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Abstract: 

This entry explicates the concept of corporate heritage and provides an overview of its main 

characteristics and purposes as it relates to an important corporate marketing and corporate 

communication phenomenon. It is informed by the latest conceptual thinking and empirical insights 

on the area. Corporate heritage refers to all the traits and aspects of an organisation that link its 

past, present, and future in a meaningful and relevant way. It refers to some aspect of an 

organisation’s past that is still deemed by current internal and external stakeholders to be relevant 

and meaningful for contemporary concerns and purposes but is concurrently perceived by them as 

worth to be maintained and nurtured for future generations. It is the selectively appropriated, 

(re)interpreted, augmented and valorised past that manifests as corporate heritage in the present.   
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Definition 
Corporate heritage is defined as all the traits and aspects of an organisation that link its past, 

present, and future in a meaningful and relevant way. It refers to some aspect of an organisation’s 

past that is still deemed by current internal and/or external stakeholders to be relevant and 

meaningful for contemporary concerns and purposes but is concurrently perceived by them as 

worth to be maintained and nurtured for future generations. It is the selectively appropriated, 

(re)interpreted, augmented and valorised past that manifests as corporate heritage in the present.  

It is “all that is (still) relevant” in the light of contemporary and envisioned future concerns and 

purposes. (Burghausen and Balmer 2014a; Balmer and Burghausen, 2019; Burghausen, 2023).      

Corporate heritage is thus constituted by meaningful and relevant organisational traits (actual, 

ascribed and/or perceived) that are valued by and valuable for internal and external stakeholders in 

the present, not only because of a retrospective link with the past but concurrently due to a 

prospective link to an envisioned future (Burghausen and Balmer, 2014a). Hence, corporate heritage 

is not merely about an actual or perceived inheritance from the past (cf. Pecot and de Barnier, 2017) 

but always also about a substantive or symbolic bequest to the future (Balmer, 2013; Burghausen, 

2013), transforming some aspect of the past in the present and for the future into heritage and not 

mere history (Urde at al., 2007), for example.  

Hence, certain organisations exhibit and are characterised by particular temporal, historic, and/or 

mnemonic traits (e.g., manifesting a specific relation between past, present and future) that qualify 

as a kind of ‘institutional heritage’ akin to cultural heritage (Balmer et al., 2006). In simplified terms 

it refers to ‘the heritage of an organisation’ that is distinct from the organisation’s past or history per 

se (Urde et al., 2007). Some organisations successfully leverage this ‘institutional heritage’ for 

corporate marketing and communication purposes as corporate heritage, for example: corporate 

heritage branding (Balmer, 2011), corporate heritage identity management (Burghausen and 

Balmer, 2014b) or corporate heritage communication (Bühler and Dürig, 2008).  

 

Corporate heritage was formally introduced as a distinct concept and area of inquiry in 2006 (Balmer 

et al., 2006, Urde et al., 2007). Since then, a growing body of conceptual work and empirical 

research (see Balmer, 2017) has elaborated the concept of corporate heritage further, establishing it 

as an important corporate marketing and communication issue and area of interest (Balmer, 2013). 

This concern is different from an interest in the history of marketing as a discipline and practice or 

the use of the historical method in marketing (Balmer and Burghausen, 2019; cf. Jones and 

Tadajewski, 2016). It is about the appropriation, utilisation, and symbolic relevance of the past in the 

present and for the future by organisations and/or their stakeholders.   

 

Corporate heritage has been conceptually differentiated from other past-related foundational 

concepts such as, for example, corporate history, corporate memory, corporate tradition, corporate 

nostalgia or the past per se (Burghausen and Balmer, 2014a; Balmer and Burghausen, 2019).  

Corporate heritage must be differentiated from brand heritage. Brand heritage is a related and 

adjacent concept but different from corporate heritage, nonetheless (it is not the focus of this entry, 

though). While the former usually refers to the heritage of a brand vis-à-vis consumers and 

consumption of products and services more narrowly, the latter, as suggested above, is concerned 

with the heritage of organisations vis-à-vis stakeholders more broadly. There is a parallel research 

stream interested in brand heritage and its antecedents and consequences for marketing and 

consumption (see Pecot, 2022). Both research fields, corporate heritage and brand heritage, have 

contributed to the growing interest in heritage as an organisational, communication and marketing 
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phenomenon and there is often some degree of conceptual and empirical overlap and interaction 

(Santos et al. 2016; Pecot, 2022), if not confusion and ambiguity. Due to their nascent and still niche 

status, authors often inadvertently conflate corporate and brand heritage in their conceptual and/or 

empirical works drawing on both streams indiscriminately. Yet, there is scope and potential for 

mutual cross-fertilisation in scholarly and practical terms (Pecot, 2022).      

 

Albeit again conceptually related, corporate heritage is also to be distinguished from tangible and 

intangible cultural heritage as defined by UNESCO, for example (see Ahmad, 2006). The latter refers 

to material and immaterial heritages of communities, ethnic and societal groups, nations and 

humanity at large that constitute – are ascribed and perceived as – a collective inheritance and 

common bequest worth to be protected in the present and preserved for the future because it has 

(is imbued with or seen to possess) value for said communities, groups and so on in the present from 

a historical, artistic, anthropological, socio-cultural, political or scientific point of view (Mazzocchi, 

2022). In that sense, the corporate heritage of a commercial organisation (e.g., industrial 

manufacturer or food producer) can be part of a communal heritage too (e.g., industrial or food 

heritage of a city or region), for example. Thus, it is part of cultural heritage while cultural heritage 

may also influence the symbolic relevance and instrumental import of corporate heritage (e.g., the 

use of food origin labels for marketing purposes; the general popularity of “heritage” and 

identification with heritage organisations as markers of identity). Cultural heritage (e.g., craft or 

design heritage of a cultural or ethnic group) may even be appropriated by organisations as a 

corporate heritage (e.g., fashion brands, Traditional Chinese Medicine) (Balmer and Chen, 2015; 

Schroder et al., 2015).  

 

Key findings 
Corporate heritage scholarship specifically originated with the work of John Balmer, Stephen Greyser 

and Mats Urde, whose joint work introduced the concept of corporate heritage (and corporate 

heritage brands) in two articles (Balmer et al., 2006; Urde et al., 2007). While the term ‘heritage’ had 

been loosely and often ambiguously used in the marketing and communication literature before (see 

Burghausen, 2013; Balmer and Burghausen, 2015 for an exposition), these two articles stablished 

the concept of corporate heritage (and its application for corporate marketing and communication 

purposes) as a sui generis phenomenon and distinct concept, worthy of further theoretical 

deliberations and empirical inquiry.  

Balmer and colleagues made the important distinction between corporate brands with a heritage 

and corporate heritage brands proper (Urde et al., 2007). The latter is a corporate brand for which 

the corporate heritage is an integral part of the corporate brand identity and positioning. 

Consequently, Urde et al. (2007) introduced a managerial framework - the ‘corporate heritage 

quotient’ - capturing key instrumental qualifying dimensions of a corporate heritage brand’s identity 

(i.e., track record, longevity, core values, use of symbols and importance of history). This initial 

framework helped them and other early corporate heritage scholars to identify and differentiate 

corporate heritage brands more precisely. This framework has been the starting point for many, if 

not most conceptual and empirical investigations re corporate heritage (brands) since.  

They also argued that corporate heritage potentially affords these organisations a competitive 

advantage if used, managed, and maintained as a strategic resource and asset underpinning their 

corporate brand identity and positioning (Urde et al. 2007). The instrumental utilisation of corporate 

heritage is contingent and requires strategic deliberation, ongoing diligence, and dedicated 
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managerial stewardship of the corporate heritage and the corporate heritage brand (Balmer et al. 

2006; Urde et al. 2007).  

The notion of corporate heritage stewardship has been empirically substantiated and developed into 

a coherent framework of managerial dispositions and activities (see Burghausen, 2013; Burghausen 

and Balmer, 2014b; Burghausen and Balmer, 2015). According to Burghausen (2013) successful 

corporate heritage stewardship is predicated on (1) a specific managerial mindset and dispositions 

toward an organisation as a corporate heritage brand/identity (i.e. positionality, custodianship and 

heritage awareness), (2) the enactment and implementation of the corporate heritage (i.e. 

narrating, visualising, performing and embodying) for corporate marketing and communication 

purposes, as well as (3) the relational and symbolic ‘anchoring’ of the corporate heritage vis-à-vis 

multiple stakeholders and societal domains (i.e. temporal, spatial and socio-cultural anchoring).    

Of course, this interest in corporate heritage is not an isolated development. For example, marketing 

and communication scholars have shown a continued intertest in nostalgia (Holbrook et al., 2003; 

Muehling and Sprott, 2004), retro-brands (Brown at al., 2003), history marketing (Schug, 2003), 

heritage communication (Bühler and Dürig, 2008) and other forms of marketing, consumption and 

communication with stakeholders for which temporal relations between past, present and future 

are relevant. Noteworthy in this respect is the research on the effects of brand heritage for product 

and service branding vis-à-vis consumers (Orth et al., 2019; Pecot et al., 2019). 

Similarly, various research streams of management and organisation research have been stablished 

addressing organisational temporal relations and their effects. For example, various managerial ‘uses 

of the past’ (Brunninge, 2009) as well as the organisational and strategic import of history (Suddaby 

et al., 2019), memory (Anteby and Molnar, 2012), and temporality (Dawson and Sykes, 2016) in 

instrumental, conceptual and methodological terms (Maclean et al., 2020) are studied.  

This indicates a more fundamental shift within marketing and communication scholarship as well as 

business and management studies. There is a new, or better renewed interest in temporality 

(Dawson and Sykes, 2016), the past (Balmer and Burghausen, 2019), and history (Maclean et al., 

2020). This is akin to a ‘historic turn’ (Clark and Rowlinson, 2004), similar to developments in the 

social sciences and humanities in general (Tamm and Olivier, 2019). Fundamental changes in the 

temporal relations between past, present and future have been observed within current societies 

(Hartog, 2015). Likewise, there is sustained scholarly interest and a general popularity of heritage 

and memory as socio-cultural phenomena (Lowenthal, 1998; Erll, 2010). The research on corporate 

heritage can be seen as a contribution to these debates and a manifestation of the wider trends and 

shifts too. 

Broadly, the scholarly field of corporate heritage is concerned with certain organisational, marketing 

and communication phenomena – such as corporate heritage (Balmer et al., 2006), corporate 

heritage brands (Urde et al., 2007), corporate heritage identities (Burghausen, 2013), or corporate 

heritage communication (Balmer, 2013) – that are characterised, inter alia, by a specific temporal 

relation between past, present and future: omni-temporality (Balmer, 2013).  

Omni-temporality refers to the conflation of the temporal strata of past, present and future 

constituting a new temporal form that is qualitatively different from each stratum separately 

(Burghausen, 2022; 2023). The omni-temporality of corporate heritage manifests as the perceived 

‘timelessness’ (Urde et al., 2007) or ‘relative invariance’ (Balmer, 2011, 2013) of corporate heritage 

brands or identities, for example. It is based on an actual or perceived intergenerational continuity 

(Balmer, 2013). This is despite substantive or symbolic changes over time (Balmer, 2011, 2013; also 
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see Brunninge and Hartmann, 2019). In that sense, corporate heritage is paradoxical as corporate 

heritage brands appears to stay the same while nonetheless changing over time (Balmer, 2011, 

2013; Cooper et al., 2021). This quality sets corporate heritage apart from other temporal modes 

such as corporate history, memory, nostalgia, tradition, etc. (Burghausen and Balmer, 2014a; Balmer 

and Burghausen, 2019).    

 

While every organisation has a past, not for every organisation said past is valorised into a corporate 

heritage. Likewise, not every organisation with a corporate heritage needs to be a corporate 

heritage brand (Urde et al., 2007) or ought to highlight its corporate heritage through corporate 

heritage communication (Balmer, 2013). Corporate heritage just provides a strategic opportunity for 

such organisations to utilise it, dependent on their particular socio-economic (e.g., market, sector, 

industry) and socio-cultural context in the present. What constitutes corporate heritage and its 

relevance for stakeholders in the present is always negotiated between the organisation and its 

stakeholders (Balmer and Burghausen, 2019). 

 

In addition to omni-temporality as a defining quality of corporate heritage (Balmer, 2013), further 

conceptual (Balmer, 2011, 2013) and empirical work (Burghausen and Balmer, 2014b; Balmer and 

Chen, 2017; Lee and Davies, 2021; Spielmann et al., 2021; Cooper at al., 2021) have established 

related conceptual traits. Amongst those, the following defining generic characteristics are 

noteworthy here (see Burghausen, 2023): 

 

• Intergenerational continuity: The substantive and/or symbolic exchange across generations 
of (internal and external) stakeholders providing a link between past, present and future of 
an organisation, product or service (Balmer 2013). 

• Relative invariance/trait constancy: The apparent temporal constancy of traits and 
characteristics despite substantive and/or symbolic change over time (Balmer 2011, 2013).  

 

These complementary traits qualify the notion of omni-temporality and distinguish corporate 

heritage further (for an explication see Balmer, 2017; see Burghausen, 2023). The appeal and 

relevance of corporate heritage for marketing and communication rests on the interplay between its 

perceived or ascribed authenticity due to these characteristics (Hudson and Balmer, 2013; Rindell 

and Santos, 2021).  

 

Mutual trust and affinity of stakeholders with the organisation across generations are co-

constitutive too (Balmer, 2011). Thus, the status of the corporate heritage organisation (or brand) 

itself and its wider socio-cultural import and appeal for stakeholders are requirements for the 

mutual and reciprocal authenticity, trust and affinity between the organisation and its stakeholders 

(Balmer, 2011, Burghausen, 2013). Organisations exhibiting such traits sometimes have relevance as 

cultural markers of identity beyond the organisation itself, such as for communities, places or 

cultural groupings (Balmer, 2011, 2013; Balmer and Chen, 2017).  

 

The corporate heritage literature has identified a number of constitutive processes that underpin 

this relevance and import of corporate heritage for organisations and their stakeholders 

(Burghausen, 2022). Consequently, the above generic conceptual traits are based on and are derived 

from five interdependent and ongoing transformations of the past into corporate heritage 

(Burghausen, 2023; also see Balmer, 2017; Balmer and Burghausen, 2019). These transformations 

are interdependent processes which implies that the ongoing translation of some aspect of the past 

into heritage is co-dependent on an all five processes. From the extant literature the following 

generic processes of transformation can be synthesised (Burghausen, 2022):  
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• Valorising the past in the present and for the future: This is the selective investment of the past 
as heritage vis-à-vis an organisation and/or its brand with value in the present and 
concurrently(!) with an assumed value for the future by and for stakeholders (Urde et al., 2007; 
Burghausen and Balmer 2014a). 

• (Re)interpreting the past in the present and for the future: This is the imbuing with symbolic 
relevance of a selected past as heritage vis-à-vis an organisation and/or its brand that is 
temporally extended beyond the past itself. It is being given a new or expanded meaning by and 
for stakeholders in the present and for the future, which is different from the meaning of the 
past per se (Balmer 2011; Burghausen and Balmer 2014a; Brunninge and Hartmann, 2019). 

• Appropriating the past in the present and for the future: This is the active acceptance and 
adoption (i.e., ‘taking ownership’) of a selected past as heritage vis-à-vis an organisation and/or 
its brand by managers, consumers and/or other stakeholders. It becomes to them 
concurrently(!) ‘our inheritance’ in the present and ‘our bequest’ made to the future, which 
affords opportunities and responsibilities but may also be a constraint, burden as well as a 
source for contestation and resistance (Balmer 2013; Burghausen and Balmer 2014b; Brunninge 
and Hartmann, 2019). 
 

• Augmenting the past in the present and for the future: This is the ascription of socially and 
culturally relevant identity roles and affiliations of the organisation and/or its brand qua heritage 
by and for stakeholders, which goes beyond the organisation and/or corporate brand itself. It is 
predicated on a substantive and/or symbolic (direct or vicarious) link between the past, present 
and future of the organisation and/or its brand vis-à-vis a wider socio-cultural context (Balmer 
2013; Balmer and Chen, 2017). 

• Manifesting the past in the present and for the future: This is the substantive actualisation and 
affective experience of the past as heritage vis-à-vis an organisation and/or its brand through 
meaningful cultural artefacts and social practices by and for stakeholders (Hudson, 2011; Santos 
et al. 2016; Burghausen, 2023).   

 

Since 2006, the field of corporate (brand) heritage has blossomed in conceptual and empirical terms. 
Subsequent research and publications have considerably substantiated, broadened and advanced 
the area (see Balmer and Burghausen 2015a; Balmer 2017 for overviews). This is evidenced by the 
work on a variety of topics and phenomena, for example:  
 

• corporate heritage identities and their management (Burghausen and Balmer, 2014b; 
Spielmann et al., 2021) 

• corporate heritage stewardship as a managerial mindset and practice (Burghausen and 
Balmer, 2015; Moussa and de Barnier, 2020)  

• organisational heritage and organisational heritage identification with a focus on internal 
stakeholders (Balmer and Burghausen, 2015b; Andersen, 2020) 

• corporate image heritage with a focus on consumers’ temporal perceptions (Rindell, 2013; 
Rindell, 2017) 

• consumer behaviour and corporate heritage branding in general (Balmer and Chen, 2017; 
Rindell and Santos, 2021) 

• corporate heritage brand/branding orientation as a strategic imperative (Balmer, 2013; 
Santos et al., 2016) 

• invented corporate heritage and the veracity and ambiguity of corporate heritage claims 
(Brunninge and Hartmann, 2019)  

• the negative side of corporate heritage and its uses (Balmer and Burghausen, 2019; 
Sørensen et al., 2021)  
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• corporate heritage and family businesses (Blombäck and Brunninge, 2013; Brunninge, 2017) 

• corporate heritage and CSR (Blombäck and Scandelius, 2013; Bargenda, 2021a) 

• corporate heritage and strategic brand revival/rejuvenation (Hudson, 2011; Santos et al., 
2016) 

• corporate heritage and business innovation (Sammour et al., 2020) 

• corporate heritage and luxury brands (Cooper et al., 2015; Cooper et al., 2021) 

• corporate heritage and corporate reputation (Wiedmann et al., 2013) 

• corporate heritage and place branding and tourism (Balmer and Chen, 2016; Wilson, 2017) 

• corporate heritage brands and identities as cultural identity markers (Burghausen, 2013; 
Balmer and Chen, 2016, 2017) 

• corporate heritage (brand) co-creation and the active role and temporal agency of multiple 
stakeholders (Burghausen, 2022b) 

• the relevance of corporate heritage for non-commercial organisations (Urde and Greyser, 
2015; Lee and Davies, 2021) 

• material and aesthetic manifestations of corporate heritage (Bargenda, 2021b; Burghausen, 
2023).  
 

Outlook 
This growing stream of conceptual and empirical research has successfully employed the concept of 
corporate heritage as a theoretical lens and shown its descriptive and explanatory efficacy in relation 
to corporate heritage marketing and communication in varied contexts and applications. The 
established body of literature suggests several directions for future research. 
 
Most notable is the introduction of organisational heritage (Balmer and Burghausen, 2015b) as a 
concomitant concept to corporate heritage, adopting a dedicated social identity perspective. This 
concept has the potential to function as a conceptual bridge between marketing and corporate 
communication scholarship on corporate heritage and management and organisation research more 
generally. Such a cross-fertilisation between scholarly fields and a conceptual integration of 
corporate heritage is long overdue. It may inform future research on the temporality of identity, 
identification and cultural temporal dynamics within organisations; for example, the link between 
collective memories and identities in organisations and corporate heritage claims (also see Balmer 
and Chen, 2015; Andersen, 2020; Lee and Davies, 2021).  
 
This nascent perspective is also linked to questions of corporate heritage branding orientation within 
organisations and its strategic effects, relevance and limits (see Balmer, 2013; Santos et al., 2016). It 
is also related to corporate heritage and managerial stewardship more broadly (Burghausen, 2013; 
Burghausen and Balmer, 2015; Moussa and de Barnier, 2020). The notion of stewardship raises not 
only instrumental questions of how to best manage corporate heritage or govern heritage 
organisations, but ethical and moral questions re managerial and organisational responsibilities 
towards past, present and future generations of stakeholders and how to address them (Janssen, 
2013; Balmer and Burghausen, 2019).  
 
Likewise, the notion of invented corporate heritage raises questions of veracity, acceptance and 
contestation of corporate heritage per se (see Brunninge and Hartmann, 2019), because it is often 
socially relevant and culturally meaningful for stakeholders beyond the focal organisation (Balmer 
and Chen, 2016, 2017). Thus, future research ought to assess and evaluate the situational and 
contextual conditions and limits of corporate heritage appropriation for marketing and 
communication purposes. The same goes for potentially negative implications of corporate heritage 

(Sørensen, 2021) for stakeholders, the organisation itself as well as society at large.  
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The notion of corporate image heritage (see Rindell, 2017) has opened the debate on active 
consumers and stakeholders beyond a narrow managerial and instrumental perspective on 
corporate heritage. This and the aforementioned questions indicate to corporate heritage (brand) 
co-creation as an important area for future research. Thus, stakeholders’ temporal agency and their 
active role in the valorisation, (re)interpretation, appropriation, augmentation and manifestation of 
corporate heritage is emerging as a relevant scholarly concern and practical issue too (Burghausen, 
2022).  
 
Concurrently, there is the need for a more robust operationalisation of corporate heritage, its 
antecedents and consequences, and relevant measurement scales for quantitative research with a 
focus on stakeholder perceptions, interpretations, and behaviours similar to those being developed 
and empirically tested for brand heritage vis-à-vis consumers (see Pecot, 2022). 
 
Finally, the notion of corporate heritage aesthetics, the material and ideational manifestations of 
corporate heritage more broadly, represents an emergent debate vis-à-vis the multi-modal and 
multi-sensory nature and implementation of corporate heritage brands and identities as well as 
issues such as authenticity and the affective relevance of corporate heritage for stakeholders 
(Bargenda, 2021b; Burghausen, 2023).   
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