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A B S T R A C T

In 2015, a new kind of company was introduced by law in Italy: the for-Benefit Company (fBComp). Such firms
are characterized by a relevant novelty: they are for-profit companies whose statute explicitly recognizes and
intends the impact of managerial decisions on the wellbeing of society as well as of its shareholders. This study
suggests on the fBComp as a new “social” business model (SBM) which integrates social and competitive be-
haviors. Thereby, the company achieves its objectives by creating and maintaining biunivocal relations with
stakeholders, co-creating contextual sustainability conditions, increasing its reputation and positioning com-
pared to its competitors. By conducting a desk analysis on the results of the Italian Report on fBComp, this paper
designs a portrait of this innovative social business model's main features and explains its possibly far-reaching,
trendsetting and curing influences on the transition of management practices towards mutual stakeholders'
wellbeing and a sustainable society.

1. Introduction

In the last decades, both in the scientific and corporate realm, there
is a marked upward trend of increased business involvement in
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) activities. While mainstream lit-
erature arrays a great number of definitions and ways of realizing
sustainable behaviors, in 2001, the European Commission in its Green
Paper on “Promoting a European framework for Social Corporate
Responsibility” provides a definition of CSR that is widely shared.

Hereby, CSR is defined as “… a concept whereby companies in-
tegrate social and environmental concerns in their business operations
and in their interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis….”
Moreover, “… the company's socially responsible practices primarily
involve employees and relate to issues such as investing in human ca-
pital, health and safety and managing change, while environmentally
responsible practices relate mainly to the management of natural re-
sources used in the production…” (europa.eu, 2001).

The extensive use of the concept across the various aspects results in
numerous diverse attempts to create better sustainability conditions,
carried out by both, public institutions, with specific rules and laws,
and private companies adapting and re-inventing their business models
accordingly, latter so far however, on a voluntary basis and without
reference to specific company forms.

Transitioning to a sustainable society is a complex endeavor which
requires extensive collaboration across different actors, disciplines and
sectors (Loewenstein, 2013). Following Loewenstein's (2013) call for
transcending the management discipline, the main research gap per-
ceived is a lack of a coherent multidisciplinary theoretical body as an
explanatory basis for a unifying and operational path creating a sys-
tematic basis for planning “curative” actions by sustainably co-creating
social and economic actors in the sense of restoring and developing
international economic health (Czinkota & Kaufmann, 2017; Czinkota,
Kaufmann, & Basile, 2014; Kaufmann, Czinkota, & Zakrzewski, 2015;
Porter, 2008).

The question arises, if, to satisfy these curative societal needs, it is
useful that public institutions implement specific normative laws re-
questing the companies to claim and frame their missions, economic
purposes and social engagements accordingly rather than randomize
their corporate behavior (Czinkota, 2012).

To reply to this question, the paper analyses the first results of the
Italian for benefit company (fBcomp) law implementation deducing a
specific or generic corporate engagement categories. Hence, the paper
elicits scientific and practical reflections about governance's values and
organizational behaviors and contributes to create a sustainable cor-
porate business model informed by multidisciplinary knowledge
(Rawhouser, Cummings, & Crane, 2015).
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The results of the analysis permit to hypothesize and categorize the
firms' aims, based on their claimed purposes, in: a) purely commercial
ones, such as to create more opportunities to sell; or b) to be authen-
tically committed to reach a social legitimization by supporting social
projects; or c) a combination of a) and b).

Moreover, the business case of sustainability is also about under-
standing how an increasingly sustainability-driven market, including
policy measures, will evolve which implies innovation opportunities
and possibilities for new or blue ocean markets, disruptive innovation,
and new marketing roles and approaches.

Against this background, the authors, to give a contribution to the
fledgling scientific knowledge stream, and raise the following research
questions:

1) Could fBcomp purposes, claimed in their statute/mission statement,
be considered a genetic code (path dependence) that will help to
define a “curative” business model, considering both, social and
profit purposes guiding their corporate strategies and behaviors?

2) Could the fBcomp law be considered as a means, according to a
deterministic (functionalist) approach, used by the firm to increase
its reputation and market shares?

To answer these questions, the authors argue that the organization
and its environment must be conceived as a complex and unitary whole
to co-design behaviors with mutual results (Senge, 1990; Starik &
Rands, 1995; Waddock, 2008).

Systems and complexity theory aids in appreciating the tensions and
complexity of sustainability issues, and helps managers bring seemingly
disparate issues together to better understand the multi-faceted impacts
on firms' and supply chains' activities (Czinkota et al., 2014; Porter,
2008).

Therefore, from the systems perspective, the history of an organized
system is not merely the series of events, in which the system had been
involved, but the series of transformations resulting from relationships
within the firm-stakeholders-environment, by which the system was
progressively formed (Stubbs, 2014).

In other words, the organizational level, its internal resources (i.e.
corporate culture and values) as well as social capital are the primary
vehicles and driving cells (Kaufmann et al., 2015) through which the
Brundtland criteria (UN, 1987) of meeting current and future genera-
tions' needs will be met.

The remainder of the paper is organized into the following parts:
firstly, the authors review the literature about legitimacy and reputa-
tion matters from a systems perspective; part two focuses on the re-
lationship between the firm and its social and economic stakeholders
and considers the evolution of the relations towards conditions of co-
creation and reciprocal adaptation from the perspective of iso-
morphism; thirdly, the authors propose an innovative marketing role
featuring curative ingredients. Finally, the limitations and conclusions
of this work are presented.

2. For Benefit Company - an adaptive business model?

Referring to the relationship between the firm, its stakeholders and
the environment, March and Simon (1958) argued that the concept of
neighborhood search can be thought of as local “hill climbing”, where
the height of the hill reflects the fitness value of the associated orga-
nizational form towards their context/environment and objectives.

In this metaphorical scenario, being a socially responsible company
means not only fulfilling legal expectations, but rather going volunta-
rily beyond compliance and investing “more proactively” into human
capital, the environment and the relations with stakeholders.

Therefore, the authors' aim is to highlight, by means of this Italian
law application study, the scientific need to better understand the
complex interactions between economic and social forces suggesting
that processes, techniques and theories which do not embrace all these

facets will fail to describe and predict the reality of the modern business
world (Freeman, 2010).

This part of the paper begins with the following question: “could a
for-Benefit Company, in a complexity condition/state, be viewed as a
new business model for the social and economic sustainability
achievement?”

The term business model has become widely used in board rooms,
by managers in organizations, by consultants, by commentators on
business to describe both a reflection of firm's realized strategy and the
firm capabilities to capture value by new components and/or behaviors
(Bettis & Prahalad, 1995; Gatignon, Lecocq, Pauwels, & Sorescu, 2017).
Indeed, it is more widely used nowadays than almost any other concept
or strategy: when people are asked ‘what is strategy’? most give an
answer that includes the words business model (Casadesus-Masanell &
Ricart, 2010).

The ubiquity of the term and the plethora of its uses suggest that
business models are profoundly important to the corporate world, yet
management academics rarely put the concept center stage, preferring
instead their established emphasis on such concepts as competitive
advantage, core capabilities, routines and resources. Public perception
of its usefulness seems to challenge this academic reluctance (in main-
stream journals and texts) to acknowledge the term, its uses and its
consequences (Freeman & Robert, 2015).

One role of business models is to provide a set of generic level de-
scriptors, the logic of how a firm creates, organizes itself to create and
distribute social and economic value adapting itself to relevant contexts
going beyond business as usual (Arend, 2013; Chesbrough &
Rosenbloom, 2002; Spiess-Knafl, Mast, & Jansen, 2015).

In this vein, the authors argue that the company, to reach the eco-
nomic and social survival condition, must create and maintain biuni-
vocal relationships with heterogeneous and numerous stakeholders,
components of the specific environment, constantly adapting both its
organization and internal resources and behaviors within these rela-
tions.

In this respect, Freeman (2010) argued that the stakeholder un-
derstanding is useful for organizations' configuration and for aligning
themselves with the external environment. To better reach this funda-
mental aims the business model evolution, above all in retail field,
considers, also, the integration of smart technologies (Pantano,
Priporas, & Dennis, 2018).

The internal resources, the stakeholder heterogeneity and the in-
teractive and dynamic adaptation highlight a scientific and empirical
difficulty to individuate “one best way” or a conventional business
model to make companies sustainable and competitive (Barney, 1991,
2001; Chesbrough, 2010). Therefore, Nyström and Mustonen (2017)
argued that the business models are based on a dynamic approach that
implies a state of always becoming confirming that the perfect and
unique business model is not the goal per se.

Table 1 surveys a few examples of how scholars are approaching
business model definition. The table also provides a column showing
how these writers make use of the different notions of ‘model’ we dis-
cuss and analyze in this article. These (and, of course, many other)
articles share a common feature and they describe typical kinds of or-
ganizations and behaviors by firms (or perhaps units within multi-
business firms) in such a way that we can label different kinds of be-
havior and then classify individual firms accordingly. Thus, the general
idea of business models is intimately linked with notions of taxonomies
and ‘kinds’.

Business models have different characteristics and fulfil the roles of
ideal types: they are based on both observation and theorizing. But if so,
what kind of scientific work - empirical and/or conceptual - goes into
establishing business models? They are certainly not isolated by in-
ference from any large statistical study: instead we argue that business
models are produced by model work (Agafonow & Donaldson, 2015;
Baden-Fuller & Morgan, 2010), that is, scholars investigate, with some
considerable depth of scientific research, examples that form our set of
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business model exemplary cases. These scientific enquiries of manage-
ment scholars provide an empirically and conceptually grounded account
of each case to establish the full portraits associated with their ideal
types.

If we use the notion of ‘model work’, the fBComp is a business model
aimed at achieving the company's objectives by both fulfilling the
economic value production condition and contributing, by means of co-
participative activities carried out with the communities, to its social
and environmental contextualization.

3. Contextualizing the fBComp model regarding legitimacy

According to an early and widely known formulation, Smith
(1904:16) argues: it is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the
brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to
their own self-interest (Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010; Itami and
Nishino, 2010).

In the last decades, the change from a more self-centered company
that produces profit for shareholders to the company as an actor that
contributes to the social community dynamics and wellbeing is marked
by scientific streams grouped in two main areas interrelated between
them.

Firstly, by stakeholder theory, system thinking and complexity
theory (Checkland, 1981, 2000; Freeman, 2010; Hannan & Freeman,
1977); secondly, by the social legitimization principle, CSR and ethics
in business studies (Czinkota et al., 2014; Honeyman, 2014).

A basic tenet of system thinking is that a system that serves another
system can be defined only after prior conceptualization of the system
served (Checkland, 1981). This is so because the form of a serving
system, if it is truly to serve, will be influenced by the nature of the
system served. The regular interaction between systems and their
context is a complex system property that highlights the contextual
adaptation condition (Levinthal, 1997).

At this regard, according to stakeholder theory, legitimacy is linked
to the “stake” concept, that individuates the stakeholder ability to affect
or be affected by the direction of the firm (Thompson, 1967). Therefore,
legitimacy can be understood in a managerial sense implying that it is
“legitimate to spend time and resources” on stakeholders, regardless of

their demands (Freeman, 2010:45; Freeman & Reed, 1983).
In the present work, the authors consider sustainable adaptation

between social and natural environments and firm-company as the
basis to reach social and economic legitimization and, then, the com-
pany survival. The term legitimacy was defined by Parsons (1956,
1960) and later Weber (1978) as a state of environmental congruence
towards laws, rules and social values. Scholars of social theory, orga-
nization, and the Resource-based View introduced the notion of le-
gitimacy in their theories (Barney & Arikan, 2001; Johnson, Smith, &
Codling, 2006; Ruef & Scott, 1998; Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978; Suchman,
1995).

In the last 60 years, researchers on decision making in complex
organizations, such as March and Simon (1958) and Thompson (1967)
and pioneers of the neo-institutional approach, such as Meyer and
Rowan (1977) and Zucker (1977), abandoned the notion that managers
seek to optimize profits, replacing it with the idea to create satisfaction.
Therefore, the scholars began to analyze the ability of an organization
to achieve survival, stressing the importance to express behavioral
capabilities and patterns to conform their efforts to environmental
standards, rules and beliefs.

In this respect, the term “complexity”, to describe an open system
made up of many heterogeneous parts that is interdependent with some
larger social, natural and economic context composed by numerous and
heterogeneous stakeholders, was introduced in organization studies
(Simon, 1960; Thompson, 1967).

These scientific trends emphasized interdependency as a central
conception in modern management and organization studies.
Therefore, from the seminal work of Meyer and Rowan (1977) onwards,
the neo-institutional school argues that organizations that shape their
behavior to moral rules and regulations of their reference context can
be defined as legitimate.

The meaning of legitimacy employed in this study is succinctly ex-
pressed by Scott (1995) and Suchman (1995). Scott (1995) argues, with
respect to environments, that complexity is equated with the number of
different elements that must be dealt with simultaneously by the or-
ganization. In terms of legitimacy, the author asserts that is not a
commodity to be possessed or exchanged but a condition reflecting
cultural alignment, normative support, consonance with relevant rules

Table 1
Business model approach.

Authors Definition Focus of analysis

Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2010, 2011) The logic of the firm, the way it operates and how it
creates value for its stakeholders

Interfaces between business model, strategy and tactics; i.e. Rynair

Czinkota and Ronkainen (2013); Kaufmann
et al. (2015); Czinkota et al. (2014)

In the business model, marketing behaviors must be
designed to restore and develop economic and social
health

Curative Marketing, i.e. supply chain relationships in the food industry

Demil and Lecocq (2010) The way activities and resources are used to ensure
sustainability and growth

Dynamics of business model changing over time

Gambardella and McGahan (2010) Business model is a mechanism for turning ideas into
revenue at reasonable cost

Business model innovation in high technology sectors that allows small
firms to capitalize on their ideas.
Examples: Google, Apple, Ideo, Yogitech+ biotech start-ups

Kaufmann et al. (2016); Kaufmann and
Manarioti (2017) (relating to several
sources)

Consumer engagement and co-creation via
digitalization

Designing new business models based on behavioral branding and
consumer engagement via digital marketing, big data, industry 4.0 and
data analytics

Sabatier, Mangematin, and Rousselle (2010) Cross roads of competence and consumer needs Portfolios of business models, i.e. French biotech firms
Teece (2007) How a firm delivers value to customers and converts

payment into profits
Situates the business model concept.
Relates business model innovation to technical innovation.
Examples: Netflix on line DVD rental; Sea Land Container

Williamson (1979) … cost innovation business model offers advantages in
radically new ways meaning more for less.

The functioning of low cost business models from China (and India).
Examples: Shanghai Zhenhua Port Machinery, Haier refrigeration,
Nano car- Tata

Yunus, Moingeon, and Lehmann-Ortega (2010) A value system plus a value constellation A social business model that lies between for-profit and charity.
Grameen Bank+Telenor, Veoila and Danone collaborations

Zott and Amit (2013) A system of interdependencies and activities that
transcends the focal firm and span its boundaries

Emphasizes interdependencies beyond firm boundaries. Good design
requires: Content (what), Structure (links) and Governance (who does
what).
Examples: Ebay, Zara
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or laws, the organization's capability to interact with their environ-
mental context.

Pointing to a reputation aspect, Suchman (1995) considers legiti-
macy as a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an
entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially con-
structed system of norms, values, beliefs and definitions. The Suchman
definition is the basis for this paper's main contention: legitimacy
should be regarded the conditio sine qua non both to the social accep-
tance of the company and to a coherent implementation of reputation
strategies useful for dialogue, creating trust links with relevant (social
and economic) stakeholders to reach survival and sustainability.

Stressing a transition barrier, Hannan and Freeman (1977) argued
that there are a number of obvious limitations on the ability of orga-
nizations to adapt themselves by means of a number of processes that
generate structural inertia that can be characterized by a lower orga-
nization's adaptive flexibility and/or a more or less appropriate stake-
holders selection (Basile, Kaufmann, & Savastano, 2018).

According to research by Van Riel and Fombrun (2007), the re-
putation that stakeholders develop as a result of corporate commu-
nication activities, refers to four domains (product, social, financial and
employment) and is aimed to distinctly recognize and position the
company among its many competitors (Brown, Dacin, Pratt, & Whetten,
2006; Davies, Chun, Da Silva, & Roper, 2001; Fombrun, 1996; Fombrun
& Van Riel, 2003; Gioia, Schultz, & Corley, 2000; Illia & Lurati, 2006;
Pruzan, 2001; Scott & Lane, 2000; Van Riel & Fombrun, 2007; Whetten
& Mackey, 2002).

However, according to studies about legitimacy and reputation, we
argue that fBComp's conformity to contextual rules, norms and cultural
values could be supportive for both, developing the fBComp in a
competitive context and positioning it in terms of cognitive legitimacy
(Abratt & Kleyn, 2012; Suchman, 1995).

Importantly, the latter consideration calls for a dual company be-
havior approach towards the context of reference: a competitive/eco-
nomic one and a social one requiring different mindsets of marketers
(Czinkota et al., 2014). The first case considers company behavior as
merely geared towards economic results aiming at reputation as the
capacity to cause results related to competitiveness. The social ap-
proach, on the other hand, caters for the role the company plays within
its reference context, and cares for how the company itself is socially
perceived by the community with which it interacts either directly or
indirectly (Rindova, Williamson, Petkova, & Sever, 2005).

The Stability Law 2016 in Italy, in this respect, introduces the
fBComp in the following way: a company that creates positive effects
(or reduces negative ones) vis-à-vis individuals, communities, terri-
tories and the environment, cultural and social heritage, entities and
associations as well as other stakeholders. To become a Benefit
Company, a company must amend its articles of association including in
the object clause the aims of common benefit that it intends to pursue.
This means that the company will not only pursue the purpose of profit,
but also the specific purpose(s) of common benefit that it has inserted in
its articles of association.

art.2: for the purposes of this law:

(a) “common benefit”: means the pursuit, while carrying out the benefit
corporation's economic activities, of one or more positive effects, or the
reduction of negative effects, for one or more of the categories listed
under article 1, paragraph 1, above;

(b) “other stakeholders”: the individuals or groups of individuals directly or
indirectly involved in, or affected by the activities of the benefit cor-
poration, being, inter alias: workers, clients, suppliers, lenders, creditors,
public administration and civil society;

(c) “third party standard”: procedures and criteria required to assess the
impact generated by the benefit corporation with respect to common
benefit;

(d) “evaluation areas”: sectors to be necessarily included in the assessment
of the activities of common benefit.

At this point, we can argue that the fBComp doesn't represent a new
business approach but a further development towards the social legit-
imization of the traditional business model characterized by a non-loss,
non-dividend company or social business form (Agafonow &
Donaldson, 2015).

4. Towards a framework for social value co-creation

Regarding the social activities developed by companies, some re-
searchers described the firm as a “social” (Kogut & Zander, 1996) or
“discursive” (Tsoukas, 1996) community or a single “community of
practice” (Constant, 1987), that produces social and economic value by
means of co-creation processes determined with/by the beneficiaries.
Moreover, scholars like Andersson, Aspenberg, and Kjellberg (2008),
Araujo, Kjellberg, and Spencer (2008) and Kjellberg and Helgesson
(2006) have developed suggestions that markets are co-created by ac-
tors engaged in market and/or social practices (Storbacka & Nenonen,
2008). This is in line with social construction theories (Berger &
Luckmann, 1966; Giddens, 1984; Linton, 1936; Merton, 1957) ex-
plaining that all activities, including value co-creation, take place
within social systems; as such, value co-creation extends beyond the
individual and subjective setting. Indeed, value itself must be under-
stood as part of the collective social context.

In the context of marketing, Kaufmann et al. (2015) suggest an
eclectic and multidisciplinary body of theory comprising systems
theory, complexity theory and social identity theory. On this basis, we
can argue that recurring social practices, undertaken by individuals and
social organizations within a social system, enable the establishment of
relations between social players and the co-creation of reciprocal con-
ditions to survive. Such relations, in turn, will evolve to constant and
mutual adaptation of social actors' respective activities (Czinkota et al.,
2014; Giddens, 1984).

This phenomenon marks a process of reflexive self-organization,
typical of social integration and co-creation phenomena and of the
complex adaptive systems as well as the expression of relational re-
ciprocity among actors who are co-present and communicate based on
similar values (Bateson, Drosso, Lot, Simion, & Cler, 1977; Beer, 1959,
1966, 1985; Kaufmann et al., 2015; Staber & Sydow, 2002; Wiener,
1948; Yolles, 1999). Similarly, Berger and Luckmann (1966) argued
that organizations eventually mirror their environment as they reflect
socially assembled realities.

Conclusively, social construction theories have relevance, espe-
cially, in the field of marketing and communication contributing to
explain how shared understandings constitute a “social consensus” that
shapes the perceptions and interactions of individuals (Deighton &
Grayson, 1995). From a social constructionist stance, Richins (1994)
suggested that the meanings of communication activities are shaped
through socialization that comes from interactions between companies,
individuals/consumers and other relevant stakeholders. Interestingly,
Palmer and Ponsonby (2002) considered social construction theories to
understand the development of new marketing paradigms (Czinkota &
Ronkainen, 2013), and highlighted the difficulty of separating objective
reality from personal interpretation.

Implicitly, a constant search of the company for such a state of
consonance, or of a structural coherence, in the creation and/or
maintenance of its relations with consumers and social actors, and
mutual adaptation of practices and behavior employed by the social
players, result in a continuous process that influence the company to
survive and thrive in a condition characterized by high levels of un-
certainty (Barile, 2006; Golinelli, 2010; Maturana & Varela, 1980).

In such a dynamic business scenario, the fBComp constantly looks
for social and economic players with which to co-create and maintain
sustainable relations aiming to reach a state of consonance for both,
producing or co-producing and contributing to civil society evolution
(Golinelli, 2005; Venturi & Rago, 2016).

On this basis, the governance must mark an approach on “ethical”
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values to interact within a multi-agent context (Barile & Gatti, 2003).
Therefore, the context, that interacts with the company, is composed by
consumers, competitors, suppliers and numerous and heterogeneous
actors, that are holders of, as many, numerous and heterogeneous va-
lues (Albert & Whetten, 1985; Hannan, Polos, & Carroll, 2007; Hawley,
1968; Hirsch & Andrews, 1984; Parsons, 1960; Peñaloza & Venkatesh,
2006; Rao, 1994; Thornton, 2002; Tolbert & Zucker, 1996; Zuckerman,
1999).

This social and economic interaction condition reflects a rational-
cognitive-values firm that is congruent with laws, norms and social
practices, and mimics the reference context, becoming, in turn, an ex-
pression of contextual values. This mimetic approach represents a
phenomenon defined by the institutionalist and neo-institutionalist
theories as isomorphism (Di Maggio & Powell, 1983; Di Maggio &
Powell, 1991; Hannan & Freeman, 1977).

5. Isomorphism as a fBComp capability

At this stage, it is referred to the neo-institutionalist scholars who,
regarding the isomorphism concept, argue that the company, due to
historical accretions of past practices and understandings, acquires the
moral and ontological status of taken-for-granted facts which, in turn,
shapes future interactions and negotiation (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; Di
Maggio & Powell, 1991; Jepperson, 1991; Leblebici, Salancik, Copay, &
King, 1991; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Zucker, 1977).

In doing so, the fBComp, as argued in the Stability Law 2016, art.1,
subsection 378, letter a) must reach - within their economic activities -
positive effects or decrease negative influences on social actors.
Particularly, the law interpretation stresses that the company, to be
considered beneficial, must limit the negative effects within its eco-
nomic activities.

In this respect, the notion of isomorphism implies that (Meyer &
Rowan, 1977):

- organizations should meet the rational criteria set by the institu-
tional context to be considered efficient, to maximize legitimacy and
resources, and their ability to survive;

- isomorphism processes are determined not only by the tendency to
conform to the external environment, but also by the action of the
environment itself that leads to the creation of new organizations
consistent with rational myths (institutionalized rules, norms, pro-
cedural ceremonials);

- with every new myth that consolidates, new organizations corre-
spond to meet the needs that the myth itself has produced.

These conditions of rational behavior that is aligned to normative
and cultural expectations of social context members, especially in-
dividuals, give the company social legitimacy, which could, in turn,
support the creation and/or maintenance of a favorable reputation for
the company itself and its members (employees, managers, consultants,
owners, etc.) (Chatzoglou, Chatzoudes, Amarantou, & Aggelidis, 2017).

The best way to manage the conflict between internal rationality
criteria and environmental pressure is to develop two parallel struc-
tures, one formal, consistent with myths and ceremonials, to achieve
legitimacy, the other in-formal, aimed at gaining competitive ad-
vantage and reputation (Czinkota et al., 2014) (see Fig. 1).

The isomorphism phenomenon tends to have different connotations
depending on whether it evolves according to cognitive (social beliefs),
normative (existence of scarce resources whose acquisition is essential
to survival) and/or coercive conditions (existence of rules essential to
social and economic activity) (Di Maggio & Powell, 1983; Leydesdorff,
2000).

Cognitive or mimetic isomorphism is characterized by a sponta-
neous process of imitation and/or interpretation in which the interac-
tion between actors and relevant messages is processed and turned into
cultural meaning and values (Bridwell & Mezias, 2012; Rao, 1994).

The prevailing existence of rules and resources leads to the identi-
fication of forms of isomorphism based on:

1. Awareness of the importance of acquiring new know-how and
practices to survive: Normative Isomorphism.

2. Pressure factors such as laws, regulations etc., that lead to com-
pliance: Coercive Isomorphism (Golinelli, 2010).

Normative isomorphism is founded on company-context interac-
tions in which a greater ability, knowledge and/or possession of in-
tangible assets is present (facility= ability/capacity/know how), to
define a condition of pre-eminence of one towards the other.

Coercive Isomorphism is founded on interactions between actors,
every time it becomes necessary to identify values and rules and/or
standards useful to determine how a social actor should behave to gain
legitimization. In the present work, the Statute adaptation could be an
example of coercive isomorphism showing some governance purposes
and values.

The relationship between players and context can, therefore, be a
continuous and mutual adaptation that depends on environmental de-
terminism and the ability of the company to influence its reference
context. While the former affects and constrains corporate activities,
the latter is intended to influence context entities and to establish the
autonomy of the company system towards the surrounding reality
(Golinelli, 2010).

Finally, the legitimacy condition, the isomorphic phenomenon and
the reputational behavior contribute to evolve the fBComp capability to
survive, thanks to co-creation activities and the stakeholder engage-
ment, in social and economic contexts (Deephouse & Carter, 2005;
Rawhouser, Cummings, & Marcus, 2018; Sabeti, 2011).

6. The curative marketing model

In a similar scenario, in which we discuss about business models,
corporate survival and its social legitimization, we are seeing a current
migration of consumer and individual values to higher ethical order
values with the marketing discipline shifting its focus on restoring and
developing economic and social health. ‘Restoring’ indicates something
lost which once was there. ‘Developing’ refers to new issues to be ad-
dressed with new tools and frames of reference. ‘Health’, in turn, po-
sitions the issue as important to overall welfare, which marketing needs
to address, resolve and improve. Marketers must deliver relations based
on trust, satisfaction, fulfillment, safety, personal growth, and to sup-
port advancement towards a better society, and do so across borders
(Czinkota, 2012). In this regard, Curative Marketing adds a more em-
pathetic, affective, internal and more innovative dimension (i.e. by
reflection) to the more rationality focused concept of isomorphism.
Moreover, to increase levels of innovativeness, fb companies must apply
other than coercively deduced isomorphic behaviors. Rather than being
based on pre-emptive normative structures, co-creation in the Curative
Marketing sense is based on “same eye-level” relationships with sta-
keholders pursuing improved social wellbeing as the common de-
nominator.

The question arises how Curative Marketing differentiates from
Social Marketing or Cause Related Marketing. In line with classical
Social Marketing, Curative Marketing pursues a socially sustainable
goal when convincing an audience with the tools of commercial
Marketing Kanig, 2012.

Traditionally, Social Marketing focused non-profit institutions to
engage members of the society in socially desired behavior (Dann,
2010; Gromberg, 2006; Leuter, 2008; Stumpf & Teufl, 2014). Due to an
increased nexus between social organizations and private companies to
achieve social goals, other authors (Andreasen, 2006; Kotler & Lee,
2008; Stumpf & Teufl, 2014) suggest integrating Cause Related Mar-
keting into the concept of Social Marketing entailing besides a social
objective also an economic one.
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Going beyond this expanded Social Marketing connotation, the
authors of this paper call for a new Curative Marketing philosophy,
which sub-ordinates economic objectives to human, society or ecology
centered system stabilization and innovation. Furthermore, it attributes
to marketers a more prominent role in setting societal objectives to-
wards improvements in the quality of life.

Moreover, while Social Marketing has an external direction in
triggering socially desired behavior of others, the new paradigm of
Curative Marketing, most importantly, has an internal focus and sug-
gests to, a priori, self-critically reflect on past errors and mistakes in-
flicted by national or international marketing of corporations and their
supply chains to be addressed by a spirit of restitution. Based on em-
pathy for local sustainability conditions, any damages to the various
system actors must be avoided or, if occurred, restituted. Moreover,
social, economic and ecological value should be co-created together
with all stakeholders based on healthy macro, meso and micro (multi-
level and multiagent) relationships (Czinkota & Kaufmann, 2017). Co-
creation or open innovation can be facilitated by Social Media
(Kaufmann & Manarioti, 2017).

Hence, curative marketing could stimulate new thinking focused on
responsibility recognition and acceptance for problems which tradi-
tional marketing has caused. This approach could use marketing's
capabilities to analyze, to set things right and to increase the wellbeing
of the individual and society on a global level.

Curative marketing's two perspectives consist of looking back for
what marketing has wrought and making up for errors with future ac-
tion and truthful communication. A further differentiation of Curative
Marketing as to Social Marketing or Cause Related Marketing is its call
for an interdisciplinary body of knowledge and triangulated research
methodologies.

In line with Loewenstein (2013) the authors hold that new global
problems require innovative global approaches informed by an

interplay of disciplines. Curative marketing needs to draw on systems
and complexity theory, social identity, jurisprudence, cultural anthro-
pology, philosophy and history (Kaufmann et al., 2015).

Relating exemplarily to identity, Arnett, German, and Hunt's (2003)
pioneering work heralds a new Marketing paradigm calling for pro-
viding additional social benefits to customers as a logical consequence
of and precondition for the integration of the sociological identity
theory into Marketing.

Identity, a central pillar of the Curative Marketing Philosophy, as it
focuses on the human factor in a conceptual and methodological con-
text, is regarded as both, a desirable finality (i.e. social welfare) and a
mechanism to achieve it as the central internal and external corporate
communication platform (Balmer, 2008).

Regarding the internal dimension of identity, the concept of beha-
vioral branding (Henkel, Tomczak, Heitmann, & Hermann, 2007) gains
more and more momentum to achieve more authentic and sustainable
relationships achieved by a congruence of corporate and stakeholder
values (Kaufmann, Vrontis, Czinkota, & Hadiono, 2012).

A correlation between behavioral branding, customer engagement,
brand communities, brand love and co-creation was initially suggested
by Kaufmann, Correia Loureiro, & Manarioti, 2016.

Such perspective acknowledges that marketing is too important to
be left to marketers consonant with Keynes questioning of “how and
whether economics should rule the world”.

Marketers need to focus on past errors and mistakes inflicted by
their discipline and sweep these out from under the carpet in the spirit
of restitution.

Marketers are urged to avoid causing short or long-term harm and
authentically strive for restitution for any damages occurred.

Summarizing, a new paradigm of Curative Marketing is suggested to
be based on the vision and motivation of transcending to a more em-
pathetic, responsible marketing discipline, where primarily sustainable

Fig. 1. Isomorphism, differentiation, social legitimization and reputation applied to fBComp.
Source: Developed from Czinkota et al. (2014).
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corporate objectives should be focused on co-creating multilateral sta-
keholder groups and contextual consonance in such a way that natural,
human and social capital is globally and locally restored, preserved or
enhanced (Czinkota et al., 2014; Kaufmann et al., 2015; Kaufmann &
Shams, 2016). Especially, the suggested primary focus on social benefits
might be complemented by implementing relevant normative laws as
studied in this paper (see Fig. 2).

Not everything that can be done should be done. A marketing
Hippocratic Oath “First do no harm” should be followed by doing ev-
erything possible to make people be better off and feel better.

Curative Marketing can contribute to overcome past shortcomings
and avoiding future ills.

Marketers are suggested to embrace their new role as agents of
change being directly involved in change. As the great Ludwig von
Wittgenstein stated: “A philosopher who is not taking part in discus-
sions is like a boxer who never goes into the ring.” It is time for mar-
keters to enter the ring with the fBComp Law providing them with a
consistent legal framework.

7. The state of the art of fBComp Law application

7.1. Main features about law application

As noted above, value co-creation takes place within social systems
in which companies and stakeholders adopt certain social positions and
roles. Their potential impact depends on the organizational architecture
and eco-system of support (Sabeti, 2011). Starting from these con-
siderations and from the studies discussed in the previous parts, the
fBComp has two primary characteristics: a commitment to social pur-
pose and a reliance on earned income. Hence, the first step in forming a
for-benefit is to be explicit about the fact that one is doing so. Because
the law usually forces a nascent for-profit or a non-profit to organize as
a for-benefit, the enterprise defines itself accordingly. This can lead to
confusion, mistrust, and low credibility among stakeholders, especially,

when the for-benefit organizations attempt to distinguish themselves
through branding or product messaging, invoking terms such as “social
enterprise”, “sustainable business”, “fair trade,” and “green”.

Combining social and financial purpose is not new; we can think at
hospitals, universities or arts organizations. But the fB model does much
more than that. It redefines fiduciary duty, governance, ownership, and
stakeholder relationships in fundamentals ways.

The following characteristics are being codified in a new legal
structure and should be given priority on any for-benefit entrepreneur's
agenda:

Embedded purpose: a commitment to mission is in the company's
DNA (genetic code). Fiduciary and legitimacy duty is tied to purpose.

Earned income: sales of goods and services generate most of the
income.

Stakeholder value: whereas traditional for-profits emphasize
shareholder value, for benefits pay more attention to their impact on all
stakeholders. After identifying the groups that are essential to the or-
ganization's success, and clarifying the value proposition for each, en-
trepreneurs should feel free to negotiate roles, responsibilities, and in-
centives that will increase stakeholder's engagement with the mission.

Capitalization: a key challenge that for-benefits encounter is to
design a structure that balances the financial interests of capital pro-
viders with the enterprises' mission and stakeholder commitments.

Ownership and governance: the director should share the com-
mitment that inspired the founder. Preservation of the social mission
after an ownership transfer is one of the challenges that for-benefit
companies face. It is often assumed that the owner drives the govern-
ance, but, in fact, ownership is a collection of legal rights that can be
unbundled and re-packaged in creative ways. Ownership and govern-
ance design can protect the mission over the long term and deepen
stakeholder engagement.

Performance measurement and reporting: the fundamental value
proposition for a for-benefit requires an organization to be able to ac-
count for its total impact and performance (financial, social and

Fig. 2. The curative marketing role for the social wellness priority.
Source: Our elaboration.
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environmental). Few conventional accounting systems are designed for
such reporting, but efforts are under way to create new tools.

Finding a suitable eco-system: when an entrepreneur starts a
conventional company, lawyers, accountants, investors, and con-
sultants share an understanding of what that means and can provide
tools and services that fit seamlessly together. For-benefit enterprises
have had to rely mostly on these ecosystems but now they can find
resources and support that are better suited to their requirements. In
this respect, governments are suggested to increasingly appreciate the
contributions of fb companies in terms of relieving public budget con-
straints.

In the past decades, a steadily growing number of innovators have
been pushing against the boundaries that separate for-profits, non-for-
profits, and governments. Their activities go by various names: corpo-
rate social responsibility, sustainability, cause related marketing and
purchasing, venture philanthropy, social investing, microfinance, civic
and municipal enterprise. If the for-benefit model is broadly recognized,
all this innovation might constitute a new sector.

As governments, markets, and entrepreneurs adopt the for-benefit
model, this new sector will grow in proportion to the others as com-
posed by socially motivated entrepreneurs, supported by appropriate
legal and market structures, creating enterprises that combine a social
mission with a business engine. Although being profit orientated, the
social mission should be preeminent to redress the balance of the
system.

The past models have generated prosperity and improved the
quality of life, but not without undesirable environmental and social
consequences. Calls for its reform are getting louder, and many ap-
proaches have been put forth: Creative capitalism, philanthro-capit-
alism, new economy, impact investing, blended value, shared value
and, as discussed in this paper, curative marketing. When planning for
reforms, governments and markets should integrate these new trends
and support the fBComp as an equally legitimate model that is an in-
tegral part of a sustainable economy system pursuing a co-creation
approach. Social impact measurement is suggested to be attributed an
ever-growing importance.

7.2. Desk analysis and first signals on stakeholder relationships/engagement

Since 1 January 2016, Italy is one of the three countries in the world
(after US and UK) that has introduced the fB Companies (l. 28
December 2015, n.208 Art.1, from par. 376 to 384, 2016 called
Stability Law). These are firms that in addition to the ordinary in-
stitutional aim (profit or mutual purpose, common benefit) act re-
sponsibly, sustainable and transparent to people, communities, place
and the environment, culture, organizations, associations and other
stakeholders. Both, existing companies and those of new constitution,
may include in their statutes specific clauses which provide the pur-
poses of common benefit.

According to the First Italian fBComp Report (http://www.
societabenefit.net/registro-ufficiale-societa-benefit/), we highlight the
most relevant figures and features of the 144 companies registered in
Italy to date. The report shows that more than 50% of firms are new.
Over a quarter are old companies which have decided to revise their
statutes including the clauses of the new law.

In the first years, most of the fBComp have chosen the capitalist type
of society. Ltd. is used almost in every case. Within the Ltd there are
variants of the innovative start-up and agriculture firm. Moreover, the
first cooperative fBComp has been recorded in Italy and in the world
not even provided in the US.

The fBComp name is not required by law which mentions that ex-
pression as an option for the companies that have adopted the new
statute. This implies that the fB can be viewed as a brand for reputa-
tional advantage. Almost all firms that have issued the statutory re-
quirement of social benefit named the expression “benefit society”. At
the end, there is only one company (it's a SpA) who omitted in its name

the fB abbreviation. The phenomenon of the fBComp is particularly
widespread in the North of Italy being that part of the country with the
largest numbers of companies. The fBs have normally a narrow com-
pany structure, often with an owner driven governance.

The most interesting information is related to the way companies
have defined their social purpose. Thanks to the statutes analysis we
have identified the following fBComp categories:

1. generic fBComp (122 companies)
2. specific fBComp (22 companies).

The second category (specific fBComp) shows those companies that
clearly claim the social purpose. For example, Anima e Corpo Srl
Società Benefit declares: the company, by means of event organization,
commits to support the development of youth belonging to Salesian
community supporting Salesian equipment management situated in
Lecce town; Events Srl SB will allocate a part of the profits to the non-
profit “solidarity farm” (partly already operating in a land of about
40 ha, 10 of which are the result of a donation, and 30 of a free loan,
where there is a cottage of about 150m, a stable and a barn, and
where10 horses, three donkeys, 20 cows, 50 sheep and 10 goats graze),
situated in Alia village (Palermo), composed of 50 sqm pre-fabricated
wooden building units, totally furnished (i.e. complete with furniture
and furnishings), to be realized and assigned, on loan for free use, to
homeless people, those who live on the street and under bridges and to
families who are in a serious state of poverty or in precarious economic
conditions.

Regarding the stakeholder engagement, the analyzed phenomenon
is very recent but in January 2018 a group of eighty B Corp companies
from all over Italy addressed the future leadership of the country to
remind all political forces and their candidates in the elections of 4
March of the imperative of sustainable development. The community of
entrepreneurs and citizens of the Italian B Corp calls for a full page on
the most important Italian newspaper (Corriere della Sera) of January
23, that the objectives of Social and Environmental Sustainability, on
which Italy has already committed since 2015 adhering to the 2030
agenda of United Nations, be included in electoral programs and be
pursued after the election.

8. Conclusion

Based on a comprehensive literature review and document analysis,
the authors define a fBComp as a social co-creator, in interaction with
the other social and economic actors, within their corporate cap-
abilities. The new economic and legal scenario illustrates the develop-
ment from the traditional business model to a social “curative” business
model in which the entrepreneur's legitimate and reputational beha-
viors are not differentiated, flowing into social wellness priority.

On the basis of this approach, the fBComp is a system aware of being
an ethical, social and economic actor, part of a supra-system composed
by numerous and heterogeneous components and explained by a mul-
tidisciplinary theoretical body. The provided initial conceptualization
was further developed from isomorphism based literature and is subject
to validation by future empirical studies. Particularly, it could be an
important step to better the coherence degree between company stra-
tegies and Urban Agenda 2030 goal number 9, for a sustainable future,
claimed by United Nation.

Moreover, the authors, considering the empirical research limits,
regard it as the main objective of the paper to initiate a scientific dis-
cussion on the very dispersed field of new global developments on a
new paradigm marrying socially and economically driven business
models suggesting the Italian fBComp as a possible role and to con-
tribute to model building by the cases method.

Managerial implications of this study relate to innovation training
of entrepreneurs differentiated by various sources of innovation (coer-
cive, normative, relationships, smart technology) and the nature of
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relationships between the innovating co-creators (pre-eminent struc-
tures vs. ‘same eye-level’). Furthermore, entrepreneurial education
and/or training should draw on multidisciplinary curricula focusing on
identity for fruitful internal and external relationships.

Finally, the authors are aware that a future research agenda could
entail to analyze the effective stakeholder involvement in developing
sustainability standards (including civil societies and citizens). Pursuing
this approach would contribute to “effective consensus building,
knowledge sharing, interest representation, and the achievement of
legitimacy” (Balzarova & Castka, 2012:2) and social innovation (i.e.
smart cities).

Contributing to future research agendas, the authors argue that the
paper poses some questions that might be addressed by integrating
different scientific fields:

1. Considering that ethics relates to subjective values, is it necessary to
create a fBComp showing the governance of this ethical value?

2. Will the fBComp have more probability to survive compared to
companies without social engagement?

3. Could the Statute modification, introduced by the Italian Stability
Law, represent the governor's and/or the owners' social values about
social legitimization? In the case of a positive answer to this ques-
tion, can those entrepreneurs, who don't use or modify the new
Statute, be considered as being interested about social behavior only
to win the competition against their competitors? And finally,

4. In our time of a heightened discussion on economic neoliberal ap-
proaches and/or deterministic traditional business models, will re-
searchers and practitioners consider the fBComp only a brand to
better compete or rather a starting point that could lead to the de-
finition of a new social business model truly contributing to social
wellbeing?

5. Should the stability law be reviewed in terms of explicitly including
the aspect of co-creation and in terms of integrating non-for-profit,
but earning based, social entrepreneurs?

Finally, imparting the conviction to all stakeholders that whole-
hearted and prioritized commitment to social wellness improvement
will render economic benefits in its wave and create a new species of
entrepreneurs which is so urgently required in our times.
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