
offline foreign market entry modes, with e-commerce accounting for a
small share of their total export revenues in most cases. Hence, it would be
interesting to replicate this study while considering internet-based firms
and firms for which cross-border e-commerce generates a higher share
of the revenue. Furthermore, since this study adopted a cross-sectional
research design, future research could adopt a longitudinal approach to
better assess the medium- and long-term effects of the exploration- and
exploitation-driven uses of cross-border e-commerce on performance.
Future research could also assess the adoption of data-driven approaches
to cross-border e-commerce by using a micro-foundations perspective
(Christofi et al., 2021) to examine the perspectives of (export) managers.
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Abstract
Frame of the research: Because of increasing global competition and the
devastating impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, tourism service providers need to
understand how cultural tourism can be enhanced locally through the development of
memorable cultural tourism experiences.
Purpose of the paper: The study aims to examine how to enhance local cultural
tourism through the development of memorable experiences. More specifically, it
identifies dimensions and triggers of memorable experiences in cultural tourism from
the experience provider’s perspective.
Methodology: The study follows a qualitative approach by means of an in-depth
case-study analysis. The Food Democracy Museum (FDM) - a diffused and digital
museum aimed at enhancing the cultural heritage of the historical city center of
Verona - was examined as a single case study. Interviews with various stakeholders
were carried out and analyzed via content analysis by means of the NVivo software.
Findings: The FDM project contributes to developing memorable experiences
in cultural tourism through the following dimensions: significance of the experience,
authenticity, engagement, cultural exchange, culinary attraction, quality of service,
and experience sharing. Social entrepreneurship supports digitalization, value cocreation, and the multi-stakeholder approach as triggers of such experiences.
Research limitations: Limitations include the use of a qualitative research
method (single case study) and the sole consideration of the experience provider’s
perspective. Thus, any resulting generalizations need to be treated with caution.
Practical implications: Experience has to be enriched with significance,
authenticity, engagement, cultural exchange, culinary attraction, quality of service,
and sharing both offline and online. SMEs can invest both in staff training to
educate employees about aspects of service quality and local cultural tourism, and in
technology-which does not need to be expensive.
1
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Originality of the study: The proposed model can be used as a point of reference
to improve memorable experiences in cultural tourism, while the FDM project can be
italian journal of management
Vol. 40, Issue 1, 2022 adapted and replicated in other local areas.
Key words: cultural tourism experience design; social entrepreneurship; digitalization;
value co-creation; multi-stakeholder approach; innovation.

1. Introduction
In the tourism industry, the memorability of the experience is one
of the most valuable attributes (Kim, 2018; Kim and Chen, 2019) to
make the destination competitive. Furthermore, due to the increasing
global competition and the recent devastating impact of the COVID-19
pandemic (Rivera et al., 2021) destinations are even more in need of
understanding how to create and deliver memorable tourism experiences
(MTEs) to obtain and maintain their competitive advantage (e.g., Kim,
2014; Chen and Rahman, 2018). This study focuses on cultural tourism,
which is a well-established phenomenon in many tourism destinations
(Richards, 2018). In 2018, the United Nations World Tourism Organization
(UNWTO) defined cultural tourism as “a type of tourism activity in which
the visitor’s essential motivation is to learn, discover, experience and
consume the tangible and intangible cultural attractions/products in a
tourism destination” (UNWTO, 2018). In 2021, the historical and artistic
cities of Italy were confirmed as the preferred tourism product, welcoming
43.6 million tourist arrivals (of which almost 60% come from the USA,
Germany and France) with a 35.4% share of the total arrivals (RBS, 2021).
An extensive stream of literature on cultural tourism identifies
various components that may significantly improve the cultural tourism
experience and, accordingly, contribute to enhancing the competitiveness
of cultural tourism destinations (Chen and Rahman, 2018). For example,
various studies highlight how destination heritage (Bec et al., 2019),
cultural inheritance (Bessière, 2013), local cuisine (e.g., Han, 2012), and
the procurement of new information and experiences in the cultural
field (e.g., Richards, 1996; Lee, 2015) can significantly enhance tourists’
experience. In this regard, the use of technology-especially immersive
technology, such as virtual or augmented reality (Chung et al., 2015;
Bec et al., 2019)-has the potential to create (and enhance) immersive
and memorable tourism experiences (Azis et al., 2020; Bec et al., 2019;
Little et al., 2019). Therefore, the incorporation of technology into these
experiences is becoming increasingly crucial in enriching MTEs in the
cultural tourism context (Little et al., 2019) and, consequently, influencing
cultural destination competitiveness (Tscheu and Buhalis, 2016). In
addition, several studies have shown the importance of technology in
contributing to value co-creation processes between companies and their
territories (Akaka and Vargo, 2014), also with specific reference to the
tourism industry (Thrassou et al., 2014; Yung and Khoo-Lattimore, 2017).
However, businesses, especially SMEs, which are typical of the tourism
industry, may lack the resources to obtain certain cutting-edge technologies
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and innovations. Therefore, collaboration with other stakeholders such as
residents, other enterprises, local organizations, and tourists (Gomes et al.,
2018; Baccarani et al., 2019) is needed to enable smaller firms to access
innovation processes that favor the involvement of internal and external
stakeholders in the co-creation of value (Leonidou et al., 2018). In this
scenario, innovation can be favored by social entrepreneurship, a process
aimed at overcoming social problems and meeting social needs (Austin
et al., 2006; Acs et al., 2013) by creating value for society and achieving
an equitable distribution of social and economic capital (Schaltegger and
Wagner, 2011). SMEs that are driven by social entrepreneurs, that is by
entrepreneurs with the propensity to reinvest profits in the social mission
by creating collective benefits in favor of society (Zahra et al., 2009; Bacq
and Janssen, 2011), can achieve these goals.
In sum, several scholars (e.g., Kim et al., 2012; Chen and Rahman,
2018; Seyfi et al., 2019) have theoretically examined the concept of MTEs
and its domains, also with reference to the context of cultural tourism, and
they highlight the key role of technology in enhancing the final tourist
experience rather than contributing to value co-creation processes, in some
cases from a multi-stakeholder perspective. However, the intersection of
these research streams has not been explored in depth, and there is a lack
of empirical contributions in this field. In addition, very few studies have
explored the role of social entrepreneurship in the creation of MTEs in
cultural tourism. Considering these research gaps, this paper focuses on
the following research question: How can cultural tourism be enhanced
locally through the development of MTEs?
To answer this research question, this study aims to examine how to
enhance local cultural tourism through the development of memorable
experiences by specifically identifying dimensions and triggers of
memorable experiences in cultural tourism from the experience provider’s
perspective. Based on this purpose, it proposes the Food Democracy
Museum (FDM), a diffused and digital museum aimed at enhancing the
cultural heritage of the city of Verona, as a single case study.
The results of this research have theoretical, managerial, and social
implications. First, the study proposes a model about the development
of MTEs in cultural tourism by filling the existing gap in this context.
Second, the study supports cultural tourism managers in designing such
experiences and, at the same time, better orienting phygital tourists and
citizens towards less known places and typical attractions. Third, it suggests
some social benefits emerging from this project.
The paper is organized as follows: after reviewing the main research
streams regarding MTEs, the role of technology, and social entrepreneurship
in cultural tourism, and after presenting the study method, the main results
are described and discussed. Finally, the paper concludes by providing
implications, limitations, and future research.
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2.1 Memorable tourism experiences in cultural tourism
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Ritchie and Crouch (2003) suggested that “what makes a tourism
destination truly competitive is its ability to increase tourism expenditure,
to increasingly attract visitors while providing them with satisfying,
memorable experiences, and to do so in a profitable way” (p. 2). An MTE
is defined as “a tourism experience remembered and recalled after the
event has occurred” (Kim, 2010, p. 2). According to the seminal work
of Kim, Ritchie, and McCormick (2012), the memorability of a tourism
experience is provided by seven domains: hedonism, novelty, local
culture, refreshment, meaningfulness, involvement, and knowledge. The
components of different experiences may vary because experience itself
is created by individual subjective evaluations (Tung and Ritchie, 2011).
Different components have been identified with specific reference
to cultural tourism (Chen and Rahman, 2018). For example, Tung and
Ritchie (2011) suggested that learning and understanding the history, local
culture, residents’ way of life, and language of a destination are among the
most significant components of MTEs. A destination’s cultural inheritance
can significantly enhance tourists’ experience (Lee, 2015), and several
researchers have indicated a positive relationship between cultural and
heritage tourism and memorable experiences (Bessière, 2013; Seyfi et al.,
2019). Therefore, the appropriate management of heritage attractions not
only helps heritage preservation but also contributes to the enhancement of
the overall tourism experience (Bec et al., 2019). Cultural inheritance also
involves local cuisine (Han, 2012; Lee, 2015) and gastronomic experience
(Williams et al., 2019). Various studies have shown that the experience of
consuming local food enables tourists to create positive and unforgettable
memories, and such positive memories further enhance their strong
attachment to local attractions and behavioral intention (Tsai, 2016; Cao
et al., 2019; Baratta and Simeoni, 2021). In addition, for gastro-tourists,
eating good food is generally not enough and sharing the experience is
an integral part of MTEs (Williams et al., 2019). Given that cultural
tourists are mostly driven by “the intention to gather new information
and experiences to satisfy their cultural needs” (Richards, 1996, p. 24), a
proper scale to measure memorable experiences in cultural tourism has
been developed and consists of the following six key factors: (1) prior
perceived significance of the experience, (2) authenticity, (3) engagement,
(4) cultural exchange, (5) culinary attraction, and (6) quality of service
(Seyfi et al., 2019).
2.2 Digital innovation technologies, value co-creation, and multi-stakeholder
approach for memorable tourism experiences
Digital innovation has left no industry untouched (Serravalle et al.,
2019), cultural tourism included. Through the Internet and social media,
tourists can share their experience with family, friends, and the rest of the
world (Volo, 2010; Xu et al., 2017), and MTEs are often associated with
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positive shared experiences (Chandralal et al., 2014). Digital innovation
technologies can make tourists more conscious about their visit (Capuano
et al., 2016), thus enhancing their knowledge and the overall learning
experience (Yung and Khoo-Lattimore, 2017); technology may also allow
easier memorization of new information, and hence a more enjoyable and
interactive visit (Tom Dieck and Jung, 2017). Furthermore, technology has
the power to increase customer satisfaction and customer engagement, and
to enrich the memories of visitors (Bec et al., 2019). Phygital phenomena,
i.e. the integration of physical and digital resources, are increasingly
important in enhancing tourism experiences (Ballina et al., 2019). In
addition to the creation and enhancement of immersive and memorable
tourism experiences (Azis et al., 2020), technology and digital innovation
play a fundamental role in securing the future viability of the cultural
tourism experience (Chung et al., 2015). In other words, technology can
be considered a key factor in leveraging and enriching MTEs in cultural
tourism (Little et al., 2019).
In addition to its positive impact on the tourism experience and
generation of revisit intentions (Sugathan and Ranjan, 2019), technology
also allows tourists to participate in the value co-creation process (Kelly et
al., 2017). Studies have revealed not only that co-creation in the tourism
industry is facilitated by the use of technology (Thrassou et al., 2014; Yung
and Khoo-Lattimore, 2017), but also that technology can contribute to
value co-creation processes between companies and their territories (Akaka
and Vargo, 2014; Baccarani et al., 2019). In cultural tourism, organizations
should create long-term value according to a multi-stakeholder approach
(Pencarelli et al., 2016); therefore, value is created by-and delivered to-all
the involved stakeholders. Serravalle and colleagues (2019) suggested that
the incorporation of technological innovations in museums allows the cocreation of multiple values for different stakeholders, including visitors,
government agencies, and the local community.
For long term-value creation and the sustainable development of
tourist destinations, the benefits of tourism should be equally distributed
among the local community, hence encouraging the development of local
companies and the creation of more employment (Meyer, 2010; Crnogaj
et al., 2014). Prior literature has already stressed the relevance of adopting
a multi-stakeholder perspective for the effective implementation of
sustainable tourism (Waligo et al., 2013). In addition, a multi-stakeholder
approach contributes to the improvement of the overall tourist experience
since stakeholders collectively generate more value than the sum of the
value created by each actor (Pera et al., 2016).
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2.3 Social entrepreneurship in favor of memorable tourism experiences
creation
Given its specific nature, cultural tourism can be connected to social
entrepreneurship, which is understood as an entrepreneur’s inclination
to carry out activities that combine commercial purpose with social
goals by using innovative approaches to address social problems and
needs or to create social wealth. Social entrepreneurship is a rapidly
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evolving phenomenon affecting diverse economic sectors (Terán-Yépez
et al., 2020; Bacq and Janssen, 2011). According to Chell (2007), social
entrepreneurship can be positioned along a spectrum ranging from purely
philanthropic to purely commercial activities, and its key feature consists
in the purpose to create value for people and communities also through
a market-based approach (Bacq and Janssen, 2011). Therefore, social
entrepreneurship is developed in business industries as well as in nonprofit organizations such as social enterprises. In both of these perspectives,
profit is not the end per se, but rather a means to create not only economic
value for entrepreneurs but also welfare for society (Zahra et al., 2009;
Sinthupundaja et al., 2019). Social entrepreneurship encompasses “the
activities and the processes undertaken to discover, define, and exploit
opportunities in order to enhance social wealth by creating new ventures
or managing existing organizations in an innovative manner” (Zahra et al.,
2009, p. 519), and can therefore contribute to the overall quality of tourism
through this innovative approach. Moreover, social entrepreneurship
is about creating value for society and achieving equitable distribution,
rather than accumulating social and economic capital (Schaltegger and
Wagner, 2011). Positive externalities are also generated for other economic
players, and, in this respect, social entrepreneurship can help in linking
the benefits of the tourism industry to the local community and territory.
Even though cultural tourism is connected to-and could benefit
from-social entrepreneurship, research on this topic is still in its infancy
(Crnogaj et al., 2014; Swanson and DeVereaux, 2017). In their literature
review on social entrepreneurship, Terán-Yépez and colleagues (2020)
reported very few examples from the field of tourism. Some of these
studies have fully or partially adopted the principles and concepts of social
entrepreneurship in alternative forms of tourism, such as ecotourism
(Sakata and Prideaux, 2013), social tourism (Hunter-Jones, 2011), and
volunteer tourism (Coghlan and Noakes, 2012). At the tourist destination
level, social entrepreneurship can be a useful approach to minimize the
negative consequences of the tourist industry on the local community, to
create social value (Aquino et al., 2018), and even to improve residents’
quality of life (Crnogaj et al., 2014). Altinay and colleagues (2016)
reported that stakeholder collaboration, relationship development, and
local community empowerment are the main resources to leverage for the
creation of social value.
Social entrepreneurship and MTEs have generally been investigated
separately. To the best of our knowledge, only one study has recently been
conducted in this regard (Castellani et al., 2020). The authors focused on
the MTEs offered by tourism social enterprises in little-known Italian
tourist destinations by arguing that social entrepreneurship can contribute
to tourism development in several ways and that the memorability of
the experience is an outcome of the specific characteristics of tourism
social enterprises. Therefore, existing literature neglects the role of social
entrepreneurship in the creation of MTEs in cultural tourism with specific
reference to for-profit firms. However, since social entrepreneurship
recognizes technological innovation as an opportunity for value cocreation and involves diverse stakeholders’ perspective, it can enhance the

overall tourist experience and be considered an appropriate environment
for the design of MTEs in cultural tourism.
This research therefore aims to investigate how to enhance local cultural
tourism through memorable experience development by identifying the
dimensions of MTEs in cultural tourism and the role played by value cocreation, multi-stakeholder perspective and digitalization, fostered by
social entrepreneurship, in the design of these experiences, by adopting
the service provider perspective.
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3. Method
3.1 Research strategy
The present research examines the dimensions and triggers of
memorable tourism experiences by following a qualitative approach. A casestudy analysis - one of the most used methods in exploratory research - was
developed as a strategy of inquiry to undertake an in-depth investigation
of a phenomenon in its real-life context (Yin, 2003). Robson (2002, p.178)
defines a case study as “a strategy for doing research which involves an
empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within
its real-life context using multiple sources of evidence”. Within a case
study, the boundaries between the studied phenomenon and the context
within which it is studied are not evident. A single case study enables the
portrayal of the concrete realities and real people that are involved in such
realities (Lamnek, 2010). In addition, a single case study is an appropriate
research strategy when it represents a very rare phenomenon that few have
considered before (Yin, 2003). In this sense, the case examined for this
study can provide cultural tourism scholars and practitioners with theory
understanding and explanations that could be useful for other cases (Yin,
2003), by enabling in-depth investigation and inspiration for new ideas
(Siggelkow, 2007).
3.2 The case study
The case study analyzed was that of the Food Democracy Museum
(FDM), a diffused and digital museum created to enhance the food and
wine traditions and support the local cultural heritage of the city of
Verona (Italy). More precisely, food and wine products-which are highly
representative of Italy-and the presence of local supply chains allow the
visitor to travel on foot through a series of itineraries that were specifically
designed for this project. In addition, visitors are guided by a web app to
uncover the links between food and wine traditions and Verona’s history
and architecture, thus enabling them to discover more about lesser known
cultural, rather than traditional, aspects of the city. The project involves four
restaurants in the historic center of Verona -which are not social enterprises
but rather for-profit businesses-, scholars of the University of Verona, a
web communication agency, the Veneto Region, and citizens in order to
enhance visitors’ knowledge of the city from multiple cultural points of
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view ranging from typical food and wine products, which are an expression
of the local territory, to palaces and monuments, which are symbols of
historical, artistic, and cultural heritage. Thanks to the FDM, architecture
and history, along with food and wine, come together to portray Verona
through an innovative, original, and comprehensive narrative. Within such
a context, storytelling is used as a means of conveying experiences.
The FDM was chosen for the present investigation because it elicits
insight for a better theoretical understanding, as is required by the
case-study method (Siggelkow, 2007). Moreover, this case represents an
interesting example of a for-profit company with high growth potential for
catering, trade, and tourism. The company boasts more than 40 years of
experience in commercial catering and a team of professional employees
who are enthusiastic and competent. The FDM is a commercial companyand therefore not a social enterprise-that pursues the creation of value
through a market-based approach. However, the FDM may be considered
a project of social entrepreneurship because it was realized through the
foresight of an entrepreneur, who aimed to combine digital innovation
technologies in a multi-stakeholder perspective in order to create social
benefits for the local community by leveraging cultural tourism in an
innovative manner.
3.3 Data collection and analysis
For data collection, face-to-face semi-structured interviews were
carried out with the following key stakeholders of the FDM: (1) the founder
of the project, (2) managers and employees of the firms (restaurants and
communication agency) that were involved in this project, and (3) the
scientific director of the university team. All interviewees received an
email informing them about the research topic, its purpose, and a brief
overview of the issues to be covered during the interview. This method
enabled researchers to gather interviewees’ thoughts, perceptions, feelings,
and experiences in accordance with the purpose of the research (Fraenkel
and Wallen, 2005).
Face-to-face interviews were organized by following a conversation
with purpose approach (Burgess et al., 1991) because this technique
enables interview participants to adjust the detail of their answers and the
order of the questions, in order to facilitate information gathering and the
clarification of activity planning and development. Each interview lasted
approximately 1-2 hours and took place between May and June 2021.
Each interview followed a protocol that was developed by considering
the emerging literature about MTE development and cultural tourism
(Yin, 2003).More specifically, the protocol covered questions related to
examining the project subject, the reasons that led to its realization, the
relationships with MTE creation, how the project was developed, the local
actors that were involved, and the activities that were developed with these
actors.
The choice to interview different stakeholders by adopting the
investigator triangulation method (Jack and Raturi, 2006), that is, to
interview multiple observers, was motivated by the following two needs:
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(1) to collect the perspectives of both those who designed the project and
those who participated in the project according to a multi-stakeholder
approach, and (2) to overcome common problems related to single-source
bias.
The interviews were audio recorded, transcribed, and checked for
accuracy. Prior to analyzing the data, respondents were asked to review
the interview transcripts and confirm the accuracy of the information. The
data was examined by using the NVivo 11 software to perform content
analysis. The coding of themes was inductively carried out (Saldaña, 2009)
in relation to the study’s purpose. The two researchers conducted the
coding work independently to search for themes and then compared and
discussed the coding results and reached a consensus on common themes.
The data analysis followed a blended approach, which was theoretically
driven. However, further themes inductively emerged from the data (Miles
et al., 2014).
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4. Results
This section presents prior perceived significance of the experience,
authenticity, engagement, cultural exchange, culinary attraction, and
quality of service, as well as experience sharing as the MTE dimensions
that are developed in cultural tourism thanks to the FDM project, and
proposes social entrepreneurship, along with digitalization, value cocreation, and a multi-stakeholder approach, as triggers of memorability
in the FDM experience. A model for enhancing local cultural tourism
through memorable experience development is provided (Figure 1) and
can serve as a stimulus or enabler in the design of an MTE from the service
provider perspective. In support of these research results, a selection of
representative quotations are offered as empirical evidence.
Fig. 1: Model for enhancing local cultural tourism through the development
of memorable experiences
TRIGGERS
Digitalization
Social
entrepreneurship

Value co-creation
Multistakeholder
approach

Memorable
cultural tourism
experiences
DIMENSIONS
• prior perceived significance
of the experience
• authenticity
• engagement
• cultural exchange
• culinary attraction
• quality of service
• experience sharing

Source: Authors’ elaboration
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4.1.1 Prior perceived significance of the experience
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The dimension of prior perceived significance of the experience was
highlighted during the interviews in terms of visiting a destination by
creating awareness, knowledge, and desire about its landmarks in order to
affect the decision of (re)visiting that specific destination. Verona, which
has been on the UNESCO World Heritage List since 2000, is among the
most visited cities in Italy, and its international arrivals represent two-thirds
of total arrivals (Osservatorio del Turismo Regionale Federato, 2021).
The cultural heritage of this city is not only preserved in museums but
also widespread throughout its environmental and urban surroundings.
However, some culturally important places are usually neglected by
tourists - and also by citizens - during their visits, only because they are
less known and, thus, not included in the main tourist itineraries. In
addition, Verona is known for its rich cuisine: polenta, risotto, gnocchi, the
famous tortellini of Valeggio, and even horse and donkey meat, prepared
with recipes handed down for more than a thousand years, along with
many wines are just some of the typical products of this territory. The
FDM project represents the opportunity of creating (further) awareness
of and knowledge and expectations the city of Verona and its cultural
and gastronomic uniqueness. As stated by the owner of the examined
restaurants:
“An open-air museum is important for Verona, a city of culture and art
whose value deserves to be diffused. Moreover, when thinking about the
tourist attractiveness of our city, the primacy of Italian cuisine emerges, and
the most popular dishes in the world are pizza and pasta”.

4.1.2 Authenticity
In the FDM, the visitor’s experience is made authentic by the artisanal
preparation of traditional gastronomic products, which are coherently
combined with the historical and artistic heritage of the city. The stories of
the four restaurants are closely intertwined with the growth of the city and
the historic buildings in which they are housed. Moreover, in preparing
the recipes, the products’ seasonality is also considered, thus increasing
not only the authenticity of the experience, but also the sustainability of
the project. Finally, the FDM philosophy is to offer dishes that are not
prepared for tourists but eaten by the Veronese themselves, and that
represent the typical and traditional culinary experience of Verona. A
restaurant manager described the project as follows:
“The FDM provides a close experience of culinary traditions that is highly
representative of local production chains and goes from the surrounding
territory to the ‘table’ as the final location of the experiences, where they can
be enjoyed by everyone: Italian and international tourists and citizens”.
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4.1.3 Engagement
The services and activities that were proposed by the FDM project
are capable of stimulating emotions such as interest and curiosity,
also interactively, and of encouraging visitor engagement. Corporate
storytelling, which is carried out throughout itineraries, combines
traditional gastronomic routes with historical and artistic knowledge of
the city. In addition, both tourists and the local community are engaged in
the FDM experience. As described by the owner, the purpose of the project
is as follows:
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“The aim is to create an emotional impact on FDM visitors. The innovative
interventions are aimed at engaging both residents and Italian and foreign
tourists, to enable them to discover and rediscover the historical and artistic
links of some very famous locations”.

4.1.4 Cultural exchange
Through the authenticity of the experience and the engagement of the
local community within its activities, the FDM allows cultural exchange
to take place. In this respect, the original contents of itineraries that meet
the experience-seeking tourists’ needs were created to propose different
experiences using the app of FDM project. These contents were developed
based on ad hoc research on local art, history, culture, cuisine, customs
and traditions, lifestyles of the past, and even anecdotes and fun facts
about the city. Indeed, the communication agency provided the following
description of the project:
“FDM allows a close, deep and meaningful experience of the city, combining
traditional gastronomic itineraries with artistic and historical knowledge
of the city, and with the residents themselves. A combination that describes
tourism in Verona so well: culture and cuisine! Everyone - tourists and
citizens - can freely visit less known places of this city by better learning about
its typical and unique aspects”.

4.1.5 Culinary attraction
The valorization of local food, together with the history and culture
of the city, is the main tourist attraction of the FDM, which therefore
presents itself as a project where culinary attraction plays a key role. The
protagonists of the project are, in fact, four restaurants that are located
in the historic center of Verona and have followed the history of Italian
and Veronese cuisine since the end of the 1800s. Moreover, although the
itineraries and paths of the project cover different aspects of local culture
and traditions, one of them is entirely focused on discovering local food.
As reported by the manager of one of these restaurants:
“The FDM responds to the need to enhance the historicity of the city’s
gastronomic proposal and the culinary craft of local traditions. Food then, in
its historical and artisan value, is enhanced as an element of tourist attraction
in itself ”.
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4.1.6 Quality of service
In the FDM, the quality of the service is ensured not only by the
excellent raw ingredients used in preparing typical dishes, but also by the
presence of friendly staff and customized service. One of the restaurant
managers stated as follows:
“Our employees have the opportunity to enhance not only their technical
skills, but also their ability in proposing and showcasing the quality of our
high-quality raw materials and dishes. The FDM favors the qualification of
waiters as a professional in customer care”.

Service quality is also enhanced by the overall accessibility of the
experience. During the development of the different routes, architectural
barriers and other elements of physical accessibility were carefully
considered. The project is also economically accessible, as all the involved
restaurants are positioned in an average price range. As reported by the
business owner:
“It is an experience that everyone can access. The name of the project is actually
based on our corporate philosophy and derives from the desire to offer Italian
culture and cuisine to a wide audience and make it accessible to all: Food
Democracy”.

4.1.7 Experience sharing
The interviewees highlighted the importance of cultural tourism
experience sharing. More specifically, the results of this study indicate that
the FDM is an experience that can be shared both online and offline during
the trip while tourists contextually enjoy on-site activities. By incorporating
digital technologies, visitors can share online contents directly via the social
media that are linked to the FDM app. The communication agency that
was involved in this project thus described this opportunity of experience
sharing:
“The sharing of this heritage of traditions and culture takes place thanks to
the technological infrastructure, and in particular thanks to the dedicated
app that allows experience to be transferred and shared among all those
involved”.

As regards offline sharing, the FDM’s services and activities can
be enjoyed individually as well as with other tourists, and the whole
experience is characterized by continuous interactions with the staff and
the local community. This fact is demonstrated by the business owner:
“The FDM also favors a moment of shared experience, given by the personal
and collective growth that comes from discovering and sharing different
ways of living, thinking and-why not-eating, and that therefore represents
the deepest values of tourism… the table is an ideal place to share an
experience!”
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4.2 Triggers of memorable experiences in cultural tourism
4.2.1 Social entrepreneurship
The FDM is an example of social entrepreneurship project because
a forward-looking entrepreneur of a for-profit firm was able to create a
new tourism product in an innovative manner. The project is intended not
only to create economic value for the companies involved - which are of a
commercial nature - but also to make a social contribution by addressing
tourists’ experiential needs in local cultural tourism and, at the same time,
enhancing the local community welfare. Indeed, the social and economic
externalities that are generated by the FDM’s entrepreneurial activities are
also distributed to other economic players located in the destination. The
project is inextricably linked to the territory that hosts it and promotes the
creation of value for people and communities. According to the business
owner:
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“The FDM is an important project for everyone: restaurants, employees that
are qualified as customer care personnel, cultural tourists that expect high
quality products and services, the cultural value of the city of Verona, and the
development of the entire surrounding Veronese territory”.

This project, in recognizing technology as an opportunity for value
co-creation and involving diverse relevant stakeholders, can enhance
the overall tourist experience and design memorable cultural tourism
experiences. Therefore, social entrepreneurship plays a fundamental role
as a trigger of digitalization, value co-creation, and the adoption of a multistakeholder approach that, in their turn, contribute to fostering memorable
experiences in cultural tourism.
4.2.2 Digitalization
During the interviews, the importance of enhancing local cultural
tourism by leveraging digital technologies emerged as one of the
fundamental aspects capable of fostering and enriching the memorability
of tourism experience and, consequently, satisfying phygital tourists and
citizens. In this regard, the FDM was designed using a web app because
it is considered to be one of the simplest to use tools via smartphones in
terms of graphical interface, navigation and functionality. Accessing the
FDM web app is possible via different paths: in addition to a direct link
to the web app, a totem equipped with a QR code, whose scan allows
visitors to access multimedia content, is located in the restaurants. The QR
code is also shown on the disposable placemats that are distributed to the
customers of each restaurant to allow faster access. Prominence is given to
the digital museum through the company’s websites and social channels,
from which it is possible to access the FDM. The project is therefore aimed
not only at residents but also national and international tourists through
reading paths that are translated into multiple languages and united by the
extensive use of images, which overcomes cultural limits. With these words,
the business owner described the importance of investing in digitalization
to create the FDM project:
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“Digital technology is designed to both promote the dissemination of the
experience, by involving an inter-company and intergenerational audience,
and minimize the infrastructure within the sites that welcome the restaurants
(all under artistic constraint), by focusing on infrastructural lightness and
widespread diffusion of the Web”.

4.2.3 Value co-creation
The FDM project encourages a joint process of value creation. During
the preliminary steps of the project, several meetings were held with both
the primary stakeholders (i.e., those directly in charge of designing the
experience) and the secondary stakeholders (e.g., the local community
and schools, and the municipalities). Thanks to the technological
infrastructure, tourists are also involved in the value co-creation process.
The value that is co-created from a multi-stakeholder approach, in turn
benefits not only companies, but also their employees, tourists, and the
local community. According to the communication agency, the joint
design of the project enriches the final experience and technology allows
the leveraging of existing synergies among different stakeholders:
“In order to jointly create a memorable experience, the project design
was shared among different stakeholders. The purpose was to enable each
participant in the project to contribute with ideas and suggestions throughout
the development of the app. Technology in turn enables the transfer of cocreated value to companies and visitors, be them tourists or Veronese”.

4.2.4 Multi-stakeholder approach
The FDM project was conceived to realize an innovative product
whose aim is to enhance local cultural tourism through memorable
experience development. In this sense, the web app that is necessary to
orient phygital tourists and citizens towards less known places and typical
attractions of the city of Verona requires synergies among different actors.
For this reason, the project was realized through the joint work of several
stakeholders, including the local tourism and catering industry, the local
administration, the University of Verona, and the citizens. As argued by
the scientific director of the university team:
“This project was realized through the joint action of multiple actors of
the territory that usually do not interact and collaborate. The integration
of multiple stakeholders was aimed to incorporate different needs and
expectations that best satisfy the cultural needs of tourists and residents”.

5. Discussion
This study revealed the dimensions and triggers of memorable
experiences in cultural tourism from the experience provider perspective
in order to enhance local cultural tourism and orient phygital tourists and
citizens towards less known places and typical attractions. As regards the
dimensions of MTEs in cultural tourism, the results of this research provide
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empirical evidence for the dimensions of MTEs within the FDM cultural
tourism project, thus supporting the idea that the FDM is an example of a
memorable cultural tourism experience. More specifically, the interviewees
argued the importance of the six following dimensions in enhancing local
cultural tourism through memorable experience development: prior
perceived significance of the experience, authenticity, engagement, cultural
exchange, culinary attraction, quality of service, and experience sharing.
With specific regard to the first dimension - that is, prior perceived
significance of the experience - this research, in line with prior studies,
highlights that the significance of the experience exists before travel to the
destination and affects destination choice, tourist satisfaction, and future
travel intentions (Seyfi et al., 2019; Chandralal and Valenzuela, 2013). It
is created based on prior knowledge of what one is going to visit in the
destination, and thus depends on the reputation and iconic components of
a destination, i.e., the city center of Verona in this case. In this regard, the
web app enables visitors to know about the destination in terms of number
and types of itineraries, including the environmental and urban contexts
(e.g., Pencarelli et al., 2016; Golinelli, 2008), as well as what is necessary
to better know the city from a cultural and gastronomic point of view,
before travelling. Second, the authenticity of the experience is among the
most important needs of cultural tourists (Richards, 1996), and travelers
often remember authentic tourism experiences positively (Chandralal and
Valenzuela, 2013). In this sense, in the FDM visitors are provided with
authentic cultural and culinary experiences. Third, the activities of the
FDM are capable of stimulating positive feelings and emotions because
they are based on engagement, which is defined as involvement with and
commitment to a tourism experience (Brodie et al., 2011). More specifically,
tourists’ (and citizens’) engagement has a positive impact on their
satisfaction and on the overall tourism experience, as Taheri et al. (2014)
argued. Fourth, with reference to the cultural exchange dimension, cultural
contact measures the “purpose and depth of experience tourists seek” when
traveling for cultural reasons (Gnoth and Zins, 2013, p. 738). Thus, cultural
exchange, which refers to the exploration of local culture, knowledge, and
lifestyles, takes place in the FDM. Fifth, this study confirms that culinary
attraction is important in enhancing local cultural tourism, as past studies
have outlined (Cucculelli and Goffi, 2016; Karim and Chi, 2010). Sixth,
service quality, which is another necessary element for MTEs in general
(Kim, 2014) and in cultural tourism (Seyfi et al., 2019), is also provided to
FDM visitors. Lastly, FDM allows visitors to share the experience both online
and offline. This is in line with evidence that demonstrates that sharing a
tourism experience with other people enhances the meaningfulness of the
experience and post-trip evaluations (Chandralal et al., 2014). Although
most studies have addressed experiences that are shared online, tourists
also go on holiday to socialize with friends and family and to develop new
friendships (Xu et al., 2017). In the FDM, the tourism experience is actually
shared during the trip and in context with on-site activities, especially when
culinary attraction plays a key role (Williams et al., 2019).
With precise reference to the triggers that have been proposed in this
study, the results provide evidence of the fact that social entrepreneurship is
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an appropriate environment for fostering digitalization, value co-creation
and a multi-stakeholder approach in order to act as triggers for memorable
experiences in cultural tourism. In this sense, this study presents empirical
evidence on project that was developed not for exclusively commercial
purposes, but rather as a result of the inclination of an entrepreneur
who aimed to create socio-cultural benefits. Indeed, thanks to this social
entrepreneur, the FDM project recognizes technological innovation as
an opportunity for value co-creation and involved diverse stakeholders’
perspective, thus enhancing the overall tourist experience, in accordance
with the aims of social entrepreneurship (Zahra et al., 2009). In the FDM,
digital technologies have the power to enhance visitors’ satisfaction and
engagement and to enrich the memorability of tourism experiences, which
is in line with previous research (Bec et al., 2019). Value is created by the
customers’ lives and experiences (Heinonen et al., 2013), as well as their
perception of reality and interactions with others. Moreover, through
technological infrastructure, tourists are also involved in the value cocreation process (Kelly et al., 2017). The FDM was created thanks to the
joint participation of diverse stakeholders according to the quadruple helix
model (Carayannis and Campbell, 2009), that suggests that innovation
requires synergies among different actors, namely, the government, the
tourist industry, universities, and civil society.
6. Theoretical, practical, and social implications
This study provides several theoretical, practical, and social implications.
From a theoretical viewpoint, this study advances the limited literature
on memorable experiences in cultural tourism (e.g., Tung and Ritchie,
2011; Bessière, 2013; Lee, 2015) by confirming the five dimensions that
are usually suggested in the cultural tourism literature (Seyfi et al., 2019),
and adding experience sharing as a further dimension to be considered,
as argued by other scholars (e.g., Volo, 2010; Chandralal et al., 2014; Xu
et al., 2017; Williams et al., 2019). Furthermore, this research shed light
on the triggers of MTEs in a cultural tourism context. In this regard,
the study adds to the emerging stream of research dealing with social
entrepreneurship in the tourism context (Crnogaj et al., 2014; Swanson and
DeVereaux, 2017), and with the relevance of digital innovations for value
co-creation in tourism (Serravalle et al., 2019). In addition, while social
entrepreneurship and MTEs have generally been investigated separately,
except for limited studies (e.g., Castellani et al., 2020), this research helps
to fill this gap by providing evidence that social entrepreneurship is an
appropriate environment for digital innovation technologies, value cocreation and the adoption of a multi-stakeholder perspective to act as a
trigger of memorable experiences in cultural tourism. Finally, this study
supports the social entrepreneurship literature according to which forprofit entrepreneurs combine commercial purposes with social goals by
using innovative approaches to solve social problems.
With reference to practical implications, the results of this study make
suggestions to effectively design memorable experiences in cultural tourism
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by combining value co-creation synergies and digitalization according
to a multi-stakeholder approach, particularly when they are supported
by entrepreneurs with social entrepreneurship propensity. The results of
this research suggest all cultural tourism destinations, especially those
with a strong reputation like Verona, can enhance local cultural tourism
through the development of memorable experiences with the potential
contribution of each category of stakeholder. After all, both cultural
heritage and local food are valuable, unique, and non-imitable resources
of experience creation that should be leveraged to achieve long-term
competitive advantages (Barney, 1991). As this study highlights, memorable
experiences in cultural tourism can be triggered not only through strategic
actions carried out by one or more tourism firms, but also joint actions of
multiple stakeholders that belong to the main categories of the quadruple
helix model (Carayannis and Campbell, 2009), that is, business, university,
government, and civil society. From this perspective, this research suggests
enriching the experiences of new information and significance, authenticity,
engagement, cultural exchange, culinary attraction, and quality of service
in order to satisfy tourists’ and residents’ cultural needs. In addition,
this study recommends ensuring that these experiences are shared both
offline and online. To move in this direction, entrepreneurs of SMEs can,
on the one hand, invest in staff training where employees, especially front
office personnel, have to develop not only service quality skills but also
knowledge about local cultural aspects such as customs and traditions, fun
facts that the inhabitants of the area usually know, and anecdotes that the
customers of a restaurant, for example, do not expect a waiter to tell. In
addition, employees can be taught of communication and relationshipbuilding techniques in order to create appealing cultural experiences for
their customers. In particular, experiential training could help employees
better conceptualize how to communicate and interact with customers/
tourists so that the staff can transfer what they have learned into their
professional life. In general, experiential training nurtures specific skills
such as the ability to reflect, guarantees self-discipline, and strengthens the
willingness to learn. For example, training methods inspired by art forms
such as theatre and cinema are able to better develop participants’ soft skills
(e.g., Gibb, 2004; Baccarani and Bonfanti, 2016). On the other hand, SMEs
can invest in different forms of technology that are not necessarily very
expensive, such as web apps and digital totems. The challenge is to offer
cultural tourism experiences that stimulate and gratify them in terms of
knowledge, engagement, cultural exchange, relationships, and sharing.
In addition, technology can contribute to offering unexpected benefits so
participants can make their own discoveries and share their experiences
with others.
Lastly, the results of the study show that the FDM project also has
important social implications. More specifically, this research argues that
cultural tourism can be promoted locally through a multi-stakeholder
approach in which value is jointly created by several stakeholders. In
consideration of the devastating impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
also from a social perspective, it is necessary to restore social cohesion
and a sense of belonging to the community, so residents’ involvement in
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tourism recovery strategies is critical (Qui et al., 2020). In the FDM, the
local community is empowered through the valorization of local culture
and traditions, which either remain written in books or imprinted in the
knowledge of those who have learned them, or disperse into nothingness.
Thanks to this project, on the contrary, local culture and traditions can
continue to be disseminated locally as well as learned on a larger scale.
They can be a source of curiosity and debate, as well as a means of
comparison with other local customs by increasing local knowledge and
culture. This project suggests the importance of investing in the local
memory of a territory in various terms such as heritage, art, food, and
beverages such as wine, by investing in projects that can not only culturally
but also economically engage people, companies, and governments that
are interested in keeping the cultural tourism of a specific territory alive.
In this way, the project can provide further occasions of both social
employment and relationship development.
7. Conclusions
The aim of this study was to examine how to enhance local cultural
tourism through the development of memorable experiences by identifying
the dimensions and triggers of memorable experiences in cultural
tourism from the experience provider perspective. The results of the
content analysis indicate that the FDM project develops such experiences
through specific factors fostering them. The FDM is located in a tourism
destination that enjoys a strong reputation for its cultural and culinary
attractions, hence enhancing the significance of the experience prior to the
visit. Culinary traditions play a key role as a factor of attractiveness, and
also satisfy visitors’ need for authenticity when coherently connected to
the historical and artistic heritage of the city. Eating at the same table can
represent the concluding point of the experience and provide an element
not only of culinary attraction but also of engagement and cultural
exchange. Overall, excellent service quality is always maintained. Thus,
these findings support the study by Seyfi and colleagues (2019) indicating
prior significance of the experience, authenticity, engagement, cultural
exchange, culinary attraction, and quality of service as dimensions of
memorable experiences in cultural tourism. Moreover, visitors of the FDM
have the possibility of sharing their experience both online and offline, an
aspect that is considered to have a positive impact on tourists’ attitudes
and behavioral intentions because it contributes to making the experience
even more memorable. Value co-creation, a multi-stakeholder approach,
and technology are found to enable the design of memorable experiences
in cultural tourism from the service provider perspective, when supported
in turn by social entrepreneurship.
This research has some limitations that reside in having adopted a
qualitative research method (single case study) and considered only the
experience provider perspective. Although this study referred to multiple
stakeholders and subsequently engaged different analysis perspectives,
generalizations need to be treated with caution.
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This study can represent a starting point for further research on the
continuous evolution of the case by means of a longer and real-time
analysis as well as on the implementation of memorable experiences in
the cultural tourism model over time through a longitudinal case study.
In addition, further research could generalize the conclusions obtained
with other similar case studies in Italy and international contexts. This
could be done by identifying other analogous projects and replicating
the research presented here. Future investigations could also establish
whether and which stakeholders could be involved in the research.
Another path for future research consists in a deeper investigation of the
relationships among the different triggers and dimensions of memorable
cultural tourism experience, thus aiming at establishing a possible causal
relationship between triggers and dimensions of memorable experiences
in cultural tourism. In this respect, a quantitative, explanatory approach
should be preferred. Lastly, future research could relate to the validation
of the dimensions and triggers of memorable experiences in cultural
tourism from the customer/tourist/resident perspective by carrying out a
quantitative analysis through a structural equation modeling approach.
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figures, the preferred format is Microsoft Word, but compatible formats
are accepted as well. Files in .bmp, .jpeg, .jpg, .png and .gif formats can
create problems in editing. If possible, please avoid these formats and
provide files containing additional tables and graphs in their original
format (e.g. xls). Footnotes should be used only for comments, to provide
more detail or alternative considerations; they should not contain
bibliographic information.

185

sinergie
italian journal of management

What is the acceptable word limit and what are the other editorial guidelines
to follow when submitting a paper to this journal?
Length
The paper should not exceed 7,000 words, including charts, figures, tables,
footnotes and references.
Title
No longer than 125 characters (spaces included).
Abstract
No longer than 250 words. The abstract must be structured according
to the following layout: frame of the research, purpose of the paper,
methodology, results, research limitations, practical implications and
originality of the study.
Keywords
A minimum of three and a maximum of six keywords must be included to
identify the framework of the study’s main topic.
Text style
The body of the text and of the notes must be justified.
Italics may be used to emphasise certain parts of the text and for English
words that are not commonly used. Neither boldface (except in paragraph
titles) nor underlining should be used.
Text graphic rules
Quotations must be indicated by double quotation marks (“…”) followed
by the cited author’s surname, year of publication and page number(s)
(e.g., Panati, 1981, pp. 48–53). The author is responsible for referencing
sources in the reference list, which means that all citations in the text must
have a corresponding entry in the reference list before the file is uploaded.
Citations that are not indicated in the reference list will be removed
from the text. Footnotes are only to be used for comments, in-depth
investigations and further remarks, and not as bibliographical references.
Tables and figures
Any tables and figures included in the paper must be numbered in
progressive order, have a title (above the table/figure) and source (under
the table/figure), be black and white (or grey if necessary), and be inserted
in the Word document in the most appropriate position.
Tables, figures and graph files must be uploaded in their original format.
Word (.doc or .docx), Excel (.xls) and PowerPoint (.ppt) files are accepted.
Image formats that are not accepted include .png, .gif, .jpeg, .bmp and .pdf.
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References and Internet websites
References must be placed at the end of the text. They should be listed
in alphabetical order and, for authors with multiple references, ordered
chronologically. References must be formatted as follows:
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Books
PORTER. M. (1985), The competitive advantage: creating and sustaining
superior performance, Free Press, New York.
Articles
BACCARANI C., GOLINELLI G.M. (2015), “The non-existent firm:
relations between corporate image and strategy”, Sinergie Italian Journal
of Management, vol. 33, n. 97, JAN-APR., pp. 313-323.
Book chapters
PHILLIPS R., BARNEY J., FREEMAN R., HARRISON J. (2019),
“Stakeholder Theory”, in Harrison J., Barney J., Freeman R., Phillips R.
(edited by), The Cambridge Handbook of Stakeholder Theory, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge.
Internet websites
Websites should be mentioned separately below the references.
http://www.sijm.it
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Although it is highly recommended to submit manuscripts in English for
broader diffusion, under specific circumstances, it is allowed to publish in
Italian. Please contact the Editor in Chief to verify this option.
For papers being submitted in Italian, authors are required to provide:
•
•

A title in Italian and in English of no more than 125 characters each
(spaces included)
An abstract in Italian and in English of no more than 250 words each.

The two abstracts must be structured according to the following layout:
(Italian abstract)
- inquadramento della ricerca
- obiettivo del paper
- metodologia
- risultati
- limiti della ricerca
- implicazioni manageriali
- originalità del paper
(English abstract)
- framing of the research
- purpose of the paper
- methodology
- results
- research limitations
- managerial implications
- originality of the paper.
•

A minimum of three and a maximum of six keywords-in both Italian
and English-that identify the framework of the study’s main topic.
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Address: Via Interrato dell’Acqua Morta, 26
37129 Verona, Italy
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188

Forthcoming issues:
Leveraging intersections in management theory and practice
Silver Economy:
challenges and opportunities for an aging world
Service-mix: new channels and consumption patterns in services
Knowledge and trust for a sustainable business

Responsible Editor
Marta Ugolini

“The Direction is not liable for any opinions expressed by the authors of published texts and advertisements. The partial or total use of
the articles is permitted so long as the source is cited. The maximum percentage of allowed advertisements is 50%”.

Registered with Law Court of Verona, Italy, reg. no. 570, 1 April 1983
© 2022 FONDAZIONE-CUEIM

750 copies printed by
GRAFICHE BAIETTA -Via Carcirago, 14, 37022 Fumane (VR) Italy - Tel. 045 770 2088
May 2022
€ 66, 00

Sinergie italian journal of management
Official Journal of Italian Society of Management
Vol. 40, Issue 1 - Jan/Apr 2022 - ISSN 0393-5108

Guest Editorial: Knowledge and trust in data-rich business environments
Giuseppe Bertoli - Sandro Castaldo - Paola Cillo - Gabriele Troilo - Gianmario Verona
The new economy of complexity: the sense and challenges of the incoming digital transition
Enzo Rullani
Knowledge search and learning in sustainability practices
Nilanjana Dutt
From data to data: an overview towards qualitative data research reproducibility
Federica Izzo - Alessandra Storlazzi
The interplay between privacy failure, recovery and crisis communication management: an
integrative review and research agenda
Francesca Negri - Marco Ieva
The drivers of the intention to cruise during the Covid-19 pandemic: the role of the willingness
to share personal information
Lara Penco - Giorgia Profumo
Data-driven use of cross-border e-commerce platforms and export performance: The mediating
role of foreign market knowledge acquisition
Fabio Cassia - Francesca Magno
Enhancing cultural tourism through the development of memorable experiences: the “Food
Democracy Museum” as a phygital project
Rossella Baratta - Angelo Bonfanti - Maria Grazia Cucci - Francesca Simeoni

Quadrimestrale - Poste Italiane s.p.a. - Spedizione in Abbonamento Postale D.L. 353/2003 (conv. in L. 27/02/2004 n. 46) art. 1, comma 1, DCB VERONA

