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Abstract: This paper proposes an in-depth analysis of the branding strategies implemented by agri-
cultural craft breweries in Italy. For small-scale companies operating in the emerging craft beer sector,
effective branding strategies play a key role in differentiating themselves from their competitors
and gaining competitive advantages. The paper focuses on the concept of sustainability and its
relation to Neolocalism. In addition, the paper analyses to what extent the craft brewing companies
leverage the status of agricultural craft breweries. A mixed-method approach is adopted in the
analysis. A Web Content Analysis (WebCa) led to the extrapolation of relevant information from the
company websites. The data were coded according to a 1/0 binary scheme (presence/absence) and
subjected to cluster analysis. The results highlight the presence of six different typologies of strategies
implemented by the agricultural craft breweries, thus identifying six clusters. The six clusters differ in
their emphasis on both agricultural brewery status and the components characterising the corporate
brand and the attributes defining the concept of sustainability.

Keywords: Neolocalism; embeddedness; sustainability; craft beer; agricultural breweries; market-
ing strategies

1. Introduction
1.1. Linking Sustainability, Embeddedness and Marketing

In recent decades, the proliferation of microbreweries has become a phenomenon on a
global scale, becoming a topic of research and debate in the scientific literature [1–4].

The causes that allowed these new and very small-size breweries to penetrate a sec-
tor dominated by large multinationals have aroused particular interest in the scientific
community. Many researchers have identified the change in consumer tastes towards
products with marked naturalness and authenticity as the driver of the rise and spread of
the phenomenon [5–8]. In particular, the concept of authenticity has gradually taken on
the meaning of “local”, thus identifying those products whose peculiarity is represented
by the close link with a specific territory. In the scientific literature, the consumers’ search
for products that allow them to experience a reconnection with the places of production is
called “Neolocalism” [9,10]. Neolocalism involves not only consumers but also produc-
ers [11]. When analysed from the producer’s point of view, the concept of authenticity
is closely linked to that of Neolocalism [12–14]. Authenticity can be considered a social
construct, on the basis of which companies define their identity and the identity of their
products [12,13]. Companies that engage in neolocal practices define their authenticity and
uniqueness according to their roots and connection to a specific territory [11–13].

The concept of Neolocalism has been widely applied within the craft beer sector [11,12,15,16].
In this context, Neolocalism was described as:

“a conscious effort by businesses to foster a sense of place based on attributes of their
community” [15] (p. 66)
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And also as:

A “self-conscious reassertion of the distinctively local”. [17] (p. 38)

As a matter of fact, microbreweries are a good example of companies that both engage
in neolocal practices [15] and can use Neolocalism to their advantage [18].

From a business perspective, “Neolocalism” encompasses a set of strategies that
producers can implement to increase consumers’ appreciation of their product through its
connection to an exclusive place or community.

Microbreweries generally rely on such strategies to differentiate themselves in the
market, using geographical names or spatial references to distinguish their company
and products [12,13]. They also adopt symbolism aimed at evoking images of real or
fictional landscapes in consumers [19,20]. Over time, the gradual spread of the craft beer
subculture has led to the consolidation of symbology and narrative based on a sense of
belonging to an alternative community, which is opposed to the mere product and general
mass culture. Thus, the introduction of elements of territoriality is aimed at emphasising
the aspect of exclusivity. Neolocalism, in fact, expresses a reaction to the dynamics of
globalisation, which led to the concentration of beer supply in an increasingly smaller
number of industries and products. However, in current demand trends, there is a growing
interest in new and unique products, which would allow consumers to experience a
reconnection with the production places through sharing the culture, history and traditions
of the communities living there [20–22].

Neolocalism is a “holistic” concept that is applied by companies for marketing pur-
poses [16]. However, the creation of the link with the territory is a process undertaken
and carried out over time in a planned but genuine way, not aimed exclusively at selling
the product [12,16]. This aspect was actually questioned by some authors [16,23], who
recognise that some companies attempt to exploit territorial cues exclusively for commer-
cial purposes. In these cases, the link farm–territory may not necessarily be real. For the
purposes of this work, it is important to emphasise that the concept of authenticity has
both a nominal and a social component and that the marketing strategies implemented
by microbreweries are effective if the value system guiding the company is perceived as
authentic by consumers and if this finds direct expression in reality, through the actions
and practices implemented by the company [12].

The relationship between marketing strategies and associated business strategies is
a topic on which few scientific works have been carried out and which certainly needs
to be further investigated [12,16]. In general, it is possible to highlight that in an attempt
to connect with their community and to build an identity characterised by a strong link
with the territory, microbreweries carry out a whole series of virtuous activities both from
an environmental and social point of view [16]. Their identity becomes the expression
of a deeper system of values that underlies and determines the existence of the brewery
itself [24]. The contribution that microbreweries make to local and rural development
is well known in the scientific literature [13,24]. According to the general strategies of
multifunctional diversification, microbreweries contribute to the development of rural
areas by creating networks among other businesses operating in both the agricultural and
primary and secondary processing sectors, supporting and encouraging the development
of local supply chains and, more generally, job creation.

Microbreweries constitute an engine for the development of more sustainable local
production models based on the use of local and short-chain products and raw materials
from organic farming [11]. In addition, microbreweries become an effective means for
promoting and enhancing the areas in which they operate [24], actively contributing
to the well-being and development of their communities. The partnerships that these
small breweries create with public and private entities to support projects involving the
environment, health and solidarity prove this aspect [11,25].

Neolocalism is defined as “a type of social embeddedness where notions of local
commodity production, place marketing, authenticity and ‘wholesomeness’ are folded
together in support of local craft production [24] (p. 87)”. It was developed within the
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social economy [26,27], and the concept of embeddedness was adopted within economic
geography, which theorised and applied it with a spatial meaning [28].

“Local embeddedness”—intended as the connections to the locality and relationships
within local networks—was used to explain the success of locally clustered enterprises
within the theories of Industrial Districts and Creative Milieu [29]. In the agri-food sector,
the concept of embeddedness progressively developed, taking on an even broader meaning
than the original one, encompassing not only the economic and social dimension of business
activities but also the environmental, cultural and political dimensions [30,31]. In the
scientific literature devoted to the agri-food sector and rural development, the concept
of “local embeddedness” [32] was more recently applied mainly in relation to two key
concepts: “localization” and “relocation” of production systems within local markets and
their reintegration into the context of specific communities [33].

“Local embeddedness” was used extensively to contrast globalised production sys-
tems with unconventional ones, which are generally opposed to this model, and to define
forms of Alternative Food Network [30,31,34]. For the purposes of this study, it is impor-
tant to underline how the process of “relocation” and “re-grounding” (i.e., the process of
reintegrating practices and products into the territorial capital) is considered a key element
in ensuring sustainable production systems [35–37].

Within this framework, marketing plays a major role. Marketing is a planned process
through which the company establishes its objectives and defines its business strategies,
starting with the understanding of the structure of the market and the needs and expec-
tations of consumers [35]. As for the craft beer market, factors such as brand loyalty
and motivations related to sustainability, environment and support for local communities
determine the consumer’s willingness to buy [11]. Setting up effective marketing strategies
is of strategic importance, especially for the small companies operating in the emerging
craft beer sector.

One of the most effective marketing tools is branding [38–40]. A positive perception
of the brand by consumers and, more broadly, by the stakeholders makes it possible to gain
competitive advantages and create long-term value. Recently, the scientific literature has be-
gun to address this topic: numerous studies analysed the marketing strategies implemented
by breweries [41–43]. However, to the state of our knowledge, few contributions focused
on the relationships linking the concept of Neolocalism to that of sustainability [12,13].

Through the analysis of company websites, this study aims to provide a classification
of the branding strategies implemented by Italian agricultural craft breweries.

The analysis focused on Italian breweries, as the phenomenon of the rise of craft
breweries has spread relatively recently, contributing to the revitalisation of a sector that
had long been held back by the country’s strong wine vocation. In addition, the paper
focuses on a specific type of brewery, the agricultural brewery, which is required by law to
produce beer from a high percentage of self-produced raw materials. The need (imposed by
legislation) to produce beer from self-produced raw materials represents the prerequisite
for the realisation of a farm–territory link based not only on a cultural dimension, but also
on an environmental and social one [12,44–46].

The creation of an identity firmly rooted in the territory necessarily involves the search
for a landscape within which to position itself [19]. To this end, companies make use of
multiple references, which may include the history, folklore, cultural and natural heritage
of a specific place [16]. The use of locally produced ingredients is a key element in the
creation of identities characterised by a strong link with the territory. It is also an effective
means by which breweries can define their authenticity [16,20]. However, in reality, this
information is often omitted by craft breweries because the ingredients are sourced on
international markets [44–47].

The possibility of creating business identities characterised by a strong link with the
territory is made particularly difficult for craft breweries operating in Southern European
countries due to the lack of both a deep-rooted brewing tradition (as in Northern European
countries) and of raw materials, which are mainly imported to ensure volumes, quality
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standards and product ranges appropriate to market needs. With regard to the supply of
raw materials, the companies operating in Italy seem to have adopted opposing strategies:
some breweries buy the raw materials on foreign markets, while others mainly use local
and regional markets to meet their production needs [46,47].

This element is relevant to the study not only in view of the fact that Italian legislation
has only recently officially recognised this type of brewery but also because the recognition
of agricultural breweries by the national legal system [48] as a specific type of craft brewery
has aroused particular interest in both the scientific and production community. The
main source of debate is whether beer can be transformed into an agricultural product
while maintaining high-quality standards [47]. In 2020, the “Italian Beer Consortium” was
established in Italy, and the trademark “craft from Italian agricultural supply chain” was
registered. The product specification states that beer must be produced from at least 51% of
raw materials of national origin [49]. The aim of the Consortium is to guarantee the origin
of the raw materials and to enhance the national agricultural supply chain by promoting
relationships between raw material producers (farmers) and brewers.

Agricultural breweries produce beer from cereals grown in their own farms [45]. In
this sense, they can be a good example of enterprises deeply rooted in the territory, not only
because they are embedded in a rural landscape but also because they are physically part
of it. In addition, the production process originates right in the place where the brewery
is located, making the company–territory relationship tangible [12,45]. Finally, from the
point of view of sustainability, they promote activities (economic, social and environmental
ones) in rural, peri-urban and/or disadvantaged areas [46,47]. The effort made by many
companies to produce craft beer using raw materials of exclusively local and regional
origin does not simply respond to legal requirements but also meets the demand of those
consumers who are looking for beers characterised by a strong link with the local territory.

However, agricultural microbreweries target a very small niche of consumers, who
are able to know and recognise an agricultural craft beer and are generally very sensitive
to issues related to the environmental and social sustainability of products and production
processes. For these companies, the adoption of effective marketing strategies is of crucial
importance as it enables them to differentiate their products from their competitors and
make their brand recognisable to consumers.

1.2. Research Questions

The research questions that guided the surveys were the following:

• What are the strategies implemented by the craft breweries to arouse in the consumer
feelings of belonging to a community and to a specific territory?

• To what extent do the producers use the status of “agricultural craft brewery” to make
their brand recognisable on the markets?

• What role does the concept of “sustainability” play in company strategies?

1.3. Corporate Identity, Corporate Brand Identity and Corporate Website

In the case of microbreweries, scientific studies and empirical cases show that the use
of neolocal claims is an effective branding strategy only if the place brand built by the
brewery is authentic, based on regional identity and a shared vision of moral values [13,42].
Authenticity is a very important characteristic of both the product and the production
company, as it is on it that consumers give their preference at the time of purchase and
build their loyalty. Being a social construct, the definition of authenticity varies according
to time and space, but also according to the different audiences and customers that share a
given context [13,42].

Authenticity is a non-objective and essentially undefinable characteristic which a
stakeholder or consumer arbitrarily attributes to a product or company. However, the
company can take an active and decisive role in this process, operating in such a way that
a given social construct, which defines the concept of authenticity in a given context, takes
on a visible and structured shape in its organisation [13,42]. For the company, creating
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“authenticity” means to define its own “identity”, which visibly and explicitly possesses
a set of specific characteristics, which refer to a definition of authenticity shared by a
specific group and which at the same time make the company unique and immediately
recognisable [42]. If the company’s identity does not meet these requirements, or if the
self-image it projects is evidently artificial or untrue, it will not plausibly be considered
credible by the target audience, and marketing strategies will fail [13,42].

In the case of the craft beer segment, the more authentic a company is perceived to
be, the more authentic is the place in which it is embedded [13]. To that end, “the craft
beer brands need to be embedded within [ . . . ] a shared socio-spatial landscape that is
simultaneously a link to place, region, and the dynamics that promote sustainability” [13]
(p. 3). Consequently, correct corporate identity management is a key element for the
creation of a positive corporate image and reputation [38] and is fundamental for the
creation/management of a brand based on the link with the territory [13]. In particular, the
creation of the corporate identity is of central importance since it incorporates everything
concerning communication, design, the culture of the organisation, the structure, the
strategy and the behaviour of the company [12,50]. Depending on how this identity is
perceived externally, the target audience will be able to identify a specific culture in it and,
in turn, identify with it [38].

The definition of the image and the creation of the reputation takes place through
communication activities. A company expresses its corporate identity by defining and
communicating its corporate brand identity [51]. Companies rely on websites as one of the
most widely used means of communication to convey information not only on products
but also on the history, culture and values that identify the company as a whole. Websites
are a tool through which companies implement their marketing strategies, leveraging both
product differentiation and, above all, corporate brand differentiation [52,53]. Surfing the
website becomes a real web corporate experience for a consumer who is constantly looking
for information about the product and the production process, on the basis of which they
can subsequently make their purchasing decisions.

1.4. Craft Beer, Marketing and Branding

The scientific literature specialising in economic and social disciplines has investi-
gated the phenomenon of microbrewery proliferation internationally, and it can be divided
into two main areas of research [54]. Some researchers focused on the analysis of sup-
ply, examining the structure of the market, both statically and dynamically, developing
performance analyses of the sector at macro and micro levels [4,55–57]. Others, on the
other hand, analysed demand, investigating the factors influencing consumer choices and
preferences [6,58].

More recently, part of the scientific literature has examined the marketing strategies
implemented by breweries [13,42,43]. Most research adopted qualitative approaches,
focusing on individual case studies and analysing the motivations behind the adoption
of different marketing strategies and their implementation [12,13,59,60]. On the contrary,
there are far fewer studies that addressed the topic using quantitative methodological
approaches, analysing the degree to which production companies adopt strategies based
on emphasising links with a specific territory. To the best of our knowledge, only one
study [15] analysed the issue with a quantitative approach, formalising a “Neolocalism
index” that allows a numerical value to be associated with each microbrewery. In the
scientific literature, there is a rather limited number of contributions that addressed the
issue of sustainability from a technical and technological point of view [61], but even more
limited is the number of studies in the economic area [62].

Most of the studies that investigated marketing issues relating to the processes that
guide the creation of the link between the company and the territory focused mainly on
the aspects that revolve around the concept of “sense of place”, concentrating primarily
on the visual and symbolic dimension and exploring more marginally those relating to
sustainability and embeddedness [42,43,63,64]. From a scientific point of view, understand-
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ing how companies use sustainability as a marketing tool is interesting because the craft
beer sector has a reputation for being “green”, despite a great deal of evidence showing
that it actually has a strong impact on the environment, in terms of water, energy use and
the creation of production waste [65]. The process through which a production company
builds its corporate identity and defines its marketing strategies is necessarily linked to the
concept of sustainability, since the company’s reputation has become a fundamental driver
of choice for consumers [66] and is based on the coherence between the system of values
that the company expresses and the way in which these are concretely put into practice [67].
This aspect forces companies to undertake a transformation towards more sustainable
business models [66] and to implement a whole series of practices and activities that are
subsequently turned into effective marketing levers that the company can effectively use
to distinguish itself from its competitors.

2. Materials and Methods

The Universe of agricultural breweries operating in Italy was identified from the
Register of Companies [67] updated to 2020, making appropriate selections regarding the
ATECO codes [68] associated with the main and secondary activities carried out by each
company. The number of units surveyed is divided by geographical breakdown and is
shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Sample characteristics. Our elaboration from: CCIAA—data updated to 2020.

Geographical
Distribution Craft Breweries Agricultural

Craft Breweries Sample

N. % N. % N. %

North West 416 28.87% 58 33.53% 25 25.77%
North East 308 21.37% 52 30.06% 34 35.05%

Centre 268 18.60% 39 22.54% 26 26.80%
South 449 31.16% 24 13.87% 12 12.37%
Total 1441 100% 173 100% 97 100%

A mixed-method approach was adopted. Initially, a qualitative approach was used
for the extraction of information relevant to the study, followed by an analysis of this
information using a quantitative approach. A Web Content Analysis (WebCa) [69] was
implemented in the first phase study (qualitative phase), while the quantitative approach
involved the formalisation of a cluster analysis. For the purposes of this work, the cluster
analysis allowed the identification of different types of branding strategies implemented
by agricultural craft breweries.

The units of analysis considered were the corporate websites as a whole. Indeed,
company websites represent one of the most used means to convey information related
not only to products but also to the history, culture and values that identify the company
itself [38,53,70]. Starting from the information contained in the Chamber of Commerce’s
Register of Companies [67] and using the main international and national search engines,
the company websites associated with each production company were identified, detecting
97 clearly active ones (56% of the total Universe of agricultural craft breweries).

Afterward, an in-depth review of the existing scientific literature and focus groups
among the members of the research group was carried out to identify some topics that con-
tribute to describing the “Neolocal practices” implemented by agricultural craft breweries
to create a corporate identity characterised by a strong territorial connotation [12,13,15,20].
Among the topics detected, three were considered the most important ones for the pur-
poses of the research: (1) place identity; (2) sustainability; (3) local commodity production.
Based on these, a set of attributes (Appendix A) was identified that could define the strate-
gies implemented by the companies. The set is based on the concept of corporate brand
identity [39,40,71]. With regard to the physical (tangible) elements that define the brand,
the attributes that define the visual identity (name, logo) were considered. The products
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were also subjected to analysis, as they are the tangible manifestation of the values on
which the company is based. In fact, the process of building a brand necessarily involves
both the definition of the values that guide the company and the characterisation of the
product [40]. Moreover, each brand is necessarily represented by “flagship” products,
which are representative of the brand itself [40]. For the intangible attributes that define
the brand, the elements that allow conveying information relevant to the company, such as
vision, mission, history, values and corporate culture, were considered.

In order to answer the research goals, explicit references to the status of the agricultural
brewery were detected through the tangible and intangible elements defining the corporate
brand identity. We also proceeded to detect the presence of both physical and “invisible”
items in the brand, which referred to the presence of geographical references relating
to existing or imaginary places. At the same time, to detect the use or non-use of the
humanisation technique, it was examined whether the microbreweries referred to animals
or characters from history or local folklore in their narratives or symbology.

Within this analysis, an attribute able to operationalise the concept of “local commodity
production” was included. In this work, the concept was applied mainly as a function of
the origin of inputs. We focused on the origin of cereals, given their importance in beer
production in both quantitative and qualitative terms. In particular, it was verified, for
each of the investigated companies, whether the cereals were totally self-produced or 100%
of regional or national origin. This selection was based on the fact that (1) the concept of
embeddedness is scalar from a geographical perspective; (2) the product specification of
the “beer from the agricultural supply chain” brand imposes the use of raw materials of
national origin for at least 51% of the total [49].

Lastly, within the visible and invisible attributes that define the corporate brand iden-
tity, those elements that can be referred to as the concepts of “sustainable corporation” were
detected [66], such as the adoption of green practices aimed at reducing the environmental
impact of the production process and activities that aim to increase the general welfare of
the community of which the company is part.

Two suitably trained and experienced researchers collected the data independently. In
order to limit the critical aspects linked to the rapid change/update of the websites, the
collection and coding activities were organised so as to be concentrated in no more than
two months’ time (May to June 2019) [69]. In order to test the reliability of the coding, a
pilot study was conducted in the training phase. A percentage of websites (15%) were
randomly selected, and researchers were asked to carry out the analysis simultaneously on
the same units. The intercoder reliability [72] calculated from the data collected revealed a
high degree of agreement between coders (>85%).

The information collected was coded according to a binary scoring system (1; 0—
presence/absence) and organised in a purpose-built database. The information was
reclassified according to the scheme in Table 2 and processed through a Hierarchical
cluster analysis.

The cluster analysis was conducted by applying Ward’s method to the dissimilarity
matrix calculated from the raw data using the simple matching coefficient [73]. The silhou-
ette average width criterion was adopted to define the optimal number of clusters [74].

The analyses were carried out using the Proxy Package [75], the Cluster Package [76]
and the Nbclust Package [77] developed in the R environment [78].
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Table 2. Set of attributes selected for the investigation.

Dimension Attribute Code Description References

Place identity Tangible/(Physical) attributes
agricultural craft brewery Tangible_a

References to the status of agricultural brewery in the
company name or logo.
References to the status of agricultural beer in the name,
label or description.

[38]

[64]

[12]

[63]

[20]

[15]

[59]

Place identity
Intangible
attributes

agricultural craft brewery
Intangible_a

References to the status of agricultural brewery in the
description of the vision, mission, values and
corporate “history”.

[38]

[12]

[59]

[63]

Place identity Tangible/(Physical) attributes
Sense of place Tangible_sp

Use of place names or geographical references in the
company name or logo.
Use of the “humanisation” technique.
Reference to the independent craft beer sector.

[24]

[20]

[15]

Place identity
Intangible
Attributes

Sense of place
Intangible_sp

Use of place names or geographical references in the
description of vision, mission, values and
corporate history.

[24]

[20]

[15]

Local commodity
Production

Local commodity production Local commodity
production

100% Self-produced raw materials.
100% Local/National/regional origin of raw materials.

[24]

[20]

[15]

[49]

Sustainability Environmental sustainability
Social sustainability Sustainability

The brewery implements practices to limit the
environmental impact of production.
The brewery produces organic beer.
The brewery implements socially sustainable practices.

[15]

[79]

[66]

3. Results

Table 3 summarises the frequencies of the attributes investigated. In percentage, the
attributes related to the status of the agricultural brewery are associated with frequencies
of more than 50% (Tangible_a) and 60% (Intangible_a), respectively. Moreover, almost all
companies include territorial cues in the attributes that define the tangible (Tangible_sp)
and intangible dimensions (Intangible_sp) of the corporate brand.

Attributes related to the origin of raw materials (local commodity production) are
associated with a frequency of 76%, The sustainability-related attributes (sustainability),
considering both “social sustainability” and “environmental sustainability”, are associated
with low frequencies (26.80%).

Table 3. Descriptive analysis.

Attribute Absolute
Values

Percentage
Values

1 0 1 0

Intangible_a 68 29 70.10% 29.90%
Tangible_a 57 40 58.76% 41.24%

Intangible_sp 91 6 93.81% 6.19%
Tangible_sp 89 8 91.75% 8.25%

Local commodity
Production 74 23 76.29% 23.71%

Sustainability 26 71 26.80% 73.20%

According to the research questions and the results obtained from the descriptive
analysis, which showed that almost all breweries include spatial references in the compo-
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nents defining the brand, the cluster analysis was carried out on four of the six variables
considered (Intangible_a, Tangible_a, local commodity production, sustainability).

The cluster analysis (Table 4) identified six homogeneous groups of companies, ac-
cording to the selected variables (average silhouette width > 0.70), which presumably
correspond to different branding strategies: (1) place and raw materials origin; (2) sta-
tus of agricultural breweries and product characteristics; (3) 100% agricultural breweries;
(4) status of agricultural brewery, culture and identity; (5) sustainable breweries; (6) values,
culture and products.

(1) Place and Raw materials origin

Cluster 1 (n = 23) is characterised by the total absence of references to the status
of “agricultural brewery” in the attributes that make up the intangible attributes of the
corporate brand. Moreover, less than 20% of the breweries include reference to the status
of “agricultural breweries” in the elements that define the tangible attribute of the brand.
Most of the breweries (60%) provide information on the origin of raw materials, while
only 10% of them provide information related to the introduction of “green” practices or to
corporate social responsibility.

(2) Status of agricultural breweries and product characteristics

Cluster 2 represents the most numerous cluster (n = 25). All companies declare the
status of the agricultural brewery in the attributes that make up both the intangible and
tangible attributes of the corporate brand. Moreover, all the breweries provide information
about the origin of raw materials. None of them include information on the adoption of
environmentally or socially sustainable practices.

(3) 100% agricultural breweries

With regard to Cluster 3 (n = 13), all companies declare the status of the agricultural
brewery in the attributes defining both the intangible and tangible components of the
corporate brand. Furthermore, all companies emphasise the origin of raw materials and in-
clude information regarding the implementation of environmentally or socially sustainable
practices on the website.

(4) Status of agricultural brewery, culture and identity

With regard to cluster 4 (n = 15), all companies declare the status of the agricultural
brewery in the elements that define both the intangible and tangible components of the
corporate brand. However, none of them include information on the origin of raw materials,
on the introduction of “green” practices or on corporate social responsibility.

(5) Sustainable breweries

In cluster 5 (n = 11), less than half of the breweries declare the status of an agricultural
microbrewery in the elements defining the intangible components of the corporate brand.
In addition, none of them include this information in the components defining the tangible
components of the brand. All the breweries include information regarding both the origin
of raw materials and the implementation of practices to limit the negative impacts of the
production process on the environment or refer to socially sustainable practices.

(6) Values, culture and products

Cluster 6 (n = 10) represents the least numerous cluster. All the breweries declare the
status of agricultural brewery in the definition of the intangible elements of the corporate
brand, but none of them specify the status of agricultural brewery in the elements that
define the tangible attribute of the brand. All the breweries emphasise the origin of
raw materials, while none of them include information regarding the implementation of
sustainable practices on the website.
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Table 4. Hierarchical clustering analysis.

Cluster Value Intangible
Agricultural Brewery

Tangible
Agricultural Brewery

Local Commodity
Production Sustainability

Cluster 1
N = 23

1 0% 17% 65% 9%
0 100% 83% 35% 91%

Cluster 2
N = 25

1 100% 100% 100% 0%
0 0% 0% 0% 100%

Cluster 3
N = 13

1 100% 100% 100% 100%
0 0% 0% 0% 0%

Cluster 4
N = 15

1 100% 100% 0% 0%
0 0% 0% 100% 100%

Cluster 5
N = 11

1 45% 0% 100% 100%
0 0% 100% 0% 0%

Cluster 6
N = 10

1 100% 0% 100% 0%
0 0% 100% 0% 100%

4. Discussion

This study deepens the knowledge of the branding strategies implemented by agricul-
tural craft breweries in Italy as a means to position themselves in specific market niches
successfully. In particular, the research focuses on two main aspects: sustainability and the
status of craft agricultural breweries.

In general, the results obtained allowed us to highlight that the companies under
study are strongly oriented towards building a corporate brand based on the link with
the territory [12,15,20]. In pursuit of this goal, almost all the breweries emphasise the
intangible aspects of the corporate brand, devoting particular attention to the description
of the company’s history and the definition of the brewery’s mission and vision and, more
generally, the description of the values that guide them. Territorial cues are also strongly
employed in the elements defining the tangible component of the corporate brand (visual
identity and the product). Companies build their corporate brand by sharing elements of
the culture and tradition of the territory in which they reside. The cultural, natural and
symbolic heritage of the territory is also used to define the visual component of the brand:
companies refer to distinctive features of the territory in which they are and use toponyms
or references to real or imaginary places to characterise the name of the enterprise and
the products. The result is in line with the existing literature [12,15,20] and reveals that
the analysed breweries also make strong use of neolocal strategies. This aspect is also
relevant if one considers that a much smaller but a high percentage of breweries include
references to the status of an agricultural brewery in the brand components. Omitting this
information means making the agricultural craft brewery potentially indistinguishable
from other types of microbreweries.

With regard to the status of an agricultural craft brewery, it is mainly emphasised
in the attributes that define the intangible components of the brand rather than in the
components defining the tangible ones. In this case, the inclusion of references to the status
of a brewery allows the company not only to identify its own reality and distinguish it
from other types of production (in order to comply with the law), but it characterises the
product in the market.

The land that craft breweries cultivate makes it possible to identify the farms and to
place them materially in a geographically defined space. However, even if this aspect is
very important, being “craft breweries” means also that these companies embody and share
the values, culture and history of the rural and farming world in which they are located.

The company–territory link is also strongly emphasised by including information
about the origin of raw materials. More than 70% of the breweries include information
about raw materials: this result becomes even more relevant in view of the fact that the
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analysis was limited to the use of cereals. Moreover, only information about 100% self-
produced cereals or 100% cereals from a national agricultural chain were collected. The
attributes defining the “local commodity production” describe the “regrounded” process
of the production processes, becoming an expression both of the territorial dimension of
the breweries and of the sustainability one.

Finally, the study reveals that less than 30% of the companies analysed provide
information on the introduction of green practices or on the company’s corporate social
responsibility. The results of the study show that the companies emphasise the origin of
raw materials rather than the introduction of a greener production process and the social
component of sustainability.

The cluster analysis (carried out on four of the six selected variables) identified six
different types of strategies implemented by the production companies: (1) place and
raw materials origin, (2) status of agricultural breweries and product characteristics, (3)
100% agricultural breweries, (4) status of agricultural brewery culture and identity, (5)
sustainable breweries, (6) values, culture and products.

Cluster (1)—place and raw materials origin—is characterised by the emphasis given
to the origin of raw materials. In Cluster (2)—status of agricultural breweries and product
characteristics—the status of agricultural brewery is emphasised in the attributes defining
both the tangible and intangible components of the corporate brand; in addition, the cluster
is characterised by the emphasis given to the origin of raw materials. Cluster (3)—100%
agricultural breweries—is characterised by the focus given to the status of an agricultural
brewery. In Cluster (4)—status of agricultural brewery, culture and identity—all the
companies declare the status of an agricultural brewery in the elements that define both the
intangible and tangible components of the corporate brand. The cluster differs from Cluster
(3) because information concerning raw materials is missing. Cluster (5)—sustainable
breweries—clearly shows the attempt of companies to base their branding strategies
on the concept of sustainability. Finally, Cluster (6)—values, culture and products—is
characterised by the emphasis given both to the intangible component of the corporate
brand and the origin of raw materials.

It is interesting to highlight that three clusters (Cluster 2, Cluster 3, Cluster 4) are
represented by companies declaring the status of an agricultural brewery and differ in the
presence or absence of references to the origin of raw materials and the implementation
of green practices. The other three clusters (Cluster 1, Cluster 5 and Cluster 6) are more
difficult to describe. The main differences concern the presence or absence of references to
the status of an agricultural brewery in the attributes defining the tangible and intangible
components of the brand. Furthermore, the origin of raw materials is widely emphasised
in all three clusters, whereas two of the three clusters omit information on sustainability.

5. Conclusions, Main Limitations, Future Research Opportunities

The research provides a contribution to the emerging literature on branding strategies
implemented by craft breweries. In particular, the work deals with the concept of sustain-
ability, thus contributing to filling a gap in the literature. In addition, the study focuses
on the status of the agricultural brewery, not only as a further element of differentiation
from competitors but also as a type of brewery in which the farm–territory link takes on a
real dimension.

The results of the survey showed the presence of different strategies implemented by
the breweries: most of them carry out branding strategies based mainly on the emphasis
on the sense of place and the status of agricultural breweries in the elements defining
both the tangible and intangible components of a corporate brand. The aspects related to
sustainability are considered of lesser importance. As a fact, companies tend to strongly
emphasise aspects relating to the origin of raw materials while neglecting those relating to
the environment and social dimension of sustainability.

Although the results cannot be generalised, they lay the foundations for future research
on the subject. Moreover, the study provides useful insights for the production world:
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leveraging the concepts of sustainability represents a strategy that allows companies to
reach and retain consumer niches, potentially expanding the market not only to those who
support Neolocalism but also to the niche of Lohas consumers [9]. It might be interesting to
approach the issue from a financial perspective to verify to what extent the construction of
a brand identity based on the concept of Neolocalism and sustainability creates economic
value for the company. Evaluating the role played by different stakeholders in the brand
co-creation process [80] could be a further research topic. In addition, it is also important
to complement studies on producers with studies on consumers, using brand equity-based
models to analyse how sustainability influences consumer preference when purchasing
products [81] and their attitudes towards the brand.

The paper is part of the extensive scientific literature dealing with the analysis of
corporate websites for marketing and strategic management purposes. The importance
of the internet as a market channel and of websites as a corporate communication tool is
widely acknowledged. However, as this is a qualitative analysis carried out in a virtual
environment, the research conducted here presents limitations which it is important to
point out: (i) the medium analysed; (ii) the nature of the data obtained; (iii) the subjectivity
and ambiguity that in some cases may characterise the information acquired from websites.
Moreover, another limitation concerns the framework and the coding system employed.

The framework adopted for the collection of relevant information for the study was
developed from three dimensions that define the concept of Neolocalism—space identity,
local commodity production and sustainability.

In order to adequately answer the research questions, the research focused mainly on
two of the three concepts identified: local commodity production and sustainability. The
“place identity” dimension was analysed mainly in relation to the type of microbrewery
investigated, i.e., the agricultural craft brewery. Moreover, the use of binary variables
and the reclassification of the data (necessary to classify and characterise the strategies
implemented by the breweries investigated) led to further simplifications. The research
does not pretend to be exhaustive. The implementation of the study to other types of
microbreweries might be an important step to take in the near future, as it could allow
comparisons between them and highlight possible differences. To this end, the framework
can be extended by identifying further attributes that define the concept of Neolocalism
and sustainability.
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Appendix A

Neolocalism Dimension Code Attribute

1. Place identity Intangible
(agricultural brewery)

Vision, mission, about us—Does the brewery declare the
status of agricultural brewery?

2. Place identity Tangible
(agricultural brewery)

Name—Is there any reference e to the status of
agricultural brewery in the company name?

3. Place identity Tangible
(agricultural brewery)

Logo—Is there any reference to the status of agricultural
brewery in the company logo?

4. Place identity Tangible
(agricultural brewery)

Product—Does the name of the products refer to
agricultural beer?

5. Place identity Tangible
(agricultural brewery)

Product—Is there any reference to the status of
“agricultural beer” in the product label?
Is there any reference to agricultural beer in the product
label?

6. Place identity Tangible
(agricultural brewery)

Product- Is there any reference to the status of
agricultural brewery in the product description?

7. Place identity Intangible
(sense of place)

Vision, mission, about us—Does the brewery include
any geographical reference relating to existing or
imaginary places?
Does the brewery refer to animals or characters from
history or local folklore in its narratives or symbology?
Does the brewery claim to belong to the independent
brewing sector?

8. Place identity Tangible
(sense of place)

Name—Is there any geographical reference relating to
existing or imaginary places in the company name?
Is there any reference to animals or characters from
history or local folklore in the company name?
Is there any reference to the independent brewing sector
in the company name?

9. Place identity Tangible
(sense of place)

Logo—Is there any geographical reference relating to
existing or imaginary places in the company logo? Is
there any reference to animals or characters from history
or local folklore in the company logo?
Is there any reference regarding membership of the
independent brewing sector in the company logo?

10. Place identity Tangible
(sense of place)

Product—Is there any geographical reference relating to
existing or imaginary places in the product name?
Is there any reference to animals or characters from
history or local folklore in the product name?
Is there any reference to the independent brewing sector
in the product name?

11. Place identity Tangible

Product—Is there any geographical reference relating to
existing or imaginary places in the product label?
Is there any reference to animals or characters from
history or local folklore in the product label?
Is there any reference to the independent brewing sector
in the product label?

12. Place identity Tangible
(sense of place)

Product—Is there any geographical reference relating to
existing or imaginary places in the product description?
Is there any reference to animals or characters from
history or local folklore in the product description?
Is there any reference to the independent brewing sector
in the product description?

13. Local commodity production Local commodity production Are the cereals 100% self—produced?
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Neolocalism Dimension Code Attribute

14. Local commodity production Local commodity production Are the cereals 100% locally sourced?

15. Local commodity production Local commodity production Are the cereals 100% of regional origin?

16. Local commodity production Local commodity production Are the cereals 100% of national origin?

17. Sustainability Environmental dimension Does the company implement any water sustainability
use program?

18. Sustainability Environmental dimension Does the company implement programmes to use
energy from renewable sources?

19. Sustainability Environmental dimension Does the company implement any waste reduction
program?

20. Sustainability Environmental dimension Does the company use raw materials from organic
farming?

21. Sustainability Environmental dimension Does the company produce organic beer?

22. Sustainability Social dimension Does the brewery support local non-profit
organisations?

23. Sustainability Social dimension Does the brewery create economic relations with other
local producers?

24. Sustainability Social dimension Does the brewery create non-economic relations with
other local producers?
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