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Abstract

Family firms are central to global economic stability and employment. Generational transitions,
however, involve not only the transfer of leadership but also changes in organizational structures
and culture. As digitalization becomes increasingly important for competitiveness, successors are
introducing digital marketing practices that may influence organizational culture during leadership
transitions. While previous research has examined digital transformation in family businesses,
limited attention has been given to the role of digital marketing as a mechanism of cultural change
during generational succession. This article addresses the question: How do second-generation
successors use digital marketing practices to shape organizational culture during generational
transitions in family firms? Drawing on practice theory and Schein’s model of organizational culture,
the study explores how cultural change unfolds through everyday practices within organizations.
The research employs a qualitative multiple-case study approach based on semi-structured
interviews with representatives from 35 family firms in Latvia. The findings identify key digital
marketing practices implemented by second-generation successors and illustrate how these practices
influence organizational culture during the transition process. The results suggest that digital
marketing can both reinforce existing organizational values and selectively reshape organizational
identity and legitimacy. The study highlights digital marketing as a culturally legitimate tool through
which successors can influence decision-making processes, coordination mechanisms, and authority
structures during generational succession.

Keywords: digital marketing; family business; generation transitions; organizational culture

1. Introduction

For family businesses to survive in increasingly competitive markets, they must adopt digital
technologies. However, digitalization also creates tensions, as it may challenge traditional family
control, trust, identity, and long-term orientation [1]. Family firms often approach digitalization
cautiously, relying on internal decision-making processes that evolve gradually until successors are
ready to initiate change [2]. As a result, many organizations begin their digital transformation
through digital marketing activities, which allow them to experiment with new technologies while
maintaining control over internal operations [3]. According to a KPMG report [4], 70% of family
businesses consider digitalization initiatives such as e-commerce or online service development,
while 59% focus on social media and customer engagement practices. Earlier research by Zachary
(2011) found that many family businesses operate without a clearly defined marketing-driven
strategy or rely primarily on traditional marketing tools [5].

To remain competitive, firms must develop their businesses through both marketing strategies
and digitalization initiatives. This often requires successors to introduce digital marketing methods
alongside broader digital transformation processes. In practice, family firms experience continuous

© 2026 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202603.1650.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 20 March 2026 d0i:10.20944/preprints202603.1650.v1

2 of 16

adjustments as social media engagement, branding activities, and customer communication reshape
coordination patterns and internal relationships. Recent empirical studies show that digital
marketing activities —particularly social media engagement—can positively influence both financial
and non-financial performance by improving market visibility, customer engagement, and overall
organizational performance [7]. Scholars also argue that digital marketing is essential for the long-
term success of family firms, although its implementation must be balanced with the preservation of
heritage and tradition [8]. Such changes are significant and often require adjustments across multiple
organizational levels, including new systems, experimentation, and the development of new
knowledge. Because many family firms prefer to retain strategic control and minimize external
dependence, successors frequently implement digital marketing practices themselves rather than
relying on large marketing agencies or external consultants [9].

Existing literature has largely examined digital marketing in family businesses as a set of
technical tools or operational functions. However, limited research has explored how the
implementation of digital marketing influences organizational culture or how it may challenge or
reinforce core family values [10]. While scholarship on succession and digital transformation in
family firms has grown in recent years, the role of second-generation successors in this
transformation process remains insufficiently studied [11]. This research gap is particularly evident
in post-Soviet contexts, where family businesses emerged after the dissolution of the Soviet Union
and are now experiencing their first generational transitions. These transitions are critical for the
long-term survival of family firms in the region.

Against this background, the research question guiding this study is: How do second-generation
successors use digital marketing practices to reshape organizational culture during generational
transitions in family firms? The study examines how successors introduce digital marketing practices
that both address cultural tensions and transform existing organizational values into new practices.
In doing so, it explores how digital marketing can function as a mechanism through which family
firms negotiate cultural change during generational succession.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Research Design and Theoretical Frameworks

This study draws on practice theory and Schein’s model of organizational culture to explain how
cultural change unfolds through everyday organizational practices. Practice theory conceptualizes
organizational phenomena as constituted through recurrent practices—interconnected patterns of
doings, sayings, and material arrangements [13]—that express and reproduce values and
assumptions shared by organizational members [14]. Prior research has shown that practices, or
“how things are done,” play an important role in cultural processes and can help explain how culture
influences a wide range of organizational outcomes, often without intentional planning or conscious
recognition by actors [14]. Schein’s (2010) model of organizational culture distinguishes among
artifacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions, and emphasizes that these
assumptions develop through repeated, taken-for-granted ways of acting that have proven successful
over time. Practice theory complements this view by clarifying the mechanism through which such
assumptions emerge, showing how recurrent practices stabilize meanings, legitimacy, and authority
[13]. Accordingly, new practices may initially appear as changes at the artifact level, but through
repetition they can legitimize new values and eventually reshape underlying assumptions [15],
thereby transforming the organizational system more broadly [14]. Integrating practice theory with
Schein’s framework allows this study to explain both where cultural elements reside and how
repeated engagement in new digital marketing practices can gradually transform underlying cultural
assumptions.

De Massis and Foss (2018) argue that family business research should focus on actions,
interactions, routines, and decision processes in order to explain how change is enacted, rather than
concentrating only on outcomes [16]. Nordqvist and Melin (2010) similarly conceptualize strategy in
family firms as an operational practice embedded in everyday activity [17]. Succession can also be
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understood as a practice, expressed through daily interactions and collective work activities [18].
Founders who establish their companies independently often build strong forms of organizational
legitimacy, which second-generation successors must both preserve and reinterpret as they confront
founder-imprinted legacies [19]. These successors may gradually reshape core organizational values
through everyday operations, introducing new cultural standards through digital marketing
practices that emphasize data-based decision-making, professional communication, and teamwork.

Applying practice theory makes it possible to understand digital marketing not merely as a
technological or strategic choice, but as a bundle of organizational practices, including content
creation, data analysis, customer interaction, and cross-functional coordination. These practices carry
cultural meaning by shaping how decisions are made, how legitimacy is constructed, and how
authority is distributed within the organization [13]. Changes in digital marketing practices may
therefore gradually transform organizational culture even in the absence of explicit culture change
programs. Together, practice theory and Schein’s cultural framework enable this study to theorize
digital marketing as a mechanism of cultural change. Alternative theoretical approaches were
considered but found to be less suitable for explaining micro-level cultural dynamics. For example,
institutional theory primarily explains organizational change through external pressures and
legitimacy-seeking [20], but offers limited insight into how cultural change develops through daily
organizational activities. Leadership and succession perspectives in family business research often
focus on the characteristics of individual successors and the outcomes of succession, while paying
less attention to the practice-based processes through which cultural transformation occurs [21].
Practice theory provides the micro-level mechanism [14] through which successor agency translates
into cultural change, while Schein’s model captures the resulting cultural reconfiguration. The study
also draws on the framework developed by Cesaroni et al. [22], which provides a useful basis for
examining family business innovation through digital marketing in relation to Schein’s cultural
levels.

Qualitative methods offer clear advantages when the aim of research is to uncover relationships
and mechanisms [23]. They are particularly well suited to capturing lived experiences, meanings, and
everyday practices underlying cultural change that are difficult to access through quantitative
approaches [24]. Given the exploratory nature of the research question, this study adopts a qualitative
multiple-case study design. This method is especially appropriate for family business research, a field
characterized by heterogeneity, multiple theoretical perspectives, and several levels of analysis, all of
which require methods capable of capturing complex and context-embedded organizational
processes [20]. De Massis and Kotlar (2014) identify succession and intra-family transitions as under-
researched process phenomena that particularly benefit from qualitative case study approaches.

2.2. Data Collection

To collect appropriate empirical data, participants were selected according to three criteria: (1)
the firm is in Latvia and operates in different industries and regions of the country; (2) the firm is
family-owned and family-controlled; and (3) a second-generation family member is actively involved
in both strategic and operational management. Because the research questions required open
discussion of potentially sensitive topics, participants were selected through purposive sampling
complemented by snowball sampling. This approach enabled access to knowledgeable informants
through professional and interpersonal networks and is well suited to qualitative research involving
organizational elites and hard-to-reach populations [25]. In line with prior research on generational
transitions in family firms, this study focuses primarily on second-generation successors as key
informants, since they are central actors in interpreting and transforming founder-imprinted
practices during the transition period.

Prior studies suggest that post-succession outcomes depend less on founders’ original plans than
on how successors interpret the legacies they inherit [22]. The present research therefore follows
established approaches in family business scholarship by treating interviews with second-generation
successors as valid sources for studying organizational practices and cultural transformation at the
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firm level. Previous reviews show that qualitative family business studies routinely aggregate
individual actors” experiences into firm-level constructs such as culture, performance, success, or
change trajectories, particularly in case study and process-oriented designs [26]. In selected cases,
interviews with founders were conducted for triangulation. In addition, secondary data were
collected from company websites and publicly available interviews.

The empirical material consists of 35 semi-structured interviews with second-generation
successors. The interviews lasted between 40 and 80 minutes and were conducted primarily face-to-
face. They covered topics such as challenges in the succession process, digital marketing activities,
and other initiatives introduced by the second generation to sustain and develop family business
operations and organizational culture. For the in-depth analysis, a subsample of 16 cases was selected
in which digital marketing activities were especially salient.

2.3. Data Analysis

After transcription and anonymization, the interview data were analyzed using the Gioia
methodology [24]. The analysis followed a predominantly inductive logic, developing first-order
concepts grounded in informants” accounts and then moving toward theory-informed abstraction in
the form of second-order themes and aggregate dimensions. To ensure accuracy, the first author
reviewed the material multiple times to refine and organize the codes and interpretations. To
strengthen consistency in the interpretive process [27], the authors discussed the coding and
emerging interpretations repeatedly throughout the analysis.

During the analysis, the cases were grouped into three analytically distinct types reflecting the
role of digital marketing: digital marketing as a continuity-supporting practice, as a brand-value
practice, and as a core transformation driver. This typology enabled systematic cross-case
comparison and made it possible to examine how different configurations of digital marketing
practices relate to different forms of organizational culture change during succession. The resulting
coding structure is summarized in Figure 1.

First-Order Concepts Second-Order Themes Aggregate Dimensions

Digital marketing
as continuity -
supporting practice

Marketing supports relationships
Quiet presence online

Building next brand story . |Digital marketing as brand Digital marketing
Refreshing brand presence to stay relevant value practice importance

Online store as main sales channel
Change of how we sell, how we show
ourselves

Digital marketing as core
organizing logic

.
A4

No relevant
»| education/ before joining
Family business

Started straight after school
Minor experience during studies

Limited education &
« Working parallel to studies experience outside family Successor’s previous experience
« Limited experience ”| firm before joining Family & Education
business

Strong education &
»| experience before joining
Family business

Solid experience elsewhere
Building on his/ her previous experience

Values stay the same

Cultural Preservation
Maintain founder's approach

More structured and renewed
Core remained the same

Culture change
intensity

Cultural Consolidation

.
A4

Core message was changed

N » Cultural Transformation
Became a different company
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Figure 1. Data structure for process model.

The latter stage was guided by established family business research on succession, as well as
conceptual distinctions related to the role of digital marketing and organizational culture change
outcomes. To enable systematic cross-case comparison, the data were organized using comparative
matrices to identify similarities and differences across cases [20]. This process supported the
development of analytically distinct patterns linking digital marketing practices to different
trajectories of cultural change during generational transition. The resulting themes are presented in
Appendix A and further explained in the Results section.

3. Results

Digital marketing emerged as a recurring theme across the family firms included in the study
and appeared frequently in discussions of second-generation succession processes. In some cases,
successors entered the firm with clearly defined marketing-related responsibilities. In others, digital
marketing was gradually introduced by successors who recognized its absence or perceived it as
essential for the firm’s continued development and competitiveness. In several cases, digital
marketing represented the successor’s first area of responsibility within the family business, and in
some instances, successors had pursued formal education in marketing specifically to support the
family firm.

In the three cases where triangulation interviews with founders were conducted, or where
founders had publicly commented on the succession process, founders openly acknowledged their
limited familiarity with digital technologies. One founder explained: “Digital presence is important,
but I do not understand anything there. So, I fully trust my successor in these matters.”

At the same time, marketing-related decisions were among the most frequent sources of tension
between founders and successors during the transition process. One successor explained: “There are
topics where we do not agree with the opinion of the founder. There are, for example, issues of design
and visual identity.” In Case FB21, the founder of a small retail chain had previously experienced
unsuccessful marketing initiatives, which made it more difficult for the successor to convince the
founder that new marketing strategies were appropriate for the business.

Across the full sample, approximately two-thirds of the cases (24 out of 35) explicitly referred to
the importance of digital marketing and provided concrete examples of related activities. The
remaining cases discussed marketing more generally or focused on digitalization initiatives in other
organizational functions rather than on digital marketing practices. From these 24 cases, a subsample
of 16 cases was purposefully selected in which narratives about digital marketing were particularly
developed, enabling more detailed analysis of how digital marketing practices were enacted during
generational transition.

Based on the interview data, the 16 selected cases were coded across digital marketing themes.
The analysis revealed three distinct patterns in how family firms approached digital marketing
practices: digital marketing as a continuity-supporting practice, digital marketing as a brand value
practice, and digital marketing as a core transformation driver. Although some cases exhibited
characteristics that overlapped categories, the classification reflects the dominant way in which
digital marketing was enacted within each case. Firms from different industries appeared in each
category, and firms operating within the same industry adopted different digital marketing
approaches, indicating that the role of digital marketing during succession is shaped more by
organizational context and successor agency than by industry characteristics.

In the following sections, we present the qualitative findings on how second-generation
successors use digital marketing practices to reshape organizational culture during generational
transitions in family firms. Consistent with practice theory, digital marketing is conceptualized as a
set of recurrent organizational practices—comprising patterned doings, sayings, and material
arrangements—through which successors exercise agency. Following Schein’s (2010) model of
organizational culture, the analysis examines how these practices appear at the level of artifacts,

© 2026 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202603.1650.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 20 March 2026 d0i:10.20944/preprints202603.1650.v1

6 of 16

become legitimized as espoused values, and in some cases contribute to shifts in underlying cultural
assumptions.

3.1. Type 1: Digital Marketing as a Continuity-Supporting Practice

This section presents cases in which digital marketing functions primarily as a continuity-
supporting practice. In these firms, digital marketing activities are limited in scope, routinized, and
only weakly connected to core decision-making processes. Rather than driving fundamental change,
digital marketing is implemented mainly to support existing business models, maintain customer
relationships, and reinforce founder-imprinted cultural logic.

In these cases, successors introduce digital marketing primarily to maintain visibility and protect
the firm’s reputation, which they often perceive as closely tied to their personal responsibility for the
firm’s future. One successor explained: “If I don’t strengthen a new continuation of the story... then
the whole brand will remain as the past.”

Digital marketing practices in this category remain largely instrumental and reactive, typically
consisting of basic websites, social media accounts, and occasional online promotion. Although most
successors had gained some education or experience outside the family business, they generally
possessed limited formal training in digital marketing. Consequently, many managed these activities
independently and learned through trial and error.

Only in one case (FB6) was digital marketing partly outsourced, as the successor acknowledged
stronger expertise in another domain. In most cases, however, successors preferred to manage
marketing activities internally, often motivated by cost considerations. As one respondent explained:
“I create the digital advertisements myself. I learned that there is no need to pay advertising agencies
300 euros for something you can do yourself —Facebook and Google show a lot of things for you. It's
not necessarily easy, but it can be learned.” (FB9)

Prior experience outside the family firm sometimes enabled successors to recognize the
opportunities digital marketing could offer and encouraged them to introduce these practices.
Nevertheless, cultural change in this category remained limited and largely confined to the artifact
level. The organization adopted digital tools and communication channels, yet these tools did not
disrupt the core values underlying the organization.

At the artifact level, digital marketing appeared primarily as visible online platforms such as
websites or social media channels. However, these tools did not significantly alter how organizational
members coordinated activities or made strategic decisions.

At the value level, continuity-oriented values—such as product quality, long-term customer
relationships, and operational reliability —remained dominant. Digital marketing was interpreted
mainly as a supportive tool aligned with these values rather than as a source of new strategic
priorities.

At the level of underlying assumptions, fundamental beliefs about how value is created in the
firm — often rooted in craftsmanship, personal relationships, or founder intuition —remained largely
unchanged. As one successor stated: “Digital marketing is not what determines how we work.” (FB9)

Overall, digital marketing in these cases functioned as a cultural stabilizing mechanism. It
signaled modernity and professionalism externally while allowing the organization to maintain
established decision-making structures and founder-centered routines internally.

3.2. Type 2: Digital Marketing as a Brand Value Practice

The second pattern includes cases where digital marketing became a key mechanism through
which firms expressed and reinforced their organizational identity. In these firms, successors used
digital marketing to develop brand narratives, visual identity, and coherent communication styles.

Successors implemented digital marketing strategies primarily to manage the organization’s
public image, reputation, and credibility. Firms recognized the importance of presenting themselves
professionally to customers, partners, and broader audiences in increasingly competitive markets.
Digital marketing was also driven by awareness that visibility and transparent communication help
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build trust and legitimacy. As one successor noted: “People see everything — reviews, comments,
reactions. It makes you think otherwise.” (FB27)

Digital marketing practices in these firms typically involved visual identity development,
consistent communication strategies, website redesign, and active social media management. In these
cases, all successors had higher education and experience outside the family business. Some had
achieved professional success before joining the firm. While most did not possess formal marketing
degrees, they often had prior experience in communication-related roles or a strong personal interest
in branding and public presentation.

At the artefact level, digital marketing was visible through redesigned websites, structured
social media presence, and more consistent visual communication. As one successor explained: “It
was important that the website looked orderly and professional because that’s the first thing the
customer sees.” (FB24)

At the value level, digital marketing reinforced values related to transparency, reputation, and
external orientation. Successors emphasized openness and credibility as core organizational
principles. One respondent explained: “Digital marketing forces you to be more honest—you can’t
promise what you can’t then fulfill.” (FB27)

This shift often reflected a broader shift from internal convenience to a stronger customer
orientation. As one successor stated: “Previously, we focused more on what was convenient for us;
now we think more about how the customer sees it.” (FB24)

At the level of underlying assumptions, digital marketing gradually reshaped beliefs about
how trust and legitimacy are constructed in modern markets. While core beliefs about value
creation—such as product quality and founder-established practices —remained largely intact, firms
increasingly recognized that external communication and market presence are essential components
of legitimacy.

In this category, digital marketing thus served both symbolic and communicative functions. It
enabled successors to maintain and strengthen organizational identity while aligning the firm’s
public representation with evolving market expectations.

3.3. Type 3: Digital Marketing as a Transformation Driver

The third pattern describes cases in which digital marketing served as a central driver of
organizational transformation. In these firms, digital marketing became embedded in operational
routines, strategic decision-making, and performance evaluation systems.

Digital marketing in these cases connected directly to broader strategic ambitions, including
international expansion and organizational growth. From the empirical material, only three cases
were categorized within this pattern. In each case, digital transformation was closely linked to
internationalization and market expansion pressures. As one successor explained: “We opened new
markets, even Japan. The new business direction was built internationally, and without digital
channels it just wouldn’t be possible.” (FB2)

In these firms, digital marketing also served as an entry point for successors to establish their
authority within the organization. Through the development of digital marketing systems—such as
e-commerce platforms, influencer partnerships, and structured social media strategies—successors
introduced new organizational procedures and contributed to broader institutional transformation.

Digital marketing was also used as a tool for education and market development, combining
digital content, video communication, and professional media to build trust and legitimacy. One
respondent described how digital communication became directly linked to market growth: “We
realized we had to show how we do it. If they grow, we supply more, and so do we. It was a very
important turning point and actually a very successful one.” (FB26)

Over time, digital marketing evolved into a platform for expertise, forecasting, and opinion
leadership within the industry. As another respondent explained: “Our partners value us as opinion
leaders—if the company says there will be supply problems or price changes, they believe it and act
accordingly.” (FB26)
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Across these cases, successors possessed substantial prior professional experience that allowed
them to conceptualize digital marketing not simply as a promotional activity but as an organizational
system integrated into strategy, operations, and learning processes.

Cultural change in this category extended beyond artifacts and values to the level of underlying
assumptions. At the artifact level, digital channels became primary interfaces for customer
interaction, international communication, knowledge dissemination, and employer branding. At the
value level, transparency, professionalism, learning, and accountability were explicitly articulated
and reinforced through digital marketing practices.

At the level of underlying assumptions, digital marketing became inseparable from how the
organization understood value creation, legitimacy, and growth in global markets. Firms increasingly
viewed digital engagement as an essential component of their market position and long-term
development.

In these cases, the introduction of digital marketing practices contributed to deeper
organizational transformation. Cultural change occurred not only through formal leadership
succession but also through the gradual institutionalization of new digital practices that reshaped
decision-making processes, authority structures, and performance evaluation mechanisms.

4. Discussion

Building on an in-depth analysis of 16 cases in which digital marketing activities were
particularly salient, the findings show that digital marketing functions not only as a promotional or
customer engagement tool but also as a set of organizational practices through which successors enact
agency, secure legitimacy, and influence cultural change. Three analytically distinct patterns were
identified across the cases, reflecting different roles that digital marketing plays during succession
processes and the associated forms of cultural change.

4.1. Digital Marketing as Cultural Practice in Family Firms

This study demonstrates that digital marketing in family firms should not be understood merely
as a technical or communication tool. Rather, it functions as a practice through which second-
generation successors enact, maintain, or reshape organizational culture during generational
transition. The entry of younger family members into decision-making roles often introduces new
ideas, routines, and ways of working within the organization [28]. The findings indicate that the
cultural impact of digital marketing depends less on the technologies themselves and more on how
digital marketing practices become embedded in everyday organizational activities.

Digital marketing is rarely confined to a single organizational unit. Successful implementation
typically requires digital skills across multiple departments, including logistics, warehouse
management, and accounting [29]. For example, data-driven marketing depends on accurate data
collection and analysis across organizational functions. When employees in different departments
lack digital competencies, the effective use of digital marketing tools becomes difficult.

Interview results show that in several cases successors did not initially possess advanced digital
skills or extensive knowledge of digital marketing. In this respect, they resembled the founders, who
also had limited familiarity with digital technologies. As a result, digital marketing strategies often
had to be developed from the ground up. Many firms were not fully prepared for digital
transformation, which required adjustments not only in technical capabilities but also in
organizational culture. Employees had to learn new skills, adopt digital tools, and adapt to
continuously evolving digital environments. In some cases, new employees with digital expertise
were recruited to support these processes. These findings highlight that digital marketing functions
not only as a technical capability but also as a driver of broader cultural change during generational
transition. It encourages greater adaptability, stronger customer orientation, and increased digital
competence while often fostering closer cooperation across departments.

Across the cases, digital marketing consisted of recurring practices such as content creation,
platform management, online customer interaction, and the use of performance metrics. These
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practices shape what becomes visible within the organization, what is valued, and how legitimacy is
constructed both internally and externally [30]. In this sense, digital marketing provides a practical
arena through which successors can express priorities, demonstrate competence, and influence
shared understandings of how work should be conducted within the organization.

At the same time, the findings suggest that digital marketing does not necessarily lead to deep
cultural transformation. This variation in cultural impact can be explained through Schein’s multi-
level model of organizational culture. In many family firms, digital marketing remains confined to
surface-level artifacts, such as websites or social media channels [31]. In other cases, digital marketing
practices reinforce espoused values such as transparency, customer orientation, and professional
communication. Only in a smaller number of cases does digital marketing contribute to changes in
deeper assumptions about authority, decision-making, and value creation. These findings suggest
that while digital marketing adoption is widespread among second-generation successors, deeper
cultural transformation remains uneven across family firms.

The presence of multiple digital marketing practice types within the same industries further
suggests that differences in digital marketing enactment are shaped less by industry characteristics
and more by successor agency, organizational culture, and authority structures during succession.

4.2. Succession Through Practice: Authority and Legitimacy

The findings indicate that digital marketing practices can provide second-generation successors
with a relatively low-conflict pathway to establish legitimacy and influence during generational
transition, often before formal authority is transferred. By assuming responsibility for digital
marketing initiatives, successors can demonstrate competence, responsiveness to market
developments, and strategic awareness. These activities can strengthen their position within the
organization without directly challenging the authority of the founder.

However, the findings also reveal clear limits to this practice-based pathway. Digital marketing
can become a mechanism of cultural transformation only when deeper assumptions regarding
authority, value creation, and decision-making are renegotiated. When these underlying
assumptions remain unchanged, digital marketing practices tend to remain superficial and fail to
become fully institutionalized.

In one case, digital marketing became a source of intergenerational tension. The successor
viewed digital practices as essential for the firm’s future development, whereas the founder resisted
their broader integration into organizational processes. As a result, attempts at cultural
transformation remained incomplete. Despite the successor’s efforts, digital marketing practices
remained contested and fragile, illustrating that practice-based influence alone is insufficient when
legitimacy at the level of authority is not granted.

Taken together, these findings suggest that succession is enacted not only through formal
transfers of roles and ownership but also through everyday organizational practices. Digital
marketing allows successors to build legitimacy incrementally; however, its transformative potential
ultimately depends on whether such practices are recognized as legitimate sources of authority
within the family firm.

4.3. From Digital Marketing Types to Cultural Change Mechanisms

The empirical analysis shows that digital marketing practices contribute to organizational
culture change in different ways, corresponding to three broader cultural strategies adopted by
successors during generational transition: cultural preservation, cultural consolidation, and cultural
transformation. These strategies are reflected in the three digital marketing practice types identified
in the Results section: digital marketing as a continuity-supporting practice, as a brand value practice,
and as a core transformation driver.

These cultural strategies also resemble the innovation process types identified by Cesaroni et al.
(2021), in which innovation trajectories are shaped by the interaction between founder and successor
characteristics. While the three digital marketing types capture distinct roles that digital marketing
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can play during generational transitions, cross-case comparison suggests that these types are
underpinned by a smaller set of recurring cultural change mechanisms. Moving beyond typological
description, this subsection therefore explains how digital marketing practices contribute to different
forms and intensities of organizational culture change.

Consistent with a practice-theoretical perspective, digital marketing is conceptualized as a
constellation of recurrent practices—including content creation, platform management, analytics use,
and online customer interaction—through which successors enact agency. These practices do not
influence organizational culture directly. Instead, their cultural impact depends on how they are
embedded in everyday work, how they become legitimized within the organization, and how they
interact with existing authority structures [30]. When interpreted through the lens of Schein’s (2010)
cultural model, these mechanisms help explain why digital marketing remains confined to the artifact
level in some firms, becomes institutionalized as espoused values in others, and contributes to shifts
in underlying assumptions in a smaller subset of organizations (see Table 1).

Table 1. Digital Marketing Practices as Mechanisms of Cultural Change during Family Firm Succession.

Digital . . . Cultural Level
8 K Practice-Theoretical . . Organizational R
Marketing . Succession Function . Affected (Schein,
. Mechanism Shift
Practice Type 2010)
Reproduction of Reinforces
. existing routines Supports successor founder-imprinted Artifacts (visible
Continuity- g . . . .
. through limited digital ~ entry without routines while structures and
supporting . . . . . ..
ractice practices (e.g., basic  challenging founder signaling communication
P websites, social media authority modernity tools)
presence) externally
Shifts
. Espoused Values
. . organizational .
Reinterpretation of ~ Allows successors to . (organizational
o . . . attention toward X .
Brand value organizational identity shape organizational customer identity,
practice  through communication  narrative and entati reputation, and
. . : orientation, L
and branding practices reputation communication
transparency, and
e norms)
external legitimacy
Alters how . .
. Basic Underlying
. . Enables successors decisions are .
Reconfiguration of . . Assumptions
Core .. . to establish strategic =~ made, how )
. decision-making . L . (beliefs about
transformation . authority and new legitimacy is .
. routines through data- . authority,
driver coordination constructed, and

driven digital practices strategy, and

mechanisms how value creation .
value creation)

is understood

Taken together, the identified cultural change mechanisms help explain why digital marketing
practices lead to different cultural outcomes across family firms. However, these mechanisms do not
operate in isolation. Rather, they unfold over time as successors experiment with, institutionalize, or
abandon digital marketing practices under varying conditions of authority, legitimacy, and external
pressure. To capture this dynamic dimension, the following section develops a process model that
explains how digital marketing practices contribute to cultural preservation, consolidation, or
transformation during generational succession.

4.4. A Process Model of Digital Marketing—Driven Cultural Change During Succession

This section introduces a process model that synthesizes the empirical findings and explains
how digital marketing practices shape organizational culture during generational transition in family
firms (see Figure 2). Rather than viewing digital marketing adoption as a one-time strategic decision,
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the model conceptualizes it as an ongoing process through which successors gradually influence
cultural patterns through everyday practices.

Succession process
Digital Marketing
Practice Type:

« Continuity-supporting
« Brand value practice
« Transformation driver

Initial Conditions: . Cultural Change Cultural Outcomes:
. Mechanism: )
« Founder-imprinted culture :(> e Cultural Preser_vatl_on
«  Distribution of authority . . Stabilizing legitimacy « Cultural Consolidation
«  Successor education & . . Identiry articulation « Cultural Transformation
experience . e Authority redistribution

|

Cultural Transformation Accross

Levels:
« Artifacts: webpage, e-commerce,
digtital identity
« Values: transparency, data —driven
decision

Assumptions: digital marketing as|
driver for continuity and growth

.................................

Figure 2. Digital Marketing as a Mechanism of Cultural Change During Succession.

The process model consists of five interrelated elements: initial conditions, digital marketing
enactment, cultural mechanisms, cultural transformation across levels, and cultural outcomes.

Initial conditions refer to the structural and contextual factors that shape how digital marketing
practices are introduced during succession. These conditions include the strength of founder
authority, the degree of openness to change within the organization, the digital competencies of
successors and employees, and external market pressures such as increased competition or
internationalization. These factors influence both the scope of digital marketing initiatives and the
degree of autonomy that successors possess when introducing new practices.

Digital marketing enactment refers to the everyday practices through which digital marketing
is implemented within the organization. These practices include content creation, platform
management, customer interaction via digital channels, data analysis, and cross-departmental
coordination. Through repeated enactment, these practices gradually become embedded in
organizational routines and shape how members of the organization communicate, coordinate, and
evaluate performance.

Cultural mechanisms describe the processes through which these practices influence
organizational culture. As demonstrated in the empirical analysis, digital marketing practices may
stabilize existing cultural patterns, articulate new organizational identities, or redistribute authority
within the firm. These mechanisms determine whether digital marketing practices remain symbolic
tools or become drivers of deeper cultural change.

Cultural transformation across levels refers to how these mechanisms operate across Schein’s
three levels of organizational culture. In some cases, digital marketing practices remain confined to
the artifact level, appearing primarily as visible digital tools and communication platforms. In other
cases, these practices become institutionalized as espoused values, influencing how organizations
articulate their identity, reputation, and customer orientation. In a smaller subset of firms, digital
marketing practices contribute to shifts in underlying assumptions regarding authority, legitimacy,
and value creation.

Finally, cultural outcomes represent the observable trajectories of cultural change resulting from
the interaction of these elements. The empirical findings suggest three main outcomes: cultural
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preservation, where digital marketing reinforces existing cultural patterns; cultural consolidation,
where digital marketing strengthens shared values and identity; and cultural transformation, where
digital marketing practices contribute to deeper changes in organizational assumptions and authority
structures.

Together, these elements illustrate that digital marketing influences family firm culture not
simply through technological adoption but through the gradual institutionalization of new practices
that reshape how organizational members interpret, enact, and legitimize their roles during
generational succession.

First, the process is shaped by initial conditions. These include founder-imprinted cultural
logics, the distribution of authority between generations, successors’ prior education and
professional experience, and external pressures such as market competition or internationalization.
These conditions influence both the scope of digital marketing activities and the degree of autonomy
that successors possess to implement changes.

Second, successors enact digital marketing through everyday practices such as content creation,
platform management, data analysis, and customer and partner engagement. In doing so, they
typically emphasize one dominant practice orientation in which digital marketing functions either as
a continuity-supporting instrument, a brand value practice, or a transformation driver. These
orientations guide how digital marketing is integrated into organizational routines and provide
successors with an initial arena in which they can demonstrate competence, respond to external
expectations, and gradually establish their role during the transition process.

Third, through repeated enactment, digital marketing practices activate different cultural
change mechanisms. As shown in the previous section, these mechanisms operate through three
primary processes: stabilizing legitimacy, identity articulation, and authority redistribution. The
dominant mechanism determines how digital marketing practices become embedded in daily
organizational life, how they are evaluated by founders and other organizational members, and how
closely they are linked to broader strategic decision-making.

These mechanisms, in turn, shape cultural transformation across different levels of
organizational culture. Changes first become visible at the artifact level through elements such as
websites, e-commerce platforms, social media presence, and other digital communication tools. In
some cases, these practices begin to influence espoused values, encouraging greater transparency,
stronger customer orientation, and more data-informed decision-making. In a smaller number of
firms, digital marketing practices contribute to deeper shifts in underlying assumptions regarding
how value is created, how authority is exercised, and how organizational success is defined.

Finally, the interaction of practices and mechanisms produces different cultural outcomes. These
outcomes range from cultural preservation, where digital marketing supports existing cultural logics,
to cultural consolidation, where shared values and organizational identity are selectively renewed,
and to cultural transformation, where underlying assumptions about authority, value creation, and
success are redefined.

The model emphasizes that these outcomes are neither linear nor predetermined. Family firms
may remain within a single pathway for extended periods, or move between pathways as conditions
evolve. For example, firms that initially adopt digital marketing as a continuity-supporting practice
may gradually shift toward brand value practices as successors gain legitimacy and influence.
However, movement toward deeper cultural transformation appears relatively rare and typically
requires a combination of strong successor capabilities, openness to authority redistribution, and
sustained external pressure.

Importantly, the model also accounts for stalled or blocked transformation processes. When
digital marketing practices are actively promoted by successors but lack legitimacy in terms of
authority or underlying assumptions, they remain fragile and contested. In such situations, digital
marketing adoption does not translate into broader cultural change, despite its perceived strategic
importance.
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5. Conclusions

This study examined how second-generation successors use digital marketing practices to
reshape organizational culture during generational transitions in family firms. The findings
demonstrate that digital marketing can function as a mechanism through which successors influence
organizational culture by activating three key cultural processes: stabilizing legitimacy, identity
articulation, and authority redistribution. These mechanisms shape whether succession leads to
cultural preservation, consolidation, or transformation. In this sense, digital marketing becomes an
important vehicle through which family firms navigate continuity and renewal during generational
transition.

The results indicate that cultural transformation depends less on technological capabilities than
on how digital marketing practices are enacted and institutionalized within the organization. Digital
marketing offers successors a relatively low-conflict entry point for influencing organizational culture
during succession, allowing them to demonstrate competence and respond to external demands
without directly challenging founder authority. The outcomes of this process depend largely on three
factors: successor agency, the distribution of authority within the firm, and the prior knowledge and
experience of successors.

The findings further show that while most second-generation successors introduce digital
marketing initiatives, only a minority employ these practices in ways that reshape organizational
culture at deeper levels. Three dominant patterns were identified:

e  reinforcement of existing family values and authority structures (Type 1),
e  selective renewal of organizational identity and legitimacy (Type 2),
e deeper cultural transformation affecting underlying assumptions (Type 3).

The study contributes to family business research by conceptualizing organizational culture
during succession as a dynamic, multilevel process rather than a static organizational characteristic.
It also contributes to digital marketing research by demonstrating that marketing practices can
function as internal cultural mechanisms rather than merely external communication tools. In
addition, the empirical evidence from a post-Soviet context responds to calls for greater contextual
diversity in family business research.

From a practical perspective, the findings offer insights for family firm owners, successors, and
advisors by highlighting the cultural implications of digital marketing initiatives during generational
transition. Digital marketing can serve as a culturally legitimate and operationally practical pathway
through which successors introduce renewal while maintaining organizational continuity.

As an exploratory qualitative study, the research also opens several avenues for future
investigation. The process model developed in this study provides a basis for quantitative research
examining how different digital marketing adoption patterns influence organizational culture,
succession outcomes, and firm performance across larger samples of family businesses. The cultural
mechanisms identified here—legitimacy stabilization, identity articulation, and authority
redistribution —could be operationalized and tested through survey-based research. Future studies
may also examine how factors such as founder influence, governance structures, and successor
characteristics shape the relationship between digital marketing practices and cultural change during
generational transition.

Appendix A
Table A1l. Data Structure: Illustrative Quotes, First-Order Concepts, Second-Order Themes, and Aggregate
Dimensions.

. . First-Order Second-Order Aggregate
Illustrative Interview Quotes .gg 5 .

Concepts Themes Dimensions

“I started working in the family Marketing as entry Succession
business through marketing.” role through practice
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“I was responsible for marketing
campaigns and social media from
s ., Successor entry
the beginning,. .
» . ; through digital
I chose marketing education .
. marketing
because I planned to work in the
family firm.”
“There are topics where we do not
agree with the founder, for example .
. . . . Design and . .

design and visual identity. ot Intergenerational Succession

- - 5 marketing . .
“Design was a painful topic for m . tensions through practice

sh P P y disagreements &P

father because products are like
children to him.”

“My father still believes business
works like thirty years ago: ‘produce
and sell.””

Traditional business Founder-imprinted

logic cultural logic

Initial cultural
conditions

“Company image and reputation
matter to me.”

“Without advertising online you Importance of onlinePerceived necessity of Digital marketing
disappear in the overall flow.” visibility digital marketing enactment
“Digital channels are necessary to
reach clients.”
“We have a website and social L
. . e a1 . . .. . Continuity-
media mainly to remain visible. Basic online Digital marketing as H
supportin
“I post products on online presence support tool pp' J
., Ppractices
marketplaces.
. o Cultural
“Digital marketing is needed . e - .
. ., Marketing as Stabilizing existing ~ mechanism:
because customers expect it, but it . . . .
. ., supportive function cultural logic Legitimacy
does not determine how we work. e
stabilization
“T do not have marketing education; . . . . . .
. . 8 ,  Limited marketing Informal marketing Practice
I do it alongside everything else. ) . ) .
expertise learning experimentation

“] am learning along the way.”

“Working outside the family firm

External work Successor professional

Initial conditions

helped me understand clients.” experience background
“We introduced an online store.” . .. ..
» - Website and e- Visible digital Cultural change at
Now we invest more purposefully Lo .
commerce adoption infrastructure artifact level

in marketing.”

“Values stayed mostly the same.”

“Digital marketing highlights the
quality of our service.”

Marketing supports
quality narrative

Reinforcing existing
values

Cultural
preservation

“We redesigned the website because
the old one did not reflect who we

i 1
Website redesign Managing externa

Brand value

identit ractices
wanted to be.” Y P
Cultural
“Digital marketing is about how the Reputation Identity articulation ~mechanism:
company appears from the outside.” management through marketing  Identity
articulation
“People see everything online— Visibility of public External transparency Cultural change at
reviews, reactions, comments.” feedback pressures value level
“Earlier we focused on internal
. . Customer . . Cultural
convenience; now we think about . . . External orientation L
orientation shift consolidation

how the customer sees us.”
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“We entered new markets, even Digital expansion

Japan. Without digital channels it ~ enabling Digital marketing as - Transformation

would not be possible.” internationalization strategic driver practices
Cultural
“Marketing became a system Integrated Digital marketing mechanism:
supporting growth and exports.”  marketing system embedded in strategy Authority
redistribution
“The online store has become the  Digital channels Structural change in ~ Artifact
main sales channel.” driving revenue business model transformation
“Transparency and openness toward Transparency as New organizational ~ Cultural
partners became core values.” value values transformation
“Growth requires
professionalization.” Evidence-based Performance-based  Cultural change at
“If results appear, there is no reason decision making legitimacy assumption level

to resist change.”
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