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7 CORPORATE IDENTITY AND THE IMAGE OF 
OLD FIRMS 

 
In this chapter, the corporate identity and the image of old firms in the Netherlands 
are investigated. The previous chapters demonstrated that among the population of 
old firms several elements were indicated by firms’ managers as determinants of 
the continuous identity of the firm. It is interesting alongside the more categorical 
determinants such as product and activity, also more positional determinants such 
as history (tradition, culture and age) and sense-of-place are important for the 
firms’ identities in the manager’s view. In Chapters 5 and 6, the meaning of a 
firm’s identity in its survival was emphasised in several illustrations, and it was 
indicated that a continuous firm identity is crucial for long-term survival. By means 
of a content analysis of 70 websites of old firms, it will now be investigated 
whether these identity-determinants are used at the same frequency in old firms’ 
attempts to actively construct their image. With this, the specific purpose of 
websites as a marketing tool is taken into consideration. Furthermore, hypotheses 
6, 8 and 9, as posed in Chapter 4, concerning the identity of old firms will be 
investigated more fully by this exercise. The preservation of the identity of old 
firms is especially relevant in this perspective, given the emphasis on 
accountability and reliability as mentioned in Chapter 4. Furthermore, this chapter 
will investigate whether old firms also underline these characteristics in their direct 
communications to their public. 

7.1  Introduction 
 
To what extent is an old firm’s identity determined by its product, location or 
history? From the telephone survey among the population of old firms in the 
Netherlands several determinants of identity were indicated. To what extent do old 
firms use these elements to create their firm’s image on their website? Through a 
content analysis of the old firms’ websites we can investigate whether these 
determinants have the same importance and weight in shaping the firm’s image. 
The main aim of this investigation is to establish whether the firms’ age and sense-
of-place are interrelated, and whether age and sense-of-place contribute to how a 
firm defines itself and presents itself to its public. 
Firms do have their own identity. For example, Philips is a different company than 
the Dutch Royal Airlines (KLM). Of course firms have different activities or 
produce different things, but next to the firm’s product or service there is 
something else that determines the identity of a firm. A firm could use its specific 
identity to distinguish itself from another firm,  in order to attract the attention of 
the customer (Dröge, 1998). The international corporate identity group defined this 
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specific identity, in the Stratcycle statement, as follows: every organization has an 
identity. It articulates the corporate ethos, aims and values and presents a sense of 
individuality that can help to differentiate the organization within a competitive 
environment (Balmer and Wilson, 1990; Van Riel and Balmer, 1997). 
Section 7.2 elaborates on the theoretical background to identity and image from a 
corporate perspective. The following section will then discuss the determinants of 
corporate identity as found from the telephone survey. In Section 7.4, by means of 
content analysis, it is investigated whether these determinants of identity are found 
in the corporate image of firms as presented on their websites. Section 7.5 
discusses the conclusions and considers to the hypotheses given in Chapter 4.  

7.2  Identity versus image 
 
Barke and Harrop (1994, pp.95) argue that, “in particular, it is necessary to make a 
clear distinction between ‘identity’ and ‘image’. Every individual, every business, local 
authority or nation has an identity. It is the projection of who you are and what you stand 
for, what you do and how you do it. Firms also have identities; the ‘identity’ may be 
regarded as an objective thing that what the firm is actually like. Identity is though not the 
same as ‘image’, which defines how an organization or place is perceived externally. 
Naturally, image may be strongly influenced by ‘objective’ identity and image-makers will 
seek to structure the perception of others but cannot finally control them. Images may exist 
independently of the apparent facts of objective reality” (emphasis added). 
Image and identity are thus not the same, although in practice they are sometimes 
used synonymously. Although related, the meanings of these terms are quite 
distinct. The identity of a firm is the impression the firm has of itself (in other 
words, the view held by the managers), through a certain culture, product, location, 
and quality; these are all part of the corporate identity. The image of the firm is the 
way the firm makes an impression on the public. This corporate image is partly 
determined by the corporate communications (Ernst et al., 1990; Blauw, 1994). A 
more elaborate discussion of corporate identity and image follows in Sections 7.2.1 
and 7.2.2 respectively. 
In order to increase profits, it can sometimes appear worthwhile to change the 
firm’s identity, and accordingly the corporate communications and image. 
However, a corporate identity is hard, if not impossible, to change. Most firms 
have operates for quite some time and have a certain lasting identity (Ernst et al., 
1990). Firms, however, can try to create an image that is closer to the ‘wished 
identity’ by placing more or less emphasis on certain characteristics in their 
external communications. This will be further discussed in Section 7.2.3. 
Academics acknowledge that a corporate identity refers to an organization’s unique 
characteristics, which are rooted in the behaviour of members of the organization 
(Van Riel and Balmer, 1997). Mazilliano (1998) finds that the corporate identity of 
a firm gets stronger - more emphasized - over time. That is, older firms have a 
‘stronger’ and more ‘deeply rooted’ identity. 
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7.2.1  Corporate identity 
 
Barke and Harrop (1994) make clear that there is room for discussion about how to 
define corporate identity. On the one hand, there is the objective identity, 
something that is fixed and needs no discussion: what the firm is actually like. On 
the other hand, corporate identity may be regarded as what the firm is on a more 
intuitive basis. In other words, the impression that the managers have of the firm’s 
identity, or what members of an organization believe its identity to be. 
The term identity has in the past been used more for persons than for organizations, 
and also here a debate about identity exists. There are two schools of thought about 
individual identity. One school is psychological and essentialist, assuming that 
identity is found in the individuals themselves. Therefore, to acquire an identity 
means to find the true I and exhibit it. The other school encompasses sociology and 
structuralism, and claims that society creates individuals as persons by offering 
them a set of ‘roles’ to play. Identity is created by an individual’s interactions 
within a social context. It is in the actual encounters between people that individual 
identities are created (Czarniawaska and Wolff, 1998). The former way of thinking, 
the concept of the true I, has found its way into organizational theory. An 
organization’s identity is seen as that what its members believe it to be - its 
distinctive, central and enduring characteristics (Czarniawaska and Wolff, 1998; 
Albert and Whetten, 1985). 
Fauconier (1990) takes the term corporate identity even further, claiming that from 
a management’s perspective there are three different types of corporate identity:  
- The actual identity: the objective truth of what the firm is actually like;  

- The internal identity: the selective truth as perceived by the management inside 
the firm; and 

- The wished identity: how the managers of the firm would like the firm to be 
perceived by the ‘outside world’.  

Considering ‘individual identity’, as described earlier, it appears that the actual 
corporate identity, as seen by Fauconier, corresponds with the essentialists’ view. 
Furthermore, one could argue that the distinction Fauconier formulates between the 
actual and the internal corporate identity is not that large from an individual 
identity point of view. Since organizations and firms are not thinking and living 
entities, it is impossible for them to acquire and exhibit their identity in the way 
that individuals can. Firms do have an actual identity, but the members of the 
organization, or the managers of the firm will usually define this as corporate 
identity. For this reason, most of the discussed corporate identities will be 
subjective and intuitive. Fauconier’s wished identity corresponds with the 
corporate image and this will be discussed further in Section 7.2.2. 
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Actual identity 
Fauconier’s first identity, the actual identity, can be defined as is objective ‘being’ 
or ‘essence’ of the firm. This is seeing the identity of the firm as an actual fact 
(Bernstein, 1986). Or, as Love and Roberts (1997) describe it, as an interrelated 
network of visible and invisible elements, which goes beyond the corporate logo 
and brand names. It refers to an organization’s distinct attributes, or to give a very 
simple definition, the answer to ‘what is this organization?’ (Balmer and Wilson, 
1998). 
The criteria for the concept of corporate identity, whether proposed by an 
academic, another organization, or by the organization itself, must be a statement 
of identity which distinguishes the organization on the basis of something 
important and essential. With this statement, Albert and Whetten (1985) describe 
the features of actual and objective corporate identity as core, distinctive and 
enduring. Hatch and Schultz (1997) translate this in the following statement: the 
corporate identity is that which is central, enduring and distinctive about the firm’s 
character.  
Corporate identity literature is largely silent on which features an organization will 
select or claim as identifying. However, members of organizations are capable of 
verbalizing the specific facts that identify their organization, firms themselves are 
not. Those elements within the organization that are central (the essence of the 
organization), enduring (a degree of sameness over time), and distinctive 
(distinguishes the organization from others) are the objective, identifying features 
of a firm. However, Albert and Whetten (1985) made a critical note that there are 
were no theories, that were able to provide a universal list of all aspects of an 
organization that could be said to be important, against those which could be said 
to be evidently irrelevant for the firm’s identity. As they claim “Often the issues will 
become important for a purpose. It is therefore not possible to define central characteristics 
as a definite set of measurable properties. Instead, for a given organization, a given 
purpose, and from a given theoretical viewpoint, one must judge what is or is not central” 
(Albert and Whetten, 1985, pp.267). 
To summarise, the actual identity of a firm is a classification of the self that 
identifies the firm as recognizably different from other firms. In this way, identity 
is linked with the term identification. Identity serves the function of identification 
and is, in part, acquired by identification. This means that, the actual identity is a 
description of the facts of self-classification of the firm (Albert and Whetten, 
1985). 

Internal identity 
As for the second of Fauconier’s identities, the internal identity, Dröge (1998) 
defines, this identity of the firm as the impression the managers or the owners of 
the firm have of it. The identity describes what the firm is, and what the firm does. 
The behaviour, symbolism and communications of the firm are influenced by the 
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firm’s identity and vice versa (Blauw, 1994). With this argument, the line between 
the actual and the internal identity is very thin. Olsthoorn (1997) depicts the 
internal corporate identity as something that consists of several factors, shared by 
all members of the organization. It is a holistic concept, based on shared values, 
behaviour, learning and experiences, related to sociological and anthropological 
processes. Furthermore, the firm’s identity is determined by society, region, and 
history, and influenced by the surroundings and the environment. The identity of a 
firm is very hard to change since the firm’s identity provides its members with 
feelings of security and self-evidence. In short, Olsthoorn (1997, pp.114) defines 
corporate identity as: “a constitution of certain, perceivable characteristics, originating 
from the culture of the firm, which give the firm a ‘personality’ which distinguish this 
specific firm from all other firms.” Or as Van Riel (1992) puts it, the internal 
corporate identity is the self-representation of the firm, the supply of signals in 
relation to the firm, how this is shown in behaviour, communication and symbols 
by the members of the organization. 
In line with Albert and Whetten (1985) and Olsthoorn (1997), the following 
argument concerning corporate identity in this investigation can be advanced. 
There is such a thing as an actual identity but, since the results of the telephone 
survey reflect the opinions of managers about their firm, the internal identity is 
what is discussed here. The explanation is as follows. When the identity question is 
raised, actually two questions are being posed. The first question: ‘what kind of 
firm is this?’ can be answered in categorizations: age, commercial or non-profit, 
number of members, activities and location. The second question: ‘who is this 
firm?’ must be answered using more specific, sensitive and central characteristics 
such as ethical, entrepreneurial, employee-oriented, stagnating and predatory 
instincts, referring more to the attitude or position of the firm. This is elaborated 
further in Section 7.3. 

7.2.2  Corporate image 
 
When people come in contact with a company or its advertisements they will 
inevitably form an impression of the firm. The public creates an imagei of the 
company (Dowling, 1986). An image is a set of meanings by which a firm is 
known and through which people describe, remember and relate to it. The image is 
the net result of the interaction of a person’s beliefs, ideas, feelings and 
impressions. So a firm will not ‘have’ an image – people will hold images of the 
firm: images are the impressions other parties have of the firm (Dröge, 1998). 
From the corporate point of view, a firm can attempt to create and modify an image 
by manipulating the image-related aspects of its products and services, and by 
attempting to control the types of information disseminated to people about the 
firm (Dowling, 1986). In this sense, images have the ability to replace reality. 
Advertising and publicity are often used to replace reality by images that are more 
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desirable than the original phenomena they portray, as Fauconier described in his 
‘wished identity’. Corporate images are inherently multidimensional; rarely will a 
single image reflect the identity of an organization (Dowling, 1986). 
The corporate image is the perception of the public, at a specific moment in time, 
of a specific firm. Olsthoorn (1997, pp.144) defines the corporate image as follows: 
“the corporate image is the result of the perception and appraisal of the firm by internal and 
external public, originating from the firm’s identity.” Since the image of a firm is 
shaped by the public’s perceptions, it is actually more accurate to speak of a 
collection of images. The overall image changes slightly with every individual 
point of view (Blauw, 1994). Blauw argues that when the image of a firm is 
discussed, in fact the discussion is on how the public perceives the corporate 
identity, and how the firm’s managers present the corporate identity to the public. 
The image is the reflection of the corporate identity. The corporate image is the 
total of the visual and non-visual artefacts that a firm uses to profile itself towards 
the public, or a reflection of how managers would prefer the firm’s identity to be: 
the wished identity.  
The image can never be a pure reflection of the identity; because firms do not show 
their total and true identity, and/or because the public only perceives some of the 
information and, with this imperfect information, the public creates an image 
(Rebel, 1993; Hatch and Schultz, 1997). Image is the answer to the question ‘what 
do others think we are?’, although this is sometimes confused with reputation. 
Reputation, however, is the answer to the question ‘what do we know about what 
others think we are?’ (Marzilliano, 1998). Corporate image is a major part of what 
sells a firm and its products, and outsiders can perceive it as the sum of the entire 
organization, its objectives and its plans. The image of the firm encompasses its 
products, services, management, communications and actions. So everything the 
firm is, says and does, what an audience can observe, is part of its image (Marken, 
1990). From Marken’s definition, it can be concluded that the management of a 
firm has a direct influence on the image by directing its external communications 
in the direction of the wished image (Blauw, 1994). 
The image can be either passive or active. A passive image is the information about 
a firm that the public gets from information through others (other people, news, 
media etc.). With the active image the firm itself is the provider of the image-
building information (Van der Burg, 1997). In this chapter the active image of the 
firm is discussed, through the information provided by websites, because the firm’s 
image is designed to make an impression on the public (Van Riel, 1992). The 
image people have of a firm is partly the impression they get from the aggregate 
communications by the firm in question, in fabricating its own wished identity. In 
other words, the firm tries to create the image they want the public to see. The 
firm’s image is the description of specific attributes that the company’s 
management believe to be distinguishable to an outsider (Dutton and Dukerich, 
1991). 
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7.2.3  The ‘wished identity’ and image 
 
According to Albert and Whetten (1985), the publicly presented identity (or in 
other words; image) will typically be more positive and more monolithic than the 
internal identity. This comes from the distinction between the preservation of self 
to outsiders, and the opinion of others that already exists. Not all ‘internal’ 
information should be revealed. The public identity or image will influence other 
people’s opinions, such as customers, regulatory bodies, financial institutions and 
competitors. The opinions of others about the firm need to be good and strong. The 
firm wants to be taken into consideration and called ‘trustworthy’. A firm needs 
this in order to survive (see Chapter 4). In this investigation, we concentrate on the 
way a firm expresses the manner in which it is willing to ‘reveal’ its own identity. 
That is a balance between what is external and what should be internal only to the 
firm (Marzilliano, 1998). 
This is based on the view that the effective management of an organization’s image 
results in a favourable corporate reputation, which leads, for example, to a firm’s 
stakeholders and other interest groups being favourably disposed toward the firm 
(Balmer and Wilson, 1998). Externally, firms subjectively create an ‘image’ that is 
managed in order to generate a favourable perception to outsiders. This is done 
because the organization’s image encompasses those attributes that its members 
believe outsiders will use to distinguish it from other firms. It differs from 
reputation, which refers to objective attributes that outsiders ascribe to an 
organization (Marzilliano, 1997 and 1998). The organization creates an image to be 
managed and controlled in order to survive and to project a good perception of 
itself (Marzilliano, 1997). In line with Marzilliano’s argument, it is expected that 
there will be a substantial overlap between the firm’s internal identity and the 
created image. 
According to Marzilliano (1998), internal identity and external expectations 
(image) should match for the organization to work efficiently and survive. It is not 
enough, in Marzilliano’s view, to construct an attractive image, since the public has 
also to accept this image. It needs to be integrated with the firm’s identity. A 
website reflects the image of the firm since Hartch and Schultz (1997) argue, an 
image is a construction of public impressions created to appeal to the public. This 
implies that insiders, for the consumption by outsiders, intentionally manipulate the 
image. Websites demonstrate the wished identity from the manager’s perspective, 
and display those features of the identity that create the wished for image in its 
audience. 
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Figure 7.1: Framework of used terms and their relationships in this research 
 

ACTUAL IDENTITY

INTERNAL IDENTITY

WISHED IDENTITY

OBJECTIVE CHARACTERISTICS

SUBJECTIVE CHARACTERISTICS

CHARACTERISTICS PRESENTED ON WEBSITE

PERCEIVED IMAGE BY PUBLIC

Because the firm’s identity in this investigation
is given by the managers, the measured identity
is the firm’s internal identity.

ACTIVE INVOLVEMENT

PASSIVE INVOLVEMENT

TENSION BETWEEN WISH AND REALITY

 
 
Figure 7.1 above clarifies the different terms of corporate identity and image as 
used is this chapter. The main terminology originates from Fauconier’s (1990) 
definition of corporate identity. In practice, the divisions between the different 
terms are not so clearout as they are in theory. It would be most objective to 
measure the actual identity of the firm but, due to the methods applied, this is not 
possible. Since the telephone survey results represent the managers’ views of their 
firm’s identity, the ‘internal identity’ is in practice investigated. This describes the 
members’ perspective of the firm’s identity. This internal identity is then compared 
with the wished identity of the firm as created by the firm’s managers on the 
website. Here the active involvement of the managers in creating an image for the 
firm is seen. The image so measured in this research is the ‘wished identity’, as 
created by the active involvement of the managers. The image or images of the 
firm as perceived by the public as such is not investigated. 

7.3  Determinants of corporate identity 
 
Here, corporate identity is measured by the way managers view their firm’s 
corporate identity (= internal identity). In the telephone survey, managers were 
asked whether they thought their firm had had the same identity since founding. 
Whether their answer was yes or no, the managers were asked to elaborate on their 
answer, making it possible to uncover the determinants that are important for a 
firm’s identity from the manager’s perspective. This corresponds with the ‘internal 
identity’ of the firm as described earlier. In this section, firstly place and age as 
determinants of corporate identity found in the literature are discussed. This is 
followed by the presentation of the determinants of old firms’ identities as 
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uncovered by the telephone survey and written questionnaires (see also Sections 
5.2.3 and 6.5). From these results, expectations of the firm’s website image are 
raised. 

7.3.1  Place and age in corporate identity 
 
Lux (1986) argues that the characteristic elements of the firm’s identity are 
predetermined. In Lux’s view seven basic dimensions play a role in the identity of 
the firm. These are the needs (e.g. growth, security, healthy work climate), 
competitions (e.g. special skills and competition-benefits), attitude (e.g. 
philosophical and political background), constitution (physical, structural and legal 
workspace), temperament (e.g. strength, intensity, speed of the firm’s proceedings), 
descent (the connection between the past and the present of the firm), and interests 
(the goals of the firm). Lux’s dimensions of constitution and descent will be 
discussed in more detail since these connect this particular exercise to the main 
question of this chapter: do age and sense-of-place contribute to a firm’s identity 
and image? 
With the selection of a firm’s site, the representational function of the site becomes 
increasingly important. The premises can influence this representative impression. 
Better premises, with a more representative look, in higher quality surroundings 
can play an important role in a firm’s identity (Schuurman and Kerkhoff, 1995). To 
what extent do firms have a sense-of-place? A sense-of-place for institutions, or in 
this research more specifically ‘firms’, indicates that a firm can derive a certain 
identity from a place. The meaning given to a place by a firm may be so strong that 
it becomes a central part of the identity of the firm, in the embeddedness of the 
firm in the place (Rose, 1995). A sense-of-place for a firm is not always incidental, 
it can be a social construction. One way in which identity is connected to a 
particular place is by the feeling that the firm belongs to that place (Massey and 
Jess, 1995). Respondent 156 gives a good example of this: “my firm ‘De Pelikaan’ 
is located in the Pelikaanstraat. The street was named after the firm, not the other 
way round. The firm was already located there for so long, the municipality named 
the street after it”’ The respondent argued that this is symbolic of the ‘connection’ 
the firm has with this ‘place’. This example is at the local scale, but of course a 
sense-of-place can also be, according to Massey and Jess (1995), on other 
geographical scales, such as regional, national or even global. A sense-of-place 
may explicitly refer to one place, referring to this as ‘home’, immediately 
establishing also the identity of the contrasting place that is ‘away’. Referring to a 
place as home can be an identifying process (Massey and Jess, 1995). This local 
sense-of-place, calling a place ‘home’, is the sense-of-place that is referred to in 
this specific research. In this research we did not specifically ask for a sense-of-
place. By answering the open question, do you feel that your firm still has the same 
identity since founding? Yes or no, please elaborate: the respondent could mention 
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a sense-of-place or refer to the specific location, meaning that the respondent 
ascribed this ‘sense-of-place’ as one of the elements crucial to the identity of the 
firm. According to Hall (1995) putting ourselves (or firms) in a specific 
background, putting it in a frame, helps to shape and identify ourselves (or our 
firms). Another way in which identity is connected to a particular place is by 
feeling that you belong to that place. It is a place you feel comfortable, or at home, 
because part of how you define yourself is symbolized by certain qualities of that 
place (Massey and Jess, 1995). For firms this means embeddedness in the location, 
belonging there, and that the firm would not operate as efficiently somewhere else, 
or at least the managers feel that way. A sense-of-place for a firm can be found in 
several determinants; the physical, structural and legal workspaces of the firm, for 
example, can be seen as the ‘constitution’ of the firm. Alongside the spatial 
structure of the organisation, this also includes the buildings and the emotional 
connection with a specific location or region (Lux, 1986; Van Riel, 1992). 
Age, and especially old age, can be hard for a firm to communicate through such a 
modern communication tool as the internet. However, since age can be a specific 
part of the firm’s identity, and assuming the image to be a reflection of this 
identity, age is most definitely a part of the image. Van der Burg (1997) gives an 
example of a firm that deals with this age-identity connection. “We are an old firm 
and this old age gives sometimes problems in the market. Other firms that operate in the 
same archaic branch, that face the same problem try to fight this by presenting themselves 
as hypermodern. We decided not to do this, since we feel that is the wrong approach. We 
decided not to cover the fact that our firm is so old, but turn it in a positive feature. In order 
to reach that goal we tried to adapt the fact of ‘old and old-fashioned’ with the main public 
into traditional” (pp.113). Age and descent are, according to Lux (1986) important 
factors in determining the firm’s identity. These relate the present firm to its past. 
This also concerns characteristics that shaped the firm’s identity in the past. 
Decisions made in the past still influence the present (Van Riel, 1992), and specific 
ways, culture and traditions in the firm are a heritage from the firm’s past to the 
present identity of the firm in a path-dependent construction. Many respondents 
mentioned this in their answer. Terms such as ‘Traditional recipe’, ‘old fashioned 
sense of quality and service’, ‘Already 200 years of loyalty’ and ‘not just a heritage 
to the firm, but to the entire country’, to name a few.  
Harvey (1989, as quoted in Massey and Jess, 1995) claims that a sense-of-place 
and age or tradition are related, especially in the present era in which through 
globalisation the world gets more and more place-less. Harvey argues that ‘any 
place-bound identity has to rest at some point on the motivational power of 
tradition’.  
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7.3.2  Identities of old firms 
 
In the previous chapters, the identities of the firms have been briefly introduced. In 
Figure 5.7 the absolute number of firms mentioning the diverse elements of 
identity in the telephone survey was given. In Figure 6.1, the relative importance of 
the identifying elements of old versus younger firms were presented. From these 
sections it was concluded that, for old firms, the elements ‘name’, ‘location / sense-
of-place’, ‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘product / activity’ were the most 
identifying elements in a continuous corporate identity. Old firms mentioned that 
their identity remained the same since founding because these elements had not 
changed significantly during their existence. 
Figure 7.2 below elaborates on this. It shows that a continuous corporate identity 
for old firms, when relatively compared to changed corporate identities, is mostly 
represented by the elements ‘location / sense-of-place’, ‘tradition, culture & age’, 
family firm’, product / activity’ and ‘name’. For example, when the product stays 
the same, the firm keeps the same identity; and when the product or activity is 
changed, the identity of the firm changes accordingly. In contrast, changes in the 
firms’ structure, market, and size are mostly indicators of a changing corporate 
identityii. In Figure 7.2 these elements of change such as ‘market’ and ‘structure’ 
are clearly found back.   
The respondents (the firms’ managers) were asked to answer to the open question: 
‘do you think your firm still has the same identity as when founded? Yes or no, 
please elaborate. As an example, one of the given answers was the following: 
respondent 17: “Yes, we convulsively tried to keep the original identity of our firm, 
by producing the same product to the original recipe in the same building as our 
great-grandfather started this firm. We are keeping the tradition alive” This firm 
was consequently given positive scores for the elements ‘product’, ‘family’, 
‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘location’ as represented in the grey bars in Figure 
7.2. An example of a negative answer is: Respondent 301: “No, we have a different 
identity now, although we still operate under the same name. In our firm so many 
things have changed, we serve a much larger market now, with many more 
products and are no longer a family-owned business.” This firm was given scores 
for the elements ‘product’, ‘market’ and ‘family’ but then for a ‘changed identity’ 
represented in the black bars. The element ‘name’ in this answer was not given a 
score since this was not mentioned as a specific argument for the change of this 
particular firm’s identity. 
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Figure 7.2: Relative importance of the different elements in continuous or changed identity of old 
firms 
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Albert and Whetten (1985) point out the next difficulty: one must bear in mind that 
this central character criterion raises a number of questions. How do organizations 
answer the identity question and how are their answers affected by the context of 
the question? To try and limit this effect, all the respondents were asked the same 
question and their answers categorized by careful content analysis under the same 
circumstances and by the same person. 

7.3.3  Expectations and connection hypotheses 
 
In Section 7.3.2, the elements that seem to be important for a firm’s identity are 
revealed. From these results, the following expectations are raised for the 
investigation into the wished identity, or corporate image, as described earlier. 
Since the research focuses on websites, it is to be expected that the product and 
name of the firm will have a high score. One of the goals of a website is to make 
the firm’s name and product known to the public. But what role do the other 
elements that seem to be important for the firm’s identity play on websites? 
From the literature, the high correlation between ‘location / sense-of-place’ and 
‘tradition, culture & age’, as found in the telephone survey, was expected. For the 
websites the expectation is that only firms that produce region-specific products 
will have high values for sense-of-place. So, the presumption is that the 
relationship between image and ‘location / sense-of-place’ will not be that high. 
Furthermore, the age-history element will overall have a relatively high score in 
relation to image, exploiting the ‘traditional quality and since… feeling’, and 
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reflecting the firm’s old age. The elements ‘size’ and ‘market’ are expected to have 
much higher values for image than for identity, because this is more interesting for 
existing and potential customers. The value for ‘family firm’ is expected to be 
lower for image than for identity. However, this element could be mentioned in 
some sort of ‘trust-statement’ in combination with a traditional product. The value 
for ‘structure’ is expected to have a very low value. This is in itself more of a firm-
internal matter. The element ‘structure’ in the telephone survey was also only 
mentioned as an indicator of changing corporate identities. For this reason it is 
expected that this element will not be exploited as such in creating  corporate 
images.  
As for relationships among the various elements; a positive relationship between 
‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘family firm’ is expected, as well as a positive 
relationship between ‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘product / activity’. 
Furthermore, positive relationships are expected between ‘tradition, culture & age’ 
and ‘size’ and ‘market’, since these would correspond with the results for 
continuous and changing firm identities as explained in Section 7.3.2. 

7.4  Content analysis 
 
Generally speaking, the goal of content analysis is to statistically describe the 
nature and results, in firstly, in an overview of the measure in which certain 
characteristics appear in the studied material and, secondly, how often certain 
characteristics appear and in what relationship to other characteristics (Huttner et 
al. 1995). Mostly content analysis is applied only to written text, but can also 
include the meaning of visual elements (Slater, 1998). 
In this section, firstly, the specifics of the used data material (websites) are 
described in Section 7.4.1. This is followed by the methodology and the coding 
scheme for this specific exercise in Section 7.4.2. The results of the content 
analysis on old firms’ websites, resulting in defining the most important elements 
in old firms’ images, are presented Section 7.4.3. 

7.4.1  Websites as a marketing tool 
 
What does a corporation’s image have to do with the long-term survival of a firm? 
According to Dowling (1986) this can be answered in four ways: 
1. Many organisations are interested in the image they portray because of the 

influence they feel a good image has on the behaviour of people. Some firms 
use their well-known identities as a basis for their marketing effort when 
introducing a new product to the market. Also, firms that sell a parity product 
such as petrol, use their corporate image to help differentiate their product from 
those of their competitors. 
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2. Most people are un likely to have a direct experience with a firm. In such 
circumstances their perception and evaluation of the particular firm is based on 
a set of extrinsic information clues. 

3. The social responsibility of a firm is becoming an increasingly important factor 
to be considered by management in both the short-term decision-making and 
the longer term planning phase of business operations. In an environment 
characterized by inflation, unemployment, uncertain economic growth, 
neglected social services etc.; public welfare considerations need explicit 
recognition. Knowledge of how private enterprise companies and government 
instrumentalities are perceived by the marketing concept has been used by such 
firms. 

4. The promotion of a corporate image by a number of organisations 
complements the new concept of ‘mega-marketing’. This argues that the 
environment in which marketing operates is best conceptualised as a 
controllable rather than an uncontrollable variable in strategy formation 
(Dowling, 1986). 

The reasons mentioned above indicate that image is important for the 
recognizability of firms. Dutton and Dukerich (1991) find that the image and 
identity of a firm, or an organization, guide and activate the public’s interpretation 
of the firm. This knowledge motivates firms to carefully arrange their actions so as 
not to disturb this; and this effect increases with time. The identity of the firm is 
important when a firm is considering changes. Dutton and Dukerich found in their 
research that the firm’s management considers only changes that likely not to harm 
the firm’s image and identity. 
Measuring the firm’s image by content analysis of websites can be useful, however 
it should be noted that the website itself is an ‘image-improver’. With a website, 
the firm is giving the impression that it cares so much about its customers that it 
has explored new technologies to give more service, rather than improve profits 
(Sterne, 1996). However, next to simply offering services, websites also can be 
sources of information about firms. Firms use websites to let the public know who 
they are, or what the firm wants the public to think they are, such as by presenting 
the history of the firm, the board of directors, or product-development (according 
to Sterne, 1996). The impression the public obtains is to a large extent dependent 
on the information the firm provides (Van der Burg, 1997). That is, the public 
judge a firm by the information the firm chooses to provide. 
With content analysis it is possible, with the help of the characteristics of the 
material, to weigh the elements of the communication process, focussing on the 
content of the media itself (Hüttner et al., 1995). In this specific investigation, the 
question is what are important elements of old firms’ images. Do location, history 
and age play any role in this? 
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The interesting point of using websites rather than other media in this investigation 
is that the web provides a more-or-less level playing field for all participants - the 
access opportunities are equal for all players, regardless of size (Pitt et al., 1996). 
Firms have different objectives in establishing and maintaining a website. For 
example, a firm can use a website as a means for introducing itself and its product 
to a potentially worldwide audience, or to create corporate and product awareness 
and inform the market. Or the website can be used as a means of advertising and 
marketing well-known existing products or getting feedback from regular 
customers as well as informing new ones (Pitt et al., 1996). Even considering all 
these different objectives, websites do have one thing in common: a website 
reflects the identity, or to be more precise the wished identity, of the firm. Hartch 
and Schultz (1997) argue that an image is a construction of public impressions 
created to appeal to an audience. This implies an intentional manipulation of the 
image by insiders for the consumption of outsiders. From this, it is clear that 
websites are a tool to influence the wished identity from the managers’ view. 

7.4.2  Method and coding scheme 
 
Following Weger (1990), the coding scheme for the content analysis of the 
websites contains the following: 
1. For the definition of the recording units, the choice is words and/or paraphrases 

per sentence. Also visual aids, such as pictures and logos are taken into 
consideration and given the same weight as a single sentence. Websites 
generally not contain very much text, so analysis on this scale is possible. By 
analysing on the level of sentences, the larger context of the words is also 
considered. 

2. The definition of the categories is broken down into the same eight dimensions 
as used earlier: ‘product/activity’, ‘family firm’, ’name’, ‘tradition, culture & 
age’, ‘location/sense-of-place’, ‘firm structure’, ‘market’ and ‘firm size’. Two 
dimensions, ‘product/activity’ and ‘name’, are expected to have high scores in 
this exercise, since the nature of the material is such that product/activity and 
the name of the firm will surely be mentioned. 

3. On each website, all the pages that could be downloaded under the specific 
html, were studied (e.g. www.kds.nl). If by a hyperlink another server was 
accessed, this information was ignored. Furthermore, banners, database 
information (files with extension .cgi) and other extensions were not included 
(compare Bosman, 1999) . 

4. The sentences were categorized into the eight dimensions mentioned under 2). 
A word, phrase or picture is counted as one. Since the recording unit are words 
and paraphrases per sentence, and some elements could be mentioned several 
times in one sentence, the overall score for an element can be higher than the 
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total number of sentences. (see Table 7.1). The relative frequency is calculated 
per dimension by dividing the number of hits per dimension by the total of the 
number of sentences and pictures on the website. 

5. The frequencies per dimension are counted, through which the dominant 
elements defining the firm’s image can be revealed. Examples of 
measurements of the eight dimensions are displayed in Table 7.1, and 
examples of how these elements were actually found on websites can be seen 
in Figures 7.3, 7.4 and 7.5. Because the studied websites differed in length, the 
measurements are ‘normalised’ by the total number of sentences and pictures 
per website. Only the websites of old firms were studied, totalling 70 websites. 
For all the old firms that responded in the telephone survey as discussed in 
Chapter 5, it was investigated, using an internet search, whether these firms 
had a website. Of the 257 old firms in the Netherlands that responded to the 
telephone survey, 70 had a website. These 70 websites were all used in the 
content analysis. The counting of the characteristics is based on the assumption 
that the elements are mutually exclusive, and that higher relative counts reflect 
a higher concern / importance attached to the category (Weber, 1990; Segers, 
1999). In other words, the more the website mentions a particular element, the 
more important this feature is for the firm in describing its ‘wished identity’.  

 
Table 7.1: Examples of measuring ‘image-elements’ with website-content analysis  
 
Category Word Phrase Picture 
Product / activity ‘wood’ or 

‘insurance’ 
‘in a wholesale formula’ Picture of 

product 
Family firm ‘family firm’ ‘family involvement’  
Name ‘NAME’ ‘as the firm’s name 

indicates’ 
LOGO 

Tradition, cultur & age ‘1842’ ‘long tradition’ or 
‘traditional recipe’ 

 

Location / Sense-of-place ‘Amsterdam’ ‘In the home region’ or 
‘Twents’ 

Picture of site 
and situation 

Structure ‘short-lines’ ‘open organization’ Picture of 
structure 

Market ‘market-share’ ‘global organization’  
Size ‘small’, ‘100 

employees’ 
‘large firm with plural 
sites’ 
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As one can imagine, it all depends on context. In order to make sure that all 
websites were measured in the same way, the same person, under the same 
circumstances, carried out all the content analyses. The results per case for the 
content analysis can be found in Appendix 5.  
 
Figure 7.3: Example 1 of website in content analysis. Source: www.royaldelft.nl, December 2003 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7.4: Example 3 of website in content analysis. Source: www.scheepswerf-bocxe.nl, December 
2003 
 

 

Elements of ‘tradition, culture & age’ 
Element of ‘location 
/ sense-of-place’ 

Elements of ‘location / sense-of-place’ 

Element of ‘product / activity’ 
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Figure 7.5: Example 2 of website in content analysis. Source: www.rum.nl, December 2003 

 

Element of ‘tradition, culture & age’ 

Element of ‘location / sense-of-place’ 

7.4.3  Results of content analysis 
 
The results for each case in absolute and relative values are found in Appendix 5. 
In this section the results will be discussed in terms of the frequencies per element 
and in relative frequencies per website. 
In Figure 7.6 below, an initial insight is given in the results of the content analysis. 
Here we measure whether or not elements linked to identity were mentioned on the 
websites, and in this way could be marked as image-elements. The procedure was 
as follows. A website got a positive score for the concerned element if it was 
mentioned at least once. When the element was not mentioned at all on the website, 
either in words, phrases or pictures, the website got a zero score. Figure 7.6 can be 
understood in the following way. For the ‘product/ activity’ and ‘name’ elements 
the score was 100%, this is not surprising since the main purpose of websites is the 
marketing of the name and the product of a firm to the public. On all the studied 
websites the ‘product/ activity’ and ‘name’ elements were mentioned at least once. 
The results for ‘family firm’ element for example, are quite different. As can be 
seen, only 40% of the websites mention this element. This can be for two reasons. 
Firstly, the firm is not family owned, or secondly, this feature of the firm is not 
considered an important element of the desired image. Since, from the telephone 
survey, it was found that 90.7% of the old firms are family-owned firms, the latter 
explanation is the most likely. Overall, the results shown in Figure 7.6, correspond 
reasonably well with the expectations raised in Section 7.3.3. 
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Figure 7.6: Score per element on websites. A website received a positive score provided the element 
was mentioned at least once 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

0 20 40 60 80 10

product / activity

family f irm

name

tradition, culture & age

location / sense-of-place

structure

market

size

%

0

However, Figure 7.6 does not give any indication of the relative frequencies of the 
image-elements as mentioned on websites. This information is given in Figure 7.7. 
As can be seen from Figure 7.7 below, it is clear that the most important element 
found on the websites for image, as measured in this exercise, is by far the element 
‘product / activity’ of the firm. This is followed by ‘name’, ‘tradition, culture & 
age’, and ‘location / sense-of-place’. From the average relative frequencies per 
element, as found in Figure 7.7, again some expectations are confirmed. The 
element ‘product/ activity’ does indeed have the highest average relative 
frequency. Striking, is the relatively low average frequency for ‘name’. This 
element was expected to be as prominent as ‘product/ activity’. This much lower 
score can be explained by the fact that the name of the company, very often in 
combination with the firm’s logo, was prominently shown on the first home page 
of the firm’s website, but not much mentioned after this first page. Also, the 
average frequencies for ‘market’ and ‘size’ are much lower than expected as 
potential image elements. Apparently, these elements are not as important image-
creators as anticipated. This can partly be explained by the fact that some 
information concerning these elements could be found in so-called ‘links’ on the 
website. If by a hyperlink another server, database information, or other extensions 
was accessed, this information was not included in this exercise in order to keep 
the content analysis viable.  
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Figure 7.7: Relative frequency of elements in all websites in relation to the total number of sentences 
and pictures per website 
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The results for ‘family firm’ are much as expected, although, this result might be 
better explained by Figure 7.6, where it is found that 60% of the investigated 
websites did not mention the element ‘family firm’ at all. These websites could 
belong to firms that are not, or no longer, a family business, and as such 
mentioning this element has no value for these firms as an image-element. The 
analysis showed that if ‘family firm’ was mentioned on the website, then quite 
often these individual cases had quite high relative scores of for example 0.114 or 
0.149. As an example, one website contained the following phrase: ‘the current 
director is the seventh generation in this family firm, showing the loyalty we have 
to our customers…’  So, if indeed the firm uses ‘family firm’ as an image-element, 
they seem to have a tendency to use it as a ‘trustworthy’ image element. The 
element ‘structure’ also had a very low relative frequency, but this is as expected. 
The exercise indicated that only very large - registered on the stock exchange - 
firms with many shareholders give some attention to the ‘structure’ on their 
website. 
Most interesting, from our point of view, are the relatively high average scores for 
‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘location / sense-of-place’. For the element ‘tradition, 
culture & age’ this was expected since all firms where founded before 1851. 
Nevertheless, large differences are found between the relative frequencies per 
website (see appendices) varying from 0 to high scores such as 0.471 and 0.402. 
Firms with a particularly high score had specific parts of their websites that 
described the history of their firm, and very often these where also the firms that 
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had ‘since 18xx’ incorporated in their name, logo or slogan. As for the relatively 
high average frequency for ‘location / sense-of-place’: this was much higher than 
expected. From Figure 7.6 it can be seen that 97% of the investigated websites 
mentioned this element at least once. Note, further, that in this content analysis the 
mentioning of the location in the address information was not taken as a score. It 
had been expected that only firms that produce a regional product would score 
highly on this element. This assumption is thus rejected, since ‘location / sense-of-
place’ was mentioned on almost all the investigated websites. Among these, there 
were many firms that do not produce a specific regional product. Apparently, 
‘location / sense-of-place’ is a more important image-element for firms than 
expected. When the two above elements are correlated, there is a very low 
correlation score of 0.223 which is also not statistically significant. This means that 
there is no direct link between a high frequency for ‘tradition, culture & age’ and a 
relatively high score for ‘location / sense-of-place’ on the same website. 
Considering the relationships between all the various elements, the results for the 
correlations can be found in Table 7.2 below. It is interesting that there are high 
positive correlations between ‘product / activity’ and ‘family firm’, between 
‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘family firm’ as well as between ’location/sense-of-
place’ and ‘family-firm’. All these relationships are significant at the 5% level. The 
positive relationship between ‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘family firm’ was 
expected. A positive relationship between ‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘product / 
activity’ was also anticipated but turned out not to be the case. Between these 
elements, a negative, albeit not statistically significant, relationship was found.  
Positive relationships were expected between ‘tradition, culture & age’ and the 
elements ‘size’ and ‘market’. For ‘market’ such a relationship was not found. For 
‘size’ a small positive correlation was found, however, only significant at the 5% 
level.  
 
Table 7.2: Correlations between the various elements on the websites 
 
 Product Family name tradition location structure market  size 
product 1 -0.289* 0.105 -0.125 -0.138 0.160 0.118 0.065 
family  1 -0.194 0.413** 0.316** -0.090 -0.057 -0.041 
name   1 -0.048 0.30 0.124 0.225 -0.034 
tradition    1 0.223 0.270 -0.058 0.281* 
location     1 -0.164 0.181 0.007 
structure     1 0.037 0.310* 
market      1 0.124 
size       1 
** = significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
*  = significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 
N = 70 
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Figure 7.7 could be confusing as it measures the relative frequency of all the 
elements over all websites, even on those websites that did not even mention the 
element at all. Some firm are, for example, not a family firm, so of course their 
score for this element on their website should be zero, as reflected in Figure 7.6. 
However, after controlling for this, the results did not differ significantly from the 
results shown in Figure 7.7. The results for average frequency when only websites 
which mentioned the element at least once were included, gave almost identical 
results as for the average frequency of the elements over all websites. 

7.4.4  Continuous versus changed identity 
 
Since, in the telephone survey, a distinction was made between continuous or 
changed identity of old firms, here also the websites were examined for possible 
differences in this respect. In Figure 7.8 below, one can see the relative importance 
of the image-elements on websites for firms with a continuous corporate identity 
and those with a changed identity. 
 
Figure 7.8: Relative frequency of elements on websites of firms with a changed versus a continuous 
identity 
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The figures in Figure 7.8 do not differ very much at first sight from the values 
given in Figure 7.7 for all websites. However, when comparing the figures for each 
element for continuous versus changed corporate identity, more disparities are 
found. The element ‘size’ is twice as important as an image element for firms with 
an unchanged identity as for firms with a changed identity. Conversely, the element 
‘structure’ is twice as important, as an image element, for firms with an altered 
identity as for firms with an unaltered identity. This is interesting, since both 
elements were relatively less important as an identifying element for firms with a 
continuous identity in the analysis of Section 6.5. Overall, however, the differences 
in image elements between firms with a continuous and those with a changed 
identity are not large. Apparently, when constructing a ‘wished identity’, elements 
that were significant for the change in identity are not emphasized on websites. 
Firms wish to underline those elements that reflect accountability and reliability. 
Continuous and stable elements are a better tool for doing this, as found as well in 
the earlier chapters. 
 

7.5  A trustworthy identity: a tool for survival? 
 
From the results in this chapter, it can again be underlined that a continuous 
identity, together with an image that shows this continuity, is important for old 
firms and in a way imperative for the firm’s survival. Although trustworthiness was 
not a distinct identifying element in this particular exercise, several respondents, as 
well as the secondary data, emphasized this element. 
A few good examples from the empirical data are: Respondent 4:“we have always 
produced the same product; continuity of quality is our trademark”, respondent 
105: “Within the firm we kept our authentic atmosphere, culture and character”, 
respondent 285: “our image and mentality remained the same, this gives a sense of 
trust to our customers, even though we have modernised”, and respondent 28: “we 
are a family firm and our values go from father to son: tradition, reliability and 
quality are our main trademarks.”. Also in the written questionnaires this sense of 
trustworthiness comes up. Not just among the very old firms, but also among firms 
between 30 and 70 years old. Questionnaire 88: “we stand for reliability and 
fulfilment of agreements”, questionnaire 156: “we have grown over the years, but 
our image remains trustworthy”, questionnaire 249: “a small family firm with an 
image of trustworthiness and correctness”, questionnaire 271: “we are a 
renowned firm, we are accountable and reliable” and questionnaire 293:”a small 
firm to which reliability and tradition are of paramount importance.” 
Also in the secondary data this element was highlighted many times, here are two 
of the most expressive examples. Firm J: “trustworthiness and solidity are still in 
the year 2003 the foundation of this firm” (Hubben, 2003), and Firm X: “The past 
matters and is something to be very proud of. ‘Since 1692’ is added to our name to 
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express our long history to our clients. A firm that has been successful for over 300 
years deserves its credibility. This firm’s long-term existence indicates that this 
firm is solvent, knowledgeable and trustworthy” (Boorsma, 2001a). 
Even though it might seem that these illustrations reflect a biased viewpoint, this is 
not the case. The selection of the research material (websites and secondary data) 
was not arbitrary, but deliberately chosen because this material was assumed to 
contain important information concerning the investigated problem (compare 
Segers, 1999). Furthermore, the research material has been investigated and 
presented as objectively as possible. The material does strongly underline the 
importance of stable, traditional, trustworthy and reliable identities in the survival 
of old firms. 

7.6  Concluding remarks 
 
The main purpose of this chapter has been to gain insights into the use made of 
several aspects or elements that old firms can use in defining their identity and 
constructing their ‘wished-identity’ or image. As seen from the results, the 
elements mentioned by the firms in the telephone survey to describe their corporate 
identity were indeed also used to construct their image on the websites. 
Furthermore, by means of a content analysis of the websites, it was found that the 
most important of these element in defining a firm’s image on a website is 
‘product/ activity’ given its highest average relative frequency, followed by 
‘name’, ‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘location / sense-of-place’. Interestingly, 
these last two elements are not correlated, as was expected from the theory. 
Overall, this exercise does prove once again that old firms have a strong connection 
with their location. Old firms mention their location much more that younger firms 
in verbally describing their identity and, to highlight this, old firms also mention 
their location on their websites. Clearly, ‘location / sense-of-place’ is important for 
old firms. Together with the multiple illustrations that were given in this and earlier 
chapters, the embeddedness of old firms in their location is considered proven.  
The results as shown in this chapter underline the acceptance of hypotheses 6 and 
7, and particularly hypothesis 9. The results indicate that changes in the various 
elements are seen as disruptive to the firm’s identity as such. The illustrations 
given in Chapters 5 and 6, on accountability and reliability, showed that continuity 
of the identifying elements is important for the general level of trustworthiness, and 
this is emphasised by the outcomes of the content analysis. 
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i Cultural geographers would perhaps phrase this as ‘the public ascribes an identity to the 
company.’ This is because in cultural geography the same point of view as described here is 
expressed, not by the term ‘images’, but by ‘ascribed identities.’ However, in the author’s 
opinion, it is just different names for the same phenomena. For the clarity of this chapter 
with as its main subject firms and their identities and images, and to stay in line with the 
corporate marketing literature which has been a great source of information for this specific 
investigation, the term image will be used. 
ii The answers by the respondents were coded into different categories. From the data it 
appeared that most answers containing elements of tradition, culture and age indicated the 
same answer, so these were coded into one category, the same is true for the location / 
sense-of-place category. The coding of the answers in the categories was very context 
dependent as well as the coding for the content analysis later in this chapter. 



   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




