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Cultural approach to understanding the long-term survival of firms —
Japanese Shinise firms in the sake brewing industry

Innan Sasaki* and Hidekazu Sone

“Department of Marketing and International Business, Turku School of Economics, University of
Turku, Finland; "Faculty of Cultural Policy and Management, Shizuoka University of Art and
Culture, Shizuoka, Japan

The study aims to gain understanding on how firms can achieve longevity by studying
the historical acculturation between organisational and local cultures of Japanese
Shinise firms. We conducted multiple-case studies on five firms with more than 100
years of history in the sake brewing industry in Kyoto. Our findings suggest that the
essence of both Shinise firms’ corporate culture and local culture have remained
unchanged over the existence of these firms. However, the strength and role of the
respective cultures in relation to each other have changed substantially in different
historical periods. Since the establishment of Shinise firms, acculturation has taken the
path of assimilation, reverse of dominion, enhancing the value of the local culture, and
reciprocal integration. The longevity of Shinise businesses has been enabled by the
combination of continuity in their essential rationale and changing cultural interaction
with the enhanced local environment.

Keywords: acculturation; family business; local culture; longevity; organisational
culture; Shinise firms; survival

Introduction

The research on organisational mortality dates back to Epstein’s (1927) article, published
in the Harvard Business Review: The Rise and Fall of Firms in the Automobile Industry."
Since then, economists have argued that firms’ longevity depends on entrepreneurs’
efficiency in managing production and organisational design,” while sociologists have
typically argued that institutional, cognitive and socio-political legitimacy explain the
survival of firms. Both perspectives have been applied recently in the field of family
business.’

Among such earlier studies, Miller and Besser (2000) integrated external and internal
factors of firms’ survival by investigating the relationship between values of small family
and non-family firms’ top management and the values of the local community in which
they operated.* Apart from this piece of work, few studies have examined both internal and
external factors and their relationship with the longevity of firms.” As the introduction to
the special issue points out, there is a substantial gap in the knowledge on integrating
internal and external perspectives to business longevity. In line with previous studies on
firms’ longevity and in response to this, we offer a framework with which to conceptualise
longevity from the cultural perspective, focusing on the historical acculturation between
organisational and local cultures.

*Corresponding author. Email: innsas @utu.fi
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Albeit earlier research has advanced our knowledge on firms’ longevity, we believe
that sufficient room remains to increase such knowledge by empirically investigating long-
living firms in different regional and national contexts. There are companies in Japan
termed ‘Shinises’ that have achieved extremely long life cycles. Japan has in excess of
50,000 companies with life spans exceeding 100 years, among which more than 3000
companies have existed for longer than 200 years; 32 companies exceed 500 years of age
and seven have survived for more than 1000 years. Although fewer in number, long-lived
firms can also be found in the European contexts.” A Shinise firm has been variously
defined in Japanese.” Taking such definitions into account, we define business longevity as
a business organisation that has survived for more than a century while preserving its main
field of business and not selling ownership of the company to outsiders.® We term business
organisations that achieve these three aspects of continuity ‘Shinises’. By focusing on
Shinise firms, the aim of this study is to answer the research question, how and why can
Shinise firms achieve long-term survival despite environmental turbulence?

To orient the reader, next we present a brief analytical framework, followed by a
description of our method and, subsequently, introduce our data and findings. Finally, we
discuss how our study contributes to the organisational survival literature.

Analytical framework

This article focuses on understanding firms’ longevity from both internal and external
perspectives. With this question in mind and reviewing the organisational survival
and family business literature, we considered organisational culture to be an appropriate
theory to study the internal aspect of firms. When an organisation seeks to survive for a
long period of time, elements of ‘continuity’ are necessary. Institutional theory proposes
that formal elements of institutions can change overnight while informal institutions such
as socio-cultural norms and values and beliefs are much longer lasting. Similarly, in
organisations, it is assumed that valuable, rare and difficult to imitate organisational
cultures established by the founder are inherited and continued, rather than day-to-day
operational strategies.” The relevance of founders to developing entrepreneurial cultures
and how a founder’s values, goals and visions are transmitted and sustained in succeeding
generations have been studied to some extent in the family businesses.'® This
organisational culture is considered to influence how members perceive and interact with
each other and with the external environment."'

Despite the variation in definitions of organisational culture, it is acknowledged by
many scholars to comprise shared beliefs, norms, values and behaviours held collectively
by people in an organisation. 12

However, the link between internal elements of continuity and environmental
influences has rarely been studied. The significance of the local community has been
widely recognised in various disciplines such as economic geography, the innovation
literature, international business and organisational survival.'? For example, within the
organisational survival literature, it has been found that older and larger firms are closer to
the technological frontier, which enables them to survive for longer, and that hazard rates
increase in highly innovative environments.'* According to a study by Motoya (2004), an
interesting characteristic of Shinise firms is that they tend to be concentrated in particular
local regions; her study reveals that Shinise firms have maintained trust-based
relationships with their suppliers and customers by staying in the same local community
since their establishment.'
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Synthesising the earlier definitions and borrowing concepts from organisational
culture, we define local culture in our study as: a set of underlying assumptions, beliefs,
values, norms, artefacts and behaviours of people that are uniquely shared within a group
of firms and institutions in a naturally and historically bounded sub-national space."®

Berry’s concept of acculturation strategies theory'” is one of the few frameworks that
conceptualise various ways that groups and individuals seek to acculturate. It is widely
employed not only in the field of psychology but also in such domains as management
studies. The theory conceptualises the interaction between ethno-cultural minority groups
and society at large to examine the effect of cultural change. Acculturation is one aspect of
the broader concept of cultural change that generates change in either or both groups at
different levels. Two factors categorise such interactions: maintenance of the minority
group’s traditional identity and culture and the extent of interaction between the two
groups. In our terms, the minority group’s culture is interpreted as the organisational
culture of Shinise firms, and the culture of society at large can be interpreted as the local
culture. Although much of the work on acculturation has been studied from the minority
group’s perspective, subsequent studies have argued that acculturation is an interactive
process between the minority and majority groups.'® The theory of acculturation has been
gaining wide acceptance and the acculturation patterns have been studied in varying
contexts, while the process of acculturation has been rarely studied.'® The present study
fills a gap in this stream of research by focusing on the historical process of how such
acculturation has been achieved between the organisational culture of Shinise firms and
the local culture.

Research site and method
Context: the Japanese sake brewing industry

We chose the city of Kyoto in Japan for the research site as, according to the Teikoku Data
Bank (2009), Kyoto is the city with the highest proportion of Shinise firms in Japan. The city
of Kyoto was founded in AD 794 and flourished as the capital of Japan for approximately
1000 years.?® Kyoto was the birthplace of the quintessential Japanese culture and traditions
found throughout the country today. Even after capital status was transferred to Tokyo
during the Meiji Restoration in 1868, Kyoto maintained its position as Japan’s cultural
capital. Kyoto’s rich and colourful history, combined with its geographic and climatic
conditions, have created a unique culture in which many Shinise firms exist.?'

Within Kyoto, depending on the industry, Shinises tend to be concentrated in
particular areas. Among such industries, sake brewing has the longest history. Thus, we
further refined our research site to Fushimi, which is famous for its industrial clustering of
sake brewing firms. Fushimi is situated in the southern region of Kyoto. Until 1931, it was
a separate city from Kyoto. Fushimi changed dramatically in the late sixteenth century
when Toyotomi Hideyoshi built Fushimi castle and upgraded the city. Since then, it has
been an important strategic economic hub in western Japan. The ideal western Japanese
climate and unique quality of spring water in the Fushimi area have been major
contributory factors in brewing high quality sake. Fushimi became the location for Japan’s
oldest and most reputable sake brewing firms.

Research approach

We adopted a history-sensitive, qualitative approach to understand the major events in
each case firm’s history and their linkages to the firms’ internal evolution and the evolution
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of the local culture as a whole.?” As we aim to describe and explain the temporal sequence
of events in a retrospective manner and also to interpret such historical events and attain a
theoretical contribution, the case study method that involves tracking processes in their
natural contexts appeared appropriate.”> We employed a multiple-case research design
that enables replication logic.

We began our data collection by seeking information that described the social and
economic history of Kyoto and the sake brewing industry. We then contacted the Fushimi
Sake Brewers Union that currently comprises 23 sake brewing firms,” from which we
chose firms that have existed for more than 100 years. As a result, we sourced five case
firms that were willing to cooperate with our research. Studying these firms ensured a good
representation from Fushimi’s sake brewing cluster and offered a firmer grounding for
theory.?®

Table 1 shows the key characteristics of each case firm and the nature and amount of
data collected from each company. As is typical in historical research and case studies, we
collected rich archival materials and conducted multiple in-depth interviews,
complemented with the researcher’s observational field notes.?’

Data were collected between October 2012 and July 2013. To gain a holistic
understanding on the longevity of the case firms from the local cultural perspective, we
also collected data from representatives of Kyoto’s local institutions, which comprised
conducting eight expert interviews and obtaining archival materials.

Findings
Based on our historical study on Kyoto’s sake brewing industry and analysis of each case

firm’s development, we are able to identify four phases in the evolution of Kyoto’s sake
brewing firms.*® Appendix 1 summarises each case firm’s objective history in detail.

Phase 1: Founding of the firms until the Toba-Fushimi War (1868)

The first phase of the case firms’ evolution is drawn from their establishment prior to the
Toba-Fushimi War in 1868. The founding contexts of the five firms are distinct. Among the
three oldest companies, Gekkeikan and Yamamoto-Honke began by only brewing sake,
while Masuda Tukubee Shoten originally also operated a rice sales business. Each of the
three oldest companies was established in Fushimi by the first generation of owners.
However, Kinshi-Masamune, which has only ever brewed sake, was relocated to Fushimi 19
years after its establishment. This is similar to Saitou Sake Brewing that operated a Japanese
traditional clothing business until its eighth generation, after which it began to brew sake.
Common to all five case firms is that they finally gathered in Fushimi to produce sake.
100 years ago, there were 84 firms brewing sake in Kyoto; of these, 13 had relocated to
Fushimi. Except for two firms that still exist in Kyoto outside Fushimi, the rest of the firms
have become bankrupt. Hence, sake production declined in Kyoto while being revived in
Fushimi,?® which was the best location for brewing sake due to the good water quality and
because it was a significant river port via which products from Kyoto and Osaka were
transported to Tokyo. Even today, the top sake producers are concentrated in the Kansai
region (i.e. Kyoto, Fushimi and Nada) and hold 50% of Japan’s sake market share.*®

Description of acculturation in phase 1

Kyoto’s rich culture attracted many of the sake brewing firms to the Fushimi area.
In general, Kyoto’s citizens are proud to live in the old capital city where the Imperial
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Family lived until the beginning of the Meiji era (1868). Many Kyoto inhabitants
still regard the city as the capital of Japan and believe that, one day, the Imperial
Family will return to Kyoto. The Japanese Imperial Family is said to be the only
royal family in the world that has maintained its family lineage for more than 2600
years (i.e. since Emperor Jinmu in 660 BC). The Japanese and, especially, Kyoto’s
tendency to value longevity and continuity originates from the longevity of the
Imperial Family as the symbol of prosperity. When the sake brewing firms were
established, the Imperial Family and the nobility lived in Kyoto, which developed its
cultural sophistication. Due to the Imperial Family and the nobility residing in
Kyoto, the best craftsmen from all fields gathered to provide them with the best
products. These craftsmen developed more sophisticated production systems based on
division of labour.*!

Moreover, Kyoto is home to the head temples of most Buddhist sects in Japan. Hence,
historically, many people from all over Japan travelled to Kyoto to visit their head temple.
Because of this, Kyoto’s inhabitants often value tradition more than others, which has
created an unchanging market for traditional goods.™

Phase 1 was also the time when the founding fathers formed the corporate culture of
their respective firms. The original spoken philosophies that continue to be inherited by
successive CEOs have aspects common to all Shinise firms; for example, not making
unnecessary investments, guiding the CEOs to be patient and not only consider short-term
profits, perceiving the impacts of each era and focusing on the long-term future. Spoken
philosophies also concentrate on the spiritual role of the business, such as winning the
hearts of employees and the local people. The founders of Shinise firms were influenced by
cultural values exhibited by the Imperial Court, the nobility, craftsmanship and the
Buddhist temples.* As a result, the firms’ culture came to emphasise long-term survival
and product quality over making short-term profit and is manifested in the spiritual role of
the firms.

Phase 2: Overcoming the impact of Meiji-Isin (1868) until the beginning of the Second
World War, especially the Pacific War (1941)

Among the five case firms, four highlighted the crisis that occurred in Kyoto in 1868 due to
the Toba-Fushimi War, which occurred when pro-Imperial and Tokugawa shogunate
forces clashed near Fushimi. While Gekkeikan escaped the same fate, Yamamoto-Honke
and Masuda Tukubee Shoten had their buildings totally or almost burnt to the ground.
In addition to the war damage and reconstruction, many dramatic changes occurred in
Japan immediately after the revolution. Capital status was transferred from Kyoto to
Tokyo, the federal society was replaced with a modern democracy and Western culture
flowed into Japan with the opening of the country. Fushimi sake brewers had to cope with
such societal changes and increase their firms’ value. During this turbulent time, Saitou
Sake Brewing changed its business from Japanese traditional clothing to sake brewing;
overcoming difficulties, the firm established a position in the industry that has remained
unchanged. Other firms also took advantage of the changing times and society.
In particular, Gekkikan adopted modern business structures and began exporting sake in
1901. Employing new knowledge and technologies, Gekkeikan established a research
institute as early as 1909. Among the five case firms, two had the honour of supplying
Emperor Taisho with their products. Moreover, after the Great Kanto Earthquake in 1923,
two of the case firms actively aided the damaged area, which led to them gaining a large
market share in the Tokyo district.
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Description of acculturation in phase 2

During and after the Toba-Fushimi War, surviving firms cooperated with each other and
continued sake production. Together, the Fushimi sake brewers re-built burnt company
buildings and ordered raw materials from other parts of Japan. According to Gekkeikan’s
marketing manager, Fushimi’s sake production survived the impact of Meiji Ishin because
of such cooperative activities and became established and famed as Japan’s main region
for sake production.

Most critically, at this phase, the Imperial Court was transferred to Tokyo, to where a
number of nobles relocated. Thus, the cultural symbols were removed from Kyoto and its
cultural value declined. Nevertheless, sake brewers decided to remain in the Fushimi area.
As a result, human relationships between the remaining firms in the area became critically
valuable. The ninth generation CEO of Saitou Sake Brewing decided to change the
business from kimono clothing to sake brewing because he valued the location of the
business and the human relationships in the area above the effort required to learn a whole
new business. In a similar way, Gekkeikan have remained in Kyoto because each
successive CEO valued the relationship with the local community and did not consider
expansion of the business to be the primary goal. The CEO of Yamamoto-Honke states
that the city nurtures the companies and that a company which leaves cannot grow to
become strong.

During phase 2, Shinise firms that had grown financial and spiritual resources, for
example, by having the honour of supplying Emperor Taisho with their products, began to
take the lead in continuing Kyoto’s heritage and culture. For instance, Gekkeikan
established a research institute at the beginning of the Meiji era, since when the firm has
contributed to the development of bio-technology. Gekkeikan has raised the standard of
product quality in Kyoto’s sake brewing industry and helped Fushimi gain its nationwide
fame.

Phase 3: From the beginning of the Second World War, especially the Pacific War
(1941), until the oil shock and peak in domestic demand for Japanese sake (1975)

During the Second World War, sake production and sales were restricted to a few firms
due to wartime law. However, Kinshi-Masamune had the good fortune of providing sake
to the army. Many sake brewers faced a difficult time after the war as it was difficult to
attain rice, from which Japanese sake is made, when there was a shortage of rice to eat.
Nevertheless, Gekkeikan recommenced exporting sake to Hawaii in 1949.

After the war, the Japanese economy as a whole experienced a so-called post-war
economic miracle and the national GDP grew to be the second largest in the world by
1968. This period of high growth was also the golden age for sake brewing businesses.

Description of acculturation in phase 3

During the post-war economic miracle, Yamamoto-Honke and Masuda Tukubee Shoten
became famous due to successful TV commercials promoting some unique products,
which are still sold today. Also, Saitou Sake Brewing renewed its production facility
through investments at this time. Gekkeikan engaged in various innovations and launched
new products onto the market. Often, the products created at this time utilised the brand
effect of ‘made in Kyoto’. According to Gekkeikan, Japanese sake has the characteristic of
being locally rooted. Part of the firm’s cultural background is that it was established in
Fushimi, Kyoto and that the business has remained in the same location.
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All of the case firms maintain that businesses which uphold the corporate values of
thrift and humility during both difficult and prosperous times can survive for a long time.
Such values are not only manifested in Shinise firms’ spoken corporate philosophies but
also in Kyoto’s local culture. Kyoto’s inhabitants are said to be thrifty, reserved or even
ungenerous in general. The attitude of being humble and not wasting money has
influenced the mindset of Kyoto’s firms not merely to expand their business and make
large investments but to be reserved and concentrate on perfecting a single field of
business over a long period of time.** According to Gekkeikan, it can be understood by
observing the history of Kyoto’s companies that thrift and humility have been valued
while engaging in innovation. Through conducting incremental innovation and
maintaining this core attitude, these companies have created new traditions. During
phase 3, the case firms grew in a reserved manner, effectively utilising the brand of ‘made
in Kyoto’. By being innovative and providing unique high quality products that are
associated with Kyoto, the firms not only became prosperous but also enhanced and
advanced the cultural value of Kyoto as a whole.

Phase 4: From 1976 to date

Since 1975, the number of sake brewing firms has approximately halved. This is due, first,
to the overall Japanese economic recession after the oil shock and, second, the availability
and popularity of other kinds of alcoholic drinks in the domestic market. The current
presidents became CEOs of their respective firms mostly during this period of decline.
Notably, the leaders of Gekkeikan engaged in exporting and creating overseas branches in
countries such as the USA and China at an early stage in this period. Each of the other case
firms are also striving to overcome today’s difficulties in unique ways. For example, the
CEO of Masuda Tokubee Shoten cooperated with the local authority to create a new
regulation in Kyoto that ‘toasts should be made with Japanese sake’, which was approved
by common assent and implemented on 15 January 2013. This kind of marketing activity
is conducted to increase domestic consumption of sake.

Description of acculturation in phase 4

In Kyoto, the centre of Japanese history, culture, and religion and a famous university
town, both old Shinise-type firms and new high-tech firms co-exist. The CEO of
Yamamoto-Honke says that it is impossible to do anything from zero, there needs to be a
base, and that this is a way by which Shinise firms contribute to, or shape the economic
foundation of the whole region. In a similar vein, the CEO from Masuda Tukubee Shoten
explains that, in Kyoto, unique companies are developed because they learn from Shinise
firms. Although emphasising the traditional values of humility and thrift, all of the case
firms highly value the importance of being innovative and constantly seek something new.
In Kyoto, new values are created based on traditions established by the ancestors;” its
citizens are proud of the city’s long-living firms, which they are willing to protect.
Shinise firms are also active in educating and forming the public opinion of its citizens to
recall and value Kyoto’s traditional culture. Especially in times of recession and decline in
domestic consumption, they invest in activities that boost local culture such as local festivals
and teaching heritage and tradition at schools, and seek to be one of the main actors that
constitute the local culture. A representative from Kyoto City Hall states that the existence
of the Shinise firms is a huge contribution to the local culture because of their cultural value
of continuing and communicating traditions over centuries, attracting and boosting tourism,
preserving local employment and providing a basis for younger firms to prosper.
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Conclusion
Theorisation towards business longevity

The acculturation in phase 1 comprises two aspects. First, when the firms were established,
Kyoto’s local culture had a very strong influence on attracting talented craftsmen from
across the country. The strong local culture was based on values associated with the
Imperial Court, the nobility and religious institutions. Second, Shinise firms were
established and their founding fathers formed the corporate culture in this period.
By examining the Shinise firms’ spoken corporate philosophies that are still inherited
today, we found that they have the characteristic of having non-financial business goals.
Such philosophies are reflected in the behaviours of the case firms; for example, keeping
their headquarters in Kyoto even in times of crisis, valuing local human relationships over
rational and financial persuasion, enhancing the value of the local culture and engaging
actively in educating local people on heritage and tradition. Such values, beliefs and
attitudes were formed under the influence of the strong local culture. Therefore, in phase 1,
the local culture was in a relatively stronger position compared to the organisational
culture. In Berry’s (2008) terms, so-called ‘assimilation’ of the organisational culture
occurred. However, we need to note that, in line with the will of Shinise firms, such
assimilation took place in a voluntary manner.

At the beginning of phase 2, the case firms faced their first crisis. The surviving firms
supported each other during and after the crisis and remained in the Fushimi area, even
after the cultural symbols of Kyoto were transferred to Tokyo by the new government.
Cooperating with each other, the case firms increased their financial and cultural status in
Kyoto and took the lead in boosting the local economy and culture. Hence, acculturation in
phase 2 is characterised by ‘a reversal in dominion’ due to the rise of Shinise firms and the
diminished local culture.

After the Second World War, during phase 3, the case firms grew and various
innovations were implemented. However, this growth was accomplished in a rather
reserved manner. While family ownership was maintained, short-term profit-seeking and
business diversification were restricted due to the firms’ corporate philosophies and
policies. Instead, new products were launched utilising the brand of ‘made in Kyoto’.
While both the local and organisational cultures faced a crisis during the Second World
War, Shinise firms, due to their efforts, took the lead in promoting and enhancing the
cultural value of Kyoto’s local community. Indeed, such efforts bore fruit because of
Kyoto’s 1000 years’ history. However, during phase 3, Shinises had relatively leading
positions and strength with regard to acculturation, ‘enhancing the value of the local
culture’.

Today, in phase 4, Shinise firms’ economic power is declining due to the recession and
globalisation. In this difficult period, the case firms are trying to maintain and develop a
local market in which people remember and value traditional products. They are active in
educating consumers and younger firms on Kyoto’s heritage and culture. Today, the
Shinise firms cooperate with local policymakers and unions in such activities. Kyoto
Prefectural Government acknowledges that its function is to maintain and create people’s
lifestyle and the culture in which Shinise firms can survive and prosper. Thus, Shinises
cooperate with the local community in a reciprocal manner. Borrowing the term
‘integration’ from Berry’s (2008) concept of acculturation strategies, we term the present
state of acculturation as ‘reciprocal integration’. The acculturation theory suggests that a
balanced merging of two groups’ cultures rarely occurs.*® Indeed, also in our case, both
cultural groups were dominant at times throughout phases 1 to 3. In phase 4, due to the
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decline of organisational culture, the acculturation is occurring in a relatively even
manner. The synthesis of our findings is shown in Figure 1.
Our key findings are summarised as follows:

(1) Except for Gekkeikan, the firms remained small and medium-sized enterprises. Our
case firms have manufactured sake mostly for the domestic market. However, since the
decline in domestic demand for Japanese sake, most of the case firms engage in small-
scale export of sake. Thus, while the operational environment changed from domestic
to international, the ownership, main field of business, and size of the firms remained
unchanged.

(2) While the Shinise firms’ corporate culture has not changed since their
establishment, their relative strength and role in relation to the local culture have
changed substantially in different phases of their history. Similarly, while the essence
of the local culture (e.g. pride in once being the capital, the heritage of the Imperial
Court and nobility, and humility and thrift) has been maintained until the present day,
largely through efforts made by Shinise firms, its relative strength and role in relation to
the Shinise firms’ organisational culture has changed.

Therefore, both internal continuity in organisational culture and external continuity in
their location were necessary conditions for the firms to achieve longevity. Whereas
corporate culture characterised by long-term orientation and non-financial values are
successively inherited in the firms, local traditional values that are contrary to mere
economic persuasion are preserved in the local community.>” De Geus (1997), who
studied long-living firms, found that while they had a strong sense of identity and
financial conservatism within the organisation, they were good at adapting to changes
in the external world.”® Our findings support these, while we emphasise that such
adaptation is necessary, particularly in economic and political senses. For firms to
survive in the long term, the socio-cultural environment of the location needs to
encompass elements of continuity and stability that share common aspects with the
firms’ organisational cultures. This finding is supported by Joarder et al. who maintain
that even two groups with different cultural backgrounds can become acculturated if

External External External
event 1 event 2 event 3

I Local : : i
I culture === i i
_______ Y ! !
i \\ : : =
i : ; -
N ; > -=
i \ . . 7;
! P ' P
1 | ,’ ;
: \ ' i
; <\ / R E
\ ' :
Organisational : v !
culture : : :
Phase 1 : Phase 2 Reverse  Phase 3 Enhancing i Phase 4 Reciprocal
Assimilation i ofdominion |  thevalueofthe integration
: i local culture :

Figure 1. Rise and fall in the relative strength of the roles of organisational and local cultures.
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their beliefs and values are compatible.*® Family business research has emphasised that
culture, as distinct from political, social, technological or economic contexts, has
relevance for economic behaviour and entrepreneurship.*’

(3) From the establishment of the Shinise firms to the present day, acculturation has
taken the path of assimilation, reverse of dominion), enhancing the value of the local
culture, and reciprocal integration. By learning from and absorbing the local culture,
flexibly changing their role in relation to the local culture, taking the lead in enhancing
the local culture and reciprocally integrating with the local culture, Shinises have
strived to survive and prosper. Accordingly, the local culture has evolved jointly with
the Shinise firms by influencing (phase 1), responding to (phases 2 and 3), and
supporting (phase 4), them.

(4) More specifically, during and after a crisis in the local community, Shinise firms
took the lead in supporting and enhancing the local culture through their cultural assets
that have been maintained since their establishment; that is, the values, attitudes and
behaviours indicated in their spoken corporate philosophies.

(5) When Shinise firms are in difficulty (e.g. recession in phase 4), they are supported in
retaining their market by the local community through its cultural assets; that is, the
local culture that has been preserved until the present day.

To conclude, we maintain that business longevity relates not only to the years that a firm
has existed but also to the essence of the firm (i.e. ownership and main field of business)
having continued for more than 100 years; thus, Saitou Sake Brewing is considered
Shinise as it has been brewing sake for more than 100 years. The findings of our study add
to the perspective that corporate culture is another essential aspect of longevity and that it
is also critical for the local culture to have an element of continuity. It is the way that a firm
interacts with the local environment that changes and it is the combination of the
continuity in the essence of the firm and its acculturation (i.e. cultural interaction) with the
local environment that enables the firms’ longevity.

Research limitations and suggestions for future research

In our study business longevity is regarded as a positive concept, as firms’ existence and
longevity bring tremendous value to the local community development. Hence, we believe
further research that overcomes our research limitations is required to advance knowledge
on how firms can live for a long time.

We recognise some research limitations in the study. The first relates to the sake
brewing industry that is considered a traditional industry in which longevity is perceived
as an asset and easy to realise. In Japan, Shinises exist mostly in traditional industries such
as sake brewing and sales, the manufacture of kimonos, Japanese-style hotels and
cosmopolitan hotels, traditional Japanese confectionaries, wholesaling of wood and
bamboo, and wooden construction industries.*' Thus, one might argue that our findings
cannot be applied to other, fast changing industries. However, a traditional industry does
not necessarily have many Shinises.*> Likewise, despite being few in number, Shinise
firms also exist in high-tech industries. Thus, it is questionable whether long-term survival
of firms is due to the traditional nature of an industry. We suggest that further research is
needed to compare Shinise firms from different industries.

Furthermore, we should point out that the existence of Shinise firms is not limited in
Japan. One might argue that Shinise firms’ longevity is due to the Japanese national culture
of placing stronger emphasis on long-term orientation, a cultural dimension constructed by
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Hofstede (1991).43 Albeit other East Asian countries such as China and South Korea are
associated with long-term orientation, these countries have few long-living Shinise firms.
Instead, we find a more significant proportion of these firms in European countries with
less emphasis on long-term orientation.** Therefore, a national tendency towards long-
term orientation might have partial influence but not direct association with firms’
longevity. We therefore suggest that future studies conduct cross-country analysis of
Shinise firms in Europe.

Related to the second point, it might be interesting to study how the final goals of the
Japanese and Western Shinise firms differ. Based on the analysis of the case firms’
corporate philosophies, it seems to be so that they have intrinsic as opposed to extrinsic
finality (in Aristotle’s theory). In other words, in Japanese context, the role of the owner-
manager is to secure the continuity of the business, rather than the family. It would be
interesting to investigate whether that is the case for Western Shinise firms.

Finally, our study lacked a control group from Kyoto’s sake brewing firms that did not
survive. Future research may explore bankrupted firms with a long history.
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